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  Chapter 1: Military Tribunal
Time froze at 2:00 AM on May 12, 2009, in a desolate area outside the capital city of Beijing, the heart of the nation.

Seven black sedans sped through the wilderness, two in front, two behind, and two on each side, protecting the black Mercedes in the middle. The military-grade high-performance engines purred smoothly. The car bodies were made entirely of high-performance aluminum alloy, and spiral-shaped bulletproof patterns were faintly visible on the windshields. Without license plates or special military markings, one couldn’t help but wonder how such a convoy had managed to exit the heavily guarded capital gates.

An hour later, the convoy drove into an unremarkable tan-colored building in the suburbs. Four soldiers in camouflage uniforms approached, gesturing for the people in the cars to stop for inspection. The door of one of the front vehicles opened, and a young man in a black suit stepped out. He handed over a deep red card. After examining it for some time, the soldier said gravely, “I need to report to my superior.”

The man raised an eyebrow, his tone urgent and slightly angry as he lowered his voice: “This has Commander Hua’s signature. Who else do you need to report to?”

The soldier maintained his expressionless face and continued, “Major, superior command just issued orders that apart from the commander himself, everyone entering the military restricted area requires joint signatures from Commander Hua and Chief of Staff Zhang. Otherwise, entry is denied.”

“You—”

“Li Yang.”

A deep voice suddenly sounded from inside the car behind him. The black Mercedes slowly pulled forward, and the driver lowered the window, revealing a somewhat tired, elderly face inside. The soldier looked up in surprise, immediately stood at attention, and gave a military salute: “Greetings, Commander!”

Commander Hua nodded lightly: “Now can we enter?”

The soldier hesitated slightly, saying, “Report to Commander, Chief of Staff Zhang ordered that no vehicles are allowed in the military restricted area. Everyone must proceed on foot.”

Commander Hua frowned slightly, patting his leg: “I also need to walk?”

The soldier’s expression grew increasingly uncomfortable. His gaze through the window lingered on Commander Hua’s injured leg, but he still stated woodenly, “I’m sorry, Commander, but superior orders state that no one may drive in. Everyone must proceed on foot!”

Li Yang’s expression changed instantly with anger. Commander Hua waved his hand lightly and turned to Li Yang, saying gravely, “Li Yang, go in yourself with my documents. You must bring 005 out safely and intact. Military Intelligence cannot sustain another loss like 003. They are all national treasures.”

Li Yang was visibly moved. Facing the tired, gray-haired elder, he gave a respectful military salute and said firmly, “Rest assured, Commander. I will complete the mission!”

Just then, a tremendous explosion echoed through the air. A black mushroom cloud rose under the blinding flash in the night sky. Li Yang’s eyes widened, blue veins popping on his forehead as he turned without a word and sprinted toward the military restricted area!

That night, while the capital’s citizens slept peacefully, an explosion massive enough to shock the world occurred at the Fourth Military Prison on the outskirts. In the darkness, the eyes of various nations secretly converged on this location, waiting for daybreak a few hours later.

Four hours earlier.

In the courtroom of the National Fourth Military Prison sat seven high-ranking military officers in uniform, stars gleaming on their shoulder boards, indicating they were all generals. On the judgment bench were five military judges, each from different military regions and not belonging to the same military system. Below stood more than twenty elite national special forces soldiers armed with Colt MOD733 5.56mm assault rifles, vigilant as if facing a great enemy.

The entire courtroom atmosphere was solemn and severe. All eyes were fixed on the defendant’s seat. The uniformed chief judge cleared his throat and said gravely, “Name.”

“Chu Qiao.”

A calm, cool voice responded softly. Though somewhat hoarse, one could immediately determine the person’s gender.

Indeed, sitting in the defendant’s seat was a delicate woman wearing light green military pants and a white shirt with rolled-up sleeves revealing half of her fair forearms. Her expression was calm, her eyes pure, showing not the slightest sign of nervousness.

The chief judge continued the dry procedure: “Gender.”

“Female.”

“Date of birth.”

“October 8, 1982.”

“Place of origin.”

“Antu County, Jilin Province.”

“Military service record.”

“Enrolled in the Central Military Academy in 1999. Selected for training at the Fifth Intelligence Division of the Central Military Command in 2001. Joined the Eagle Group’s Seventh Unit for training in late 2001. Officially joined the Fifth Intelligence Division on August 27, 2003, assigned to the Second Team for intelligence analysis and deployment. Transferred to Xinjiang Intelligence Bureau in December 2003, cooperating with Military Intelligence Section 9 to execute the Sweep Operation. Went undercover abroad in June 2004. Returned to the country in 2007 to join Command Post 11 as Deputy Commander, a position I hold until now.”

“What operations have you executed during your tenure?”

“From 2007 to April 2009, Division 11 executed 97 missions of various scales. I handled 29, including eleven five-star operations, nine four-star operations, five three-star operations, four two-star operations, and none at one-star level.”

“Please report accurately on the two-star missions you executed.”

“In August 2007, based on intelligence from Military Intelligence Section 7, Military Intelligence Section 9 took action. Senior Colonel Li from Section 9 and I jointly planned the ‘Sea Salt Operation,’ successfully acquiring three hundred tons of uranium ore. In November 2007, Division 11 cooperated with Overseas Division 6 to execute the entrapment strategy, capturing the traitorous general known as ‘Mika Half-Mouse’ and destroying Country F’s nuclear reactor. In April 2008, we planned the defection of a special operative from Country E and recovered the vulnerability codes from the Central Bank. In June 2008, with assistance from Country X, Division 11 planned, with the help of special operatives and primarily Agent 003 from Section 9, Operation Ximeng, successfully obtaining the blueprints for HK47.”

The chief judge pushed his glasses up, checking the documents as he gravely said, “Please elaborate on your relationship with Agent 003 from Military Intelligence Section 9.”

The woman slightly raised her eyebrows, her long-unchanged expression growing somewhat cold. Her gaze swept across each of the seven military officers on the jury, before she finally said gravely, “During training at the Seventh Unit in 2001, Agent 003, Deputy Staff Officer Huang Minrui from Division 11, and I shared quarters. In March 2004, 003 came to the Xinjiang Intelligence Bureau to execute the East Turkestan terrorist elimination plan. We collaborated for two months. In 2008, we cooperated on Operation Ximeng.”

The chief judge asked solemnly, “What was the nature of your relationship? Comrades-in-arms, colleagues, or mere acquaintances?”

The woman’s expression remained composed as she raised an eyebrow slightly. After a long while, she said gravely, “We were friends.”

A slight murmur immediately arose from the jury. The woman’s gaze shifted toward the two of them, her sharp eyes catching the smiles that hadn’t yet faded from the corners of their mouths.

“So you and 003 were close, sharing everything as intimate friends, correct?” asked a female judge in a dark green uniform, approximately in her forties, in a grave tone.

The woman turned her head, her gaze traveling over the seemingly amiable face of the female judge, and finally said solemnly, “Judge, 003 and I are both highly qualified military personnel specially trained by the state. We understand clearly what can and cannot be said. Therefore, regarding the phrase ‘sharing everything’ in your questioning, I consider it a disregard for our professional qualifications and the greatest disrespect to a martyr who has heroically sacrificed for national interests.”

The female judge paled, pressing her lips together, and spoke no more. The atmosphere became somewhat awkward.

The chief judge continued, “Chu Qiao, now please provide a brief statement and defense regarding Operation M1N1.”

At this point, the questioning had finally reached the key issue. Two jury members in their fifties leaned forward slightly, their expressions highly focused. Chu Qiao lowered her head. After a long while, she raised her chin and said deliberately, “I request to see my superior or to accept trial by a military tribunal under the Supreme People’s Court. Before that, I will not make any statement regarding Operation M1N1.”

Hearing this, the chief judge frowned, his voice containing a trace of anger as he said slowly, “Are you questioning the authority of this military tribunal, jointly dispatched by the five military regions and formed by top legal experts?”

“I am not,” Chu Qiao raised her head, repeating, “I only request to see my superior. Without a declassification document personally signed by Commander Hua, I regret that I cannot disclose the materials and content of Operation M1N1.”

The chief judge’s brows remained tightly knit as he continued, “Then please provide your defense and explanation for ordering the explosion of the Administration Building, which resulted in the deaths of more than twenty hostages from various countries.”

“They were not hostages.”

Chu Qiao raised her head and said gravely, “All orders I issued comply with military regulations. I did not wrongfully kill anyone. Once I see my superior and Commander Hua’s signed document, I will provide the military tribunal with the most complete testimony. Before that, I will not accept any trial.”

The trial had reached an impasse. After Chu Qiao was taken away, all the judges and generals filed out of the hall. Strict monitoring devices recorded their every movement. However, under the bench where the high-ranking military officials had just been sitting, a tiny device flashing with a red light silently pulsed.

Time was running out.

Chu Qiao sat on the iron bed, head lowered, silent and still. Her cell was surrounded on all four sides by specially tempered glass. Those outside could see everything inside, while those inside couldn’t see the slightest movement outside, providing absolutely no privacy. The hardness of the glass was such that even if one were to continuously fire a German M7KB large-caliber submachine gun for a year, it would only create a small bullet hole. To break the glass and escape might require the help of an atomic bomb.

Although she couldn’t see or hear outside, as a high-level commander in the nation’s most secretive intelligence division, she knew exactly how everything was arranged outside. Touching her pulse, she silently calculated the time. She knew mealtime was approaching.

Sure enough, with a crisp click, a corner door at the bottom of the glass opened, and a hand carrying a tray slowly placed it inside.

Chu Qiao sat on the bed without moving. Just then, a small pebble suddenly flew out, precisely and silently hitting the clasp of a watch, which fell into the cell with a clatter.

The soldier outside was startled and reached in to feel around a couple of times but couldn’t reach it. Hearing the sound, Chu Qiao seemingly casually turned her head, frowning in confusion. She knew that besides this soldier, someone else stood outside, closely monitoring her.

According to regulations, prisoners were not allowed near the cell door during meal deliveries. But at this moment, Chu Qiao stretched out her hand and gestured to herself. The soldier outside saw this, reached in twice more without success, and then knocked twice on the ground with his fist to signal agreement.

Chu Qiao jumped off the iron bed, picked up the watch from the floor, handed it to the soldier, gave a slight smile toward the reinforced glass through which she couldn’t see outside, then picked up her meal and returned to the bed.

Outside, everything quickly quieted down.

It all seemed perfectly natural, without the slightest abnormality.

After finishing her meal, Chu Qiao walked to the simple bathroom and opened the door.

The government was humane enough; the bathroom setup provided some privacy. Except for above the shoulders, everything else was made of opaque plastic. Chu Qiao sat on the toilet, her head slightly lowered. She knew someone outside was watching her, and her bathroom time could not exceed twenty minutes.

In the bathroom, hidden from others’ view, she gently extended her fair hand. On the fingertip that had just touched the soldier’s finger was a transparent film bearing his fingerprint, inadvertently collected by her. Chu Qiao knew time was short. She had to act now.

Chapter 2: Rain Coming to the Mountain
At twenty in the morning, Chu Qiao closed the bathroom door and walked to the sink to wash her hands.

The cell was dead silent, without the slightest sound. This was the time when people were most fatigued and drowsy in the day. Even specially trained special forces soldiers would experience a slight decrease in alertness and physical strength compared to normal times. Chu Qiao’s expression remained calm. After washing her hands, she took the towels from the rack and dried them meticulously. The toilet flushed loudly as Chu Qiao’s fingers rested on her pulse, silently counting down the time.

Ten, nine, eight… five, four…

Time was up. Chu Qiao calmly turned around and walked toward the bed.

A muffled boom suddenly sounded. Massive water splashed violently in all directions. Tiny flames shot out from the drain pipe. Chu Qiao, standing at just the right distance, was struck by the water spray and bounced up, falling limply to the ground.

The prison guards outside were startled. They saw the water pipe burst in the cell and the prisoner struck by the explosion, her fate unknown. They immediately panicked. Two guards quickly entered the access code, rushing in with one hand holding a submachine gun and the other a communicator. However, the brief pipe explosion disrupted signal transmission. Within five seconds, the control center could only hear unclear, static-filled signals.

Opportunities come but once. While the two prison guards ran to the bathroom to investigate the cause of the explosion, the woman who had appeared unconscious suddenly opened her bright eyes. Her body sprang like a wildcat, darting out through the cell door. The two guards were shocked, but before they could shout, the cell door slammed shut with a bang.

Chu Qiao didn’t even glance at the two enraged men inside. She quickly walked to the monitoring room. She rapidly extracted the surveillance footage from an hour ago, transferred it to a small DV device, made brief cuts and deletions, and then climbed onto a chair in front of the pinhole camera outside the cell. She reversed the footage in the DV, pointed it directly at the camera, and began playing the images, then returned to the control room to cut off the intercom signal transmission.

The timing was perfect. Just as five seconds passed, the sulfide-improvised explosive device began its self-repair after the explosion. The water pipe leak was quickly sealed. In the completely enclosed cell, the angry shouts of the two prison guards were like mosquito buzzes, unable to penetrate the sealed cage. The monitor returned to normal. The footage at the control center showed images from an hour ago—the female prisoner sitting quietly on the bed, with two prison guards patrolling outside. Everything was peaceful and quiet.

Chu Qiao’s gaze was sharp as she looked around. All was safe.

Returning to the control room, she opened the guard’s supply box and changed out of her wet clothes, putting on the uniform of the Fourth Prison guard. After donning the cap, she took an HK handgun from the armory, attached a silencer, tucked it at her waist, and walked out.

The two prison guards who had dared to open the cell door weren’t recklessly careless.

The Fourth Prison was adjacent to the capital, its geographical location remote and concealed. Those imprisoned here were all major criminals awaiting trial by the state’s high military court, their importance was self-evident. The defense and security of each cell had reached a meticulous level. Cells were independent, equipped with high-end weapons, extensive monitoring, and well-allocated personnel. Each cell had three national special forces soldiers guarding it, divided between the inner and outer gates. For cells like Chu Qiao’s earlier one, the access code was enough to open it, but the outer prison door required the fingerprint of the person who had most recently locked it.

The three guards worked in shifts. Now with two people already in the cell, Chu Qiao took the fingerprint film she had prepared earlier and placed it against the scanner. Soon, there was a crisp clicking sound. Dressed in standard military uniform, under the glares of the two national soldiers, Chu Qiao walked grandly out through the prison gate.

Outside was a long corridor. She was currently on the fourth underground level of the prison. To accomplish her objective, she still had quite a distance to go. The surveillance recording only covered one hour; she had to hurry.

The fourth level housed high-ranking national military officers and secret agents awaiting military tribunal decisions. The third level held major criminals. The first level was where the Fourth Prison officials had their offices, and the second level was the reception area for external visitors. That was Chu Qiao’s destination.

After walking for about two minutes, she left the cell block. At the end of the outer corridor stood forty elite soldiers, fully armed with heavy machine guns. In the Fourth Prison, there were no air conditioning ducts and no empty drainage pipes. Apart from this corridor, one would have to dig through concrete to escape. The probability of getting out alive and unharmed was practically zero.

The guarding soldiers became tense at the sight of Chu Qiao’s unfamiliar face. The lead soldier raised his menacing gun barrel and shouted, “Halt! Who are you? Password!”

Chu Qiao walked straight ahead, her back perfectly straight, holding a thick stack of documents. As she walked, she said gravely, “I am Colonel Liu Siwei from the Military Law Division, stationed at the Fourth Cell Block to investigate a weapons smuggling case under Order No. 12658. Please connect me immediately with Lieutenant Colonel Tan Zongming. I have important documents to deliver to him.”

The soldier was taken aback, then frowned in confusion and said, “Report, Colonel, Lieutenant Colonel Tan Zongming is not on duty tonight. His line is a private secure line. Please show your credentials.”

“The Military Law Division never needs to show credentials at the Fourth Prison. I am here at the invitation of Prison Warden Li to assist with the case. I was personally escorted to the trial hall by Colonel Lü Fanghao three days ago. Don’t you know this?” Chu Qiao frowned, looking the guard up and down with sidelong glances, and said gravely, “Which army are you from? Have you thoroughly studied military regulations? Tell me your number and unit code.”

Hearing this, the soldier was startled. Military ranks were clear, and this person spoke with distinction, casually mentioning Lieutenant Colonel Tan and Warden Li with such familiarity. He immediately felt a sense of awe. He replied gravely, “Report, Colonel, my number is 0475, assigned to the Special Task Force of the 571st Brigade, 309th Corps of the Eighth Southern Army, not under regular military establishment. We were just deployed here two days ago, so we weren’t aware that you were personally escorted in by Colonel Lü Fanghao.”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao’s brow slightly relaxed. She nodded and said, “You’re from the Eighth Southern Army? How is your Deputy Commander Liu? He brought you in, right? You’ll be staying in Beijing for some time on this official business, I suppose?”

The young soldier immediately showed respect, thinking to himself that the Military Law Division was indeed different. He replied, “Report, Colonel, Deputy Commander Liu is well. Our unit has been transferred to the Fourth Prison and won’t be returning south with the commander.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded, “I also came from the Eighth Army, having served in the Intelligence Inspection Brigade of the Eighth Army. In a way, we’re comrades. When you see your commander, give him my regards. Now, I have urgent matters to attend to. Go to the transmission station and fax this document out, two copies, and notify Chief of Staff Zhang and Commander Hua’s secretarial office, telling them that Colonel Liu Siwei from the Military Law Division will visit at six o’clock tomorrow morning.”

With that, she turned and walked forward.

The soldier stood dumbfounded, holding a large pile of documents marked “Top Secret,” his hands trembling slightly.

Chief of Staff Zhang… Commander Hua…

By the time she left the fourth level of the prison, the clothes on Chu Qiao’s back were soaked through. She leaned against the wall, breathing slowly, then raised her wrist to check the time. Ten minutes had already passed; time was running out. She took a deep breath, stood straight, and continued forward.

Fingerprint decoder, infrared scanner, retinal interface main frequency—through layer upon layer of searches and monitoring, she finally arrived at the visitor room on the second level. Looking at the room with the Military Law Division sign, Chu Qiao’s lips curled slightly.

Good. The guilty party had been found; she had finally located her main target.

Chapter 3: Sacrifice for the Country
After easily breaking the password lock and code reader, Chu Qiao gently turned the doorknob and slipped inside. Although it was late at night, the corridors were brightly lit, with many people still moving about. Chu Qiao maintained a casual expression, walking confidently through the visitor section’s hallway, nodding and greeting every Fourth Prison staff member she passed. Though the staff didn’t recognize her, seeing her calm demeanor and military uniform, they genuinely mistook her for an internal member of the Fourth Prison, without the slightest suspicion.

Five minutes later, leaving the main office corridor, the Military Law Division’s staff restroom came into view. Smelling the faint scent of clear liquor in the air, Chu Qiao knew she hadn’t gone to the wrong place.

Suddenly, there was movement from a nearby bedroom. Chu Qiao reacted swiftly, nimbly pressing herself against the edge of the guest room door, her slender hand quickly reaching for the HK at her waist.

A short man in a black suit poked his head out. He was alert, seemingly also aware of movement in the corridor, but his reaction was foolish to expose himself, looking in Chu Qiao’s direction. He was greeted by the dark barrel of a gun. With the silencer in place, the bullet rapidly left the barrel, blasting a large bloody hole in his chest. The man’s pupils dilated instantly. Chu Qiao, quick of hand and eye, supported his body and covered his mouth until his pulse stopped, then carried him inside.

Strength in numbers; in this room of less than a hundred square meters, there were sixteen people. Besides the one who had just died, the rest were all deep in sleep. With the help of internal informants, forged legal identities, high-grade equipment, fine weapons, and so many companions, these people probably never dreamed someone would dare to enter their bedroom. Yet at this moment, death was standing brazenly before them, without the slightest inclination to be secretive.

When dealing with enemies, Chu Qiao had always lacked compassion. Though she had been primarily involved in behind-the-scenes planning work over the years, this didn’t mean she lacked the courage to pull the trigger. Steadily holding the large-caliber HK handgun, Chu Qiao’s eyes narrowed slightly, revealing a trace of cold-bloodedness. She aimed at a middle-aged man on the bed. With a muffled sound, the man’s body suddenly jolted in his sleep, a bloody hole opening in his forehead, white and red splattering.

The woman didn’t linger. She quickly moved forward, the muffled sounds continuing. Ten seconds later, there were no living people left in the outer room.

Opening the inner door, she saw five men lying on the beds, sleeping soundly. Without the slightest hesitation—killing, in many instances, is simpler than eating meals or taking baths—five gunshots rang out, the sound muffled, accompanied by the subtle noise of fresh blood flowing. The air was instantly filled with a nauseating bloody smell.

From the innermost man’s bag, she found a small DV. Chu Qiao stood among the scattered corpses, turned on the switch, and carefully examined its contents.

After confirming it was correct, she put the DV in her large pocket, then installed the super-strong C4 explosive device found in the dead man’s bag in the room and activated the starter. The red indicator on the black box began to flash rapidly.

Chu Qiao took a final look at the dead inside the room. After confirming everything, she opened the door and walked out. However, at that moment, a cold flash suddenly brushed past her neck!

Chu Qiao’s form instantly dropped lower. She quickly flipped over, falling to the ground and rolling backward, barely dodging the bullet’s attack. Cold flashes continued, the shooting relentless. Chu Qiao kicked the door panel, and the inner room door slammed shut with a bang. Kneeling on the ground, listening to the deep breathing on the other side, she knew she had been exposed.

Chu Qiao’s muscles were tense, her breathing slow, her eyes fixed on the door panel opposite. She wasn’t 003, wasn’t the super agent from Action Section 9. She had studied explosives in military school, planning, how to use favorable environments, excellent intelligence, and limited personnel to carry out the largest-scale, most beneficial, most profitable kills. At this moment, facing the danger less than three meters away, she clearly understood that a confrontation would be unwise.

Her gaze slowly fixed on the poor man who had died in his sleep.

With a bang, the door was kicked open. The woman stood in the doorway, looking arrogantly at the two men hidden in the outer guest room.

The two were not expecting her to walk out on her own and were momentarily stunned.

With two quick pats, Chu Qiao contemptuously threw down the dagger and HK in her hand. With her back foot slightly angled and both hands pushed forward, she made a tai chi starting pose, then coldly snorted at the two men opposite, gently beckoning with her hand. The meaning was very clear: come together!

The two men, holding high-powered submachine guns capable of firing 160 consecutive bullets, became enraged. They tossed aside their guns with a swish and assumed a Japanese martial arts stance, their eyes fierce, their forms suddenly leaping up, charging forward with lightning speed.

In the small room, it seemed as if a foul and cold wind had suddenly arisen. The curtains swayed, the light was dim, and a huge killing intent rose from the ground, rapidly advancing toward Chu Qiao with the two men’s forms. Just by looking at their knotted muscles and the viciousness of their actions, one could foresee the outcome for this woman who didn’t know her limitations.

However, at that moment, the woman who had maintained a solemn expression suddenly smiled slightly. Her lips curled coldly, forming a smug yet cold smile. As if performing a magic trick, a Japanese-made M609 small-caliber exploding bullet handgun suddenly appeared in her hand. The M609, the king among close-range killing weapons—not for penetration, but always directly for the head!

With two muffled bangs, a 0.05-second kill prevented these two men from even uttering a scream. The close-range shooting directly blew off their heads, brain matter splattering, and spraying all over Chu Qiao.

Disgustedly kicking aside the men blocking her way, Chu Qiao quickly opened the bathroom door. Although there were two more people than expected, the operation still proceeded very smoothly, saving twenty minutes compared to the original estimate—more than enough time for her to do a simple cleaning.

Fifteen minutes later, a woman in a black Military Law Division suit walked out of the guest room. She walked through the second-floor visitor section corridor, smiling kindly at the passing Fourth Prison staff. Three minutes later, she calmly opened the second-floor door and walked out.

The night breeze was cool, blowing softly on her face. Chu Qiao walked in the ground-floor hall of the Fourth Prison, surrounded by the country’s elite soldiers coming and going, busy with their tasks. She raised her wrist; there were ten seconds left until the explosion.

Chu Qiao continued walking without changing her expression, taking a newspaper from yesterday from a nearby newsstand as she walked.

10, 9, 8…

“May 11, another case of infection with the M1N1 influenza virus was confirmed in Beijing. Currently, this is the 47th person in our country confirmed to be infected with this virus. Ports and some flights have been announced suspended, the tourism industry has been severely impacted, stocks have plummeted, and the Shanghai and Beijing stock markets are in dismal gloom…”

7, 6, 5…

“Xinhua News Agency reports: At present, the count of confirmed M1N1 influenza virus infections in Mexico is 689 people, with 1,272 suspected cases and 68 deaths. The death toll continues to rise uncontrollably. Spain has confirmed 352 infections, with 561 suspected cases and 97 deaths. Egypt…”

4, 3…

“U.S. Associated Press reports: According to U.S. expert research, it is suspected that this M1N1 influenza virus was spread from China, as China’s massive earthquake disrupted atmospheric balance, triggering virus proliferation. The Chinese government has failed to handle this natural disaster promptly and effectively, resulting in the rapid spread of infectious diseases. The U.S. government intends to refuse trade with China in the short term, expel Chinese people from the U.S., and ban Chinese people from entering the country. The Senate Advisory Committee is currently in intense discussions, and it is believed that an appropriate solution will soon be reached.”

2, 1, 0!

Suddenly, the entire ground began to shake violently. A huge explosion impact hit the eardrums. Red alarm sirens wailed sharply. Thick smoke billowed, flames erupted, and the entire Fourth Prison trembled violently in this explosion.

Smoke blinded their eyes. All Fourth Prison staff members took up their weapons in an orderly manner, heading methodically toward the explosion site. Covered in dust, Chu Qiao grabbed the arm of a man in a military uniform with a panicked expression, shouting, “Comrade! What happened?”

The man glanced at Chu Qiao’s disheveled Military Law Division suit, knew she wasn’t from the Fourth Prison, and helped her up, saying, “You’re from the Military Law Division? Follow me, I’ll get you out.”

The national soldier, busy escorting colleagues from other departments, had no idea that the person he was helping was the perpetrator of this explosion. Not only that, but more than a dozen “Military Law Division” colleagues had also died at her hands.

Following the chaotic crowd running out of the ground floor hall, just as they were about to continue forward, they suddenly collided with a man hurriedly rushing into the hall!

“Ah! Sorry, oh, it’s Colonel Li!” The man steadied the other person and quickly apologized.

“What happened inside?” Li Yang frowned, his gaze shifting to the side, just catching Chu Qiao’s wide eyes. Pointing at her, he immediately opened his mouth wide: “Chu—”

“You’re here to find me, right? There’s been a big explosion inside. Let’s talk outside.”

Chu Qiao quickly interrupted Li Yang’s words. The soldier, hearing this, said, “Then I won’t escort you two any further. I don’t know what’s happening inside; I need to get back quickly and check.”

Li Yang nodded. Seeing the soldier move away, he grabbed Chu Qiao and asked gravely, “What’s going on? Why is the military tribunal trying you? How did you escape?”

“The M1N1 virus isn’t a natural disaster; it’s man-made. High-level officials from the U.S., Russia, Eagle, France, and more than a dozen Western countries are involved, and even people within our country have been tempted by profit to participate. The hostages captured by X Force last time weren’t hostages at all, but virus experts hidden in various countries’ military research institutes. They want to spread this virus worldwide, strike at enemy countries’ economies, and then have a listed company produce antibiotics to treat the M1N1 virus, seeking huge profits. My people got evidence of their crimes; it’s here.”

As she spoke, Chu Qiao handed the DV to Li Yang and continued, “When Xiao Shi went to Tokyo last time to kill X Force’s high-level leaders, the thing she was supposed to bring back was evidence exchanged with the lives of our internal informants. Unfortunately, Xiao Shi died on the streets of Tokyo, and the matter was left unresolved. One of the masterminds behind this M1N1 influenza virus is the X Force, which officially traffics human organs but secretly develops deadly epidemic viruses. They sent people to infiltrate our country and, under the protection of high-level treasonous leaders, disguised themselves as Military Law Division colleagues, entered the Fourth Prison, and stole my evidence. I’ve eliminated them all now.”

Li Yang was dumbfounded, saying incredulously, “You mean, the people who killed Xiao Shi are…?”

“Yes!” Chu Qiao nodded, affirming, “The person who ordered the abandonment of 003 is an enemy spy hidden in our nation’s high levels. It was also this person who ordered me to be locked in the Fourth Prison, to seize the evidence of various countries’ crimes, attempting to cover up their heinous acts.”

Li Yang was still immersed in great shock, his brows tightly knit, his eyes dark with anger as he said gravely, “U.S. artillery experts are coming to Beijing today for observation and study. Staff Officer Qian from the Jinghua Troops and I did a lot much preparation work. I never thought they would…”

“What did you say?” Chu Qiao suddenly raised her voice.

Li Yang was taken aback and asked, “What?”

“You said U.S. artillery experts are coming to Beijing?”

Li Yang nodded, saying, “Yes, they arrived last night.”

Chu Qiao’s expression changed dramatically. She hurriedly searched his body, asking, “Did you bring a munitions activation locator?”

“What do you need that for?”

Chu Qiao became furious and demanded, “Did you bring it or not?”

“Why would I carry such a thing on me?” Seeing Chu Qiao’s urgent expression, Li Yang quickly said, “Come with me, I know where to find one.”

The two got into an electric cart and quickly started moving through the busy compound. Two minutes later, when Chu Qiao saw the small red dot continually flashing on the locator, she felt her entire mind go blank.

“What’s going on? Didn’t you install it in the second-floor visitor section? Why is it in the fourth-floor trial hall?”

Chu Qiao stood up, quickly searching for suitable weapons and equipment in the warehouse. As she hurried out, she said gravely, “The U.S. doesn’t trust Russia’s X Force at all. They were afraid Russia might fail and expose everything, so they installed a navigation locator in the trial hall. Once the time comes, artillery will be fired, and the entire Fourth Prison will be razed to the ground, including the evidence and me.”

“What do we do now? I’ll immediately notify bomb disposal experts and call in special forces for reinforcement, to control the U.S. envoys.”

“There’s no time,” Chu Qiao said solemnly. “Get me a helicopter immediately, disperse the crowd. The most important thing for you to do now is to deliver this evidence to Commander Hua. Xiao Shi’s life, the lives of 14 special agents with unique abilities from Section 11, and the lives of people worldwide who have died and will die from the M1N1 virus—they’re all in your hands. Nothing can go wrong.”

Li Yang’s expression froze. In the distance, smoke billowed and crowds were agitated. Looking at the woman’s determined eyes and thin face, he suddenly felt a pang of sorrow and shock in his heart. After a long while, he finally said firmly, “I will do it. Chu Qiao, take care.”

“You too.”

With that, the woman rushed out of the warehouse without looking back, quickly heading toward the fourth-floor cells she had previously escaped from with great difficulty.

Ten minutes later, a helicopter took off from the Fourth Prison’s square, rapidly leaving the airspace above the Fourth Prison, and flying toward the uninhabited suburban areas.

Sitting in the car heading to the Commander’s residence, Li Yang held the munitions activation locator, watching the small red dot move point by point from the fourth-floor trial hall to the square, then rapidly flying into the air above the suburbs of Beijing. Suddenly, a huge, explosion echoed from above. The red dot on the locator instantly disappeared, turning into a black skull pattern.

Sitting in the car, Li Yang didn’t look back. Only a tear, never shown to others, slowly flowed down in the darkness.

Beijing’s night was peaceful.

Chapter 4: The Royal Hunt
The birthplace of Great Xia was on the eastern bank of the Red River upstream from Hengshui. Since the time of their ancestors, they had lived a nomadic lifestyle following water and pastures, with customs valuing martial prowess and fierce warriors. The harsh cold of Xia limited the development of its people, and they were repeatedly harassed by border invasions from the Dog Rong tribes. For thousands of years, the Xia people struggled to survive on this harsh land east of the Red River, until Emperor Peiluo Zhenhuang established the Great Xia regime, finally allowing this nation that had been fighting against heaven for its fate to catch its breath and develop.

The history of Great Xia was forged with blood and tears in almost every word. The nomadic nature of the people made their relationship with the land tenuous, which to some extent also gave them a more inclusive and tolerant attitude toward racial issues compared to the southern Bian Tang and eastern Huai Song. For hundreds of years, the Xia people continuously migrated westward, living among and fighting with foreign tribes. Their territory grew increasingly vast, and now it had subtly surpassed Bian Tang with its three-thousand-year history and Huai Song with its flourishing commerce, becoming the continent’s premier military power.

As waters rise, boats rise with them. The magnificent Zhenhuang City standing tall on the Red River Plain had clearly become the economic and political center of the entire continent. High buildings stood side by side, merchants traveled back and forth, and the city was prosperous and splendid. Nobles from various countries and wealthy merchants shuttled along the Nine Wai Main Street, shoulder to shoulder, creating an extremely lively atmosphere.

The first bell of early morning rang out, its sound far-reaching and magnificent. The city gates slowly opened to the sound of the bell. Sunlight shone everywhere, and a new day in Zhenhuang City once again slowly began under the iron-blooded order of the empire.

“Hya!”

A clear, sharp voice suddenly rang out. A black steed raised its snow-white hooves, stepping on the snow outside Zhenhuang City. Snow splashed, and the sound of hooves clanged, leaving more than a dozen attendants far behind.

“Young Master Yan, you’re late!”

Zhuge Huai laughed heartily, riding forward to greet the newcomer with a smile. His voice was warm, his face like the spring breeze, and his eyes half-closed, flickering with shrewd light. Dressed in purple and gold brocade robes with silver threads, with a silver jade snow ermine cloak draped behind him, he appeared even more elegant and gallant. Though only fifteen or sixteen years old, he displayed extraordinary charm and wisdom beyond his years.

Standing beside him were four young men, the youngest only eleven or twelve, while the oldest no more than thirteen or fourteen. Each wore brocade robes with attendants surrounding them, their faces handsome and extraordinary. Hearing his voice, they all turned their heads to look toward the newcomer.

Yan Xun reined in his horse with a “whoa.” The magnificent Xunlie Wall snow-hoofed treasure horse suddenly reared up, let out a resonant neigh, and then steadily stopped on the snowy plain. Yan Xun wore deep purple formal robes with a snow-white cloak draped behind him. He said in a deep voice, “When I received Brother Zhuge’s message, the Eighth Princess was at my residence. It was rather difficult to get away. I’ve kept you all waiting.”

“So it was a beautiful lady’s appointment. It seems we’ve disturbed Young Master Yan’s pleasure.” A young lord in pine-green brocade robes stepped forward, his voice still carrying the soft tones of childhood. Looking no more than eleven or twelve years old, with eyes curved like a fox’s, he smiled and said.

Yan Xun’s expression remained calm as he replied, “Prince Jing jests. If not for Prince Jing causing me to break the Princess’s crystal cup at the national banquet the other day, I wouldn’t have had this unexpected romantic fortune today. Everything must be credited to Your Highness.”

The young prince chuckled softly, not showing any annoyance. He turned his head to another youth in cyan robes beside him and said, “See, Mu Yun? I told you Young Master Yan wouldn’t let it go so easily. He was going to confront me about this.”

Mu Yun slightly raised his eyebrows: “Are there few people who’ve suffered from your tricks at the imperial city? Young Master Yan is good-tempered. If it were me, I would have stormed your residence last night.”

“Are we going to compete or not? If you want to chat, we might as well go back.”

A youth dressed in black brocade robes stepped forward with a large yellow bow hanging at his waist, clearly an imperial item. Yan Xun seemed to notice him only then, dismounted, and respectfully bowed, saying, “So the Seventh Prince is also here. Please forgive Yan Xun for not recognizing you earlier.”

Zhao Che glanced at Yan Xun with eyes slightly askew, the corner of his mouth turning up slightly as a greeting, and then spoke directly to Zhuge Huai: “Eight Brother and I have to go to the Secretary’s Office for dinner. We don’t have that much idle time.”

Zhuge Huai smiled and said, “Since Young Master Yan has arrived, let’s begin.”

Prince Jing smiled and clapped his hands: “What new amusement has Zhuge found this time? Quickly bring it out for me to see.”

Zhao Jue said, “I see a pile of animal cages being transported over there. Zhuge, you’re not asking us to hunt, are you? That’s not interesting.”

Zhuge Huai shook his head and said mysteriously, “I put a lot of effort into today’s event. Watch.” With that, he extended his hand and lightly clapped twice, the crisp sound echoing across the snow-white ground.

In the distance, a fenced enclosure was opened, and Zhuge Huai’s attendants pushed six large carts into the enclosure, arranging six huge cages in a line on the open ground. They were covered with black cloth, completely concealing what was inside.

Prince Jing said with interest, “What’s inside? Zhuge, stop being mysterious.”

Zhuge Huai smiled and waved to his distant attendants. With a swish, all the black clothes were pulled off at once. Prince Jing let out a surprised sound, paused momentarily, and then began to laugh happily.

Inside those enormous cages were young girls, no more than seven or eight years old. Each cage held twenty children, all wearing only coarse cloth garments. On the front of each child’s clothing was a large character like a prisoner’s mark. The characters in each cage were different – some had “Mu,” “Jing,” “Yan,” and some “Zhuge,” while Zhao Che and Zhao Jue were distinguished by the characters “Che” and “Jue.” The children had been confined in the black cages for a long time, and when suddenly exposed to light, they covered their eyes in confusion, huddling together in fear, their eyes terrified like a group of timid rabbits.

Zhuge Huai laughed and said, “Recently, a team of Western merchants came to my residence. This game was taught to me by them. Soon I’ll have the cages removed and release wolves from the animal cages. Those beasts have been starved for three days and have bloodshot eyes. We can shoot the beasts or the slaves in others’ cages. After one incense stick’s time, whoever has the most slaves left will be the winner.”

Prince Jing laughed heartily, clapping his hands first: “This indeed sounds interesting. Fun.”

Zhuge Huai said, “Then let’s begin. Each person gets thirty arrows.” He turned to a subordinate and said, “Zhu Shun, open the cages.”

The servants, having received the order, removed the cages and then withdrew from the enclosure. The children stood trembling in place, as if still confined by invisible cages, not daring to move at all.

Suddenly, with a howl, the gates on both sides of the enclosure were opened, and more than twenty fierce wolves rushed in, opening their bloody jaws and howling as they charged toward the children!

Massive screams immediately erupted. The seven and eight-year-old children shrieked in unison, huddled together in panic, and ran toward where people were standing. At the same time, arrows from outside the enclosure fiercely shot into the enclosure. However, they were not aimed at the ferocious wolves, but at the children running toward them.

An intense smell of blood rose to the sky, and tragic screams and wails struck the heavens. Arrows pierced through the children’s thin shoulder blades and chests, blood flowing out in streams, blooming like brilliant red flowers on their small bodies. The wolf pack, stimulated by the smell of blood, became even more ferocious. A dark blue wolf quickly jumped up and bit off a child’s neck. Before the child could even utter a scream, another wolf tore off one of her legs, and half her head was bitten off. White brain matter and fresh blood mixed, splashing onto the snow-white ground.

Chaos filled the world, and the intense screams were endless. The pain in her shoulder was unbearable, and her eyelids felt as heavy as thousand-pound stones. Jing Yue’er’s small body was pierced by an arrow, firmly pinning her to the ground. Her breathing gradually weakened, as if she were already dead, but her brows remained tightly furrowed, growing tighter and tighter. A vicious wolf slowly approached, looking at the child with fierce eyes, its foul-smelling saliva growing longer, then dropping with a plop onto the child’s cheek.

Amid oblivion, it seemed as if heaven’s eyes were watching the tragedy below. Just as the wolf’s jaws were about to close, the child’s eyes suddenly opened wide, bright as knives, without a trace of the fear and weakness a child should have. Almost instinctively, she reached out and grabbed the wolf’s upper and lower jaws, then raised her head and bit the wolf’s extended tongue, tearing it with force!

A sharp howl immediately resounded, and everyone turned to look at the child with the fierce eyes biting the wolf’s tongue, momentarily forgetting to shoot their arrows in astonishment.

Zhao Che was the first to react. Seeing the large character “Che” on the child, he laughed and bent his bow, firing an arrow that hit the wolf’s throat with a whoosh.

The wolf howled in pain and fell to the ground. The tragedy in the enclosure continued, with the remaining wolves pursuing other girls. The ground was covered with torn bodies and dismembered limbs, and heart-wrenching screams and cries filled the air. Jing Yue’er tremblingly stood up, widening her eyes in disbelief, as if petrified. Her small body’s clothes were tattered, her hair disheveled, her face pale and covered in blood. The cold wind blew fiercely, and the small girl seemed like a weak blade of grass.

With a whoosh, an arrow suddenly shot toward her. Jing Yue’er nimbly jumped backward, avoiding the lethal strike, but being small and weak, she was still wounded in the calf by the arrow. Blood flowed down profusely.

Prince Jing chuckled and continued to nock another arrow, shooting again.

Zhao Che raised an eyebrow, let out a cold snort, bent his bow, and with a swoosh, his arrow broke Prince Jing’s in mid-flight.

With wolves following like shadows behind her, their foul smell suddenly overwhelmed her. Jing Yue’er had no time to check her wounded calf and ran quickly toward Zhao Che’s direction.

It was this person who had saved her twice in this short time. In her dazed state, she quickly chose the direction most beneficial to her.

However, just as she took two steps forward, an arrow suddenly shot toward her, embedding itself firmly in front of her feet. The child paused in surprise, then stopped. She raised her head, frowning in confusion at the black-robed youth riding a chestnut horse.

Zhao Che let out a contemptuous snort, glanced at her, and shot an arrow through the back of another running girl. That child, no more than five or six years old, screamed and fell to the ground. The large character “Yan” on her back was dyed red with blood, and she was quickly torn apart by the wolves.

Time passed both extremely quickly and incredibly slowly. The child stood in place, looking stunned. Suddenly, she pressed her lips together and quickly turned around. Her speed was remarkable; her injured calf did not affect her agility at all. A wolf chased after her, fiercely pouncing forward, yet she managed to escape it by a hair’s breadth.

In a corner of the enclosure lay a pile of wooden sticks and hay for feeding horses. The child picked up a stick and, without looking back, struck the wolf heavily on its side with a thud.

The wolf howled and staggered to one side, clearly severely injured.

“Come here! All of you come here!” the child shouted, crouching down to pick up two stones. She struck them together with a crackling sound, and sparks flew. The hay ignited with a whoosh. Lighting the stick on fire, the child held the torch and ran across the field, driving away the wolves attacking the children, shouting, “Come here! All of you come here!”

The young children ran toward Jing Yue’er, crying loudly. They were all injured – some bitten by wolves, but more with arrow wounds. In this short time, fewer than twenty remained.

Wolves fear fire. Seeing Jing Yue’er protecting the children in the middle, they hesitated to approach. They had been hungry for a long time, so after circling the children for a while, they turned back to feast on the corpses in the field.

Zhuge Huai’s slender eyes narrowed slightly. Suddenly, he said softly, “Useless beasts.” He nocked an arrow and shot at the wolves.

Arrows rained down, and the wolf pack was immediately attacked. After a series of bloody howls, the wolves all fell to the ground, with none surviving.

The surviving children were overjoyed. Despite their wounds, they all jumped up and cheered loudly at their survival.

However, before their voices could even leave their throats, another wave of dense arrows came, striking their small bodies. The noble youths of the imperial dynasty had sharp eyes and ruthless hands, mercilessly targeting the children of their opponents, shooting to kill.

An arrow whistled through the air with astonishing force, striking a child’s head with a thud, entering through the right eye and penetrating the back of the skull, stopping steadily at Jing Yue’er’s nose tip. White brain matter splattered all over her face. The child opened her mouth wide, still holding the burning stick, and stood still as wood, never to move again. The cries of the children echoed in her ears; everything seemed like a nightmare.

As the arrows gradually thinned, Prince Jing and Mu Yun smiled in unison, nocked their bows, aimed at the girls, and shot with swift precision.

Zhao Che frowned, rode forward, and reached for his quiver, but only one arrow remained. He snorted coldly, broke the arrow in half, nocked both halves on his bow with impeccable technique, and shot them simultaneously, knocking down both Prince Jing’s and Mu Yun’s arrows.

Zhuge Huai laughed loudly and exclaimed, “Excellent archery!”

As his words fell, all screams ceased. The north wind swept across the white land, and the smell of blood permeated the air. In the enclosure, now crimson with blood, only Jing Yue’er remained. Her hair was disheveled with straw caught in it, her clothes stained with blood, and her face pale. She leaned on a wooden stick, standing in place with a wooden expression, looking toward them as if she had been frightened out of her wits.

Zhao Jue said, “Seventh Brother is so formidable. I’ve run out of arrows. It seems Seventh Brother is the big winner today.”

Prince Jing raised an eyebrow, looked at himself, then at Mu Yun, and finally turned to Zhuge Huai.

Zhuge Huai, with his handsome features, smiled and said, “I ran out of arrows long ago.”

“Doesn’t Young Master Yan still have some? Time isn’t up yet. The deer isn’t dead, and who knows whose hands it will fall into.”

Mu Yun suddenly said, and everyone’s eyes immediately turned to Yan Xun. Zhao Che coldly looked at Yan Xun and said flatly, “Young Master Yan always manages to surprise people unexpectedly.”

Only half the time of one incense stick had passed, and everyone’s arrows were already depleted. Only in Yan Xun’s quiver was there still one arrow with a snow-white feather.

Yan Xun sat upright on his horse. Although only thirteen or fourteen years old, his back was straight, his eyebrows like swords, his eyes like stars, his nose high, and his gaze sharp. His deep purple formal robes fit perfectly on his body, making him appear even more outstanding, handsome, and cold. With a calm expression, he slowly rode forward, drew his bow fully, and aimed at the child in the center of the enclosure.

The long wind howled, lifting the child’s tattered clothes and disheveled hair. She was still very young, about six or seven years old, malnourished and emaciated, like a newborn wolf cub without fur. Her arms, neck, and calves were all wounded, and the injury on her shoulder was nearly close to her heart vessels. She stood in the center of a scattered battlefield, surrounded by dismembered limbs, corpses, and blood. The smell of blood wafted everywhere, and the cruel power, like a desperate and terrified soul, tore at the child’s fragile eyes.

An arrow flashing with bloodthirsty cold light slowly pointed at the child’s throat. The youth sat upright on horseback, his gaze sharp, his eyebrows furrowed, blue veins bulging on his arms as he slowly drew the bow to its full extent.

She had nowhere to escape. Chaotic thoughts raced through her mind, and all the confusion and questions collapsed in the face of the sudden massacre. She slowly raised her head, her gaze cold, carrying bitter hatred and disgust, looking coldly at the youth targeting her, without a trace of fear.

That day was the fourth day of the first month in the 466th year of the Baicang Calendar. The citizens of Zhenhuang City had just celebrated their New Year. At the royal hunting grounds outside Zhenhuang City, she and he met for the first time.

Time pierced through the track of history broke through the gates of space-time and placed two souls that were never meant to touch on the same platform.

Yan Xun frowned slightly, his finger shifted a little and released the arrow.

The long arrow whistled through the air, driving the cold wind, and making a whooshing sound. Everyone’s gaze was fixed upon it, looking toward the child standing in place.

With a swish, a bloodline immediately extended. The arrow grazed the child’s neck in an instant, leaving a bloodied mark. The child’s form wavered slightly, staggering two steps, but still stood in place.

“Haha! Congratulations, Seventh Brother!” Zhao Jue laughed loudly.

Zhao Che looked at Yan Xun with contempt and sneered, “Young Master Yan is immersed in songs, dances, and poetry all day. Perhaps he has forgotten how the ancestors of the Zhao family held their arrows.”

Yan Xun lowered his bow, turned his head, and said calmly, “How the ancestors of the Zhao family held their arrows is best remembered by the descendants of the Zhao family. Yan Xun dares not overstep his bounds.”

Zhuge Huai smiled and said, “In that case, today’s prize goes to the Seventh Prince. I have prepared a banquet at my residence. Would you all like to join me for a drink?”

Everyone agreed and mounted their horses as if what had just happened was nothing more than an ordinary game.

The wind howled past, lifting everyone’s billowing cloaks. Bloody wind spread across the vast snowy plain. From a distance, Yan Xun looked back and saw the blood-covered child still standing in the wilderness, her eyes deep as she gazed in their direction, motionless for a long time.

Chapter 5: Swallowing Blood with Teeth
The sky gradually darkened, and the north wind howled, cold and biting, cutting to the bone. The gale whirled the swirling white snow, moaning across the sky like a crazed monster.

The servants of the Zhuge family were cleaning the enclosure. They scooped up the small corpses with shovels and then tossed them onto the cart. Not far away, a small pit had already been dug. Artemisia grass burned with crackling sounds, emitting thick black smoke. It was meant for burying these children, along with those bloodthirsty beasts. These lives, as insignificant as weeds, were like mere balls that the wealthy owners had grown tired of after a single play, and so, were all thrown away.

Jing Yue’er wore a tattered sackcloth, quietly hanging her head, and sitting silently against the cage. She was severely wounded—even an adult might not have been able to endure such pain silently. The Zhuge family’s servants thought she might be dying, but after checking many times, they still saw the child’s chest rising and falling slightly. They knew she was breathing; some strange power was sustaining this child who seemed on the verge of death. So, they didn’t throw her into the burial pit, but instead, when leaving, placed her back in the cage.

The cage that had previously seemed cramped now looked somewhat empty. All the children had died, and only one remained. While the servants marveled at this child’s luck, they couldn’t help but secretly peek at her, carefully examining her.

Even if they couldn’t articulate it, they keenly sensed that this child was somehow different from when she had first arrived.

The gates of Zhenhuang City opened wide. The Zhuge family held immense power and status in Great Xia. The city guards respectfully checked their waist tokens, then bowed and saw them off.

Jing Yue’er had no idea how much time had passed. The cart kept swaying, but she didn’t raise her head, completely numb. Today’s sun was bright, but the wind was cold, howling through the gaps of the cage, striking her thin clothes like knife blades.

After turning past Nine Wai Main Street came the Purple Wisteria Square of the inner city, named after Purple Wisteria Empress, the mother of the founding emperor of Great Xia. For four hundred years, it had subtly become a sacred place in Great Xia. Common people passing by were required to bow three times and kowtow nine times toward the Purple Wisteria Palace in the center of the square as a sign of reverence.

The Zhuge family’s servants all got off the cart and meticulously kowtowed to the palace.

At this moment, a clear horse’s neigh suddenly sounded, and a light voice slowly said from ahead, “Whose servants are you, blocking the middle of the road?”

Zhu Shun quickly got up, saw who had arrived, and immediately lost his arrogant air. He respectfully lowered his gaze and said, “So it’s Young Master Shu Ye. We’ll make way for you right away.”

The Zhuge family’s caravan hurriedly cleared a path. The sound of hooves drew closer, and as the rider passed by Jing Yue’er, he suddenly made a sound of surprise and stopped.

“Were you attacked by wolves?”

Zhu Shun was startled, and hurriedly replied, “In response to Young Master, no, this is just a slave, nothing of concern.”

Shu Ye ignored Zhu Shun, only staring at Yue’er in the cage. He slowly bent down and said kindly, “Child, lift your head.”

With a whoosh, a whip suddenly lashed out, passing through the cage and striking Jing Yue’er’s body hard. Jing Yue’er’s whole body trembled, and she immediately raised her head, looking toward where the whip had come from.

“What are you doing?” Shu Ye raised an eyebrow and turned his head to say sternly.

Zhu Shun immediately became somewhat afraid and hurriedly explained, “I, I saw this slave being audacious, daring not to answer Young Master’s question…”

“Your name is Zhu Shun, right?”

A soft voice suddenly spoke, though childish, it carried an undeniable calmness and tranquility. Zhu Shun and Shu Ye both turned their heads curiously, looking at the child who had just been beaten. Zhu Shun stared in astonishment, stammering, “Y-you, what did you say?”

Jing Yue’er had a small face, entirely covered in blood stains, with large eyes divided between black and white, appearing even more spirited. She calmly repeated, “I just heard others calling you Zhu Shun. That’s your name, isn’t it?”

Zhu Shun slowly frowned, “Yes, what about it?”

“Nothing,” the child shook her head, extended a small black hand and gently covered the arm that had just been whipped. She nodded and said, “I’ve remembered it.”

Zhu Shun immediately became furious, but before he could speak, Shu Ye laughed first. He appeared to be seventeen or eighteen years old, with an upright posture, carefree and open-minded, wearing a moon-white long robe embroidered with layers of auspicious cloud patterns, both elegant and not ostentatious. He looked Jing Yue’er up and down and finally said with a smile, “Child, can you tell me your name?”

Yue’er looked at Shu Ye twice, then shook her head. Her voice still carried a childlike tone, but her gaze was extremely solemn, appearing somewhat comical. She said seriously, “When the day comes that I don’t have to look up at you from a cage, I’ll tell you then.”

Hearing this, Shu Ye’s eyes immediately curved into a smile. He turned back to Zhu Shun and said with a smile, “This little slave is now my friend. You must not bully her.”

Zhu Shun glanced sideways at Jing Yue’er and nodded in agreement.

“Little girl, I’ll wait for the day when you tell me your name. Until then, take care of yourself.”

Jing Yue’er nodded. Young Master Shu Ye smiled gently, spurred his horse, and left Purple Wisteria Square. With an unpleasant expression, Zhu Shun ordered everyone to continue moving. In half an hour, they arrived at the Zhuge residence.

The Zhuge family estate was extremely vast. Entering through the back door, Zhu Shun handed Jing Yue’er to two laborers, gave a few instructions, coldly glanced at Jing Yue’er once, and then turned to leave.

With a cracking sound, the lock of a room was opened, and Jing Yue’er was shoved inside. Before she could even get up, the door was tightly locked.

All around was pitch black. In the corner were piles of firewood, and she could hear the rustling sounds of rats scurrying about. The child did not panic or scream. She sat in the center of the room, took off the tattered sackcloth from her shoulders, bit it with her teeth, and then forcefully tore it into strips, carefully bandaging her wounds with a surprisingly skilled technique.

This much time was enough for a qualified special agent to stabilize and face any situation with normal thinking and emotions, even if what one faced was so inconceivable.

Indeed, the current Jing Yue’er was none other than Major Chu Qiao, the Deputy Commander of Department 11 who had sacrificed herself for her country. Fate, in many instances, is just that incredible. What lies beneath an abyss is not necessarily death; perhaps it might be the beginning of another life.

Chu Qiao raised her hand and, by the light from outside, looked at this tiny palm. A trace of sorrow slowly rose in her heart. Yet she didn’t know whether she was grieving for herself or this pitiful child.

“There’s no one here now. I can allow myself to be sad and afraid, but please, keep the time as short as possible.”

The child said slowly in a low voice. Tears gradually flowed down, tracing her thin, dark little face. She hugged her knees, slowly lowered her head, and buried her face between her arms, silently, but her back gradually began to tremble.

This was Chu Qiao’s first night in the Great Xia Dynasty, in the cold, drafty firewood room of the Zhuge residence. For the first time, due to weakness and fear, she lost her composure and shed tears. She gave herself one hour to curse fate, to reminisce, to worry about the future, and to adapt to her new life. After one hour, she would no longer be the super commander Chu Qiao of Department 11, but this helpless little slave girl with nothing to her name, struggling to survive in this inhumane, bloodthirsty, and chaotic iron-blooded dynasty.

Fate had pushed her into a quagmire, and she told herself she had to crawl out.

Her dire circumstances gave her no opportunity to wallow in self-pity and painful worry. If she didn’t pull herself together, she might not survive the night.

She extended her pitch-black little hand, picked up a small stick, and began to write characters on the ground, stroke by stroke.

Zhu Shun, Zhuge, Jing, Mu, Jue, Che.

Writing to this point, she slowly frowned. Outside, darkness had fallen. The sounds of string and bamboo instruments drifted from a distant courtyard, interspersed with the flirtatious laughter of singing and dancing courtesans. After silently recalling for a long time, she finally wrote down the last character: Yan.

In the Zhuge great hall, amid the clinking of wine cups, Yan Xun’s right eye suddenly twitched. He frowned his handsome brows and slowly turned his head, gazing deeply into the night.

The night buried the dead, and ravens flew high. This turbid, ugly dynasty was already rotting from within.

The old was destined to be destroyed, allowing a new order to be reborn from the ashes.

Chapter 6: Blood Debt, Blood Payment
The night deepened, and the cold wind cut like a knife.

Even though the wounds all over her body were splitting with pain, Chu Qiao forced herself to stand up and run around the small firewood room in circles, occasionally stopping to rub her skin with both hands to prevent freezing to death in this dilapidated shed.

Just after the third watch drum had sounded, a faint noise suddenly rang out. The child froze and stopped, turning her head with vigilant eyes toward the source of the sound.

A window as tall as a person slowly opened, and then a small head appeared. The newcomer had bright eyes and cautiously scanned the firewood room. Upon seeing Chu Qiao standing on the ground, a flash of joy passed across his face. He quickly raised his finger in a gesture of silence, then nimbly flipped into the firewood room.

The cold air from outside immediately rushed in. The boy ran quickly forward, extended his arms, and embraced Chu Qiao. His voice carried a hint of choking emotion, but he reassured her firmly: “Don’t be afraid, Yue’er. Fifth Brother is here.”

The boy was very thin and not very old, around eight or nine years old, wearing earth-gray clothes that didn’t fit him well, making him appear even smaller. He had not yet grown to his full height, only half a head taller than Chu Qiao, but the contours of his face revealed a mysterious kind of resilience. He hugged the child in his arms tightly, continuously patting her back, comforting her again and again: “Don’t be afraid, Fifth Brother is here.”

For some reason, Chu Qiao’s eyes suddenly became wet. It seemed to be an involuntary reaction of this body. Large teardrops fell uncontrollably, wetting the boy’s rough clothes.

Bright moonlight shone through the slightly open window, illuminating the two small children. The world around them was ice-cold, with only a tiny bit of warmth between their hearts. The boy’s small body was like a resilient mountain. On this cold night, even though he might tremble slightly with fear, he still firmly embraced his sister, strongly tightening his arms.

“Yue’er, are you hungry?”

The boy released his hold, extended his pitch-black fingers to carefully wipe away the tears on Chu Qiao’s face, and pulled out a handsome smile, saying with a grin: “Look what Fifth Brother brought you?”

Taking out a small cloth bundle from behind his back, the child sat down on the ground and deftly unwrapped it. The pleasant aroma of food immediately wafted out. He raised his head to see Chu Qiao still standing, raised his eyebrows in confusion, and said: “Sit down.”

A rough ceramic bowl, its blue and white pattern worn away to lose color, with several small chips along the edge. It was filled with white rice, topped with some green vegetable leaves. There wasn’t much oil, but the smell it gave off was so fragrant. The boy handed over a pair of chopsticks, placed them in Chu Qiao’s hands, and urged: “Eat quickly.”

Chu Qiao lowered her head and put a mouthful of rice in her mouth. Her mouth tasted salty, with the flavor of tears. Her throat felt blocked as she mechanically chewed, then softly sobbed once. The boy gazed at her eagerly. Each time Chu Qiao opened her mouth to take a bite, the boy would also slightly open his mouth, as if teaching her how to eat. Seeing her swallow, he would happily narrow his eyes.

The chopsticks stirred in the bowl, suddenly hitting something. She picked it up—it was a piece of red-braised pork still steaming hot.

A piece of meat about the size of a thumb, a bit charred from cooking, half fat and half lean. In this pitch-black, ice-cold night, it appeared so tempting.

A loud gurgling sound suddenly rang out. Chu Qiao raised her head to look at the boy, who was embarrassedly rubbing his stomach, deliberately appearing nonchalant as he said: “I just finished eating. I’m not hungry at all.”

Passing the chopsticks over, Chu Qiao said: “You eat it.”

The boy immediately shook his head: “We ate very well tonight. Fourth Young Master gave us extra dishes—red-braised carp, sweet and sour ribs, vinegar-fried tenderloin, and white duck. So many dishes! I ate until I felt like vomiting. I can’t eat anything more now.”

Chu Qiao stubbornly held up the chopsticks: “I don’t like fatty meat.”

The boy paused slightly, looked at Chu Qiao, then at the piece of red-braised pork, unconsciously swallowing his saliva. After a long while, he finally extended his hand to take Chu Qiao’s chopsticks, carefully opening his mouth to bite the fatty part of the meat, then handed back the remaining lean meat, chuckled, revealing a set of white teeth, and smiled: “Yue’er, now you can eat it.”

Her nose suddenly felt sour. Chu Qiao quickly lowered her head, tears rolling back and forth in her eyes, but she persistently held them back.

After a long time, she slowly raised her head, smiled at the boy, and opened her mouth to eat that piece of meat, chewing while grinning.

“Yue’er, does it taste good?” The child’s eyes were bright, like dazzling stars in the sky.

Chu Qiao nodded vigorously, her throat choked, her voice sobbing: “Fifth Brother, it’s delicious. This piece of meat is the most delicious thing I’ve ever eaten in my life.”

“Silly girl,” the boy reached out to stroke her head, his expression carrying a trace of melancholy, and said: “How old are you to be talking about ‘in my life’? Let alone the future, just think about when we were little. We ate so many delicacies. You were small then, so perhaps you don’t remember. But don’t worry, someday in the future, Fifth Brother will let you eat your fill and dress warmly, bringing you all the good things in this world to eat. Not just red-braised meat, but also ginseng, abalone, bird’s nest, shark fin, elephant trunk—whatever you want. By then, no one will dare bully us again. Yue’er, do you believe Fifth Brother?”

Chu Qiao nodded, lowered her head, and tried hard to put all the rice into her mouth. The taste was bitter, but so warm.

“Yue’er, don’t be afraid.” The boy took off his outer coat and draped it over Chu Qiao’s shoulders. His voice was childish but firm, emphasizing each word: “Fifth Brother will protect you. I’ll stay here with you. Don’t be afraid.”

The moon was desolate, and shadows moved. Light shone through the gaps into the firewood room, creating large patches of brightness. Under the frosty moonlight, the two children’s small bodies clung closely together, so tiny yet so cozy.

In the distance, lights blazed brilliantly, music played continuously, and the aroma of wine and meat wafted everywhere. The sleepless Zhenhuang City had finally arrived at the climax of its grand evening banquet. Under the magnificent lights, no one remembered the girl who had miraculously survived on the hunting grounds earlier that day. The howling wind made the fierce flame flags of Great Xia flap violently.

When she woke up the next day, the boy had already left. On the ground was written a row of neat small characters: Fifth Brother will come again tonight. There are steamed buns under the firewood.

Chu Qiao dug through the dry branches in the corner and found two slightly yellowed steamed buns wrapped in oil paper. She held them, her expression calm, but her eyes gradually softened.

For three days, no one came to check on her. The boy brought food every night to accompany her, then quietly left the next day. On the third day, the door of the firewood room was thrown open with a crash. Zhu Shun looked down at Chu Qiao, who had survived three days in the firewood room, his brows furrowing tighter and tighter. Finally, he ordered the servants to release her.

The moment she stepped out of the firewood room, Chu Qiao stood at the door, taking one last look at this dilapidated house. The corners of her mouth pressed together, and then she resolutely turned away.

Zhu Shun, Zhuge, Jing, Mu, Jue, Che, Yan…

The child slowly closed her eyes and lifted her face. The sunlight shone on her forehead, creating a bright halo, golden and brilliant as if a phoenix in flight.

The further they walked, the more dilapidated the houses became. Everywhere, groups of children carefully hid behind tree branches and corridors, secretly watching her. After arriving at a small courtyard, as soon as the managing servant left, a large group of children suddenly rushed forward, immediately embracing her.

“Little Six, you’ve finally returned.”

“Sixth Sister, we thought you wouldn’t come back.”

“Sister Yue’er, wuu…”

The children shouted in a jumble of voices, crying loudly without hiding their emotions. Chu Qiao was startled, momentarily stunned in place as they surrounded her, enduring the tears and snot of this group of little carrot heads.

“Alright, stop crying, all of you.”

A male voice suddenly sounded. The children turned their heads and immediately exclaimed joyfully: “Fifth Brother!”

The boy ran in from outside, carrying a cloth bundle. After running just a few steps, everything spilled out with a crash—it was a bag of melon seeds. The children immediately cheered, all releasing Chu Qiao at once and running forward.

“Don’t fight, everyone will get some.” The boy, acting like an adult, said: “Yue’er has just escaped death and is seriously injured. Don’t disturb her. In the coming days, everyone must help with her work.”

The children nodded repeatedly. A girl with two small braids raised her fair face, smiling as she said: “Fifth Brother, don’t worry, we’ll help Sixth Sister.”

The boy said: “Little Seven, has your injury healed? Why are you out of bed?”

“Fifth Brother, it’s all better.” The child smiled, raising her face and pulling up her sleeve to reveal purple and blue whip marks all over, with flesh turned over in some places, not yet fully healed. Little Seven smiled and said: “The medicine you brought works very well. It doesn’t hurt after applying. Little Eight was kicked in the waist by Jifeng while feeding the horses yesterday, so I need to help her.”

“Lin Xi, come in, I have something to tell you.” A little girl suddenly came forward and took the boy’s hand.

The boy looked back at Chu Qiao and said: “Yue’er, it’s windy outside. You come in too.”

The dilapidated small house had a large kang bed with more than ten sets of bedding neatly arranged on it. The boy named Lin Xi said: “Sister Zhi Xiang, what’s the matter?”

Zhi Xiang wasn’t much older, around ten years old. She crouched down, opened the dark kang hole, took out a small box, and said: “In five more days, it will be the anniversary of the Jing family’s extermination. The incense, candles, and paper money you asked us to prepare secretly are all ready.”

Lin Xi nodded: “Be careful, don’t let the managers discover it.”

“Yes, don’t worry, no one will come to our area. But you should be careful serving by Fourth Young Master’s side. The day before yesterday, I heard Si Tao from the laundry saying that the Fourth Young Master had beaten two little attendants to death in his room. With the master not at home and Young Master Huai not in the inner residence, they’ve become even more unrestrained. Last month, the old master killed more than twenty little female slaves. The Du family, who were bought in with us, is already extinct. I’m worried that one day it will be our turn.”

Just as they were speaking, a sharp cry suddenly came from outside. Then a shrill voice shouted: “Well, well! You lowly slaves dare to steal things? Don’t you want to live anymore?”

Lin Xi frowned and was about to go out when Zhi Xiang grabbed him, whispering: “Quickly go from the back. Don’t let people see you here. Fourth Young Master will beat you to death.”

“I…”

“Go quickly!”

Such a simple house had a back door. After pushing Lin Xi out, Zhi Xiang grabbed Chu Qiao’s arm and said in a stern voice: “Don’t come out no matter what happens.” Then she hurriedly ran out.

Screams and the sound of whips immediately rang out. A woman with a belly full of fat, swinging her arms fiercely, shouted: “Aren’t these the young misses of the Jing family from back then? How have you fallen into such a state today? Your sisters are working as prostitutes in Shi Hua Fang, and you’re here being little thieves. Truly a nest of lowborn offspring!”

“Aunt Song, we know we were wrong. We won’t dare do it again.” Zhi Xiang stood in front of the other children, her face struck by several lashes, bloody with whip marks. She knelt and grabbed the woman’s skirt, pleading loudly: “We won’t dare do it again.”

“Know you were wrong? I think you won’t learn without a beating!”

Whip after whip fell mercilessly on the children’s bodies. Little Seven, who was already injured, fainted after a few lashes, her eyes rolling back. The children immediately burst into tears, but the woman became even more energized with each stroke. She yelled and raised her whip high once more.

With a swoosh, there was no intense scream. Aunt Song looked down and saw a small girl in tattered clothes standing in front of her. Though small in stature, her eyes were cold. A pair of pitch-black small hands firmly grasped her whip. With a gloomy expression, she said in a deep voice: “That’s enough.”

Aunt Song was furious: “You little wretch, are you asking for death?”

“Yue’er, Yue’er, let go quickly!” Zhi Xiang crawled forward on her knees, desperately pulling at Chu Qiao’s clothes, crying and shouting: “Quickly apologize to Aunt Song!”

Chu Qiao remained unmoved, only coldly looking at the woman, saying icily: “Try hitting them one more time.”

Aunt Song raised an eyebrow and shouted: “I won’t hit them, I’ll hit you!” With that, she swung the whip fiercely. Chu Qiao sneered, grabbed the woman’s belt, and tripped her with her foot. The woman’s fat, massive body fell heavily to the ground with a thud!

A pig-like squeal immediately rang out. Chu Qiao slowly walked to the front of the woman, bent down, and said with a cold smile: “Why not hurry and report this?”

Aunt Song jumped up and shouted: “You just wait!” Then she rushed out of the courtyard.

Zhi Xiang ran forward worriedly, so anxious that tears were about to flow: “Yue’er, you’ve caused big trouble. What should we do now?”

“You watch over them.” Chu Qiao instructed briefly, then turned and followed the woman out.

Having just passed through, she had already memorized the route. After turning past two corridors, she saw the woman hurriedly running on a stone bridge. She was obese and was already panting after running such a short distance. Chu Qiao crouched in the grass, looked around to ensure safety, then picked up a stone, narrowed her eyes, and threw it swiftly at the woman’s ankle.

With a smack, the stone hit Aunt Song’s ankle heavily. The woman cried out in surprise, her foot slipped, and she immediately fell from the bridge!

It was already deep winter, and the lake’s surface was covered with a thick layer of ice. After she fell, the ice layer didn’t break. She just lay there spread-eagled, crying out in pain.

Chu Qiao stood up from the grass, slowly walked onto the stone bridge, and looked down at her from above, shouting: “Hey, do you need me to call someone for help?”

The woman turned her head and immediately said kindly: “Good child, quickly go help Auntie call someone. Oh, it hurts so much.”

Chu Qiao smiled, her smile radiant. She bent down, picked up a huge stone, and laboriously lifted it over her head. Seeing this, the woman was immediately alarmed and shouted: “You, what are you doing?”

Before she could make a big fuss, Chu Qiao gently released her grip. The stone crashed onto the ice layer with a thud. The ice immediately shattered, and the woman screamed as she was completely covered by the cold lake water. After just a few bubbles, she sank, never to surface.

Chu Qiao stood on the stone bridge, her expression calm, her eyes peaceful, showing no trace of emotion.

This was a world that devoured people. To survive, one had to be the first to swallow the man-eating beasts whole.

Without any lingering attachment, she turned and walked back. Just as she stepped into the courtyard, the children all rushed toward her, each bearing wounds, with tear-filled eyes. Chu Qiao extended her arms to embrace Little Seven, who had just awakened at the front, took a deep breath, and said softly: “Don’t be afraid, everything is all right now.”

In the lowest slave quarters of the Zhuge residence, a group of little female slaves living like pigs and dogs finally couldn’t hold back and burst into tears.

Chapter 7: To Stay or Leave
At dinnertime, all the Jing family children were called out to work by the managing matron. Even Little Seven and Zhi Xiang, who were injured, were summoned. Chu Qiao and Little Eight, who had injured her waist and remained unconscious, stayed in the room. The children didn’t return until late at night, exhausted. After eating, they sensibly climbed into bed to sleep. Zhi Xiang crouched on the ground, adding firewood to the kang bed. The wounds on her face were red and swollen, looking as grotesque as a small snake.

The room was very quiet, gradually filled with the sound of the children’s sleeping breaths. Chu Qiao, wearing the clothes Zhi Xiang had just given her, sat up and said softly, “If you don’t treat your face soon, it will leave scars.”

The firelight from the kang hole illuminated Zhi Xiang’s face, which was so thin it resembled a line, making her eyes appear even blacker and larger. She looked up and said, “Yue’er, slaves are not allowed to use medicine. Last time when Little Seven secretly used the medicine Lin Xi brought, we risked so much. If discovered, we all would have lost our lives. My wound is on my face, so I can’t do anything reckless.”

Just then, a noise suddenly came from the kang bed. They turned their heads and saw Little Seven had kicked off her covers in her sleep. Zhi Xiang quickly ran over to cover Little Seven properly, then wiped the sweat from her forehead and returned to the kang hole to tend the fire.

Chu Qiao looked at Zhi Xiang, her lips moved, but ultimately she said nothing. This child was only about ten years old, yet she bore such a heavy burden. In this room full of children, the oldest was no more than ten, and the youngest was only five or six. What did the wealthy and powerful Zhuge family want with so many five or six-year-old children?

“Sister Zhi Xiang,” Chu Qiao got off the kang bed and sat beside Zhi Xiang, asking softly, “Have you ever been to Jiangnan?”

“Jiangnan?” Zhi Xiang frowned and turned her head: “Where is Jiangnan?”

“Then do you know about Huangshan? Or, do you know where the Yangtze River is?”

Zhi Xiang shook her head, “I know that west of the Red River is Red Mountain, and there’s a Cangli River under Red Mountain. Yue’er, why are you asking this?”

Chu Qiao’s expression became somewhat dazed. After thinking for a long time, she shook her head and said, “Nothing, I was just asking. By the way, Sister Zhi Xiang, do you know what the current emperor is called?”

“The Emperor is just the Emperor. How could we call the Emperor by name? But I know that the black-robed prince who often comes to our mansion is the Emperor’s seventh son, called Zhao Che. He’s the youngest prince to be enfeoffed in our Great Xia.”

A face combining coldness and mockery immediately flashed in her mind. Chu Qiao narrowed her eyes slightly and repeated, “Zhao Che?”

“Yue’er, what’s wrong with you? You’ve been strange since you returned. What did you say to Aunt Song, and why did she just let us go like that?”

Chu Qiao turned her head, smiled faintly, and said, “I’m fine, don’t worry. Aunt Song didn’t let us go; she fell into the icy lake and drowned. I watched her die with my own eyes. So, don’t tell anyone that Aunt Song came to our place.”

“Dead?” Zhi Xiang was shocked and immediately cried out loudly.

Chu Qiao covered her mouth with one hand, looked around, and seeing that none of the Jing family children had awakened, said in a deep voice, “This matter is known only to heaven, earth, you, and me. Don’t say anything outside. She was vicious-hearted and deserved to die. Now that she’s dead, let it be, and don’t worry about it.”

“Yue… Yue’er,” Zhi Xiang stammered, “You didn’t kill her, did you? She fell into the lake by herself, right? Her son is the security overseer of the front courtyard; we can’t afford to offend him.”

Chu Qiao smiled, pointing at her chest, saying, “Do you think I could kill her with my abilities? Alright, don’t overthink it. She did so many evil deeds that even if no one killed her, heaven would intervene. You’ve been tired all day, go and rest well.”

Zhi Xiang immediately shook her head: “No, I still need to tend the fire.”

“I’ll do it. I’m injured, so I can slack off tomorrow. You go ahead.”

Chu Qiao sat quietly on the small stool, occasionally adding a piece of firewood to the kang hole. The firewood crackled as it burned, casting a red glow on her face. She raised her head and looked at the roomful of children, suddenly feeling a sourness in her heart. Unfortunately, what could she do? She had mysteriously arrived in this unknown dynasty, trapped in Jing Yue’er’s tiny body, lost all her martial skills, and held such a lowly status. She could barely take care of herself, let alone rescue others. Everything she had done today could be considered repayment for Lin Xi’s kindness in bringing food for three days. Next, she must leave immediately.

Chu Qiao slowly closed her eyes. In life and actions, one must act according to one’s capabilities. Right now, she did not have the strength to carry such a heavy burden.

At dawn, Chu Qiao quietly slipped out of the door.

As the rooster crowed and daylight gradually brightened, the Jing family children woke up on time, put on their servants’ clothes, and began preparing for the day’s work. Chu Qiao watched them leave with smiles, feeling a pang in her heart.

Taking out the travel money and food she had just stolen, Chu Qiao took a deep look at Little Eight, who was still lying unconscious on the kang bed, then resolutely turned to leave.

Although her agile physical abilities had disappeared, her clear mind remained. Chu Qiao might not be a super agent like 003 from Action Department 9, but she was still a professionally trained national soldier. The Zhuge residence, despite its vast area and numerous people, was like an unguarded playground to someone small in stature, not yet eight years old, but possessing superior logical analysis abilities and spatial awareness.

In less than half an hour, she had quietly walked out of the servants’ inner courtyard and arrived at the front courtyard, where security became relatively stricter, with armed guards visible everywhere. The Zhuge family was different from ordinary great families—just seeing how Zhuge Huai could be on familiar terms with royal children like Zhao Che and Zhao Jue was enough evidence. Chu Qiao straightened her back, her small body like a little tree tidied her clothes, raised her chest and head, and walked forward.

“Stop! Are you seeking death? Is this a place you can wander around freely?”

A tall guard suddenly stepped forward, his face full of flesh, his body fat. Chu Qiao stopped, and raised her head, her small face tender and adorable, her autumn-water eyes divided between black and white. In a sweet, childish voice, she said, “Big brother, I’ve been ordered to go to the Old Master’s outer residence. The messenger said if I don’t get there within an hour, he’ll have my head.”

The guard frowned, looking Chu Qiao up and down, secretly wondering when the Old Master had changed his preferences to favor such an undeveloped girl. He asked doubtfully, “Who sent you? Do you know where the Old Master’s outer residence is?”

“I have the address,” the child rummaged through her little bundle, took out a white paper, and gesturing with her tender white hands, murmured, “From the mansion, turn left at the third intersection, where the Fuuxiang Restaurant is ahead…”

“Enough,” the guard impatiently snapped, “Who told you this, and why isn’t anyone accompanying you?”

The child answered honestly, “Aunt Song told me. She was supposed to take me, but when we were just passing the stone bridge, she accidentally fell off the bridge and broke the ice surface. I watched her sink, and I guess she probably can’t take me now.”

“What?” The guard immediately shouted. The man was shocked, grabbing Chu Qiao’s shoulder and yelling, “Who did you say fell from the stone bridge?”

“Aunt Song, the manager of the servants’ back courtyard.”

With a slap, the man’s palm immediately struck the child’s face heavily. He cursed, “You little brat, why didn’t you say so earlier? Come on! Follow me to rescue her!”

Chu Qiao was knocked to the ground, her ears ringing. Watching everyone rush away in chaos, the child’s lips curled slightly, revealing a faint, cold smile.

This slap, she would remember.

She quickly stood up, picked up her bundle, and headed for the main gate without looking back. The three-man-high golden-inlaid vermilion gate was flanked by majestic stone lions, with vermilion-painted eyes, exuding a strange, oppressive aura. The three golden characters “Zhuge Residence” were carved on the doorframe, splendid and dazzling to behold.

Chu Qiao took small steps, laboriously crossing the threshold, standing with one foot outside and one foot inside. The bright sunlight shone on her body, and the air seemed to become fresher. From now on, life would have a different starting point. The humiliation suffered, the blood and tears shed—she would remember forever. She would slowly seek out sweet soil favorable for survival, then quietly wait for the day when she would have the power to strike back.

The child pressed her lips together, took a deep breath, and lifted her back foot, about to step out of this rotten cage.

Just then, a familiar piercing scream suddenly rang out, its sound shrill, cutting through the sky.

Chu Qiao’s whole body trembled, and she immediately turned her head back fiercely!

Chapter 8: Blood Splattered at the Gate
Intense screams continuously came from the courtyard in the right wing of the front yard, interspersed with terrified crying of women. The front, middle, and back gates of the right wing’s three courtyard sections were wide open. The muffled sound of wooden boards striking human flesh and blood spread throughout the entire Zhuge mansion. Servants passing by couldn’t help but turn their heads, craning their necks to see who was enjoying such special treatment.

People gradually gathered. Chu Qiao stood at the mansion’s gate, just one step away from walking out of this man-eating courtyard. But those screams continuously struck her eardrums. The child’s brows furrowed tighter and tighter, until finally she withdrew her small step, turned around, and quickly ran toward the right wing.

Fate often gives people a chance to choose. One step’s difference can often change many things.

Zhuge Yue wore light green brocade robes with dark green lotus flowers embroidered on the lapel. His ink-black hair cascaded over his shoulders, his face was as white as jade, his eyes as black as ink, and his lips had an unusually deep crimson hue. Although only thirteen or fourteen years old, he looked both sinister and unrestrained. He reclined on a purple sandalwood gilt-inlaid chaise lounge, supporting his head with his elbow. On both sides, pretty maidservants held fine incense, crouching beside him, occasionally peeling fresh lychee that had been rushed a thousand miles from Bian Tang by fast horses.

Twenty paces in front of him, a child in servant’s clothing had been beaten until the skin split and flesh showed. Even the screams had gradually weakened. A six or seven-year-old slave girl knelt nearby, constantly kowtowing and begging for mercy. Her forehead was already broken, blood flowing, spreading across the child’s clear, tearful eyes.

The sun gradually rose. Zhenhuang City was located on the Red River Plateau. Though it was deep winter, the sun was still intense. Zhuge Yue raised his head, his brows slightly furrowed, and his eyes narrowed. The maidservants on both sides immediately nervously raised umbrellas, shading Zhuge Yue’s head. Zhuge Yue irritably pushed them away, sat up straight, waved to the attendants on both sides and leaned back against the chair.

Two strong men immediately stepped forward respectfully and carefully, lifting Zhuge Yue’s lounge chair from front and back, and walking toward the exit of the right wing.

The little girl kneeling and kowtowing on the ground was shocked when she saw this. Panicking, she called out, crawled forward on her knees, grabbed Zhuge Yue’s clothes, and cried, “Fourth Young Master, please spare Lin Xi! If you beat him anymore, he will die!”

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow, his eyes glancing down, looking at the girl’s black hands stained with fresh blood.

The child felt an uncontrollable coldness suddenly attack her head. She saw that on Zhuge Yue’s snow-white boots, there were five bloody fingerprints, looking particularly conspicuous and eye-catching.

The child was greatly alarmed, tongue-tied, and after a long while, frantically used her sleeve to vigorously wipe Zhuge Yue’s boots, crying, “I’m sorry, Fourth Young Master, Little Seven will clean them right away.”

With a thud, Zhuge Yue kicked the child to the ground. The maidservants on both sides immediately knelt forward and removed the soiled boot. Zhuge Yue looked at the child with disgust, his voice low, saying calmly, “Cut off that hand of hers.”

The child immediately forgot to cry, sitting on the ground dumbfounded. The wolf-like guards quickly rushed forward, their waist-hung long sabers instantly unsheathed. A line of blood shot into the sky, and a fair, thin little hand was cut off and fell to the ground!

A piercing scream instantly broke through the clouds, scattering the grotesquely howling vultures in the sky.

Chu Qiao stood stunned at the door, like a stone statue, her running footsteps abruptly halted. Her eyes were wide open, tightly covering her mouth, unable to move an inch.

“Fourth Young Master, this boy has no breath left.”

Zhuge Yue glanced at Lin Xi’s small body with indifference, extended his slender fingers to rub his temples, and said calmly, “Throw him into the lake behind the mountain pavilion to feed the fish.”

“Yes.”

The strong men lifted Zhuge Yue’s lounge chair and slowly moved forward. All servants along the way hurriedly knelt, not daring to raise their heads.

“Wait,” Zhuge Yue suddenly said softly as they passed the gate of the right wing. He slightly turned his head, looking at Chu Qiao, who was standing at the courtyard gate staring at him intently. He frowned and asked sternly, “Which courtyard’s slave are you? Why don’t you kneel when you see me?”

Chu Qiao took a deep breath, biting her lip tightly, swallowing all her shock and anger. She fell to her knees with a thud, her eyes staring straight at the blue-brick ground, wide open, speaking in a childish tone of panic, “Yue’er is a laborer from the back courtyard. Please forgive Yue’er for her lack of knowledge. This is the first time Yue’er has seen Young Master, and she thought she had seen an immortal.”

Zhuge Yue smiled lightly, seeing this child was snow-jade adorable, young in age, and not yet fluent in speech. He laughed, “What a clever little girl. How old are you? What’s your name?”

“In reply to Fourth Young Master, Yue’er is seven years old, surname Jing.”

“I see,” Zhuge Yue said. “Then from now on, change your name and follow me. Let’s call you, let’s call you Xing’er.”

Chu Qiao immediately kowtowed, saying loudly, “Xing’er thanks Fourth Young Master for the promotion.”

Zhuge Yue smiled faintly, and the servants lifted the chair, turned around the corridor, and disappeared.

The commotion dispersed. It was just the death of a lowly slave, something the servants of the Zhuge residence had long grown accustomed to. In less than a moment, they all scattered. Several cleaning servants lifted the child’s small corpse, wrapped it in a sack, dragged it on the ground, and headed toward the lake behind the pavilion.

The child was still very young. All the flesh on his body had been beaten to a pulp. Fresh blood seeped through the sack, stickily clinging to the blue-brick ground, leaving a long trail of blood. Chu Qiao still knelt on the ground, her back rising and falling, her pearl teeth tightly biting her lower lip, her eyes fixed, her two small fists tightly clenched. She watched as the sack was slowly dragged away from her sight. The dazzling blood spread across the ground, covered with dirty dust. A large tear swirled in her eye socket, then fell onto the back of her hand with a splash.

“Yue’er, don’t be afraid, Fifth Brother is here.”

“We ate very well tonight. Fourth Young Master gave us extra dishes—red-braised carp, sweet and sour ribs, vinegar-fried tenderloin, and white duck. So many dishes! I ate until I felt like vomiting. I can’t eat anything more now.”

“Yue’er, don’t worry, someday in the future, Fifth Brother will let you eat your fill and dress warmly, bringing you all the good things in this world to eat. Not just red-braised meat, but also ginseng, abalone, bird’s nest, shark fin, elephant trunk—whatever you want. By then, no one will dare bully us again. Yue’er, do you believe Fifth Brother?”

“Yue’er, Fifth Brother will protect you. I’ll stay here with you. Don’t be afraid.”

A tide of grief and hatred surged up like tumultuous seawater, but she knew she could not cry, could not show even a bit of resentment at this moment. She wiped her face with the back of her hand, and quickly stood up. In the empty courtyard, Little Seven, whose hand had been cut off, had already fainted. Blood flowed like a spring from her severed wrist, yet no one paid any attention.

Chu Qiao quickly tore her clothes, pressed on the acupuncture points, and skillfully bandaged the child to stop the bleeding. After doing everything, she carried Little Seven on her back and gritted her teeth as she walked toward the back courtyard.

Just as she walked out of the courtyard gate, a cold voice suddenly said sternly, “Stop! Who authorized you to take her away?”

Chu Qiao looked up and saw it was Zhu Shun, who had whipped her once and locked her up for three days. The child frowned slightly and calmly said, “Fourth Young Master didn’t say to kill her.”

“The master didn’t say to let her go either!” Zhu Shun looked coldly at Chu Qiao. For some reason, the scene from that day on Nine Wai Street kept appearing in his dreams. The image of this child calmly asking his name after being beaten always made him uneasy. He found it ridiculous that he would be wary of such a young, low-status little slave, but a voice in his heart kept reminding these eyes that had seen countless people: if this child wasn’t eliminated early, she would eventually become a major threat.

“Presuming to guess the master’s thoughts, simply not knowing life from death. Come here, seize these two ignorant little slaves for me!”

Two servants immediately stepped forward to grab Chu Qiao’s arm. Chu Qiao hurriedly dodged backward. In the struggle, Little Seven suddenly groaned, and the blood that had just been stopped flowed out again.

“Who dares to come forward! I am someone by Fourth Young Master’s side. Don’t you value your lives?”

Zhu Shun sneered, saying, “You haven’t even gotten the chicken feather, yet you’re already acting like an imperial arrow. Tomorrow morning, whether Fourth Young Master even remembers someone like you is uncertain. You dare to scare me with this! Go, seize these two children and teach them a harsh lesson!”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, carrying Little Seven on her back, immediately retreating like a little leopard. Her eyes darted around, her brows tightly knitted.

Just then, a voice suddenly sounded behind Zhu Shun. A tall, jade-like youth in an ink-green python robe stood in front of the front courtyard screen wall, his back to everyone, with four attendants beside him. The one in front, no more than eleven or twelve years old, said with displeasure, “Steward Zhu, weren’t you supposed to announce my family’s Young Master to Young Master Huai? Why are you entangled here? I see you’re truly very idle.”

Zhu Shun was stunned, hurriedly turning around, bending his waist down to his crotch like a bootlicker, nodding and bowing as he said, “Young Master Yan, it’s just that the servants are not obeying discipline, making Young Master Yan laugh at us.”

“Which is more important, disciplining servants or my family’s Young Master? Zhu Shun, I think you’ve lost your mind. Your courage has grown to swallow the sun and moon.”

Zhu Shun was greatly alarmed, his head knocking on the ground, hurriedly saying, “I wouldn’t dare, I wouldn’t dare, I know I was wrong.”

“If you know you were wrong, why are you still standing here?”

Hearing this, Zhu Shun immediately stood up and ran toward Zhuge Huai’s study as if his buttocks were on fire. The Zhuge residence servants hurriedly retreated to one side, one of them carefully saying, “Please, Young Master Yan, wait in the flower hall.”

The brocade-robed youth nodded, slowly turning around. His eyes were black as ink. His gaze swept across the front courtyard, slightly narrowing at the corner when he saw Chu Qiao as if remembering something, and he walked straight forward.

Chu Qiao’s gaze was calm, cautiously stepping back two steps. Seeing her retreat, Yan Xun stopped, thought silently for a moment, then took out a white porcelain bottle from his sleeve pocket. It was engraved with orchid patterns, looking very exquisite. The youth extended his hand, slightly nodding, indicating for her to take it.

Chu Qiao looked Yan Xun up and down. The scene from the hunting ground that day once again flashed before her eyes, making her consciousness somewhat drifting. In her caption, she didn’t step forward.

Yan Xun was startled, then his lips curved, smiling faintly. He bent down, gently placed the porcelain bottle on the ground, and turned to enter the flower hall with his attendants.

“Ugh…” a faint moan sounded from behind. Little Seven dazedly saw Chu Qiao’s face, her voice as thin as a mosquito’s, carrying indescribable fear, crying, “Sister Yue’er… Little Seven… is Little Seven going to die?”

Chu Qiao crouched down, holding the porcelain bottle tightly in her hand. Her small body was very tense, her eyes somberly looking toward the main residence of the Zhuge mansion, slowly but firmly saying, “Little Seven, sister promises you, you will be fine, you will never be hurt again.”

Chapter 9: The Extermination of the Jing Family
Chu Qiao carried Little Seven back to the servants’ quarters, quickly entered the room, washed her wounds, applied medicine, and bandaged her. Yan Xun’s medicine was very effective, not only stopping the bleeding but also containing a mild anesthetic powder. Little Seven only groaned a few times before falling into a deep sleep.

Little Eight, who had been bedridden, was now awake and barely able to get out of bed. The child had been frightened during the previous incident and hadn’t spoken since waking up. She just stared blankly at Chu Qiao as she busied herself boiling water and taking care of Little Seven, like a simpleton.

As evening approached, Chu Qiao wiped the sweat from her forehead. The wound on her shoulder burned with pain. She leaned against the wall, listening to Little Seven’s faint cries of pain in her sleep. Her heart felt as if someone had gripped it tightly, then resolutely pulled it out and thrown it into an icy wasteland. The girl closed her eyes, and Lin Xi’s face once again appeared in her mind—that boy with handsome features and a pure smile, the boy who had repeatedly promised to protect her, the boy who had been beaten until his face was unrecognizable, nothing but a bloody pulp.

A clear tear slowly flowed from her tightly closed eyes, running down her pointed chin and dripping onto her coarse cloth shoes.

Suddenly, a panicked voice sounded outside the door. Chu Qiao started, opened the door, and walked out to see a twelve or thirteen-year-old girl standing in the courtyard. Upon seeing Chu Qiao, she ran over as if she’d found a lifeline, crying, “Yue’er, Zhi Xiang, and the children from your Jing family have all been taken away by Steward Zhu’s men.”

Chu Qiao frowned upon hearing this and asked sternly, “Taken away? When did this happen?”

“They left early this morning. I could only find Lin Xi and told him to go to the Fourth Young Master to plead for help, but a whole day passed without any news. What should we do?”

“Did they say what for?”

The girl wiped her tears and cried, “They said, they said they were being sent to the Old Master’s villa in the outer residence.”

“What?” Chu Qiao exclaimed in shock. The girl’s words struck like lightning. The rumors she had heard from Lin Xi these past days about the Old Master’s bestial appetites whirled through her mind like a tornado, and her face instantly turned pale.

Little Eight stood at the doorway and, hearing this, dazedly walked forward, tugging at Chu Qiao’s clothes. Her voice was small, like an injured animal, asking over and over, “Sister Yue’er, where are Sister Zhi Xiang and the others? Where did they go?”

Chu Qiao immediately came to her senses and turned to sprint toward the door.

“Yue’er!” the girl called out behind her, but Chu Qiao didn’t look back. A sense of foreboding rapidly filled her heart. She didn’t know if she would be in time, didn’t know if there was still a chance to save those children. She could only run forward as fast as possible, not daring to stop for even a moment.

Past Qingshan Court, the stables, the back garden, and further ahead was the winding corridor that led to the front courtyards. Suddenly, the sound of hurried footsteps arose, and Chu Qiao cautiously stopped in her tracks.

“Sister Yue’er?” a small voice sounded behind her. Chu Qiao turned around in surprise to see Little Eight standing behind her wearing an oversized short tunic, looking pitiful without even shoes on, asking blankly, “Where did Sister Zhi Xiang and the others go?”

Chu Qiao grabbed Little Eight and quickly crouched in a nearby flower bed. It was winter, and all the flowers had withered. Fortunately, it was nighttime, and this area was dimly lit, making them difficult to spot unless someone looked carefully.

The footsteps grew closer. Four people were pushing a cart together—one pushing while three others steadied it from the sides. The path Chu Qiao had taken was already quite secluded, rarely used by anyone except cleaning servants. She crouched with Little Eight in the flower bed, silently waiting for these people to leave.

The men suddenly stopped right in front of Chu Qiao and Little Eight. Little Eight was very frightened, her body trembling as she clutched tightly to Chu Qiao’s clothes, not daring to move. One of the men said gruffly, “Let’s take a break, brothers. We’ve walked such a long way without stopping. At least let me smoke a cigarette.”

The others laughed, “Old Liu’s got the craving.” They chuckled as they lit up and smoked.

Chu Qiao grew anxious, her brows tightly furrowed. The cold wind blew, and Little Eight, dressed in thin clothes, trembled even more violently. Suddenly, the north wind gusted strongly, whooshing as it flipped over the straw mat on the cart. The mat spun in the air several times before landing on the ground with a plop. The yellow straw mat was stained dark red, completely covered in dark red blood.

Chu Qiao and Little Eight looked toward the cart and were instantly thunderstruck. Chu Qiao quickly reached out and covered Little Eight’s mouth tightly!

The moon broke through the clouds, casting its ghastly light down. On the small cart, the small bodies of children were piled up like lifeless cabbages and radishes. Zhi Xiang’s thin, small corpse was exposed, covered in blue and purple bruises. Her eyes were wide open, with black blood clotting at the corners. Her lower body was in disarray. Her hands and feet were still bound with hemp rope, her posture grotesque, placed on top in the most humiliating position.

Chu Qiao held Little Eight’s mouth tightly, her other arm wrapped around her firmly. The child seemed to have gone mad, desperately trying to push her away and rush out. Large, scalding tears fell and hit Chu Qiao’s arm. The child’s teeth bit down mercilessly, drawing blood that flowed along Chu Qiao’s white wrist and dripped onto the black soil. Moonlight filtered through the sparse flower trees, casting mottled shadows on the two of them, as desolate as frost.

After what seemed like an eternity, the cart gradually moved away, leaving complete silence all around. Chu Qiao slowly released her hand; the skin on her wrist was torn, looking horrific. Little Eight seemed to have become a simpleton, staring blankly, unable to speak. Chu Qiao reached out and patted the child’s face, her voice hoarse, calling the child’s name carefully and softly like a ghost’s wail.

The cold wind blew mournfully, the withered trees swayed, and in the silent night, the sounds of music and festivity from the front courtyard’s main residence seemed to come from another world.

“Kill them…”

The six-year-old child suddenly spoke with unfocused eyes, “Must go, go, kill them.”

Chu Qiao was startled and immediately stopped her hand.

The child’s eyes were bloodshot as she looked around, seemingly searching for something. Suddenly, she grabbed a stone from the flower bed, stood up, and was about to rush out. Chu Qiao, quick as lightning, grabbed the child and held her tightly in her arms.

“Kill them! Kill them!” The child finally couldn’t hold back and began to scream, her small face filled with frenzied hatred and despair, tears streaming down, nearly breaking down completely.

Chu Qiao’s heart ached like a knife had stabbed it. She held the frantic child tightly, her tears finally pouring down uncontrollably.

These beasts, these monsters, these scum who wouldn’t be cleansed of their sins even if they died ten thousand times.

Never had she hated as she did at this moment. Never had she wanted to kill as she did now. A tidal wave of hatred seemed to engulf her entire being. She hated those people’s cruelty, hated this evil world, and even more, she hated her weakness, her helplessness hated that she could only watch but do nothing. The child’s near-hysterical crying in her arms was like a knife, cutting into her heart and lungs with each sob. If she had an assault rifle in her hands right now, she would unhesitatingly rush into the front courtyard’s main residence and kill all those scum.

But alas, she had nothing. No money, no power, no background, no good fighting skills, no fine weapons. She was just a spirit from another world trapped in Jing Yue’er’s small body. Despite having knowledge and intellect thousands of years advanced, at this moment, she could only crouch in the flower bed, hiding carefully, not even able to summon the courage to see them one last time.

Chu Qiao slowly raised her head. The cold moonlight shone on her face as she silently vowed to herself: only this once; she would never allow a second time. She would never again live so helplessly, never again exist without the ability to protect herself, never again!

The cold moon shone like water. In the vast Zhuge mansion, two weak, lowly slaves crouched in the flowerbeds of the back garden like two frightened dogs, huddled closely together, their hearts churning with hatred capable of destroying heaven and earth.

By the time they returned to the servants’ quarters, it was already deep into the night. Before even entering the courtyard, they discovered that the door was wide open. Chu Qiao’s heart instantly sank. She let go of Little Eight’s hand and hurried inside to find the room in disarray. The bedding on the kang bed was soaked with blood, and there were many adult footprints on the floor, but no sign of Little Seven.

“Yue’er, you’re back!”

The girl from earlier suddenly emerged from behind a pile of firewood in the corner. Chu Qiao rushed forward, grabbed her, and asked sternly, “Where’s Little Seven? Where did Little Seven go?”

The girl cried, “Steward Zhu brought people and said that since Little Seven’s arm was broken, she couldn’t work anymore. They carried Little Seven away, saying they were going to throw her into Ting Lake to feed the crocodiles.”

Chu Qiao nearly fainted, her vision darkening. Her heart could barely function for a moment. She gripped the girl’s collar tightly and asked word by word in a hoarse voice, “How long ago? How long ago did they leave?”

“It’s been about two hours already, Yue’er. There’s no saving her.”

Chu Qiao turned around to look at Little Eight standing at the doorway. The child’s eyes were bloodshot as she raised her head to look back at Chu Qiao. As soon as their eyes met, tears flowed down, but neither of them cried out loud.

“Yue’er, I have to go back. You two be careful too. I heard people from the laundry house say that Steward Zhu is deliberately targeting you all. Did you do something to offend him?”

The room gradually quieted down. In the courtyard, there was a large patch of ghastly white ground. The two children stood silently, not speaking for a long time.

Just after the third watch bell had rung, the last two children of the Jing family quietly passed through the stone forest and arrived at Ting Lake, which was located behind the Zhuge family residence. The cold wind was desolate, the bamboo grove swayed, and Ting Lake was a scene of death, its waters unruffled, appearing no different from countless other days and nights.

Chu Qiao knelt on a high mound and said to Little Eight beside her, “Little Eight, kneel and bow to our brothers and sisters.”

Little Eight, not yet seven years old, had experienced a great tragedy that night. Her small face had already lost the innocence that children should have. She knelt quietly beside Chu Qiao, bowed deeply toward Ting Lake, and kowtowed three times heavily.

“Little Eight, do you hate this place?”

The child nodded silently without a word. Chu Qiao continued in a calm voice, “Then do you want to leave?”

The child said solemnly, “Yes.”

Chu Qiao gazed ahead, her voice flat and unwavering, showing no emotion. She narrowed her eyes slightly, her brows gently furrowed, and said slowly, “Sister promises you, Sister will take you away soon. But before that, we still have some things to do. Once everything is settled, we will leave this place.”

The child nodded silently, kowtowed to the ground, and said solemnly, word by word, “Sister Zhi Xiang, you were always praying to gods and Buddhas for protection, not knowing that heaven has long since gone blind. Go slowly with our brothers and sisters, and wait and see, wait and see how Little Eight and Sister Yue’er avenge you all.”

The bitter wind raged, the night was pitch black, and on the high mound of the stone forest, two small figures leaned against each other, holding hands tightly.

Chapter 10: Just the Beginning
December. Unrest in Shangxin in the west, turmoil at Red Water, the Wolf Star brought a killing frost, and a blanket of gold covered the land.

Within twenty days, the turmoil intensified, and tens of thousands of Shangxin civilians were caught in the flames of war. Shangxin Prefecture occupied a special geographical position, situated in the gap between the western territory of the Batuha family and the Yan Bei region controlled by the Yan Prince. In peaceful years, both sides fought to claim it; in times of chaos, they pushed the responsibility to each other. Now, despite the Zhenhuang Emperor’s control, both the Batuha family and the Yan Prince sent elite troops to quell the rebellion, but it was all just talk and posturing. The civilian uprising wasn’t relieved at all but became increasingly intense. Emergency documents were sent to the imperial capital like snowflakes, requesting the Zhenhuang Council of Elders to dispatch troops to suppress the rebellion.

On the twenty-seventh day of December, the Pojun Star appeared and Zhaoming went into seclusion. The Grand Chaplain of the Imperial Observatory issued a divination text: “Supreme emptiness, Red Water contains ice, the Pojun Star appears—great misfortune.”

The Seven Great Families discussed through the night and decided to send the Huangtian Corps to Shangxin to pacify the northwestern rebellion.

After the proclamation was issued and presented to the Golden Palace, the Emperor read it and approved: “Granted.”

In an instant, a great storm arose in the Zhenhuang imperial capital. The great households were tense, and in the pitch-black night, turbulent undercurrents surged rapidly beneath the thick layer of ice.

At this moment, Chu Qiao was busy in the withered grass near the North Pavilion, carefully searching for snake dens that hibernated during winter. Suddenly, she heard horn blasts echoing in her ears, like the cry of a white crane, deep and majestic. She slowly stood up straight, her eyes half-closed and gazed slowly toward the south of Zhenhuang. There stood the Golden Palace.

The night was thick, and the road ahead was very difficult to traverse.

In the afternoon of the next day, after the heavy snow had cleared, under the glazed tiles of Qingshan Pavilion, two adorable jade snow dogs gleamed crystal clear and brilliantly in the morning light. A heavy snow had fallen last night, piling up more than a foot thick. Servants passing by the snow dogs kept their eyes straight ahead, seeming afraid that even a glance would bring trouble upon themselves.

Jin Si wore a small padded jacket with purple sable fur, a pink flowered gauze skirt, and a soft pink waistband, standing in the pristine snow, appearing even more elegant and beautiful. This girl who served the Fourth Young Master daily was only thirteen years old, but she had already grown into a graceful beauty. Usually obedient and clever when around her master, she now appeared somewhat arrogant. With a cold tone and disgusted look, she addressed a group of children who wore only thin short tunics and tightly hugged the jade snow dogs, saying, “Hold them tight. The Young Master said this jade is alive; it becomes more translucent and lustrous when it absorbs human energy. You lowly slaves are fortunate to serve the Fourth Young Master today, but don’t you dare slack off. If I come back later and find any of you disobeying, I’ll have you all dragged to Ting Lake to feed the crocodiles.”

The children immediately nodded fearfully in agreement. Jin Si smirked and turned toward the warm greenhouse.

The weather after the snow had become even colder. Even wearing a snow sable coat and holding a warming stove, one could hardly bear it, let alone wearing only a thin tunic and standing in the snow. In no time, the children’s lips turned bluish-purple from the cold.

Chu Qiao was carrying a plate of fresh peaches from Lanshan Court when Jin Si hurriedly ran out from the greenhouse and called to her. Chu Qiao turned and stopped, her face ruddy, her appearance innocent and charming. Tilting her head, she said, “Sister Jin Si, what is it?”

“The Fourth Young Master is taking his afternoon nap. Just give me the peaches.”

Chu Qiao nodded with a pleasant smile and handed over the peaches. Jin Si smirked and turned to enter the greenhouse. But before she could settle down, a sudden angry shout came from the pavilion. Jin Si anxiously put down the peaches and ran out. Before she reached the door, a colorful shadow flew out from inside, whisking across her face—soft, cold, and with a foul, slippery sensation.

Jin Si looked down and saw it was a small snake with its head raised and its tongue flickering. Her soul seemed to fly away in fright, and she cried out as she sat on the ground.

Chu Qiao ran into the room and saw Zhuge Yue with his brows furrowed, wearing a lake-green brocade tunic, leaning against a soft couch. Black blood flowed from his wrist, clearly bitten by a snake.

The girl ran forward in a few steps, grabbed Zhuge Yue’s wrist, took a small fruit knife from the table, and cut into the wound.

Zhuge Yue was immediately angered and was about to speak when he saw that Chu Qiao had only made a small cross-shaped cut. After squeezing it a few times, she lowered her head and began to suck on the wound, then spat out twice, saying anxiously, “Young Master, please don’t exert yourself, or the poison will spread faster. This slave will go find a doctor right away.”

In a moment, a large group of servants had gathered at the door. Jin Zhu rushed forward in panic, pushed Chu Qiao aside, knelt on the ground, grabbed Zhuge Yue’s hand, and cried, “Young Master, how are you?”

“Get out!” Zhuge Yue frowned and kicked Jin Zhu in the chest, shouting sternly, “A bunch of useless trash!”

Jin Zhu fell to the ground and screamed in horror. The floor was crawling with snakes and insects, at least twenty of them, looking eerily terrifying.

Chu Qiao found a candlestick, quickly lit it, and used the fire to drive away the snakes. The reptiles feared fire and immediately scattered.

The Zhuge family doctor quickly arrived, and the crowd was dispersed. The servants of Qingshan Court all knelt trembling at the door, their faces ashen.

Shortly after, one of the doctors came out from the inner room and asked the servants, “Who is Miss Xinger?”

Chu Qiao stood up from the back of the crowd, small in stature with a childish face, and raised her hand softly, saying, “Sir, it’s me.”

The doctor hadn’t expected such a young child and was momentarily stunned. After pondering for a while, he said gravely, “Come in. The Fourth Young Master said you sucked out the poison for him, and the old man should examine you as well.”

All hundred-plus servants in front and on both sides were shocked, raising their heads to look at Chu Qiao. With a fearful expression, she knelt, kowtowed several times to express gratitude for the Fourth Young Master’s kindness, and then followed the doctor into the pavilion.

In the biting wind, the servants of the Zhuge household, who were always looking to climb higher, began to think rapidly.

After a short while, Chu Qiao came out, her demeanor respectful, showing no sign of arrogance. After the doctor left, Jin Si, Jin Zhu, and several high-ranking servants entered Zhuge Yue’s room. Zhuge Yue leaned against the chair, his eyes half-closed, and said in a deep voice, “Who was serving in the room today?”

Jin Zhu glanced at Jin Si, her face ashen, and stammered, “Young Master, it was, it was this slave. This slave just now…”

“No need to explain,” Zhuge Yue said coldly. “You know the rules here. I never keep idle people who eat without working. Go receive thirty lashes, then take my letter to a certain position at the An Military Academy.”

Upon hearing this, Jin Zhu’s tears immediately flowed, and she knelt on the ground, crying loudly, “Young Master, please spare this slave just this once. This slave will never dare to do it again.”

Zhuge Yue frowned slightly, and two strong men immediately stepped forward, grabbed Jin Zhu, and walked out.

“Who was guarding the door?”

Two household guards knelt on the ground, trembling all over, kowtowing repeatedly and saying, “This lowly one is guilty. Please, Young Master, spare this lowly one’s life.”

Zhuge Yue opened his eyes and gave the two a cold glance, saying in a deep voice, “It was you two?”

Then he snorted lightly, “You’re always beating others. Since that’s the case, go to the courtyard now and beat each other with the paddle. Whoever dies first, the other will be spared from punishment.”

The room fell deadly silent. Zhuge Yue’s wrist was injured, and he was irritable. He frowned and said, “All of you get out. Looking at you makes me annoyed.”

Everyone felt as if granted a great amnesty and immediately began to withdraw. At this moment, a small voice suddenly said, “Young Master, may this slave remove those pots of fire vine from outside the pavilion?”

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow, “What did you say?”

Everyone turned around to see the small female slave who had just entered Qingshan Court a few days ago standing at the back of the crowd. Small in stature, she slowly said in a childish voice, “Although it’s winter now, Qingshan Court is in a special location, close to the hot springs, making the climate much warmer, with many mosquitoes and moths. Vines naturally attract these small insects, and fire vines especially emit heat, which will attract birds and mice that feed on mosquitoes, and in turn, will attract snakes that feed on birds and mice. This is common knowledge. This slave should have thought of it earlier.”

Zhuge Yue frowned deeply. After a while, he turned his head and asked in a deep voice, “Who brought these pots of fire vine here?”

Jin Si’s face turned pale, and she tremblingly said, “Young Master, these flowers were brought by Steward Zhu yesterday. He said they were specialties from the South Border and that the Young Master might like them, so he especially told this slave to place them at the base of the wall.”

“Zhu Shun?” Zhuge Yue snorted coldly, his narrow eyes slightly cold, and slowly said, “This steward is becoming increasingly overbearing. Next time, if he buys a dagger from the Western Regions and tells you to place it on my bed, I suppose you would do so without question.”

Jin Si was greatly shocked and hurriedly prostrated herself, kowtowing and saying, “This slave would not dare!”

Zhuge Yue remained silent and indifferent. As the servants were about to leave, Zhuge Yue suddenly said, “You, from now on, serve in the inner chamber.”

Everyone was stunned, not knowing who he was referring to. Zhuge Yue impatiently frowned and pointed at Chu Qiao, “Yes, you.”

All eyes immediately converged on her. Chu Qiao bowed her head respectfully and replied, “This slave obeys.”

Outside the main hall of Qingshan Pavilion, the servants had just thrown the blood-covered Jin Zhu onto a carriage. How could a weak woman survive after receiving thirty lashes and being sent to a place like the An Military Academy?

Jin Si felt a chill down her spine, her hands and feet almost trembling. At this moment, a sweet voice suddenly sounded behind her. She turned around to see Chu Qiao smiling at her with a sweet expression, saying, “Sister Jin Si, from now on we’ll be working together. I’m young and don’t know much, so please take care of me!”

For some reason, Jin Si suddenly felt uneasy. She looked at Chu Qiao and said, trying to remain composed, “We are all servants, it’s right that we, we should take care of each other.”

“Is that so?” Chu Qiao smiled and said, “Then those children warming the jade over there, does Sister Jin Si think they should be given some leniency?”

Jin Si felt a flash of anger but still nodded and said, “Their time is about up, they should disperse.”

“Then I thank you on their behalf.” Chu Qiao walked over with a smile, letting the children whose faces had turned blue from the cold disperse. Then, as if suddenly remembering something, she turned around and said, “If Jin Zhu had been as kind-hearted as Sister Jin Si, the page boy Lin Xi wouldn’t have been beaten to death by the Young Master. So, being kind-hearted is important. Look, Lin Xi has only been dead for three days, and Jin Zhu is already following him. Thinking about, it sends chills down one’s spine.”

Jin Si could no longer maintain her composure. Her face was deathly pale as she stared at Chu Qiao with wide eyes, feeling that this small child exuded an eerie aura that was frightening. Chu Qiao slowly approached, stood on her tiptoes, and whispered in Jin Si’s ear, “As the saying goes, good and evil will be rewarded in the end. It’s not that retribution hasn’t come; it’s just that the time hasn’t arrived yet. Don’t you agree?”

Jin Si was startled, immediately stepped back, and turned to leave. Chu Qiao, quick of hand and eye, grabbed her shoulder. The young woman was greatly alarmed, jumped away, and shouted, “What are you doing?”

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, her face no longer showing any smile, and said in a deep voice, “What are you so nervous about? I just wanted to ask for that plate of peaches back.”

“Peaches?”

“Now that we are both inner chamber maids, with no distinction of high or low status, don’t you think it would be more appropriate for me to personally present the peaches that I worked so hard to bring from the South Court?”

Hearing this, Jin Si was immediately speechless.

Chu Qiao turned and walked toward the greenhouse, saying indifferently as she walked, “The green mountain cannot hide it, the great river flows east. The wise know when to adapt. Some words can only be said once, some warnings can only be given once. How to act and how to behave in the future, you should consider carefully.”

On this winter afternoon, the sun was strong, its bright light reflecting off the snow, painfully dazzling to the eyes.

This day was not an ordinary calm day. The Council of Elders had proclaimed to exterminate the bandits of Shangxin, and the Huangtian Corps was about to set out to suppress the rebellion. The patriarchs of the Seven Great Families were all desperately competing for the position of commander of the Huangtian Corps. The head of the Zhuge family, Zhuge Mu Qing, was not at the manor, and all matters big and small were left to Zhuge Huai. In the court of the Great Xia Dynasty, the gleam of sword and spear reflected a scene of peril.

Also on this day, the fourth son of the Zhuge family, Zhuge Yue, was bitten by a venomous snake. Although he received timely treatment, he still needed time to recuperate. Though young, Zhuge Yue was a junior general of the Huangtian Corps, born from the Hall of Generals, and had led troops three times to suppress rebellions in Shaman in the northwest. Highly skilled in martial arts, he was one of the outstanding members of the Zhuge family apart from Zhuge Huai. The other Great Families had extremely well-informed sources and quickly learned of this news. Just after Zhuge Huai had presented a petition for his brother to join the battle, objections from various families were immediately sent to the Golden Palace. That afternoon, the imperial physician entered the Zhuge manor for a short stay, and the Zhuge clan’s ambition to control the Huangtian Corps had to be quietly abandoned.

One thing leads to another. The branch family patriarchs of the Zhuge clan all came to visit, and the main Zhuge residence was instantly overwhelmed.

On the same day, due to Zhuge Yue’s injury, the usual power struggles were playing out within the Zhuge manor. Jin Zhu, the head maid of the Fourth Young Master’s residence who had always bullied others, died under the lash, and two guards from Qingshan Court beat each other severely—one died and the injured one also succumbed to his wounds early the next morning. The head steward of the Zhuge manor was given twenty heavy lashes because of the potted plants that had caused the trouble and was still moaning and recovering in his room.

In Ting Lake by the hot springs at the back of the mountain, where crocodiles were bred, three more corpses silently sank, left to be consumed by fish and shrimp, with no one to care.

The night was deep, without starlight. Chu Qiao took the last string of spirit money from Little Eight’s hand and placed it in the fire basin, murmuring, “You watch.”

Chapter 11: Yan Xun, the Crown Prince
These past few days, Jin Si had been restless. Every time she saw that Jing family child, she felt an uncontrollable chill rising from the soles of her feet. She had no appetite and felt as if something was stuck in her throat. Early this morning, the weather was fine. After clearing the accumulated snow in the courtyard, the servants began their day’s work in an orderly manner.

Just as they were about to serve the meal, a servant suddenly arrived from Hongshan Court with a message: the Young Master Mu from Lingnan’s Mu family, the Young Prince Jing from the Cloud Silk fief, the Seventh Prince Zhao Che, the Eighth Prince Zhao Jue, the Thirteenth Prince Zhao Song, and the Crown Prince of the Yan Principality were all gathered in the glazed hall of Hongshan Court. The Eldest Young Master was there accompanying them, and the Third and Fifth Young Masters had already gone. They asked if the Fourth Young Master was feeling better, and if so, to join them for the festivities.

Zhuge Yue had a peculiar personality. Even within the manor, he rarely interacted with his brothers, spending his days secluded in Qingshan Court, either reading or eating snacks and fruits, showing no vigor for bold pursuits. If not for his excessive cruelty, he could be considered well-behaved. At this moment, he was lying in bed. After hearing the message, he told the servant that he was feeling unwell and would not be joining them.

Chu Qiao stood by the incense burner, gently fanning the fragrance. Hearing this, she slightly raised her eyebrows, her expression calm and silent. After a while, the food was served, and Chu Qiao followed behind the serving maid, silently withdrawing.

Jin Si glanced at her sideways, secretly taking note. Shortly after, she also found an opportunity to leave.

The glazed hall, though called a hall, was just a pavilion, located at the center of Hongshan Court on Octagonal Mountain. Below was a blue-green lake, now frozen in the depths of winter, covered in vast stretches of snow. On both sides were red and white plum forests, blooming defiantly against the cold, brilliantly eye-catching.

Beyond the plum forests was the Zhuge family’s Horse Mountain, a vast hillside planted with fine pasture grass brought from beyond the passes, especially used for raising their thoroughbred horses. This place was spacious with few people, and servants could not enter without reason, making it very secluded. Chu Qiao, being small, deftly avoided the guards and entered Horse Mountain, running up the slope without being noticed.

Jing Yue’er’s small body had its advantages and disadvantages. For instance, moving a potted plant now requires a great deal of effort.

Just as she was about to leave, she suddenly noticed a figure sneaking past the middle of the hillside. Chu Qiao carefully lowered herself, waiting until the person had left before slowly approaching. She saw a jet-black stallion tied to a pine tree on the hillside. The horse was large, with not a single mixed hair on its body, and showed no reaction when Chu Qiao approached. Chu Qiao found this strange, as such a fine horse should be wary of strangers. Looking down, she indeed found a small pile of unfinished buckwheat on the snow. Chu Qiao stood on her tiptoes, held the horse’s head, and examined it carefully for a while, slightly furrowing her brows, but ultimately paying it no further attention.

Just as she was about to leave, she turned and saw several dozen snow-white feathered arrows in the quiver on the horse’s back. Taking one out, she found the arrowhead was silvery-white, with a small, forcefully engraved character “Yan” on it.

While the masters of various households were enjoying a meal and appreciating the plum blossoms in the glazed hall, Chu Qiao ran along the secluded small path on the cliff of Octagonal Mountain, placing the pot of fire vine on the path and pouring out several small snakes from a cloth bag at her side.

“Ha! I knew it was you up to mischief!”

A shrill voice suddenly sounded. Chu Qiao turned around to see Jin Si standing behind her, looking at her smugly, saying, “Wait until I tell the Fourth Young Master. You’re dead for sure this time.”

“Is that so?” Chu Qiao tilted her head, cleverly curling the corner of her mouth, her ears twitching slightly as she heard footsteps approaching from a distance. She shook her head and said, “That’s not necessarily true.” With that, her body suddenly fell backward, flipping down along the cliff!

“Over there!” A weak childish voice sounded almost simultaneously. Before Jin Si could even cry out in surprise, she was firmly pinned to the ground by a group of large men.

Zhu Shun looked coldly at the young woman, hating her to the core, and said in a deep voice, “Jin Si, now that you’ve been caught red-handed, what else do you have to say?”

Jin Si was shocked and quickly said, “It wasn’t me, it was Jing Xinger. I was following her!”

“Nonsense! I saw you sneaking to Steward Zhu’s place to steal a pot of fire vine with my own eyes, and now you’re trying to frame someone else!”

A clear, crisp voice suddenly said. Jin Si turned to see a small girl following Zhu Shun, her appearance somehow familiar. A flash of realization hit her mind, and she immediately understood the whole plot. She shouted, “She’s in league with Jing Xinger! Steward Zhu, you can’t trust her!”

Zhu Shun, sitting in a soft chair carried by four strong men—the twenty lashes from a few days ago still left his buttocks swollen—frowned upon hearing this and lowered his voice, asking, “You say you were following Jing Xinger, but where is she now?”

“She jumped off the cliff.”

“What?” Zhu Shun immediately became furious and shouted, “Do you take me for a fool? Are you saying that the Jing girl jumped off a cliff to her death just to frame you?”

“I…”

“Preposterous!” Zhu Shun raged, “You’ve been in the manor for four or five years, and I’ve always treated you well. Your rivalry with Jin Zhu for a favor is an internal matter of Qingshan Court, why drag me into it? What are you trying to do now? Frame me in front of the young masters of various households?”

“Steward Zhu, you must believe me.”

“Guards! Beat her severely!”

Piercing screams immediately rang out. Chu Qiao, gripping a pre-prepared rope, gave it a strong pull and slipped into a small cave. Octagonal Mountain was built with black rock, and every spring, a kind of purple moss would grow on it. This moss was extremely rare; when dried and roasted, it had a unique fragrance that was elegant and calming. Over time, as the Zhuge family servants collected the moss each spring from the cliff face, they had dug out a cave tall enough for a person. Having lived in the servants’ quarters for a long time, Chu Qiao had known about this cave for a while. She pushed aside some dried grass, carefully landed on the ground, slowly retrieved the rope with its hook, and quietly waited for the crowd above to disperse.

Just then, a warm breath suddenly blew on her ear, accompanied by an amused male voice softly saying, “You little girl, how can your heart be so vicious?”

Chu Qiao was startled and quickly turned around, not forgetting to grab the hook from the rope in her haste, thrusting it fiercely toward the other’s neck.

“I’ve seen countless fierce women, but you take the crown. It’s hard to imagine you’re not even ten years old.”

The other person was agile, firmly grasping Chu Qiao’s small hand, speaking calmly and indifferently.

Chu Qiao was small and weak, pinned to the ground with one hand, but she stubbornly raised her head, immediately shocked, her brow furrowing as she said sternly, “It’s you?”

The young man also seemed surprised, examining the child carefully for a few moments before realizing and laughing, “I wondered who it was, so it’s you. How’s the medicine working?”

The newcomer had sword-like eyebrows, a high nose bridge, and eyes black as ink. Beneath his gentleness, there was an unmistakable sharpness like the edge of a blade. It was none other than today’s banquet guest—the Crown Prince of Yan Bei who was held hostage in the capital, Yan Xun.

Chu Qiao stubbornly raised her head and said coldly, “What are you doing here? What do you want?”

Yan Xun chuckled, “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?”

Chu Qiao’s mind raced, repeatedly calculating her chances of successfully pushing this man off the cliff in one fatal move. As she contemplated, she reached for the dagger at her waist. However, Yan Xun raised his finger and said softly, “If you don’t want to be discovered, behave yourself and don’t harbor bad intentions. Such a small child, yet so vicious.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, “Speaking of viciousness, I pale in comparison to you all. Hiding here, you’re surely not up to anything good either. We’re two of a kind, so don’t pretend to be doing me a great favor with your false kindness.”

Hearing this, Yan Xun suddenly stood up, pushed aside the grass, and called loudly above, “Who’s up there?”

Chu Qiao was greatly alarmed and wanted to stop him, but it was too late. Thinking that if she were exposed, Little Eight would surely meet with misfortune, she immediately drew her dagger and thrust it fiercely toward Yan Xun’s chest.

Yan Xun gracefully hooked his arm, firmly covering Chu Qiao’s small mouth and holding her tightly in his arms. At this moment, voices of inquiry came from above. Yan Xun poked his head out from the cave and called out, “The Crown Prince is here appreciating the plum blossoms. What are you all yelling about up there? Disperse quickly.”

Zhu Shun was carried to the edge of the cliff, and upon seeing Yan Xun, immediately lost all his arrogance. After bowing and nodding profusely, he promptly left with his people.

Yan Xun released his arms with a smile, turned to Chu Qiao, and said, “Now I’ve done you a great favor, haven’t I?”

Chu Qiao was small in stature, not even reaching Yan Xun’s shoulder as she stood before him. She tilted her ear to listen for a while, and seeing that there truly was no further movement above, she threw the hook upward in one motion. After securing it firmly, she turned her body and began to climb up.

Yan Xun narrowed his eyes as he watched her. Though her movements were quite agile, she didn’t appear to be skilled in martial arts—she could only be considered bold, meticulous, and nimble. The cave was only a little over a meter from the top. Yan Xun grabbed the rock face with both hands, exerted a slight effort, and jumped up.

Chu Qiao hid the hook and looked around to ensure safety before turning to leave. Hearing Yan Xun’s voice, she turned back and said calmly, “I don’t want to owe you any favors. When you go back, be careful with your horse.”

Yan Xun was slightly startled, but by the time he reacted, the child’s figure had already gone far. From a distance, she looked like a small dog climbing up and down the rugged path and soon disappeared.

The young Crown Prince Yan narrowed his eyes, smiled lightly, and said, “Interesting.”

The morning sun rose, the snow vast and desolate, and Octagonal Mountain, standing tall above the lake, appeared uniquely beautiful in the reflection of the sunlight.

Chapter 12: The Rules of Survival
After descending from Octagonal Mountain and passing by a small ornamental rockery, one entered the plum forest.

Today, the prodigal sons from all the great families of Zhenhuang City were gathered at the Zhuge manor. The plum forest area was under strict guard and very quiet. Chu Qiao, with her small stature, walked through the plum forest, occasionally standing on tiptoe to pick a few plum blossoms, very much at ease.

“Hey! Come here!”

A discourteous voice suddenly rang out, childish but domineering. Chu Qiao looked up and saw a young master of about ten years old in an embroidered robe. He wore an emerald green outer robe with a snow-white ermine tail sewn meticulously on the collar with golden thread. The fluffy tail framed his face, smooth as jade. His firm little nose wrinkled slightly, and his pitch-black eyes glared at her as he shouted, “Yes, you! I’m calling you!”

Chu Qiao frowned slightly, thinking it best not to cause trouble. She bowed politely and said solemnly, “This slave has matters to attend to. Please forgive me for not being able to stay.” With that, she turned to leave.

The young master was stunned, not expecting this servant to simply leave at will. His little nose wrinkled, and he immediately raised the horsewhip in his hand, shouting, “You dog of a slave! How dare you!”

Chu Qiao heard the sound and swiftly turned around, extending her tender white hands to grab the tip of the whip firmly, her gaze piercing and cold.

How could the young master have expected such a fierce little maid from the Zhuge household? He tried hard to pull back but couldn’t move it. His little mouth pouted as he raged, “Are you seeking death? I’ll have you beheaded!”

Chu Qiao smiled coldly, her hand holding the whip deftly twisted, and the handle immediately slipped from the young master’s hand, falling into Chu Qiao’s grip. The girl was not yet eight years old, small in stature with a delicate pink face, but her eyes showed not the slightest trace of childishness. She walked forward step by step with a calm expression, saying dispassionately, “A horsewhip is used to drive horses, not to beat people.”

Having said this, she handed the whip back to the young master, handle first, and turned to leave.

The young master saw that although this little girl was smaller than him, she carried herself with great confidence and was quite nimble. He unexpectedly felt a sense of kinship. Seeing her about to leave, he suddenly became anxious, but his pride wouldn’t allow him to speak nicely. In a fit of pique, he ran forward to block her path, shouting, “Which courtyard in the Zhuge family do you belong to? What’s your name? Do you know who I am? Do you believe I can have someone drag you out and behead you?”

Chu Qiao raised her head, gave the young master a faint look, pushed his arm away, and arched her eyebrows contemptuously, “Always threatening to find others when you can’t win a fight yourself—what kind of ability is that? I have no interest in knowing what your status is.”

The plum trees swayed gently. The young master in his embroidered robe stood in the plum forest, watching Chu Qiao’s small figure gradually disappear at the end of the forest, somewhat dazed.

Returning to Qingshan Court, Chu Qiao greeted the servants walking around and went straight into the pavilion. Zhuge Yue was half-lying on a soft couch, looking indolent. When Chu Qiao entered, he didn’t even raise his head, just glanced at her with the corner of his eye.

Chu Qiao walked to a jade green vase, took out yesterday’s flowers, and then inserted the newly picked plum branches one by one. After finishing, she walked to Zhuge Yue’s side, crouched by the small incense burner, mixed the snow water brushed from the plum blossoms with orchid fragrance, then carefully poured it into the burner and gently fanned it with a small fan. The scent in the room immediately freshened. Zhuge Yue took a long breath and gradually closed his eyes.

About half an hour passed, and Zhuge Yue seemed to have fallen asleep. At this moment, a sudden commotion came from outside. The young man impatiently opened his eyes, his brows furrowing slightly.

“Fourth Young Master, the steward from the outer residence just sent someone to say that Miss Jin Si was caught at the foot of Octagonal Mountain. She was carrying a pot of fire vine and had many venomous snakes with her. She was caught red-handed and is now being interrogated at the administration office.”

Zhuge Yue narrowed his eyes slightly and said methodically, “Although Jin Si is arrogant, she is extremely timid. Would she dare to carry venomous snakes? Did you hear what she said?”

“She said…” the servant’s voice immediately lowered, glancing sideways at Chu Qiao sitting quietly in a corner, whispering, “She said she was following Xinger, and claimed that Xinger planned to frame her and Jin Zhu to avenge those children from the Jing family who died earlier.”

“Xinger,” Zhuge Yue said, “Explain yourself.”

Chu Qiao knelt on the ground and replied calmly, “In response to the Fourth Young Master, Xinger didn’t do it.”

“Then where did you go just now?”

“Xinger went to the plum garden.”

“Did anyone see you?”

The child tilted her head, thought for a moment, and said, “Xinger met a young master in the garden, not from our manor, about ten years old, wearing an emerald green robe with a snow-white ermine tail on the collar. Xinger doesn’t know his name.”

“Hmm,” Zhuge Yue nodded and said to the messenger, “You may go.”

The servant was slightly startled and asked hesitantly, “What about Miss Jin Si?”

Zhuge Yue half-raised his head, closed his eyes, leaned back on the couch, and said slowly, “Those who do wrong must be punished. Let the administration office handle it.”

The man acknowledged and withdrew. The room was quiet, with only the faint fragrance of incense wafting like a cloud.

“Xinger, do you hate the manor for killing your relatives?”

Chu Qiao lowered her head and obediently replied, “Young Master, Xinger has been a slave in this manor since becoming aware. It is because of the Young Master that Xinger can sleep in a warm bed, eat hot food, and wear warm clothes. Xinger is still young and can’t hold many things in her heart. She only wants to serve the Young Master well and survive.”

“Hmm,” Zhuge Yue nodded, “It’s best that you think this way. Although you are young, you handle matters steady. From now on, you will manage affairs in the pavilion.”

“Yes, thank you, Young Master.” The child bowed her head respectfully. After a long while, she suddenly spoke, “Does the Young Master believe that Sister Jin Si framed Sister Jin Zhu?”

Zhuge Yue snorted lightly, “How much courage could Jin Si have? Even if she had it, she couldn’t have devised such a scheme. Zhu Shun is an old servant of the manor. Having made a mistake and been beaten, he couldn’t save face and wanted to find a way out—that’s not unreasonable. But he shouldn’t have cast aspersions on my Qingshan Court, creating a false impression of internal strife among the servants to clear himself. He’s lived so many years for nothing, having learned nothing.”

“Then why doesn’t the Young Master help Sister Jin Si? The administration office will beat her to death.”

“If she had done it, I would have saved her. The fact that she could so easily fall into someone else’s trap shows her foolish mind. What use is such a person still in my Qingshan Court?”

The midday sun was piercing, shooting lazily through the cracks in the window lattice. The plum blossoms smelled fresh. Chu Qiao sat on a small stool, her eyes slightly narrowed.

The time was gradually maturing; she no longer wanted to waste any more time.

Chapter 13: Elimination and Punishment
After all, Zhu Shun had stayed in the Zhuge manor for more than ten years. He was getting on in years and hadn’t lived his entire life as a dog.

Even though he had already concluded in his heart that Jin Si had done this to implicate him to compete with Jin Zhu for favor, he was afraid that Zhuge Yue wouldn’t truly believe it. Instead, he might be misunderstood for trying to shirk responsibility by deliberately framing Jin Si. So he kept his wits about him and didn’t let the Disciplinary Court beat her to death, intending to report to the Young Master when he had time tomorrow.

At night, the Disciplinary Court was deathly quiet. In the pitch-black woodshed, Jin Si’s entire body was covered in raised welts and whip marks, clearly having been subjected to severe punishment. Chu Qiao stood before her, scooped up a ladle of water, and splashed it on her face with a swooshing sound.

Jin Si let out a muffled groan and slowly awakened. Upon seeing Chu Qiao, she immediately flew into a rage and snarled viciously, “Little slut! You still dare to come see me!”

Chu Qiao stood before her with a calm expression, silently listening to the woman’s loud curses. After a long while, she finally said with a faint smile, “If you truly wish to die, you can continue shouting.”

Jin Si’s clothes were stained with blood, her face pale, her chest heaving violently, and her eyes full of hatred.

Chu Qiao shook her head and slowly said, “People may not intend to harm tigers, but tigers always mean to harm people. I warned you long ago, yet you repeatedly opposed me. If you hadn’t followed me today, how would you have ended up like this? Everything is of your own making. Who can you blame?”

“Vicious little slut, I won’t let you go even if I become a ghost!”

Chu Qiao sighed lightly and said, “Do you want to die that badly?”

Jin Si was taken aback. Chu Qiao continued, “I originally had no intention of harming you. Everything today was merely meant to teach you a lesson. Unfortunately, the Fourth Young Master refuses to save you, so it seems you’ll have to join Jin Zhu in the lake.”

As soon as she finished speaking, Jin Si’s face instantly paled several more shades. She looked at Chu Qiao, her eyes suddenly showing a glimmer of desire to live. She stared intently at Chu Qiao and said urgently, “Xing’er, you and I have no past grievances or recent grudges. Lin Xi’s death was Jin Zhu’s idea, I only chimed in with a few words. You were able to come here silently, so you must be able to help me escape. Please, save me, I don’t want to die yet!”

Towards the end, she couldn’t help but tremble and burst into tears. Chu Qiao sighed softly, put down the bundle on her back, and said solemnly, “Stop crying. Do you think I came here tonight just to reminisce with you? Your crime doesn’t warrant death. Since I’m the one who got you into this situation, I certainly won’t abandon you. Put on these clothes, and I’ll get you out immediately.”

As she spoke, she stepped forward to untie the ropes binding Jin Si.

Jin Si was overjoyed and quickly asked, “Can we escape? The manor guards are so strict.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve bribed the guards at the back gate. The master is about to return to the manor. You’re just a small maid, no one will make a big fuss. As long as you escape the manor, you can save your life.”

Jin Si followed behind Chu Qiao, and the two climbed out through the window. As they passed through the lake pavilion and fake mountain of Red Mountain Courtyard, they suddenly heard footsteps in the distance—it was the household guards coming to patrol. The two were startled and crouched on the ground, not daring to continue. Chu Qiao turned back and handed a small bundle to Jin Si, saying in a low voice, “I’ll go lure those people away. You hurry to the west corner gate of the back courtyard. I’ve already arranged with the gatekeepers there. When you arrive, just mention my name, and they’ll let you leave. Here are some travel expenses and clothes that used to belong to Sister Zhi Xiang. I don’t know if they’ll fit you. I don’t have much money, so this is all I could give. Take care of yourself from now on.”

With that, she turned and left from the other side, deliberately making noise. The patrolling guards heard it and immediately followed.

Jin Si opened the bundle and saw only a few copper coins inside, not even enough to buy a roast goose. She couldn’t help but frown. She also noticed that the clothes were either torn or dirty, terribly ugly, and gave off a strange smell, which made her even more resentful. She thought to herself that she should have remained a good maid instead of running away to become a fugitive. If she were caught, she would lose her life. It was all this Jing Xing’er’s fault. Now she was pretending to be kind in front of her, which was simply shameless.

She took out the few copper coins and threw the bundle on the ground, not caring at all about the trouble these things might cause for Chu Qiao if they were discovered after her escape.

The cold wind blew, rustling the corners of the clothes. The cold moon was like frost, spilling clear radiance over the ground.

At this moment, in Zhu Shun’s room, the heavy breathing of a man and the moans of a woman could be heard continuously, their lewd words offending the ears.

The winter night was cold, and the guards on duty had already lazily found a warm place to doze off. The child’s small body silently crept up to Zhu Shun’s door, making no sound at all.

After making some preparations, Chu Qiao crouched beside Zhu Shun’s door. In the pitch-black night, her eyes were like black jewels, flashing with wisdom and coolness. Suddenly, the man’s satisfied grunt sounded, followed by the rustling of clothes. Chu Qiao gripped a stone and threw it at the door.

With a crisp bang, though not loud, it was enough for the people inside to hear clearly. Zhu Shun called out, “Who’s outside?”

Chu Qiao didn’t answer but picked up another stone and threw it at the door with another bang.

“Coming, coming!” the man said irritably. “Who is it in the middle of the night?”

The door was pulled open, but no one was visible. Zhu Shun frowned in confusion and stuck his head out to walk outside, but as soon as he lifted his foot, a rope tripped him, and he fell to the ground with a crash.

“Ouch!”

Zhu Shun cried out in pain, but before his next curse could leave his mouth, a black bag was thrown over his head, and everything before him went dark. The man was greatly alarmed, finally realizing something was wrong, and shouted, reaching out to grab wildly.

The night was deep, the cold air piercing. Chu Qiao held a sharp dagger, her gaze sharp, her lips cold, and she swung it down instantly at his fat hand!

A scream like that of a slaughtered pig immediately rose to the sky. Zhu Shun clutched his severed wrist and rolled on the ground. Chu Qiao didn’t linger, quickly retreating towards the western flower bed.

Behind her came the chaotic footsteps of the household guards and a woman’s shrill cry.

“What happened? Ah! Manager Zhu, who did this?”

The woman, disheveled and panic-stricken, cried out, “I couldn’t see clearly who it was, only that they weren’t tall, it seemed, it seemed to be a child.”

“Which way did they go?”

“Westward.”

“After them!”

More than ten pairs of feet passed in front of her one by one. Chu Qiao tried to make herself as small as possible, crouching in the withered grass. As the voices gradually receded, the surroundings also gradually quieted down. The child patted the dust off herself, stood up, and leisurely left the scene of trouble, her figure showing unusual composure.

Passing by the lake pavilion in Red Mountain Courtyard, she indeed saw her small bundle thrown messily on the ground. The child gave a cold laugh, picked up the bundle, and walked toward Green Mountain Courtyard. She carefully climbed in through the back window and changed into a soft white cotton nightgown. Since she had begun serving in Zhuge Yue’s quarters, she had moved out of the servants’ rear courtyard and into the servants’ quarters in Green Mountain Courtyard. The sounds outside grew louder and louder, the torches flashing like a long dragon, illuminating half the sky.

Chu Qiao loosened her hair, rubbed her eyes, and opened the door with a sleepy appearance, just in time to meet several young maids who had just left their rooms.

“What’s happening over there?”

The young maids were all thirteen or fourteen years old, but their rank was not as high as Chu Qiao’s. They all shook their heads in confusion. At this moment, there was the sound of a door opening from the main hall, and they all hurried over.

Zhuge Yue’s face was gloomy. He glanced at Chu Qiao and the others who had just arrived with disheveled hair, then said to a guard who had run over from outside, “What happened? Why is it so noisy?”

“Young Master, there was an assassin in the outer manor. Manager Zhu had his hand cut off, and the guards caught Miss Jin Si who was about to escape at the west corner gate. She has already been taken back to the Disciplinary Court.”

Zhuge Yue was stunned, but then surprisingly curved his lips into a slight smile and said, “As the saying goes, a desperate dog will jump over a wall. I didn’t expect Jin Si’s temperament to be so unyielding.”

The guard glanced carefully at Chu Qiao and said, “When Miss Jin Si was caught, she was shouting that it was, it was Xing’er who had harmed her, that it wasn’t her doing.”

As soon as these words were spoken, everyone’s gaze immediately focused on Chu Qiao. Her small face immediately wrinkled, her large watery eyes blinking pitifully, almost on the verge of tears. She turned to look at Zhuge Yue with a pitiful expression and said sadly, “Fourth Young Master, Xing’er, Xing’er has been sleeping in the room. I, I didn’t…”

“Young Master, Xing’er has been in the room the whole time and hasn’t gone out. We all saw it,” a third-class maid suddenly stepped forward and said.

As soon as she finished speaking, the other maids also unanimously testified for Chu Qiao.

Zhuge Yue nodded and said to the servant, “Tell the Disciplinary Court, if that woman speaks nonsense again, there’s no need to interrogate her, just throw her directly into the lake. How old is Xing’er? This is getting more and more ridiculous.”

The servant nodded hurriedly and withdrew.

Zhuge Yue glanced at the young maids and said, “You all go back to sleep too.” Then he turned and entered the hall.

Chu Qiao still stood in place with a wronged expression. Several young maids approached her ingratiatingly, took her hand, and said, “Xing’er, don’t be afraid. We’ll all testify for you. It’s useless even if she tries to frame you.”

Chu Qiao nodded and said tearfully, “Thank you, sisters.”

It was approaching the third watch of the night, and the wind was howling. Today was the seventh day since the death of the Jing family children. The person who had killed them finally paid the price in blood on this night.

However, this amount of blood was still far from enough.

Chapter 14: Complete Fiction
The assassin incident caused a huge commotion that continued until daybreak the next day. Manager Zhu had lost a hand, suffering a terrible loss, and in his rage ordered Jin Si to be beaten to death. Jin Si had already been injured previously, and under such severe punishment, in less than an hour, her life was extinguished. She was wrapped in a straw mat and thrown on the back mountain, becoming food for the fish in Pavilion Lake.

Zhuge Yue preferred tranquility and had a solitary personality. Originally, only Jin Zhu and Jin Si served in his residence, but they had died one after the other within a few days. Now only Chu Qiao remained in the inner chambers. She was young, not yet eight years old, with a childish appearance. Her voice still carried a hint of childish softness when she spoke. No matter how capable she was, it seemed somewhat bizarre in the eyes of outsiders. Within half a day, the entire household was secretly spreading rumors: the Fourth Young Master of the manor had followed in the Old Master’s footsteps and had begun to develop an interest in young girls who hadn’t grown up yet.

As a result, everyone’s attitude toward Chu Qiao became even more respectful.

In the afternoon, Chu Qiao wore a newly made white crabapple cotton dress with white camel hair ankle boots and two emerald flower jade hairpins in her hair. She was skipping along the lake in the back garden, looking adorable and innocent. She had just gone to the outer manor to collect newly delivered sinking-water incense. As she passed through a bamboo grove, a figure suddenly jumped in front of her. The person laughed heartily and said, “I knew I would find you!”

The young lord wore a sapphire blue robe today, embroidered with colorful birds, splendidly ornate and vibrant. He was swinging a small whip in his hand with smug satisfaction, looking Chu Qiao up and down with a smile, saying, “Where are you going? The weather is so nice today, let’s go bird hunting.”

Chu Qiao frowned, looking at the young lord’s excited appearance, and shook her head saying, “I’m not as free as you are. I still have things to do, so I won’t be able to accompany you.” With that, she turned to leave.

“Hey, hey, don’t go, don’t go.” The young lord quickly ran in front of her, spreading his arms to block her way, and hurriedly said, “I’ve been looking for you all morning in this garden. How about this, tell me your name and which courtyard you’re from, and I’ll go to Zhuge Huai to request for you to come with me. What do you say?”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, turned around, and looked up, saying, “Do you want to take me away?”

The young lord nodded solemnly, “Yes, among all the maids and servants, I like you the most. I’ll appoint you as my chief gate guardian general. How does that sound?”

Chu Qiao smiled and nodded, “Very well then, I’ll tell you my name. But whether you can get me from the First Young Master depends on your abilities.”

“Don’t worry!” The young lord patted his chest and said loudly, “Not just one small maid, even if it’s ten or eight, Zhuge Huai will have to give them to me.”

“Alright then, listen carefully. My name is Zi Xu, I live in Wu You Courtyard, and I’m a little maid under Madam Dou. My daily job is to make clay figurines for the young masters and misses to play with. Remember that, okay?”

The young lord’s eyes lit up, “You can make clay figurines too?”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao held back her laughter. Seeing how adorable this child was, she couldn’t help but stand on her tiptoes and reached out to pinch his cheek firmly, saying with a smile, “I have many more skills. I’ll show you one by one in the future. I have things to do, so I must go now. Remember to find the First Young Master!”

“Yes, don’t worry,” the young lord nodded and smiled innocently, “You should go back and pack your things first. I’ll come to pick you up in a while.”

Chu Qiao walked far away, and when she looked back, she could still see the young lord standing on a large rock, waving vigorously at her. Chu Qiao held back her laughter, turned around the bamboo grove, and headed towards Green Mountain Courtyard carrying the sinking-water incense.

“Zi Xu’s name, is Wu You Courtyard, a little maid under Madam Dou who makes clay figurines for play. How clever of you to come up with that.”

A clear, resonant male voice suddenly sounded from above. Chu Qiao was startled and looked up to see Yan Xun in his flowing green robe, with bright eyes and a handsome face, sitting on the branch of a tall pine tree, looking at her with a slight smile at the corner of his mouth.

Chu Qiao had revealed her true nature to him more than once or twice before, so she no longer pretended. She gave him a cold look and said harshly, “Climbing so high, aren’t you afraid of falling to your death?”

“That’s none of your concern. You vicious child should worry about yourself instead. I see dark clouds gathering on the horizon. Perhaps even in winter, lightning might strike and kill those who have done evil deeds.”

Chu Qiao stood beneath the tree, her small body looking up, and said coldly, “No matter how many evil deeds I’ve done, they can’t compare to you heartless scoundrels who kill without blinking an eye. You’re like beasts, not a single decent one among you.”

“You’re very bold.” His words were stern, but his tone carried a light laugh. The young man sat in the tree and said to the child below, “That day I deliberately shot my arrow off target, kindly sparing your life. To save you, I even gave up the prize of eight Western Region dancing girls offered by your First Young Master. Yet not only are you not grateful, but you also respond with harsh words. What kind of reasoning is this?”

“Reason is for people. What reason is there to talk to scoundrels like you? I warn you not to keep pestering me and don’t think about threatening to expose me. If you dare, you will surely regret it.”

With that, Chu Qiao turned and quickened her pace. But after just a few steps, she felt a sudden pain in her forehead. Looking down, she saw a pine cone still covered with snow. The girl immediately became angry, turned around, and looked at Yan Xun furiously, “Are you provoking me?”

“Wrong,” Yan Xun smiled slightly and said, “It’s not provocation. I’m just bullying you.”

Chu Qiao tilted her head as she stood under the tree, then suddenly turned and left without a word. Yan Xun, pretending to be profound with half-closed eyes, had expected the child to argue with him. Seeing her just walk away like that, he felt somewhat disgruntled. However, at that moment, a rock the size of a fist suddenly whistled through the air, heading straight for Yan Xun’s face. Fortunately, Yan Xun had trained in martial arts and had quick reflexes, managing to dodge by turning his head in time. Just as he was secretly feeling proud, he suddenly felt a chill on the back of his neck. Knowing something was wrong, he heard a rustling sound, and all the accumulated snow on the entire large tree, disturbed by the impact, showered down on him.

The young heir in his fine brocade robes jumped down from the large tree, covered in snow, a complete mess. Looking up, he saw the small girl standing on the snow-white ground, dusting off her hands. As she noticed him looking, she raised her right hand high, stuck up her middle finger in a gesture of defiance, smiled triumphantly, and then turned to leave.

Yan Xun frowned slightly, lowered his head in puzzlement, and also raised his middle finger. The thirteen-year-old noble heir of Yan Bei was utterly confused—what did this gesture mean?

The eleven-year-old pageboy Feng Mian ran up from the grove, waving his arms wildly and shouting, “Young Master, I’ll go catch her and let Young Master Huai properly punish this maid who doesn’t know her place.”

“You? Catch her?” Yan Xun snorted derisively, turning around with his middle finger still raised, “Feng Mian, what does this gesture mean?”

“This,” Feng Mian was briefly taken aback, but then asserted firmly, “It must be an apology. She knows what she did was outrageous, but being a child who doesn’t know better, she was too embarrassed to say it directly, so she used this gesture instead.”

“An apology?” Yan Xun frowned, “It doesn’t seem like it to me.”

“It is, Young Master, without a doubt.”

“Is that so?”

…

In the main hall of the Zhuge family’s Red Mountain Courtyard, Zhuge Huai, Zhao Che, and others all burst into laughter upon hearing the little lord’s words. Though young, Prince Jing was a clever little devil. He smiled and said, “Zhuge, you have such a witty maid in your household, I’d like to see her myself.”

Zhuge Huai shook his head and said, “The servant is ignorant, making everyone laugh at her expense.”

“What’s going on? What are you all laughing at?” The young lord’s face turned red as he asked anxiously.

Zhao Che laughed and said, “Zi Xu’s name, is Wu You Courtyard, a little maid under Madam Dou who makes clay figurines—isn’t that just ‘complete fiction’? She was teasing you. Thirteenth Brother, she was making fun of you.”

Zhao Song’s little face turned bright red. He stamped his foot angrily and ran out.

Today’s third update is a small outburst. The second update wishes Little Piggy Ting complete liberation after the college entrance examination ends. The third update wishes kx4587 a happy birthday and good health. Whew, there’s no fourth update, no matter who says it’s their sixtieth birthday.

Chapter 15: Golden Wind and Jade Dew
“Boom! Boom! Boom!” An explosion of festive firecrackers erupted, blasting large patches of white snow into the air. Throughout the streets and alleys, countless children laughed and played, covering their ears as they set off the relatively inexpensive “Single Thunder Crackers” that made loud noises but produced few sparks, enjoying themselves immensely.

The twenty-fifth Lantern Festival since the enthronement of Emperor Gao of the Great Xia Dynasty had finally arrived amid the rumbling sound of firecrackers. This day was also the fifty-seventh birthday of Emperor Zhao Zhengde. The entire nation was filled with a deliberately created festive atmosphere. The firecrackers freely distributed to the citizens of Zhenhuang City by the government successfully added to the grandeur of this celebration. The master of the Golden Palace greatly appreciated this approach taken by the Metropolitan Governor, and immediately issued a commendation, rewarding Metropolitan Governor Wei Shuyou, who hailed from the Wei clan.

Amidst the booming sounds of firecrackers, the Zhuge manor was also busy preparing for this important festival. On this day, Zhenhuang City was shrouded in heavy snow, with flakes as large as goose feathers drifting down from the sky. The elderly in the city said that this year’s heavy snow was somewhat unusual, as in previous years, frost had just begun to appear at this time.

Chu Qiao wore a newly made light pink gown with a fox fur cape draped over it. Her small face, as white and delicate as jade, was nestled in the snow-white fox fur, her cheeks tinged pink, and her large round eyes sparkling. Snowflakes fell gently on the tip of her nose, and the child wrinkled her small nose slightly, appearing especially adorable.

“Xing’er, the Young Master is calling for you.”

The newly arrived little maid Huan’er came running over, panting heavily with her hands on her waist, calling out between deep breaths.

Chu Qiao slowly turned around, saw Huan’er’s disheveled hair, and naturally walked forward, stood on her tiptoes to smooth her hair, saying calmly, “Look at you, couldn’t you have walked more slowly? What urgent matter could there be that you had to run like this?”

Huan’er was already eleven years old, but for some reason, when facing this little one who wasn’t even eight yet, she always felt like she was the child. She obediently bent down to let Chu Qiao fix her hair, saying, “Xing’er, please hurry, the Young Master is waiting for you.”

Chu Qiao put her hand down, nodded, and said, “Let’s go.” She led the way toward the main hall, taking steady, unhurried steps.

Huan’er frowned as she watched for a moment, then shook her head and hurriedly followed.

Compared to Chu Qiao, Zhuge Yue was the one with a slow temperament. Pushing open the door to the main hall, she saw the Zhuge family’s Fourth Young Master sitting on a heated couch carefully examining a game of chess, his brows slightly furrowed, appearing very focused.

Chu Qiao checked each item they would need to bring along one by one, then quietly handed them to the other attendants. After everything was prepared, she poured a cup of clear tea, gently placed it beside Zhuge Yue’s desk, and then sat directly by the incense burner, resting her chin on her hand as she waited quietly.

Time passed slowly. The attendants outside the door had already peeked in many times. Finally, Zhuge Yue pushed aside the chessboard and stood up. The waiting maids immediately came forward to help him put on his deerskin boots. Zhuge Yue wore a moon-white robe with dark blue flowers and a large red fox fur coat. Though not yet thirteen years old, he carried himself with an unmistakable maturity.

“Let’s go.”

Zhuge Yue spoke softly and left with his entourage. In front of the Zhuge family’s main gate, a row of fine horses was waiting. Due to Zhuge Yue’s delay, the other young masters of the Zhuge manor had already departed. A servant knelt on the ground with his head bowed. Zhuge Yue walked forward calmly, stepped on the servant’s back, and mounted his horse in one fluid motion.

After everyone was ready and about to depart, Zhuge Yue suddenly turned his head toward the maids from Green Mountain Courtyard who were respectfully seeing them off, and asked, “Xing’er, have you ever seen the Lantern Festival?”

Chu Qiao was startled and quickly shook her head. Zhuge Yue nodded, “Come up, I’ll take you.”

Chu Qiao was stunned for a moment before she realized what Zhuge Yue meant by “come up,” and quickly said, “Young Master, this is against protocol.”

Zhuge Yue frowned, about to speak, when Chu Qiao immediately stepped forward and said, “Xing’er can ride a horse herself.”

Zhuge Yue looked doubtfully at Chu Qiao’s small body, his skepticism very obvious.

“If Young Master gives Xing’er a small horse, Xing’er can ride it.”

Hearing this, Zhuge Yue smiled lightly and nodded to his attendant Zhu Cheng. Soon, a small chestnut-colored horse was led out. It was small, but still much taller than Chu Qiao. Everyone’s eyes were on Chu Qiao, seeing that she wasn’t even as tall as the horse’s legs, and some looked on with schadenfreude.

The child walked around the small horse twice. Even when she raised her hand high, she could barely touch the horse’s back. Zhuge Yue’s eyes flashed with amusement, and he was about to call someone to help her up when he suddenly saw the child grab the reins, use a bit of strength, and climb up onto the horse in one swift motion. Her movements were surprisingly agile.

A series of admiring exclamations immediately arose from the crowd. Zhuge Yue turned his head to see the child dressed all in white, like a small snowball, sitting upright on the horse with her head held high. He couldn’t help but laugh softly before turning to ride away.

Of course, Chu Qiao knew how to ride a horse. Although her current body was not very convenient, thankfully this small horse was very docile and obediently followed the other horses when they started moving.

Zhenhuang City had no curfew, and today being the Lantern Festival, the streets were even more lively. It was approaching evening, and the sky was gradually darkening. The streets were illuminated with colorful lanterns, like trees of silver flowers, with fragrant breezes drifting by. Looking around, the Nine Wai Road that ran through the city was filled with exquisite lantern decorations. Along both sides of the road were two rows of large red lanterns stretching like dragons, and countless buildings had been transformed into stages. Singing, dancing, acrobatics, drama, and clamorous music all converged in one place. Lanterns and fireworks made the city’s night as bright as day. Countless small vendors were shouting to attract business on the streets, selling cooked wine, tobacco, tea, food, clothing, fruits, vegetables, household items, utensils, fragrant medicines, fresh flowers, cosmetics, and fireworks. Every little trinket that could please people was available. The nightscape of this prosperous era unfolded like a brilliant brocade, with all the magnificent splendor imaginable chaotically mixed, winding and turning, progressing and receding, spilling boundless extravagance across the north-south warp and weft of Zhenhuang City.

Chu Qiao sat on her horse, looking around, taking in this rare sight of ancient nightlife.

The Zhuge family was a prestigious clan, and wherever they went, people made way for them. As they passed an ornate pavilion, they saw many brightly colored lanterns displayed on the platform, in unique styles—there were various auspicious animals, as well as immortals, flowers, and plants, all quite novel and distinctive.

Seeing that Zhuge Yue had stopped, the stall owner immediately came forward with a large golden dragon lantern, his mouth full of auspicious words. Zhuge Yue seemed not to hear and pointed to a lantern on the high platform, saying, “Bring that one here.”

The stall owner looked back and was surprised to see that what the renowned Fourth Young Master of the Zhuge family was pointing to was actually a snow-white rabbit lantern.

With the lantern in his hand, Zhuge Yue’s usually indifferent face showed a rare smile. He turned and handed the lantern to Chu Qiao, saying, “For you.”

Chu Qiao was slightly taken aback and instinctively reached out to take it, even forgetting to thank him. Zhuge Yue’s expression was calm as he turned his horse and continued forward as if nothing had happened. The attendants around them cast strange glances, carefully passing over Chu Qiao, with speculative meaning in their eyes.

Chu Qiao didn’t know whether to laugh or cry—he was treating her like a child.

The rabbit lantern was made very exquisitely, pure white all over with red eyes. Chu Qiao reached out and gently touched the rabbit’s mouth, and a small pink tongue made of colored paper suddenly stuck out, startling her.

Just then, a light laugh suddenly sounded. Chu Qiao turned her head, but at that moment, a procession of colorful lanterns just happened to pass in front of her, blocking her view. Golden dragons, colorful phoenixes, jade butterflies, white foxes, fairies, water gods, fragrant grasses, and orchids—every kind imaginable, dazzling to the eyes. The bustling crowd moved back and forth, with a steady stream of horses and carriages traveling along the main street of Nine Wai. The lights were brilliant, the jade blinding.

Time seemed to pass both slowly and quickly. Eventually, the lantern procession gradually dispersed. On the other side of the long street, by the frozen Red Water Lake, the snow stretched endlessly. Willows drooped low, snow hung from the trees. A black stallion stood leisurely nearby, and a young man in a green robe leaned casually against a tree trunk with his arms folded. His bright eyes looked toward her, his smile faint, his dark pupils like jade.

With a loud bang, everyone immediately looked up to the sky. Fiery trees and silver flowers filled the heavens as fireworks bloomed, resembling the long sleeves of celestial maidens dancing, or the sunset glow of magnificent brocade, dazzling and mesmerizing to behold.

At that moment, a mischievous child suddenly threw a firecracker under Chu Qiao’s horse. The small red horse, out on its first outing, was immediately startled. It reared up and galloped away without direction.

The servants of the Zhuge manor cried out in alarm, but unfortunately, they were separated from Chu Qiao by a large crowd and couldn’t get through immediately.

Seeing this, the young man under the tree leaped onto his horse in a flash, raised his whip, and galloped urgently in Chu Qiao’s direction.

Today’s first update, and the second update coming later.

Chapter 16: Lantern Festival Snow Night
The horse galloped rapidly, cold wind whistling past their ears. The chaotic sounds gradually faded away until only the sound of hoofbeats hitting the ground could be heard. Though small, the chestnut horse was of excellent breed, running like lightning with unstoppable momentum. Chu Qiao’s small hands tightly gripped the horse’s mane as she lowered herself against the horse’s back, calmly surveying the surrounding terrain, her little mind racing.

Jing Yue’er’s undeveloped body was not yet strong enough to withstand the pain of falling from a horse running at such speed. She had to find another way to escape.

Just then, the sound of urgent hoofbeats suddenly came from behind, quickly catching up to Chu Qiao. Two riders galloped side by side.

“Beg me, and I’ll save you!”

The young man’s voice was fragmented by the cold wind, but still reached Chu Qiao’s ears in broken segments. The child turned her small, jade-like face and glared fiercely at the gloating young man, her gaze resolute without the slightest hint of panic.

“Then tell me what that hand gesture meant, and I’ll save you!”

The night wind was desolate, the cold moon like a knife. The small horse ran through snow deep enough to reach an adult’s knees, gradually slowing down but showing no signs of stopping. Seizing the opportunity, Chu Qiao suddenly released her hands, pushed off from the horse’s back, and leaped toward the young man beside her.

With a thud, the child’s entire body landed on the young man. He cried out in surprise and hurriedly pulled on the reins, but it was too late. The two tumbled from the black horse-like rolling gourds, landing in the soft snow and rolling several times. The black horse, oblivious, continued chasing after the small red horse, quickly disappearing into the night without a trace.

“Jifeng!” the young man called out anxiously, his eyebrows raised in concern. Without time to brush the snow from his body, he staggered forward a few steps in pursuit, but it was futile.

“That horse of yours should be taken back and slaughtered. It’s bad enough not knowing it’s been tampered with, but now it doesn’t even notice when its master falls off. What use is keeping it?” Chu Qiao got up from the ground, brushed the snow from her body, and examined herself—no injuries, good.

Yan Xun turned around, glaring fiercely at Chu Qiao, saying angrily, “Jifeng is a treasured horse my father just hunted from the Yan Bei region. He’s been with me less than half a month and we’re not yet familiar with each other. What’s strange about that? As for you, boldly letting my horse run away, what punishment do you deserve?”

Chu Qiao snorted lightly, saying disdainfully, “I didn’t ask you to follow me. If you can’t control your horse, what does that have to do with me?”

“How dare you speak to me this way?”

Chu Qiao frowned, looking contemptuously at this young Yan Bei heir who had such grand airs despite his young age. She gave a cold snort and turned to walk toward Zhenhuang City.

Yan Xun was stunned, not expecting her to simply walk away. He quickly followed a few steps and asked, “Where are you going?”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow: “Back, of course. Unless you want to spend the night here?”

The snow was deep, reaching past Chu Qiao’s knees in shallow areas and almost up to the child’s thighs in deeper spots. Yan Xun walked beside Chu Qiao, seeing her struggle with each step. His earlier frustration about losing his horse immediately dissipated, and he followed alongside her with a smile. However, after just a few steps, joy turned to sorrow as the ground beneath him gave way. Before he could even cry out, his entire body suddenly sank.

As soon as she heard the cracking sound, Chu Qiao realized something was wrong. Almost simultaneously, the child instinctively reached out and grabbed Yan Xun’s arm. Unfortunately, Jing Yue’er’s small body could hardly bear Yan Xun’s weight. With a loud crash, both of them fell into a large snow pit.

“Hmm… hey, are you alright?” Yan Xun emerged from the snow, digging vigorously in the snow pile. Upon seeing a small white hand, he immediately pulled Chu Qiao out like uprooting a radish, shaking her head and shouting, “Are you dead?”

“Let go.” The child frowned with annoyance. She moved her foot slightly and winced in pain, her brows furrowing even more tightly.

The Yan Bei heir grew anxious: “Are you hurt?”

“Not enough to die.” Chu Qiao looked up, noting that the height wasn’t too great, then turned to Yan Xun and asked, “Can you climb up?”

Yan Xun estimated the distance, then shook his head: “The snow here is too soft. If this were flat ground, I could jump up, but not here. We’d only sink deeper.”

“We’ll freeze to death overnight,” Chu Qiao muttered, standing up. “Step on my shoulders to climb up first, then find someone to rescue me.”

Yan Xun shook his head: “I’ll help you up first, then you go find someone to rescue me.”

Chu Qiao was startled, looking Yan Xun up and down, then nodded: “Alright.”

After tremendous effort, when Chu Qiao finally saw the full moon in the sky, she felt as if she had survived a life-or-death ordeal. She lay at the edge of the snow pit, looking down at Yan Xun still trapped in the hole, and called out loudly, “Wait here, I’ll go get help.”

Yan Xun smiled and waved: “Go quickly!”

Her ankle was very painful, apparently twisted when they fell. Chu Qiao endured the pain and walked a few steps when suddenly a thought occurred to her. The child unconsciously stopped, her eyes narrowing slightly, a chill running down her spine.

What if she just turned and left? Given how remote this wilderness was, Yan Xun would surely die tonight. Would that mean she had avenged her family? Remembering her first day here, the hunting grounds with flowing blood, sharp arrows, and small bodies, Chu Qiao’s heart began to beat faster. Although most of those deadly arrows came from the two Zhao brothers, and though the Yan heir’s arrows mostly struck evil wolves, and even though he was later mocked by the Zhuge brothers for being soft-hearted, and even though he trusted her so much now, smiling and telling her to go quickly and come back soon…

The child stood in the vast white wilderness, her eyes as dark as ink, flashing with intense sharpness.

With a thud, a withered tree branch taller than a person was thrown into the snow pit, nearly hitting Yan Xun’s head. Before Chu Qiao could even show her face, she heard Yan Xun’s angry roar: “Are you trying to kill me?”

Chu Qiao impatiently rolled her eyes: “If I wanted to kill you, I wouldn’t have gone to so much trouble. Hurry up and climb out.”

Yan Xun was agile and quickly climbed up. He looked Chu Qiao up and down, then smiled with a twitch of his lips: “I thought you might abandon this villain and walk away.”

Chu Qiao gave him a cold look: “I only blame myself for not being heartless enough.”

Yan Xun laughed heartily, ran a few steps to her front, and bent slightly at the waist, saying, “Come on, as payment for not being heartless enough to abandon me, I’ll carry you back.”

Chu Qiao looked him up and down suspiciously: “You’re willing to do something so beneath your dignity?”

“The Young Master is in a good mood.”

Chu Qiao said no more. Just when Yan Xun thought she was unwilling, he suddenly felt a weight on his back—a soft, small body.

The ground was white as frost, the snow reflecting light, creating a brilliantly white scene. This was the first time in Yan Xun’s life that he had carried someone, and his movements were somewhat awkward. He shifted uncomfortably a couple of times. Chu Qiao extended her delicate small hand and slapped his neck with a smack: “Be still, I’m about to fall off.”

Yan Xun was startled, but indeed became much steadier, carrying Chu Qiao slowly across the open field.

“Hey, do you know how far we’ve walked?”

The child calmly replied: “Less than the time it takes to burn an incense stick. It will take about an hour to walk back.”

Yan Xun nodded: “You’re called Xing’er?”

“How do you know?”

“I heard that maid you framed say it last time at the cliff.”

The Yan heir seemed to be in a very good mood tonight. Seeing that Chu Qiao didn’t respond, he continued asking: “What’s your real name? What’s your surname?”

Chu Qiao gave a light snort: “Why should I tell you?”

“Fine, don’t tell me,” Yan Xun snorted. “I don’t want to hear it anyway. Sooner or later, you’ll be crying and begging me to listen.”

“Then you can wait patiently for that day.”

Yan Xun frowned: “You’re just a child, why do you speak with such an old-fashioned tone?”

The child on his back curled her lip disdainfully: “And you’re all not much older, so why are your methods so cruel and vicious?”

Yan Xun was startled, then laughed: “My goodness, you hold grudges.”

The child’s voice became somewhat desolate, turning cold and indifferent: “You don’t hold grudges because you’ve never had arrows pointed at you.”

The strong wind howled, and Yan Xun suddenly felt cold. He opened his mouth to retort but ultimately said nothing. The distinctions of high and low, noble and common that he had believed in for many years seemed somewhat inappropriate to mention in front of this child at this moment. Some things, when everyone says they’re right, you naturally think they’re right too, even if deep in your heart, you don’t think so. The cold moonlight shone on the snow, making the two children’s silhouettes appear somewhat thin and fragile.

At that moment, the sudden sound of urgent hoofbeats came from the distance. Yan Xun perked up, saying, “My people have come.”

The child resting on his back furrowed her brow slightly, tilting her ear to listen. The hoofbeats were chaotic as if a large army was approaching, along with the sound of many people running. From ahead, the snow mist surged like silver dragons and white snakes, expanding from a thin line to a vast expanse, surging forward majestically.

The child narrowed her eyes slightly, parted her rosy lips, and said slowly: “It seems they are not your people.”

Today’s second update. There won’t be a third update. Meeting adjourned.

Chapter 17: Parting Ways
The north wind stirred up heavy snow, falling in profusion, obscuring the pale full moon. The flakes were as dense as goose feathers, making it nearly impossible to keep one’s eyes open.

The sky above the accumulated snow was pitch-black, occasionally pierced by the mournful cries of night owls. Their large black wings circled in the heavens above. From the air looking down, Zhenhuang City resembled a bright pearl in a vast glacier, dazzling and radiant. Yet at this moment, on the outskirts of this pearl, a group of raggedly dressed, emaciated ethnic minorities, utterly inconsistent with the prosperity and splendor of this flourishing era, were trudging with great difficulty.

The bone-chilling north wind penetrated the tattered single layer of clothing worn by these ethnic people, cutting like knives against their already purple-frozen skin. The gale suddenly howled fiercely, and the refugees huddled together to resist the biting cold. Without the protection of city walls and buildings, winter on the Red River Plateau became increasingly unbearable. The crying of an infant suddenly rose from the group, starting as a single voice before gradually spreading throughout the entire band.

A “swoosh” of a whip suddenly sounded, and the mounted commander approached with a grim expression, shouting sternly, “Silence, all of you!”

But how could those innocent infants obey his commands? The crying continued. The commander frowned, immediately rode into the crowd, bent down to snatch a baby from a young woman’s arms, held it high, and then violently smashed it to the ground with a thud!

“Ah!” A piercing scream suddenly rang out. The child’s mother cried out in alarm, dropping to her knees to embrace the child who no longer made a sound, and broke into loud, despairing sobs.

The commander’s gaze was fierce, sweeping over the faces of the ethnic refugees like a hawk. Silence fell wherever his eyes passed.

Under the pitch-black sky, only the sorrowful wailing of the young woman remained. The commander drew his sword and with a swish, severed the woman’s spine. Blood sprayed, splattering on the pale snow.

Chu Qiao’s breath instantly caught, her lips tightly clenched, her hands suddenly tensing as if to rush forward.

“Do you want to die?” The bright-eyed young man held her tightly, leaning close to her ear and saying in a low voice, “They are Wei clan troops, don’t act rashly.”

“We’ll stop here,” the commander in black armor and black fur said to his subordinates. The soldiers in iron helmets dismounted swiftly, drawing their sabers with a swish. With a yank of the ropes binding their feet, the refugees all fell to their knees.

The commander’s eyes were dark, his gaze sharp as a knife, his thin lips pressed into a straight line as he slowly uttered a single word: “Kill!”

The sound of blades slicing through the air rang out in perfect unison. The young soldiers’ faces were like iron, not even blinking. Dozens of heads immediately rolled onto the thick snow. Hot blood spurted from the severed necks, converging into a steaming stream, only to be instantly frozen by the cold air.

The child bit her lower lip tightly, hiding behind the snow slope as she watched this killing happening just steps away, her heart wrenched painfully. Her eyes were so bright, like brilliant stars, yet they flashed with such heavy light—fierce, angry, a rage that could engulf the heavens. Yan Xun’s hands were cold. Though he still held her tightly, there was an emotion flowing through his blood that made him almost afraid to turn and look directly into the child’s eyes. The small body under his arms radiated a heat that almost burned his hands.

He watched as the empire’s rulers repeatedly raised their butcher’s knives over the heads of these commoners, feeling that they were not cutting off heads but his own beliefs. Those stubborn convictions that had existed in his heart for so many years were being peeled away layer by layer, leaving him exposed and with nowhere to hide his shame.

As the sabers fell and blood splattered, those ethnic commoners remained calm, showing not the slightest fear in the face of death. Chu Qiao saw that this was not numbness born of extreme fear, nor despair from having no hope, nor self-abandonment from knowing there was no chance of survival. It was a kind of stubborn defiance, a bone-deep hatred. Everyone was quiet, with no crying or cursing. Even the children in the old people’s arms were well-behaved. They opened their eyes, watching as their people died one by one under the executioners’ blades. Their eyes were bright but churning with tremendous waves beneath.

It was a hatred that would make even the heavenly gods tremble, a vengefulness that would make the underworld demons step back.

The anger and hatred suppressed in the depths of her heart gradually grew. The child’s fists were clenched tightly, like a blood-thirsty wolf cub.

Just then, the sound of urgent hoofbeats suddenly came from the distance, along with a man’s urgent, angry shout: “Stop! All of you, stop!”

A snow-white warhorse galloped swiftly closer. The young man leaped from his mount, frantically whipping the hands of the sword-wielding soldiers, standing before the refugees, and shouting angrily at the commander: “Mu He, what are you doing?”

“Major Shu Ye, I am carrying out military orders to execute the rebels,” the commander, upon seeing the man, frowned slightly but still dismounted and bowed respectfully, speaking in a deep voice.

“Rebels?” Shu Ye, with his sword-like eyebrows extending to his temples, angrily pointed at the elderly, weak, women, and children on the ground, shouting fiercely, “Who are the rebels? These people? Who gave you the authority, who allowed you to do this?”

Mu He’s expression remained unchanged, like a stubborn stone: “Major, these are orders from the Golden Palace, requested personally by your uncle, Lord Wei. The document was jointly signed by the Council of Elders, with a red-inked approval from your brother, the Metropolitan Governor. It was a decision made after collective deliberation by all the clan heads of the Wei clan. I am merely following orders.”

Shu Ye was immediately stunned. He turned around in confusion, his gaze passing over the faces of the refugees one by one. These ethnic commoners, who hadn’t even furrowed their brows in the face of death, suddenly changed their expressions upon seeing Shu Ye. They could no longer conceal the anger in their eyes. An old woman suddenly stood up, ignoring the soldiers on either side and rushed forward, cursing loudly: “You liar! Shameless betrayer! The heavenly gods will punish you!”

A long blade suddenly chopped down, crashing into the woman’s waist. Blood poured from the blood groove of the battle sword. The woman’s waist was almost severed in two, and her body fell limply to the ground. But she still used her last strength to spit a mouthful of bloody phlegm on Shu Ye’s white robe, cursing with a hideous smile: “Even as a ghost… even as a ghost I won’t… won’t… forgive…”

Shu Ye’s face turned ashen. The disgusting phlegm hung on the hem of his robe, but he made no move to wipe it away. He just pressed his lips together tightly, looking at the mess of corpses and the countless eyes filled with hatred.

“Major,” Mu He sighed, stepping forward and saying in a deep voice, “The empire has no spare money to feed these people, and the Council of Elders will not fund housing for them. You are a son of the Wei family, you must respect the family’s wishes and uphold the family’s interests.”

Tremendous waves crashed into Shu Ye’s chest. His eyes were bloodshot, and he remained silent. Mu He frowned, waved to the soldiers, and gave a slight nod. The soldiers, following orders, immediately raised their battle swords to continue the slaughter.

“Bad men!” A clear voice suddenly rang out. From the back of the crowd, a small face suddenly lifted from its mother’s embrace. There were no tear stains on the face, but the eyes were red, and the child shouted loudly: “Liar, you said you would bring us to the capital to live in houses that don’t leak, you said everyone would have enough to eat and wear warm clothes, you said…”

A fierce arrow shot out instantly. General Mu He’s aim was precise, ending in a moment the words about to come from the child’s mouth. The arrow entered through the mouth and bloodily exited through the back of the head!

“Execute them!” Mu He drew his battle sword and shouted angrily.

“Stop!”

The young major suddenly collapsed under the child’s piercing words, rushing forward regardless of consequences, pushing away two soldiers. Mu He shouted angrily, “Restrain the Major!” Several soldiers immediately ran forward, using their combat skills to firmly restrain Shu Ye.

The inhuman slaughter immediately began. Blood flowed, mixing with the snow into bloody mud. From above came the piercing screams of eagles and vultures, adding to the atmosphere of death in this horrific massacre. A huge pit was dug, and over a thousand lifeless bodies were thrown in. Sand and soil were quickly filled in, and soldiers rode their horses back and forth over it, trampling it down. Goose feather-like heavy snow fell, instantly covering the red blood on the ground, along with those unspeakable crimes and the ugliness of lost humanity, all deeply buried.

The young, handsome, aristocratic, high-ranking noble son of Zhenhuang Imperial City lost his composure in front of his subordinates, losing his rationality for a group of low-status commoners.

“Major,” Mu He stepped forward, looking at the man staring blankly at the snow, and said in a deep voice, “You shouldn’t be like this. They are of an inferior race, with base blood flowing in their veins. You shouldn’t defy Lord Wei for their sake. Your uncle has high expectations for you. Without you, the Wei clan’s offspring in the Hall of Generals are leaderless. We are all waiting for your return.”

Seeing no response from the major, Mu He sighed lightly and led the troops away. The warhorses galloped, and soon, no trace of them could be seen in the wilderness.

The man stood there for a long time. Heavy snow fell all around. This Lantern Festival was indeed so cold.

The two children hiding behind the snow slope were shocked to see the high-born Wei clan major suddenly kneel before the vast land, bowing heavily toward where those lost souls lay, then mount his horse and gallop away decisively.

After a long while, the heavy snow showed no sign of stopping. The child moved her already frozen hands and feet, staggering forward.

“What are you doing?” Yan Xun was startled, standing up in surprise.

The child turned around, her face calm, but her eyes flashing with sharp, cold light: “I am of an inferior race, with base blood flowing in my veins. You and I should not stand together. Since we don’t walk the same path, we might as well part ways now.”

The cold moon was desolate. The child’s figure was so small, but as Yan Xun watched from a distance, he suddenly felt that her straight back could support this decaying world. The snow fell like cotton, and a line of footprints in the snow gradually extended, heading straight toward the heart of the Great Xia Empire.

Chapter 18: The Wei Family Clan
The scent of wine and meat from the mansions of the wealthy, while frozen corpses lay on the roadside. Just as the Great Xia Dynasty claimed they had no money to support the foreign refugees and ruthlessly executed them, within the inner city, the Shihua Wine Market was filled with song and dance, fragrant breezes, and an atmosphere of decadence. Beautiful women with willow-like waists and jade-white skin laughed coquettishly with bare arms. The elders of Great Xia, after a “hard day’s work,” shed their daytime scholarly appearances here and indulged themselves without restraint, lost in pleasure.

Outside, snow hung from trees, colorful ribbons danced in the wind, and lanterns of all colors burned brightly. The Lantern Festival was being celebrated throughout the nation, even by these women who wandered in the world of sensual pleasures. Just then, the rapid sound of hoofbeats suddenly shattered the beautiful dream of Wei Guang, the patriarch of the Wei clan. The elderly man, still showing a handsome vigor despite his snow-white beard, narrowed his slender eyes and waved away more than ten beautifully adorned women surrounding him. Hearing his command, they all quickly adjusted their clothing, knelt on the ground, and retreated without daring to raise their heads.

Wei Guang picked up his teacup, took a deep breath, and slowly leaned back on the soft couch.

Incense curled upward from the burner, delicate spirals of fragrant smoke drifting upward like fine dragons, rising straight up. Looking through them, everything appeared somewhat hazy.

Outside the door came the respectful voice of a subordinate: “Sir, Young Master Shu Ye has arrived.”

It was about time, the old man thought, raising an eyebrow slightly. He had arrived earlier than expected, wasting Miss Yu’s efforts to please him. The old man spoke in a deep, slow voice: “Let him in.”

The door opened sideways, and a figure in a simple, plain moon-white robe—almost too modest for nobility—slipped into the first-class private room of the Shihua Wine Market. Major General Shu Ye’s face was gloomy as he spoke without preamble: “Why?”

Wei Guang certainly knew what he was referring to. With eyes half-closed, not even looking at him, he said methodically: “Not knowing to bow to your elder—is this the etiquette I’ve taught you all these years?”

Wei Shu Ye frowned slightly. The candle in the corner crackled, sending out a spark. Time passed silently. Finally, the young major general lowered his head: “Uncle.”

“Not everything in this world requires a clear reason before acting. This is something you should learn well from Shu You.”

Major General Shu Ye raised his eyebrows and said in a deep voice: “But why send me? I promised them…”

“You are the next heir of the Wei family, the foremost of the seven great aristocratic clans of Xia. You have the golden blood of your ancestors flowing in your veins and are a noble aristocrat of the empire. You need not make promises to a group of lowborn commoners. Their lives exist to be lost at the appropriate time, to sacrifice for the empire. You made no error, nor need you to feel guilty, much less run here at this hour to question your uncle.” The old man interrupted Shu Ye, speaking in a deep voice that rang like metal striking stone.

Shu Ye shook his head, frowning as he said: “Uncle, this is not what you once taught me.”

“It is precisely because I was once as naive as you that your father died in the internal struggles of the aristocratic clans.” Wei Guang opened his eyes, his aged gaze flashing with intense sharpness. He slowly turned his head and fixed his gaze on Shu Ye, saying each word deliberately: “The victor becomes king; the weak are prey to the strong. This is how the world has always been. Ye’er, after all these years, do you still not understand?”

“Uncle,” Shu Ye said with a serious expression, “The empire needs people to cultivate the western frontier. All the able-bodied members of their tribe went west because they trusted me. Why can’t the council of elders care for their families? They followed me back to the imperial capital precisely because you once promised me that permanent housing would be built for them at the foot of Red River. They abandoned their homes, and gave up their nomadic nature, all because I guaranteed it to them!”

Excited, Shu Ye grabbed a small ball of incense from Wei Guang’s table and said harshly: “You say the empire has no money to support them, but what is this? This is Huai Song golden incense—just one ball is worth two hundred gold pieces. Two hundred gold pieces would support their entire tribe for ten years!”

Wei Guang’s expression remained unchanged as he calmly listened to Shu Ye vent his dissatisfaction. The air was tense, filled with the young man’s angry fire. After a long while, the old man smiled slightly and said slowly: “Ye’er, you went with Major General Zhi Lu from the Dianjiang Hall to supervise the Shang Shen civil unrest and returned in disgrace. Major General Zhi Lu was stripped of his military rank and imprisoned in the Criminal Hall, his fate unknown. Yet you can stand here arguing with me. Do you know why?”

Shu Ye was stunned, his angry expression frozen on his face, suddenly speechless.

“The reason you can still stand here unharmed is because your surname is Wei. I know you sympathize with those commoners and reject class distinctions, but no matter how much you despise this identity, you are ultimately a direct descendant of the Wei family, my nephew. Everything you have enjoyed from childhood to adulthood has been brought to you by the aristocratic clans—your food, your clothing, your shelter, your status—all thanks to your family. This is something you can never change. Those who calmly enjoy all these benefits have no right to detest or curse their source.”

Wei Guang took a deep breath and leaned back on the couch, his chest rising slightly. His voice was deep, carrying a hint of profound experiences: “Everything in this world exists for a reason. The reason it is the Wei family slaughtering the Biantai tribe today, rather than the Biantai tribe slaughtering the Wei people, is because, since our ancestors, the Wei family has continuously fought for the family’s interests. For three hundred years, the Wei clan has protected the national territory, cultivated the frontier, entered and exited official positions, and established countless meritorious achievements. While the Biantai people were leisurely herding horses and sheep, Wei family children were already learning horseback riding, archery, and military tactics, learning the ways of commerce, and learning to avoid open and hidden arrows and assassination attempts. So many years later, the Wei family is one of the seven great aristocratic clans, while the Biantai are sent to the frontier and their entire tribe faces extinction. Child, heaven is very fair and never favors anyone. The reason they lose is that they have not paid enough. No one can curse the oppression of the strong because of their weakness. If you don’t want to be killed, you can only become stronger yourself. Today you stand here sympathizing with them, but have you considered that if all the descendants of the Wei family were like you, those dying outside Zhenhang City today would be your brothers and sisters.”

Shu Ye stood motionless, his brows tightly knit. He wanted to speak but felt as if a huge stone was pressing hard on his chest, leaving him speechless.

Wei Guang slowly stood up and placed his hand on Wei Shu Ye’s shoulder: “Ye’er, your uncle is already old and cannot protect you all for much longer. In the future, when your uncle is gone, who will protect the family? Who will protect my children from being killed? Who will protect my daughters from being abused? Who will protect them? You?”

The door stood wide open, and the clamor of string and wind instruments drifted in leisurely. The fragrance was intoxicating, making one dizzy. The old man’s footsteps gradually receded. Wei Shu Ye stood straight, feeling his shoulders burn with pain. Resting on them was an invisible mountain, a burden he desperately wanted to escape but ultimately could not shake off.

The night was pitch black, but not as black as the dense fog in his heart. Those invisible demons wandered through his thoughts, devouring his rationality. Struggle was useless; in the end, he sighed deeply, unable to respond.

Some things are determined at birth, like bloodlines, and destiny.

The man sat down dejectedly, picked up his wine cup, and drained it in one gulp along with all his pent-up frustration and unwillingness.

Chu Qiao had just reached the city gate when she saw servants wearing Zhuge family attire searching around with lanterns. Seeing her, they ran over with great joy.

“Xing’er, the Fourth Young Master asked us to wait for you here. Let’s go back to the manor quickly.”

Chu Qiao was surprised, not expecting someone of Zhuge Yue’s character to send people to look for her. She nodded and got into the carriage the servants had prepared.

The carriage creaked forward, traveling through the still bustling streets. Gradually, the outside noise diminished, becoming quieter. The child leaned against the inner wall of the carriage, her mind continuously replaying the massacre she had just witnessed—the cold-blooded gaze of the soldiers, the bitter hatred of the refugees, and Wei Shu Ye’s powerless resistance.

Even with his status, he was helpless, let alone someone as insignificant as herself. To use the personal ability to oppose an entire dynasty was undoubtedly like an ant trying to topple a chariot. All she could do now was to live carefully, seek opportunities to avenge her great hatred, and then leave safely with Little Eight. As for other matters, her abilities were too limited; she did not aspire to change anything.

The carriage wheels rolled on, moving farther and farther away. Suddenly, Chu Qiao’s mind sharpened. She abruptly lifted the curtain, looked around, and said in a deep voice: “This is not the road back to the manor. Where are you taking me?”

The servant was startled, not expecting such a small child to remember the roads. He quickly smiled apologetically and said: “The Young Master is at the villa, not at the manor.”

The child raised an eyebrow and asked cautiously: “The villa? Which villa?”

“The villa west of the lake. You don’t know it.”

Chu Qiao frowned, her caution—developed over years of dangerous work—silently warning her that something was amiss. She probed: “The Young Master previously asked me to retrieve something from the manor that I haven’t had time to get. Let’s go back to the manor first, then to the villa.”

The servant smiled and said: “Don’t worry, the Young Master just said the item is no longer needed. He’s waiting at the villa. Let’s hurry there, don’t keep the Young Master waiting.”

The child slowly nodded, her expression calm, and let go of the curtain, allowing it to fall. The servant sighed slightly in relief, a cunning look flashing in his eyes, the corners of his mouth turning up. But just as his smile began to widen, a cold dagger suddenly pressed against his throat. The child pounced like a small beast, her expression grim as she said coldly: “You are not the Fourth Young Master’s man. Who are you?”

“Hehe,” a hoarse, owl-like chuckle suddenly sounded nearby. An ornate carriage slowly emerged from behind the trees. An elderly man with a rat-like face but dressed in luxurious clothing smiled wickedly at a bowing man beside him: “Zhu Shun, the girl you introduced is indeed not bad. So young yet so stubborn, and not bad-looking either. I’ll reward you well afterward.”

Zhu Shun smiled flatteringly: “Alleviating the Old Master’s worries is this servant’s duty. If the Old Master rewards me, it would be denying me the opportunity to serve you.”

The old man chuckled and said to the attendants on his left and right: “Capture this little girl and take her back to the manor.”

Everyone answered loudly in agreement and immediately surrounded her.

Chapter 19: Who Hasn’t Been Young
In that instant, thousands of thoughts flashed through Chu Qiao’s mind. She knew she could take advantage of their contempt and carelessness, quickly strike out to injure someone, and then escape. But if she did so, it would certainly arouse suspicion, especially from the one-handed Zhu Shun. Even if she managed to escape by luck, it would implicate Little Eight who was still in the manor.

Yet if she didn’t escape, she would fall into the clutches of this lecherous old wolf. At that point, with her ability as an eight-year-old child, how could she possibly resist the entire security force of the Zhuge villa?

Escape, or not escape?

The child’s body tensed, but her mind was racing. Perhaps she should go along with their plan and take this opportunity to eliminate this lecherous old man?

In a flash, a powerful man had already approached her, about to disarm her of the tightly gripped dagger.

“Wait!”

A clear, cold shout suddenly rang out. Everyone immediately turned to look. They saw snow splashing from the ground, white mist churning, and more than twenty riders on jet-black warhorses rapidly approaching. The youth on horseback wore a blue robe with white fur, his face handsome as he galloped forward.

Suddenly, the steeds neighed loudly and reared up on their hind legs. Their warm breath formed a hazy mist in the cold air. The young man, surrounded by his guards, looked at everyone with cold eyes and spoke in a calm voice, displaying wisdom and composure beyond his years: “Mr. Zhuge, it’s been a long time.”

The elderly Zhuge Master narrowed his rat-like eyes, looking the youth up and down. He chuckled, revealing yellowed teeth: “So it’s the Crown Prince Yan Xun of Yan Bei. The night is dark and the dew heavy—why is the Crown Prince out in the wind and snow rather than enjoying himself in the hostage residence?”

Yan Xun maintained his composure, neither servile nor overbearing, and slowly said: “Thank you for Mr. Zhuge’s concern. But since you, at your advanced age, are still so vigorous as to appreciate lanterns in the deep night, how could I merely sleep with my head covered in the residence? The Lantern Festival is a national celebration; I merely came out to join in the festivities.”

“Oh?” The elderly Zhuge Master raised his long eyebrows and said: “If that’s the case, Crown Prince Yan may continue his sightseeing. This old man won’t accompany you.” Having said that, he turned to his subordinates and said: “Return to the manor.”

“Wait!” Yan Xun quickly rode forward, blocking the elderly Zhuge Master’s path. With a faint smile, he pointed at Chu Qiao and said: “You may leave, sir, but you must leave this child behind.”

The old man’s eyebrows raised slightly: “What does the Crown Prince mean by this?”

“This child just startled my horse and frightened away Jifeng. I want to take her back for questioning.”

Hearing this, the old master smiled slightly and said: “If that’s the case, this old man will compensate the Crown Prince with a good horse.”

“My Crown Prince’s horse is a fine steed from the western desert, recently hunted by the old King. Can you afford to compensate for that?”

“Fengmian, be quiet!” Yan Xun frowned slightly, scolding his young page, and said in a deep voice: “The Zhuge family is an imperial aristocratic clan, and General Zhuge is one of the seven elders of the council. They are wealthy and powerful, even our royal family can hardly compare. Naturally, there is nothing they cannot afford to compensate. However, there is deep affection between father and son. Jifeng was personally tamed by my royal father and sent a great distance to Zhenhang. It is not an ordinary warhorse, so this matter cannot be settled so casually. If the warhorse cannot be found, I must take this child away.”

“Crown Prince Yan…”

“Mr. Zhuge, there’s no need for further words,” Yan Xun immediately interrupted the old master, raising his head and saying: “Given Mr. Zhuge’s status, it’s not worth pleading for a slave. I will explain this matter to the Zhuge family’s Fourth Young Master myself. Come, take this child away.”

The personal guards of the Yan King’s residence immediately stepped forward. A large man pushed the Zhuge master’s attendant, making him stagger, then picked up Chu Qiao with one hand and was about to mount his horse and leave.

Seeing the Zhuge old master’s face turning purple, Zhu Shun immediately stepped forward, smiling ingratiatingly as he grabbed Yan Xun’s horse’s reins: “Crown Prince Yan, let’s talk this over…”

A whip cracked sharply, followed by Yan Xun’s swift kick to Zhu Shun’s chin, knocking the fat man to the ground. Zhu Shun screamed in pain as he fell, spitting out a mouthful of fresh blood along with two yellowish front teeth.

“Who do you think you are, daring to meddle in my affairs? You truly don’t know your place!”

Yan Xun’s gaze was sharp as he spoke in a cold, hard voice.

Zhu Shun was greatly shocked, quickly kneeling on the ground and kowtowing in panic. It was well known that in Great Xia, the royal family could kill a commoner without needing any reason.

Yan Xun raised his whip toward Zhu Shun and said coldly: “Today, I’ll spare you for the sake of the elderly Mr. Zhuge. However, if you are so disrespectful again, even if General Zhuge personally arrives, I will still take your dog’s head.”

Having said this, without even glancing at the old Zhuge, he commanded his subordinates in a deep voice: “Let’s go!”

The team of horsemen immediately spurred their horses forward, and after a flurry of snow splashes, they disappeared at the end of the long street.

The old Zhuge’s face turned crimson, his left hand trembling with anger. Zhu Shun crawled forward on his knees, grabbing the old Zhuge’s foot, saying: “Old Master, please calm down, this servant…”

“Get lost!” The old man shouted in anger, kicking Zhu Shun in the chest: “Useless waste!”

Then, he got into his carriage and left.

Snow continued to fall abundantly, the desolate long street was completely silent, making the bustling main street seem even more lively and prosperous by contrast. The seeds of darkness were buried under the accumulated snow. Zhu Shun looked venomously toward the end of the long street, in the direction where Chu Qiao and the others had disappeared.

The warhorses stopped by the shores of Chishui Lake. The young man, who had maintained a solemn expression earlier, now turned his head with a smile. He playfully punched Chu Qiao’s small shoulder, saying: “Little girl, you owe me another favor.”

The child slightly raised her eyebrows. Though she didn’t speak, her meaning was clear: I didn’t ask you to come.

Yan Xun snorted in disapproval, muttering: “Would it kill you to say something nice?”

Chu Qiao glared at him, then turned to leave.

Yan Xun was startled and quickly blocked her path: “Where are you going?”

The child raised an eyebrow: “Back to the manor, of course.”

“You still want to go back?” The young man frowned and exclaimed: “That dog servant won’t let you off, and that old man from the Zhuge family is notorious throughout Zhenhang City. Do you want to go back to die?”

Chu Qiao pushed him aside: “That’s none of your business.”

Yan Xun wouldn’t let go, still holding onto her tightly, shouting: “What are you doing? The Crown Prince kindly saved you, yet you respond with such cold words. What’s so good about that strange Zhuge Yue that makes you so determined to rush back?”

Chu Qiao raised her head. Her plan to eliminate the lecherous old Zhuge had been disrupted, which annoyed her somewhat. She impatiently shook off Yan Xun’s hand, looking up coldly: “Did I cry and beg you to save me? Keep your compassion to yourself; I don’t need it.”

Yan Xun’s eyes reddened with anger as he watched Chu Qiao’s small figure walking further and further away. Suddenly, childishly, he shouted: “How absurd! You deserve to be bullied! If I ever help you again, I’m not a Yan!”

The child didn’t even look back and soon disappeared into the surging crowd. Fengmian cautiously approached and carefully looked at his young master, seeing the Crown Prince’s reddened eyes, looking as if he might cry from anger.

Fengmian was slightly surprised. The empire dispatched vassal kings to guard the imperial frontiers and protect the Zhenhang imperial capital. But to limit their power, they took the heirs of various regional kings as hostages in the capital. His own Crown Prince, young Prince Jing, and others were in this situation. These children had grown up at the center of power struggles, mature beyond their years, always maintaining an adult demeanor. This was the first time Fengmian had seen his master display such emotion toward someone, just like… just like an ordinary child.

“Crown Prince, shall we return to the residence?”

“Hmph!” Yan Xun let out a cold snort, his voice still filled with anger. He mounted his horse and led his many attendants toward the Yan hostage residence.

“Fengmian,” after just a few steps, Yan Xun turned back to his young page and said: “Go to the Zhuge manor and tell them that my Jifeng has been found. Tell them not to make things difficult for that girl.”

“Huh?” Fengmian was stunned, staring wide-eyed in confusion: “Crown Prince, didn’t you say that if you helped her again, you wouldn’t be a Yan?”

Yan Xun was furious and kicked Fengmian’s leg from atop his horse, shouting: “You little monkey, try saying that again!”

Fengmian yelped in pain, turned his horse around, and rode toward the Zhuge manor, no longer daring to repeat himself.

Yan Xun huffed and puffed angrily for a while. Seeing his subordinates all looking at him, he suddenly shouted: “The Crown Prince will do as he pleases!”

Everyone quickly turned away, no longer daring to look at Yan Xun. Each silently sighed in their hearts: After all, the Crown Prince is only thirteen years old. It’s not unusual for him to be childish occasionally.

Today’s first update and, the second update coming soon.

Chapter 20: Learning to Ride
It was already deep into the night when Chu Qiao returned to the Zhuge manor. The gatekeeper was somewhat surprised to see her, but knowing she was a favored servant from Qingshan Courtyard, he didn’t give her much trouble and even gave her a lantern to light her way.

The Zhuge manor seemed somewhat cold at night, without the clamor and bustle of daytime, quiet like a dark cage. Occasionally there were a few fluttering cries of winter crows, but they were quickly shot down by the arrow servants who could “pierce a willow leaf at a hundred paces.”

When the masters were sleeping, no noise was permitted, even if the offenders were merely animals.

Passing by the high walls outside the Lanshan Courtyard, Chu Qiao heard low, suppressed sobbing. It seemed that a young slave girl who had committed some mistake had been beaten and was hiding at the base of the opposite wall, crying.

The child’s footsteps faltered momentarily. The moon hung large in the sky, a pale and round orb, casting her small shadow against the red wall. It appeared so slender and tall as if it were her once upright and tall figure from those years past. The child’s gaze became somewhat lost. Unconsciously, she reached out her hand, moving inch by inch closer, but her fingertips only touched the cold wall.

A surge of sorrowful coldness rose from the depths of her heart. Perhaps there would always be such moments of confusion, believing that everything was just a dream, and once awake, none of it would have happened. Those fallen corpses, that flowing fresh blood, and those sorrowful tears…

The child’s crying from beyond the opposite wall continued, but she was too small to climb over the wall. She was cold; how could she warm others? Just like those bodies buried in the snow plains, her heartache was of no help.

Unexpectedly, the gate to Qingshan Courtyard opened. Chu Qiao was slightly surprised, having prepared to spend the night in the woodshed, not expecting the courtyard to still be unlocked so late. Zhuge Yue was someone who knew how to maintain his health. When not attending classes at the Dianjiang Hall, he would be in the courtyard tending to flowers and orchids, drinking tea, and burning incense. He also had high requirements for sleep, unlike other young masters in the manor who indulged in women and stayed up all night.

Just as she carefully stepped into the courtyard, a lantern quickly approached. Huan’er hurriedly grabbed Chu Qiao’s hand and said in a lowered voice: “Oh my goodness, where have you been? I’ve been waiting for you all evening.”

Chu Qiao stuck out her tongue sheepishly and said: “My horse was startled, so I just got back. Where’s the Young Master? Why haven’t the gates been locked so late?”

“You’re lucky,” Huan’er pursed her lips and said with a smile: “The Young Master is reading in his room. He’s been reading for half the night and hasn’t ordered the gates to be locked. He’s not sleeping either, so I’ve been waiting for you here.”

Chu Qiao nodded and was about to walk toward Zhuge Yue’s room when Huan’er quickly stopped her, saying: “The Young Master didn’t look pleased when he returned. I don’t know who angered him. It’s so late now; if you have something to discuss, better wait until tomorrow. After all, the Young Master hasn’t summoned you to the main hall. You should go rest first, and I’ll inform the Young Master.”

Chu Qiao nodded and said: “That’s good.” She then turned and walked toward her room.

Huan’er hurriedly ran into the main hall, said a few words, and then left. Chu Qiao, as the head maid in the hall, had a room adjacent to the main courtyard. Just as the child reached her door and was about to push it open, she saw the light in the room behind her extinguish, plunging everything into darkness.

Chu Qiao was slightly startled. With her hand resting on the door, she half-turned her head to look in the direction of Zhuge Yue’s room. After a long while, she finally stepped through the doorway.

The light in the small room flickered and then died, leaving the entire Qingshan Courtyard in stillness.

Early the next morning, when she went to see Zhuge Yue, this mature-beyond-his-years Fourth Young Master was not in his room. Chu Qiao had lost the little red horse and needed to give him an explanation. Just as she was thinking of going out to ask someone, she saw Zhuge Yue enter the courtyard wearing a black gold warrior’s robe and carrying a long sword, followed by a line of attendants. His movements were nimble—a sight Chu Qiao had never seen before. Zhu Cheng was bent over, a cloak draped over his arm, trotting behind him.

Huan’er and the other maids hurriedly ran forward to serve Zhuge Yue tea and water, burn incense, wipe his hands, and prepare his bath.

Chu Qiao stayed back by the main door. When she saw Zhuge Yue sit down, she stepped forward and said: “Fourth Young Master, I lost the little red horse.”

“Hmm.” Zhuge Yue grunted lightly in acknowledgment. He took the tea from Huan’er, drank a sip, then said to a servant standing nearby: “Go bring two pots of the black orchids that the Shu family sent yesterday. Remove this incense burner; the smell is too pungent.”

The servant promptly agreed and withdrew. Chu Qiao stood in place. Seeing that Zhuge Yue had no intention of punishing her, she also knew better than to speak further and was about to silently leave when she heard Zhuge Yue put down his teacup and point at her, saying: “Xing’er, wait a moment.”

Chu Qiao’s heart sank, thinking the inevitable had finally come, but then heard Zhuge Yue say: “In a while, go with Zhu Cheng and find a capable guard to teach you horseback riding.”

“Ah?” Chu Qiao and Zhu Cheng were both startled and exclaimed simultaneously.

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow, his sword-like eyebrows slightly furrowed, his gaze impatient as he said in a deep voice: “What? Is there a problem?”

“No problem, no problem,” Zhu Cheng, who was seventeen this year and had been Zhuge Yue’s attendant since childhood, naturally knew the master’s inflexible personality. He hurriedly said ingratiatingly: “This servant will take Miss Xing’er right away.”

Zhuge Yue raised his head in confusion, frowning as he looked at Zhu Cheng: “Xing’er is only eight years old. What ‘Miss’ are you talking about?”

“Right, right, this servant will take Xing’er… Xing’er…” The usually clever Zhu Cheng suddenly couldn’t find the right term to address the child, stammering for a long time, still stuttering, and unable to express himself properly.

Zhuge Yue impatiently waved his hand and said: “Enough, get out of here. Straighten your back when you walk. Don’t let outsiders think all the servants in our Qingshan Courtyard are hunchbacks.”

“Yes, yes.”

Chu Qiao stood in place, small in stature, wearing a light yellow dress with a small fox fur vest over it, looking sweet. Seeing the situation, she bowed to Zhuge Yue and said in a soft voice: “Xing’er thanks the Fourth Young Master.”

Zhuge Yue didn’t even look up, just waved his hand lightly.

Chu Qiao and Zhu Cheng withdrew from the main hall. Zhu Cheng looked at the child suspiciously. Seeing Chu Qiao raise her head to look at him, his face immediately filled with smiles as he said: “Miss Xing’er, shall we go?”

Chu Qiao smiled but didn’t acknowledge him, taking the lead in leaving Qingshan Courtyard.

“Miss Xing’er, these are the people I’ve chosen for you. They are all skilled horsemen. Please select one from among them.”

Chu Qiao and Zhu Cheng stood at the foot of Running Horse Mountain. The eight-year-old child tilted her head slightly, looking at the burly men standing before her. These guards of the Zhuge family, who usually shouted and cursed at the little slaves, now all wore smiles on their faces and respectful expressions. People who didn’t know better might have thought they were always this kind.

The child took small steps, walking past each man one by one. Suddenly, her eyes lit up, giving one a meaningful look as a faint smile formed at the corners of her mouth. Pointing at one large man who looked particularly nervous, she said with a light laugh: “I want him.”

One update down. I wrote a thesis paper all last night, whew. The second update will come later.

Chapter 21: An Accidental Hit
“Miss Xing’er,” the man smiled ingratiatingly, his smile full of undisguised worry and embarrassment. The eight-year-old girl stood on the hillside wearing a snow-white fox fur vest, her eyes bright and sparkling, looking adorable and lovely.

“Please select a horse.”

Chu Qiao looked at the more than ten horses in front of her. She saw that they were all young horses without horseshoes, with clean coats, obviously raised at home and had never been outside. The child trudged through the snow, swaying back and forth with a small riding crop, pretending to be arrogant as she said: “I don’t want these. I want to ride a big horse.”

A guard stepped forward with a troubled expression, about to speak, when Song Lian quickly stopped him, bowing repeatedly as he said: “If Miss Xing’er wants to ride a big horse, that’s certainly a small matter. You few, go down and bring some good horses, remember, they must be big.”

Song Lian deliberately emphasized the word “big.” Two guards understood and went down to fetch horses. Shortly after, five large horses were brought out. With just one glance, Chu Qiao could tell these were a group of old horses whose ability to run was questionable. She didn’t expose this but turned to Song Lian and said: “These horses look robust. I’m young and have never ridden such big horses. Why don’t Guard Song demonstrate first to show me?”

Song Lian’s brows immediately furrowed tightly, his face quickly falling. Zhu Cheng asked in confusion: “Hurry up, don’t tell me you can’t ride. Then why were you so eager to come earlier?”

Song Lian had troubles he couldn’t express, thinking to himself, “If I had known I would be serving this little ancestor, I wouldn’t have come even if beaten to death.” Reluctantly, he walked to the old horse, reached out to pat its drowsy head a couple of times, then carefully stepped on the stirrup as if the horse beneath him was made of paper, afraid that the slightest force would collapse it.

Taking a deep breath, the horse proved worthy, and though its four legs trembled, it didn’t collapse. Song Lian sighed in relief and smiled, saying: “The snow is heavy today, and Miss Xing’er is still young. Today we’ll just learn how to mount a horse, and tomorrow we’ll learn how to run.”

Just as Zhu Cheng was about to nod in agreement, Chu Qiao suddenly stepped forward and slapped the horse’s rump forcefully, saying with a smile: “Enough talk, let’s see a lap first!”

With a loud thud, instead of running after being slapped on the rump, the horse’s hooves weakened and it collapsed to the ground. Song Lian took a big tumble, falling head-first into a snowbank, with only his boots visible above.

The guards immediately rushed forward in panic. Zhu Cheng frowned as he looked at the horse lying on the ground, barely breathing, and said discontentedly: “This is your best horse? I think you’re not taking the Fourth Young Master’s instructions seriously.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” Song Lian scrambled up, quickly saying: “I absolutely wouldn’t have such thoughts. It’s just that Miss Xing’er is young, we didn’t dare bring strong war horses!”

Zhu Cheng nodded and said: “That makes sense. Xing’er, you’re still young, ride a small horse for now, alright?”

“If Brother Zhu Cheng says to ride a small horse, then Xing’er will ride a small horse.” The child raised her head, her delicate little face with crescent-shaped eyes looked extremely adorable.

Zhu Cheng was pleased. He turned his head and glared at Song Lian: “Hurry up and get the horse!”

Song Lian limped away to fetch a horse. Amid Zhu Cheng’s continuous cautious reminders, he helped Chu Qiao onto the horse. The child lowered her head and said with a smile: “Big Brother Guard, I don’t know how to ride yet. Please hold the reins for me, and let’s walk a circle slowly.”

Song Lian couldn’t ask for more, nodding his head repeatedly in agreement. The pony was very docile, following slowly behind Song Lian. After a while, they had walked over a hundred steps away. Song Lian looked up with a flattering smile: “Miss Xing’er, isn’t this horse nice? It was born not long ago. When the Seventh Young Lady asked me for it recently, I couldn’t bear to give it away. If the young miss likes it, I’ll give it to you.”

“How could Xing’er take something the Seventh Young Lady likes? That wouldn’t be proper.”

Song Lian immediately grinned: “What are you saying, miss? Although the Seventh Young Lady is the General’s biological daughter, in terms of status, there’s a world of difference between her and the Fourth Young Master. Young miss is in the Fourth Young Master’s favor; your status is much more noble than theirs.”

“Is that so?” The child smiled slightly and said: “I truly didn’t know I had such a high status, especially since not long ago, I was still someone you, Guard Song, could beat and scold at will.”

Song Lian’s face immediately turned pale. Chu Qiao’s eyes grew cold as she swiftly pulled out the sleeve dart from Song Lian’s arm and forcefully embedded it into the pony’s rump. The pony was startled, letting out a long, painful neigh, kicking away Song Lian’s restraint and galloping rapidly uphill!

The child immediately cried out in panic: “Guard Song! What are you doing?”

From a distance, Zhu Cheng and the others saw the pony bolting in panic. Everyone was alarmed, shouting as they ran forward, but they couldn’t match the four legs of the animal.

“Quick! Mount up and rescue Xing’er!”

More than ten steeds rapidly ascended. Chu Qiao pretended to be frightened while her eyes surveyed the surroundings, looking for a safe place to land.

Just then, a yellow stallion suddenly descended from the sky. The youth on horseback had a fair complexion, eyes like lightning, and lips with an unusually deep red color. Dressed in a deep purple embroidered robe with dark patterns, he galloped wildly towards them, drawing his sword like lightning and stabbing it between the pony’s eyes. The pony, under attack, screamed more pitifully, immediately rearing up, shaking its head wildly!

Simultaneously, a soft whip flew forward, instantly winding around the child’s small waist and pulling her down!

“Haha, that was close, that was close.” Yan Xun, dressed in a lake-green brocade robe, with a handsome face, smiled as he held Chu Qiao, his voice carrying a hint of knowing mischief.

Zhuge Yue pulled out the sleeve dart from the pony’s rump, turned his head to coldly look at Song Lian, and said to the servant beside him: “Take him away and send him to the Steward’s Office for Zhu Qi.”

Two guards immediately rushed forward and bound Song Lian in a few moves. The man shouted: “Fourth Young Master, it wasn’t—”

In an instant, with a loud bang, the lightly dressed Yan Xun flashed forward and kicked out, instantly shattering Song Lian’s yellow teeth, and leaving him unable to speak. Zhuge Yue’s eyebrows furrowed slightly as he turned his head to look sideways at Yan Xun.

“Such a servant would have been dragged out and beheaded long ago in my Prince Yan’s residence. How could he be given a chance to explain himself?” Yan Xun smiled and said: “The Fourth Young Master is too merciful. Yan Xun took action on your behalf, please don’t take offense.”

Zhuge Yue snorted lightly: “Not at all. The Crown Prince’s skills are impressive. I was truly blind at the Dianjiang Hall before.”

Yan Xun waved his hand and laughed: “It’s just some flashy moves. How can it compare to the Fourth Young Master’s military expertise from commanding troops at a young age?”

Zhuge Yue nodded slightly with an ambiguous meaning, then waved his hand. His subordinates immediately took the bloodied Song Lian away.

“Crown Prince Yan, thank you for personally returning the lost horse to our manor today. But in the future, such matters can be handled by servants; there’s no need to trouble the Crown Prince. I would like to invite you to stay for a meal at the manor, but knowing the Crown Prince is busy with important matters, I won’t impose. Zhu Cheng, escort the Crown Prince out.”

Yan Xun smiled nonchalantly, exchanged pleasantries with Zhuge Yue, and was about to leave. As he passed by Chu Qiao, he suddenly whispered in her ear: “Hard-hearted little girl, you’ve caused another person harm.”

Chu Qiao was stunned. She raised her head to see Yan Xun leaving with a casual smile, his posture upright, already showing the bearing of a grown man, his expression calm. Where was the playful young master who had been grinning at her earlier?

“Xing’er,” a deep voice suddenly sounded from behind. The child turned around to see Zhuge Yue looking displeased, his gaze sweeping over her like a knife, as he slowly said: “Come back with me.”

Chu Qiao sighed slightly. How unfortunate to be caught in the act. She’d better think about how to deal with this little fox first.

The eight-year-old child followed behind Zhuge Yue dejectedly, her mind rapidly fabricating tales of her miserable past of being bullied. She failed to notice Zhuge Yue’s expression ahead—beneath the gloom was a hint of childish satisfaction, though it wasn’t clear what exactly he was feeling smug about.

Second update. Taking a short break, the third update coming later.

Chapter 22: A Slight Suspicion
The room had been quiet for a long time. Outside the window, the wind blew gently, and the black orchids that had just been delivered to the flower stand emitted a faint, lingering fragrance.

The child had been standing quietly at the lower end for so long—so long that she almost thought the person above had fallen asleep. Unable to resist, she raised her head to secretly glance upward, only to fall directly into a pair of eyes as dark and deep as ink.

She could no longer pretend not to see. Chu Qiao licked her lips and called softly: “Fourth Young Master.”

“Have you prepared your lies to deceive me?”

The young man picked up a teacup beside him, slowly took a sip, and spoke in a relaxed, calm voice.

Indeed a little fox, Chu Qiao coldly snorted inwardly, but outwardly she knelt in fear, hurriedly saying: “Xing’er wouldn’t dare to lie.”

“Is that so?” Zhuge Yue lowered his head with a slight smile and said: “Then let me hear it.”

“On the fourth day of last month, Xing’er and a group of young female slaves were taken to the hunting grounds by the First Young Master. In the end, only Xing’er returned alive. After returning, Xing’er was very afraid and prepared to escape while recovering from injuries.”

“Escape?” Zhuge Yue raised his eyebrows slightly: “You’ve lived in the manor since childhood. The Jing family was destroyed three years ago. You have no relatives outside. You are so young—where could you escape to?”

The child was slightly startled and said in a small voice: “Xing’er doesn’t know either, but just didn’t want to stay here waiting to die. The Young Master might think Xing’er is disloyal, but a person only lives once. Xing’er’s life may be worthless in others’ eyes, but in Xing’er’s own eyes, it is still very precious.”

“When Xing’er was preparing to escape, Guard Song discovered me and slapped me hard. Today when he saw me, he was afraid I would get the Young Master’s favor and take revenge on him, so he tried to harm me.”

“Is that so? So that’s what happened. He truly is audacious.” Zhuge Yue took a sip of tea and said slowly in a calm voice: “Do you still remember him hitting you?”

Chu Qiao was startled. Seeing Zhuge Yue’s sharp gaze, like that of a nimble snake, she immediately lowered her head and said: “This happened not long ago, so Xing’er still remembers.”

“Your memory is quite good,” Zhuge Yue nodded and said: “Then, would you remember Jin Si and Jin Zhu encouraging me to kill Lin Xi? Would you remember Zhu Shun giving away all your family members to others? Would you remember someone killing your sisters?”

Chu Qiao was inwardly alarmed but rationally did not raise her head. She kowtowed on the ground, crying sorrowfully, and said: “Young Master, Xing’er remembers everything, but Xing’er also clearly knows her place, knows her duty, and knows her capabilities.”

“So what you’re saying is that when the day comes that you have the ability, you will seek revenge, is that right?”

The child immediately raised her head, looking up in fear: “Fourth Young Master!”

“No need to deny it. The first time I saw you, I knew you were not a child with an ordinary mind. Your eyes hide many things; I can see that.”

The child’s tears remained in her eye sockets as she pressed her lips together and said: “What does the Young Master think Xing’er would do? Does he think Xing’er would kill people? Or does he believe that Sisters Jin Zhu and Jin Si were harmed by Xing’er? Xing’er is young, and even if there is occasionally hatred in my heart, I know what should and shouldn’t be done. The Jing family was exterminated, with tens of thousands of clan members scattered and dead overnight. Xing’er went from being a young lady to a lowly servant. If there is hatred, shouldn’t Xing’er hate the Emperor in the Sheng Jin Palace? Shouldn’t she hate the Council of Elders who issued the order? Shouldn’t she hate the Huang Tian Army Corps that raided Xing’er’s home? Young Master, Xing’er doesn’t have such great abilities. I just want to live well. Those burdens are too heavy; Xing’er cannot bear them.”

The child kowtowed on the ground, her small back straight, her head lowered firmly. But those thin little shoulders were trembling uncontrollably, as if she were very afraid, wanting to cry but holding back.

Zhuge Yue’s gaze examined the child back and forth, his eyes sharp and penetrating. Finally, amid the child’s soft, restrained sobbing, he softened. Zhuge Yue put down his teacup, leaned back on the soft couch, and slowly said: “You may rise.”

The child pressed her lips tightly together, her eyes wide open, all red and watery.

Zhuge Yue looked at the child before him, seeing how small she was, with her rosy cheeks and her small fists clenched nervously, trying hard to hold back tears. She looked like a small animal that had been wronged, quite pitiful. He couldn’t help but sigh softly, thinking to himself that having experienced so much deception, he was indeed seeing snakes in shadows.

“Alright, I admit I’ve wronged you. If you want to cry, then cry.”

This was already a kind of apology. Given Zhuge Yue’s character, when had he ever been so polite to anyone? But the child still stood stubbornly in place, pressing her lips and staring with her eyes, refusing to let a single tear fall.

Zhuge Yue felt an inexplicable irritation and waved his hand: “Go now, don’t stand here in my way.”

The child turned around defiantly, not saying a word, intending to leave.

“Stop!”

Today’s third update, and the fourth update coming soon.

Chapter 23: Countering Each Move
Zhuge Yue suddenly called out, and the child immediately stopped in her tracks, though she didn’t turn around.

Zhuge Yue took out a small celadon porcelain bottle from a nearby drawer and slowly walked down, his boots making no sound as they stepped on the soft bearskin carpet. He reached out to grab the child’s shoulders, wanting to turn her around, but his fingers felt a stubborn resistance. Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow as he saw the child stiffening her body, refusing to turn around.

Since Zhuge Yue was many years older than her, he placed both hands on the child’s shoulders and applied a little force, forcibly turning the child around.

A small face streaked with tears and filled with grievance appeared before Zhuge Yue’s eyes. The child’s eyes were red, and upon seeing him, her tears fell even more fiercely.

“Enough, stop crying. I only scolded you a little,” the young man frowned and said, “You made a mistake and now won’t let others point it out?”

“How did I make a mistake? Young Master asked me to learn horseback riding, and I was learning well without bothering anyone,” the eight-year-old child finally lost her temper, defiantly talking back to her master. As she spoke, she sobbed, nearly swallowing her mucus.

Zhuge Yue frowned slightly, took out a handkerchief from his pocket, and began wiping the tears from the child’s face. His technique was quite amateur. As he wiped, he said, “You still think you’re right? You lost my horse, and today another fine Western Desert Snow Dragon colt died because of you, and you still say you did nothing wrong?”

“That’s not… that’s not true. I didn’t want to ride the horse myself. Besides, Young Master Yan, Young Master Yan has already returned the lost horse. I… I heard it all.” The child pressed her advantage, with tears pouring down like rain, quickly soaking Zhuge Yue’s handkerchief. Just as Zhuge Yue was about to take another handkerchief, he suddenly saw the child using his hand to wipe her nose on the handkerchief.

Zhuge Yue froze, staring in disbelief at the dirty, sticky handkerchief, as the child continued, “Even today’s horse was killed by Young Master himself.”

“Hmph, you certainly know how to argue.”

The child lowered her head, muttering discontentedly, “I’m telling the truth.”

Sunlight shone through the corner of the window lattice, falling on both their shoulders. The child was still very small, and even standing straight, she only reached the young man’s shoulder. Her cheeks were rosy, like two big apples.

“Here,” Zhuge Yue placed the porcelain bottle in her hand and said, “Go back and apply this.”

True to a child’s nature, her attention was immediately diverted. Zhuge Yue inwardly smiled as he watched the child holding up the bottle and asking puzzledly, “What is this?”

“Medicine, for treating abrasions.”

Earlier, the pony had run too fast, and Chu Qiao’s palms had been rubbed raw. The child pouted, nodded, and said, “Fourth Young Master, Xing’er will take her leave now.”

The young man sat back in his chair, not lifting his head, appearing as if he didn’t want to see her. He waved his hand and said, “You may go.”

Just as the child was about to open the door, Zhuge Yue suddenly called out, “Xing’er, in the future, when you see Young Master Yan, try to stay away from him.”

The child tilted her head, looking at him in confusion. Zhuge Yue frowned irritably and shouted, “Did you understand?”

“I understand!” the child answered loudly, then turned and left. Her small body crossed the high threshold, nearly tripping.

This child is becoming increasingly bold, thought the young man with a darkened face, secretly breathing heavily.

As soon as she opened the door, she saw Zhu Cheng’s worried face. Zhu Cheng quickly ran forward, and seeing Xing’er’s tear-stained face, anxiously asked, “What did Young Master say? Is he angry?”

Chu Qiao glanced at him, nodded, and then went back to her room.

Zhu Cheng entered the room with trepidation. Seeing Zhuge Yue with his head lowered, he didn’t dare speak and just stood carefully to the side.

After a while, something suddenly flew toward his head. Zhu Cheng was startled but didn’t dare dodge, silently thinking his life was over. Yet he felt the object was soft, and his head didn’t hurt at all when hit. Looking down, he saw it was a dirty handkerchief with a small character “Yue” embroidered on it.

“Take it and throw it away.”

Remembering Chu Qiao’s tear-stained face, Zhu Cheng seemed to realize something. He was slightly stunned, then quickly nodded and bowed, saying, “This servant obeys.”

Just as he was about to leave, Zhuge Yue suddenly called, “Wait.” Zhu Cheng immediately turned back, bending over and waiting for instructions, every bit the obedient servant.

The young man’s fair face was inexplicably reddened. After thinking for a long time, he still didn’t speak. Zhu Cheng carefully lifted his head and saw Zhuge Yue frowning deeply as if making some major decision, looking exactly like his expression when facing important matters. Zhu Cheng immediately perked up his ears attentively, waiting for his master’s orders.

After a long while, an authoritative voice came from above: “Actually, take it down, wash it clean, and bring it back to me.”

“What?” Zhu Cheng was dumbfounded and exclaimed loudly.

Zhuge Yue became furious: “What do you mean ‘what’? Don’t you understand?”

“I understand, I understand. This servant will go right away.”

The door slammed shut. Zhuge Yue sat in his chair, his breathing gradually calming. Thinking of the child’s pouting and crying face, for some reason, he felt a trace of annoyance. He stood up and went to the inner hall, which was simple and clean. Hanging directly opposite the bed was a portrait of a young girl, about eleven or twelve years old, with bright eyes and a sweet smile. She wore a soft yellow upper garment and a light green skirt, looking very charming and adorable.

Zhuge Yue slowly stretched out his hand, gently stroking the corner of the painting. After a long, long time, he finally said in a barely audible whisper, “I’ll believe just one more time.”

Chu Qiao’s small figure walked along the corridor, head lowered, ignoring all greetings from passersby—the appearance of someone who had been scolded and felt wronged. The servants on both sides made various speculations. Seeing the child raise her head upon reaching her doorway, they all went about their own business, no longer daring to spy.

The child extended her small hand, pushed open the door, and then walked in.

As soon as the door closed, the child’s face instantly lost that pouting and adorable appearance from earlier. Her expression became calm, her gaze sharp. Holding her chest, she slowly sat down on the stool, poured a cup of tea, and held it in her hand without drinking.

Regardless, she had passed this imminent crisis today. No matter how much Zhuge Yue believed, at least there was no danger for now.

The clothes on her back were completely soaked through. The cold wind blew against her garments, making them feel chilly. Chu Qiao took a sip of the cold tea, calmed her rapid breathing, then closed her eyes and exhaled deeply.

Regardless, things must be expedited. She had no time left.

The cold wind was like a knife, and this year’s winter was exceptionally cold.

Today’s fourth update, mission accomplished. How about a kiss?

Chapter 24: First Signs of Danger
In the pitch-black sky, brilliant stars illuminated the sleeping earth, like countless indifferent eyes silently gazing down on the trajectory of human fate. In the 466th year of the Bai Cang calendar, at the beginning of winter, with snow blanketing the land, the imperial capital of Zhenhuan, having just celebrated the Lantern Festival, welcomed its first crisis after the festivities.

Frost enveloped the entire city of Zhenhuan. The carriages and lanterns between the Council of Elders and Sheng Jin Palace continued without pause through the night, flowing past like a stream. The Huangtian forces on the Western expedition had suffered the most severe defeat and casualties in history. The scent of blood flowed down from the frozen waters of the Ganges on the Yunji Plateau, spreading throughout the entire Great Xia Dynasty, and reaching the heart of the empire. The commoners’ provocation had angered the empire’s upper aristocracy. The iron authority had been questioned and violated. Another war was brewing amid low, heavy breathing. Before that, however, someone had to pay the bloody price for this failure, even if it was only to maintain the empire’s dignity.

The golden imperial edict was issued from Sheng Jin Palace, passed through the judgment of the Council of Elders, and then through Ziwei Square, Jiuwan Main Street, Chengtian Sacrifice Platform, and Qiankun Main Gate, before being dispatched to the border. On this quiet eve of impending storms, the people of Zhenhuan City were still sleeping peacefully.

“Sister Yue’er.”

Little Eight was about to call out when Chu Qiao covered his mouth with her hand. The girl’s eyes were bright as she looked around, then took out a brocade pouch from her bosom and handed it to Little Eight. Lowering her voice, she said solemnly, “Little Eight, we don’t have much time, so I’ll be brief. If I haven’t come to find you by tomorrow before dinner, escape through the back door of the horse feed yard on the rear mountain. I’ll find an opportunity to divert the guard there tomorrow, and there will be an hour with no one guarding it before dinner. Here’s some money, forged exit documents, and travel passes. Take them with you, don’t wait for me, and leave the city directly.”

“Sister Yue’er?” The child immediately grabbed Chu Qiao’s hand anxiously, saying hurriedly, “What are you going to do? Are you seeking revenge? Little Eight can help you too. I don’t want to leave alone.”

“Listen to me,” Chu Qiao stroked the child’s head and said gravely, “Only the two of us remain in the Jing family. I’m your elder sister, and you must listen to me. As long as someone survives, the Jing family will not perish. If something happens to me, you can still avenge me.”

“Sister Yue’er…”

“Little Eight, listen to me. Once you leave the city, head east. When you reach the Three Yi City at the border of Xia and Tang, wait for me for three days. If I still haven’t arrived, leave on your own. Don’t worry, this is just a precaution. Once I escape, I will catch up with you.”

The child’s eyes turned red as he pressed his lips tightly together. Suddenly, he reached out and hugged Chu Qiao’s waist tightly, choking with emotions as he said, “Sister Yue’er is the most capable. Nothing will happen to you.”

Chu Qiao felt a pang in her heart as she embraced the child’s shoulders and smiled bitterly, “Don’t worry. After this, we’ll leave this place. In the future, no one will ever be able to bully us again.”

Outside the window, the cold moon hung like a hook, and the west wind swept away the snow, creating a desolate scene.

The next day, Chu Qiao got up early as usual to serve Zhuge Yue, only to be told that the Fourth Young Master had left early and was no longer in the residence.

Chu Qiao secretly thought, “Heaven is helping me,” and turned to walk toward the main courtyard. However, just as she reached the Green Elegance Chamber in front of the Pavilion, she was stopped by Zhuge Yue’s guard, Moon Seven. The young guard, not yet fifteen, looked at Chu Qiao with a cold face and said slowly, word by word, “Young Master ordered that Miss Xing’er is not allowed to leave the gate of Qingshan Courtyard.”

Chu Qiao was stunned, not knowing what madness had possessed Zhuge Yue this time. She raised her head with an adorable smile and said, “Brother, I’m not trying to leave the courtyard. I just want to go to the small kitchen to see if the tea delivered yesterday is fresh.” After saying this, she turned and walked toward the direction of the small kitchen.

Moon Seven kept his eyes fixed on her back like a hawk, not missing a moment.

After a short while, Huan’er walked out of the kitchen. Moon Seven frowned, stepped forward, and asked, “Where’s Xing’er?”

“She’s inside, helping everyone sort through the tea.”

Moon Seven frowned, “With her current status, does she still need to do such tasks?”

“Hmph, do you think Xing’er is as snobbish as Jinzhu and Jincui?” The little maid raised her eyebrow, looking at Moon Seven with disdain, and bluntly said, “Snob!”

White clouds floated in the sky. Today was quite a nice day.

Having shaken off Moon Seven, Chu Qiao found a casual excuse to carefully leave Qingshan Courtyard and quickly headed toward the front garden. Fearing discovery, she chose the most secluded paths. Just as she reached the plum forest, a shadow suddenly emerged. The child was startled and frowned as she looked. She saw that the newcomer was young, handsome, and somehow very familiar.

“Don’t be alarmed. I am Feng Mian, Young Master Yan’s page. Today I’ve come specifically to deliver a message from His Highness.”

“Deliver a message?” Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, her gaze sweeping over Feng Mian, and asked, “How did you know to wait for me here?”

Feng Mian smiled proudly, “Our Young Master said that if we couldn’t enter Qingshan Courtyard, I should hide along the most secluded path leading to the outer residence, and I would certainly see you.”

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, saying with sarcasm, “Your Young Master is quite prophetic.”

“Hehe,” the young page revealed a set of pearly white teeth and said, “Our Young Master is indeed very clever.”

“What’s the message? Speak quickly if you have something to say. I still have matters to attend to.”

Feng Mian secretly clicked his tongue, thinking to himself that this little slave girl had character—no wonder both Young Master Yan and Fourth Young Master Zhuge paid much attention to her. He quickly said, “Our Young Master asked me to tell you that he will be returning to Yan Bei early tomorrow morning. He wants to say goodbye to you tonight at the same place as last night.”

“Return to Yan Bei?” Chu Qiao frowned slightly and said, “Isn’t your Young Master a hostage in the capital? Why is he suddenly returning?”

“I don’t know the specific reason, but our Old Lord sent someone to the capital to summon Young Master back. It must be urgent. The Council of Elders has already approved it. Tomorrow morning, we’ll be heading back to Yan Bei.”

Chu Qiao nodded silently and said, “Tell your Young Master that I am a maid and cannot easily leave the residence. Besides, whether he returns to Yan Bei or not has nothing to do with me. My status is low, and I dare not presume. There is no need for a farewell.”

Little Feng Mian chuckled and said, “Our Young Master said that if you want to go, no one can stop you. As for whether it has anything to do with you, that’s not for me to comment on. Miss, you’re busy, so Feng Mian will take his leave.”

The little page disappeared into the plum forest with a mischievous grin. Chu Qiao couldn’t help but secretly sigh at the poor security of the Zhuge residence, allowing a child to come and go freely.

Carefully sneaking all the way, after about half an hour, she finally arrived at the side wing of the front garden—the courtyard of Zhu Shun, the chief steward of the outer estate of the Zhuge residence, which appeared before her without any defenses.

I didn’t update yesterday; I’ve been really busy lately. Today I’ll first offer one update, and will continue later.

Chapter 25: Using Another’s Knife to Kill
At this moment, the outer estate’s steward Zhu Shun was holding a box with a worried expression. Inside the box was a partially decayed severed hand, frozen blue, and quite nauseating to look at.

Just then, there was suddenly a “bang” sound. The man, once bitten by a snake, jumped up like a rabbit with its tail on fire, grabbing a dagger and leaping to his feet, glaring around while shouting, “Who’s there?”

All around was quiet, with no one to be seen. Zhu Shun turned his head and saw a pristine white letter quietly placed on the ground. The top of the letter was tied with a string, attached to a stone. On the envelope was drawn a pure white pear blossom. The stationery was elegant, emitting a faint fragrance.

After opening it, the man’s eyes immediately emitted a lecherous light. But after thinking for a moment, he couldn’t help but pout, sitting back in his chair without going out.

After a while, another package was tossed through the window. When Zhu Shun opened it, he found a scarlet undergarment with a pair of intertwined figures drawn on it—a man and a woman in a seductive pose that made one’s blood boil and body heat up just by looking at it.

The man gave a lewd chuckle, leaned forward to take a strong sniff, then tucked the undergarment into his bosom, muttering, “Can’t even wait until nightfall, you little harlot!”

With that, he put on his outer robe and left.

The main residence of the Zhuge family was located in the east of Zhenhuan City, backed by Mount Chisong, with Lake Chishui to its right. It faced south while situated in the north, covering an extensive area. The entire estate followed a three-courtyard design, with deep inner quarters and layer upon layer of protection. The exterior had high corner towers where guards monitored and defended twenty-four hours a day. There were four arrow towers on the perimeter, as well as small ditches for fire prevention. In case of war, it was essentially a small fortress.

The chambers and courtyards of the various Madams and young ladies of the Zhuge family were situated at the safest location, at the foot of Mount Chisong. To enter the inner estate where the Madams’ boudoirs were located, there was no possibility of infiltration except by forcibly breaking in from the outside.

It was now midday, with abundant sunshine and excellent visibility. However, on the cliff of Mount Chisong, a black shadow was rapidly sliding down. The mountain was covered in snow, its cliffs layered with ice. Under the glare of reflected snow, no one could see that small shadow.

With a soft “thud,” the feet finally touched the ground. The child untied the rope from her body, turned her head to look around—no one was there. It was safe.

The side door made a sound, and the gatekeeper greeted, “Oh, it’s Steward Zhu. What brings you to the inner estate?”

“Yesterday, A-Si mentioned that there was a water leak in Liyan Courtyard. The snow on the second-floor terrace melted and flowed into the hall below. I’ve come to take a look.”

The gatekeeper smiled obsequiously, “How can such a small matter trouble Steward Zhu? Let me take care of it.”

Zhu Shun smiled and shook his head, “I’m free anyway. Is the Eldest Young Master in the residence?”

“The Eldest Young Master and the Fourth Young Master have been discussing matters in the study all morning. It seems they won’t be coming out anytime soon.”

“Oh,” Zhu Shun nodded, “Alright, I’ll go now. No need to inform the masters—it’s midday, and they’re all resting. Let’s not disturb them.”

“I understand.”

The timing was perfect. The child, hidden among the flowering trees, had bright eyes and a faint smile playing at the corners of her mouth.

In Chunhua Courtyard, the Seventh Madam Duanmu Huaning was preparing for her midday nap. She had removed her outer shawl, which was as light as cloud silk. Her shoulders were smooth as congealed cream, with a full bosom, slender waist, ample hips, and long legs. Her skin was delicate, and her fingers were tipped with red-like begonia buds. She was truly enchanting, alluring, and beautiful. The maid lifted the silk brocade blanket for her, serving the Seventh Madam who was accustomed to sleeping unclothed.

At this moment, the tiles on the roof quietly shifted, though no one noticed. A small bag was slowly lowered down. The bag kept moving as if there was something alive inside.

The maids had withdrawn, and the room was very quiet, with only the Seventh Madam’s shallow breathing gradually becoming audible.

With a soft “plop,” the bag fell beside the Seventh Madam’s pillow. The bag was pink and had a beautiful pear blossom drawn on it.

The Seventh Madam was sleeping sweetly when she suddenly felt something gently licking her fragrant ears and neck. The Seventh Madam drowsily brushed at it, feeling something furry, thinking she was dreaming, and didn’t open her eyes. Just then, a sudden pain shot across her face. The Seventh Madam rubbed her eyes in pain, and after seeing clearly what was before her, she froze momentarily before a shrill scream immediately spread throughout the entire Chunhua Courtyard!

“Madam, Madam!” The maids rushed in from outside. As soon as they stepped into the room, they were shocked and screamed continuously. They saw that the Seventh Madam’s boudoir was filled with huge rats—each one with black fur, fat and large. They weren’t afraid of people, and several were even on the Seventh Madam’s body, tearing at the gorgeous brocade blanket.

“Ah! Where did these things come from? Chase them all out, chase them out!”

That noon, the entire Chunhua Courtyard conducted a grand rat extermination competition. The Seventh Madam Duanmu Huaning drank more than ten cups of calming tea but was still in disarray, her whole body cold.

“Madam, we found this on your bed.” A guard came up holding a pink cloth bag.

The Seventh Madam took the bag, looked at it once, and immediately widened her eyes. She stood up with a “thump” and said sternly, “You little slut! I knew it was you! Come with me to Liyan Courtyard. I’ll tear the skin off that little harlot!”

The servants of Chunhua Courtyard followed the Seventh Madam in a mighty procession as she stormed towards Liyan Courtyard. In an unnoticed corner, a small cabinet was slowly pushed open, revealing the child’s calm face.

The fire had been lit; let it burn on its own. The deed was done; it was time to retreat.

Quickly returning to the edge of the withered flower grove, the entire inner estate was in chaos, with Liyan Courtyard being particularly noisy. Chu Qiao easily returned along her original path, leaving this place of turmoil.

Inside the study, Zhuge Huai’s expression was solemn as he said gravely to Zhuge Yue, “Fourth Brother, what do you think of this matter?”

The room was quiet, without a sound. Zhuge Huai frowned and softly called out to Zhuge Yue, who had his brows furrowed as if lost in thought, “Fourth Brother?”

“Hmm?” Zhuge Yue was startled and looked up, a flash of embarrassment crossing his face, quickly saying, “The Yan Prince’s Manor is doomed, and Yan Xun is in danger.”

“Yes, I see it the same way.” Zhuge Huai nodded and said, “The Yan Prince’s Manor has grown too large and has become a thorn in the side of all major aristocratic families. The Batuha family from the western territories has coveted the lands of Yan Bei for a long time. This dirty water will most likely be splashed on the Yan Prince’s head. Moreover, the master in Sheng Jin Palace has always been one to trust outsiders rather than his brothers.”

Just then, they heard a commotion outside, noisy and chaotic. Zhuge Huai frowned and called out loudly, “Zhu Yong, what’s happening outside? Why is it so noisy?”

“In reply to the Eldest Young Master, the sound is coming from Liyan Courtyard. It seems the Seventh Madam and the courtesan Lixiang are arguing. The Third Madam, Fourth Madam, and others have all gone there.”

Chapter 26: Who Is Faster
Zhuge Huai frowned deeply and said solemnly, “Not a single day of peace, truly meaningless.”

Zhuge Yue raised his long eyebrows and smiled faintly, “If Elder Brother fears the noise, why not move out of the inner courtyard like I did? What you don’t see won’t vex you.”

Zhuge Huai’s expression immediately softened, and he replied with a smile, “Of course I also wish to be like Fourth Brother, finding a quiet place to enjoy tranquility. But as the eldest son, with Father absent, I can only act in his stead—it’s unavoidable.”

Zhuge Yue smiled but didn’t respond. He picked up his teacup, took a sip, and lowered his head in silence.

“Eldest Young Master, the Third Madam requests you and the Fourth Young Master to go to Liyan Courtyard. She says there’s an urgent matter that requires your handling.”

Zhuge Huai immediately showed slight anger and said, “What matter requires both me and Fourth Brother? Tell them I’m busy.”

“Eldest Young Master, the Third Madam has brought out the family punishment implements and is about to… to beat Miss Lixiang of Liyan Courtyard to death.”

Zhuge Yue put down his teacup, stood up, and said, “Elder Brother, let’s just go. Perhaps there is an urgent matter.”

Zhuge Huai sighed deeply and followed him out of the study.

Liyan Courtyard was filled with angry curses. The various Madams were taking turns venting their fury, arguing vociferously. Yet within their anger was a hint of schadenfreude: this little harlot who had bewitched the Master to the point of disorientation had finally gotten what she deserved.

The Seventh Madam stood arrogantly in the middle of the courtyard, coldly smiling at the disheveled Lixiang, “I never would have thought that such a disgraceful incident could happen in our Zhuge Manor. The Master has always treated you well, yet this is how you repay him. Truly shameless!”

The Third Madam wore a garment of red fox and sable. In her thirties, she had maintained herself well, with a distinct air of elegance and nobility. She spoke with apparent regret, “Lixiang when the Master left, he said he would take you into his chambers upon his return. Who would have thought you would commit such an immoral act? Even I cannot tolerate you anymore today.”

“Third Sister, why waste so many words on her? In my opinion, beat her to death with one blow and be done with it. Don’t sully our Zhuge family’s grounds.”

Lixiang’s face was pale as she knelt on the ground, arms wrapped around herself. Her clothes were in disarray, her eyes vacant, and her entire body trembling. Occasionally, she glanced at the man beside her, who was shaking like a sieve, his face ashen, in an even worse state than herself.

When Zhuge Yue entered Liyan Courtyard, this was the chaotic scene he witnessed. After listening to the Seventh Madam’s proud narration, the Fourth Young Master of the Zhuge family immediately furrowed his brow, his eyes flashing with sharp light as his mind raced.

“Eldest Young Master!” As soon as Zhu Shun saw Zhuge Huai, he saw him as a lifeline and rushed forward weeping, with snot and tears flowing as he cried loudly, “She seduced me first! She sent me letters, asking me to come. As soon as I entered, she removed her clothes to seduce me. This slave remembers the kindness of the Master and Young Masters, and my mind is filled only with serving the Zhuge family with utmost loyalty until death. How could I commit such a heinous act? This slave resisted desperately, refusing to give in to this wretched woman’s desires. This slave is wronged and knew nothing of this beforehand!”

“You heartless wretch! Do you have no conscience? It was you who—”

“You still dare to quibble!” With a crisp smack, the Seventh Madam slapped Lixiang across the face and sneered, “A lowly woman is just that—you even dared to use despicable means to harm me, only to have your scheme backfire on you. You brought this upon yourself!”

“Fourth Brother! Where are you going?” Zhuge Huai was startled to see Zhuge Yue turning to leave. Unable to attend to matters here, he called out in confusion.

“Elder Brother, I have an urgent matter to attend to. I’ll find you later.”

Hastily leaving these words, the young Fourth Young Master of the Zhuge family departed from Liyan Courtyard, hurrying toward Qingshan Courtyard.

With a bang, he pushed open the door of Qingshan Courtyard. Huan’er and several young maids were watering the orchids in the flower bed. Upon seeing Zhuge Yue, they immediately retreated to the side and respectfully bowed. Zhuge Yue didn’t even look at them, continuing to stride toward the servants’ quarters while asking, “Where has Xing’er gone? Who was watching her?”

“Xing’er said she wasn’t feeling well and went back to her room to lie down.”

A young maid said, while Huan’er beside her, fearing Xing’er would be punished, quickly added, “She’s been sorting new tea with us all day, and just went back.”

Zhuge Yue’s face was grim as he strode toward Chu Qiao’s room. Moon Seven followed beside him, saying in a low voice, “Miss Xing’er was indeed busy in the small kitchen all day. This subordinate didn’t see her leave.”

With a bang, the door was pushed open, and Zhuge Yue, with a dark face, barged in. His eyes swept the room, only to see the child lying pale-faced on the bed, appearing genuinely ill.

Zhuge Yue was slightly stunned, not expecting her to be in her room. For some unknown reason, seeing her lying there safely, his heart immediately felt relieved, as if a great weight had been lifted, giving him an inexplicable sense of reassurance.

“Fourth Young Master?” The child sat up in bed with surprise, clutching her blanket, her voice still carrying the tone of someone who had just awakened. “Has Xing’er done something wrong?”

Zhuge Yue was taken aback, shook his head, and said somewhat awkwardly, “No, Huan’er said you were ill, so I came to check on you.”

“Oh,” the child nodded, “Young Master brought so many people to see Xing’er. Xing’er thanks, Young Master.”

Zhuge Yue’s face immediately turned red, and he seemed at a loss, not knowing what to say as he stood there, clearing his throat with a cough.

Seeing Zhuge Yue’s embarrassment, Zhu Cheng quickly stepped forward to smooth things over: “Xing’er, the Young Master has come to see you. Why don’t you get up quickly?”

The child was startled, showing signs of nervousness as she bit her lip but didn’t move.

Zhuge Yue’s eyes turned cold, suspicion immediately arising. Today’s events had been elaborate, requiring careful stealth to evade the layers of sentries. The clothes worn during such an endeavor would surely bear traces. He had rushed back as soon as he heard the news and shouldn’t have been much slower than the schemer. Given her behavior, could there be something hidden beneath that blanket?

“Xing’er,” Zhuge Yue stepped forward slowly, his eyes firmly fixed on the child’s face, and said in a deep voice, “Pour me a cup of tea.”

The child looked anxious, biting her lip as she said, “Could Young Master please step out first? Xing’er will… will get up to serve you in a moment.”

“No,” Zhuge Yue walked to the bedside. His slender fingers grabbed the thin brocade blanket covering the child. His dark eyes drew close to the child’s large ones as he said, word by word, “I want to drink it now.”

“Ah!” A sudden cry rang out, and everyone was immediately dumbfounded, with exclamations of surprise rising one after another. On the small bed, the petite child tightly hugged her knees, burying her face in the crook of her arm. Her shoulders trembled, her black hair falling over her shoulders—she was completely unclothed!

Zhuge Yue, still gripping the blanket, was momentarily stunned. After a long while, his handsome face suddenly turned bright red. He abruptly turned around and angrily shouted at the wide-eyed servants, “What are you all looking at? Get out!”

The servants awoke from their trance and withdrew from the room.

Zhuge Yue threw the blanket back over Chu Qiao’s body, his tone uncharacteristically unsteady and somewhat agitated as he said, “Put your clothes on quickly!”

Behind him was silence, with the sound of soft sobbing gradually rising. Zhuge Yue frowned deeply, not knowing at whom he was angry, and impatiently snapped, “Forget it, just stay in bed then.”

He then strode out of the room, slamming the door shut with a loud bang. Inside the room, the child raised her head, her expression calm, her eyes serene, without the slightest trace of sorrow. She lifted the mattress beneath her, carelessly tossing a set of dirt-soiled clothes onto the floor.

Zhuge Yue was indeed vigilant, so fast that she didn’t even have time to put on her clothes.

But this was also good—no one would dare enter her room again this afternoon, giving her ample time to do what needed to be done next.

The child lowered her head and smiled softly. Her young face, for some reason, carried a somewhat dark expression.

It was also time to settle accounts.

Chapter 27: Mind Like a Fox Spirit
After changing her clothes and preparing to leave silently, she suddenly heard a commotion in the courtyard. The child raised an eyebrow, and her movements involuntarily paused.

The sound of knocking came from the door, and Huan’er lowered her voice outside, calling softly, “Xing’er, good news!”

Opening the door, Huan’er rushed in with an excited face, smiling as she said, “Xing’er, there’s good news. Do you want to hear it?”

The child was small, sitting on the chair looking somewhat comical. She poured a cup of tea and drank it with proper decorum, “Go ahead.”

“Xing’er!” The little maid pouted unhappily, “Do you want to hear it or not? You don’t even look excited.”

The child smiled faintly, “If you want to tell me, just tell me. Even if I said I didn’t want to hear it, you’d still tell me anyway.”

“Hmph, I won’t argue with you, but this is good news.” Huan’er smiled, “Steward Zhu from the outer estate was caught in the act of having an affair with a newly favored songstress from the inner estate. Even the Third Madam and the Eldest Young Master were alerted. That songstress has already been thrown into a well, and Steward Zhu was given thirty lashes. How about that? Isn’t that good news?”

The hand holding the teacup froze momentarily. The child sat on the chair, her face as calm as an ancient well, undisturbed by ripples. Her eyes, black as ink, slowly narrowed, quietly concealing all emotions and sharpness. She nodded solemnly, “Indeed, that is good news.”

The little maid said indignantly, “Exactly! Zhu Shun has always been arrogant, relying on his position to bully others. Which of us servants hasn’t suffered from his abuse? Just like how your Jing family’s children were sent to the Old Master—he was partly responsible for that. Today he got a severe beating, which shows heaven is fair, and gives us some satisfaction for the grievances in our hearts.”

The child’s expression remained unchanged, her voice smooth with a hint of deliberately suppressed depth, “Having an illicit affair with a songstress from the inner chambers, yet only receiving thirty lashes for such an offense seems far too lenient.”

“That’s exactly right!” Huan’er said, “Just now, the Seventh Madam was so upset that she went to the Fourth Young Master to seek justice. Unfortunately, our Young Master has never been willing to manage these affairs. With the First Madam and the Master not in the residence, everything is decided by the Eldest Young Master. And Zhu Shun is the Eldest Young Master’s man, so…”

Chu Qiao nodded and slowly said, “Alright, I understand. Huan’er, thank you for telling me.”

Seeing that the child’s expression seemed off, Huan’er’s voice softened, becoming slightly awkward as she asked uneasily, “Xing’er, are you feeling unwell? Should I find a doctor for you?”

“No need,” Chu Qiao smiled faintly, reassuring her, “I’ll be fine after some rest.”

“Oh,” Huan’er nodded and left the room. As soon as the door closed, the child’s face immediately darkened.

Even this couldn’t bring him down?

Then, she would have to take action herself. Chu Qiao slowly bit her lip as she sat in the chair. It seemed all plans needed to be redeployed.

The door to Outer Estate Steward Zhu Shun’s courtyard was tightly shut, but even from a distance, one could still occasionally hear the man’s pig-like screams. Passing servants lowered their eyes and heads, with none daring to look openly, but their expressions of schadenfreude couldn’t be hidden—they looked happier than when receiving their annual wages.

Zhu Shun lay naked on his bed, howling like a ghost and a wolf while continuously cursing the two servants applying medicine to him, as if they were the ones who had beaten him into this state.

“Your grandmother! Are you trying to kill me with pain?!”

One of the servants, his face covered in sweat, cautiously appeased him while saying, “Steward Zhu, you have to bear with it. The flesh has stuck to your trousers; we must tear it off.”

The room faced water on the east side, with a few sparse shrubs. A sharp dagger inserted along the window silently picked up the window latch during the man’s screams. The child, holding a self-made folding crossbow, slowly stood up, aiming at the man’s head.

This type of crossbow originated from South Africa, passed down from a jungle tribe. Its design was ingenious, capable of being disassembled and folded, with accurate short-range shooting while remaining silent. Years ago, when Chu Qiao was on an undercover mission abroad, she had used such a crossbow to infiltrate a private party with strict surveillance for guns and ammunition, ultimately killing the target. This crossbow was not only easy to carry but also extremely lethal—a skilled hunter could kill a full-grown tiger with it, showing its terrifying power. In the era of cold weapons, this was practically custom-made for assassins. Zhu Shun was very fortunate; he was about to become the first person to die under this super-weapon that transcended time and regions.

Just then, a man suddenly rushed in with panic, shouting, “Steward Zhu, Steward Zhu!”

“What are you shouting for?” Zhu Shun exploded with anger, “Are you calling for a funeral? I’m not dead yet!”

The servant quickly said, “Steward Zhu, someone has come from the separate courtyard. The Old Master is asking why the little female slave you promised to send hasn’t been delivered yet?”

Zhu Shun was taken aback and immediately tried to jump up. However, before he could say a word, he fell back down with a thud and began wailing like a ghost. While crying, he said, “That girl probably won’t work out. The Fourth Young Master won’t release her. I’ve prepared ten newly bought little slaves at Xile Courtyard. Take them away.”

“Yes, I understand,” the man replied, turning to run out.

Zhu Shun shouted, “Remember to tell the Old Master that I’ve fallen seriously ill. I’ll pay my respects to him once I recover.”

Outside the window, the crossbow was gradually lowered. The child’s eyes darted as another idea came to mind.

Perhaps there was another way to eliminate these two people—without bloodying her hands, clean and neat.

As soon as the earthen prison of Xile Courtyard was opened, a foul stench assaulted the senses. The steward from the separate courtyard who came to collect the slaves frowned, pinching his nose as he said, “What kinds of things are these? Are such goods worthy of being presented to the Old Master?”

The servant who had come earlier immediately bowed and said, “Slaves are hard to come by these days. As soon as they hear it’s for our Zhuge Manor, the prices skyrocket. Even these few were obtained through our Steward Zhu’s ingenuity. Rest assured, once they’re cleaned up, each will be a little beauty. The Old Master will be delighted when he sees them.”

“Enough, stop talking nonsense. Bring them out. I don’t have time to waste with you here.”

The children inside hadn’t seen sunlight for a long time. Since they were bought, they had been confined here, their hair disheveled, their faces dirty and terrified. They covered their eyes and huddled together like a group of small animals.

The steward from the separate courtyard glanced at them and then frowned, “Weren’t there supposed to be only ten? Why are there eleven?”

“Really?” The servant quickly counted and then said, “Perhaps Steward Zhu remembered incorrectly. I’ll go back and ask.”

“Forget it, don’t ask. I don’t have the time. Take them away!”

Several strong men stepped forward, pushing against a child’s body as they shouted angrily, “All of you, follow along!”

The children were frightened, and some began to cry softly.

“Anyone who dares to cry again will be cut down with a knife! How dare you defy us!”

The family servant shouted while relying on his master’s authority. As he spoke, he grabbed one of the cleaner-looking children. Just then, that child suddenly turned around and bit the man’s wrist fiercely. The man screamed and let go, and the child immediately fled like a rabbit, swiftly escaping!

“Ah! One’s running away! Chase, catch that one!”

The servants of the Zhuge Manor, seeing the direction in which the child was running, were immediately alarmed. One grabbed the steward from the separate courtyard and shouted, “Steward Zhu, that way leads to the Fourth Young Master’s Qingshan Courtyard. We can’t go there!”

“It’s just catching a slave, what’s there to fear?” Steward Zhu shouted angrily, pushing away the servant’s hand and chasing after the fleeing child.

Today’s first update, and the second update coming later.

Chapter 28: Childhood Sweethearts
The gate of Qingshan Courtyard was kicked open with a bang as Old Master Zhuge’s subordinates rushed in like wolves and tigers. Huan’er and the other young maids were crouching in the corridor polishing antique vases. Startled by the noise, they immediately jumped to their feet.

Zhuge Yue had just been called to Hongshan Courtyard by Zhuge Huai, and Zhu Cheng and the other servant guards were not present either. Zhuge Yue preferred tranquility, so there weren’t many people in the courtyard, to begin with, and now only these few maids remained. Huan’er, being somewhat older among the maids, was still frightened pale. Trembling, she stepped forward and said, “Who are you people? How dare you be so bold? Don’t you know this is the Fourth Young Master’s courtyard?”

“Miss, we’re here to capture an escaped slave. If we’ve offended you, please forgive us.”

“How did catching a slave bring you to our courtyard?” Hearing that the other party’s tone was relatively polite, Huan’er’s courage grew, and she righteously said, “Which courtyard’s servants are you? How can you have such a lack of manners?”

“We are subordinates of the Old Master from the separate outer courtyard. If you wish to complain, feel free to find the Fourth Young Master. We will inform the Old Master later as well.”

Upon hearing the Old Master’s name, Huan’er immediately fell silent and said with less conviction, “We haven’t seen any slave. You… you shouldn’t act recklessly.”

A servant stepped forward and said, “It’s that room. I saw her crawl in through the window with my own eyes.”

“Ah!” Huan’er exclaimed in shock, “That’s the room of the Young Master’s maid. You cannot enter!”

Steward Zhu looked at Huan’er suspiciously and said in a deep voice, “Go in and catch her.”

“No!” Just as Huan’er was about to step forward, she was firmly grabbed by a large man. She watched as the crowd rushed in like wolves and tigers. The girl was so frightened that she screamed shrilly, tears rolling down her face.

“Steward Zhu, it’s her!”

“Xing’er!” Huan’er shouted, turning her head to yell loudly, “You’ve caught the wrong person! She’s a maid in our courtyard, not the slave you’re looking for!”

Steward Zhu coldly glanced at Huan’er and said in a deep voice, “I’ve seen plenty of little servants like you covering for each other. I advise you to be honest; otherwise, if this matter escalates, it won’t be good for you.” After saying this, he signaled to the group of servants and left Qingshan Courtyard with Chu Qiao.

“Xing’er!” Huan’er shouted, her eyes catching a glimpse of a Zhuge Manor servant who was following at the back. She rushed forward, grabbed his hand, and said, “Aren’t you one of Steward Zhu Shun’s servants? Is it you who brought them here? Quickly bring Xing’er back!”

The servant was completely confused. He had personally seen the little slave jump into the room but hadn’t expected that the maid of Qingshan Courtyard would know her. He pushed Huan’er away, “Don’t make trouble. They are all female slaves that Steward Zhu has designated for the Old Master. If you meddle further, you’ll be sent along with them.”

In a short while, the people were gone, and the room was empty. Huan’er sat on the ground, dumbfounded. The little maids all stood timidly behind her, not one daring to come forward.

The girl suddenly stood up, wiped the tears from her face, and quickly ran toward Hongshan Courtyard.

Zhuge Yue was discussing matters in Zhuge Huai’s study when suddenly they heard Zhu Cheng outside saying, “Fourth Young Master, Huan’er has just reported that she has urgent matters to see you about.”

Zhuge Yue frowned and said solemnly, “What matter can’t wait until I return? She’s becoming increasingly ill-mannered. Tell her to go back and wait.”

There was immediate silence outside, but after a while, Zhu Cheng knocked again and said, “Fourth Young Master, it’s… it’s about Miss Xing’er. She has been taken away by Steward Zhu Shun’s people.”

With a swish, the door was pulled open. Zhuge Yue, with tightly knit brows and an unsightly expression, said in a deep voice, “What did you say?”

Cold sweat flowed down Zhu Cheng’s forehead. He glanced at the suspicious-looking Zhuge Huai inside, licked his lips, and slowly said, “Steward Zhu’s people said one of their slaves had escaped. They insisted that Miss Xing’er was the escaped slave and forcibly took her from Qingshan Courtyard.”

“Took her? Where to?”

“They said… they said she was being sent to the Old Master’s separate courtyard.”

At that moment, Zhuge Yue’s face could not have looked worse.

“Perhaps they caught the wrong person. Since Zhu Shun was injured, his actions have become increasingly inappropriate.” Zhuge Huai stepped forward, placing his hand on Zhuge Yue’s shoulder, and said with a faint smile, “Fourth Brother, since she’s been sent to the Second Master’s residence, let it be. She’s just a maid. Later, Elder Brother will select a few clever ones to send to your courtyard as compensation. I promise you won’t lose out.”

“How long have they been gone?” As if he hadn’t heard Zhuge Huai’s words, Zhuge Yue stared intently at Zhu Cheng, his voice low and his breath cold, like ancient ice about to freeze the surrounding air.

“They’ve been gone for about half an hour.”

With a “bang,” Zhuge Yue pushed open the half-closed door that was blocking his way and strode out like the wind. Zhu Cheng and the servants of Qingshan Courtyard had anticipated this and followed closely behind, not even having time to pay respects to Zhuge Huai as they hurriedly rushed out.

Zhuge Huai was slightly taken aback. The steward of Hongshan Courtyard, Zhu Yong’an, stood quietly to the side, not even raising his head, like a silent wooden post.

“Zhu Yong, what do you think?”

The man, in his thirties and appearing more mature than Zhu Cheng, Zhu Shun, and others, spoke in a low voice with a calm expression, “Doesn’t the Eldest Young Master always say that the Fourth Young Master is calm and rational, seemingly indifferent but most calculating? Well, in this servant’s view, this is the Fourth Young Master being neither calm nor rational.”

Zhuge Huai smiled faintly, shaking his head lightly as he turned back to the room: “Affairs of red and green splendor, most treasured are the childhood sweethearts. Hehe, youthful companionship, innocent friendship—it’s a good thing!”

Looking up slightly, with unmistakable calculation in his eyes, he pulled up the corners of his mouth: “Go investigate this maid called Xing’er. This person might be very important to me.”

Zhu Yong acknowledged and withdrew. Zhuge Huai continued to ponder softly, wondering what kind of woman could bewitch the still-young Fourth Master to such an extent that he forgot to conceal his feelings even in his presence.

Little did he know that the childhood sweetheart he spoke of was merely a child not yet eight years old.

The sky gradually darkened, and the north wind began to blow. Zhuge Huai smiled faintly: “Xing’er…”

Today’s second update, there won’t be a third update. Huhu, continuing tomorrow.

Chapter 29: The Great Chaos Rises
On the seventh day of the second month, the Wolf Star brought a killing frost. A golden star appeared at the edge of the Purple Sandalwood position, foretelling chaos and destruction.

Just as Zhuge Yue received news that Chu Qiao had been taken away by the Zhuge family patriarch, inside the ancestral hall of the Wei family’s main gate, Wei Guang personally handed a golden arrow to Wei Shuye. The old man’s expression was solemn, his voice low as he slowly said: “Shuye, do not disappoint your uncle, nor the ancestors of the Wei family.”

Wei Shuye held the golden arrow with both hands level, looking at it with fierce gleams rolling in his eyes. He opened his mouth, wanting to say something, but like a fish out of water, his lips merely moved without a word coming out.

“Ye’er, the ancestors of the Wei family are watching you, and so is your father. You know what must be done, so act accordingly.”

Wei Shuye’s brows furrowed tightly. After a long while, he slowly nodded: “Who?”

Wei Guang smiled faintly, dipped his finger in the teacup, and then slowly wrote a character on the incense table.

Wei Shuye’s eyes widened immediately, his brows knitting together as he looked uncertainly at the elderly man, seemingly seeking an answer.

“This is the wish of the master of Sheng Jin Palace. Child, go now. You need not know the reason. You only need to know that everything you do is for the Wei family, for the souls of all generations of Wei clan heroes. That is enough.”

The young figure gradually disappeared. The setting sun shone through the wide-open doors, casting everything in a blood-red hue. Wei Shouyou emerged from the back hall, came to the old man’s side, and respectfully bowed: “Uncle.”

“Is everything prepared?”

“Rest assured, Uncle. All arrangements have been made.”

“Good.” The old man slightly bowed his head, turned to face the ancestral tablets, kowtowed, and offered incense. His magnificent robes dragged on the ground, stirring up faint ashes of incense.

Wei Shouyou was older than Wei Shuye, appearing steady and mature. Seeing the old man about to rise, he quickly stepped forward to support Wei Guang’s arm. His tone was casual as if making idle conversation: “Uncle, what do you think are the chances of success for that northern lord this time?”

“Heh…” The old man laughed softly, with undisguised sarcasm in his voice: “None whatsoever.”

Wei Shouyou frowned, asking doubtfully: “The northern lands are vast, with fierce customs. Though the climate is harsh, they connect to the Western Regions with prosperous trade. After the Northern Selection was implemented, talented people gathered there in abundance. Although the old prince may not possess great talent, he is extremely kind to his people and deeply loved by the commoners. Surely he has some fighting chance?”

The wrinkles on Wei Guang’s face creased together as he took a deep breath and said calmly: “An innocent man commits no crime, yet possession of jade brings misfortune. Why do you think the master of Sheng Jin Palace has determined to eliminate him? When a person goes too long without making mistakes, that itself becomes a mistake. The way of power lies in balance—extreme prosperity leads to decline, and the cycle repeats. It is precisely because the Prince of Yan possesses so many advantageous conditions that the master has developed the intent to kill.”

Wei Guang turned his head to look at this most favored child under his tutelage and earnestly said: “Shouyou, the people say the Council of Elders wields authority over Da Xia, and that the seven great families are nominally subjects but royal themselves. But uncle tells you, the one in the palace is the true master of the Da Xia Dynasty. This is something you must always remember.”

Wei Shouyou rarely saw Wei Guang speak so seriously about something, so he quickly lowered his head and respectfully acknowledged.

Wei Guang took a long breath and slowly said: “The reason the Prince of Yan has no chance of victory is because he never intended to rebel. False accusations, heh heh.”

The sunset was like blood. On the streets of Zhen Huang City, someone suddenly cried out in alarm, startling other pedestrians. Everyone raised their heads in unison to see, in the distant sky, a blood-tear-like red star eerily flickering in the not-yet-completely-dark sky, its light pulsing, strange and terrifying.

Outside the gates of the Zhuge mansion, Zhu Shun, who had just learned he had provoked a deadly enemy, was being carried out. Seeing Zhuge Yue mounted on horseback, he instantly forgot all his pain, let out a howl, and rushed forward, grabbing Zhuge Yue’s leg, crying miserably: “Fourth Young Master, please listen to this slave’s explanation! This is a misunderstanding!”

With a “swoosh,” a stream of blood shot skyward. The man screamed in agony as one of his fat ears fell to the ground, dripping with blood.

“Keep your life and wait properly for my return.”

The young man’s face was gloomy, his tone calm, yet it sounded so sinister to those who heard it. Zhuge Yue’s eyes were cold as he turned his horse and rode away. The guards gave Zhu Shun a sympathetic glance before following in unison.

The man who had lost a hand just days ago lay on the ground, rolling and wailing, but none of his so-called confidants dared step forward to help him.

At dinnertime, snow began to fall from the sky. By Chi Shui Lake, everything was silver-white. Yan Xun, wearing a snow-white sable fur coat with a hood, held his horse by the lakeside. His expression was calm. From a distance, the young man appeared in magnificent clothes, with handsome features and steady eyes. Against the frozen lake and snowy landscape, he presented a uniquely elegant and graceful figure.

The setting sun gradually descended behind the mountains. In the direction of Sheng Jin Palace, eternal whale oil lamps flickered brilliantly, emitting dazzling light. Yan Xun turned his head to look toward the palace gates, his gaze gradually becoming fixed.

“Young Master!” The page boy Feng Mian ran over from far away, panting as he arrived before Yan Xun, and exclaimed loudly: “Something terrible has happened!”

Yan Xun raised an eyebrow and asked: “What is it?”

“That Miss Xing’er, they say she’s been taken away by the patriarch of the Zhuge family.”

“What?” Yan Xun’s sword-like eyebrows immediately furrowed as he asked solemnly: “When did this happen? Where did you hear this? Is the information reliable?”

“I heard it from a servant who does errands for the Zhuge household. I’m not sure how accurate it is, but they said it was Miss Xing’er from Qing Shan Courtyard.”

The young man frowned, pondering for a moment, then suddenly mounted his horse and said: “Feng Mian, let’s go to the Zhuge villa.”

“Huh?” Feng Mian was startled and cried: “Young Master, are we going? What if the information isn’t accurate? Why not wait a bit longer?”

Yan Xun shook his head: “If it’s not accurate, we’ll just come back. It’s no big deal.”

“But what reason will we give for going? We’re not going to just charge in looking for someone, are we?”

Yan Xun’s eyes shifted, and he said: “We’ll say we’ve come to pay our respects to Elder Zhuge before leaving. It’s fine, let’s go.”

Hoofbeats rolled, raising large clouds of snow mist. Not far away, in the western part of the city, a force of three hundred soldiers was quietly waiting. A scout galloped back and reported to the young commander: “Report, sir! I saw the Yan heir heading toward the Zhuge family villa.”

“The Zhuge family?”

Wei Shuye frowned and said solemnly: “What is Yan Xun doing at the Zhuge house? Could the Zhuge family want to intervene? Zhuge Mu Qing didn’t attend the Council of Elders this time. Could he be deliberately avoiding this matter?”

“Commander,” Mu He rode forward, bowed respectfully, and said: “This subordinate believes that’s unlikely. Zhuge Mu Qing has always been on good terms with the Batuha family, and this time he’s occupied with the flood disaster in the eastern territories. This subordinate believes it might just be a coincidence.”

Wei Shuye nodded and said: “If that’s the case, things will be much easier to handle.”

The cold moon hung in the sky. Suddenly, Sheng Jin Palace blazed with light. Wei Shuye looked up and slowly said: “It’s time.”

Upon hearing this command, the army quickly set out toward the mansion of the renowned Second Master Zhuge Si of the Zhuge family.

The stars flickered in the sky, and the orbit of fate had slowly begun to turn. The youths did not yet know what enormous impact this night would have on their lives. The mysterious fog obscured the path ahead, preventing them from seeing the trajectory and direction of the stars. But in the grand scheme of things, the gates of time had already opened, and a new page in the magnificent epic was about to begin.

Chapter 30: Head Separated from Body
While Zhuge Yue, Yan Xun, and Wei Shuye were galloping at full speed toward Zhuge Si’s mansion, the Chu Niang Palace, usually filled with the sounds of music and entertainment, had fallen into a deathly silence.

Blood slowly dripped from the sharp tip of a dagger, falling onto the carpet made of white Western Region camel wool, quickly seeping through and forming a circle of crimson pattern. The night wind blew in through a window in the corner, slightly cool, dispersing the luxurious fragrance that filled the room. In the brightly lit Chu Niang Palace, Zhuge Si clutched his neck with a panicked expression on his old face, looking in disbelief at the child who wasn’t even as tall as his shoulder. The sand in the hourglass slowly trickled down. Finally, with a thud, the old man fell heavily to his knees.

“Are you begging me to spare you?” The child’s voice was soft. She lowered her head slightly, glancing at the old man’s face. The nausea churning in her stomach made her want to vomit. That night, the mutilated bodies of Zhi Xiang and the others had cut into her nerves like knives. The child slowly moved closer, whispering: “So many people once begged you to spare them. Why didn’t you let them go?”

Zhuge Si lay on the ground, blood gushing from his neck like a fountain. The noble master, accustomed to luxury but afraid of death, trembled like sifted chaff, constantly reaching forward with his blood-soaked arms, trying to crawl away from this devil-like child. The blood dragged along the ground, forming a long, striking, and horrifying trail.

“You’ve lived far too long. It’s time you paid the price. Heaven won’t take you, so I will.” With a crisp sound, the knife cut through bone, slicing cleanly. Blood instantly spurted from the cavity, splattering the ground with a dark purple stench.

Chu Qiao held Zhuge Si’s head, his eyes still open in death, and emotionlessly threw it to the ground with a thud. She turned around and walked toward the ten young slave girls cowering in the corner. The children looked at her in terror, huddling together. In their eyes, this child who had suddenly broken free of her bonds and boldly killed Master Zhuge was simply insane, like a demon from hell. Yet they had no awareness that without this child, how many of them would still be alive and unharmed at this moment?

Pulling over a pretty girl of about ten years old, she saw the child’s face had turned pale with fear, her lips trembling, barely able to speak clearly. Chu Qiao lowered her head, her voice cold as she calmly asked: “Are you afraid?”

The child’s eyes were fixed, nodding continuously in terror, fearing she would immediately become the second headless corpse. Tears and mucus streamed down her face, but she dared not make a sound.

“If you’re afraid, then scream.”

Being a child from a poor family, though young, she was already sensible. The child shook her head and cried: “I won’t make a sound. I didn’t see anything. Please spare me.”

Chu Qiao frowned impatiently: “Wasn’t I clear? Scream.”

“Please,” the child incoherently begged, “spare me, I’ll work like an ox or horse… Ah!”

The eight-year-old suddenly raised the dagger and thrust it toward the child’s neck. The child who had been quietly pleading immediately screamed. With a swift sound, the sharp dagger moved past her neck and plunged into the bedpost behind her. The screaming child remained unharmed.

“What’s happening? Master, what’s… Ah! Murder!” The servants standing guard outside heard the noise and cautiously peeked in. Before they could finish speaking, they saw Zhuge Si lying on the ground covered in blood. The young servant was terrified, let out a scream, sat down on the ground, scrambled up clumsily, and staggered away. Chu Qiao weighed the dagger, calculating the time, estimating that all the mansion’s guards would have heard by now. Her throwing knife instantly flew out, covering a hundred paces to strike the back of the young servant’s head, penetrating through to his forehead!

Chaotic footsteps immediately erupted. The child quickly sat back among the group of young slaves. More than twenty burly men charged fiercely into the room and, seeing Zhuge Si’s decapitated body, turned ashen-faced.

“What happened?”

The lead guard was furious, harshly questioning the young slaves in the room.

“Murder!” The eight-year-old child cried out before anyone else, tears suddenly streaming down her face as she shouted in terror: “Someone’s been killed! Wah… Master Zhuge has been killed, and also… it’s so frightening, wah…”

The child sobbed with snot and tears, her little face pale with fright, words trembling as if even her tongue was shaking. The lead guard angrily demanded: “Which way did they run?”

“There!” The child pointed to the slightly open window to the south: “They ran that way!”

“Some of you stay here, the rest follow me!”

The guards rushed out of the room with a whoosh, leaving only three to guard the corpse of the extravagant old Master Zhuge.

The other children all looked at Chu Qiao in terror. They saw this child, who had just tricked the guards of Zhuge’s villa away, holding a crossbow, her face no longer showing any fear or trembling. She smiled slightly at the corners of her mouth as she watched the few servants examining Master Zhuge’s body, relaxed as she blew a loud whistle: “Hey! Stop bothering.”

The three turned their heads, immediately shocked and dismayed, but before they could cry out, three crossbow bolts shot out in quick succession, like shooting stars chasing the moon, piercing the three startled heads simultaneously. Blood dripped profusely, and with three thuds, the three bodies fell at the same time, faithfully following their Master Zhuge to the underworld.

“Ah!” One of the little slaves screamed immediately. Chu Qiao quickly covered the child’s mouth with her hand, pouting as she said: “When I told you to scream, you wouldn’t. Now you’re making trouble at the wrong time.”

All the children turned pale, whimpering and crying. Chu Qiao sighed deeply and slowly said: “What I’m about to say is very important. You must listen carefully if you want to save your lives, understand?”

The children immediately stopped crying and stared at her with wide eyes.

“I am Steward Zhu Shun’s person. This old beast was inhuman and always harmed children. Steward Zhu Shun couldn’t bear it anymore and sent me to kill him. This is eliminating a scourge for the people. None of you are allowed to reveal this or betray Steward Zhu, no matter what torture the Zhuge family uses on you. Don’t say anything. Steward Zhu will rescue you. Do you understand?”

The children nodded hurriedly, each like a terrified rabbit.

Chu Qiao smiled faintly. The net had been cast, now just waiting for the fish to swim in. Even if these children were noble and virtuous enough to endure torture and refuse to reveal her words, or even if they did speak and the Zhuge family didn’t believe them, everyone in Qing Shan Courtyard had personally seen Zhu Shun’s people take her to Zhuge Si’s mansion. Based on this alone, he couldn’t escape responsibility. Death had become inevitable. The only question now was what kind of death he would face.

Looking at the hourglass to check the time, it was just right. There was still time to sneak back and help Little Eight escape through the back door.

Everything was proceeding too smoothly.

Just as she was about to leave through the main door, a hand suddenly gripped the child’s ankle tightly. Chu Qiao looked down and saw it was a guard who wasn’t completely dead.

“Aiding a tiger to do evil—you deserve to die!” Chu Qiao’s eyes instantly shot out cold rays as she pulled the arrow from the man’s forehead. The corpse twitched a few times, then moved no more. Chu Qiao tried hard to pry open his hand, struggling several times but couldn’t free her foot. The child became fierce, pulling out the guard’s long sword, and with a plunging sound, cut off his hand.

“What are you doing?”

Chapter 31: Escaping with One’s Life
“What are you doing?”

The deep voice sounded like a grieving soul from hell, carrying intense killing intent and profound disappointment. Zhuge Yue wore a fire-red fur coat, his head covered with snow, followed by a large group of Qing Shan Courtyard attendants. His eyes dark, he looked at the blood-covered child and spoke slowly, enunciating each word.

Chu Qiao raised her head, her delicate brows gradually furrowing. Why was Zhuge Yue here?

The child gazed at him calmly, coldly curling her lips into a faint smile: “As you can see, I killed this old beast whose crimes could not be absolved by a thousand deaths.”

Zhuge Yue’s face was gloomy, his eyes churning with dark clouds: “Those previous incidents were also your doing.”

“Indeed!” The child smiled brightly. Such a sweet and innocent smile seemed so out of place in this environment. Holding a severed hand, she said with a beaming face: “Too bad you found out too late. You should first think about how to face the questioning from the various heads of the Zhuge clan when you return. After all, I am a servant from your courtyard, and after Zhuge Si’s death, the biggest beneficiaries are the members of your main branch.”

“Guards!” Zhuge Yue commanded in a deep voice: “Seize her!”

“How wishful!” The child sneered, raising an eyebrow and waving her hand as she shouted: “Hidden weapons!”

The servants from Qing Shan Courtyard immediately panicked. The agile servants quickly surrounded Zhuge Yue in protective layers. Though young, Yue Qi was exceptionally skilled. He spun forward rapidly, suddenly drawing his long sword, and wielding it with swift, powerful movements like storm winds sweeping rain. Streaks of white light crossed before him, creating a barrier that even water could not penetrate.

With a thud, something struck Yue Qi’s long sword, causing blood to shoot skyward. Looking down, everyone saw it was a mangled severed hand.

From outside the window came the child’s cold and fierce shout: “Zhuge Yue, Lin Xi’s death will not be in vain!”

Under the cold moonlight, the small, delicate body instantly vanished into the boundless night.

The young man stood in place, his face turning green and eyes red. Zhu Cheng looked at him carefully and anxiously shouted at the other attendants: “What are you all standing there for? Chase after her!”

Everyone finally snapped out of their daze and pursued together.

In the garden of the villa, the child’s nimble body moved like a small civet cat, swiftly running along the winding paths. Just then, chaotic footsteps sounded ahead, as if many people were rapidly approaching. The child’s expression turned cold, and she immediately stopped.

“Ah! It’s you!” Recognizing who was coming, the child hurried forward: “Have you caught the thief?”

The leading man, seeing it was the sobbing little slave girl, frowned and said sternly: “Get out of the way! This is none of your business. Don’t block the path!” As he spoke, he pushed against the child’s shoulder.

“More assassins came to the room and killed all your men. They claimed to be the Fourth Young Master of Qing Shan Courtyard’s people. I ran out to report this.”

“What?” The man was shocked and said: “Absolute nonsense! There are also intruders outside the mansion, about three hundred people, skulking about. They’re not from our Zhuge family. Our brothers couldn’t hold them off, so I came back for reinforcements.”

People outside too? Could they be Zhuge Yue’s followers? Chu Qiao frowned, calmly saying: “That way is blocked. They outnumber you. Let’s do this: hide here and launch a surprise attack when they’re unprepared. I’ll lure them over.”

The man was delighted, thinking this little slave girl had some courage after all: “Good. If this succeeds, I’ll report truthfully to our superiors.”

“Mm,” the child smiled brightly: “As long as I can be freed from slavery.”

Moments later, the servants from Qing Shan Courtyard pursued this spot and, without exchanging a word, began fighting with the Zhuge villa servants who couldn’t identify them in the darkness. Yue Qi took the lead, shouting angrily: “Who are you people? Are you Master Zhuge’s subordinates? I am the Fourth Young Master’s guard!”

“To hell with you!” The burly man spat: “And I’m an armed guard from Sheng Jin Palace! Brothers, follow me and attack!”

Amidst the sounds of fierce combat, the child’s footsteps gradually moved away from the battlefield.

Finally reaching the outer wall, the child frowned, looking left and right for something to climb with. Just then, a gust of force suddenly came from behind. Chu Qiao, nimble and quick to react, immediately turned around, pulling out her crossbow, ready to fire.

“Ah!” came a soft exclamation as the child was suddenly lifted. With a few nimble jumps, they were already atop the high wall.

“Well, you’re truly not adorable, drawing weapons as soon as we meet.”

Yan Xun wore a white fur coat, with black hair and star-like eyes, the corner of his mouth carrying a somewhat cynical smile. Looking down at the Zhuge mansion, lit torches, and chaotic crowds could be seen everywhere. Inside and outside the compound, people were fighting, with constant battle cries carrying over. Yan Xun looked around and shook his head with a sigh: “Look at you, such a small child, yet causing so much trouble. The Zhuge family had eight generations of bad luck to take you as a servant.”

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, struggling: “Let me go!”

The young man laughed heartily, not afraid of being discovered, smiling as he moved closer: “Little girl, it’s one thing that you didn’t keep our appointment, but now you owe me another favor. How do you plan to repay it?”

“Who asked for your help? Self-important fellow!”

“Hmph, always the same words. I’ve truly rescued an ungrateful wolf.” Yan Xun snorted but immediately smiled again: “But it doesn’t matter, this young master is in a good mood. Little girl, you’ve seen enough excitement. If we don’t leave now, we’ll get burned ourselves. Hold on tight!”

With that, the young man leaped down from the wall. Chu Qiao was startled, silently cursing him as a fool, but immediately wrapped her arms and legs tightly around Yan Xun’s body, hoping that the legendary superior lightness skill truly existed. Otherwise, this fall would surely end in injury.

With a thud, the warhorse neighed loudly. Feng Mian grinned: “Young Master, I’ve been waiting for you for ages.”

Sitting on horseback, with handsome features, a jade-like appearance, and a snow-white robe, Yan Xun laughed heartily and said in a resonant voice: “Then let’s go.”

Behind them, battle cries reached the heavens, and fires spread continuously. The Northern Prince of Yan spurred his horse and rapidly disappeared at the end of the long street.

Almost simultaneously, Wei Shouyou and Zhuge Huai both received a secret letter. Under the flickering lights, these outstanding young representatives of their families wore solemn expressions. After brief instructions, they each stepped out of their family mansions.

At the edge of the sky, layers of clouds accumulated, and heavy snow spread everywhere. Only a cold moon shone faintly upon the world of heaven and earth.

Chapter 32: The Battle Song Plays Long
On the snow-covered ancient road, an eight-horse carriage made of rosewood with thick brocade curtains raced forward frantically. The Western Frontier blood horses from the Western Desert occasionally kicked the accumulated snow to the sides. The driver wore a thick cotton coat, his eyebrows and eyes covered with frost, his cheeks red from the cold, and even his gaze seemed frozen by this deadly weather.

Wu Daoye lifted a corner of the curtain, his long narrow eyes half-closed. The howling north wind whirled up the snow on the ground, spinning it in circles. Li Xian rode protectively beside the carriage, shouting, but his voice now sounded as thin as a mosquito’s buzz, almost indistinguishable.

“Sir!” Li Xian shouted, “The snowstorm is too fierce! Please return to the carriage!”

Wu Daoye shook his head, his young face appearing somewhat grave. He looked up and called out loudly: “How much time do we have left?”

“Two hours.”

Wu Daoye’s brows furrowed tightly, an ominous premonition slowly rising from the depths of his heart. The words his master had said before he left echoed once more in his mind. If everything was true as his master had predicted, the Prince of Yan’s family might face a great calamity this time.

“Li Xian,” Wu Daoye said solemnly, “take the eighteen Yan guards and go ahead first. You must deliver the message to the Hostage Residence. If the situation becomes unfavorable, don’t fight recklessly. Try to contact Lady Yu and lie low, waiting for me to enter the city. You must keep track of the young master’s whereabouts and ensure his safety.”

“I understand!” Li Xian acknowledged, saying: “Please be careful too, sir. I’ll go ahead now.”

With that, he waved to the eighteen Yan guards and galloped away.

Wu Daoye watched as Li Xian and his men gradually disappeared into the snowstorm. He lowered the curtain, leaned back against the carriage, and exhaled deeply.

Hopefully, they would still be in time.

At this very moment, at the martial grounds beside the White Willow Temple in Zhen Huang City, the shadow guard Yan Seventeen from the Hostage Residence had just stopped Yan Xun’s warhorse, anxiously saying: “Commander Song of the Front City Xiao Qi Army has surrounded the Hostage Residence with his troops. The eldest son of the Zhuge family, Young Master Zhuge Huai, has also brought the Zhuge family’s troops to the Zhuge villa. Now, they’re all heading this way.”

Yan Xun frowned and asked in a deep voice: “Why is the Xiao Qi Camp getting involved? Did the Zhuge family notify the Council of Elders so quickly?”

“Young Master!” Feng Mian called out loudly as hoofbeats rapidly approached from behind. The young page boy looked somewhat panicked, anxiously saying: “The people behind us are catching up!”

Yan Xun’s expression remained calm as he turned to ask: “How many? Are they Zhuge Yue’s men?”

“No,” the child’s hood was covered with snow, and as he spoke excitedly, the snow fell in flurries: “They’re Wei family men. I saw with my own eyes that Wei Shuye was leading the team.”

“The Wei family?” Yan Xun’s eyebrows knitted together as he said solemnly: “Since when did the Wei family join forces with the Zhuge mansion? Moreover, how could they have notified and mobilized the Wei family troops so quickly in such a short time?”

He looked down at Chu Qiao sitting in front of him and frowned: “Girl, have you offended someone from the Wei family?”

Chu Qiao’s brows furrowed as her small face contemplated seriously before she shook her head firmly, saying: “No.”

“That’s strange then.” Yan Xun murmured, his expression calm as he concentrated on thought.

Chu Qiao turned back to look at the young man’s handsome brows, saying: “One must take responsibility for one’s actions. This is my own business, Yan Xun. You don’t need to get involved.”

Yan Xun was taken aback. Though the child still had the face of a young child, her demeanor and tone were so serious and calm. He became momentarily distracted and replied incongruously: “Girl, I’m very curious about you. Until you tell me the truth, I’m reluctant to let you be captured like this.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, her tone steady: “Mountains don’t change, and waters flow forever; we’ll surely meet again someday. Besides, it won’t be easy for them to catch me. I’m alone, a small target, easier to escape. As for you, your identity and status are what they are. I don’t want you to be implicated innocently.”

Yan Xun’s eyes were like torches, looking at her with intensity. Chu Qiao nimbly dismounted, not at all hindered by her small stature. After getting off the horse, she looked up at him and said: “Yan Xun, I’m leaving now. Although our status and positions differ, you’ve helped me several times. I’ll remember this kindness in my heart. If there’s an opportunity in the future, I’ll certainly repay it in full.”

Yan Xun smiled faintly without speaking. Chu Qiao noticed his strange expression and although somewhat suspicious, didn’t dwell on it. Time was pressing, and she couldn’t afford to be indecisive. Things had gone a bit out of control—not only had Zhuge Yue unexpectedly appeared, but the Wei family and Xiao Qi Camp troops had also been alerted, making the situation far more complicated than anticipated. However, in a city as vast as this, she was still confident she could hide safely.

The child crouched down, tightening her clothes, taking a final look at the somewhat dazed Yan Xun before turning and running swiftly toward the open street.

Suddenly, the sound of hoofbeats arose behind her. Before she could turn to look, Chu Qiao’s small body was lifted. Yan Xun’s laughter warmed the air behind her: “I don’t believe I can’t protect one little girl. Come, let’s return to Yan Bei tonight! I want to see what the Wei family and the Xiao Qi Camp generals can do!”

With that, he whipped his horse hard and galloped toward the city gate!

“Young Master!” Feng Mian and Yan Seventeen exclaimed in shock, both calling out at once.

“Seventeen, go back and prepare the troops to escort this young master out of the city.”

Through the blizzard and howling north wind, over a hundred horsemen thundered down the long street, waking half of Zhen Huang City’s citizens from their beautiful dreams. Yet no one cared what had happened that night; they simply carefully shut their doors and windows tight, deeply fearing becoming innocent victims.

Yan Xun reined in his warhorse, raising his hand to stop his Yan guards. The young heir lifted his chin slightly, coldly eyeing the dense ranks of officials and soldiers opposite. Yan Seventeen rode forward, shouting: “We are the Prince of Yan Bei’s men. Who are you people, and why are you blocking our way?”

“I am the junior general of the Xiao Qi Camp’s North Court, under orders to seal this road.”

A deep voice sounded from the opposite side. Yan Xun frowned and called out loudly: “This young master carries a sacred edict from Sheng Jin Palace. Who dares to block my way?”

“What a coincidence,” a somewhat effeminate voice slowly responded. The voice wasn’t loud, but in the stillness of the night, for some reason, it was particularly grating, carrying a bone-chilling coldness. A man in deep blue brocade robes with white jade fur slowly emerged from behind the crowd. His white horse was like snow, and torches burned high. The man smiled lightly and said slowly: “Prince Yan, what a coincidence indeed. I also carry a sacred edict from Sheng Jin Palace. Tonight, no one is allowed to leave the city. Anyone who violates this—”

The man deliberately paused, his gaze sweeping over Yan Xun before he smiled faintly and uttered three words: “Will be executed.”

“Wei Shouyou?” Yan Xun raised an eyebrow, his voice involuntarily rising a pitch. Chu Qiao positioned a horse length behind him, frowned, and urged her horse forward a step. Yan Xun’s hand, holding the whip, inconspicuously moved across to block the child’s path, protecting her behind him. Chu Qiao, dressed in Yan guard attire, felt a warmth in her heart. She looked up at Yan Xun’s straight back, and although the young man didn’t turn his head, a sense of warmth slowly spread through her, particularly precious in such a cold deep night.

“Besides, if I remember correctly, the sacred edict the young master carries permits departure tomorrow morning, correct?”

Yan Xun laughed lightly, raising his eyebrows: “This young master misses his mother and wishes to leave the city tonight.”

“Filial piety is admirable, but surely the young master needn’t be in such a rush?”

“You make me laugh, Wei gongzi. Yan Xun is young and willful. Once I decide on something, I want to do it immediately, or else I can’t sleep well.”

“Is that so?” Wei Shouyou’s tone was soft as he smiled lightly: “In that case, Prince Yan may have to suffer insomnia tonight.”

“The young master Wei is being far too bold!” The young page Feng Mian stepped forward, his clear voice shouting sternly: “Never mind now, even in normal times, our young master can go out of the city to hunt whenever he wishes. Who would dare to stop him? Young master Wei, blocking our way like this, whose authority are you relying on?”

“I rely on the authority of Sheng Jin Palace!” A deep voice suddenly sounded from behind. Yan Xun and his group immediately turned their heads to see two groups of troops approaching in a grand procession. Wei Shuye wore green fur, his expression cold. Zhuge Huai followed beside him, his face no longer showing his usual warm smile, but rather like solid ice, revealing no emotion.

“By imperial edict, the Prince of Kangqin of Yan Bei has colluded with Shang Shen rebels, harboring ill intentions and plotting rebellion. Wei Shuye, junior general of the Wei family, is specially ordered to detain Yan Xun, son of the Prince of Kangqin, and deliver him to the Court of Judgment for custody.”

As soon as these words fell, flashes of silver suddenly lit up as countless swords and sabers were unsheathed. The Yan guards were greatly alarmed but immediately moved forward as one to protect Yan Xun.

“Hey!” Chu Qiao drew the crossbow from her waist and moved closer, positioning herself at Yan Xun’s right side: “Looks like they’re coming for you.”

Yan Xun’s expression of shock and anger gradually faded, leaving only suppressed fury and calm composure. Hearing her words, he didn’t turn to look at the child but continued to stare straight ahead, saying in a deep voice: “I’m sorry for involving you.”

“It’s alright,” Chu Qiao smiled lightly: “One good turn deserves another. After this battle, we’ll be even.”

The night was dense, and killing intent surged. On the main street of Jiu Wai, the scent of blood began to slowly dissipate once more.

In the northern wind’s howl on a snowy night, swords and sabers weep blood when killing.

Chapter 33: Sharing Fortune and Misfortune
The fierce long wind swept across the entire main street, blowing with deathly chill from the direction of the underworld, lifting the fluttering edges of the young men’s clothes, sweeping through their black, billowing long hair, wings ready to take flight, like moths unflinchingly rushing into fire to die. In the sky where clouds gathered in layers, black giant birds flew overhead, their wings flapping as they shuttled through the snow that looked like cotton being pulled apart, emitting long, shrill cries. The breath of the warhorses instantly frosted and across the main street of Jiu Wai, bloodthirsty beasts of slaughter charged like wild animals. Long blades flashed with cold, bright radiance, like broken moonlight and stars, reflecting the blood-red glow of torches, resembling ferocious beasts of ancient times.

The Yan Bei Iron Guards, who had left their homeland to protect their young master, gradually fell amid the arrows that flew like locusts. Yan Seventeen, his shoulder stained with blood, vigorously slashed away a flying arrow and turned back, shouting: “Protect the young lord and breakthrough!”

Several Iron Guards responded with a roar, their battle knives dancing like full moons, protecting Yan Xun in the middle. A burly man shouted fiercely: “Seventeen, we’ll meet at Lou Qiao!”

With a thunderous boom, small catapults were brought to the front lines, and giant stones hurtled through the air. With just one hit, they shattered the protective circle formed by the Yan guards’ bodies. The warriors of Yan Bei spurted blood wildly, their bodies being knocked away like willow catkins, falling to the ground and raising large clouds of snowy mist.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Yan Xun grabbed the child who was trying to charge out of the crowd. The child held only a crossbow, her small frame appearing so thin and non-threatening. The young man nervously protected her at his side, angrily shouting: “Do you not value your life?”

“Let me go!” The child struggled, her eyes anxiously scanning back and forth among the opposing crowd, trying hard to break free from Yan Xun’s grasp.

Yan Xun was furious. He slashed away a flying arrow with his sword, his sword-like eyebrows standing up as he said solemnly: “You’re going to your death! I won’t let you go.”

“Breaking through now still offers a glimmer of hope,” Chu Qiao turned back, her expression somewhat angry as she said fiercely: “Or would you rather stay here and wait to die with you?”

The young man was stunned. Even at such a critical moment, hearing this, he still couldn’t help but tremble slightly. He nodded, his eyes appearing somewhat gloomy in the firelight, his voice deep, even with a hint of childish sulking: “Rest assured, even if I were to die here today, I would never implicate you.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, realizing he had misunderstood. Slightly annoyed, but unwilling to explain, she merely turned her head and snorted softly.

“Thirteen and Seventeen,” Yan Xun said, “in the chaos, escort this child to break through. Make sure to take her to a safe place, understood?”

“Young lord!”

Yan Thirteen frowned, objecting: “Our mission is to protect you!”

“Your mission is to follow my orders!”

Chu Qiao frowned, glancing at them. Seeing Yan Xun wasn’t paying attention, she gave a tug and escaped from his grasp. Small in stature, mounted on horseback, she proved remarkably agile, instantly breaking out of the encirclement.

“You!” Yan Xun was greatly alarmed, shouting fiercely. In an instant, all eyes from both sides focused on this small child.

Chu Qiao’s horsemanship was superb, like a fierce tiger released from its cage. Passing by two Yan guards, her technique reached the pinnacle of skill as she effortlessly drew two sharp battle knives. Her body moved from side to side, holding a small crossbow, shooting from various positions beside and below the horse. In the insufficient light of night, those flying arrows somehow didn’t hurt her at all.

“Quick! Cover her!” Yan Xun held his bow and shot, with a whoosh piercing the skull of an archer. His archery was outstanding, his martial skills exquisite.

With the sound of hoofbeats, she approached the front troops of the enemy forces. Though the child’s strength was small, the angles of her attacks were extremely tricky. Quick-eyed and nimble-handed, though anyone could see she hadn’t studied any martial arts, she won through her boldness and meticulousness. For a time, she managed to charge into the crowd. The child swung her knife, overturning two people, then threw a flying knife that, though launched later, arrived first, stabbing into the throat of a Wei soldier before he could attack.

Seeing such a small child being so fierce, the Yan guards’ morale surged. Yan Seventeen, seeing that there was hope, shouted loudly and fiercely: “Charge with me!”

“A cornered beast’s struggle, not knowing life from death!” Wei Shouyou snorted coldly, raising his crossbow, quickly bending the bow, and nocking an arrow. In an instant, the silver arrow shot forth like a meteor.

The wind whistled, and by the time the child noticed, it was too late. As the child turned her head, the arrow flashed in her eyes. In just a moment, the child’s face was hit by an arrow, her body tilted, and she fell violently from her horse!

“Girl!” Yan Xun’s eyes were bloodshot, crying out in shock, turning his head to look at Wei Shouyou, his gaze burning with fire that could scorch people.

Wei Shouyou smiled coldly and said loudly: “The Prince of Yan has defied imperial orders. All commanders, listen to the command: capture him, regardless of whether he lives or dies!”

The Wei troops let out a great shout, charging forward with the soldiers of the Xiao Qi Camp, instantly transforming from an arrow formation to close-quarter combat. Yan Xun kicked away a burly man and unsheathed his three-foot green sword, and two enemies who pounced on him immediately met their end.

“Yan Xun, are you trying to rebel?” Zhuge Huai did not join the battle but led the Zhuge family soldiers to stand outside the battle circle to observe. Seeing the situation, he shouted.

“When one wishes to condemn, pretexts are never lacking. Yan Xun never thought of rebellion. The Wei clan relies on the Council of Elders to frame loyal subjects, but the men of Yan Bei are not pigs to be slaughtered at will!”

“Arrogant youth,” Wei Shouyou snorted coldly, riding forward and waving his hand, saying: “If that’s the case, don’t blame me for disregarding our former classmate friendship.”

Just as he was about to order a full-scale attack, a sharp sound suddenly rang out in his ear. Wei Shouyou was stunned and turned his head, just in time to see the corpse of the junior general of the Xiao Qi Camp’s North Court thunderously falling from his horse. The man’s eyes were wide open, his forehead pierced by an arrow, his mouth still gaping in disbelief, as if wanting to say something, but ultimately unable to utter a word.

He and the Xiao Qi Camp junior general had been standing beyond arrow range; how could this arrow have reached them?

A violent sense of crisis instantly surged in his heart. Wei Shouyou violently turned his horse’s head, about to gallop forward, but at that moment, the warhorse suddenly let out a mournful cry. Its two front legs were heavily struck, and with a thud, it kneeled to the ground. Wei Shouyou inevitably fell from his horse. Before he could get up, a sharp, cold dagger was tightly pressed against his neck, and the child’s voice coldly sounded in his ear, with faint mockery and teasing: “Young Master Wei, isn’t this exciting?”

“Everyone stop!”

The long wind reversed, snow flying, as the child suddenly raised her thin, small face and fiercely shouted: “Or I’ll kill him!”

Chapter 34: The Traveler Returns Through Snow
“Big brother!” Wei Shuye raised his eyebrows and shouted, spurring his horse forward.

There was a sharp whistling sound as a crossbow bolt came flying through the air like a shooting star, flashing with a chilling gleam. It struck the head of Wei Shuye’s warhorse with terrifying precision, entering through the left eye and exiting through the right. Blood splattered and brain matter burst forth as an agonizing wail rose to the heavens. Wei Shuye, with nimble movements, jumped down from his horse and stood somewhat disheveled amidst the swirling snow.

The child crouched on the ground, left hand holding a knife against Wei Shuyou’s neck, right hand holding a crossbow slightly bent and pressed against their shoulder blade. Tilting their head, the child bit out an arrow from the small quiver on their back, and using only their mouth and arm in coordination, quickly loaded the arrow. Raising an eyebrow, they looked coldly at Commander Shuye and slowly said: “That shot was to repay you for your support at Purple Pavilion Square. The next shot won’t just hit a horse. I advise you not to come any closer.”

Everyone’s gaze became momentarily stunned as if frozen by the deadly weather. Over a thousand True Imperial City’s most elite soldiers, princes and nobles from great families, and excellent commanders from the Empire’s military hall all frowned as they looked at the child who wasn’t even three feet tall. The child wore soft leather armor that was too large, with a green leather collar protecting their thin little face. Their face wasn’t even as big as an adult’s palm, with large clear eyes, a small upturned nose, and slightly pouting lips. Their arms were slender, looking as if they could snap with the slightest force. Everything about them exuded an undeniable softness and youthfulness.

Yet it was this child who looked as if they could be blown away by a gust of wind, this child who stood not even as high as an adult’s waist, who had broken through the blockade of the Wei family’s elite forces. Using the enemy’s carelessness and their superior intellect, at this moment, they crouched there without fear, defying over a thousand soldiers, defying the Elder Council’s decision, defying the master of Golden Palace, defying the entire Great Xia Empire. With a cold expression, they held the enemy’s leader hostage, threatening everyone.

This was Chu Qiao’s first open rebellion against the Great Xia Dynasty’s rule, showing contempt for the imperial authority. Her thinking was simple—she wanted to escape, taking Yan Xun with her.

“Put down your weapons, open the gates, and don’t make me say it twice.” The child’s voice was low as her gaze slowly swept through the crowd. As she turned her body, the crossbow bolt pressed against her shoulder blade turned with her, like a bloodthirsty eye, slowly sliding over the fluctuating hearts of those around her.

“Attack!” Wei Shuyou suddenly shouted harshly. The pampered noble prince of the imperial dynasty could not tolerate the humiliation of being threatened by a commoner. He raised his head stubbornly, showing no fear of the knife cutting into the skin of his neck, and angrily said: “Capture them!”

With a swift “swoosh,” before Wei Shuyou could finish speaking, two of his fingers were instantly cut off by the child. A piercing scream rose to the sky as the youngest magistrate in True Imperial City’s history groaned, blood gushing from his severed fingers and splashing all over the ground.

“Mountains cannot hide it, the great river flows east, and the wise adapt to circumstances. Lord Wei, I suggest you keep your mouth shut.”

The child looked up at Wei’s guards, smiled coldly, and said slowly: “Did you not understand my words, or are you deliberately defying me? Or perhaps you’re following the orders of another commander?” The child’s gaze moved to Wei Shuye, making a small circle, as she smiled coldly: “With your biggest competitor dead, some people can rightfully ascend to the position of the family head. Commander Shuye, who else but you for the position of Imperial Elder?”

“Lowborn trash!” Wei Shuyou gritted his teeth and said hatefully: “We brothers are close; you needn’t try to sow discord.”

“Whether you are truly close brothers remains to be seen.” The child smiled faintly, her eyes meeting Wei Shuye’s. She made a feigned cut at Wei Shuyou’s neck with her knife, her smile mischievous, not at all like that of an eight-year-old child.

She quickly tied up Wei Shuyou. Though she was small in stature and not very strong, her binding technique and the way she tied the knots were remarkably clever. Even with Wei Shuyou’s strength, he found it difficult to break free.

“Mount up,” the child snorted coldly. “I must trouble Lord Wei to escort us.”

Thick clouds covered the sky, without a glimpse of starlight. Even the cold moonlight was concealed.

The child did not ride the same warhorse as Wei Shuyou, but rather confidently and boldly sat on another warhorse, following two horse-lengths behind him. Holding a small crossbow, her eyes fixed firmly on the bound man in front of her, ready to deliver a fatal blow when necessary.

“Yan Xun, let’s go.”

Without turning her head, her voice echoed coldly through the air. Yan Xun narrowed his eyes, and then the corners of his mouth turned upward as he smiled happily. He lazily climbed onto horseback and led his subordinates straight ahead, completely disregarding the enemy soldiers at his side. Chu Qiao rode at the front. She looked so small, but the cold aura emanating from her tiny body could not be ignored. Wherever she went, the mass of True Imperial guards made way, like a receding flood.

The west gate opened with a creaking sound, torches burning fiercely, casting a red glow over everything. The northern beacon fires of the empire still had not been extinguished. The flames of war had affected tens of thousands of Great Xia civilians, blood staining every inch of land on the Shangzhen Plateau. At this moment, in the heart of the empire, Yan Xun, son of the Prince of Yan and deemed the leader of the rebellion by the empire, openly walked out through the northwest triumphal gate of True Imperial City. The most elite troops of the Great Xia Dynasty could only watch helplessly, unable to take any action to salvage the situation.

History changed at this moment. A tiger cub was released from its cage, and no one knew if it would become a fierce dragon dominating the northwest.

Zhuge Huai’s lips curved slightly in an almost imperceptible smile.

For the Zhuge family, whether the Yan Bei heir could return to Yan Bei was not important. What mattered was that the Golden Palace had given this task to the Wei family, and they had failed to complete it.

“There could be no more pleasing news than this,” Zhuge Huai thought to himself and said to the attendant at his side: “Go notify the Fourth Young Master to return to the mansion immediately. I have matters to discuss with him.”

Zhu Yong stepped forward and bowed: “The Fourth Young Master has left the city.”

“What?” Zhuge Huai was startled and asked in a deep voice: “Left the city?”

“He just went out through the north gate, saying he was… saying he was capturing an escaped slave from the mansion.”

“Escaped slave?” Zhuge Huai frowned and said: “What escaped slave would require him to go personally?”

“This servant is not clear about the details. I will go investigate immediately.”

Zhuge Huai raised his head, his eyes half-closed as he gazed at the pitch-black night sky, murmuring: “I hope he doesn’t ruin things.”

Snow fell heavily. Half an hour later, on the desolate ancient plank road, Yan Xun, dressed in white fur, ordered his men to untie Wei Shuyou’s ropes and said coldly: “Since I promised to release you, I won’t go back on my word. You may go.”

Wei Shuyou gave Yan Xun and the child behind him a fierce look, then turned around and headed in the direction of True Imperial City.

“You shouldn’t have released him,” the child’s cold voice sounded from behind. “Didn’t you see the look in his eyes? Keeping him alive will eventually become a major problem.”

Yan Xun shook his head, watching Wei Shuyou’s gradually disappearing figure, and said slowly: “If I killed him, Yan Bei would truly be guilty of rebellion. I cannot take that risk.”

After speaking, the young man turned to look at the child and said: “What are your plans? The Zhuge family won’t let you go. Come back to Yan Bei with me.”

The child looked up and smiled lightly, saying: “Thank you for your kindness, but I still have matters to attend to.”

Yan Xun frowned and said in a deep voice: “What business could a small child like you have?”

Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows as she looked at Yan Xun: “After all this time, what part of me still makes you think I’m a child?”

Yan Xun was stunned, at a loss for words to argue, but thinking about it, she indeed didn’t resemble a child in any way. The Prince of Yan furrowed his brows, thought for a while, then defiantly grabbed Chu Qiao’s hand and stubbornly said: “I think you look like a child in every way. Look at this hand, small arms, small legs, small head, small stature—a child. Even if you are ruthless, you’re still a child.”

Chu Qiao shook off Yan Xun’s hand, frowning and muttering: “Nonsense.”

“Hey!” Yan Xun spurred his horse forward, blocking Chu Qiao’s path. “Are you leaving?”

“I must go.”

“What matter is so important that you must handle it? Can’t I find someone to do it for you?” The young prince asked loudly, embarrassed and angry.

Chu Qiao turned her head to look at the young man’s clear eyes, took a deep breath, and said in a heavy voice: “Yan Xun, you and I are not the same kind of people. We’ve traveled together for this stretch of road, and that is enough.”

Yan Xun sat on horseback, silent.

“We have shared this journey, but the future is uncertain. Take care of yourself.” The child said this in a low tone, like an elder, then turned her horse around and rode away with a flick of her whip.

Without stars or moonlight, amidst the swirling snow, the child rode alone, gradually disappearing into the storm. Yan Xun suddenly came to his senses and spurred his horse forward a few steps, but it was in vain. The young man in white fur sat on horseback, calling loudly to the child who had vanished into the snow: “Hey! If you ever need anything in the future, come find me in Yan Bei!”

His voice penetrated the snowstorm, echoing through the vast darkness. The night was far from over, pitch black and bone-chillingly cold.

Chapter 35: Into the Tiger’s Den
Outside the pitch-dark True Imperial City, a small shadow was moving rapidly along the plank road beyond the eastern gate. A huge leather coat covered the child’s head, face, and figure. A small bundle made of mink fur was carried on their back, bulging and very heavy.

The snow and wind grew stronger, making it almost impossible to keep one’s eyes open. The child walked with difficulty but never stopped, as if some fierce beast were in pursuit.

Amid the howling wind, the crisp sound of hoofbeats suddenly rang out. From the distant plains, a pure black warhorse approached rapidly. The rider was small in stature, only seven or eight years old, wearing the uniform of a Yan Bei guard. A pair of jet-black eyes scanned through the night like a sharp eagle. Spotting the child walking alone ahead, they immediately brightened with joy, cracked the whip, and quickly caught up.

“Xiao Ba!” Chu Qiao shouted, but the raging wind instantly shattered her voice. The child walking ahead did not notice and continued hurrying forward with their head lowered. Chu Qiao spurred her horse forward, intercepting the child’s path. Frowning, she asked in a deep voice: “Xiao Ba?”

“Hehe,” a low, hoarse laugh suddenly came forth as the small figure raised its head. The face was full of wrinkles—it wasn’t a young child at all, but a middle-aged dwarf in his forties!

In that split second, a sleeve arrow shot out from the dwarf’s sleeve, aiming straight at Chu Qiao’s face. The cold wind whistled around the sharp projectile. Caught off guard, the child grunted and immediately fell from the horse’s back.

A hoarse, cold laugh slowly rose, sounding particularly eerie under the cold night sky. The dwarf threw away the bundle on his back and slowly walked forward, kicking the child’s leg. Seeing no response from the child, who lay like a corpse, he crouched down to check for breathing.

“My master is truly foolish to send me after such a little brat,” the dwarf snorted coldly, turning the child’s prone body over.

However, in that flash of lightning, the child who had been lying limply on the ground suddenly sprang up. Her eyes sparkled like stars, her movements explosive and powerful. The cold wind cut sharply as killing intent surged. In the blink of an eye, the seemingly subdued child had turned the tables, pressing an ice-cold dagger firmly against the dwarf’s carotid artery. Then she spat out the sleeve arrow she had been holding in her mouth.

“Speak! Where is Xiao Ba?”

The child’s voice sounded cold as she pushed the dagger forward, the blade cutting through skin as crimson blood began to seep out.

“What, what Xiao Ba?” The sinister man instantly lost his previous arrogant demeanor. His voice trembled with fear as he quickly said: “I don’t know any Xiao Ba. I’m just doing a job for someone.”

Chu Qiao spoke calmly: “Xiao Ba is the owner of this bundle, the child you were impersonating.”

“I, I don’t know,” the dwarf said. “The Fourth Young Master’s men found me. I’m a retainer of the Zhuge family. I do not quarrel with you.”

“You don’t know?” The child frowned, looking the man up and down. Seeing the dwarf nodding desperately, anger rose in her heart. Her wrist pressed down—vertically, finding the point, piercing, rotating, pulling horizontally. The man’s eyes suddenly widened, his pupils dilated, his limbs stiffened, and he immediately stopped breathing, leaving only a long line of blood stretched across his neck.

“You’re not suited to being a retainer assassin for others. Since you’ll die sooner or later anyway, you might as well do something good before you die.” The child stared coldly at the dwarf’s corpse, then crouched down and with one slash of her knife, cut open the large hooded coat he was wearing.

Tonight was destined not to be a night for peaceful sleep in True Imperial City. Though it was late, the east gate was still brightly lit. The Fourth Young Master of the Zhuge family personally supervised as he ordered half of True Imperial City’s garrison to help him capture an escaped slave from the Zhuge household.

Several groups of horsemen had already set out, but no news had returned. Zhuge Yue sat on horseback, with the east gate behind him like a giant lion sleeping in the boundless night. The Zhuge family servants followed behind him, everyone holding their breath, not daring to make a sound, afraid of disturbing this enraged tiger.

“Fourth Young Master!”

Zhu Cheng, wearing a gray robe, hunched over as he quickly ran forward and whispered in Zhuge Yue’s ear: “Fourth Young Master, the Eldest Young Master has sent someone to tell you to return to the mansion immediately.”

Zhuge Yue appeared not to hear and continued to stare expressionlessly ahead. Zhu Cheng anxiously said: “The messenger said that Yan Xun has escaped, forcing his way out of the city with people from the Hostage Residence. The Wei family has suffered a major setback. Wei Shuyou had two fingers cut off and was taken hostage.”

Upon hearing this, Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow, thought silently for a moment, then frowned and said: “Yan Xun?”

“Yes,” Zhu Cheng said, “On the Nine Wai Main Street between White Orchid Temple and Purple Pavilion Square.”

The young Zhuge Yue asked in a deep voice: “From which direction did Yan Xun and his people come?”

“It seems… it seems they came from the direction of Red Water Lake.”

“How bold!” Zhuge Yue snorted coldly, his sword-like eyebrows rising as he immediately understood why Wei Shuye had earlier surrounded the Zhuge villa and clashed with the servants inside. The young man’s brows knitted tightly, his eyes black as ink, as if brewing a massive cyclone. Gripping the reins tightly, he asked in a deep voice: “In which direction did Yan Xun flee?”

“Fourth Young Master!” Zhu Cheng exclaimed in alarm, “The Eldest Young Master specifically instructed that you must not get involved in this matter under any circumstances!”

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow and was about to speak when suddenly the sound of galloping hooves came rolling from ahead. A black fine horse unique to Yan Bei appeared before everyone’s eyes. A small figure wearing a huge hooded coat rode back, and from a distance, threw a small corpse onto the snow with a thud. The body wore cyan leather armor, clearly the uniform of a servant from Yan Xun’s Hostage Residence.

Zhuge Yue’s eyes immediately flashed with a sharp light, his sword-like eyebrows tightly knit. A servant nearby shouted: “Fourth Young Master, Hu Sheng has returned.”

Zhuge Yue looked at the corpse on the ground. The body was stiff, the hair disheveled, the clothes a mixture of blood and mud—dead for some time. An uncontrollable anger surged in his heart. He slowly raised his head, his gaze sharp as he looked at the dwarf on horseback who stood no more than three feet tall, and said word by word: “You killed her?”

The one called Hu Sheng nimbly dismounted, stepped forward with a lowered head, and fell to his knees with a heavy thud. His voice was low and difficult to distinguish in the north wind, but hard as iron as he said resolutely: “Mission accomplished without disgrace!”

“When did I tell you to kill her?” Zhuge Yue erupted in anger, stepping forward and lashing his whip hard across the newcomer’s back, shouting in rage: “You deserve to die!”

“Young Master!” “Ah! An assassin!”

A series of startled cries suddenly rang out. Just as Zhuge Yue’s whip fell on the newcomer’s back, the person who had been crouching on the ground suddenly lifted their head. The face was young and delicate as a lotus flower—where was the thick-skinned dwarf assassin? The child smiled coldly as she took the lash, her form like that of a swift leopard, instantly springing up from the ground. Her dagger swung out, held against Zhuge Yue’s throat as a small grappling technique subdued his struggle.

“You’re not dead yet?” Zhuge Yue’s eyes flickered as he spoke word by word in a deep voice. Yet at this moment, in such an environment, one could not tell from his voice whether he was pleased or angry.

“As you kindly wished, I’m still alive and well,” Chu Qiao stared coldly at Zhuge Yue, her gaze venomous and icy as she slowly said: “Though I’m not sure how much longer you’ll live.”

“Release my sister!” The howling wind came, as Chu Qiao shouted coldly and sternly: “Otherwise, go meet your Zhuge family patriarch in the netherworld!”

The most important exam is finished. Updates will gradually return to normal, temporarily one chapter per day. Thank you, dear ones, for your support during this period. Hoo hoo, Winter is working hard.

Chapter 36: Mountains Like Iron
The wilderness was like snow, the mountain passes like iron. The north wind carried large goose feather-like snowflakes, sprinkling them before everyone’s eyes. The eight-year-old child wore an iron-gray cloak, the huge hood covering her clear, clean eyes. Her snow-white little hand gripped an ice-cold dagger as she stood among thousands of soldiers, head held high, without a trace of fear or weakness.

That night, the heavens seemed to have gone mad, bringing the heaviest snowfall True Imperial City had seen in ten years. The howling north wind tore at people’s frozen blue faces, but those pairs of eyes could not return to their normal curvature.

Zhuge Yue smiled coldly and turned his head, speaking slowly in a low voice: “Would you kill me?”

The snow and wind blew between the two of them. Suddenly, an owl screeched fiercely overhead, like the unwilling howls of wronged souls in the thick night. Chu Qiao’s gaze instantly turned cold. That dilapidated woodshed, the child’s pure smile, a piece of fragrant braised pork exploded in her heart like a bomb. She slowly lowered her head, looking coldly into the young man’s eyes, and said in a deep voice: “You’re welcome to try.”

“Is that so?” The corner of Zhuge Yue’s mouth lifted, his eyes slightly narrowed as he smiled lightly: “Good.”

With that, the young man’s body instantly seemed to lose control, suddenly dropping his head and thrusting forward toward the sharp blade like one committing suicide.

“Young Master!” “Master!” “Ah!”

All the panicked voices sounded simultaneously. Time seemed to freeze in that second. The great chaotic noise gathered into one, forming a turbulent river that roared violently. Chu Qiao was greatly shocked—who would have thought this young man’s character would be so resolute and violent, preferring suicide to yield to her threat? In an instant, countless thoughts flashed through her mind, with no time to ponder their meaning. Almost simultaneously, the child skillfully withdrew her knife, but the sharp blade still left a long bloody mark on the young man’s neck, extending to his ear.

Just as Chu Qiao withdrew her knife, Zhuge Yue’s body suddenly moved like an agile loach. Taking advantage of the child’s momentary distraction, he straightened up, stepped forward, darted away, and recovered from the knife’s trajectory!

All these movements happened in a flash. Before the echoes of those surprised cries had faded, the young man who had been held hostage had already broken free. Although his method was extreme, at this moment, he stood proudly facing the child. Drawing the long sword from his waist, he pointed it at the frowning girl from a distance and said coldly: “You cannot kill me.”

Blood flowed down from his neck. Though the cut was not deep, a large amount of blood gushed out, flowing down his pale skin and seeping into his heavy fur coat. Seeing this, Zhu Cheng immediately ran forward, crying out in terror: “Fourth Young Master, you’re injured! Quick! Return to the mansion, return to the mansion!”

Zhuge Yue stared coldly at Chu Qiao as if he hadn’t heard Zhu Cheng’s words. He reached into his robe and took out a pure white handkerchief. The blood from his neck dripped onto the pristine cloth, spots of crimson, one drop, two drops, like winter plum blossoms blooming in the snow.

“Quick! Medicine! Young master, please sit down and let your servant bandage the wound!”

The pale-faced young man stood in the vast snow-covered ground. Between his eyes, an unfathomable sharpness slowly passed. He raised his right hand horizontally, the veins at his wrist visible as he gripped tightly. After a long moment, he suddenly resolutely released his hand. The wrinkled handkerchief flew away with the howling north wind, turning over twice in the night before being covered by the flying snow, gradually disappearing without a trace.

Who would remember that the pure white handkerchief had once wiped away someone’s tears? In the young man’s mysterious, inexpressible heart, there had once been someone he wanted to protect. But the great wind howled, and everything eventually scattered. When the play ends, whoever was most deeply immersed in the role is utterly defeated.

“Seize her!” Zhuge Yue turned away indifferently, his voice cold, devoid of any emotion.

The Zhuge family guards surrounded her. Chu Qiao stood in the center of the crowd, drawing her long sword. The blade gleamed brightly, reflecting the child’s cold-as-iron gaze. In those eyes, there was calmness, hatred, cautious assessment of the situation, and the determination of one who has burned their bridges—but not a single trace of weakness or regret.

She always knew how to survive, always knew what blood hatred she carried, always knew what debts of gratitude she owed. So, Zhuge Yue, when you cut off Xiao Jiu’s arm when you beat Linxi to death, we were destined to become enemies. If I cannot kill you, then I can only be killed by you—there is no other way.

“Attack!” A low shout suddenly rang out among the crowd. None of the Zhuge family servants dared to underestimate this seemingly small and frail child anymore. A group of agile men attacked simultaneously. Blades slashed downward, cold light flashed, and the sound of combat instantly filled the air. The child moved nimbly, like a wildcat. Left leg in a bow stance, right leg side-kicking, spinning in a flying turn, her long sword stained with blood. Her right hand grabbed a large man’s throat with a fierce claw grip. Exerting force through her fingers, dislocating tendons and bones, there was a crisp crack. The man’s eyeballs instantly bulged out as he fell limply.

The crowd was greatly alarmed, but not one person retreated. A thick-backed broadsword suddenly chopped down. Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow and lifted her arm to block, but being small and weak, despite her tricky angle, she was still forced to step back twice. Blood seeped through the clothing at her shoulder, clearly injured in the first exchange.

Seeing this, the Zhuge family guards immediately rejoiced. Although this child was full of cunning strategies, quick-witted, and ruthless, she was still not even eight years old. How could her strength compete with these burly men?

Realizing this, everyone rushed forward together. Zhuge Yue stood outside the battlefield, his gaze cold, his lips blue-white. Zhu Cheng anxiously pressed gauze to his wound as vast snow flew around them, a scene of desolation.

“Hya!”

Just then, a clear, vigorous shout suddenly rang out. The chaotic sound of hoofbeats abruptly came from the north.

Everyone turned their heads to see over a hundred fierce riders approaching rapidly from the distant north. Horses trampled the white snow, swift as meteors. The leading young man, dressed in white fur with black hair, held a crossbow, shooting like a meteor, swiftly downing several Zhuge family guards.

“Little girl!” The warhorse galloped forward, instantly charging into the crowd. The young man on horseback swooped down and grabbed Chu Qiao by the waist, placing her on the horse’s back. His eyes bright, he laughed heartily: “I’ve saved you again. How will you repay me?”

With a “swoosh,” Chu Qiao cut down a spear and turned back to glare angrily at Yan Xun: “Have you gone mad? Coming back at this time—do you not want to live?”

“What would you do if I didn’t come back?” Feeling his good intentions were unappreciated, Yan Xun pouted: “Hold tight!” With that, he fiercely whipped the horse’s flank. The warhorse neighed loudly, suddenly leaping over everyone’s heads as if soaring through clouds and mist!

“Yan Xun!” Zhuge Yue raged, lifting his robe, shouting furiously: “You dare interfere in my affairs!”

The Yan Bei warhorses were considered the finest in the world. Who could stop them on the plains? Yan Xun held Chu Qiao, looking back from far away, laughing loudly, saying clearly: “Fourth Young Master Zhuge, I pay my respects. Yan Xun returns north today. No need to see me off. The mountains remain unchanging, the waters flow forever—we shall meet again another day!”

With that, he led the Yan Bei warriors away like a gust of wind.

“Ah! Young Master!” Zhu Cheng cried out in alarm as the severely injured Zhuge Yue snorted angrily, tore off the gauze from his neck, and with furrowed brows, climbed onto horseback. Angrily cracking his whip, he pursued them closely.

“Quick! Quick, follow the Young Master!”

The night wind was like iron, whipping up large patches of snow from the ground.

Chapter 37: Trapped in a Cage
Yan Xun and Chu Qiao shared a single horse, galloping across the open snowy plains.

“Girl, come back to Yan Bei with me!”

“No.”

“You must,” the young man laughed cheerfully. “Let’s see where you can run this time.”

Hoofbeats shattered the tranquility of the plains. Fierce winds swept across the land as thunderous hoofbeats rolled behind them like distant thunder. Chu Qiao anxiously grabbed Yan Xun’s arm and said in a deep voice: “Madman, someone is chasing you?”

Yan Xun laughed carelessly and said: “It doesn’t matter. Yan Bei is vast and rich in resources. If the Wei family wants to follow along, it’s no big deal.”

Chu Qiao’s brows furrowed as she repeatedly looked back. Seeing the snow line gradually forming from a thread into a wall, she knew their pursuers were numerous. The child bit her lower lip, surveying the terrain around them, and said angrily: “Have you gone mad? You know people want you dead, yet you dare to come back?”

Yan Xun raised an eyebrow, repeating the same words: “What would you do if I didn’t come back?”

Chu Qiao’s eyes suddenly felt sore. She looked up at Yan Xun’s smooth chin—he was truly still a child, without even a beard, a pampered young master who recklessly caused trouble without regard for life or death. The child seemed dazed. Seeing this, Yan Xun laughed heartily and joked: “What, are you so moved that you want to pledge yourself to me? No need. You’re still too young. Who knows what you’ll look like when you grow up? How about this—just follow this Young Master, and we’ll see how things go.”

“Yan Bei thieves! Dismount and surrender immediately!”

A sudden shout rang out across the plain. The smiling Yan Xun raised an eyebrow and said: “Hey, looks like we have trouble again.” As he spoke, he cracked his whip to urge the horse forward, not slowing down but moving even faster.

Black battle armor appeared particularly fierce as mountains in the night. Urgent hoofbeats approached like rolling thunder. Countless waves of snow rose like an avalanche from the top of Mount Cangji, imposing and terrifying. The ground beneath them trembled frantically as if an ancient beast had awakened and was about to break through the surface, leaping out like a dragon.

“Hold tight!” The young man’s face suddenly became as unyielding as iron. His sword-like eyebrows knitted together as he gripped the reins tightly. With a sudden shout, the warhorse instantly reared up and leaped forward, neighing loudly, swift as the wind. The cold air sliced past their ears like sharp knives as they reached peak speed, instantly leaving their pursuers far behind.

“Haha!” Hearty laughter immediately rang out. The Yan Bei warriors all laughed loudly together, looking back at the astonished faces of the Wei family soldiers. The young page Feng Mian laughed and said: “Young Master, it’s time to let these noble young masters see what true Yan Bei warhorses are like.”

Yan Xun laughed resonantly: “Good, let’s open their eyes.”

As soon as he finished speaking, the Yan Bei cavalry simultaneously pulled their reins. They put fingers to lips and whistled, producing a clear, resonant call. While others were still confused, the warhorses under Yan Xun and his men suddenly stood on their hind legs. The manes on their necks all stood erect, like lions roaring, their voices piercing the sky with incomparable might and kingly dominance, making one’s blood surge and chest tighten. Hearing this, the warhorses under the True Imperial City warriors whinnied pitifully, their four legs weakening as they lay on the ground. No matter how much the generals who had received royal orders whipped them, they refused to stand up.

Chu Qiao was greatly surprised. The young page Feng Mian smiled, explaining proudly: “Our Yan Bei warhorses are bred from the queen mare of Mount Tianmu and wild wolves. Not only are they extremely fast, but on the battlefield, they can also summon wolf packs to assist in battle. These horses raised by the young masters of the capital’s great families have never even been on a battlefield. Just hearing the sound frightens them to the point of losing control. Wanting to chase us is simply a pipe dream.”

The Yan Bei warriors laughed in unison. The strong wind blew as Yan Xun’s great fur coat fluttered in the northern wind. The young man sat high on horseback and said loudly: “Let’s go, back to Yan Bei!”

The warriors laughed and shouted: “Back to Yan Bei!”

With rolling hoofbeats and billowing snow mist, under the black sky, the Yan Bei warriors galloped away with whips raised.

However, at that moment, a sense of crisis suddenly struck Chu Qiao’s heart. The alertness developed from years of dangerous work sounded a sharp warning like a bomb countdown timer. Before the child could even ponder this inexplicable tension, a sharp wind sound suddenly pierced the night, carrying the momentum of thunder, howling from the distance. Without time to react, almost in an instant, Chu Qiao punched Yan Xun in the abdomen. Yan Xun groaned in pain and bent over. Just as he was about to curse Chu Qiao for her ungrateful action, a powerful arrow immediately shot through his left shoulder, emerging from his back. Blood gushed forth with astonishing force. The young man’s body instantly fell from horseback like a kite with cut strings, crashing onto the cold snow!

“Yan Xun!”

Chu Qiao screamed in alarm and pulled the reins hard, but the warhorse in its rapid gallop completely ignored the pull of the reins and continued to run uncontrollably. The child became extremely anxious and suddenly leaped up. Her small body jumped from the horse’s back, executed a forward roll, and steadied herself in a crouch on the snowy plain.

“Yan Xun!” She rushed forward like a swift leopard. The young man had by now staggered to his feet. The child came forward and supported his shoulder, asking in a deep voice: “Are you all right?”

The young man’s gaze was cold, his brows tightly knit: “Not dead yet.”

With a “swoosh,” another powerful arrow shot toward them. Chu Qiao heard the sound and changed position, swinging her knife to chop fiercely. The arrow came so rapidly that it struck sparks with the blade, illuminating the pitch-black endless night.

“Put down your weapons!”

Uniformly shouted commands rang out simultaneously as countless mounted troops seemingly appeared out of nowhere from below the snowy plain. There were fully a thousand riders, each wearing snow-white fur coats. They had all been lying on the snow earlier, which was why the warhorses hadn’t noticed anything when passing by. Cold, sharp blades all pointed at the two of them, forming a forest of swords and spears through which not even a bird could fly. Not far away, the sounds of fierce fighting erupted simultaneously. The Yan Bei warriors who hadn’t dismounted in time had fallen into a heavy ambush and encirclement.

From behind the crowd, a young man in a black fur coat rode forward. His brocade robe under the great coat was embroidered with golden auspicious dragons, with a fierce dragon claw perched on the collar, gleaming dazzlingly under the flickering torches. Zhao Che narrowed his eyes and snorted coldly: “I knew the Wei family couldn’t succeed.”

Sharp blades were held at the necks of the two, and with a glance, the child noticed that each blade was imprinted with the Purple Wisteria Golden Flower unique to the Golden Palace, clearly identifying them as Imperial Guards. The young Seventh Prince looked coldly at Yan Xun, then turned his gaze to the small Chu Qiao, and said to his attendants in a deep voice: “Take them back.”

“Seventh Prince,” an attendant came forward, his eyes flitting toward the Yan Bei warriors fighting in the distance, and asked quietly: “The others?”

Zhao Che frowned slightly and snorted coldly: “Disrespecting royal orders, betraying the country and their master—what use is there in keeping them?”

The attendant immediately understood and shouted toward the distance: “By order of the Seventh Prince, traitors to the country and their masters shall be executed without mercy!”

A thunderous response immediately sounded. In an instant, arrows dense as a swarm of locusts shot out in unison. The Yan Bei warriors who had just been laughing heartily and boldly immediately became corpses, falling heavily onto the cold snow. Chu Qiao was furious, hearing young Feng Mian’s angry curses in her ears. Her fists clenched tightly as she looked coldly at Zhao Che sitting high on horseback. At this moment, some Golden Palace Imperial Guards came forward. The child struggled slightly, attracting the attention of the high-seated prince.

Zhao Che looked her up and down, frowning slightly. She seemed familiar, but he couldn’t recall where he had seen her before.

“Drag away all irrelevant people and behead them.”

“Who dares!” A fierce shout suddenly rang out as Yan Xun darted forward, tightly embracing the child in his arms. His gaze was cold as he fearlessly faced the royal youth above.

Zhao Che was taken aback, then laughed in extreme anger: “You don’t know what’s good for you. Even at this point, do you still think you’re the Yan Bei heir?”

Yan Xun said coldly: “Zhao Che if you dare do this, I guarantee you’ll regret it deeply.”

Zhao Che frowned and laughed coldly: “I’d like to see how a trapped beast like you can make me regret anything. Do it!”

The elite soldiers on both sides suddenly raised their blades, all advancing with a “swoosh.” Yan Xun pulled out a dagger and pointed it at his chest, his gaze like a blade in ice and snow, filled with resolute determination.

“Stop!” Zhao Che was instantly startled, frowning in disbelief as he carefully examined the child. Finally, he said in a deep voice: “Yan Xun, I’ll give you this face. Take them both back!”

Their weapons were immediately confiscated, and the two were pushed into a prepared prisoner cart. The child was held tightly in the young man’s arms, her pale little face pressed against his chest. Fresh red blood continuously flowed from Yan Xun’s left shoulder wound, down his neck, and onto the child’s clothes.

“Yan Xun,” Chu Qiao called softly, “how are you?”

A weak voice filled with indescribable apology replied: “Girl, I’ve implicated you.”

“Don’t say that. We will definitely…”

“Don’t worry!” Yan Xun suddenly interrupted Chu Qiao’s words, his voice resolute as he said firmly: “I will protect you.”

The child’s body stiffened as she was stunned. Long ago, in that dilapidated woodshed, someone had seriously told her the same words.

“Yue’er, don’t be afraid, I will protect you.”

The strong wind howled past. Yan Xun had lost too much blood, his body cold and trembling. The child suddenly extended her slender arms, tightly embracing the young man’s body, but her head turned to the left. Not far away was a low mound. The clouds had dispersed, and pale moonlight shone down. Solitary on a warhorse sat a young man not very old. The young man held a bow, the arrowhead pointed in their direction. The wound on Yan Xun’s shoulder was a gift from him.

Despite the distance, Chu Qiao seemed able to see the man’s appearance and features. She tightly held Yan Xun’s increasingly cold body, biting her lower lip. Behind the young man, the child’s small hands gradually clenched into fists.

The night was desolate. The heavy clouds had completely dispersed. The moonlight was as cold as water. Zhuge Yue slowly lowered his bow and arrow, watching the increasingly distant Golden Palace prisoner cart, not leaving for a long time.

This long night was finally about to end.

At dawn, news of victory came from the northwest: a great victory at Shangzhen, with the Prince of Yan captured, soon to be escorted back to the capital.

The empire rejoiced. The next day, as the sun rose, it was another bright, sunny day.

Chapter 38: Accompanying Cold Moon
The sun had already risen, and sunlight shot through the high skylight, creating a bright strip where tiny dust particles constantly rose and floated gently in midair. A soft scratching sound gently arose, so faint that without careful listening, one might mistake it for the sound of mice crawling through the grass. The child sat leaning against a wall, eyes closed, appearing to be asleep. But behind her, a hand moved slowly, using a small stone to carefully grind against the earthen wall.

The sun rose and slowly set again, the clamor outside gradually subsided, and cold night covered the prosperous imperial capital. The patrolling jail guards made two rounds and then retreated, yawning. The moon rose to the center of the sky, and night grew deep. Then with a muffled “thud,” a large piece of earth brick fell into the grass.

“Yan Xun…”

A faint voice slowly arose, sounding so crisp in the deathly silent prison. The child peered through the hole, looking toward the adjacent cell. Wearing a white fur coat, the young man leaned against the opposite wall, stretching his legs generously as he sat in the dirty, withered grass, eyes closed, seemingly asleep.

“Yan Xun,” Chu Qiao lowered her voice and called carefully.

The young man’s eyelashes trembled slightly as he opened his eyes, looking around in confusion. Suddenly seeing the child’s clear eyes, he was immediately delighted. In a few movements, he crawled over and smiled at the opening: “Girl, you’re so clever.”

“Fool!” Chu Qiao immediately scolded in a low voice: “Keep your voice down, don’t let anyone hear.”

“Oh,” the young man mimicked her actions, looking around, then turned back with a silly smile, revealing a set of white teeth: “Girl, don’t be afraid. My father will send someone to rescue us. These fellows wouldn’t dare do anything to us.”

“Mm.” Chu Qiao nodded faintly without responding.

Yan Xun frowned: “Hey, you don’t believe me?”

“How would I dare not?” Chu Qiao stuck out her tongue and pouted: “But your father is coming to save you. I don’t have such capable relatives.”

Hearing this, Yan Xun smiled, his eyes bright as stars in the sky: “Don’t worry, I won’t abandon you. From now on, you’ll stay with me. I will protect you.”

A warm current suddenly flowed throughout her body. The eight-year-old child smiled lightly, her smile radiant as she nodded: “Then when we get out, you must treat me to something delicious. I’m almost starving.”

“No problem,” the young man agreed immediately: “Choose whatever you want to eat. As long as you can name it, I can get it.”

At some point, heavy snow had begun to fall outside. Snowflakes drifted in through the high skylight, bringing with them a cold wind that swept bone-chillingly through the icy cell. Just as Chu Qiao was about to speak, she suddenly shivered all over. Seeing this, Yan Xun hurriedly moved his face closer and saw that the child’s clothes were thin, her face pale, and her lips already purple from the cold. He immediately became anxious.

“Girl, are you cold?”

“It’s fine.”

“You’re wearing so little, you must be freezing to death.”

The young man suddenly stood up, quickly took off his great fur coat, and crouched down, trying to push it through the hole. Unfortunately, the fur coat was too thick; not even a sleeve could be passed through. Chu Qiao quickly pushed his clothes back: “Stop fooling around. It would be terrible if we were discovered.”

“What could happen if we were discovered?” Yan Xun snorted coldly, “When I get out, none of these people will be spared.”

“Save those harsh words for when you have the life to get out,” the child mocked, lifting her head slightly with a disdainful look.

Yan Xun was taken aback and snorted unhappily: “Just wait and see.”

The prison cell grew increasingly cold at night. Yan Xun leaned by the hole and suddenly said: “Girl, give me your hand.”

“Hm?” Chu Qiao was startled, “What did you say?”

“Your hand,” Yan Xun said while gesturing: “Give me your hand.”

The child frowned: “What are you going to do?”

“Don’t ask,” Yan Xun called impatiently: “When I tell you to give it to me, just do it.”

Chu Qiao muttered something quietly, then extended her slender arm, passing a small blue hand frozen from cold through the hole. She grasped at the air, waving it, and asked softly: “What are you going to do?”

The icy little hand was immediately grasped by someone. The young man’s hand was slightly larger. While holding her hand, he continuously blew warm breath on it, his eyes bright, his movements clumsy as he blew and asked: “Is that better? Warmer?”

The night was desolate, the cold moon frosty. Outside, the snowflakes fell increasingly urgently, drifting through the skylight and covering the cold prison. The child sitting against the wall corner was suddenly dazed, her misty large eyes immediately feeling sore. She nodded hard but suddenly realized that the person opposite couldn’t see, so she made a sound of agreement with a slightly nasal voice.

“Hehe,” Yan Xun chuckled happily: “Girl, what’s your name? I heard Zhuge’s fourth son call you Xing’er. Is that your real name?”

“No,” the child answered in a low voice. A warmth like gentle lake water continuously transmitted from her arm, her blood flow gradually improving. She leaned against the wall and said softly: “My name is Chu Qiao.”

“Chu?” Yan Xun frowned, his movements unconsciously stopping: “Aren’t you the child of former Personnel Ministry Assistant Jing Yidian? How could your surname be Chu?”

“Don’t ask,” the child’s voice was low but carried an indescribable solemnity: “Yan Xun, no one knows this name. I’m only telling you alone. You must remember it, but don’t tell others.”

Yan Xun was startled, then suddenly understood, thinking it might be some family secret that would be dishonorable if revealed. He immediately felt a sense of satisfaction, thinking she must consider him one of her own to tell him such a secret. He quickly patted his chest in guarantee: “Mm, don’t worry, I won’t say a word even if I die.”

“What should I call you then?” the young man immediately frowned and said: “How about I call you Xiao Qiao?”

“No,” Chu Qiao immediately thought of the Eastern Wu beauty from the Three Kingdoms period and frowned in objection: “Don’t call me that.”

“Why?” Yan Xun asked puzzledly: “Then can I call you A-Chu?”

“Hmm…” Chu Qiao thought carefully for a moment, then nodded: “Alright, call me that.”

Yan Xun was delighted: “A-Chu!”

“Mm.”

“A-Chu!”

“I heard you.”

“A-Chu! A-Chu!”

“Will you ever stop?”

“A-Chu A-Chu A-Chu!”

…

“A-Chu, that hand.”

The child obediently withdrew the now-warm hand and extended the other. Yan Xun held the child’s arm, blew a couple of breaths, and finding his own hands also cold, simply opened his front garment and tucked the child’s hand inside his clothes.

“Ah!” Chu Qiao exclaimed softly, immediately trying to pull back.

“Haha,” Yan Xun laughed heartily, gripping tightly and refusing to let go, “Getting a big advantage, aren’t you? I bet you’re secretly happy.”

“Nonsense!” Chu Qiao snorted, her small palm pressed tightly against the young man’s chest. The night was so quiet that she could even feel Yan Xun’s heartbeat, so powerful, one beat after another. The young man was thin, but from years of horseback riding and martial arts practice, his body was very well-built, his chest covered with well-defined muscles.

The young man held the child’s hand and sat down leaning against the wall, speaking in a gentle voice: “A-Chu, when this matter is settled, come back to Yan Bei with me. Whatever concerns you have, I’ll find someone to handle them for you. The world is so chaotic—where could a small child like you go? If you encounter bad people, you’ll likely be bullied. You may seem fierce, but that’s because you haven’t met truly evil people. If you ever do, and I’m not by your side to protect you, you’ll suffer.”

Chu Qiao leaned against the wall, dry straw at her feet, flying white snow in front of her. Her eyes seemed to look so far, yet also seemed limited to just the scene before her. Where did she want to go? Perhaps she didn’t know.

Not hearing Chu Qiao’s answer, Yan Xun continued: “I don’t know why, I just want to help you. When I first saw you at the hunting ground, I thought this little child was quite interesting. Though so tiny, you were so fierce. I couldn’t bring myself to hurt you. I’ve been in the capital for so many years, and it was the first time I lost to that bastard Zhao Che. Just thinking about it makes me angry.”

The third watch drum suddenly sounded from the distant street. The young man’s voice seemed somewhat ethereal, faint, and distant: “A-Chu, Yan Bei is beautiful, with very little warfare. In summer, green pastures are everywhere. My father, my eldest brother, my third brother, and I often rode horses to hunt wild horses on the Fire Thunder Plains. I was still small then, only seven or eight, unable to ride large horses. My eldest brother let me ride the foals born to the captured horse king. I was always angry, feeling he looked down on me. I gradually understood that he was just afraid of hurting me. My third brother had the worst temper and often fought with me. When angry, he would lift me high, shouting that he would dash me to death. Then my second sister would rush over and whip him, and they would fight. Though my third brother was strong, he couldn’t even beat my second sister. I looked down on him then, but thinking about it now, perhaps he was just unwilling to fight with my second sister.”

“When winter comes, Yan Bei has heavy snow for over a month. We go to the Shuobei Plateau where there’s Huihui Mountain, high and steep, with many hot springs. My mother is from Bian Tang and can’t stand the northern cold. Her health isn’t very good, so she lives in the traveling palace by the hot springs for half the year. We always sneak out of school to see her behind my father’s back, only to find that father has already arrived at the traveling palace ahead of us.”

The moonlight was bright, casting a clear radiance on the ground. The young man’s face suddenly became so gentle, with a warmth that Chu Qiao had never seen before.

“A-Chu, our Yan Bei isn’t like the imperial capital here, where fathers, sons, brothers, sisters, husbands, and wives can all become enemies. Here there are hidden arrows and plots everywhere, greed and lust everywhere, and decaying music and dance alongside starving commoners. On our Yan Beiland, there is little warfare, no refugees, everyone has enough to eat, and even slaves can live according to their wishes. A-Chu, come back to Yan Bei with me. There, you can live better. With my protection, no one will ever bully you again, no one will ever point arrows at you. I’ll take you to hunt wild horses on the Fire Thunder Plains. I’ll take you to Huihui Mountain to see my mother. She’s a very gentle person; you will like her.”

The air was so quiet, with only the young man’s somewhat deep voice quietly narrating. The thinly clothed child suddenly felt very warm. She looked up, seemingly seeing the Yan Bei that Yan Xun described—the green pastures, the snow-white crystalline Huihui Mountain, the galloping wild horse herds, hearing the hearty laughter of the youths, and the free-flowing wind.

Her lips slowly curved into a faint smile, and she nodded firmly, saying softly: “Alright, let’s go to Yan Bei.”

Throughout the long night, in the cold and damp imperial prison, two small children sat in their cells on opposite sides of a wall. Their hands penetrated the barrier between them, holding tightly together.

Let’s go to Yan Bei. We will escape.

Chapter 39: The Rising of the Great Wind
The long night and storm gradually passed, and the sky began to brighten slightly.

Heavy footsteps awakened the child from her slumber. Two hands quickly retracted, blocking the pried-open hole before her eyes could even open. Black-felt boots stepped into the dust-filled imperial prison, one after another, accompanied by the continuous crisp sound of keys colliding.

With a sharp “crack,” soldiers wearing light cyan armor covered with earthen yellow cloaks entered. At least fifty of them, filling the not-so-large prison inside and out. The prison guards followed carefully behind them, bowing and scraping with caution. Chu Qiao sat in the corner, coldly watching these imperial guards, her heart gradually sinking.

Yan Xun sat on the ground, his back to the door, eyes not even open. He had shed his gentleness, wrapping and arming himself layer by layer with sharp edges. Like an old monk in deep meditation, he paid no attention to the visitors.

The guard leader glanced at the Yan Bei Crown Prince, whose veins carried the golden blood of the Great Xia royal family. His cold face showed not a hint of flattery or respect. He took out the imperial edict from his bosom and recited mechanically: “By order of the Sheng Jin Palace, Crown Prince Yan Xun of Yan Bei is to be brought to the Nine Abyss Platform to await judgment.”

Another guard stepped forward, a contemptuous cold smile at the corner of his mouth: “Prince Yan if you please.”

The youth slowly opened his eyes, with piercing light surging within them. Just a slight glance from the corner of his eye made the guard’s spine involuntarily go cold. He seemed to understand something, but still maintained the proud air on his face, stubbornly standing up and walking toward the prison door first. The crowd of imperial guards, holding prepared shackles, hesitated for a while, but still kept them behind their backs. They exchanged glances and then collectively surrounded him.

The snow-white fur coat swept across the floor of the imperial capital’s prison, which hadn’t been cleaned for who knows how many years. The filthy dust flew up lightly, falling on the youth’s white deerskin boots. There, the dark embroidery of the imperial five-clawed golden dragon shone even more brightly in the morning sunlight, standing out extraordinarily even in such a destitute environment. It seemed to remind everyone that once upon a time, the Yan Bei line was also a member of the Great Xia royal family.

The wind blew slowly from the long, dark corridor, bringing in fresh air from outside, but also the bone-chilling cold.

A hand suddenly reached out from the prison bars—pale and slender, like fine porcelain, giving the illusion that it could be easily broken with just a bit of force. But it was this delicate little hand that blocked everyone’s path, grabbing Yan Xun’s leg and firmly holding onto his trouser leg, stubbornly refusing to let go.

“What are you doing? Tired of living?” A guard raged, stepping forward and shouting angrily.

Yan Xun raised an eyebrow, turning his head to coldly look at the guard’s face. His gaze was so frigid that it immediately forced the soldier’s next words back down his throat. The youth crouched down, gripping the child’s thin fingers, applying slight pressure to pry them loose, but immediately felt an obstinate resistance at his fingertips. He paused in confusion, frowning as he looked at the skinny child, saying softly: “A-Chu, don’t make trouble.”

“You break your promises!” The child’s eyes were bright, stubbornly looking up, enunciating each word: “You said you wouldn’t leave me behind.”

Yan Xun frowned. From the moment he saw the imperial guards, the youth, who had long been at the center of power in the capital, keenly sensed that things couldn’t simply develop in the direction he had hoped. Something uncontrollable must have happened without his knowledge. Whether this journey would bring fortune or disaster was hard to calculate—how could he bring her along to face the risk? The youth’s brows tightened as he scolded in a low voice: “I won’t abandon you. Stay here and wait obediently for my return.”

“I don’t believe you,” the child said stubbornly, her grip not loosening a bit. “Take me with you.”

A guard immediately became furious, shouting: “How dare you, slave!”

“Who are you calling a slave?”

Yan Xun suddenly turned his head, his eyes fiercely looking at the soldier, saying coldly: “Since when does imperial law allow a commoner like you to shout in front of me?”

The man’s face immediately turned crimson. The guards on both sides grabbed him, fearing he might do something extreme in his anger. Yan Xun ignored him, turning back to look at the child’s small, pale face, frowning: “A-Chu, be good. I’m doing this for your own sake.”

“If it’s for my sake, then take me with you,” Chu Qiao looked up, holding tightly onto the youth’s trouser leg with unwavering stubbornness, repeating softly: “Take me with you.”

Time passed rapidly. A low wind blew between them. The youth silently observed the child’s eyes, where sharp and resolute light flickered softly. He knew that with her intelligence, she must realize the danger of this journey. The youth’s lips moved slightly, wanting to say something, but finally stopped under the child’s stubborn gaze. After a while, Yan Xun stood up and said solemnly to the guards behind him: “Open the door.”

“Prince Yan, the imperial edict only summons you alone…”

Before the man could finish, Yan Xun suddenly turned and strode back toward his cell, saying coldly as he walked: “Then carry my corpse to Sheng Jin Palace to report back.”

“Prince Yan!” The guards were greatly alarmed. After deliberating for a while, they still opened Chu Qiao’s cell door.

After all, she was just a little slave.

Outside the skylight, it was already bright. Yan Xun walked to the front, ahead of everyone else, and grabbed the child’s hand, not allowing any ropes to be put on her small body. The youth’s eyes were sharp and decisive. Looking at the child who was a head shorter than himself, he asked solemnly: “Are you afraid?”

Chu Qiao looked up and suddenly grinned, smiling brightly: “How do you write the word ‘afraid’?”

“Haha!” Yan Xun laughed loudly, holding Chu Qiao’s hand and leading the way out.

Outside the prison, armored soldiers stood in formation, their swords glinting coldly. The cold armor reflected the pristine white snow on the ground, stabbing at people’s eyes. The soldiers stood in ranks, their expressions solemn, as if facing a great enemy. Commoners stood far away in the outer circle, tiptoeing to secretly observe, their eyes full of undisguised curiosity and fear.

What kind of figure would require the personal guard of the Sheng Jin Palace’s Golden Guards?

However, when a tall and short child emerged from the end of the prison’s dark corridor, everyone’s eyes momentarily widened in shock. The north wind blew up the snow accumulated on the eaves, sprinkling it down as if another heavy snowfall had begun.

That morning, the people of Zhen Huang City would never forget. When the court historians of later generations opened that dust-covered volume of history, they could only hold back their exclamations and heave a long sigh.

No one knew why two seemingly harmless lambs, when pushed to the edge, would suddenly transform into fierce tigers, driving their sharp claws deep into the heart of the empire. The situation changed from this moment on. A magnificent scroll was unfolded. The children, fallen in the mire, held hands, destined to fight their way out through blood beneath the nine-layered inferno, shoulder to shoulder.

The long wind rose, and the wings of a great eagle swept across the sky of Zhen Huang City. A sharp cry suddenly came from the sky thick with clouds. The commoners all looked up together. At that moment, they seemed to hear the first crisp sound of the imperial edifice collapsing.

Chapter 40: An Eternal Hatred
The imperial prison of the capital was divided into eastern and western sections, each with two main roads. The eastern road led to the main street of Jiu Wai, the necessary route for released or exiled prisoners. The western road, however, led to the Nine Abyss Platform, mostly the site for executions.

The Nine Abyss Platform backed against Mount Yalang, overlooking the Xuanjiao Red Waters. The most sacred Sheng Jin Yonghe Palace of the Great Xia Dynasty was situated on the hillside of Mount Yalang.

There was no prison cart, no so-called court trial, interrogation, or identity verification. Only a jet-black warhorse was prepared at the prison gate—tall and strong. Seeing Yan Xun, it happily snorted, clearly Yan Xun’s mount. The youth raised an eyebrow, the corner of his mouth curling into a faint smile. He helped Chu Qiao onto the horse’s back, then mounted himself, heading straight to Zhu Wu Street, following the large procession. Along the way, gongs were struck to clear the path, and commoners rushed to make way, retreating to both sides, craning their necks to watch, and then following behind toward the Nine Abyss Platform.

At that time, thick clouds accumulated in the sky, black clouds rolling, as if pressing down on people’s heads. Wild winds rose from the ground, blowing against the two children’s faces from the distant, open road. Yan Xun opened the front of his great fur coat, wrapping the child’s small body within, leaving only her little head exposed. Chu Qiao turned back to look at the youth’s handsome features, her eyes clear, her pupils like water. Yan Xun lowered his head, giving her a gentle smile. The two small hands under the great fur coat clasped tightly together.

They did not know what fate awaited them ahead. The wind in this world was too strong; they could only stumble forward, waiting for the moment the storm would arrive, stubbornly raising their faces.

A thunderous sound suddenly rang out, and all those walking on the streets involuntarily stopped in their tracks, looking up toward Mount Yalang, towering over the eastern plain of Red River. There, the Cheng Guang Ancestral Temple of Sheng Jin Palace emitted heavy bell tolls. The great Canglang Bell was struck again and again by golden pillars, the sound reverberating intensely across the Red River land—thirty-six times, exactly thirty-six times.

Yan Xun’s face suddenly turned pale. Chu Qiao felt the hands holding her tremble violently. She raised her eyebrows, looking at Yan Xun in confusion, but the youth did not say a word.

Imperial Mandate of Heaven, Supreme Honor—when a Great Xia emperor passed away, the bell would toll forty-five times. But thirty-six bell tolls were the ritual for when royal relatives passed away, to complete the number of forty-nine.

The corners of the Yan family heir’s mouth, whose veins flowed with Great Xia royal blood and who had worshipped the same ancestor as the Zhao royal family many years ago, curved into a cold sneer. What must come cannot be avoided, so let it all come.

To the Nine Abyss Platform, flags stood in formation. Looking north, one could faintly see the majestic Purple Gold Gate, with red walls and golden tiles, imposing and magnificent. The Nine Abyss Platform, cast entirely from black-bluish stone, stood solemnly on level ground. The black surface reflected the pure white snow, appearing even more solemn. Yan Xun dismounted and was about to walk up to the platform when a square-faced middle-aged man wearing imperial court robes suddenly approached and said in a deep voice: “Prince Yan, please come this way.”

“General Meng Tian?” Yan Xun slightly raised his eyebrows, looking in the direction the middle-aged man pointed, and said: “That place, shouldn’t be where I sit, right?”

“By order of Sheng Jin Palace, Prince Yan is to sit there.”

Yan Xun looked at the execution overseer’s seat beside the high platform. If the person to be executed today was not himself, then which royal noble would it be?

“If so, I shall respectfully obey.”

The youth turned coldly, walking up to the execution platform under everyone’s astonished gaze and sitting down in the chief executioner’s seat. Around him were elder council officials from the inner court. The youth’s sword-like eyebrows were as if in flight, his face like fine jade, cold as ice and snow, showing not the slightest hint of nervousness or awkwardness.

Time passed slowly, yet no prisoner was brought from Zhu Wu Street. At this moment, a rumbling sound was heard as the side door of the Purple Gold Gate opened wide. Power holders from the various houses of the Elder Council, military generals from the outer court, warriors, and civil officials from the inner hall all filed out one after another. Even Zhuge Huai, Wei Shuyou, and others were behind the crowd, following the heads of various families to the execution viewing positions.

Wei Shuyou’s face was slightly pale, his wrists hidden in his wide sleeves, showing no sign of injury. His eyes swept over Chu Qiao behind Yan Xun like knives. Seeing this, Yan Xun turned to look. The youths’ gazes clashed like lightning in midair. They coldly smiled, then, as if nothing had happened, they straightened themselves, their expressions calm.

Above the heavy clouds, the sun reached its zenith, approaching noon.

The official in charge of the execution, Judicial Minister Huang Qizheng, walked forward with a stooped back, pointing to the sundial at the center of the Nine Abyss Platform used for time calculation, and respectfully asked: “Prince Yan, the time has come. Shall we proceed with the execution?”

Yan Xun smiled faintly—face whatever comes, adapt to all situations—with a sweep of his wide sleeve: “Please proceed, Minister Huang.”

Huang Qizheng tremblingly stepped forward, his aged Adam’s apple moving up and down, his voice carrying far: “The time has come. Bring forth the criminals and execute them!”

“Execute them!”

A tremendous sound immediately rang out. Three thousand soldiers lined up below the Nine Abyss Platform on the Golden Wing Square, shouting in unison, the sound incredibly imposing. Birds took flight, and rumbling sounds continued to arise. The heavy Purple Gold Gate was opened. Twenty soldiers in full military attire from the Western Expedition Army, with cold expressions, carried trays covered with white silk slowly forward, step by step ascending the pitch-black Nine Abyss Platform.

Wei Shuyou suddenly snorted coldly, the corners of his mouth twisting into a mocking smile, his cold eyes looking toward the execution platform. Yan Xun’s brows instantly furrowed tightly, an ominous premonition immediately seizing his heart. His hand gripping the armrest tightened, blue veins bulging.

Twenty imperial soldiers from the Command Hall stood coldly on the Nine Abyss Platform. The empire’s First Marshal, General Meng Tian, walked up to the platform and said to the leading soldier in a deep voice: “Have the criminals’ identities been verified?”

The soldier, expressionless, eyes fixed straight ahead, immediately answered firmly: “Reporting to the Marshal, they have not!”

Meng Tian frowned: “Why not?”

“Reporting to the Marshal, no one could identify them. Sheng Jin Palace has ordered that today’s execution overseer be responsible for this task.”

Meng Tian nodded, turning his head to look at Yan Xun sitting in the main seat, saying in a resonant voice: “Prince Yan, I must trouble you with this task.”

Yan Xun pressed his lips tightly together, his brows almost knitted. Immense uneasiness and fear irrepressibly seized his heart, making it difficult for him to maintain his usual casual calmness, even answering seemed somewhat laborious. Chu Qiao stood behind him, seemingly sensing something, extending her tender white hand to firmly grip the youth’s arm.

“Open the boxes, verify the criminals!”

The twenty imperial guards stepped forward in unison, uniformly lifting the white silk from the trays, revealing twenty exquisite boxes forged of gold. Golden keys were inserted into the keyholes, the sound of clicks unceasing. Then, everyone paused simultaneously, opening all the box lids together, exposing what was inside to the heavens!

Yan Xun’s eyes suddenly widened, blue veins bulging on his forehead. His throat emitted a beast-like growl as he immediately rose from his seat, about to pounce toward the high platform.

Imperial soldiers on both sides swiftly rushed forward, the sound of swords leaving scabbards resounding, bright blades flashing, their movements swift as lightning, irresistible. Almost at the same time, an agile figure immediately stepped in front of everyone. With a crisp “ding” sound, the child disarmed a soldier, her brows raised, protecting Yan Xun, not allowing anyone to approach him.

The great wind suddenly rose, the world turning a dusky yellow. Black clouds accumulated in the sky, layered clouds rolling. Black crows flew overhead, screeching, soaring high in the violent gale. Bone-chilling wind and snow came fiercely, and everyone involuntarily covered their eyes, using their sleeves to block the unrestrained wild wind.

But there were just a few people who kept their eyes open, gazing fixedly at that blood-thirsty high platform. Vaguely, it seemed that the God of War in the heavens was laughing wildly overhead, the sound penetrating people’s hearts, sweeping across all principles of justice in the world.

Meng Tian, in full armor, said in a deep voice: “Situ Yundeng, call out the names!”

“Yes!” The young commander with purple and gold embroidered flying birds on his shoulders stepped forward, pointing to the bloody, congealed mess of a head in the first golden box, and loudly proclaimed in a resonant tone: “Hereditary feudal king of Yan Bei! Twenty-fourth generation grandson of Emperor Pei Luo! Grand Marshal of the Imperial Northwest Army! Five hundred and seventy-sixth tablet holder of Cheng Guang Ancestral Temple in Sheng Jin Palace! Yan Shicheng, King of Yan Bei, beheaded at Fire Thunder Plains of Yan Bei on the sixteenth day of the fourth month!”

After speaking, he moved to the second box and continued in a cold voice: “Hereditary prince of Yan Bei! Twenty-fifth generation grandson of Emperor Pei Luo! Imperial Northwest Pacification Commissioner! Five hundred and seventy-seventh tablet holder of Cheng Guang Ancestral Temple in Sheng Jin Palace! Yan Ting, eldest son of Yan Shicheng, King of Yan Bei, beheaded at Xun Lie Wall of Yan Bei on the fourteenth day of the fourth month!”

“Hereditary prince of Yan Bei, twenty-fifth generation grandson of Emperor Pei Luo! Deputy Commissioner of Imperial Northwest Pacification! Five hundred and seventy-eighth tablet holder of Cheng Guang Ancestral Temple in Sheng Jin Palace! Yan Xiao, third son of Yan Shicheng, King of Yan Bei, beheaded at Fire Thunder Plains of Yan Bei on the sixteenth day of the fourth month!”

“Hereditary princess of Yan Bei, twenty-fifth generation granddaughter of Emperor Pei Luo! Five hundred and seventy-ninth tablet holder of Cheng Guang Ancestral Temple in Sheng Jin Palace! Yan Hong Xiao, eldest daughter of Yan Shicheng, King of Yan Bei, driven to a dead end, committed suicide at Wei Water Hong Lake on the sixteenth day of the fourth month!”

“Hereditary prince of Yan Bei, twenty-fourth generation grandson of Emperor Pei Luo! Deputy Marshal of the Imperial Northwest Army! Five hundred and eightieth tablet holder of Cheng Guang Ancestral Temple in Sheng Jin Palace! Yan Shifeng, cousin of Yan Shicheng, King of Yan Bei, beheaded at Shang Shen Plateau of Yan Bei on the ninth day of the fourth month!”

“Hereditary prince of Yan Bei…”

…

The long name-calling finally ended. The piercing wind swept unrestrained across the Nine Abyss. Meng Tian stood on the high stone platform, looking down at Yan Xun in the execution overseer’s seat, and said in a deep voice: “The name-calling is complete. I ask Prince Yan to verify the criminals!”

With a thunderous boom, the storm suddenly rose, breaking a towering ancient tree beside the Nine Abyss Platform. Huge branches flew howling, crashing into the center of the Golden Wing Square. The sound of wind howled throughout the sky, and all the strange, unpredictable gazes instantly converged on the youth on the execution platform!

Gather all the iron of the nine provinces, and still, it would be insufficient to forge this hatred!

Yan Xun slowly closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, they were crimson red!

Chapter 41: Nine Heavens Weep Blood
Muffled thunder rolled across the black sky. The north wind howled in grief like a mad beast. Layers of dark clouds nearly pressed down to the ground. Sand and stones flew through the air, making it impossible to see even with eyes open. The current clan leader of the Meng family, the iron-blooded military man who controlled the empire’s military supplies and movements, continued in an unchanged tone: “Prince Yan, please verify the criminals.”

A sudden gust of wild wind rose from the ground. The black banners in the square unfurled furiously in the wind, flapping like flames. The golden ferocious dragons on them bared their claws menacingly, as if about to break free from the banners and soar upward. The youth clenched his teeth, his eyes crimson red, his face pale with a purple tinge, his fists tightly clenched, as if a towering fire spread within his chest. Suddenly, with an angry shout, Yan Xun’s figure instantly sprang like a man-eating panther, punching an imperial soldier and seizing a war blade in the next moment. With his sword flashing like a rainbow and his momentum like a crazed tiger, he cut through the crowd, slashing furiously toward the Nine Abyss Platform.

A wave of startled cries immediately erupted. The imperial guards in earth-yellow cloaks rushed forward densely, like the boiling waters of the yellow springs. Chu Qiao stood behind Yan Xun, her brows tightly furrowed, her eyes quickly scanning around. In a flash, the eight-year-old child suddenly kicked a soldier’s shin, leaped up using momentum, and grabbed the banner rope on the execution platform. With a loud “whoosh,” countless black dragon battle flags instantly fell from the sky, covering everyone beneath them.

“Catch him!” Wei Shuyou’s face turned ashen. Being the first to climb out from under the banners, he pointed at Yan Xun who had already run down from the platform, and shouted: “The wolf-hearted Yan Bei dog with wild ambitions, don’t let him escape!”

The soldiers from the Golden Wing Square had now rushed forward. Chu Qiao grabbed the enraged youth, frowned, and immediately threw the warblade. With a crisp “crack,” the blazing fire basins beside the Nine Abyss Platform toppled one after another. Charcoal scattered across the ground, fire oil splashed everywhere, and instantly ignited on the snow-covered ground with a “whoosh.”

“Run!” the child shouted, grabbing Yan Xun and about to flee toward Zhu Wu Street. However, the youth’s strength suddenly became astonishing. He pushed away the child’s pull and darted toward the heavily guarded Nine Abyss Platform!

“Yan Xun!” The strong wind blew back, instantly knocking off the helmet on the child’s head. Her blue-black hair danced in the wind, her small face instantly as pale as paper. With furrowed brows, she shouted sternly: “Are you crazy? Come back!”

With a rumble, blood splattered and bodies fell in disarray. The young Prince Yan had lived in the imperial capital of Zhen Huang for years, known for being unrestrained and carefree. No one had ever seen him truly angered or violent, not even noble youths like Zhuge Huai knew his true capabilities. But at this moment, watching the youth’s agile, panther-like swift figure, watching his ferocious, wolf-like bloodthirsty gaze, even those Western Expedition soldiers who had spent years crawling through battlefields and drinking wine among piles of dead bodies couldn’t help but feel a chill.

It was a kind of power—not martial skill, not wisdom, not the strength to uproot mountains—but a kind of bone-deep hatred, firm belief, and madness and determination to kill anyone who stood in his way, be they human or deity.

The great wind howled, bending all grasses. The broken ancient tree made a wailing sound in the wind, like the mournful cry of ghosts. The youth’s black hair covered his eyes, his shoulders stained with blood, his great fur coat fallen away, veins bulging on his wrists. His eyes were like those of a beast at bay. Gripping the bloodthirsty long blade, he walked step by step up to the Nine Abyss Platform. Soldiers on both sides hesitated to advance, carefully half-bowing. They didn’t know what was wrong with them—over a thousand elite imperial soldiers, yet none dared to move a step in front of this youth with crazed eyes. An immense killing intent filled the air, causing carrion eagles to circle above, thinking there was some gluttonous feast below.

With a soft thud, the youth’s feet stepped onto the last stair. Just one more step forward and he would reach the Nine Abyss.

At this moment, Meng Tian’s voice slowly sounded, cold and deep: “Is Prince Yan here to verify the criminals?”

Yan Xun slowly raised his head. A drop of fresh blood slowly flowed down his well-defined jaw, unknown whether it was someone else’s or his own. The youth’s voice was deep and hoarse, like a demon crawling out from hell: “Get out of my way!”

“Boom!” A sudden thunderclap flashed overhead. On a brilliant winter day, rolling thunder unexpectedly sounded. Snowflakes danced wildly in the raging wind. The youth slowly raised his bloodstained war blade, pointing it from afar at General Meng Tian, coldly uttering a single word: “Move!”

With a muffled thud, the imperial general, whose movements were as ghostly as they were swift, suddenly leaped into the air, carrying the force of a thousand armies. His foot struck the youth squarely in the chest. In an instant, Yan Xun flew like a kite with its string cut. Blood instantly sprayed through the air. His entire body spun in midair, falling onto the high stone steps, and rolling down like a gourd to the ground!

“Yan Xun!” Chu Qiao shouted, her eyes red and nearly splitting. She swung her blade and charged forward. The soldiers finally reacted, immediately surrounding the child. Chu Qiao was, after all, small weak, and short in stature. How could she withstand so many people’s attacks? After just a few exchanges, her arms and legs were wounded in multiple places. Her body weakened, and more than ten gleaming war blades were placed at her neck, preventing her from moving at all.

“Yan Xun!” The child cried out in grief, her eyes blood-red, her hands held behind her back, unable to struggle free.

Time was so urgent, yet so quiet. The fluttering wind sounded like vengeful souls urging death, raging and galloping across the vast square. Inside and outside Zhen Huang City, the empire’s elites, nobles, elders, officials, generals, soldiers, and even ordinary citizens watching from the periphery, all held their breath, craning their necks to look at the youth in a pool of blood with blood-stained clothes. It seemed to last so long, yet it might have been just an instant. The youth lay on the ground, his fingers moved slightly, then firmly gripped the snowy ground, tightened, and got up. His eyes were like those of a stubborn lone wolf. Bit by bit, staggeringly, he got up. His figure swayed slightly, and then, leaning on his war blade, he walked step by step toward the high platform once again.

“Nine Abyss is a restricted area of Zhen Huang. If Prince Yan does not state his purpose, even as the execution overseer, he cannot step forward a bit. I ask you once more, is Prince Yan here to verify the criminals?”

Above, banners flew; below, there was cold silence. The youth’s eyes were like ice. Stubbornly, he fiercely wiped the corner of his mouth with the back of his hand and said in a deep voice: “Get out of the way!”

With another boom, and another shocking thunderclap, Yan Xun’s body, along with the thunder, rolled down from the platform once again!

“Yan Xun!” The child finally couldn’t control herself and screamed furiously: “You fool, are you trying to get yourself killed? Come back! Let me go! Let me go!”

All sounds in the world seemed to have left him. His ears roared, unable to hear a sound. His eyes were red and swollen, his face covered with wounds from being scratched by dust and rocks. His hands, dripping with fresh blood, looked as if they had just been soaked in a pool of blood. His chest felt as if it had been heavily hammered by a thousand-pound boulder. It seemed someone was calling him, but he could no longer hear. His mind was filled with the sounds of Yan Bei. He seemed to hear his father’s hearty laughter, his eldest brother’s endless nagging, his third brother and second sister chasing each other with whips, his young uncle’s distant Shang Shen melody, and the hoofbeats of his father’s subordinates, those uncles who had lifted him onto their shoulders for horseback riding and bull-fighting since he was small.

But they were gradually moving farther away, gradually becoming indistinct. The world turned pitch black. Countless cold, hard voices clamored in his mind, softly urging him again and again: “Yan Xun, stand up, stand up, stand up like a man of Yan Bei.”

The world turned dusky yellow. Heaven was without justice. All the people instantly widened their eyes. They watched that blood-covered youth, that former noble of the celestial dynasty, once again rise from the pool of blood. One step, two steps, three steps. Blood prints marked the black stone steps, reflecting the light of the accumulated snow, so piercing to the eyes.

The iron-blooded soldier gradually frowned. He looked at the youth stumbling up, wanting to say something, but not knowing how to express it. Yet at the last moment, he still kicked him down from the platform.

In the crowd, soft sobbing suddenly began to sound, gradually growing louder. Suppressed crying spread widely among the poor commoners. These low-status, lowly-blooded common people, looking at the noble imperial square, finally could no longer contain the grief in their hearts. After all, he was still just a child.

The nobles’ lips were tightly pressed together, and their cold eyes also showed slight emotion.

The cold wind blew. The youth’s body was like a lump of mud. He could no longer stand up. The empire’s First Marshal, Meng Tian, with exquisite martial skills and mountain-like strength, had once single-handedly killed more than two hundred people from a wilderness horse team on the Western Desert Plateau. Those who survived one of his punches were considered rare anomalies. But no one knew what kind of strength was still supporting him, allowing him to crawl toward the Nine Abyss inch by inch with only his bloodstained fingers.

After kicking Yan Xun down for the last time, the general’s brows furrowed tightly. Finally, he said in a deep voice to the guards on both sides: “No need to verify further. Take him down and carry out the execution!”

“General Meng Tian!” Wei Shuyou frowned, stood up, and said in a deep voice: “I’m afraid this is against the rules. Sheng Jin Palace ordered him to verify the corpses. How can you handle this perfunctorily?”

Meng Tian frowned, turned his head to look at this outstanding youth of the Wei clan, pointed at Yan Xun, and slowly said: “Do you think, in his condition, he can still obey the imperial order?”

Who had expected him to obey the imperial order? Sheng Jin Palace’s intention was merely to find a reasonable excuse to kill him. With the Shang Shen rebellion, the empire and the Council of Elders together pushed the blame onto the King of Yan Bei. The entire family of the King was slaughtered, leaving only this one bloodline. Yan Xun had been in the imperial capital for many years, detached from the affairs, and could not be implicated. The territory of Yan Bei was hereditary for generations. With Yan Shicheng gone, it was only natural for Yan Xun to succeed. But how could the empire risk letting this wolf cub go west? So, they set up this trap. If Yan Xun disobeyed the imperial order, he would be disrespecting Sheng Jin Palace, disloyal as a subject. If he obediently complied, he would be considered weak and incompetent, treasonous, and unfilial as a son. Either way, it was a deadly situation with no escape. The empire’s move was merely to explain to the common people across the land and to the various feudal kings, to silence the murmuring voices. Who among the court officials and military officers didn’t know this?

But such a reason couldn’t be openly used as a justification for intervention in broad daylight. Wei Shuyou gritted his teeth in anger, looking hatefully at Yan Xun, saying coldly: “General Meng, by doing this, aren’t you afraid of being blamed by His Majesty and the Council of Elders?”

“Whether I am blamed or not, I will bear the responsibility alone. No need for you to worry.”

Meng Tian turned around, glanced at the child being forcefully suppressed below, silently sighed, and then turned back, about to proceed with the execution.

However, at this moment, an elderly voice suddenly sounded. Huang Qizheng, the deputy official for the execution, slowly walked forward, half-squinting his eyes and saying leisurely: “General Meng, before coming here, Master Mu He specifically instructed that if there were any changes, this should be shown to you.”

Meng Tian took the document, glanced at it once, and his expression immediately changed greatly. The general stood on the platform for a long time, finally turned his head, looking heavily at Yan Xun, and slowly said: “Prince Yan, please don’t be stubborn anymore. Whether they are or not, you only need to nod. They are all your father, brothers, and relatives. Only you have the most right to identify them.”

Yan Xun’s body was pressed to the ground. The entire person no longer resembled the once gallant Prince of Yan Bei, but rather an evil ghost or vengeful spirit crawling out from hell, full of bloodthirsty hatred and killing intent.

Looking at the youth’s stubborn eyes, Meng Tian finally sighed helplessly and said in a deep voice: “Since Prince Yan defies the imperial order, don’t blame me for handling this impartially. Come, drag him up!”

“Wait!”

The strong wind blew back, and black clouds rolled. A crisp voice suddenly sounded. Everyone turned their heads to look. Clear hoof beats suddenly came from the direction of the Purple Gold Gate. A woman in white ermine fur with ink-black flowing hair rode on horseback, enunciating each word slowly: “I will verify them!”

Chapter 42: Fallen to Dust
“Mother?”

The youth in the pool of blood suddenly turned his head, looking toward the woman high on horseback. The north wind swept across the land, and a heavy snowfall instantly descended, drifting and sprinkling like white cotton fluff. The woman was dressed in white that outshone the snow, her sleeves flowing like clouds, her black hair cascading behind her like the finest Huai Song satin. Though nearly forty years of age, her face, like a white lotus, remained so youthful. Her eyes were as gentle as the clear springs atop snowy mountains, even the faint crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes appeared gentle and serene.

The woman dismounted gracefully, her movements light, and walked to Yan Xun’s side. The guards on both sides seemed stunned, with no one stepping forward to block her. The woman lifted Yan Xun’s head, using her pristine sleeve to gently wipe the blood from the youth’s face, smiling warmly like a wisp of cloud: “Xun’er.”

Tears instantly fell from Yan Xun’s eyes. This youth, who hadn’t flinched even when facing thousands of troops, suddenly burst into loud sobs. He tightly grabbed the woman’s sleeve, asking loudly: “Mother, why? What exactly happened?”

“Xun’er,” the woman gently wiped away the clotted blood from the corner of his eye, asking softly: “Do you believe in your father?”

Yan Xun nodded chokingly: “I believe.”

“Then don’t ask why,” the woman embraced the child, her peaceful eyes sweeping over each of the nobles at the execution viewing platform, saying softly: “In this world, not everything can have its reasons explained, just as tigers eat wolves, wolves eat rabbits, and rabbits eat grass—there’s no logic to it.”

“Mother!” Yan Xun suddenly turned his head, coldly looking at those nobly dressed aristocrats, enunciating each word icily: “Was it them? Did they harm Yan Bei?”

The youth’s gaze was as piercing as ice and snow, instantly cutting through the wildly flying snow mist. At that moment, almost all the imperial dignitaries simultaneously shuddered. They looked at the woman with her beautifully ethereal face like an orchid, only to see her smile faintly, wiping away the tears from the corner of the child’s eyes: “Xun’er, don’t cry. Children of the Yan family shed blood, not tears.”

“General Meng, let me verify the bodies. Those above are my husband, my sons, my daughter, my relatives. I believe that in this world, no one has more right to do this than I do.”

Meng Tian’s brows tightened, his eyes rolling with turbulent black undercurrents. Looking at the woman’s flower-like face, this most iron-blooded soldier of the empire suddenly found himself speechless. Those tumultuous past events rushed through his mind like a tide. He still remembered that early spring, when he and Shicheng, along with a man whose name could no longer be directly uttered, encountered the transcendent woman by the clear waters of Bian Tang Lake. At that time, they were all so young. The girl was poling a boat, wearing lake-green clothes, her trousers rolled up to reveal jade-white calves, laughing loudly at the three dumbfounded youths: “Hey! You three big guys, want to come aboard?”

In the blink of an eye, thirty years had passed—so much blood and slaughter, so many schemes and conspiracies. The three of them had fought side by side, cutting a bloody path through the thick black fog. Back then, they might not have known they would face such circumstances thirty years later. If they had known, would they still have shared their joys and sorrows? Would they still have stood as one? Would they still have risked their lives for each other? Was everything they did in the past only so they could raise swords against each other and cut off each other’s heads in the future?

Meng Tian slowly sighed, saying in a low voice: “You shouldn’t have come.”

“He said he wouldn’t restrict my freedom in the imperial capital. As long as I didn’t leave Zhen Huang City, no one would stop me. General Meng, this is an imperial edict, you cannot disobey it. Just as when you led troops into Yan Bei—whether you wanted to or not, you did it.”

The woman lifted the hem of her dress and walked up the high platform step by step, her movements so light, yet her footsteps landing on the ground seemed so heavy.

“Mother!” Yan Xun was greatly alarmed and immediately stood up, about to rush forward, but before he could take a step, he suddenly fell to the ground, letting out a painful groan.

Seeing this, Chu Qiao instantly broke through the circle of soldiers who were no longer restraining her, running forward in a few steps to support Yan Xun’s body, asking anxiously: “Are you all right?”

Heavy snow drifted down, the north wind howled, and eagles screeched mournfully. The ground was covered with fresh blood, tattered banners, and overturned fire basins. Thousands of eyes focused on the back of the woman walking step by step up to the Nine Abyss execution ground. The long wind lifted her dress, making it flutter like a white bird hovering in the wild wind.

The woman’s fingers touched the first golden box. The man’s sword-like eyebrows were stained with blood, a dark red, but it didn’t look particularly ferocious or frightening. His eyes were tightly closed, as if he were merely sleeping. His nose was high and straight, his lips pressed together as if there was something he wanted to say but never did. The woman looked at her husband, her fingers hovering lightly below as if there was still a majestic body there. She didn’t cry, but tilted her head, smiling tenderly, saying softly: “This is my husband, the hereditary feudal king of Yan Bei, the twenty-fourth generation descendant of Emperor Pei Luo, the Grand Marshal of the Imperial Northwest Army, the five hundred and seventy-sixth tablet holder of Cheng Guang Ancestral Temple in Sheng Jin Palace, the King of Yan Bei, Yan Shicheng.”

Snowflakes fell on the woman’s eyebrows and temples but did not melt. Her face was somewhat pale, but her voice remained gentle. Her eyes gazed at the Yan King’s head like water, as if he might open his eyes and smile at her at any moment. Her hand traced over his face. On his ear, there was a small scar, seemingly from many years ago, almost imperceptible without close inspection.

“This scar here was from when he was stabbed with a sword at the Hidden Door of Sheng Jin Palace during the Cang Lan King’s rebellion. That year, His Majesty was ambushed and poisoned with Ghost Soul Grass, leaving him weak. Shicheng and General Meng charged in from the east and west gates to rescue him. Shicheng was the first to find His Majesty, who was then still the Crown Prince. He carried the unconscious prince on his back and single-handedly broke through three thousand soldiers surrounding Sheng Jin Palace. He suffered over thirty sword wounds on his body and hands, and it took half a year of recovery before he could get out of bed and walk. That year, he was just seventeen.”

“This here was left from the Battle of White Horse Pass,” the woman’s hand brushed over a noticeable red mark on the chin, continuing: “In the 447th year of the Bai Cang calendar, the empire was paying homage at the ancestral temple of Yao Water. All the noble elders of the Council of Elders and royal relatives were present. But the Jin Jiang King chose this moment to rebel, betraying the country by opening the Bai Cang Pass to let the Dog Rong people in. Three hundred thousand Dog Rong troops surrounded Yao Water. When Shicheng heard of this, he led his army from Yan Bei, marching for seven days and seven nights without removing his armor or dismounting, day and night without rest, leading his soldiers personally to save Yao Water from danger. Your emperor swore on the spot at the White Horse Pass of Yao Water that the empire and Yan Bei would remain loyal to each other for generations, never abandoning one another. Most of you here were present at that time.”

A stir immediately ran through the imperial ministers below the platform. Those dust-covered past events were suddenly brought to light, exposed under the broad daylight. Their aging eyes seemed to see that afternoon many years ago—the sunset as pale as blood, the lion flag of Yan Bei roaring in the wind as they slaughtered the Dog Rong barbarians until none remained. At that time, they were all still young, excitedly crowding around to pat that young man’s shoulder, laughing and drinking strong wine.

“This, here, was cut by you, General Meng, at noon on the sixteenth day of the fourth month at Fire Thunder Plains. General, you are in your prime, commanding armies and making decisive judgments. Would you not recognize your sword? Would you not know whether this wound was made by you, whether this person is Yan Shicheng?”

Meng Tian was suddenly speechless, his face as gray as iron, unable to utter a word.

“I confirm that this person is my husband, Yan Shicheng, King of Yan Bei, without any falsehood.” After speaking, with a “bang,” the golden box’s lid was immediately closed by the woman, who then turned to walk to the next box.

“This is my son, hereditary prince of Yan Bei, twenty-fifth generation grandson of Emperor Pei Luo, Imperial Northwest Pacification Commissioner, five hundred and seventy-seventh tablet holder of Cheng Guang Ancestral Temple in Sheng Jin Palace, Yan Ting, eldest son of Yan Shicheng, King of Yan Bei. He was twenty-one this year, enlisted at thirteen, starting as a low-ranking soldier. In eight years, he was promoted twenty-four times, repelled the Dog Rong invasions sixty-seven times, established countless military merits large and small, and was jointly honored by the imperial Sheng Jin Palace and the Council of Elders seven times. At eighteen, he was appointed Pacification Commissioner, leading troops to protect the northern border of the empire, never failing. On the fourteenth day of the fourth month, he was trampled by ten thousand horses at Xun Lie Wall, his face unrecognizable, reduced to a bloody pulp.”

“This is my son, hereditary prince of Yan Bei, twenty-fifth generation grandson of Emperor Pei Luo, Deputy Commissioner of Imperial Northwest Pacification, five hundred and seventy-eighth tablet holder of Cheng Guang Ancestral Temple in Sheng Jin Palace, Yan Xiao, third son of Yan Shicheng, King of Yan Bei. He was sixteen this year, enlisted at thirteen, following his father in campaigns north and south. Three times he fought against the northern barbarians, killing enemies on the battlefield, vowing to die for the country, never retreating a single step. He had more than forty sword wounds on his body, all sustained by the people of Yan Bei. On the sixteenth day of the fourth month, he was hit by a catapult from the Western Expedition Army, his spine shattered, both legs cut off, dying from blood loss.”

“This, this is my daughter.” The woman’s voice suddenly became choked. The head in the golden box was pale and swollen as if soaked in water, with purple bloodstains at the corners of her eyes and nostrils. “Hereditary princess of Yan Bei, twenty-fifth generation granddaughter of Emperor Pei Luo, five hundred and seventy-ninth tablet holder of Cheng Guang Ancestral Temple in Sheng Jin Palace, Yan Hong Xiao, eldest daughter of Yan Shicheng, King of Yan Bei. On the sixteenth day of the fourth month, she rode to rescue her captive mother. When passing by Wei Water Hong Lake, she was intercepted by the Fourth Field Army of Mu He Xi Tian from the Western Expedition Corps, raped to death, and finally thrown into Hong Lake.”

The snowstorm suddenly intensified. The woman’s voice grew more mournful, her face paler. Each word seemed to be wept out in blood. The wild wind howled, snow swirled, and countless eagles flapped their wings together, battling alongside the fluttering black dragon battle flags in the pitch-black, looming sky.

“These are all warriors of Yan Bei. They betrayed their lord and country; they are rebellious ministers and thieves. General Meng, carry out the execution!”

A huge bronze cauldron was carried up to the Nine Abyss Platform, blazing with fire. Meng Tian’s brows were tightly furrowed, and he finally said in a deep voice: “Execute!”

The twenty golden boxes were immediately thrown into the giant bronze cauldron. Yan Xun’s eyes suddenly blazed like fire, a beast-like scream burst from his throat as he tried to stand up and rush forward. The imperial guards collectively stepped forward, blocking Yan Xun’s path. Chu Qiao firmly embraced Yan Xun’s body. The stubborn child finally could no longer hold back, tears pouring down. The youth, held in the child’s arms, cried out in anguish, kneeling on the ground, stretching out his veined fist to pound desperately on the stone slabs of the Golden Wing Square, unaware of his bleeding hand, screaming in a terrifying voice.

The woman turned back, looking at the roaring bronze cauldron, tears of bitter endurance flowing down. She reached out, lightly touching the hot cauldron, her face sorrowful. Then she turned back, looking tenderly at her son below the platform, and then slowly said to Meng Tian: “Elder Brother Meng, tell him not to forget what he said.”

Meng Tian’s body trembled. This simple “Elder Brother Meng” instantly brought him back thirty years. No heart-wrenching words could make him show the slightest emotion, but this simple address made the man’s hands tremble uncontrollably. He stepped forward, calling out as if in a nightmare: “Bai Sheng…”

But at that moment, the white-clothed woman suddenly turned, moving as swiftly as a shooting star, and smashed her head against the bronze cauldron!

“Bai Sheng!” “Mother!” “Ah!”

Great cries of alarm rose simultaneously. On the Golden Wing Square, thousands of people shouted at once. The woman’s forehead spurted blood like a fountain. Her hand clutched the cauldron as she softly collapsed.

“Quick! Quick! Call the imperial physician!” Meng Tian held the woman’s body, his steadfast expression finally gone, shouting in panic to the guards below.

“Mother!” Yan Xun staggered up to the Nine Abyss Platform, throwing himself onto the woman, forcefully pushing the general away, and shouting.

Heaven and earth roared in anger, and grass and trees grieved. Rolling thunder rumbled on the horizon, the north wind wailed on the ground, and heavy snow drifted down from all over the sky. The woman slowly opened her eyes, looking at the child’s face, smiling gently, only causing more fresh blood to gush out.

“Mother!” Yan Xun’s eyes shed tears. Everything he touched was covered in blood. He shouted desperately: “Why? Why must it be like this? Father is gone, eldest brother is gone, and all our relatives are gone, are you also leaving Yan Xun? Mother! Why?”

Tears slowly fell from the woman’s eyes. She struggled to raise her hand, holding her child’s. “Xun’er… promise me, you must live on even if life is worse than death, you must live on. Don’t forget, you still have many things left to do.”

“Mother!”

The woman’s eyes instantly became unfocused. She lay on the black indigo stone, her white clothes covered with blooming bloodstains, like fiercely blossoming winter plum. Her face was like an orchid, white to the point of transparency. She smiled gently, her voice barely audible, saying like a mosquito’s buzz: “I always thought what I loved most was the Qing Shan Cliff of Bian Tang, where there’s no winter, no snow, no four seasons in a year, no autumn or winter. But now, I know I was wrong. Everything I love most is in Yan Bei. Now I’m going back to find them.”

In a trance, she seemed to see the clear sky above the layers of dark clouds, to see the distant Yan Bei grassland, where that bright-eyed man rode on horseback, running toward her from afar. His voice penetrated the sunlight, echoing in the green grassland, with the distant mountains responding in unison, all shouting with his voice: “A-Sheng…”

“A-Sheng, I want to give you the best things in the world. Tell me, what do you like most?” The man sat on horseback, laughing heartily.

Fool, I already have the best things in the world—our home, our children, and our Yan Bei.

Her wrist fell weakly. The mournful north wind suddenly swept like a blade across the sky of Zhen Huang. Eagles flew angrily into the wind, the black feathers on their wings scattered by the hurricane, howling down with the blizzard!

“Mother!” The youth held the woman’s body, his eyes like blood, instantly falling into an endless, long night!

The eight-year-old child protected his side, her fists tightly clenched, her small face pale and bloodless. The cold wind came mournfully, blowing away the disheveled hair before the child’s eyes. She suddenly raised her head, her eyes fiercely looking toward the Sheng Jin Palace in the north. There, solemn and majestic, heavy and imposing, filled with overwhelming dignity and oppression.

That day, a sharp thorn was suddenly, forcefully planted in the child’s heart. She clenched her fists, pressed her lips tightly together, remaining silent for a long time. But a seed in her mind took deep root and began to grow, carved by years, watered by storms. One day, it would grow into a towering ancient tree with luxuriant branches and leaves!

In the wind and snow, the funeral bell rang continuously. In the majestic Cheng Guang Ancestral Temple of Sheng Jin Palace, a black figure slowly turned around, walking step by step along the long corridor into the heart of Great Xia. The flickering lights cast his shadow long behind him.

Chapter 43: One Day
On the nineteenth day of the fourth month in the 466th year of the Bai Cang Calendar, it was a day impossible to forget. On that day, the entire family of the Yan Bei Garrison Western King was brutally slaughtered, except for the heir Yan Xun who had been held as a hostage in the imperial capital for years. The spirits of the Yan family weren’t allowed to rest in peace even after death; they were subjected to flame punishment on the Nine Abyss Platform in front of the Sheng Jin Palace, their bodies and heads separated, and their ashes scattered across the nine heavens.

From that moment, the Yan Bei lion flag that once intimidated the northern frontier began its long silence. While the imperial nobles who coveted Yan Bei’s lands clapped and cheered together, a grand celebration was held on the vast grasslands of the northwest. Eleven Dog Rong tribes gathered together under the leadership of Great Khan Wang Na Yan Ming Lie to celebrate the downfall of the Yan Bei lion clan, celebrate Yan Shi Cheng’s miserable death, and celebrate how the emperor of the Great Xia Dynasty had selflessly opened up a fertile northern frontier for their Dog Rong tribe. The great Dog Rong sky god had blessed this fierce race, and from then on, they firmly believed that no one could withstand the blade of the grassland men anymore.

At this moment, in a remote narrow room inside the dilapidated Qian Gate compound, the cold wind howled. Snow seeped through the roof. There was no fire basin, no heating, only a tattered quilt, black and dirty, emitting a foul smell.

Outside the door came the shouting of soldiers drinking and playing finger-guessing games. The rich aroma of meat wafted into the room from afar. The young man’s face was pale blue, but his forehead was burning hot. His lips were cracked, showing unhealthy white skin. His sword-like eyebrows were tightly furrowed, and large drops of cold sweat slid down from his temples. His black hair was already soaked through.

Banging sounds repeatedly echoed in the room. The eight-year-old child laboriously lifted a chair and then smashed it heavily on the ground, again and again, finally breaking the chair into a pile of scattered firewood. She let out a long breath, wiped away her sweat, and then lit a fire in the middle of the room. The firewood crackled, and the room instantly became warmer. She carefully boiled a bowl of water, climbed onto the cold bed, supported the young man’s head, and called softly: “Yan Xun, wake up, drink some water.”

The young man could no longer hear any sound and showed no reaction to her words. The child frowned, took a rough chopstick from the bowl on the table, and directly pried open Yan Xun’s teeth to pour in the hot water.

The sound of “cough, cough” immediately rang out, Yan Xun’s chest violently shook, and he began to cough loudly. The water that had just been fed to him was completely spat out. Chu Qiao looked carefully and saw that there were traces of blood swirling in the water. Her chest suddenly felt tight. She pressed her lips together, sniffled, then climbed down from the bed and continued to boil water.

“Yan Xun?” As night fell, the room grew increasingly cold, becoming unbearable. The child had placed the fur coat and cotton quilt over the young man, while she wore only a thin outer garment. She curled up beside Yan Xun like a small animal, holding a white porcelain bowl, and said softly: “I’ve added water to the rice to make porridge. Get up and drink a little.”

The young man didn’t speak, as if he were already asleep. In the moonlight, his face was as white as paper, but there were signs of movement under his tightly closed eyelids. Chu Qiao knew he wasn’t sleeping; he was awake all along but just unwilling to open his eyes.

Chu Qiao sighed slowly. She put down the bowl, hugged her knees, and sat down against the wall. Outside the door, heavy snow was falling. Through the broken doors and windows, one could still see the deathly white snow-covered branches in the moonlight. The child’s voice was very low as she slowly said: “Yan Xun, I am a slave. I have no power, no authority, no relatives, no family. All my family members were killed. Some were beheaded, some were banished, some were beaten to death, some had their arms cut off and were thrown into the lake to feed the fish, and some, at a very young age, were raped, their bodies loaded onto a cart like broken garbage. This world should be fair. Even slaves, even those with low bloodlines, should have the right to survive. I don’t understand why people are divided into different classes from birth, and why wolves are destined to eat rabbits while rabbits cannot fight back. But now I understand—it’s because rabbits aren’t strong enough, they don’t have sharp claws and teeth. If you don’t want to be looked down upon, you must first stand up for yourself. Yan Xun, I am very young, but I have patience and time. Those people from the Zhuge family who owe a debt—none of them can escape. I must live to see them pay for what they’ve done; otherwise, even if I die, I won’t rest in peace.”

The young man’s eyelashes trembled slightly, his lips pressed together. Outside the window, heavy snow was falling, and a cold wind blew in through the window, making a howling sound.

The child’s voice became increasingly solemn: “Yan Xun, do you remember what your mother told you before she died? She said you must live on, even if it means living without dying because you still have many things to do. Do you know what those things are? It’s to endure humiliation, to sleep on firewood and taste gall, to wait for the right moment, to kill everyone who murdered your family with your sword! On your shoulders rests too many people’s hopes, too many people’s blood, too many eyes watching you from heaven. Can you bear to disappoint them? Can you bear for them to die without rest? Are you willing to die on this broken bedboard? Can you tolerate those who killed your parents and relatives living well and enjoying themselves without worry?”

The child’s voice suddenly became hoarse, like a knife scraping over ice, raising tiny ice chips. She said, almost word by word: “Yan Xun, you must live, even if like a dog, you must live. Only by living do you have hope, do you have the ability to fulfill unfulfilled wishes, can you someday take back what belongs to you. In this world, you can never rely on others; you can only rely on yourself.”

Heavy breathing suddenly sounded. The child got up, picked up the bowl, and brought it to the face of the young man who had already opened his eyes. His eyes were bright and full of strength as if raging flames were burning wildly.

“Yan Xun, live on, kill them all!”

A flash of light suddenly shot from the young man’s eyes, carrying bloodthirsty hatred and world-destroying unwillingness. He nodded heavily and repeated in a nightmarish low voice: “Live on, kill them all!”

Outside the house, the cold wind howled. The two small children stood in a cold, broken room, tightly clenching their fists.

Many years later, when Yan Xun, grown to adulthood, recalled that night, he still felt apprehensive. He didn’t know if he hadn’t softened his heart and spared that disheveled little slave with the stubborn eyes if he hadn’t repeatedly helped that child out of momentary curiosity if he hadn’t impulsively wanted to say goodbye to that child on the night of their parting, would everything today have disappeared like flowers in a mirror or the moon’s reflection in water? Would that noble young man who had lived a life of luxury, when faced with the disaster of his family’s destruction, have been crushed by the catastrophe? Would he have died full of sorrow, lonely and weak?

But there aren’t so many “ifs” in this world. So, on that night, two children who had nothing made a secret vow in the ice and snow.

Live on, even if like a dog, live on!

The long night was about to pass. Before dawn, a messenger arrived from Sheng Jin Palace with a letter. For whatever reason—whether it was an uneven distribution of spoils or the realization that when the lips are gone, the teeth will be cold—under the joint pressure of other vassal kings of the empire, Yan Xun, the heir of Yan Bei who had committed no offense, would succeed the title of Yan Bei Garrison Western King. However, the time was pushed back until after his coming-of-age ceremony at twenty. Before he came of age, the Yan Bei territory would be managed in rotation by Sheng Jin Palace and various regional vassal kings, while Yan Xun would continue to stay in the imperial capital of Zhen Huang, under the care of the imperial family, until he grew up.

Before that, there were still eight years to go—just eight more years.

On the twenty-first day of the fourth month, Yan Xun moved out of the hostage residence and into Sheng Jin Palace, the most heavily guarded place in the Great Xia Dynasty. That morning, the wind howled and snow fell. Yan Xun wore a northern black sable fur coat, standing on the magnificent Purple Gold Square, looking at the Nine Abyss Platform and Purple Gold Gate not far ahead. Behind them was the northwestern part of the empire. That place was once his home, the land where he grew up, with his beloved family. Now, they had all left him, but he firmly believed they must be standing in the high heavens, quietly watching him with open eyes, waiting for his iron hooves to step into Yan Bei, into Shang Shen, to break through He Tong Mountain Pass!

That day marked four months since the empire’s western expedition forces had been deployed. Although the civilian unrest in Shang Shen had been handled poorly, they had resolutely found the ringleaders of the uprising. The Yan Bei Garrison Western King’s family was completely massacred, and the iron-blooded army of the Great Xia Dynasty once again maintained the empire’s dignity with thunderous measures. However, many years later, when future court historians reopened the scroll of history, they couldn’t help but lament that from this moment on, the Great Xia Dynasty had sown the seeds of its future destruction. A raging fire was reborn in the swamp of death—it was the resolute and cruel abandonment of everything that could burn everything. The blade of world destruction carved a bloody gash in the surviving young man’s heart. Blood would flow endlessly and eventually completely bury this corrupt dynasty.

“I thought this kind of life would never end, like the wind that roams year-round on the Yan Bei plateau, like the snow that never melts on Dragon Spine Mountain. But I was wrong. My eyes were blindfolded by golden shackles. I couldn’t see the ambition to swallow the world hidden behind the prosperity, the slaughter of millions, the unpredictable power struggles. Now, I am about to walk into the golden cage, carrying the blood of my father, my mother, my sisters, and my brothers. But I swear to the sky of Yan Bei, I am leaving now, but I will return one day.”

The young man turned around, held the hand of the eight-year-old child, and walked straight through the heavy palace gate. The gate closed with a rumble, swallowing all light. The wild wind howled outside but was blocked by the tall city walls. Only the eagle’s sharp eyes could look down from high in the sky and see those two figures. In the sunset as red as blood, amidst the magnificent palace towers, their figures appeared so small yet so tall and straight.

One day, they would stand shoulder to shoulder and fight their way out, emerging with heads held high from this vermillion-lacquered purple-gold gate!

Heaven firmly believed, there would come such a day!

Chapter 44: Time Flies Like a White Colt Past a Crack
“Everyone, here is the plan.” In a crude tent, a woman in cyan clothes slightly raised her pointed, thin chin. Her slender fingers pointed at a detailed terrain map on the desk as she spoke solemnly to the soldiers around her: “The operation will begin at the third quarter of the Chou hour (1:45 AM). Xia Zhi will lead the first squad to set an ambush at the Chichao Bridge between Chaohu Lake and Chishui River. Xi Rui and Bian Cang will each take five men to sneak under the bridge, destroy the river-crossing grass boats, and cut off the grappling hooks. Then Xia Zhi will launch the attack to eliminate the Xiao Cavalry’s defensive position on the bridge. Don’t be afraid of the battle expanding—just make sure to finish the fight within the time it takes for an incense stick to burn. Understood?”

“Understood!” Xia Zhi, Xi Rui, and Bian Cang immediately nodded and answered solemnly.

The woman’s finger followed the western line on the map as she turned her head. “A Du, take the second squad and ambush on the small path of Suohe Village, coordinating with Xia Zhi’s action to prevent the Xiao Cavalry from sending reinforcements to Chichao Bridge when Xia Zhi launches the surprise attack. Your task is to cut off the transportation line between the Xiao Cavalry and the Northern Prison, and try to hold off the main army for one hour when the action takes place in the north.”

The dark-skinned A Du nodded heavily and said, “Miss, you can count on me.”

The woman nodded, drew a circle at the top of the map with her finger, and tapped it forcefully, saying in a deep voice: “Your mission is to infiltrate the Northern Prison underground camp and rescue Master Mu and Teacher Zhu from the water prison in the northwest corner, as well as the twenty-eight brothers in the Tianyuan Tower to the south. Some of them may not be able to walk. You need to rescue them before dawn and send them to Pengding Village, fifteen li to the southwest, where the follow-up troops will pick them up with carriages. Therefore, we must take the risk of acting before dark.”

The tent was silent. Everyone focused intently on the woman’s words. The woman maintained a calm expression and continued: “Three hundred zhang outside the Northern Prison are dense forests, but within a hundred zhang, everything has been cleared to flat ground without any cover. There are eight corner towers at the four corners of the camp with people monitoring all day. You’ll need to crawl forward.”

The woman turned around and pulled out another map with a swoosh. “Look, this is a detailed map of the Northern Prison. This is the military supply warehouse, this is the food storage, this is the armory, this is the soldiers’ rest camp, and here is our target: the Tianyuan Tower and the northwest water prison. I need you to memorize this perfectly within two hours without any mistakes. The two teams need to coordinate to complete the mission. So, at the third quarter of the Chou hour when Xia Zhi launches the attack, Cheng Yang will lead the third and fourth squads to begin the assault. A Li and A Cheng will lead the crossbow team along the trench line, bypass the Northern Prison camp, and eliminate the scouts in the corner towers with crossbow arrows. It must be a single strike—no survivors can be left. After succeeding, Cheng Yang will lead the main squad to open the gate. One team will advance westward, pretending to attack the military supply warehouse and food storage, attracting patrolling soldiers to create chaos. Another team will shoot fire arrows at the soldiers’ rest camp, not to kill but to create a distraction and delay the people inside from coming out. Remember, once all the resting Northern Prison soldiers run out, the operation has failed, so your technique must be precise, and you must act according to the situation. Xiao Ting will assist you outside by letting horse herds run in the dense forest to confuse the enemy.”

Xiao Ting stood nearby. He was still a child, only sixteen or seventeen years old, but his dark muscles and numerous scars on his arms already indicated he was an experienced, excellent warrior. Xiao Ting nodded with a smile and said to Cheng Yang: “Brother Cheng Yang, don’t forget me again like last time when you came out and shot arrows at me, thinking I was the enemy.”

Everyone laughed at this, slightly easing the solemn atmosphere. Cheng Yang extended his hand and pushed the boy, saying with a smile: “You sure can hold a grudge.”

The woman coughed lightly, and everyone immediately turned to face her, their expressions becoming serious again, no longer smiling.

“When A Li’s crossbow team eliminates the people on the watchtowers and corner towers, the operation officially begins. Cheng Yang will lead the main squad to quickly advance into the camp, setting up an archer every five zhang to cover the main force’s advance. Your mission is rescue—you don’t need to care about any other place. A Li’s men will cover you after eliminating their targets. Go to the northwest water prison first to rescue Teacher Zhu and Master Mu, then to the Tianyuan Tower. The guards there include our people. By the time you arrive, the other guards should have been eliminated. After rescuing the targets, quickly retreat through the trench in the southwest. A Li will lead people to attack the enemy’s right flank, and A Cheng will lead people to attack from behind as cover. After Cheng Yang confirms that no one has been left behind, he will send a green signal. The battle ends at the Yin hour (3:00 AM), and you should arrive at the designated location by the third quarter of the Yin hour (3:45 AM). Xiao Jiu will arrange for your safe retreat.”

The woman’s eyes were as clear as snow. She raised her face, her gaze passing over everyone, and said solemnly: “Does anyone still not understand?”

No one answered. The woman nodded: “Good, now go prepare weapons and equipment, and memorize the march map. In half an hour, I will check with each of you about the operation procedures. If there are no problems, we will set out in one hour.”

“Yes.” The men responded in unison, standing up with a rustle. The small tent immediately seemed a bit crowded.

The cyan-clothed woman rose with them. Her figure was somewhat thin, and her complexion had a sickly paleness. Her narrow, long eyes emitted a slight gleam. The woman extended her right hand, formed a fist, placed it against her heart, and said solemnly, word by word: “Da Tong will not perish.”

“Will not perish.”

The unified voices rang out together. The woman nodded, and everyone filed out in succession.

The tent suddenly became quiet. The wind outside was strong. Today, there had been another heavy snowfall. Auspicious snow foretells a good harvest year. Perhaps next year, the common people’s lives will be a little better.

Just after taking a sip of tea, a youth in gray-brown short work clothes suddenly entered the tent and said to the woman: “Miss, Master Wu has arrived.”

The woman’s eyebrows rose, and the hand holding the teacup trembled slightly. Then, with a steady voice, she said: “Let him in.”

The fresh wind immediately came in from outside. The man took off his bamboo hat. He wore a long blue cloth robe, with handsome and clear features. He was around twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old, but already had fine wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, which did not diminish the grace and dignity of his bearing at all. The man put down what he was carrying and smiled gently: “A Yu.”

The woman naturally took Wu Daoye’s outer robe and smiled faintly: “When did you arrive? Weren’t you back in Yan Bei?”

“Something urgent came up, and I must return to the imperial capital immediately.”

Sitting on a small stool, he took off his boots and gently emptied them—they were full of ice chips. Miss Yu raised an eyebrow and said: “Did you come from the Ice Plain?”

“What else could I do?” Wu Daoye looked up: “That person in Sheng Jin Palace is holding a grand birthday celebration, inviting three nations. The checkpoints are too tight. Now it’s a time of extreme caution, so it’s better to be careful.”

“Caution ensures safety for thousands of years. You’re right.”

“By the way,” Wu Daoye frowned: “West Hua sent a message saying that two more of our spots in the imperial capital were uncovered. Is that true?”

“Just a diversion,” Miss Yu smiled faintly, poured a cup of tea, handed it to Wu Daoye, and said: “Recently, the imperial city’s checkpoints have been too tight. After the New Year, the atmosphere has become tense. Mu He Xi Feng, newly appointed, is making a splash like a new official lighting three fires, jumping up and down restlessly. I deliberately leaked two abandoned locations to let him establish some merit and calm down a bit. There was nothing substantial inside, and the intelligence was a mix of truth and falsehood, difficult to discern. Our people suffered no casualties.”

“I guessed as much.” Wu Daoye smiled: “The Wei Clan lost the position this time. Wei Shu, You returned from the south in a miserable state, letting the position of Imperial Capital Prefecture Governor go to the Mu He Clan for nothing. It seems that in the Elder Council, there will be another round of bloody storms.”

“Wei Guang is old and cunning. I suspect this was deliberately arranged by him.”

Wu Daoye raised an eyebrow and said solemnly: “What do you mean?”

Miss Yu sighed: “Daoye, it has been seven years. In less than six months, it will be the Young Master’s coming-of-age ceremony. But think about it—will that person in Sheng Jin Palace, the elders of the Elder Council, and the Ba Tu Ha family in the northwest allow the Young Master to safely return to Yan Bei to inherit the throne? Over these years, they have repeatedly schemed and attempted to harm him, with all kinds of plots and traps emerging one after another, all aiming to put the Young Master to death. If not for the other vassal kings watching, afraid of causing too much disturbance, they would have made their move long ago. This time is the final struggle, and they will be even less merciful. Additionally, with the Summer King’s birthday, the three nations gathering, and foreign minor tribes paying tribute, this imperial capital of Zhen Huang is likely to fall into chaos again. Regardless of the outcome, the imperial capital will inevitably experience bloody storms, and the Imperial Capital Prefecture Governor, as the administrator of Zhen Huang, will be implicated afterward. How could Wei Guang, being so cunning, not see the situation? The Wei Clan has only stepped aside once, presumably determined to keep out of trouble.”

Hearing this, Wu Daoye nodded and said solemnly: “You always think more thoroughly. It seems that after Mu He Yun Ting’s death, the Mu He Clan no longer has descendants capable of supporting their great house. No wonder on my way here, I heard that Zhuge Mu Qing sent Zhuge Huai to the southeast to arrange matters with Huai Song. It turns out they were also avoiding disaster.”

“It’s because you’ve been away from the capital for too long and don’t understand the relationships within. This time, except for the reckless Mu He Clan and the Ba Tu Ha family who are determined to oppose the Yan Gate, the remaining five great families have all adopted strategies of seclusion. The Mu Clan from Lingnan has even directly recalled the Young Master Mu from the capital back to Lingnan to avoid these deep waters. Your battle won’t be easy to fight.”

Wu Daoye nodded heavily and sighed: “For this day, the eighty thousand soldiers of Yan Bei have waited seven years. No matter what, we must ensure the Young Master leaves safely. The entire Yan Wang family sacrificed for Da Tong back then. We cannot abandon his only bloodline.”

Miss Yu placed her hand on Wu Daoye’s shoulder: “We’ll deal with problems as they come. Don’t worry too much. Besides, regardless of what happens, the Young Master won’t be in mortal danger—that would be a great joy.”

Hearing these words, Wu Daoye couldn’t help but smile broadly, nodding: “Yes, you also think that child is good, right?”

“Yes,” Miss Yu nodded: “At such a young age, her careful thinking is truly remarkable. Initially, to make her trust me, I put in quite some effort. Over these years, if not for her protection by the Young Master’s side, I’m afraid the Yan Bei lineage would have ended long ago. This child has great potential. I will keep an eye on her.”

“With you looking after her, I can rest assured. I won’t stay long in the imperial capital this time. The spring tax collection is about to begin, and I must return to Yan Bei to oversee it, not letting the imperial court and the Ba Tu Ha family take too much. Even if the Young Master hasn’t officially assumed the position, Yan Bei is still Yan Gate’s territory. We cannot make Yan Bei as prosperous as it was in those years, but at least we should not leave a mess for the Young Master when he ascends to the position one day.”

Miss Yu smiled softly and said: “Don’t worry, I will watch over carefully and do my utmost.”

“Miss, it’s time!” a call suddenly came from outside.

Hearing this, Wu Daoye stood up: “I just stopped by briefly. I need to go to the Yan Bei Garrison Office immediately. Last season’s winter tax has already been sent to the capital. I want to see how much the Young Master has submitted.”

Miss Yu nodded and was about to go out to see him off. Wu Daoye stopped her with his hand: “The wind is howling outside. Your health isn’t good, and you’re wearing too little. Don’t come out. I’m leaving.”

With that, he put on his bamboo hat and walked out.

Miss Yu stood in place, looking at the swaying curtain, slightly dazed. After a while, she returned to sit at the desk, picked up the operation draft, and began to examine it carefully again.

“A Yu,” a deep voice suddenly sounded. The curtain lifted, and Wu Daoye poked his head in again.

Miss Yu raised an eyebrow, looking at him questioningly. Wu Daoye thought silently for a moment and finally said solemnly: “The weather is getting colder. Take care of yourself. You don’t need to personally handle everything. Be cautious in all matters. Take care and be careful.”

With that, he turned and walked out. Though the wind howled outside, his footsteps could still be heard gradually fading away.

After a long while, a horse’s neigh suddenly sounded. Miss Yu looked at the tent’s curtain and said softly: “You too.”

Time flies swiftly like a shuttle. In the blink of an eye, seven years had passed.

Chapter 45: Years of Confusion
The Great Xia royal family originated as a nomadic tribe. A thousand years ago, just like the Dog Rong people, they spent their days galloping across the Red River Plain, living a nomadic life following water and grass. It wasn’t until the appearance of Pei Luo Zhen Huang, under whose leadership this fierce race gradually entered the vision of the orthodox clans of the east. They promoted culture and education, developed commerce, and expanded agriculture. After centuries of accumulation, the once-foreign regime had shed its rough exterior and become dignified and solemn. The formerly snow-covered barren lands gradually developed their flavor and depth under the hands of the Xia people. Moreover, compared to the weak Bian Tang and the extravagant Huai Song, the Great Xia displayed grandeur and dignity befitting a powerful nation.

At the same time, the grassland sentiment in the blood of the Great Xia Dynasty had not faded. Though they held little attachment to the land, they had an intense passion for power. The magnanimous tolerance of a great nation and their whale-like swallowing and annexation of others meant that culturally, they displayed a broad-minded attitude that embraced all streams of thought. The continuous integration and cohabitation of various ethnic groups over thousands of years made their cultural customs splendid and diverse, becoming a unique landscape on the continent.

The Sheng Jin Palace covered vast grounds, combining the distinct features of various ethnic groups from the Western Meng region. It had both the misty rain, flowing water, small bridges, and pavilions of the Jiangnan style, as well as the majestic, solemn, and imposing features of the northwest. The outer city was solid, with red walls and golden tiles, black ink-stone platforms, and very deep moats. It was heavily guarded with a tense atmosphere of drawn swords and readied bows. The middle city was where officials gathered to submit memorials. With red wooden palaces, golden gates and buildings, and the magnificent Xia Hua Sheng Palace, it was grand and imposing. The rear city was where the imperial consorts, princes, and princesses resided. With mountains, waters, grass, trees, pavilions, and arched bridges, every corner was a scenic spot, and every scene was exquisite. Water from the hot springs atop Cliff Wave Mountain was channeled through underground passages, decorating the rear city with green mountains, clear waters, lush flowers and plants, leisurely green bamboo, and lake and mountain scenery. Thus, the rear city of the Great Xia’s Sheng Jin Palace was also known as Little South Tang.

The Great Xia Dynasty, having risen from the grasslands, and due to their nomadic nature, held relatively higher respect for women’s status. This differed from Bian Tang and Huai Song. Over thousands of years, there have been many female generals and female scholars who served as officials in court. In the imperial harem, some empresses ruled from behind the curtain. They were also more tolerant regarding the separation of men and women. Therefore, within the rear city, apart from the emperor’s consorts and daughters, there were also many guards stationed there. Princes who had not been granted their fiefs also mostly lived there.

At this moment, in the Oriole Song Villa of the rear city, within a secluded bamboo forest, sat a young man dressed in black robes.

The young man was only about twenty years old, with handsome features, star-like eyes, a high, straight nose, and sword-like eyebrows. His jet-black hair hung down his back, loosely tied with a black satin ribbon. His black robe was elegant and luxurious, embroidered with a purple and gold qilin, with dark auspicious cloud patterns as borders, and lined with Huai Song Su silk. He wore soft leather deer-patterned boots with green cloud patterns carved on the soles, sitting comfortably and quietly at a small stone table. Beside him, incense burned and curled upward; on the table was an ancient zither. Several scrolls were scattered to one side, and next to a green jade wine pot was a crystal glass with twin dragons spitting pearls on both sides—a precious item.

Though it was winter, the underground fire of Cliff Wave Mountain provided warmth, and the surrounding hot springs created a quiet, warm place. A gust of fresh, cool breeze blew through the bamboo, making it feel even more leisurely and content.

The young man’s hands were like white jade, with long, slender fingers. He slowly picked up the crystal glass and raised it to his lips, but did not drink. His star-like eyes narrowed slightly, and without looking back, he said calmly: “Come out.”

“How annoying,” a delicate female voice immediately sounded. From the bamboo forest behind him emerged a charming young woman. “You find me every time, it’s no fun at all!”

The young woman was only eighteen or nineteen years old. She wore a lotus-colored gold-flecked jacket on top and a white butterfly-scattered clear gauze skirt below. Around her waist was a light cyan belt with green lily ornaments hanging from it. Her cloud-like hair was piled high, with tassels by her ears. A heart-shaped blood jade pendant hung at her brow, along with Dan orchid earrings and an agate necklace. Though elegant, she did not appear ostentatious in the slightest. As she walked, she took off her snow-white fur cape and said in a crisp tone: “Father Emperor still favors you the most. I just came from Lanshan Pavilion, and it was freezing there. Look at you—here the snow melts before it even touches the ground.”

The young man turned his head, his expression calm. With a faint smile at the corner of his mouth, he said: “It is His Majesty’s great favor.”

“Hmph,” the young woman snorted. “Why doesn’t he show such favor to me? I am Father Emperor’s daughter, after all.”

“Princess…”

“You’re calling me Princess again!” The young woman tossed her fur cape to a nearby servant and ran to the young man, exclaiming loudly.

The young man smiled helplessly and said: “Chun’er.”

“Don’t think you can get away with this,” Princess Chun sat on a stone stool opposite him, puffing her cheeks angrily as she said: “Tell me, why did you leave before the banquet was over? You made me abandon all the guests and chase you all the way here.”

The man replied with an unruffled smile: “I apologize, I had an urgent matter to attend to.”

“What matter could you possibly have?” the young woman shouted. Just as she finished speaking, she suddenly realized she had spoken rashly. Quickly, she carefully glanced at the man’s expression from the corner of her eye. Seeing no reaction from him, she hurriedly said: “Did you leave because Wei Shu You arrived? He just returned from the south, and I didn’t know he was coming. Don’t be angry with me.”

The man looked up and slowly shook his head: “The Princess need not worry. Yan Xun would not dare.”

“You’re calling me Princess again.” Chun’er frowned, suddenly stood up, grabbed the hem of Yan Xun’s robe, and said angrily: “Yan Xun, do you consider me your person or not?”

Yan Xun lowered his head, frowning as he looked at the young woman’s delicate white hand. His brow furrowed slightly, and he discreetly pulled his clothes free: “The Princess overthinks. The distinction between noble and commoner must still be observed.”

“Damn the distinction! We were so good when we were young. Do you remember when I was nine years old, you even took me to a brothel to fight? Now you can’t even call me by my nickname without being secretive.”

“In those days, this humble official was young and ignorant. I was reckless.”

“How annoying!” Chun’er smashed the wine pot on the ground and shouted: “I despise you!”

With that, she was about to turn and leave.

“Princess, please stay,” Yan Xun stood up and called out, handing her a box wrapped in light purple silk.

Chun’er raised an eyebrow: “What is this?”

“For the Princess’s birthday. Although it cannot be celebrated grandly because it falls in the same month as His Majesty’s, I still wish to express my sentiments. A small token, please accept it, Princess.”

Chun’er’s little face immediately brightened with joy. She opened the box with a smile and saw that it contained a section of a white rabbit’s tail. The young woman’s eyes widened, and she exclaimed loudly: “This is… this is Huan Huan’s tail?”

Yan Xun nodded and said: “A few days ago, I heard that Huan Huan bit your hand and was ordered to be beaten to death and thrown out by the Western Consort. You cried for a long time. So I ordered someone to intercept the rabbit outside the palace and cut off this piece of tail. Keep it as a memento. It’s not something valuable, please don’t take offense.”

The young woman’s eyes immediately became moist. She shook her head and said softly: “I’ve received too much gold, silver, and jewels. Only this is the best gift. Brother Xun, thank you. Chun’er is very happy.”

As soon as she finished speaking, the young woman’s cheeks immediately turned red. Holding the rabbit’s tail, she didn’t even bother to put on her fur cape before turning and running out of the bamboo forest.

Yan Xun continued standing in place, but the smile on his face gradually disappeared as the young woman’s figure receded.

“Young Master, Princess Chun Yu has left.”

With a swoosh, Yan Xun stripped off the outer robe that the young woman had just touched, threw it on the table, and turned to leave, leaving behind a few words in a low voice: “Burn it.”

“Yes.”

The servant responded solemnly, and by the time he looked up again, Yan Xun’s figure had already disappeared.

Chapter 46: Two Children of Yesterday
The afternoon sunlight was pleasant. After the heavy snow, the air was fresh and clear. Yan Xun sat in his study, carefully reviewing and annotating the winter tax documents that had just been delivered. Feng Zhi had come to announce meals three times but was driven away each time by guard A Jing, so he could only wait outside feeling wronged.

The wind blew gently, and the incense in the burner on the desk swayed slowly. Suddenly, a fresh scent wafted over—not the cosmetics of the palace, nor the orchid incense of Oriole Song Villa, nor the fragrance of green bamboo from the bamboo forest, but a unique smell of yellow sand and soil, even carrying the sharp edge of a blade.

Yan Xun frowned and looked up. Upon seeing the visitor, his eyes immediately softened. He wanted to speak but found it somewhat amusing, so he turned his face away, trying to hold back, yet the corners of his lips gradually curved upward.

“Have you finished laughing?” The visitor appeared to be only fifteen or sixteen years old, still a young teenager, with fair skin and clear eyes. Wearing a set of blue leather armor, the youth looked even more spirited, leaning against the doorframe with arms crossed over the chest. With bright eyes carrying a hint of a smile, yet stubbornly and firmly saying: “It’s cold outside.”

“When did you return?” Yan Xun’s voice was warm as water as if instantly shedding all the sharpness from his demeanor. He looked at the warm and tender eyes of the youth at the door and smiled gently.

The youth also smiled, tilting their head and answering: “Just now.”

“Then why didn’t you come in?”

The youth pouted and disdainfully remarked: “Someone said that no matter how important, no one is allowed to enter.”

Yan Xun nodded: “Is that so? If I indeed said such words, yet they dared to let you in, their intentions are questionable. They truly deserve death.”

“But I’m still standing at the door, aren’t I?” The youth raised an eyebrow: “I wouldn’t dare to break the great Heir Yan’s rules.”

Just as Yan Xun was about to speak, the young servant Feng Zhi, standing behind the youth with a food box, finally couldn’t help but say: “Young Master, Young Master Chu, please stop with the banter. I’ve had the kitchen reheat this meal more than ten times. Could you at least take a bite first?”

“Alright,” the youth grabbed the food box with one hand and stepped in, smiling: “Just for Feng Zhi’s sake.”

The young servant wiped away his sweat and retreated. Yan Xun stood up from behind his desk, came forward to remove the cloak from the youth’s back, placed it on a chair, and then returned to sit at the table. He watched as the youth laid out all the dishes one by one, then closed his eyes and sniffed, saying as if intoxicated: “It smells so good. Why didn’t I notice before?”

“Your nose is useless now. If I didn’t come back, you would starve to death.”

After filling a bowl of rice for Yan Xun, the youth sat down directly beside him and took a big bite: “Rain Lady’s cooking is still the best.”

Yan Xun’s expression changed slightly, showing a rare hint of distress. He lowered his head to look at the youth and said softly: “Was the journey difficult?”

“It was fine,” the youth shook his head: “Just unbearably cold.”

“Did your feet get frostbitten again?”

“No, the boots you gave me are truly warm and comfortable.”

Yan Xun nodded and said solemnly: “In the future, let Qi He and the others handle such tasks. You shouldn’t always be running around.”

“I’d also like to stay indoors and not go out, but how could I feel at ease?” The youth sighed deeply: “Fortunately, it won’t be much longer. In half a year, we won’t have to work so hard anymore.”

Yan Xun’s eyes brightened. The wind blew in through the slightly open window, carrying the serene fragrance of the distant bamboo forest.

“Did you see Master Wu?”

“No,” the youth shook his head: “I saw Xi Hua. He said Master Wu has already entered the capital to oversee the winter tax matters and told you not to worry too much.”

Yan Xun nodded and sighed deeply: “That’s good. I haven’t slept well for several nights, constantly dealing with this matter. With Master Wu here, I’ll save a lot of effort.”

“Is everything peaceful in the palace?”

Hearing this, Yan Xun laughed coldly, unable to hide the mockery at the corners of his mouth: “It’s the same as always. I don’t know if you’ve heard the news, but Wei Shu You has returned. I even ran into him today.”

“I heard,” the youth nodded in acknowledgment: “The landslide at the Imperial Mausoleum on South Ji Mountain—Wei Shu You couldn’t escape blame. I heard he has already been removed from the position of Capital Prefecture Governor, but I didn’t expect him to return so quickly.”

Yan Xun put down his chopsticks and picked up his teacup for a sip: “Your move to pull the rug out from under them was well executed. Now everywhere in the palace, people are saying that Wei Guang deliberately distanced himself, wanting to escape this position. Although the one in Xia Hua Palace hasn’t expressed an opinion, the other elders in the Elder Council are all very dissatisfied with Wei Guang. A few days ago, during the land allocation draft, they collectively blocked the Wei family. Although Mu He Xi Feng is incompetent and Mu He Yun Ting is gone, Mu He Rong Cheng is not to be underestimated. When he returns from Xi Ling, the Elder Council will be lively.”

The youth looked up and said solemnly: “This matter still needs to be followed up. We can’t be complacent. Don’t worry, I’ll handle it properly.”

Yan Xun nodded: “I trust your abilities.”

Just as he finished speaking, he suddenly smiled, raised his slender finger, and gently wiped the youth’s face. The youth’s face was fair as jade, the skin crystal clear and smooth, still carrying the chill from outside. Yan Xun’s fingertip was warm. The youth was stunned, and the face involuntarily flushed somewhat red. Uncomfortably pushing away his hand, the youth frowned: “What are you doing?”

“That,” Yan Xun extended his hand, his fingertip bearing a shiny grain of white rice, and said with a smile: “A Chu, you must have been starving out there. It seems I need to properly compensate you.”

The youth was about to speak when suddenly noticed Yan Xun’s finger. That hand was white as jade, four fingers long and slender, but his little finger had been cut off at a section.

The youth’s eyes immediately turned cold. After slowly taking a bite of rice, the youth looked up and said solemnly: “If this succeeds, it will ensure Wei Shu You can never rise again.”

The air suddenly grew still. Yan Xun looked at A Chu’s profile and reached out to gently pat her shoulder: “A Chu, don’t think too much.”

“Yan Xun, I won’t be reckless. I’ll act within my capabilities.” A Chu’s voice suddenly became somewhat muffled. Lowering her voice, she slowly said: “We have already waited so many years. I won’t be so impatient.”

The afternoon sunlight fell warmly through the window lattice onto the two of them. In the air, it seemed one could smell the scent of spring.

Time flies swiftly. The small children of yesteryear had long grown into adults. Outside, the sunlight was bright, and the world had changed, but some things, like aged wine, had only become more fragrant with time.

“A Chu, don’t go out again after coming back this time. Rest well for a while. In half a year, I’ll take you back to Yan Bei.”

Chu Qiao looked up. Though young, her small face already showed the makings of a beauty, with curved eyebrows and eyes, yet unlike ordinary noble young ladies, she had an additional air of martial vigor and the light of wisdom. She lowered her head, resting her forehead against Yan Xun’s chest, nodded slightly, and said softly: “Alright.”

Yan Xun extended his arm, encircling the girl’s shoulders, gently stroking her back.

“When we reach Yan Bei, it should be midsummer, with lush pastures. I’ll take you to Fire Thunder Plain to hunt wild horses.”

“Mm,” Chu Qiao’s voice was somewhat muffled: “We will go.”

Time passed slowly. Yan Xun’s shoulders began to ache, but Chu Qiao still had not spoken. The man lowered his head and saw that the girl’s eyelashes were very long, casting a silhouette under her eyelids, appearing even more beautiful in the sunlight.

“A Chu?”

Yan Xun called softly, and seeing no response from Chu Qiao, he couldn’t help but laugh quietly—she had fallen asleep just like that. Standing up, he carried her horizontally in his arms. Despite Chu Qiao’s usual alertness, she didn’t struggle at all, as if knowing she was in a safe place, sleeping quietly and peacefully. As soon as he walked out of the study, A Jing came forward to meet him. Yan Xun raised his sword-like eyebrows, and A Jing and several servants immediately knelt on the ground, not daring to make a sound, only watching as Yan Xun carried the youth in leather armor, slowly walking toward the bedchamber.

After a while, the Yan Bei Heir emerged from the room, and A Jing hurriedly stepped forward.

“What happened?”

“We encountered an ambush on the road. The young lady led people to take a detour through the Lü Ye path back here. Afraid of making the Heir worry, she rode for three days without stopping, and is probably exhausted now.”

Yan Xun’s brows furrowed tightly as he asked solemnly: “What about that group of people?”

“They’re now at Liang Mountain Town, eighty li west of Zhen Huang City. Our people are keeping an eye on them. Heir, shall we take action?”

“Yes,” Yan Xun nodded and walked toward the study with a calm expression.

“Then,” A Jing hesitated slightly, thought for a moment, but still asked: “What about those stone material merchants responsible for the Imperial Mausoleum who were bribed by the young lady?”

Yan Xun pondered briefly, then said: “Since they are of no use anymore, eliminate them as well.”

“Yes, this subordinate obeys the command.”

A cold wind blew slowly from the direction of Cliff Wave Mountain. Yan Xun raised his head and saw a small white bird with not yet fully grown feathers hovering in the north wind. Perhaps attracted by the fragrance on his body, it circled fearlessly above his head, flapping its wings, flying up and down, chirping curiously.

A Jing was slightly stunned, then exclaimed with delight: “It’s a Cangwu bird! Heir, it might be a lost little Cangwu bird. These birds are very intelligent and not afraid of strangers. They are very precious—many people raise them as pets. This is the first time I’ve seen such a small Cangwu bird.”

“Is that so?” Yan Xun responded faintly, extending his hand, looking at the small bird circling in midair, and raising his eyebrows slightly.

The small bird chirped as if very curious. After flapping a few times, it landed on Yan Xun’s finger, gently pecking at his palm with its tender yellow beak. Its jet-black eyes moved lively, appearing very affectionate.

A Jing was greatly surprised and was about to exclaim in admiration when suddenly there was a crisp “crack” sound. Yan Xun’s palm immediately exerted force and tightly gripped. The precious little bird didn’t even have time to let out a miserable cry before falling to the ground with a soft thud.

“Trusting others so easily—if I didn’t kill you, you would eventually die at someone else’s hands.”

The man’s black robe fluttered, his figure tall and straight, disappearing in an instant among the pavilions and towers. A gust of wind blew, and the snow flew, quickly covering the small bird’s body.

Despite the geothermal warmth, the season was still deep winter. The sun slowly set, and the night was about to fall.
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Chapter 47: Friends From Afar
It was already deep into the night when she awoke. Two fire basins burned in the room, making the air very dry. Chu Qiao’s throat felt parched as she fumbled to get up and find water.

On the table, a small warming basket held a pot of milk as usual, produced by the snow deer raised at the Nanlan Temple—extremely precious. Chu Qiao poured a small cup and took a sip. Instantly, a fragrant taste filled her mouth, warming her from head to toe.

The room was dark. Tonight’s moon was enormous, hanging brightly in the sky, illuminating the Yingge Villa with a wash of white light. When she pushed open the window, the clear moonlight streamed in. She sat in a chair, resting her elbows and leaning on the windowsill, exhaling a long breath.

She had lost count of how many times she had gazed at this courtyard like this. Time passed so quickly. Often, she couldn’t distinguish whether everything before her eyes was a dream, or whether her memories of her previous life were just illusions. In the blink of an eye, she had already been in this world for nearly eight years. Eight years was enough to change many things, including a person’s thoughts, beliefs, hopes, and the goals and ideals they strived for.

Two wooden posts in the courtyard had been standing there for more than seven years. Even in this darkness, by the bright moonlight, one could see the shallow and deep sword marks on the posts. That was where she and Yan Xun had practiced martial arts all these years. In the early years, they didn’t dare practice during the day, only able to quietly take out their blades in the deep night—one person would stand watch while the other silently practiced the exquisite blade techniques Chu Qiao had drawn, combining the essence of various countries’ martial arts. Whenever a palace servant passed by, they would be frightened pale, and after the person left, they would exhale a long, cold breath in relief.

In the west warming room of the side wing, two sets of bedding were always prepared. At that time, they had no servants they could trust. Often, the two children would have to sleep in the same room holding their swords. When one slept, the other had to stay awake. The door bolt always had thin threads attached to their hands and feet—with the slightest disturbance, both would jump up from their beds with blades drawn.

The antique vase on the bookshelf in the study was always filled with various medicinal herbs for injuries, ready for unexpected needs. Although they rarely used them, they gradually developed such habits. Even their chopsticks and spoons were made of silver, and they raised many rabbits—each meal would be tested on the rabbits first, and only after a day or half would they dare eat it themselves. In those first few years, it seemed they never ate a hot meal fresh from the pot.

Whether in sweltering heat or bitter cold, they always wore a layer of soft armor beneath their undergarments. Whether eating or sleeping, they always kept their most handy weapon on their bodies. Time passed slowly this way. No matter how difficult, they still grew up shoulder to shoulder. Hope suddenly became less distant, the future no longer seemed hopeless, and in their hearts, a sense of eager anticipation gradually sprouted. Chu Qiao gently turned up the corners of her mouth. This, perhaps, was what they called a sense of belonging. After so many years, so many killings, so many hidden arrows, and conspiracies, she finally no longer considered herself an outsider wanting to escape or remain uninvolved.

In truth, from the moment she entered this imperial city, their fates had already been tightly connected.

Thinking of this, Chu Qiao involuntarily looked toward the northwestern sky. There lay the Huihui Mountains and Fire Thunder Plains that Yan Xun had described to her countless times, along with the Yan Bei grasslands they had always yearned for. In every cold night, in every humiliating predicament, in every hateful situation, these thoughts had supported them, helping them struggle through.

Taking a deep breath, she closed the window. The girl came to her desk, spread out a chart, and lowered her head to examine it carefully.

The door creaked open slowly. The man wore a long white cotton robe with a collar of fine camel wool. His clothing was neat, making him appear very handsome. Chu Qiao raised her head and smiled slightly, but didn’t get up. Sitting, she greeted him: “It’s so late, why aren’t you sleeping yet?”

“You’re not sleeping either, are you?”

Yan Xun carried a food box as he entered. Opening the lid, he said, “You’ve slept until midnight and missed dinner. Aren’t you hungry?”

As soon as he finished speaking, a loud rumbling sound came from her stomach. Chu Qiao rubbed her belly and smiled sheepishly: “It was fine until you mentioned it, now it’s starting to rebel.”

“Eat something first, see if it suits your taste.”

“Mm,” Chu Qiao put down her pen and paper, stood up to take the food box, and peeked inside. Immediately she exclaimed with delight: “Ah! Pear blossom dumplings!”

“Yes, knowing you love them, I had them prepared early. They’ve been frozen outside for several days, waiting for your return. They were just cooked.”

“Hehe,” the girl’s eyes narrowed into lines as she smiled: “Yan Xun, whenever I eat these, I feel like I’m home.”

After eating several dumplings in large bites, Yan Xun poured a cup of deer milk and quietly watched the girl eat. Outside the window, the moon was bright, its light pouring through the window onto both of them. The candle in the corner crackled, making everything seem peaceful and quiet.

“Ah Chu,” seeing that Chu Qiao had finished eating, Yan Xun handed her a white silk handkerchief, naturally wiping the oil from the corner of her mouth, and said in a deep voice: “Those stone merchants you bribed…”

“Yan Xun, just go ahead and do what needs to be done. You don’t need to tell me,” Chu Qiao cut him off before he could finish. “This was my careless oversight. I couldn’t be ruthless enough, but keeping such people around will eventually bring trouble. While we still don’t have the power to confront the Holy Gold Palace Council of Elders, leaving such a vulnerability is unwise. I brought them back hoping you would help me make this decision, so you don’t need to explain anything to me.”

Yan Xun smiled gently, his eyes suddenly growing soft: “Mm, I just didn’t want to hide it from you.”

“Yes,” the girl smiled and said: “We promised each other we would never hide anything. Concealment is the cause of all misunderstandings and barriers. No matter how well-intentioned, we cannot make that mistake.”

“Hehe,” Yan Xun laughed lightly: “Well then, now tell me everything about your journey to South Ji Mountain, every detail, big or small.”

“Alright,” Chu Qiao smiled, seated Yan Xun at the desk, and pointing at the chart, began to explain in detail.

The sky was misty, and everything was quiet. After taking a sip of tea, Chu Qiao made her final mark and pointed to the chart, saying: “As long as General Meng Tian remains the head of the Meng clan, we need not worry too much. From my perspective now, rather than worrying about the Holy Gold Palace and the Wei faction, we should worry about the Zhuge family.”

Yan Xun raised an eyebrow and said in a deep voice: “Didn’t Zhuge Huai just leave the capital? Zhuge Mu Qing has gradually withdrawn from the Council of Elders in recent years, handing all family affairs to Zhuge Huai. Will he intervene this time?”

“You’re underestimating that old fox Zhuge Mu Qing.” Chu Qiao shook her head: “In the empire’s three hundred years, the Council of Elders’ families have changed leadership many times. Among the founding meritorious officials, only the Zhuge family came with Emperor Pei Luo from the grasslands. This is the Zhuge family’s skill—they know how to balance power and never put themselves at the forefront, unlike the Mu He clan who repeatedly seek the limelight. As a result, when successive emperors try to reclaim power, they only target those in the most prominent positions, allowing the Zhuge clan to remain intact. Over these years, despite constant turmoil in the empire, Zhuge Mu Qing seemed moderate yet repeatedly avoided disaster. These cannot be attributed to luck alone.”

“Look here,” Chu Qiao pointed to the chart: “This is intelligence I’ve collected over the past few months. On the surface, the Zhuge family shows no movement, but in the southeast, there have been small-scale deployments of grain, river salt, and iron mines—not large but very frequent. Zhuge Xi was transferred from Song Water to Western Cold City to collect field taxes and hasn’t returned in two months. The official story is that Zhuge Xi is too clumsy and incompetent. But in my view, though Western Cold City is small, it’s a crucial point on our route back to Yan Bei—the hub of the Yao Water, Fu Su, and Red Water postal routes, making it extremely important strategically. We absolutely cannot underestimate it.”

“And look here, on the eighth of last month, the Council of Elders approved Zhuge Ran’s military commission. Instead of sending his son to guard the Zhuge family’s southeastern headquarters, Zhuge Mu Qing sent him to the southwestern camp as a general. The southwest borders the northwest, and the southwestern camp is located within the Ba Tu Ha family’s territory. If the Zhuge family wasn’t secretly colluding with the Ba Tu Ha family, how would old Ba Tu allow outsiders to set up camp at his doorstep? And most importantly, haven’t you noticed that Zhuge Yue will soon return?”

Yan Xun nodded, “I’ve been paying attention to this. Lady Yu’s people mentioned all these things to me a few days ago.”

“Oh?” Chu Qiao’s eyes immediately brightened. “What did Lady Yu say?”

“She said it’s still early. During the Summer King’s birthday, nobles from various countries will gather, making the situation complex and unpredictable. We can only adapt as things develop and respond to each move as it comes.”

Chu Qiao’s brow immediately furrowed. She raised her face to look at Yan Xun and slowly said: “Yan Xun, is this enough? I’m worried something will happen. Shouldn’t we prepare something in advance to be fully ready?”

“Ah Chu, there’s no such thing as a perfect plan in this world. As for preparation, haven’t we prepared enough these years?” Yan Xun looked into the girl’s bright eyes. He reached out, grasped Chu Qiao’s shoulders, and said in a deep voice: “Ah Chu, do you trust me?”

Chu Qiao nodded: “I trust you.”

“Then take a rest,” Yan Xun smiled gently: “Leave things to me. This South Ji Mountain journey has taken too much from you physically. You’re ill and cannot overexert yourself.”

“Yan Xun…”

“I don’t want to return to Yan Bei alone.” Yan Xun suddenly said in a low voice: “I have no relatives left. Ah Chu, you are the most important person to me.”

“Ah Chu, do you remember what you told me when I had a high fever with no medicine to treat it, the year we first entered the Holy Gold Palace?”

Chu Qiao was startled. Yan Xun’s face softened as he slowly said: “You told me to sleep peacefully, that you would stay awake until I woke up. In the end, I slept for four days, yet you were still forcing your eyes open to care for me. Ah Chu, now I can take care of you. So sleep peacefully—I will stay awake until the day when we can both close our eyes and sleep safely together.”

Chu Qiao lowered her head, gently pursing her lips. After a long while, she looked up and smiled faintly: “Good, then I won’t leave. I’ll stay by your side, waiting for you to take me away.”

Yan Xun nodded, his eyes bright, his smile like the thawing lake waters of March. The frustration of the past few months instantly vanished.

“Ah Chu, if we could enter together, we can certainly leave together. You must believe in me because, in this world, we can only trust each other now.”

At that time, winter snow had accumulated, the long night was peaceful, and the True Imperial Capital was calm. However, no one knew what fierce edges churned beneath the seemingly quiet undercurrents. Those strange and unpredictable countercurrents lay dormant underground, ready to boil up at any moment and submerge everything. People walking along the shore could only tread carefully, trying not to let their hems get wet from the murky waters. When one’s ability is not yet sufficient to confront the great tide, all they can do is stay away from the water.

After closing Chu Qiao’s door and watching the light inside extinguish, Yan Xun’s gaze immediately turned cold. He raised his head, looking toward the direction of Xia Hua Palace, with fierce gleams flashing in his eyes. His fingers slightly tensed, breaking a dry twig. Yan Xun tilted his head back, closed his eyes, and suddenly remembered a night many years ago. That day, nine-year-old Ah Chu, searching for medicine for his illness, was discovered by Wei Shu You, who had been secretly monitoring them. As a result, she was surrounded by more than twenty burly men who whipped and kicked her severely. To avoid giving others an excuse to deal with him, Ah Chu neither fled nor fought back. Her entire body was torn open, bleeding profusely. When he arrived, the child was barely breathing, yet still tightly clutching the stolen medicinal herbs.

From that day on, he silently vowed that he would never again let someone he valued leave his side, and in this life, there would never be a second person he valued.

Let what should come, come quickly. He had waited far too long—he could hardly wait any longer.

The man opened his eyes, his gaze clear. Tomorrow would be the day Zhuge Yue returned to court. Unseen for seven years—how had his old friend been?

The wound on his shoulder had long healed, but some hatred had taken root in his heart. Yan Xun smiled coldly, turned, and strode into the darkness, his form resolute, his clothes fluttering in the wind.

Tomorrow, after finishing the exam, I’ll take the train home. I’ll arrive the morning after tomorrow, so the next update will be in the evening, possibly a bit later.

Chapter 48: Nobility of the Celestial Dynasty
Better to be a dog in peaceful times than a person in chaotic ones.

This year was a bustling and highly dramatic one. The historical records show that several major events that changed the course of history happened this year. From the beginning of the year, the Zhenhuang Bloody Night, the Great Unity Guild Revenge Incident, the Rebellion of the Nine Princes, and the Xia-Tang War came one after another. One heavy bomb after another continuously struck the head of the Great Xia Dynasty. The ancient land of Ximeng was devastated. Various forces took turns on stage, establishing their territories on the blood and flesh of soldiers and the white bones of women and children.

At the beginning of the year, the Zhenhuang Imperial Capital was engulfed in the greatest snowstorm in its history. Heavy snow attacked this ancient city for twelve consecutive days. In the bitterly cold wind and flying snow, on the lonely ancient plank road, a troop in black armor braved the storm, galloping across the ancient snow plains, quickly approaching Zhenhuang City.

“Father!” A fourteen or fifteen-year-old child rode up on horseback, shouting before even dismounting: “I’ve seen Fourth Brother’s battle flag!”

The man was in his fifties, with some white at his temples, but he didn’t appear old. His eyes and eyebrows were hidden under his hood, showing only his strong nose and tightly pressed lips. His features were resolute. He wore a deep purple fur coat with a sable fox tail collar that covered his chin.

The man didn’t speak, only slightly raised his head, his gaze penetrating the heavy snow, looking into the far distance.

Seven years. The precious sword he had spent countless efforts forging was finally ready to be unsheathed.

While the heads of the various branches of the Zhuge family were gathering outside the East City Gate waiting quietly, a light cavalry entered the city silently through the South City Gate. This troop looked unremarkable, wearing ordinary blue cloth coats with fur hoods. Their sabers and spears were wrapped in cotton cloth and carried on their backs. The warhorses they rode were common Red River horses. At first glance, they seemed like ordinary city garrison troops. However, upon closer inspection, there was an indescribable sharpness about them that made one’s spine chill.

The troop passed through Jiuwei, bypassing the busy main street, crossing Purple Wisteria Square through the back of Red Lake, and stopping at White Stone Camp, where only the Inner City Imperial Guards were allowed to stay. The leader, a man in ink-colored armor with a black fur coat, lightly shook off the snow and yellow sand. He left the troop, leading several subordinates directly to Tai’an Gate, entering the heavily guarded Holy Gold Palace with ease.

“Seventh Prince!”

In the snowstorm, the young Zhao Che raised his head, his brow full of frost. His eyebrows were like swords, his eyes cold. Four years of border defense had been like a stubborn stone, grinding this sharp blade even sharper. He frowned slightly and asked in a deep voice: “Where is Eighth Brother?”

“He has been taken into custody by the Zongren Hall.”

The man raised an eyebrow and said in a low voice: “How have you been performing your duties?”

Several servants immediately knelt, their expressions fearful, and kowtowed in unison: “We deserve death, Your Highness.”

Zhao Che sat on his horse, slowly narrowed his eyes, and said in a deep voice: “If you know you deserve death, why come to see me?”

After speaking, he turned and walked along the Qianxi Perimeter Road, leaving several young guards kneeling in the snowstorm, their faces ashen.

The snowstorm grew heavier, with howling gales raging. A group of people wore cloaks and hoods, hurrying along.

“Who goes there?”

A blue-robed guard suddenly shouted sternly. The figure walking ahead immediately stopped. Under the cover of the great snowstorm, only a shadow could be dimly seen. The person was not tall, quite thin, but very agile, promptly kneeling as soon as they heard the voice, humbly lowering their head.

“Your Highness, it should be a palace maid from the rear hall.”

Zhao Che nodded. Although this journey was not meant to be known by outsiders, now that they had entered the palace, it wasn’t appropriate to make a commotion. He signaled for his men to follow and quickly moved forward.

A strong gust of wind suddenly blew off the person’s hat. The short hair was tied in a male-style bun, but the neck was fair and slender. Zhao Che’s boot stepped on the hat. He frowned slightly, then turned back to look at the person kneeling on the ground and slowly said: “Raise your head.”

A delicate face came into view, with calm eyes of extremely dark color. Although dressed in men’s clothing, it was a rare beauty. Zhao Che’s brows furrowed slightly, then gradually relaxed, as if remembering something. He laughed meaningfully: “When one person attains the Way, even chickens and dogs ascend to heaven. So now even you can walk freely in the Holy Gold Palace?”

Chu Qiao kept her head down, her expression calm, not responding.

Zhao Che’s gaze lightly swept over the young woman’s back, then with a soft sound, he kicked the hat back to Chu Qiao’s side and left without another word.

The snowstorm continued to blow. The young woman raised her head but could only see a faint shadow. Yet somehow, she felt such heavy pressure coming toward her. In today’s snowstorm, how could the one returning to the capital be him?

The situation in Zhenhuang had unconsciously become increasingly tense. Although there were still six months until the day of Yan Xun’s return to the north.

That evening, in the Holy Gold Palace, a grand banquet was held. Among the attendees, besides the triumphantly returning Seventh Prince Zhao Che, there was also Zhuge Yue, the fourth young master of the Zhuge family, who had gone to Wolong Mountain to recuperate from illness seven years ago. Now, he was already the Deputy Commander Judge of the Military Affairs Bureau.

The Xia Emperor Zhao Zhengde still habitually did not attend various banquets. Only Empress Mu He Na Yun symbolically showed her face. After all, the Seventh Prince Zhao Che was still her biological son. The banquet was harmonious, with cups and plates clinking in a scene of peaceful happiness between the ruler and his subjects. There was no sign that just three days ago, the Eighth Prince Zhao Jue had been secretly executed at Zongren Hall in the capital for offending the imperial family, demoted to a commoner, and taken to Zongren Hall for interrogation.

“Those bloody coups are often like stones in the water—not everyone can see their size and shape. Only those with courage dare to go in and feel around. But how deep the water is and whether one can come out alive is hard to say.”

When Chu Qiao told Yan Xun, who still did not qualify to attend the Great Xia banquet, what she had seen during the day, Yan Xun was trimming a potted plant. He lowered his head and calmly said these words.

Chu Qiao tilted her head, carefully considering, then handed him a pair of scissors and said softly: “So you’re saying, Zhao Che didn’t come back this time to help Zhao Jue?”

Yan Xun smiled faintly: “Mu He Na Yun only gave birth to two sons. If the Mu He clan wants to compete with the Wei faction for the position of Crown Prince, they can only put effort into supporting one person. Zhao Che has been stationed at the border for four years, far from the capital. Who knows what he’s thinking? In the royal family, the brotherhood among the Zhao clan, hehe.”

With a crisp snap, the orchid stem was cut by the sharp scissors. This was an exquisite ink orchid, quickly transported from the southern region of Dalu to the capital, just brought into the greenhouse. Chu Qiao gasped lightly in distress, but she saw Yan Xun unhesitatingly pick up the ink orchid and throw it aside, then take a pot of snow orchid grass and continue trimming.

“Now for the Mu He clan, they’re like me, with only one choice—to continue trimming the snow orchid grass,” Yan Xun smiled slightly. “Who told the gardener to only bring two pots of orchids into the palace today?”

Outside, snow filled the air, with no starlight or moonlight. Chu Qiao suddenly realized that the plan she and Yan Xun had jointly executed four years ago to frame Zhao Che had completely failed. This prince, who had once offended the Wei faction and even the entire Council of Elders and was abandoned by the Mu He clan, had now risen from the mud with a heart full of hatred and killing intent, returning to the capital once more. Although he didn’t precisely know who his true enemies were, their days would require even more caution as if walking on thin ice.

“Don’t worry,” Yan Xun’s hand lightly rested on Chu Qiao’s shoulder. “Zhao Che’s return from the dead might not be a bad thing. Haven’t you always hated the Zhuge family for killing your siblings? Before we leave, let’s collect some interest first.”

Late at night, the Zhuge family’s carriage drove out from the Holy Gold Palace. Zhuge Mu Qing went directly to West Bay Entrance, where a songstress from Bian Tang had recently become very popular. Although Zhuge Mu Qing held a high position and was extremely calculating, he still had the basic instincts of a man. The nearly sixty-year-old man greeted his son briefly, then drove away from the Zhuge family’s escort team.

Just after entering Qingshan Court, Huan’er came forward, holding an umbrella to shield the snow from Zhuge Yue’s head, and said rapidly: “Fourth Young Master, Doctor Hua just left. There’s no major issue now.”

Zhuge Yue entered the study with an unchanged expression. The bookshelf in the study had been moved aside, revealing a dark opening. He took off his cloak, tossed it aside, and wiped the snow from his head as he walked.

A pale, small-framed woman was tightly chained, sitting in the center of the stone chamber. Her complexion was sallow, white as paper. Seeing Zhuge Yue enter, she only glanced up slightly, her eyes cold and silent.

The boy of yesteryear had grown up. The once effeminate temperament had become sharp through years of experience. He coldly looked at the woman in the stone chamber, but his gaze seemed to see through her to the shadow of another person.

“Worthy of being family!”

Zhuge Yue laughed coldly in his heart, then raised an eyebrow, suddenly turned around, and instructed the servants on both sides as he walked: “If this happens again, you might as well die with her.”

Everyone fell to their knees in fear. The lights extinguished in an instant. The thinly-clothed woman slowly bit her lip, a tear running down her cheek, slowly falling.

That very night, the Eighth Prince Zhao Jue, most beloved by the Xia Emperor, was secretly executed at Zongren Hall in the capital. The affair proceeded smoothly, with the body carried out through the West Peace Gate, disappearing instantly into the boundless night. No one knew what great crime he had committed, nor did anyone intend to investigate the beginning and end of this matter. People only knew that this was the first person the Xia King Zhao Zhengde had personally ordered to be killed since Yan Men was executed at the Nine Abyss Platform. Therefore, he must have had a reason that made death inevitable, just like Yan Shi Cheng.

As for who was behind this affair, sailing the ship and pushing the oars, it no longer mattered.

Seven days later, the Crown Prince of Bian Tang, Li Ce, would visit Great Xia as an envoy. At the same time, he would personally visit Great Xia to select one of the many princesses of the Xia Emperor as his marriage alliance object. This was a right this Crown Prince of Bian Tang had fought for after attempting suicide by hanging, jumping, and poison. As the sole heir of the Tang King, Li Ce was an oddity among the royal family, not loving power, fame, or profit, only valuing poetry and beautiful women. Perhaps only those who had never experienced struggle could possess such a luxurious leisure.

While the Xia princes were secretly fighting to the death, Li Ce, who styled himself as Bian Tang’s number one talent, was approaching the Zhenhuang Imperial Capital.

At this time, Chu Qiao had no idea what connection this world-renowned Bian Tang talent would have with her future. She placed her final chess piece, laughing as she won the last piece of cake in front of Yan Xun, and slowly said: “I don’t know whose prey will be the most at tomorrow’s martial competition, but I do know that you’ll go hungry tonight.”

Yan Xun smiled lightly, his gaze following the window outside, where a pear tree stood proudly in the snowstorm, with its unique charm.

“Ah Chu, do you remember that bottle of Yulan Spring we buried under that tree years ago?”

“Of course, I remember,” Chu Qiao smiled gently. “We agreed to drink it the day before we return to Yan Bei.”

Yan Xun gently closed his eyes, sniffed, and said: “I seem to smell the aroma of that wine. Do you think I’m being too hasty?”

Chu Qiao shook her head: “You have never been hasty. You’ve just been waiting too long.”

The sunset in the west, casting a crimson glow over the vast snowfield. The north wind was rising in Zhenhuang, bringing another year of spring chill, harsh and cold over the vast land.

“Xi’er,” In the vast snow, a group of people were trudging with difficulty. A finely dressed man sat in a luxurious carriage, extending a pair of slender jade-like hands, his eyes smiling as he said to a voluptuous and charming woman: “My hands are cold.”

Xi’er giggled, gently opening her collar to reveal half of her fair, full bosom. Two rouge-red buds faintly showed through the thin white gauze. She said seductively: “Then let Xi’er warm the Crown Prince’s hands.”

The man’s hand slipped inside her collar, then lightly grabbed, exclaiming: “Xi’er, what is this?”

The woman moaned softly, immediately collapsing into the man’s arms, her eyes like a cat’s as she giggled: “Crown Prince, it’s a hand warmer.”

“Is it?” The man frowned, his fingers caressing: “What an elegant hand warmer.”

His voice suddenly became hoarse: “Little temptress, make me warmer.”

The world was dim. The nobles of the celestial dynasty were, at this moment, all engaging in their pre-sleep activities in various ways.

The Zhenhuang Imperial Capital was becoming increasingly lively.

Chapter 49: The Thirteenth Prince
Eight years had passed, and she finally returned to this place.

The winter sun hung high, and the snow plain stretched out flat and boundless. Chu Qiao sat straight-backed on her horse, looking at the fluttering banners on the snow plain before her. Colorful memories poured forth like floodwaters released from a dam.

Eight years ago, on this very snow plain, she had opened her eyes for the first time on the Ximeng Continent. Overwhelming bloodshed and nauseating slaughter had swept over her, and she had run barefoot in tattered clothes across the vast wilderness with nowhere to escape. Today, time had flown by in an instant, and she now sat on horseback, facing a group of shivering children in cages across from her. The bow in her hand nearly broke piece by piece.

“Ah Chu.” Yan Xun rode forward on his horse and turned his head to look at her, his brows slightly furrowed: “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” Chu Qiao shook her head. “I’m fine.”

With a rumbling drum sound, despite the bitter cold, a bare-chested man on a distant platform was enthusiastically beating the war drum. The rumbling beats seemed to burrow up from underground and penetrate one’s spinal cord. The man was sweating profusely, a red cloth wrapped around his head, shouting as he beat the drum. The servants of the Mu He family shouted in unison, all wearing high-grade soft armor made of sea sand cyan leather, with gold-inlaid belts around their waists. The group standing together was dazzlingly garish in the sunlight—their wealth and ostentation inevitably giving off a vulgar, nouveau riche impression.

“The Mu He clan truly deserves to be the first family of the Council of Elders. Even their servants wear sea sand cyan armor. Indeed, they hold high positions and wield great power, with abundant wealth and ostentation.”

Chu Qiao glanced sideways and saw a handsome young man with narrow eyes sitting in a deep purple fur tent hidden behind the banners. He was eighteen or nineteen years old, with a face as white as jade and lips as red as blood. He wore a coat made of southern wilderness Yuzhuo feathers with a snow hawk collar, appearing all the more dignified.

This person was also an old acquaintance of Chu Qiao’s. Back then, in this season on this land, he had also pointed an arrow at her.

The Young Prince Jing took a sip of tea, smiling as he leaned forward and said to the son of Prince Ling beside him: “Zhongyuan, Prince Ling is also considered wealthy in his own right. I wonder if he has equipped a personal guard with sea sand cyan?”

Zhao Zhongyuan, in his early twenties and of decent appearance, chuckled and replied casually: “We are a small domain on the border of Lingxi. How could we afford such extravagance? Jing Han, are you making fun of me?”

“What’s so great about sea sand cyan? One of these days, I’ll equip a guard with Biluo silk. Now that would be extravagant.”

The Young Prince Jing and Prince Ling’s son laughed heartily. Le Yi, the eldest son of General Le Xing, placed his hand on the speaking youth’s shoulder and laughed: “Thirteenth Prince if you truly equipped a guard with Biluo silk, even the Crown Prince of Bian Tang would have to bow to you in admiration.”

Zhao Song raised an eyebrow, about to speak, when suddenly he caught sight of a slender, delicate figure behind the many guards and banners. He immediately jumped up from his chair, turned, and ran out, shouting as he went: “Wait for me to come back and debate with you all!”

“Ha, you’ve come too!”

Pushing through the crowd, the young man grabbed the girl’s hand and exclaimed excitedly.

Yan Xun stood behind Chu Qiao, his eyes slightly narrowed, but then he nodded faintly: “Thirteenth Prince.”

“Young Master Yan, I haven’t seen you for quite some time. Where have you been?”

Yan Xun smiled and nodded: “I am but an idle person, spending my days wandering in Yingge Villa, with no proper business to attend to.”

“Hehe, stop being modest.” Zhao Song laughed, revealing a set of gleaming white teeth: “Just a few days ago, Teacher Fu was using your poetry as an example for us to study. Hey, why do you always use such obscure words? I looked at it for half a day and couldn’t understand it. I was punished to copy it two hundred times. Little De is still writing it for me in the palace.”

“Oh? Has the Thirteenth Prince not yet graduated from the Imperial Academy?”

“Three more months,” Zhao Song said, glancing at Chu Qiao, and chuckled: “In three more months, I’ll be eighteen and can establish my residence and marry a princess consort.”

“Is that so,” Yan Xun said: “Then congratulations to the Thirteenth Prince.”

“No need, no need. Just prepare a grand gift when the time comes.” Zhao Song said with a smile, then tugged at Chu Qiao’s sleeve: “Young Master Yan, may I borrow your person for a while?”

Yan Xun glanced sideways at Chu Qiao, and seeing that she had no objection, nodded with a faint smile.

“Haha, Young Master Yan, thank you! Ah Chu, come with me!”

The two figures quickly disappeared into the crowd. Yan Xun, in his long black fur coat, with black glossy hair and eyes like the sea, gradually lost their warmth as he gazed into the distance.

“Ah Chu, look, what is this?”

Chu Qiao took the golden box that Zhao Song was carefully protecting. Upon opening it, she found long wooden sticks with red powder on the tips, looking strangely familiar.

“Matches?” the girl frowned slightly: “For lighting fires?”

“Ah! Ah Chu, you’re amazing!” Zhao Song exclaimed, giving a thumbs up: “How do you know everything? These were tributes to the Emperor from the Frankish people from the West Sea. I’m seeing them for the first time. Look, just striking like this lights a fire. Isn’t it magical?”

Chu Qiao smiled faintly and nodded, flicking Zhao Song’s forehead, and said with a smile: “Yes, it’s magical. You should put away such magical things.”

“Ah Chu!” Zhao Song covered his head and cried out in dismay: “I told you not to flick my head.”

Chu Qiao shrugged her shoulders, “Fine, I won’t flick it.”

“Ah Chu,” Zhao Song moved in front of Chu Qiao and said seriously: “I have important matters to discuss with you. How could you come to the hunt with Yan Xun today? Don’t you know that Zhuge Yue has returned? If he sees you, wouldn’t that be a disaster?”

Chu Qiao felt warmth in her heart and patted Zhao Song’s shoulder, saying: “Don’t worry, I have my ways.”

“Ah,” Zhao Song sighed: “You always have your ways, and I’ve worried for nothing again.”

“Not at all,” Chu Qiao said with a smile: “You let me know that you’re concerned for me means you still consider me a friend. I appreciate your sentiment.”

“You appreciate it?” Zhao Song immediately became interested, smiling as he leaned closer: “Then don’t go back to Yan Bei with Yan Xun. Stay and keep me company instead?”

“No,” Chu Qiao immediately refused: “Anything else is fine, but not this.”

Zhao Song immediately sighed, his shoulders drooping, with an expression that said, “I knew it would be like this.”

Counting the years, they had known each other for a full six or seven years. After entering the palace with Yan Xun, everyone treated her as Yan Xun’s maid and bodyguard. No one questioned her identity or investigated the background of this young child. All those who knew the truth about Yan Xun had already died, and the servants of the Zhuge family had no opportunity to enter the palace to see her. The only one who knew everything, Zhuge Yue, had, for some unknown reason, kept his mouth tightly shut and, one month after the incident, left Zhenhuang for Wolong Mountain to recuperate from illness, never to return.

These nobles of the celestial dynasty, although each had seen her at the initial hunting ground, how would such haughty individuals spare a second glance for a disheveled little slave? Even Wei Shu You, who harbored a deep hatred for her, only regarded her as Yan Xun’s servant, and the several times he sought revenge, it was aimed at Yan Xun without any additional complications.

However, these peaceful days changed after meeting Zhao Song. This young prince, who had only met her twice before, immediately recognized the little maid from the Zhuge mansion who had repeatedly played tricks on him. But he was kind enough not to reveal it, and even secretly helped Yan Xun and Chu Qiao when the royal nobles collectively attacked them, helping them overcome one crisis after another.

Honestly speaking, he was also the only friend the two had in the imperial capital.

Unfortunately, Zhao Zhengde was his father, and he was a prince of Great Xia. On this point, Yan Xun probably could never reconcile himself.

Chapter 50: The Source of Defeat
“Ah Chu,”

Zhao Song handed over the golden box and said: “This is for you.”

Chu Qiao was startled: “How could I accept that? Such a precious thing.”

“Just take it.” Zhao Song insisted, forcing the item into Chu Qiao’s hands: “It’s of no use to me. You know me—I lose interest after a brief fascination, and then I’d just give it to someone else anyway, so I might as well give it to you first. Your health is delicate, and Yan Xun is such a cold-hearted fellow, making you run about in this freezing weather. I heard you just returned from the north, is that right?”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao nodded and said: “I went north to procure some goods, for the Young Master’s small business ventures in Yan Bei.”

“I have new snow-skin coats brought by the Siserians in my palace. They’re exceptionally warm. When I return, I’ll have someone deliver one to you. Remember to wear it.”

“Mmm,” Chu Qiao smiled: “Thank you.”

“Alright then, I’ll head back first.”

Chu Qiao was surprised: “You’re not participating in the upcoming hunt?”

Zhao Song shook his head: “The hunt will last for several days. Today is the human hunt, with people surrounding and shooting arrows at a few small slaves. I have no taste for such activities. I just came to find you, and now that I have, I’m heading back.”

Chu Qiao nodded, about to speak, when suddenly a shrill voice called out: “Oh my little ancestor, this servant had no such intention!”

Chu Qiao and Zhao Song turned around to see two youths, about sixteen or seventeen years old, standing shoulder to shoulder in front of Zhao Song’s tent. Their features were quite deep, sharing about seventy to eighty percent resemblance. One had thick eyebrows and large eyes with a sharp gaze, wearing a sapphire blue robe with a large fur cloak, resembling a strong young leopard. The other wore a grayish-white fur coat that appeared somewhat old, reaching only to his thighs and seeming a bit short. His gaze was indifferent, cold as ice and snow. Behind them followed only a sparse few short servants, with no carriages or horses. The blue-robed youth glared coldly at a small eunuch in second-class internal servant attire, angrily saying: “If not that meaning, then what did you mean?”

The small eunuch had been kicked and one of his sleeves had nearly fallen off. He cried out in pain, saying: “This servant meant that this campsite is reserved for the Thirteenth Prince. Sixteenth Prince, you cannot use it.”

The youth’s voice was deep. Hearing this, his eyes instantly grew cold. He grabbed the small eunuch by the collar and angrily said: “Then where am I assigned?”

“You, you are assigned to the woods on the west side.”

“Is that so?” The youth laughed coldly: “A fine place indeed. If I recall correctly, that’s next to the animal stables, isn’t it?”

“Well, well, we servants will be careful not to let those beasts disturb the Sixteenth Master’s sweet dreams at night.”

“Yu Delu!” The youth’s eyes widened, and he immediately shouted: “How dare you!”

“Sixteen!” A deep voice suddenly rang out. The youth in the grayish-white fur coat next to him extended his arm in front of the young man and said in a deep voice: “Don’t cause trouble.”

“How am I causing trouble?” The youth said angrily: “Fourteenth Brother, I just don’t understand. We’re all father’s sons. Why are some held in the center, surrounded by admiring stars, while others are relegated to the edges to live with animals? It’s because of these dog servants with their discriminating dog eyes!”

“Say no more,” the Fourteenth turned his head and said to Yu Delu in a deep voice: “Eunuch Lu, please lead the way and take us to the campsite to set up our tents.”

“Yes, yes.” Yu Delu scrambled to his feet, leading the way in front.

“Wait!”

Zhao Song suddenly called out, walking forward a few steps. When the Sixteenth saw him, his eyes immediately widened, and he was about to rush forward but was pulled back by the Fourteenth at his side.

“Thirteenth Brother.”

Zhao Song nodded and said to Yu Delu: “Eunuch Lu, I won’t be participating in today’s hunt. Let this place be given to my Fourteenth and Sixteenth Brothers.”

Yu Delu was stunned upon hearing this, cautiously looking at Zhao Song, then asked: “What about tomorrow? And the day after? Will the Thirteenth Prince not be coming at all?”

Zhao Song laughed and said: “Tomorrow we’ll discuss tomorrow’s arrangements. Even staying next to animals isn’t a big deal. Don’t forget, I even slept in horse stables when I was little. It’s fine.”

“Well…”

As Yu Delu was about to speak, the Fourteenth suddenly interrupted: “Thank you for your kindness, Thirteenth Brother. The sixteenth Brother is young and doesn’t understand things. This place should be kept for the Thirteenth Brother. Sixteen, let’s go.”

With that, he pulled the Sixteenth Prince away.

Yu Delu was stunned, then quickly followed behind.

Chu Qiao walked forward, her brows slightly furrowed, looking in the direction of their departure.

“That’s the Fourteenth, his name is simply the character ‘Yang.’ He’s quite peculiar. You might not have seen him before. His and the Sixteenth’s mothers were favored concubines given to fathers by the Hanjia people. They come from humble origins and have always stayed in the Western Five Palace, never venturing to your area.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded, remaining silent.

“Alright, I’m leaving. Go find Yan Xun, and be careful of Zhuge Yue. I saw him at the banquet last night. He’s not the same as before—be wary of him.”

Chu Qiao nodded: “I understand.”

Zhao Song mounted his horse with his guards, but not before turning back to instruct: “Don’t wander around unnecessarily. Jing Han and the others have all seen you before, so be careful not to reveal yourself. Wei Shu You has also come this time, so you and Yan Xun need to keep your tempers in check.”

The girl sighed helplessly, urging: “I know, now hurry and go.”

“If anything happens, quickly send someone to notify me. Don’t stubbornly handle it alone.”

Chu Qiao said with a mixed expression of amusement and exasperation: “If you don’t leave now, it will be dark soon.”

“Hmph,” Zhao Song turned his horse’s head, muttering as he left: “Always rushing me away, ungrateful. Sooner or later, you’ll know who has the most human touch.”

With a “Hya!” Zhao Song led his group away in a rush.

Chu Qiao watched Zhao Song’s departing figure and suddenly felt that the sunset in the west was so warm that she could hardly feel the sharp north wind.

On her way back, she happened to pass by the woods on the west side. From a distance, she saw the Fourteenth Prince Zhao Yang and the Sixteenth Prince Zhao Xiang setting up tents with several servants. Chu Qiao silently noted this in her heart, merely glancing once before turning to walk toward Yan Xun’s camp.

As soon as she pulled back the curtain, the warm fragrance of orchids immediately greeted her. Yan Xun didn’t look up, seemingly writing something, and said calmly: “Zhao Song has left?”

Chu Qiao looked at Yan Xun and sat directly by the fire basin to warm her hands: “How perceptive of you.”

Yan Xun exhaled deeply, placing the document he’d just written on the desk, putting down his pen, and said: “He never enjoyed this kind of event since childhood, so it’s not surprising that he left.”

Hearing Yan Xun casually refer to it as an “event,” for some reason, Chu Qiao suddenly felt a chill in her heart. She raised her head and asked solemnly: “He doesn’t enjoy it, but what about you?”

Yan Xun frowned: “Are you asking about the past or the present?”

“Both.”

“Ah Chu,” Yan Xun came forward, crouching beside Chu Qiao, and said: “Do you know where my father failed?”

Chu Qiao looked up but didn’t speak. Yan Xun smiled faintly, his smile bitter yet tinged with a subtle bloodthirstiness.

“He failed because he was too soft-hearted because he valued relationships too much. He once had the opportunity to depose Emperor Xia De and ascend the throne himself, leading the Yan clan back into the Zhao family genealogy, but he didn’t take it. Later, he also had the chance to kill the attacking General Meng Tian, but he didn’t do that either. So in the end, he had his family property confiscated by Zhao Zhengde and was beheaded by Meng Tian. From the day I entered the Holy Gold Palace, I vowed never to be like him in this lifetime.”

The young Yan heir stood up, his posture straight, his features handsome, his eyes as black as the deep sea, and walked toward the exit.

With his hand lifting the curtain, the young man paused and said in a deep voice: “If you cannot accept this, stay in the tent tonight. Don’t come out to watch.”

Chapter 51: The Young Master of Mu He
The moon was full, the stars sparse, and from the main hunting ground, the sounds of music and dance continuously drifted over.

Great Xia valued martial prowess, with a fierce folk culture. To commemorate their ancestors’ nomadic spirit and not forget their tribal roots, the Great Xia Dynasty’s biannual hunts in spring and autumn were essential traditions.

It was still early spring, and in a place like Red River, snow wouldn’t stop until May or June each year. The summers were extremely short, the winters extremely long. From the nearby woods came occasional, scattered human voices. Chu Qiao knew these were soldiers searching for tigers and bears that were hibernating, to eliminate dangers for tomorrow’s hunt.

She wore a snow-white sable jacket with a light blue fur cloak over it. Her small boots were also white, making her jet-black eyes and ink-dark hair stand out even more. Carefully considering, Jing Yue’er’s little face could indeed be counted as pretty. Though not yet fully matured, she exuded an unmistakable grace and charm.

A fire basin burned in the tent, filling it with warmth, but for some unknown reason, she felt somewhat stifled. She walked alone to the northwest corner of the camp, listening to the distant music, her heart gradually growing restless. Feelings of resistance rose bit by bit in her heart. She raised her head, exhaled a long breath, and then swallowed everything down, trying hard to calm herself and think no more of it.

The night sky was pitch black. Suddenly, with a soft flutter, a white pigeon landed on the snow, looking at Chu Qiao from a distance, tilting its head, gradually approaching step by step.

This was a wild pigeon, not a domesticated carrier pigeon, and it was somewhat afraid of people. It must have been curious seeing this person sitting there motionless for so long and wanted to come closer for a look. Chu Qiao raised her head, noticed the little bird, smiled slightly, and reached into her pocket to take out a handful of wheat she carried to feed horses, scattering it on the ground.

In the vast snow, finding food was difficult. Upon seeing this, the pigeon immediately chirped happily, fluttering up and flying toward Chu Qiao.

However, at that moment, two sharp arrows suddenly shot from the distance simultaneously, both piercing the pigeon’s chest and abdomen. With swish, fresh blood sprayed, scattering like red plum blossoms across the snow.

Thundering hoofbeats immediately sounded. Two fast horses led far ahead of the people behind them, one red and one black, fierce and eye-catching. The man on the red horse was about twenty-five or twenty-six years old, arrogant and domineering. Seeing the youth sitting in the snow, without asking any questions, he nocked an arrow to his bow and, with a swoosh, shot it straight at Chu Qiao’s heart!

A muffled sound instantly rang out as Chu Qiao immediately sprang up like a pouncing leopard, supporting herself with one hand on the ground, spinning around to rise. Her movements were swift and unparalleled, flowing like water. Her right hand swung back, firmly grasping the arrow in her palm. The strong wind blew, causing the young woman’s long cloak to billow in the air like a white eagle spreading its wings to fly. Her gaze was as sharp as ice and snow as she coldly looked toward the newcomers.

“Whose servant are you, wandering in the hunting grounds late at night?”

The cold voice came from the man on the red horse. Despite being the first to attack without cause, he showed not the slightest sign of remorse. Wearing a northern snowy sable fur coat, beneath his dignity was an indescribable coldness and gloom.

With a “thud,” the man on the black horse jumped down. He was also about twenty-five or twenty-six years old, with eyes like copper bells and a dark complexion. He ran to the pigeon in a few steps, picked it up, and exclaimed: “Mu He Xi Feng, how do we count this?”

The man on the red horse gave Chu Qiao a cold look, then turned to address the other man: “Zha Lu, my arrow hit the throat, so naturally I won.”

The man frowned angrily: “How do you know your arrow hit the throat? We didn’t use marked arrows.”

“I naturally know which arrow my hand shot.”

“Hmph, unacceptable.” Zha Lu said: “We need to compete again.”

Mu He Xi Feng raised an eyebrow: “How do you want to compete?”

“Well, her.” Zha Lu casually pointed at Chu Qiao and said: “Isn’t she a ready-made slave? Let’s shoot at her.”

Chu Qiao’s brow gradually furrowed as she looked askance at Zha Lu. But Zha Lu didn’t notice at all. He turned and climbed back onto his horse. Seeing her look, he urged: “You, run quickly, run far away.”

Chu Qiao looked the two men up and down, her brows tightly knit, then said solemnly to Mu He Xi Feng: “I am not a slave.”

Hearing this, Mu He Xi Feng raised an eyebrow, seemingly quite interested, and said: “So what?”

Yes, so what? Even if you’re not a slave, these nobles can still kill you on a whim, without any need for a reason.

Chu Qiao said no more and turned to walk toward Yan Xun’s tent. With a swoosh, a powerful arrow suddenly landed near her heel, embedding itself in the snow. Zha Lu angrily shouted: “I told you to run quickly, didn’t you hear?”

In the biting gale, the girl suddenly turned her head back, her eyes jet-black, her gaze as sharp as a knife as it swept across Zha Lu’s face. The Young Master Zha Lu from the northwestern territory felt a chill in his heart, and a curse that was about to leave his lips was forcibly swallowed.

“If I were on horseback, could the two masters still shoot me?”

Mu He Xi Feng’s mouth curled slightly upward, but before he could speak, Zha Lu angrily said: “Give her a horse.”

A completely black warhorse was led to the young woman. Chu Qiao gently patted the horse’s head, then turned back to look at the two men. The night wind was strong, whipping up the snow on the ground, hitting their faces like small grains of sand, quite painful.

Suddenly, the young woman leaped onto the horse, drew the small dagger from her waist, and without hesitation, stabbed it into the horse’s flank. The warhorse neighed in pain, galloping away with lightning speed. Before everyone could react, she had disappeared from the two men’s sight.

Zha Lu stared in disbelief, his eyes bulging like a cow’s. After a long while, he turned to Mu He Xi Feng and said: “She just left like that?”

Mu He Xi Feng turned his horse around, heading toward the direction of the bustling crowd, coldly snorting with indifference: “What did you expect?”

Zha Lu flew into a rage, his angry voice immediately coming from behind. Mu He Xi Feng’s eyes turned cold, with sharp gleams flashing through them.

Before reaching the camp, a troop of riders galloped from the opposite direction. Chu Qiao reined in her horse, frowning as she looked ahead. As the figures drew closer, she saw it was Yan Xun with A Jing and a group of guards.

“Ah Chu!” Seeing Chu Qiao, Yan Xun pulled his reins abruptly, rushed forward, and asked in a deep voice: “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine.” Chu Qiao shook her head and asked: “Is the night hunt over? How did you return so quickly?”

Yan Xun looked the young woman up and down, his chest heaving slightly, somewhat out of breath. He shook his head and said: “Let’s go back to the tent first.”

Yan Xun seemed very tired tonight. After returning to the tent, they separated and went to their rooms. As she was leaving, she happened to encounter A Jing and several guards leading some children into the camp. Chu Qiao was startled and went forward to inquire.

A Jing respectfully said: “Miss, these are the ones the Young Master bought back from the night hunt.”

Chu Qiao was taken aback and asked solemnly: “Bought back from the night hunt? What do you mean?”

“Tonight was a human hunt. The Young Master said he had drunk too much and wouldn’t participate. Young Prince Jing and the others wouldn’t accept it and made a fuss along with the son of Prince Ling. The Young Master had no choice but to buy each child in his cage for one hundred gold pieces.”

“Oh.” Chu Qiao nodded. “You all carry on. I’ll go back first.”

The girl turned away with a calm expression. The night wind was cool, whistling around her body. She lifted the curtain of the tent, where it was warm and cozy, no longer feeling stifled. The girl took off her large fur coat and sat on the soft couch. After a long, long while, a smile suddenly curled at the corner of her lips, like a gorgeous sunset.

Chapter 52: Revenge Begins
The next day was the Grand Hunting Festival hosted by the Great Xia royal family.

Those qualified to participate in the Great Xia hunt included the royal nobility, princes and ministers, the ministers’ family members and relatives, and emissaries from neighboring territories paying homage. As such, the scene was magnificent. Unlike autumn hunts, the spring hunting grounds were covered in white snow with vast pine forests. Heirs from every household attended in splendid attire, wearing brocade clothes and fur coats, with bows and crossbows on their backs, displaying extraordinary valor.

Unlike the Song and Tang dynasties, the Great Xia had an open culture. Looking around, one could see young women with rosy cheeks galloping on horseback. Therefore, Chu Qiao following beside Yan Xun did not appear particularly out of place.

“A Chu,” Yan Xun turned his head to look at Chu Qiao’s flushed face and asked, “Are you cold?”

“No,” Chu Qiao raised her head and said, “It’s been a long time since I’ve woken up this early. The air is so fresh.”

Yan Xun smiled and was about to speak when suddenly a group of riders quickly approached. Mu Hexifeng, wearing a long sable coat, appeared handsome and distinguished, attracting many glances along the way.

“Young Master Yan, it’s been a long time. Have you been well?”

Yan Xun turned his head, narrowed his eyes slightly, looked Mu Hexifeng up and down, and then smiled faintly, “Master Mu has been commanding troops abroad for years. Indeed, we haven’t seen each other for a long time.”

“Yes,” Mu Hexifeng’s lips curled into a slight smile, “There have been small civil disturbances in the north recently. Young Master Yan is fortunate to be able to enjoy leisure in the capital, unlike me, born to toil.”

Yan Xun’s smile remained unchanged as he nodded and said, “The capable bear more burdens. Everything is for the revival of Great Xia. Master Mu’s deeds are witnessed by all the common people in the world.”

Mu Hexifeng laughed heartily, “Then I’ll take your good wishes.”

As he finished speaking, he turned his horse around. When passing by Chu Qiao, he stopped to take another look and said with a strange smile, “This young lady looks familiar.”

Chu Qiao respectfully returned the greeting, “Young Master Mu must have mistaken me for someone else. Humble Chu Qiao has never had the fortune to see your golden face before.”

“Outstanding among people, Chu Qiao—a good name.”

Mu Hexifeng smiled, turned around with a shout, and quickly departed.

Just then, drumbeats suddenly sounded urgent, seven long and seven short, sometimes fast and sometimes slow. In the distance, the Xia King and Mu Henayun, surrounded by a group of guards, slowly ascended the high platform. Over ten thousand imperial guards stood on both sides, separating the emperor from the surrounding people. Under the heavy golden curtain, one could not see the Xia King’s features at all, only feeling the cold aura slowly spreading from behind the curtain.

The entire field fell silent, and everyone shouted in unison, “Long live our King,” kneeling and bowing their heads properly.

The hunting procession, stretching over thirty li, shouted in unison, creating an impressive spectacle. The much-anticipated Great Xia hunt finally slowly began.

Looking into the distance, flags rose like the sea along the Chishui River banks, with numerous figures. Chu Qiao stood beside Yan Xun, gazing at the tens of li of encampments arranged in military formation below, her eyes narrowing slightly.

The military might of Great Xia was indeed extraordinary. Even though today was just a royal hunt, such a grand formation was deployed. One could imagine how magnificent and powerful it would be in actual battle.

With the royal tent at the center, the Xia people had arranged the most aggressive encirclement formation for plains warfare. The Imperial Guards, Green Army, Brave Cavalry Camp, and Capital Cavalry were arranged in north-south-east-west directions, connecting head to tail. Two wing camps were set up on high platforms on slopes, forming square formations to protect the central tent.

The city defense armies from east, south, west, and north formed snake formations, guarding the outer perimeter of the central army. Communication soldiers were placed every thirty steps, and a hundred soldiers were stationed every hundred steps for defense. At the four corners outside the camp, thousands of field army soldiers stood guard, making the defense impenetrable.

A gust of wind blew, horses neighed, and battle flags waved. Yan Xun gazed into the distance, his expression unchanged, and said in a low voice, “A Chu, go back and rest for a while.”

Chu Qiao turned her head to look at Yan Xun’s face, immediately understanding in her heart. She nodded and said solemnly, “Be careful.”

Yan Xun turned his head, smiled faintly, and said, “This is a rare opportunity, once in a thousand years. The Chu, wait for my good news.”

Throughout the entire afternoon, the atmosphere in Yan Xun’s camp remained tense. Chu Qiao presided over the main camp, wearing a black long robe. At first glance, people might mistake her for Yan Xun sitting in the main tent.

She drew the final stroke on the map, raised her head, and said in a deep voice, “Remember to be extremely cautious and not reveal anything.”

Everyone nodded resoundingly, “Miss Chu, rest assured!”

That afternoon, Mu Hexifeng, the most outstanding young member of the Mu He family, disappeared in the dense northwestern forest. The entire Mu He clan mobilized a large force to search for him but found no trace. Mu Hexifeng was the nephew of Mu Henayun. The Great Xia Queen Mother wanted to privately deploy the Brave Cavalry to search for him, but Zhao Che, who currently commanded the Brave Cavalry, rightfully refused. Mother and son parted on bad terms, but at this moment, Zhao Che had no idea that today’s action would bring him great calamity in the future.

Except for the Mu He clan, all the other great families and royal relatives were immersed in the festive atmosphere of the hunt. Secretly gloating under their misfortune, no one had any sympathy for this matter. Mu Hexifeng had been stationed at the border for years, was arrogant and overbearing, cold and cruel, and had long been unpopular. Moreover, everyone believed that he had merely lost his way in the forest—after all, no one would harm an imperial dignitary under such tight security.

Of course, this was just their thinking.

At this moment, in a hidden cave in the northwestern forest, Yan Xun looked at Mu Hexifeng, covered in wounds and dripping with blood, his lips curling into a cold smile as he said in a low voice, “Master Mu, are you alright?”

Mu Hexifeng suddenly raised his head, his eyes like those of a fierce wolf. He stared at Yan Xun sharply and said coldly, word by word, “Yan Xun, what you bestow today, I will repay in full someday. There will come a day when I make you regret being born into this world.”

Yan Xun smiled slightly, his smile faint, with a hint of mocking amusement.

Mu Hexifeng gritted his teeth, his voice hoarse like a drake, his eyes gleaming with madness, and said in a deep voice, “You just wait. I won’t let you off. I’ve already slept with your sister, and in the future, your woman will also be under me.”

“Yan Bei is already gone. Your family was beheaded like dogs, leaving only you, a weak and incompetent bastard, barely clinging to life. Do you dare kill me? You don’t. If I die, the entire hunting ceremony will be interrupted, and everyone will begin investigating. Our Mu He clan won’t let you go. You won’t even survive these last few months. Don’t you like that little female slave? By then, you can only take her to the netherworld to reunite with your family. You can only…”

Before the venomous words were finished, Mu Hexifeng’s pupils suddenly dilated, and a line of blood shot up, sliding down his pale neck.

Yan Xun’s gaze contemptuously swept over Mu Hexifeng’s terrified face and said disdainfully, “Still boasting even as a prisoner. You fool!”

With a thud, Mu Hexifeng’s body suddenly fell. Yan Xun wiped the blood from his dagger on Mu Hexifeng’s clothes and said to a servant nearby, “A Jing, feed him to the tigers. Leave clues to lure the Mu He family here.”

“Miss has made preparations to frame Zhao Che and Wei Shuyou. Shall we proceed?”

Yan Xun nodded, walked out of the cave, mounted his horse, and said, “Do as she says.” Having spoken, he turned and rode back to the camp.

“Miss,” Jia He entered the tent and said in a resonant tone, “The Young Master has returned.”

Chu Qiao nodded, “Have the subsequent matters been handled properly?”

“Everything has been done according to Miss’s instructions. There will be no errors.”

“Good,” Chu Qiao nodded and said, “You all go and rest.”

“Yes.”

The tent curtain was suddenly lifted, and Yan Xun, with his head covered in snow, walked in. Chu Qiao stepped forward to brush the accumulated snow from his hood, asking as she did so, “Did everything go smoothly?”

“It was fine,” Yan Xun took off his outer robe and sat by the fire to warm himself. “Tomorrow morning, there will likely be chaos.”

“So what?” Chu Qiao shook her head. “In this world, there is a type of person whose death would make it impossible to determine who did it. Because he has done too many evil deeds and offended too many people. Not to mention whether we appear to be weak on the surface, but we haven’t done anything in the seven years we’ve been in the capital, so why take this risk during such a troubled time under such tight security? And Zhao Che and Wei Shuyou have just returned to the capital. Compared to the grudge between Zhao Che and him, the hatred between the Wei clan and the Mu He clan—saying it was us would be far-fetched.”

Yan Xun turned his face, smiled slightly, and said, “Did he bully you last night?”

Chu Qiao was stunned, shook her head, and smiled, “No, when have I ever been bullied?”

Yan Xun nodded, “That’s good.”

Outside the window, snow was falling heavily. Yan Xun picked up a yellowed piece of white paper and firmly erased Mu Hexifeng’s name. The blood debt of Yan Bei had one less person to account for.

Chapter 53: The Warmth of Fox Fur
On the second day of the spring hunt, Mu Hexifeng, the outstanding young talent of the Mu He clan, died in the Western White Forest. His body was eaten by tigers, and disemboweled, with his head crushed and chest split open. When discovered, more than half of his remains were missing. If not for Mu Hexifeng’s mother being present, perhaps no one could have recognized that the blurry mass of flesh on the ground was once the spirited, prestigious, and flamboyant youngest son of the Mu He clan’s main branch.

The atmosphere of the hunt instantly froze. Mu Hexifeng had commanded troops abroad for years, was exceptionally skilled in martial arts, and ordinarily thirty to fifty people could not get close to him. A single tiger could not possibly have killed him. Moreover, there were no signs of struggle at the scene. Mu Hexifeng’s swords had not even been drawn from their sheaths. Under these suspicious circumstances, Mu Hexifeng’s father, brothers, uncles, and other relatives immediately submitted a memorial to Emperor Xia De, requesting the Ministry of Justice to handle the case, insisting that Mu Hexifeng had been murdered.

From this point on, the situation became uncontrollable. The Mu He clan now had far-reaching influence, controlling most of the power in court. Among the Council of Elders, the Mu clan from Lingnan typically avoided involvement in capital struggles; the Zhuge lineage maintained a low profile; the Helian family had declined since the previous generation and was merely a supporting presence in the Council; the Dong Yue Shang clan, which had risen through religious factions, had little influence on court politics; and the Batuha family in the north, who occupied the northwest, had limited strength in the capital and had always depended on the Mu He clan for survival. Now, with the Wei faction, the only force that could oppose the Mu He clan, having made a grave mistake—Wei Shuyou being stripped of his position as the Capital Prefecture Governor—the remaining Mu He clan, with one empress and three imperial consorts, naturally became the most prominent family in the world today.

The Nine Cities Magistrate’s Office moved into the hunting grounds to investigate, collect samples, and interrogate everyone. The Western White Forest was sealed off, forbidding outsiders from entering or leaving. Even incoming and outgoing letters were strictly monitored to prevent the culprit from hiding or escaping. The Great Xia royal family expressed great sympathy and protection for the Mu He family’s grief over losing their son, supporting them in making every effort to find the culprit and apprehend the criminal. Thus, the hunt was forced to stop.

In Yan Xun’s camp located in the southwest of the hunting grounds, night had brought silence. The heavy bearskin curtain was lifted, and a cold wind blew in through the entrance. The lamp on the desk flickered, and a man in a moon-white robe raised his head, his eyes black and gaze profound.

“Young Master, isn’t Miss here?”

A Jing’s eyes circled the tent, then he turned to leave. Yan Xun raised his long eyebrows and asked aloud, “What is it?”

“The Thirteenth Prince just sent someone to deliver this, saying it’s for Miss.”

Yan Xun’s brows immediately frowned slightly. He put down the book in his hand and said, “Oh, then leave it here for now.”

“Yes.”

A Jing agreed and withdrew. Outside, the wind howled against the tent’s roof, drumming vigorously. Yan Xun looked at the slightly moving curtain, motionless for a long time. His brows were furrowed, his eyes glancing at the package on the desk, silently.

The package was bulging, made of purple-gold embroidered silk from Su Bei’s Gu embroidery, with orchid brocade as the base and a clear moon white lotus pattern. Both ends were tied with rope knots, making it impossible to see what was inside.

Yan Xun only glanced at it once, then turned his head indifferently and continued reading. The room was very quiet; even the footsteps of soldiers passing by outside could be heard clearly. But for some reason, in such a quiet environment, the man suddenly felt somewhat irritated and couldn’t continue reading.

He stood up and walked to the tea table nearby, pouring a cup of tea. The tea had a fresh fragrance, a tribute tea newly sent from Lingnan. Zhao Zhengde didn’t like drinking tea, so he distributed it among the people in the palace. Lingnan was rich in silk and tea; this tea was called Hong Nü, rumored to be extremely precious, picked by the tongue tips of maidens with dignified appearances in the early morning. The taste might not be notably better than ordinary tea, but its value lies in the feeling when drinking it.

With Yan Xun’s status, he naturally had no fortune to enjoy tribute items. But unknown to others, the behind-the-scenes helmsman of the current major tea houses in Lingnan was none other than this Yan Bei Young Master living deep in the palace. Even the local lord of Lingnan, the Mu family, was unaware of this.

Yan Xun held the tea and returned to the desk. The fragrant clear tea seemed to return his emotions to tranquility. Yan Xun’s eyes were half-narrowed, his expression calm, his steps steady. But just as he sat down, his palm suddenly tilted, and the water in the cup spilled out.

With a splash, the tea completely spilled onto the package, quickly seeping through. The man’s face remained calm as he quietly watched the tea spread bit by bit, showing no signs of panic. After a long while, he suddenly muttered to himself, “I’ve gotten it wet; I should open it and handle it properly.”

Late at night, when Chu Qiao finally returned and heard A Jing’s message, she came to Yan Xun’s tent and said, “Yan Xun, you were looking for me?”

“Oh,” Yan Xun set down his book and stood up. His moon-white robe had a gentle glow in the lamplight. “You’re back. Is it cold outside?”

“It’s fine,” Chu Qiao walked to the fire basin, took down the fox fur hand-warmer, and warmed herself by the charcoal fire, raising her head. “What did you want to see me about?”

“Nothing much. Yu Hetian just came by, hinting around about my whereabouts yesterday.”

Chu Qiao gave a cold smile. “They’re like ants on a hot pan now. Yu Hetian has been stationed in the north for many years, rising from a small commanding officer. He has had some friendship with Zhao Che during the years Zhao Che was exiled to the border city. If Zhao Che hadn’t risen to power, how would he have achieved such rapid promotion? Now that Zhao Che is in trouble, he naturally wants to help. But I don’t think Zhao Che sent him; Zhao Che is too arrogant to stoop to such things.”

Yan Xun nodded, “He had some dealings with my father and brother when he was in the northern frontier.”

“Yu Hetian is a small man. Back then, he sent terrain maps to the capital, betraying Yan Bei. Now he comes sneaking around again. If you don’t want to deal with him, let me handle it.”

“Yes, I don’t want to see him again either.”

The lamplight flickered as Chu Qiao moved her feet closer to the fire basin and said, “That’s easy to arrange. We just need to find a suitable way to let Zhao Che know that Yu Hetian visited our camp tonight. With his arrogant and suspicious nature, he will certainly be on guard and won’t bother with whatever Yu Hetian came for. This kind of thing is better not handled by us directly.”

“Yes,” Yan Xun nodded, “Go make the arrangements.”

“By the way, Yan Xun, is that all you wanted to see me about?”

“No,” Yan Xun stood up, went to the back tent, and took out a white jade box, saying, “Wenting sent a piece of clothing yesterday. He must have taken the wrong one in haste; it’s a woman’s style. It’s for you.”

Chu Qiao took it, frowning, and said, “Ji Wenting sends you gifts all the time. How could he be so careless this time?”

Chu Qiao opened it and couldn’t help but brighten at the sight. Arranged neatly in the box was a white fox fur coat. It wasn’t made from whole pieces of fur but was entirely connected with sable tails. The fur was glossy without a trace of mixed color, completely smooth like fine silk. The cuffs were adorned with the chest and abdominal down feathers of white-plumed snow eagles, and the collar was dazzlingly decorated with brilliant black East Sea pearls—a top-quality masterpiece.

Chu Qiao was stunned and said, “Ji Wenting has gone all out this time.”

Yan Xun didn’t respond, turning back to his desk.

“Then I’ll go now.”

“Wait.” As if suddenly remembering something, Yan Xun handed over a package and said, “I almost forgot, this was sent for you by Zhao Song just now.”

Chu Qiao took it, weighing it in her hand, and immediately knew what it was. Just as she was about to leave, she heard Yan Xun ask, “Aren’t you going to open it and take a look?”

“It’s a snow coat from the Western Sier people. He said the day before yesterday that he would send it to me. I didn’t expect it to be delivered here.”

“Oh,” Yan Xun nodded and said, “Western Sier was on good terms with my father in earlier years, and they had a deep relationship. They recently had unrest in five or six counties. Although it’s just a piece of clothing, our position is sensitive, so we should avoid suspicion.”

“I understand,” Chu Qiao nodded. “I had already thought of that, but I didn’t want to disappoint the Thirteenth. He’s quite enthusiastic, as you know.”

“You’ve always handled matters prudently. I trust you completely. It’s very late, go rest.”

“Yes, you should sleep early too.”

Chu Qiao agreed and walked out. Shortly after, A Jing rushed in anxiously and said to Yan Xun, “Young Master, why did Miss take that clothing? That was a rare treasure that Master Wu specially found from the Northern Abyss. Wasn’t the Young Master planning to give it to the Dong Yue Shang Lady as a birthday gift?”

Yan Xun kept his head down, reading without even raising his eyes, and said in a mild tone, “If it’s gone, then find another one. If you can’t find one, then don’t give anything.”

A Jing was immediately dumbfounded. By the time he recovered, Yan Xun had already left the desk and returned to the inner tent to sleep.

Outside, snow fell heavily. That night, except for Yan Xun’s camp, no one in the entire spring hunting festival could sleep peacefully.

Chapter 54: Courting Death
Despite the Mu He clan losing its pillar of strength, the Great Xia royal family’s hunting festival still proceeded in an orderly manner.

Zhenhuang was located on the Red River Plain, where the Chishui region had crisscrossing waterways as far as the eye could see. The vast plain stretched for a hundred li, truly an excellent place for hunting and horseback riding. Under the stars and moon, bonfires dotted the extensive snow plain, illuminating the sprawling campsite with a fiery glow. The weather was favorable, with no wind or snow tonight and rising temperatures. Tens of thousands of Great Xia nobles scattered across the hunting grounds, roasting meat, racing horses, practicing archery, comparing knife skills, drinking, and dancing—creating an extraordinarily lively atmosphere. The sounds that reached one’s ears were the long, drawn-out melodies of Xia region and the sound of grass zithers, while one’s nose caught the pervasive fragrance of prepared wild game.

Chu Qiao wore a snow-white fur coat with white boots, riding on a warhorse. Her long hair was simply tied up, and she wore a sable hat, exposing only her delicate face. Her eyes, in the brilliant lamplight of the night, resembled dazzling stars—bright and captivating.

Yan Xun turned his head, his gaze softly scanning Chu Qiao, then smiled and said, “A Chu has grown up too.”

The young woman raised an eyebrow, frowning as she looked toward Yan Xun. “How much older are you than me? Stop acting like an old man in front of me.”

Hearing this, Yan Xun laughed heartily. Just as he was about to speak, the sound of rapidly approaching hooves suddenly came. Looking up, they saw Zhao Song in a pine-green brocade cloak, galloping over like lightning, shouting as he ran, “A Chu! A Chu!”

Yan Xun frowned, his voice carrying a hint of irritation: “How dare he call you that?”

Chu Qiao snorted lightly, “He learned it from you.”

Zhao Song, bringing more than twenty servants, rushed over like a gust of wind, smiling as he approached: “You’re both here too.”

“It’s the bonfire banquet; everyone is here.”

Yan Xun’s voice was still gentle, but his tone carried an aloofness that kept people at a thousand-li distance. Chu Qiao turned her head toward him in confusion, her brows slightly furrowed. Fortunately, Zhao Song didn’t notice anything and eagerly looked Chu Qiao up and down, saying, “A Chu, why aren’t you wearing the snow coat I sent you? Isn’t it warm enough?”

Chu Qiao nodded, smiling warmly, “It’s very warm. I just thought tonight wasn’t too cold, so I didn’t wear it.”

“Oh,” Zhao Song suddenly understood, nodding repeatedly, and praising, “But you look good in this fur coat too.”

“I heard from A Jing that there’s horse racing and archery below. Why isn’t the Thirteenth Prince down there enjoying the excitement?”

Yan Xun suddenly spoke up. Zhao Song was taken aback, his face immediately reddening. How could he say that he had hurriedly left the competition and rushed up after seeing Chu Qiao? After stammering for a while, he said, “Those… aren’t that interesting. I’m tired of them. I’d rather stand here and look at the beautiful, ice-bound landscape, so I came up to rest.”

“Is that so?” Yan Xun suddenly smiled, “What a coincidence. We were just about to go down to join the fun. We originally wanted to invite the Thirteenth Prince to join us, but now it seems we won’t have that opportunity.”

“What?” Zhao Song was stunned, his eyes widening in disbelief. He stammered to Chu Qiao, “You’re going down too?”

Chu Qiao was inwardly annoyed and secretly tugged at Yan Xun’s sleeve under her own. Unexpectedly, the man grasped her hand firmly in return, holding the reins with his other hand, smiling as he said, “In that case, we won’t disturb the Thirteenth Prince’s peace.”

With that, he pulled Chu Qiao away, spurring their horses forward.

“Hey! Hey!” Zhao Song shouted twice from behind, but could only watch as the two sped away, leaving him in the dust.

“What are you doing?” As soon as they dismounted, Chu Qiao shook off Yan Xun’s hand and angrily demanded.

Yan Xun said nothing, just looking at her with his lips pursed, appearing somewhat triumphantly delighted. As Chu Qiao watched him, her anger gradually subsided.

Never mind, it had been a long time since he had been so childishly happy.

The girl sighed, resignedly following behind him.

Just then, the clear sound of hoofbeats rang out again. Both Chu Qiao and Yan Xun were startled and turned their heads simultaneously. They saw Zhao Song running up from a distance with a group of people, feigning surprise as he said, “Oh my, you’re here too? It’s windy up there, so I thought I’d come down to warm myself by the fire. Since we’ve met, let’s walk together.”

Even with Yan Xun’s good manners, his face still darkened. Chu Qiao even burst out laughing.

Zhao Song knew his excuse was too far-fetched. After a couple of awkward chuckles, he ran up and acted as a guide for the two.

The vast campsite was now filled with laughter and merriment. Bonfires were everywhere, and the aroma of meat permeated the air. The three walked among the crowd, followed by several attendants, not standing out particularly.

Suddenly, they heard a commotion in the distance. Upon approaching, they saw more than twenty burly men with their upper bodies bare, wrestling in the snow, shouting as they grappled. A young woman in a fire-red riding outfit and red fur coat sat on horseback, her face charming and her figure graceful. Three swift arrows left her bow in succession, all hitting the bullseye a hundred meters away.

The crowd erupted in thunderous applause. The young woman put down her bow, looking around proudly. Suddenly, she leaped from her horse like a cannonball, stepping on the shoulder of a big man, unfurling her whip, and lashing it across the backs of other men, laughing loudly, “I’m on his team. All of you, come at once!”

“Zha Ma?” Chu Qiao’s brows immediately furrowed tightly as she turned to look at Yan Xun.

Years of tacit understanding made Yan Xun quickly grasp what she was concerned about. He nodded, and they both turned to leave.

“Stop right there!”

A sharp female voice suddenly came from above! The red shadow of a whip darted like a spirit snake, flashing before their eyes in an instant. Chu Qiao moved swiftly, firmly grasping the whip and wrapping it around her arm with a few reverse movements, both ends simultaneously applying force, pulling the slender whip straight!

“Just arrived and already planning to leave? Young Master Yan, are you a turtle?”

The young woman leaped to the ground, and the crowd immediately cleared a path. The heirs of various clans couldn’t help but secretly gloat, excitedly laughing loudly at the spectacle. The Northwestern Batuha clan and the Yan clan from Yan Bei had always been enemies. This young woman was old Batu’s most beloved daughter, whose status in the northwest was even higher than that of Zha Lu, the heir. She had always been domineering and overbearing. Now that she was confronting the Yan Bei heir whose family was destroyed, who knew what sparks would fly?

“Zha Ma,” Yan Xun turned around, his expression calm, his tone peaceful as he said, “It’s been a long time.”

“Indeed,” Zha Ma smiled smugly. “Since the Yan Bei line was exterminated, I haven’t seen you again. I heard you’ve been hiding in the Sacred Gold Palace in the capital, never venturing out. I thought I’d never have the chance to see Young Master Yan again in this lifetime. Today is truly heaven-sent, allowing me to see the descendant of the once-mighty Yan family of the northern frontier.”

“Zha Ma! Watch your words!” Zhao Song suddenly stepped forward, saying sternly, “In public, for a girl to speak so harshly—is this how old Batu taught you?”

“How my father teaches me is none of your business! Don’t think you can shout at me just because the Wei faction is backing you!”

“Sister, is someone bullying you?” A robust voice suddenly sounded from behind. Zha Lu strode forward, like a small mountain. It was truly hard to believe that he and Zha Ma were born to the same mother.

“No,” Zha Ma said loudly, “They couldn’t bully me even if they tried.”

“You…”

“Thirteenth Prince, don’t bother with them. Let’s go.” Yan Xun placed his hand on the furious Zhao Song, his eyes calm, his face expressionless as he spoke slowly, turning to leave.

“Want to leave?” Zha Ma suddenly sneered, shouting harshly, “Only if my arrow agrees!”

In an instant, a huge collective gasp rose. Zha Ma twisted her slender waist, drew her bow, and nocked an arrow. The arrow shot forth like a meteor, directly toward Yan Xun’s heart!

In that split second, the young woman who had been by Yan Xun’s side spun around like a whirlwind. Her enormous white fur coat danced in the wind, her hand reaching out like a phantom, her five fingers forming a net, seizing the tail of the sharp arrow, and throwing it back. Her movements were swift and formidable, clean and efficient, without any hesitation. With a crisp crack, the arrow firmly embedded itself in Zha Ma’s bow, instantly shattering the iron-wood longbow into two pieces that fell to the ground.

Everyone was shocked, and the field fell into a deathly silence, without a single sound.

A gust of wind suddenly rose from the ground. The young woman’s eyes were jet black, her skin snow-white, her eyes utterly devoid of warmth as she looked at the dumbfounded princess of the northwest. Her tone was light, yet clear enough for everyone in the field to hear what she was saying.

Chu Qiao gave her a cold look, then turned around. Her voice drifted through the air with the cold north wind, leaving only four indifferent syllables: “Courting death.”

“You, you stop right there!” Zha Ma was furious and was about to chase after her.

“Sister,” Zha Lu embraced Zha Ma, saying in a deep voice, “The banquet is starting. We’ll settle this account later.”

In the distance, the lights were brilliant. The first grand feast of the Great Xia spring hunt had finally begun.

Chapter 55: Meeting Zhuge Again
The night wind was icy cold, with bonfires everywhere. The Great Xia royal tent was extremely vast, made from northwestern snow deer pelts, brushed with Black Sea gold powder, adorned with dragon pearls, and embroidered with colorful coiled dragons. The dragons’ eyes were made of eastern pearls, their mouths painted with cinnabar, and their claws were ferocious. Two enormous oil basins were placed in front of the main tent, with torches flickering, dazzlingly bright. High flags fluttered proudly, with imperial guards standing watch between them, surrounding the area. Their armor gleamed brightly. From a distance, the imperial yellow royal tent camp resembled an Eastern Sea divine dragon crouching in the darkness, exuding tremendous momentum and incomparable majesty. The royal aura rushed forward, keeping all unrestrained merriment far away.

“Young Master,” A Jing quietly approached, drawing close to Yan Xun’s ear and whispering, “Someone is secretly approaching our camp. Should we take action?”

In the darkness, the man’s eyebrows slightly raised, his brow furrowing in confusion as he asked in a deep voice, “Who is it?”

A Jing respectfully replied, “I don’t know, but they don’t appear to be from the Mu He clan.”

“I’ll go check,” Chu Qiao stepped forward and said quietly.

Yan Xun nodded, his tone low, “Be careful. Unless necessary, don’t resort to violence. The banquet is about to begin. I’ll wait for you to come.”

“Don’t worry, it might be Zha Lu’s people causing trouble. I’ll be back soon.”

With that, she led A Jing toward the camp.

“A Chu?” Seeing Chu Qiao leave, Zhao Song was startled and immediately called out loudly, making a move to follow her.

“Thirteenth Prince,” Yan Xun held Zhao Song’s arm, smiling faintly, “A Chu has some matters to attend to. She’ll be back soon. Let’s go first.”

Zhao Song was reluctantly dragged away by Yan Xun, constantly looking back as they walked.

The cold wind mixed with snow hit their faces. The sound of hoofbeats rang out as the torches and lights on both sides gradually became sparse. Under the pitch-black sky, the cold moon was like a knife, with scattered stars. The heavens appeared high and distant, dark and profound. Occasionally, the wings of an eagle would cut through the air, emitting a fluttering cry.

In the blink of an eye, it had been eight years since she arrived in this unknown dynasty. Life had never given her the opportunity or right to indulge in seasonal melancholy or worldly games. The terrible environment, endless killing, and bloody brutality had always forced her to fight and flee continuously. Too many unknown variables lay before her, too many uncontrollable traps and schemes hidden in unknown places, too many successive desperate situations compelling her forward, making it impossible for her to stop. She was not born a killer, much less a bandit. She merely wanted, under the premise of survival, to maintain that simple distinction between good and evil in her heart.

Heaven and Earth are not benevolent, treating all creatures as straw dogs. The edge of world destruction hangs overhead, but if taken up, it might become the world-saving blade that overturns the world.

“Hya!” Chu Qiao shouted fiercely, spurring her horse to gallop, racing at extreme speed across the vast, snowy plain.

The sound of hoofbeats came galloping from the distance. A man dressed entirely in black rode alone across the vast snowy plain. Chu Qiao and her companions reined in their horses with a shout. A Jing frowned and said in a deep voice, “Miss, something’s wrong with this person. He’s coming from the direction of our camp.”

A Yan guard stepped forward and shouted at the approaching figure, “Hey! Who are you?”

As soon as the words fell, before he could even take a breath, a gleaming flying dagger suddenly cut through the cold, quiet night sky. Swift as lightning, with astonishing momentum, carrying thunderous sharpness and killing intent, it howled toward the shouting Yan guard.

With a “clang,” knife and sword collided, sending a shower of dazzling sparks into the darkness. A Jing drew his sword in reverse to deflect the flying dagger, then bent his bow and stepped forward, shouting fiercely, “Who goes there? Such viciousness!”

The person seemed to notice the large number of people ahead and craftily turned his horse to ride westward. Seeing this, Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow and commanded in a low voice, “After him!” Everyone responded in unison and spurred their horses into a wild gallop, giving chase.

The distant mountains were pitch black, the dense forest like ink. The enormous snowy plain resembled a ferocious white beast, with countless hoofbeats trampling upon it, snow flying and howling in the air.

Suddenly, numerous silhouettes appeared ahead—a large group of riders approaching. The horses were silent, everything quiet, but in the orderly footsteps, there was an indescribable chill and killing intent. Chu Qiao was startled and immediately raised her hand with a light shout, reining in her horse. But before she could speak, the black-clad man, cornered by the Yan guards, immediately took up his bow and shot fiercely at the riders opposite!

“Who goes there?”

A thunderous shout suddenly rang out. The night was deep, and the distance great—how could anyone see clearly who was approaching from the opposite side? The riders, ambushed, mistook the Yan guards for accomplices of the black-clad man ahead, and unsheathed their weapons with a series of “shua shua” sounds. Swords gleamed coldly, and arrows flew through the sky. The other side’s counterattack and reaction speed were astonishingly fast!

“Stop!” A Jing shouted. “We are not—”

Before he could finish speaking, an arrow suddenly shot toward them. Chu Qiao moved swiftly, supporting herself with one hand on the horse’s back, leaping up and kicking A Jing in the abdomen. The man grimaced in pain, his body bending. There was a muffled “thud” as the arrow pierced flesh. Although it missed the vital point of his heart, it still firmly embedded itself in his shoulder.

Chu Qiao’s brows immediately furrowed tightly. The other side, not distinguishing right from wrong and not clarifying the situation before launching a deadly attack, was truly detestable. The young woman in the snow-white fur coat rode forward, flipped off her horse, and knelt on one knee. Holding a giant crossbow, her expression serious, her eyes cold like a leopard’s, she stared intensely at the pitch-black snowy plain opposite. Her ears moved slightly, her brows furrowed tightly. The cold wind blew her bangs, and the young woman’s gaze was like lightning, flashing with sharp brilliance.

“Swoosh!”

A powerful arrow immediately left Chu Qiao’s fully drawn bow. Its momentum was like lightning, its intimidation palpable, leaving only a bright white flash that almost created sparks in the air as it shot into the funeral-like night.

Almost simultaneously, from the darkness opposite, the sound of a vibrating bowstring also rang out. An arrow left the string, suddenly heading toward Chu Qiao.

Two lightning bolts howled along the same trajectory, their speed astonishing, advancing relentlessly. Everyone watched wide-eyed as, with a crisp “crack,” the two arrows collided in mid-air, breaking simultaneously and shattering onto the vast snowy plain.

In an instant, Chu Qiao, with amazing skill, continuously changed positions and forms, altering the trajectory and force of her arrows, and firing seven shots. And the other side, using equally mysterious methods, countered each one.

In mid-air, one could only hear the “swoosh swoosh” of arrows leaving bows and the shattering sound of arrows colliding—a perfect match of skill and force!

The intense sounds suddenly disappeared. Chu Qiao’s gaze was sharp, her eyes narrowed slightly as her fingers touched the last three arrows in her quiver, silently waiting for the perfect moment.

A strong wind suddenly rose, blowing snow across the ground. Everyone instinctively covered their eyes to shield themselves against the sand and snow. However, in the darkness, only two people simultaneously sprang into action, running with force, releasing three arrows one after another shooting toward the front, like shooting stars chasing the moon, emitting soul-stirring bright, cold flashes in the night sky. The “pa pa” sound immediately rang out as four powerful arrows folded at the arrowheads, transforming into powder with a “suo suo” sound. As the strong wind blew, the last arrow seemed to have grown eyes. Witnessed by the swirling snow, the arrows coming from east and west passed each other’s shoulders, raising a trail of dazzling sparks, speeding toward each other’s hiding places!

Chu Qiao instantly resembled a wild beast springing into action, her entire body filled with explosive power. She threw away her bow, her right hand touching the ground as she thrust herself up, using her waist strength to stand. However, with a “shua” sound, the powerful arrow, carrying fiery force, passed right by her neck, scraping out a dark red blood mark.

“Miss!” The Yan guards were greatly alarmed and all rushed forward. Chu Qiao stood up, covering the neck wound that had begun to ooze blood, remaining silent, her gaze cold as she looked far into the darkness opposite.

She knew that the person on the other side had also dodged her lethal arrow, but like her, had sustained a minor injury.

All around was quiet, silent. The night was pitch black, with snow falling heavily, but through the layers of darkness, she could still feel that cold gaze, carrying an icy sharpness, shooting over from afar.

The sharp cry of an eagle suddenly cut through the sky above. In the darkness between the two sides, an agile shadow suddenly rose from the ground—the black-clad man who had been lying on the ground inciting trouble. He immediately sprang up like a bullet, running wildly, trying to escape this place of conflict.

Almost simultaneously, Chu Qiao and the archer opposite both drew swords from their waists, hurling them like thunder. The running man’s body shuddered, his eyes widened, and he looked down in unwilling resignation, only to see the two sword blades protruding through his chest. Then, with a “thud,” he fell heavily onto the snow.

Time slowly passed, and neither side made a sound. A Yan guard cautiously stepped forward, and seeing no reaction from the other side, called out loudly, “Friends opposite, we were pursuing a thief. Just now was a misunderstanding.”

There was no response from the opposite side, only silence. Yan guard Zuo Tang rode forward, and after a while, the sound of hoofbeats also rose from the other side’s troops.

“Miss,” after a moment, Zuo Tang returned, dismounting and handing Chu Qiao’s sword back to her, saying in a deep voice, “Your sword.”

The young woman raised an eyebrow, “What background are the others from?”

“I’m not sure,” Zuo Tang reported truthfully. “Their guards wore black fur coats, but they were of a very common style. Their appearance was unfamiliar; I’ve never seen them before.”

Chu Qiao remained indifferently silent, nodding as she took the sword, but her brows immediately furrowed.

This was a rare treasure sword, ancient in style, thin in blade, with faint jujube-red blood marks. The blade edge was sharp and bright, with dazzling brilliance flickering in the pale moonlight, like flowing mercury. The hilt was wrapped in golden silkworm silk, with two small ancient seal characters engraved: “Breaking Moon.”

Chu Qiao frowned, her fingers caressing the hilt as she said in a deep voice, “This is not my sword.”

Zuo Tang was startled and quickly said, “I will go find them to exchange it back.”

As soon as the words fell, the sound of galloping hooves rang out from the opposite side. The snow mist churned and vanished in an instant.

“You won’t catch up.”

The young woman said slowly, returning the sword to its sheath with a “shua” sound. Surprisingly, the sword fit perfectly with her scabbard.

“Bring that man’s body back. A Jing returned to camp for treatment. The rest of you, follow me to the royal tent plaza.”

The woman’s voice was resonant as she turned her horse and led everyone away.

Arriving at the plaza in front of the royal tent was like entering another world, filled everywhere with the aroma of roasted meat and sounds of laughter and joy. Chu Qiao removed her weapons, handed them to the guards, and, led by an imperial guard, entered the grand tent.

The royal tent was extremely vast, with thirty-six seats arranged in winding rows on the left and right sides. By the time Chu Qiao entered, most people had already arrived. Since the emperor had not yet arrived, the tent was filled with noise, with people gathering in groups, creating a lively atmosphere.

Chu Qiao, merely having the status of an attendant, naturally could not wander around freely. She swept her eyes around and headed directly to a less crowded, quieter area. Indeed, there sat Yan Xun in a moon-white robe, his features handsome, his expression calm, quietly drinking tea and wine. Zhao Song stood nearby, fidgeting, appearing restless.

“Young Master.”

Chu Qiao walked directly over, but before she could speak, Zhao Song exclaimed in alarm, “Ah! A Chu, what happened? Are you injured?”

Although the neck wound was just a scrape, it had begun to bleed. Chu Qiao shook her head, saying unconcernedly, “It’s nothing, just scratched myself accidentally.”

“How could you be so careless?” Zhao Song frowned with concern. “I’ll go find a doctor right away. It needs to be properly treated.”

“No need,” Chu Qiao held him back. “It’s just a minor wound, no need to make a fuss.”

“How can that be?” Zhao Song frowned unhappily, but knowing his words usually had little weight, he turned to Yan Xun, “Young Master Yan, what do you think?”

Yan Xun’s brow furrowed slightly as he looked up at the girl’s somewhat pale face. Years of tacit understanding made him understand, and he didn’t press the matter, only asking in a low voice, “Are you alright?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, saying firmly, “I’m fine.”

Seeing the two’s behavior, Zhao Song suddenly felt excluded, feeling somewhat dejected as he pursed his lips. Trying to find something to say, he announced, “Then I’ll go get some medicine for wounds.” With that, he turned and left.

Chu Qiao sat in the back seat of Yan Xun’s table, leaned forward, and said in a low voice, “It was Zha Lu’s people. They stole the secret box from your camp. I’ve already killed them.”

Yan Xun frowned and said, “That thing is useless, just a decoy. Why risk your life for it?”

“Zha Lu’s people don’t have that capability,” Chu Qiao lightly touched the wound on her neck and snorted softly. “Something unexpected happened. Have any new experts arrived in the capital recently?”

“Experts in the capital?” Yan Xun raised an eyebrow, his expression suddenly becoming somewhat inscrutable. “There are certainly many.”

“Xun Ge!”

A coquettish voice suddenly rang out. From among the crowd, a young woman in purple sable robes, surrounded by a group of girls, ran over laughing and giggling. However, as soon as she approached, her smiling face instantly vanished, replaced by a cold glare at the young woman sitting behind Yan Xun. “Why is she here?” she asked coldly.

Chu Qiao stood up and respectfully bowed, “Eighth Princess.”

Zhao Chun didn’t even glance at Chu Qiao, walking directly to Yan Xun’s side and sitting down, angrily saying, “You haven’t come to see me these past few days. Is it because she’s back?”

Yan Xun rose, standing beside Chu Qiao, and said indifferently, “Yan Xun is terrified and dare not disturb the Princess’s rest.”

“Fine! As soon as she returns, you start calling me ‘Princess’?” With that, she suddenly pointed at Chu Qiao and coldly said, “Who allowed you, a lowly slave, to enter?”

As soon as the words fell, Yan Xun’s face immediately turned cold. The man’s handsome brows slowly furrowed, “Princess, as a noble golden branch and jade leaf, how can you use such vulgar language? A Chu was brought in by me. Does the Princess wish to expel me as well?”

Zhao Chun pursed her lips, her eyes immediately reddening. She stomped her foot in hatred but didn’t answer Yan Xun’s question, only pointing at Chu Qiao and shouting, “You just wait!” With that, she turned and ran off. The group of royal daughters who had come with her glared at Chu Qiao with shared enmity before chasing after her.

Chu Qiao sighed and said in a deep voice, “Why alienate her at this time? I can just leave.”

The man’s deep voice, like clear spring water from a mountain ravine, said slowly and deliberately, “When I was little, I had to endure because I had no other choice but to endure. If I still need to swallow my pride for this kind of thing now, then all my efforts over these years would be meaningless.”

Yan Xun sat in his seat, slowly taking a sip of wine, his expression calm, his features handsome, white-robed with black hair, like a person from a painting.

Just then, a sudden gust of cold wind blew in from the entrance, bringing a chill. Everyone immediately turned to look.

The tent curtain moved, and a young man in purple robes with white fur entered. He had a heroic bearing, eyebrows like swords, eyes like cold stars, and a face like fine jade. His entire person was handsome and straight, like an unsheathed sword, flashing with intimidating cold light and the sharp edge of a blade. However, incongruously, on his straight neck was a scrape wound, currently oozing with traces of blood.

Chu Qiao’s pupils immediately contracted, and her brows furrowed tightly.

“Fourth Young Master,” the Jing Prince and a group of aristocratic sons immediately went forward to greet him, their faces beaming like spring as they said, “After seven years apart, Fourth Young Master’s bearing is even more impressive than before!”

Zhuge Yue’s lips curled into a faint smile as he returned each greeting. His manners were measured as he stood among the crowd, talking and laughing—no longer the obsessive, suspicious, and solitary youth of the past. Seven years of life’s tempering had made him like an unsheathed treasure sword, capable of radiating his dazzling light at any time.

The lamps flickered, and the tent was filled with jubilation. Zhuge Yue, having escaped the entanglement of the crowd, scanned the gathering and finally fixed his gaze on the last seat in the corner.

Yan Xun quietly drank his wine without raising his head, his posture open and his demeanor elegant. But his broad back completely shielded the woman behind him, preventing that cold, sharp gaze from probing further.

“Young Master Yan, how have you been?”

The deep voice slowly sounded overhead. Yan Xun raised his head, smiled casually, and stood up. “Brother Zhuge, long time no see.”

Zhuge Yue’s lips curved into a smile, cold and bewitching, as he tilted his head slightly to look behind Yan Xun, slowly saying in a deep voice, “Xing’er, don’t you recognize me anymore?”

Time flowed by, the years surged on, the footsteps of time breaking through the emptiness of space. Seven years passed in the blink of an eye. People who had once crossed blades now stood once again on the scales of fate.

Chu Qiao raised her head, her expression calm, her gaze indifferent, as she looked at her former master who was looking down at her. Her lips parted slightly, “The fame of Fourth Young Master Zhuge fills the world. Who would not recognize you?”

Chapter 56: The Great Xia Imperial Banquet
As the words fell, the great bell immediately rang out, nine long and five short, the sound majestic, reverberating across the hunting grounds that stretched for over ten miles.

Yan Xun and Zhuge Yue’s expressions changed simultaneously. The boisterous great hall suddenly fell into complete silence, with everyone prostrating themselves on the ground, loudly kowtowing: “We pay respects to our King!”

The curtains of the great hall opened wide, the northern wind blowing, the lamplight flickering. Amid complete silence, orderly footsteps sounded outside. Large troops surrounded the imperial tent, the cold metallic chill of their armor instantly overpowering the rich aroma of roasted meat. Chu Qiao carefully raised her head, but could only see numerous deerskin boots stepping on the bearskin carpet of the great hall. The leading pair was of normal human size, the white boot edges embroidered with bright yellow clouds and dragons, the stride steady, unhurried, advancing slowly.

“Everyone rises.”

A deep voice slowly sounded from above, neither loud nor stern, even carrying a slight hoarseness, yet it had the weight of ocean waves gradually covering this great hall that had just been noisy and chaotic. Everyone rose together, yet no one dared to lift their heads to look up. The Xia King’s voice sounded deep from above: “Everyone sits down. Qi’er, begin.”

The Third Prince Zhao Qi respectfully answered: “Yes, Father.” Then he stepped forward and announced loudly: “The imperial banquet begins, please be seated, everyone.”

The sound of string and wind instruments immediately rose. From the side passages, a group of scantily-clad, graceful dancers flowed in. Each had a face like spring peach blossoms and skin like white snow, swinging their long water sleeves, and dancing seductively in the arena. Various delicacies were served to the seats. Everyone’s spirits finally relaxed, and gradually, laughter began to sound, slowly expanding.

Zhuge Yue still stood before Yan Xun’s seat, eyes pitch black, expression cold. He looked at the young woman standing beside Yan Xun, at that face, calm and indifferent yet revealing familiar stubbornness. He nodded slowly, without saying a word, then turned away resolutely. As his great fur coat swung, it stirred up cold wind, like a sharp precious sword, slicing across the imperial wine on the table. The water rippled, gently swaying.

Chu Qiao’s fingers suddenly turned cold, some emotions rising in her chest, causing her eyebrows to furrow deeply like knives. The young woman slowly closed her eyes, breathed deeply, then sat down.

A hand suddenly rested on her shoulder. Chu Qiao looked up, directly meeting Yan Xun’s pitch-black eyes.

Yan Xun didn’t speak, but she could clearly understand what he wanted to convey. For so many years, in every moment of frustration, in every night filled with hatred, they had encouraged each other in this way: wait, endure, there will come a day when we rise.

Chu Qiao silently nodded. All around was the clamor of music and voices. She raised her head and looked toward the northernmost end of the hall. There, lights blazed brilliantly, the illumination so abundant it was almost blinding. The young woman widened her eyes, looking toward the man sitting in the center surrounded by light. Too much brilliance obscured him; under the golden splendor of the lamps, his face was indistinct. One could only see the fierce dragon claws on his robe embroidered with golden dragons, like sharp steel blades, pointing from afar at every scheming gaze within the great hall.

With a thunderous sound, the front curtains of the great hall were completely drawn back. The biting wind suddenly rushed into the hall. The magnificent square outside was filled with blazing torches. Looking out, over three hundred banquet settings had been arranged. Those without the qualification to enter the main hall all sat in the outer tents, surrounding them in circles, leaving a large open space in the middle. The atmosphere was even more spirited than inside the imperial tent. As soon as the curtain of the main hall was lifted, a thunderous cheer of approval came from outside.

Just then, the crisp, rapid sound of hoofbeats suddenly rang out. Everyone looked up to see over a hundred fierce war horses galloping from afar at alarming speed, swift and powerful. Just as people were wondering where these riderless war horses had come from, one hundred white-armored soldiers suddenly burst out from the ranks, leaping up from the ground, and climbing onto the backs of the still-galloping horses in mid-air. Their movements were uniformly coordinated, crisp, and clean, without any hesitation.

The watching nobles immediately erupted in thunderous applause. The light cavalry drove into the field, left hand holding a sword, right hand holding a shield, controlling their horses with just their legs, constantly displaying various formations and postures. Their movements were flowing and beautiful, well-organized, while maintaining practical combat utility. The leading light cavalry general was not old, wearing an iron helmet that obscured his face, commanding with confidence, his figure tall and straight, elegant and heroic.

Suddenly, all the soldiers simultaneously sheathed their swords, placed their shields behind their horses, then took out waist bows, bent the bows and nocked arrows, using foot strength to hook the stirrups, flipping to hang upside down beneath their horses’ bellies, and releasing their arms. With a whistling sound, one hundred powerful arrows simultaneously flew toward a single target. With a bang, the heavy target was broken by the immense force but didn’t fall. Instead, it flew straight up and was firmly shot into a giant pine tree. The bullseye was densely packed with one hundred arrows, many piercing through the fletching of others, piled layer upon layer!

In an instant, the entire field fell silent. The soldiers sat upright again. The leading general dismounted, removed his iron helmet, knelt on one knee, and said in a resonant voice: “Your son Zhao Che wishes Father Emperor boundless fortune and longevity without limit!”

With a thunderous roar, the entire field erupted. Everyone applauded and cheered enthusiastically for this divine archery skill.

“After years of training at the border, Che’er has improved,” the Xia Emperor sat above, his voice steady, yet carrying a faint trace of satisfaction. “Award him a Dragon Spring precious sword, let our Great Xia’s blade open territory for Great Xia, protecting our homeland.”

“Thank you, Father Emperor!”

Zhao Che said loudly, kowtowing heavily on the ground. The royal ministers, following the prevailing wind, simultaneously began loudly praising Zhao Che’s bravery.

Yan Xun sat at the lower seat and lowered his head to drink tea, cold and silent, his eyes slowly narrowing.

“Seventh Brother is young and brave, for many years he has guarded our Great Xia’s borders, truly a rare military talent. With Seventh Brother in the Northern Frontier, our territory has no worries.”

Third Prince Zhao Qi nodded slowly, his expression natural, showing no jealousy or vexation. Whether sincere or feigned, it was not unworthy of his title as a wise prince.

After Zhao Che accepted the honor and withdrew with his subordinates, the atmosphere in the field became harmonious and gradually lively. Various military clans and tribes demonstrated different martial arts – horse fighting, archery competitions, military dances, and sword practice. Delicacies flowed like water to the seats, all wild game barbecue, superior in taste, enticing in aroma.

The Northwestern Batuha family had traveled a long distance to participate in the hunt. Apart from several concubine-born uncles, only two legitimate sons, Zhalu and Zhama, were present. Now, Zhalu had just led the family warriors in demonstrating distinctive Northwestern-style wrestling, which earned enthusiastic cheers from the entire gathering. Then Zhama led a group of shapely Northwestern young women rushing into the field to perform exquisite horsemanship.

Although their skills were not particularly outstanding, a group of young, fit noble girls inevitably won widespread praise. The Xia Emperor was pleased and bestowed twenty rolls of Huai Song tribute silk, instantly triggering another climax in the field.

Zhama smiled and kowtowed in gratitude for the imperial favor. As she rose, she suddenly said: “Your Majesty, just performances are boring. In our Northwest, duels are allowed at banquets. Today is my first visit to Zhenhuan. May I request Your Majesty’s permission to challenge someone?”

She was still a sixteen or seventeen-year-old girl, not very old, and her expression while speaking was rather naive. Those who heard could not help but smile. The Xia Emperor sat in the head seat, his expression unclear, but his voice carried a faint pleasure as he said: “And whom do you intend to challenge?”

“I’ve long heard that the servant girl under the Yan Bei World Son has exquisite martial arts, but I haven’t had the chance to learn from her. Today everyone is in good spirits, why not come down to play together?”

As soon as these words fell, everyone’s gaze instantly turned toward Yan Xun, who sat at the very last seat. Those who knew about the earlier competition naturally understood the ins and outs, while those who didn’t think Zhama was deliberately picking a fight. After all, the Northwestern Batuha family and the Yan Bei line had always been hostile. Before Yan Shicheng’s death, such public confrontations had not been uncommon.

Before the Xia King could speak, Yan Xun immediately stood up. He wore a moon-white robe embroidered with intricate dark lotus patterns, his hair black as ink, eyes dark, face like white jade, the elegant scholarly air of a handsome young man. He politely declined, saying in a deep voice: “My servant is still young, only knowing a little of martial arts, how dare she make a spectacle before Your Majesty. Princess Zhama’s horsemanship is exquisite, her martial arts strong, please don’t force the unwilling.”

“Yan World Son, deliberate concealment is the crime of deceiving the sovereign. Moreover, Princess Zhama is only sixteen, she, as a royal princess, competing with a slave is already a great honor. Your repeated refusals, isn’t that too ungrateful?”

From the fourth seat at the front, a young man beside Wei Shuyou spoke up. This person was Wei Qingchi, a newly rising collateral descendant of the Wei clan, eloquent and well-spoken. Yan Xun had seen him once at several banquets and didn’t expect him to so openly contradict him today.

“Brother Qingchi speaks extremely well,” Prince Jing laughed. “Yan World Son, a gentleman should have the magnanimity to fulfill others’ wishes. The pearl of the Northwestern grasslands rarely has such interest. You might as well indulge her, lest old General Batuha blames the clans of Zhenhuan for bullying his precious daughter.”

Jing Han had grown up in the imperial capital, the youngest son of old Prince Jing Hai. Prince Jing Hai was Zhao Zhengde’s uncle, over eighty years old, having a son in his old age whom he extremely doted on. Jing Han was a generation senior to Yan Xun, Zhao Che, and others, so his speech was always casual. As soon as he spoke, people immediately joined in agreement. The Xia Emperor nodded deeply: “I grant Princess Zhama’s request.”

“Your Majesty,” Yan Xun raised an eyebrow, about to speak again when Chu Qiao suddenly stood up from behind, pulling the corner of his clothes, silently shaking her head.

Yan Xun’s face was gloomy, but he knew that today the arrow was on the string and must be released. If he continued to speak, he might very well face the criticism of everyone. Under his wide sleeves, Yan Xun’s hand tightly gripped Chu Qiao’s palm, softly instructing: “Be extremely careful.”

The young woman nodded with a smile: “Don’t worry.”

Taking off her long fur coat, Chu Qiao walked to the center of the arena, first bowed toward the north, then turned to Princess Zhama and bowed: “Since that’s the case, I’ll boldly offend you.”

In an instant, everyone’s gaze was fixed on this young woman. Seven years ago, eight-year-old Chu Qiao and Yan Xun were in the same boat, on Nine Wai Street she cut off three fingers of the Wei clan’s young master Wei Shuyou, using them as leverage to escape Zhenhuan. Later, she fought with the Imperial Guard in front of the Nine Abyss Platform, nearly escaping. The memory remained fresh for these people. If an eight-year-old child had such courage and strength then, what unfathomable abilities would she have after seven years? Although she was just a lowly female slave, what she represented was the Yan Bei line.

Everyone in the entire Great Xia Dynasty knew that although Yan Shicheng died seven years ago and the Yan King’s line was almost extinct, the policy of self-selecting officials in Yan Bei, implemented for over a hundred years, had allowed the Yan clan to take deep root in the Northwestern grasslands. Due to the constant border harassment by the Quanrong people over the years, Great Xia simply couldn’t spare the forces to completely replace the blood of Yan Bei. This was also the primary reason why the Xia Emperor dared not eliminate Yan Xun for so long. Moreover, privately, there was such a mysterious force secretly supporting Yan Bei’s economy and politics. Until there was absolute certainty of completely uprooting it, Yan Xun would still be the nominal master of Yan Bei.

The outside wind blew in, hitting the young woman’s light blue fur short jacket. The young woman’s eyes were pitch black, her hair like ink, her small face slightly thin, not exceptionally beautiful, but the calmness and determination emanating from her entire being was enough to make any man take notice.

This was the first time Chu Qiao stood before all members of the Great Xia royal family, in the identity of a female slave, accepting the challenge of Princess Zhama, the most distinguished identity in the Northwest.

Zhama looked at this young woman who had just greatly humiliated her, the corner of her mouth slightly smiling coldly, proudly saying: “I just performed horsemanship and haven’t fully recovered my strength. Fighting like this is unfair. How about this: I’ll first have my slave fight with you. If you beat him, then you can fight me.”

With these words, the entire gathering was shocked. Zhao Song finally couldn’t contain himself and, disregarding Zhao Qi’s furrowed brows, stood up and said: “Father Emperor, this is unfair.”

“Princess Zhama is delicate and precious, it’s already inappropriate for her to compete with a female slave, let alone just after performing horsemanship. Thirteenth Prince, it’s just a slave, there’s nothing unfair about it,” Jing Han chuckled, saying carelessly.

Wei Shuyou’s lips curled up, his gaze gloomy as he glanced at Chu Qiao, saying faintly: “Little Prince Jing’s words are extremely correct. Just a slave, merely for entertainment.”

“You all…”

“Thirteenth Brother!” Zhao Qi shouted deeply: “Sit down.”

Seeing that the Xia Emperor did not object, Zhama turned back to a huge man sitting in the back row and said: “Tuda, come and play with this little girl.”

As soon as the big man rose, everyone gasped in surprise. He was incredibly tall, fully over seven feet tall, with eyes like copper bells and twisted muscles on his arms. Standing next to Chu Qiao, he looked like an elephant beside a kitten, completely disproportionate.

At this, everyone immediately understood Princess Zhama’s intention. This wasn’t a competition but a murder. However, no one raised the slightest objection. After all, in their eyes, just as Wei Shuyou said: merely a slave, for entertainment.

Chu Qiao raised her head, calmly looking at Tuda. She knew that today’s battle concerned Yan Bei’s prestige. This was the first time in many years that Yan Xun had shown his face before the empire’s officials and generals. If she lost, it would be a great blow to Yan Bei’s morale, and Yan Xun’s current foundation for survival was the unconditional loyalty of the Yan Bei soldiers.

She took a deep breath, walked out of the imperial tent to the center of the hunting ground, went to the weapons rack nearby, and took a long spear, weighing it in her hand for a moment. Then she turned and walked back, looking up and asking: “What weapon will you use?”

Tuda hit his fists together several times, the sound harsh, as he said smugly: “My fists are my weapons.”

“Weapons have no eyes. Be careful.”

A sudden gust of wind came toward where Chu Qiao stood, facing her directly. Tuda bellowed loudly, his voice resounding like thunder exploding in mid-air! The young woman suddenly turned around, moving her steps, just leaving her original position as a huge fist smashed into the ground. Suddenly, white snow flew and smoke filled the air, with a huge pit opening in the ground.

A gasp rose from the crowd. Judging by the force of this giant’s blow, he intended to kill the young woman. Among the crowd were young girls and noblewomen who, seeing this, turned pale with fright, covering their eyes, afraid to watch.

Chu Qiao raised the long spear in one motion but had no chance to deploy it. Tuda’s strength was astonishing, yet his movements were also very agile. For a time, he was like a fierce tiger, pressing forward step by step.

Zhao Song’s face was tense. Although he knew Chu Qiao was skilled, how could she be a match for such a huge man? The young prince made up his mind that if the situation turned bad, he would immediately step in to help.

In a flash, the two had exchanged several moves, but the slender girl had never counterattacked, just avoiding confrontation with Tuda. Just when everyone was certain she would inevitably lose, Tuda suddenly let out a fierce shout and pounced toward Chu Qiao, his face ferocious, his methods vicious. The wind swept in, torches blazed high, crackling. Everyone gasped in unison, thinking Chu Qiao couldn’t escape this calamity and would surely perish. However, among the crowd, Yan Xun’s tense face suddenly relaxed. He brought the wine cup tightly held in his hand to his lips and indifferently took a sip. When he released his hand, a crisp sound immediately rang out as the wine cup shattered into several pieces, scattered in disarray on the table.

Under the gaze of countless eyes, everyone was suddenly dumbfounded. The young woman who had been fleeing suddenly turned around, her footwork strange, her body agile. With a twist of her slender waist, she used her waist strength to flip her body in mid-air. The long spear was immediately pulled back, a reverse spear flower, carrying thunderous force as it was thrust forward!

With a muffled sound, blood splattered and a scream rose.

The wind howled, blowing the young woman’s hair from her forehead. She held the spear with one hand, pointing it at Tuda’s chest from a distance. The long spear had entered half an inch into his body but didn’t go deeper, clearly intentionally showing mercy, unwilling to be ruthless.

With a swoosh, Chu Qiao withdrew the long spear, nodding coldly: “I concede.”

Having said this, she turned around to bow to the main seat in the north.

The watching crowd immediately erupted in thunderous cheers! Great Xia’s most valued martial prowess. Seeing such a young girl with superb spear skills defeat such a huge man in an instant, everyone opened their throats in loud shouts.

However, just then, the enraged Tuda suddenly let out a roar, swinging his fist as he charged forward, smashing down viciously at Chu Qiao’s back as she faced away from him!

“Look out!” Zhao Song shouted sharply, rushing out from his seat. At the same time, a bright white flash suddenly shot out from the back seats. Just as Tuda’s fist was about to reach Chu Qiao’s body, the flash made a piercing sound as it shot into the giant’s head, opening a large bloody hole in the back of his skull!

At this moment, Chu Qiao’s head was just touching the ground in a bow.

Tuda’s eyes widened in disbelief, blood gushing from his mouth and nose, his gaze frozen. Finally, he collapsed with a crash, blood flowing steadily from the back of his head, chilling to the core.

“How dare you!” Zhama was furious, jumping up from her seat, shouting fiercely: “To carry weapons in the presence of His Majesty! Yan Xun! Are you rebelling?”

Yan Xun sat composed in his seat, his expression cold, holding a piece of porcelain shard between his index and middle fingers, calmly asking: “Is a cup considered a weapon?”

The astonished crowd only then realized that what Yan Xun had used to kill Tuda was a piece of a broken cup!

“Father Emperor, Princess Zhama’s subordinate disregarded the rules by attacking from behind. He truly deserved death.”

There was no sound from the throne. The guards on both sides immediately reacted, dragging Tuda’s corpse outside the tent.

“Princess, have you rested well?” The young woman with a calm face turned around, her eyes devoid of any emotion as she looked at the uneasy Zhama and said in a deep voice: “If you still feel tired, you can call other subordinates for another round.”

The nobles of Great Xia instantly shifted their attention from the dead loser, all looking at Zhama as if watching a spectacle, waiting to see how she would respond.

Anyone with eyes could see that Zhama never intended to fight Chu Qiao herself. What she said earlier was only because she believed Tuda would certainly kill Chu Qiao. But now Tuda was dead, and if she still used excuses to back out, everyone would see that she was too frightened to fight. Furthermore, she was the one who had initiated the challenge. By Northwestern custom, a coward was even more despised than a battlefield deserter and would be scorned by everyone.

Zhama bit her lip and with a swoosh, she cracked her whip, standing up and shouting fiercely: “Let’s fight then! Am I afraid of a lowly slave?”

“Wait,” Zhao Qi suddenly stood up, smiling as he said: “It’s been a long time since we’ve seen a woman with such exquisite martial skills. It seems that since the South Feng Commander, the empire has had no female generals. How about this: just now was a test of martial arts, this round will be an archery competition. What does everyone think?”

With these words, everyone immediately understood. The Batuha family dominated the Northwest with powerful influence. Old Batuha had a fiery temper, and if his precious daughter was injured in the imperial capital, he would certainly fly into a rage and harbor resentment. Additionally, Princess Zhama was renowned for her excellent archery. Zhao Qi’s suggestion was merely to save face for the Northwest.

For a mere female slave, though her spear techniques were excellent, her archery might not be outstanding. The spectators were greatly disappointed but had no choice.

However, in the seventh seat at the front, a man in purple robes and white fur slightly narrowed his eyes. Zhuge Yue, who had experienced Chu Qiao’s excellent archery firsthand, raised his wine cup and took a sip.

Sure enough, Zhama’s face immediately brightened. She proudly took a powerful bow, walked coldly to the center, and said: “You go first?”

“I wouldn’t dare, Princess, please.”

Zhama gave a cold laugh, drew out three sharp arrows, bent the bow, and with a whistle, all three arrows shot out simultaneously, lightning-fast toward the bullseye of the target a hundred paces away. The arrows released in rapid succession, the wind whistling, her skill superb, immediately drawing widespread praise.

However, before the thunderous applause had subsided, the young woman suddenly knelt on one knee, drawing a giant bow taller than herself. Three powerful arrows closely followed Zhama’s sharp arrows. With three crisp sounds, they penetrated through the tails of Zhama’s three arrows with unstoppable force, almost simultaneously hitting the bullseye of the target!

Divine skill, in an instant, the difference was clear!

The crowd could hardly believe their eyes, the cheers thunderous and unceasing.

“Princess Zhama, I concede.”

Chu Qiao nodded faintly and walked toward the great hall.

Even the Xia Emperor was slightly moved, sighing deeply: “Such archery skills haven’t been seen for many years. As a woman, it is indeed not easy. How about this: I’ll grant you freedom from slave status and make you an archery instructor in the Xiao Qi Camp.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow but still knelt heavily on the ground, saying deeply: “Thank you for Your Majesty’s grace.”

Walking back slowly to Yan Xun’s side, the atmosphere around was enthusiastic. At this time, beautiful dancers came forward to perform, immediately attracting everyone’s attention. Yan Xun looked up, their eyes met, they smiled at each other, and sat down.

From the opposite seat, a gaze shot over from afar, with a gloomy, unclear light, secretly assessing, complex and surging. The brilliant smile that suddenly appeared on the face of the usually cold young woman instantly dazzled his eyes.

Amidst the clinking of cups, Zhuge Yue raised his cup, drinking it all in one go, his face calm, yet having lost his usual indifferent grace.

The grand royal hunting banquet finally ended. Chu Qiao and Yan Xun returned to their tent. A Jing was seriously injured, with Zuo Tang arranged the night watch outside.

Yan Xun poured a pot of clear tea and sat in a chair drinking water. Chu Qiao sat by the fire basin, looking up and saying: “The Xia Emperor awarded Zhao Che the Dragon Spring Sword. What do you think?”

“He’s warning the Muhe clan not to keep pushing Muhe Xifeng’s death onto Zhao Che’s head.”

Chu Qiao frowned, nodding: “In this case, won’t the Wei clan have to take the blame? Does he intend to use this matter to let the Wei clan and Muhe clan fight internally?”

“Yes,” Yan Xun nodded: “The Muhe clan is too overbearing. The higher they’re elevated, the harder they’ll fall, just like the Ou clan thirty years ago.”

Chu Qiao sighed, suddenly feeling very tired today. Too many events and people rushed into the situation in one day, making the already confusing relationships even more complex. She rubbed her temples and said: “I’ll go back first. You should rest early too.”

Just as she was about to stand up and leave, Yan Xun’s voice suddenly sounded from behind: “A Chu, just now when that Tuda was sneaking up behind you, why didn’t you dodge? With your abilities, you couldn’t have failed to notice.”

Chu Qiao turned around, saying very naturally: “Because you were behind me.”

The wind outside suddenly grew stronger, blowing against the tent, with a hint of coolness cutting through. Yan Xun was slightly stunned, but very quickly, the corners of his mouth lifted slightly in a genuine smile, saying: “Yes, how silly of me.”

“I’m leaving now.”

With a lift of the curtain, the girl’s figure disappeared from the tent. Yan Xun smiled slightly, his expression very warm. A heart-like solid ice slowly melted, opening a gap where the warm, moist wind blew in gently.

Because you were behind me, so I confidently left my most vulnerable back unguarded.

They had always been each other’s most trustworthy person, just like when they were children. He could only close his eyes in front of her, and she could only sleep peacefully in front of him.

Starless and moonless, the night was long. The young Yan Bei World Son slightly raised his head: “A Chu, thank you for letting me still have someone I can trust.”

The tent was warm. Chu Qiao had taken a bath and felt very tired. She leaned on the soft couch, wanting to close her eyes, but at the moment of closing them, she saw the precious sword placed at her bedside.

Sitting up, she gently pulled it out. The blue sword gleamed with flowing light under the lamps, dark red sword patterns like eerie fresh blood, flickering gently.

Seven years. She had thought they would meet again but never imagined it would be this way.

She knew that Zhuge Yue must have also seen the wound on her neck. They seemed to have always been like this: opposed, at daggers drawn, destined enemies no matter when or where.

The child’s miserable scream seemed to echo in her ears again. The broken arm, the blood-soaked sack, and the cold pavilion lake, like a movie, slowly slid before her eyes. That piece of fragrant braised pork that appeared in the night when she was most helpless was like an arrow, piercing her heart.

“Yue’er, do you trust your fifth brother? I will protect you!”

The bitter feeling once again filled her chest. Her gaze sharpened as she once again heard the voice that had haunted her nightmares day and night. Little Eight’s dying cry from the prison cart on Nine Wai Street had occupied her nightmares for seven full years.

“Sister Yue’er! Save me, save me!”

Blood everywhere, mangled flesh, children disfigured by death by a thousand cuts. On that nightmarish evening, she secretly escaped from the Saint Jin Palace to the vegetable market, fighting with vicious dogs for those shattered corpses, yet unable to find which was the child’s head, which was the child’s limbs. She couldn’t even bury the child’s body, only letting all that flesh sink into the Red Water Lake, staining that pool of water imbued with the scent of noble rouge and meat.

“Little Eight, lie here and watch, wait for me to avenge you.”

That day, tears had dried up, and only fierce hatred coiled hideously in her heart. The child’s fist was tightly clenched, like a ferocious little beast, biting her lower lip tightly.

In a flash, seven years had passed.

Zhuge Yue, you’ve finally returned.

In the darkness, a young woman’s deep breathing slowly rose.

Do you know, I’ve waited for you for a long time.

Stars were sparse at the edge of the sky. That was the Yan Bei wind, carrying the killing air of bloodshed, following the contours of the Ximeng land, blowing over from afar.

Chapter 57: Crossing Paths with an Enemy
In the 773rd year of Bai Cang’s calendar, in early spring, the Red River Plateau was in the dead of winter. Heavy snow fell, creating a vast expanse of whiteness. The road from the Summer Tang border to Zhen Huang was blocked by heavy snow, cutting off merchant travel. City prices soared, and large numbers of merchants hoarded goods, artificially inflating prices of necessities like oil, rice, tea, and salt. Residents scrambled to buy grain, throwing the imperial capital into chaos. On the sixth day of the third month, the Sacred Gold Palace summoned Mu He Xi Yun, a direct descendant of the Mu He clan, severely reprimanded him, and stripped him of his position as the Capital Prefecture Governor, replacing him with the Emperor’s third son, Zhao Qi. This marked the first time in the empire’s three-hundred-year history that a Zhao descendant had managed the Capital Prefecture office. From then on, the responsibility of guarding the imperial capital’s three armies fell completely into the hands of the royal family.

After Zhao Qi took office, he immediately took control of the Green Army troops and reorganized them. Zhao Qi’s birth mother, Noble Consort Shu, was the full sister of Wei Guang, the head of the Wei clan. Thus, Zhao Qi’s various policies received enthusiastic support from the Wei clan’s commanders. Within three days, the capital’s defenses were completely renewed. On the tenth day of the third month, Zhao Qi led the Green Army troops to the outskirts of Zhen Huang City, personally overseeing the repair of the capital’s roads. For a time, he was celebrated by the capital’s citizens.

At this moment, on the snowy wilderness outside the city, a fast horse suddenly galloped against the wind and snow. Ahead was a vast expanse, desolate and uninhabited. The world was a sheet of white, making it impossible to distinguish east from south, west from north.

Just across a slope, in another expanse of snowy ground, Wu Dao Ya squinted his eyes. He wore a cyan windcap, with long eyebrows adorned with white frost. His face was frozen pale, but his eyes were sharp as they fixed on what lay ahead, his expression calm, revealing nothing of his thoughts.

“Sir,” a small child in a gray large coat ran down from the carriage behind, hurriedly carrying a large fur coat, saying solemnly, “Sir, stop waiting, they won’t come. The snowstorm is too strong. Liu the Bearded says there will be a blizzard later. We should hurry on our way to reach Que Yu Mountain before dark.”

Wu Dao Ya remained motionless as if he hadn’t heard, his eyes still looking ahead without any expression.

“Sir?” The child was stunned, pulling at Wu Dao Ya’s clothes. “Sir?”

“Ming’er, listen.” The man in cyan robes suddenly opened his lips, his tone slightly hoarse, sounding even more solemn in the howling north wind, like autumn wind through the mulberry trees, speaking slowly.

“Listen?” The child frowned, perking up his ears. “Sir, listen to what?”

“Hoofbeats.” Wu Dao Ya said, “They’re coming.”

“Hoofbeats?” Ming’er listened for a long time but could hear nothing except the howling wind. In such weather, even hearing someone speak nearby was difficult, let alone distant hoofbeats. Ming’er grumbled, “Sir, there are no hoofbeats. You must be mistaken. I think we should…”

However, before Ming’er could finish speaking, a rapid and clear sound of hoofbeats suddenly rang out. The child was startled and quickly raised his head. Through the vast white wilderness, a yellow steed gradually appeared at the end of the horizon. The figure on the horse was indistinct. The snow was falling heavier, descending from the sky, fluttering and floating, making visibility increasingly poor. But one could still clearly see that the figure on the horse was somewhat thin as if a gust of wind could blow it away.

“Sir,” Ming’er clicked his tongue in amazement, “you’re magical!”

“Whoa!” A crisp, low call sounded, and the rider nimbly dismounted and ran forward. She wore a heavy cyan wind robe, a huge cloak covering her head and face. Only at the bottom of the hood could one faintly see strands of jet-black hair appearing and disappearing.

“Glad I made it in time.” The woman removed her hood, revealing a thin small face with lips turning blue. She quickly pulled out a stack of rice paper from her bosom and handed it to Wu Dao Ya. The long journey riding against the cold wind had exhausted her, and she spoke while slightly panting, “Keep these safe. Everything is here.”

Wu Dao Ya frowned, looking at the woman’s appearance, seemingly a bit angry. He furrowed his brow and said, “Why didn’t you let someone else come? It’s the coldest time of winter. Has your illness improved?”

The woman shook her head, “No one else could come. Mu He Xi Feng is dead, and that fool Mu He Xi Yun has been demoted. This third prince is not easy to deal with. The organization has lost several brothers in a row. As a woman, they don’t scrutinize me as strictly.”

“Zhao Qi has hidden his abilities for so many years. I didn’t expect him to make such big moves right away. Zhao Zheng De has truly birthed a group of capable sons.”

“Let’s not talk too much now. You should go quickly. This mission is very urgent, with less than a month for the round trip. The young master’s reputation is rising, which has both advantages and disadvantages. If we don’t stabilize the situation now, changes might occur midway.”

Wu Dao Ya nodded, “I understand. You need to be careful.”

“Yes,” the woman nodded. Her face was as white as snow, and her eye sockets seemed to have deepened. She advised, “You too.”

Wu Dao Ya’s gaze turned somewhat gloomy as he looked at the woman’s pale face and frail body. Suddenly, he sighed helplessly, turned around to take the large fur coat from Ming’er’s hands, and draped it over the woman’s shoulders. He lowered his head, carefully fastening the ties for her. His fingers were slender, his gaze gentle, and as he tied, he softly cautioned, “The weather is getting colder. You must take extra care of yourself. This month is neither too long nor too short. The capital’s situation is changing rapidly, and you must be cautious and never rash. Of the fellow disciples from those years, only you and I remain now. A Yu, I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

Lady Yu lowered her head, remaining silent. Some things in her heart began to grow densely, like flowers breaking through the soil. Too many things crowded her heart, making it hard to know what to say.

“Regarding the organization’s matters, you must also weigh your actions. The rescue of Master Zhu last time, although there were no casualties, exposed two of our secret liaison stations. The higher-ups will inevitably be somewhat disgruntled. If you can endure it, please endure. Don’t lose your temper.”

“Let the noble clans in the imperial city fight amongst themselves; don’t get involved. Our arrangement this time is only to safely rescue the young master. Everything else is irrelevant. Beware of seeking merit and advancing rashly, losing your sense of proportion.”

“Also,” Wu Dao Ya slowly raised his head, his gaze calm like a frozen lake in early winter, concealing the waves and ripples within. Even his voice was rigid, “Your health isn’t good. Take care of yourself and don’t exhaust your heart and blood too much. When things are settled here, I’ll take you to live in Bian Tang for a while. The lakes, mountains, and climate there are mild and most beneficial for your illness.”

After tying the last knot, Wu Dao Ya stepped back two paces, looked at the woman for a moment, then turned and walked away, lightly waving his hand, “Go back now, and be careful on the road.”

“Dao Ya,” Lady Yu suddenly raised her head, her expression somewhat solemn.

“Hmm?” Wu Dao Ya turned his head, raising an eyebrow and softly asking, “Is there something else?”

Lady Yu pressed her lips together, thought for a while, but eventually shook her head, saying, “Nothing. If there is anything, I’ll tell you when you return. Take care.”

Wu Dao Ya looked at the woman. She wasn’t a stunningly beautiful woman; her face was thin, her body frail. Although she was only twenty-seven or twenty-eight, years of fatigue and hardship had prematurely lined the corners of her eyes with fine crow’s feet, and her skin was an unhealthy pale. But such a face gave him so much attachment he couldn’t let go.

Just like today, these weren’t particularly important documents, but he firmly believed she would deliver them personally, to see him one last time, although he still verbally reproached her for not taking care of herself.

Even now, he seemed to remember their first meeting. That day, he was traveling with his master to the imperial capital of Zhen Huang. On the small Smoke Bridge on West Temple Street, they encountered a girl who was being beaten badly by her master for trying to escape. That year, she was only nine, thin and small. Long-term malnutrition had made her skin sallow, and her whole person seemed lifeless. However, only her eyes—so large, so black, so bright—were filled with unyielding resentment and perseverance that would never give up.

At that moment, he knew this child would succeed. No matter how many times she failed, as long as she was still alive, she would certainly escape.

Sure enough, half a month later, at the entrance of a tavern outside Runan City, they encountered this child again, starving and weak yet still refusing to beg. His master took her in and brought her along. From then on, Tian Ji Mountain gained a little sister, and he gained an attachment he couldn’t let go of.

Seven days ago, Xi Hua died on the Left Ling Plains in the Yan Bei. Of the thirteen fellow disciples who had descended from Tian Ji Mountain together, only the two of them remained.

Wu Dao Ya placed his hand on Lady Yu’s shoulder, the force quite strong. He wanted to say something but ultimately suppressed it, “If there’s anything, we’ll talk when I return. I’m leaving now. Take care.”

“Yes,” Lady Yu nodded, “You too.”

Wu Dao Ya boarded the carriage. Liu the Bearded, wearing a dogskin coat, rubbed his hands together, shouted once, and cracked his whip. The warhorse neighed, hooves clattering, and the carriage kicked up a trail of white snow dust, gradually disappearing into the blinding snowstorm.

Whatever matters there were, they could be discussed upon his return.

Lady Yu sighed softly. The icy snowflakes hit her face, reminding her of the Fire Thunder Plains in Yan Bei.

Everything was about to end. If they could successfully rescue the young master in just a few more months, she would be able to retire with her mission accomplished. Then, she could go to Bian Tang. It was warm there, unlike the Red River region where it snowed for most of the year. By then, she would be able to experience the scenes described in books—boating on the emerald lake, smelling lotus fragrance at night.

A Yu lifted her head, taking a deep breath. But the premise was to safely rescue the young master.

She straightened her back, gave a light shout, turned, and rode away.

They had waited for too many years and could continue to wait. Although some words couldn’t be spoken aloud, there would eventually be a day when they could. On that day, the world would be at peace, people would live in harmony, there would be no more slaves, and wars would cease.

The cold wind blew from afar, stirring up small whirlwinds on the flat ground. White snow spiraled upward, like the cycles of fate, rising, then falling, repeating endlessly.

At that moment, in the Sacred Gold Palace, a young woman slowly put down the documents on her desk, walked to the window, and gazed at the fiery sunset clouds on the horizon, lost in thought.

The maid Lü Liu carefully knocked on the door, timidly opened it, and said softly, “Miss, someone is looking for you outside.”

Here, except for Yan Xun, everyone else feared her, because every servant entering the Oriole Song Courtyard had been subjected to her strict interrogation. Being a national intelligence agent in her previous life and repeatedly battling at the edge of life and death in this life had made her cautious and vigilant about everything.

The woman slightly raised her eyebrow, “Who is it?”

“The guard didn’t say,” Lü Liu answered softly, “It was Commander Song from the Front Gate who came to announce it personally.”

“Song Que?” Chu Qiao said puzzledly. The visitor’s identity was not simple, not only able to freely enter the Sacred Gold Palace but was also able to direct Song Que to deliver a message to her. Who could it be?

“Go tell Commander Song I’ll be right there.”

Putting on her fox fur coat, and securing her defensive dagger, Chu Qiao opened the door of the Oriole Song Courtyard. Song Que’s face, unchanged for years, immediately appeared before her. The young woman sighed inwardly; such an officer who didn’t understand human relations, no wonder when she first entered the palace he was guarding the front gate, and now he was still guarding the front gate, without any advancement.

After many twists and turns, they arrived at the Jade Plum Pavilion in the back palace garden. This was a place Zhao Song quite liked. When she was young, she often secretly came here to receive aid from Zhao Song. Now, however, it had been a long time since she had visited.

The woods were still the same, only the plum trees seemed a bit thicker now. It was the perfect season for plum blossoms, and the entire garden was filled with a subtle fragrance. Commander Song silently withdrew, and Chu Qiao walked in alone. After a few steps, she saw the visitor’s shadow.

“Miss Xing’er.”

After several years, Zhu Cheng had become somewhat portly, with a round belly, but still maintained a smiling face, showing no displeasure at Chu Qiao’s betrayal of the Zhuge family.

Chu Qiao’s expression remained unchanged, her voice calm as she said, “Steward Zhu, my surname is Chu.”

Zhu Cheng quickly smiled apologetically and said, “Miss Chu, I have come on my young master’s orders.”

“Young master?” The young woman coldly snorted, respectful yet icy as she asked, “Which young master?”

Zhu Cheng was slightly taken aback but still answered, “The fourth young master of the Zhuge family, Zhuge Yue.”

“What does he want with me?”

“This is what the young master instructed me to bring to you, miss.” A long cyan cloth wrapped a slender sword. Just from the hilt, Chu Qiao knew it was the precious sword she had used to kill Zha Lu’s subordinates on the night of the hunt.

“The young master said to return your sword to you now, and also requests that you return his precious sword.”

“I don’t have it with me,” Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, saying solemnly, “You should have told me what this was about beforehand, so I could have brought the sword.”

“Ah?” Zhu Cheng was stunned, “But I told Commander Song!”

Chu Qiao’s head darkened; telling him was the same as not saying anything at all. She reached out to take the sword, saying, “I’ll take the sword first, and later I’ll send someone to deliver your master’s precious sword.”

“Miss Chu,” Zhu Cheng’s face showed difficulty, “The young master said that neither of you wants any entanglements with the other, and matters should be resolved promptly, not dragged out. How about this: I’ll wait here for you, and trouble you to go back and fetch it. Someone else can bring it to me.”

Neither wants any entanglements with the other.

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow slightly, took back the precious sword, and said solemnly, “Fine.”

Then, she turned and left.

Weapons were not allowed in the Sacred Gold Palace. Although no one would search her, Chu Qiao still placed the sword inside her large fur coat, lowered her head, and walked quickly toward the Oriole Song Courtyard.

In two more days, she would report to the Xiao Qi camp for duty. The Summer Emperor’s appointment had puzzled the entire court for a long time.

The Emperor had begun to heavily utilize people from Yan Bei. What did this mean? Did it mean the Emperor would let bygones be bygones and allow Yan Xun to return to Yan Bei and succeed to the throne, to stabilize the hearts of the vassal kings throughout the empire?

This was impossible. For many years, the attacks, marginalization, and internal strife against Yan Xun in the Sacred Gold Palace had been completely ignored by the Summer Emperor. Although he had never personally acted, as an emperor, his attitude of neglect was encouragement for others with ulterior motives to eliminate Yan Xun’s root and branch. If not for the caution of Yan Xun and Chu Qiao, they might have long since died from one round of hidden arrows and secret plots after another.

The Summer Emperor had once killed Yan Xun’s parents and brothers in front of him and had once overnight cast this noble of the celestial dynasty into the hell of suffering. So he absolutely would not let the tiger return to the mountain by allowing Yan Xun to return to Yan Bei. It wasn’t that he hadn’t acted; it was just that those who acted hadn’t succeeded. Now, as the day of Yan Xun’s return approached, how could he allow all his efforts to be wasted by handing over Yan Bei to this wolf cub filled with hatred?

So, what was the intention behind the Summer Emperor’s appointment? Almost everyone in Zhen Huang City knew that the slave girl Chu Qiao was Yan Xun’s strongest support. This girl, not yet fifteen years old, had protected the Yan heir through numerous life-and-death situations over the past seven years, with agile movements and superb martial arts. Could it be that the Summer Emperor truly liked this outstanding girl and wanted to recruit and cultivate her? Or was it to cut off Yan Xun’s wings, to prevent any hindrances when he eventually acted?

No one knew why. All the guesses were merely surface-level. Chu Qiao knew things weren’t so simple; she just hadn’t figured out the key to the problem yet.

Passing around Long Xuan Street, she reached Xuan Men Road, with towering red walls on both sides, and yellow tiles covered with thick white snow.

Suddenly, footsteps sounded. Chu Qiao frowned. Had she remembered incorrectly? Was there a court meeting today?

There was no time to think further. Those who could enter the inner hall of the Sacred Gold Palace for deliberations were all officials of the third rank or above. Given her status, she had to kneel and avoid them.

The young woman walked to a corner of the wall, leaned against it, and knelt, lowering her head in silence. The large fox fur coat covered her eyebrows and eyes, exposing only a section of fair, smooth neck.

The footsteps gradually approached. However, upon reaching her side, they didn’t pass by. A deep voice sounded above her head, “Raise your head.”

Chu Qiao frowned and slowly straightened up.

Enemies crossing paths—today was truly an unlucky day.

Chapter 58: The Watcher in the Shadows
The young woman’s face was smooth and fair, reflecting in the white snow with the soft radiance of Hotan white jade. Her eyes were as black as ink, her features slim, yet emanating an aura of independence and composure. She was still young, not yet fully grown, but her cold demeanor, like ice and snow and winter plum blossoms, permeated from within.

The man’s eyes slowly narrowed, his right hand unconsciously tightening. Under the blood-red sunset, the snow appeared slightly reddish. On his hand, the middle, ring, and little fingers were visibly cut off at the joints, capped with golden finger covers, adding a touch of eeriness.

“Beat her.”

The deep voice suddenly echoed in the desolate wind. The servants who had been eagerly waiting on both sides immediately surrounded her. A strong, muscular man raised his palm like a fan and slapped fiercely toward the young woman’s face.

With a “bang,” the slap didn’t land on the young woman’s face as expected but was blocked by her. Chu Qiao raised her head, expressionlessly asking in a deep voice, “Young Master Wei, you’re ordering your servants to harm people at will. Shouldn’t you give me a reason?”

“A reason?” Wei Shuyou snorted coldly, the corner of his lips revealing a cold smile. “The reason is that you, a slave of lowly status, dare to object to my words.”

“Young Master Wei, if your memory serves you well, you should remember that last month at the hunting grounds, His Majesty personally granted me freedom from slavery. I now hold the position of archery instructor at the Xiao Qi Camp. You and I now serve the same court, both working for the Great Xia. I respect you as a clan nobleman, which is why I bow to you. Otherwise, with your current status, you wouldn’t be qualified to receive my kneeling. After all, you’ve just been removed from office. As a mere commoner, how dare you act so arrogantly in the Sacred Gold Palace?”

The young woman’s features were as sharp as ice and snow. She pushed away the large man, patted her knees twice, and stood up.

“I have matters to attend to. Please excuse me.”

“Such audacity!” Wei Shuyou snorted coldly and said in a deep voice, “I want to see if I kill you, this archery instructor of the Xiao Qi Camp today, who will dare to seek justice for you?”

“Attack!”

As soon as his words fell, four guards behind Wei Shuyou immediately flashed forward. Before Chu Qiao could act, one guard had already drawn his sword and fiercely slashed down toward her head!

Chu Qiao never imagined Wei Shuyou would be so bold today, not only openly carrying weapons but also daring to commit violence within the Sacred Gold Palace. But time waits for no one, and the sudden situation left her no time to think.

Strike! Grasp! Seize the wrist!

There were no fancy moves. With a crisp “crack” of breaking bone, in an instant, the guard collapsed to the ground, his hand bone fractured, screaming continuously.

In a backward motion, she seized the guard’s sword. As if she had eyes in the back of her head, she leaped into the air with a beautiful spinning backkick, landing squarely on the chest of a guard attempting to sneak up from behind. The force was tremendous, with a muffled thunderous sound. The guard cried out in pain, blood gushing from his mouth as he staggered backward.

Immediately following, she struck like lightning, grabbing another guard’s wrist. Her other hand swung the sword, executing a standard ninja side-cut, striking downward with precision and force. With continuous cracking sounds, before the pain could even register, two more guards were already lying on the ground!

All actions occurred within a second. Four skilled guards were defeated, each incapacitated with a single move, leaving them without any fighting ability.

The long wind blew by. Chu Qiao stood among the scattered men, her expression calm, her posture straight. In her white fur coat, she appeared even more transcendent and cold as snow, as if she hadn’t moved at all. She looked coldly at the furious Wei Shuyou and said flatly, “Step aside.”

Wei Shuyou’s face turned blue. The revenge for his severed fingers had tormented his mind for years like a poisonous snake making him lose his usual calm and self-control.

“Kill her!”

His deep voice sounded like a vengeful ghost from hell. The long wind swept through Xuan Men Road, crossing between the high walls on both sides, stirring up large patches of flying snow.

More than ten guards in blue clothes stepped forward, kneeling on one knee, half-squatting in front of Wei Shuyou. Their wrists moved behind them, and as if performing a magic trick, they drew out a row of crossbow arrows from within their fur coats!

Chu Qiao frowned, cautiously stepping back half a pace. Wei Shuyou had entered the palace carrying crossbows—what did this mean? Was it the expansion of the Wei clan’s power after Zhao Qi’s rise, or did he have some special imperial command allowing him to carry weapons into the palace?

Before she could think further, a volley of crossbow arrows thundered toward her. The close-range shooting made these crossbows extremely powerful, carrying a thunderous momentum as they whistled through the cold wind toward where Chu Qiao stood!

Chu Qiao dodged and dropped to the ground, rolling to the large man whose hand bones had been crushed earlier. She grabbed his collar. With a series of thudding sounds, blood splattered. The man didn’t even have a chance to scream before being riddled with holes, covered in blood wounds, falling motionless.

Chu Qiao used the momentum, kicking hard at the man’s body. The corpse rose into the air, crashing into the crossbowmen with a bang, disrupting their formation. Chu Qiao seized the opportunity to charge forward like lightning, fierce and unparalleled. Her hands moved in different directions, reaching peak speed, pulling and dragging, followed by a crash! At the moment the wrist bone broke, the young woman grabbed a large man’s head, her body rising into the air, side-kicking the chest of another guard who was howling forward. As her body descended, with a swoosh, she ripped out a handful of the man’s hair!

Everyone was dumbfounded. The brutal close combat gave their crossbows no chance to be effective. The young woman’s ruthless methods and calm demeanor came like a nightmare, leaving chaos in her wake. No matter how many guards there were, they couldn’t match the speed of her hands. Each move caused injury, her attacks ruthless. Behind her lay the twisted bodies of the men, and so far, not a single person had touched even a piece of her clothing.

It was at this moment that everyone deeply understood what it meant for one person to hold a pass against ten thousand. Even though standing before them was just a slender, frail young woman.

The men’s attacks gradually weakened, their courage failing, faces turning pale. The opponent’s professional fighting skills and ruthless attacking methods terrified these guards who prided themselves on their close combat abilities.

In the blink of an eye, Chu Qiao had fought her way to the front. Wei Shuyou’s eyes showed a trace of undisguised panic for the first time. He hurriedly reached for the sword at his waist, but in the next second, Chu Qiao had already kicked away the two guards in front of her and reached out to grab him.

Chu Qiao’s hands now looked more terrifying than a beheading knife. Having witnessed her prowess, the Wei clan subordinates instantly demonstrated their noble character of loyally protecting their master. Two guards attacked from behind, swinging their swords.

Incredibly fast! The young woman instantly spun around, leaping into the air, and delivering a kick that landed directly on one man’s neck. This kick was so powerful that the man flew backward, crashing into other guards, and rolling like melons on the ground.

During this time, Wei Shuyou quickly retreated under the protection of two guards. By the time Chu Qiao turned back, he had retreated two body lengths away—no matter how fast she was, her arms couldn’t reach that far.

Urgent footsteps suddenly sounded from afar, likely palace guards alerted by the commotion. Wei Shuyou, who had been determined to eliminate his enemy, suddenly felt a shameful secret joy.

But at that moment, a cyan shadow suddenly appeared. A cyan cotton cloth flew in the air, and Wei Shuyou felt a chill at his neck. A sword of blue-white iron had steadily stopped at his throat!

The long wind howled, and snow flew abundantly!

The young woman in her white fur coat, with her black hair flying, and eyes as black as ink, slightly lowered her head and glanced sideways, coldly looking at the stunned Wei clan young master. In her eyes and brows was undisguised contempt.

“Stop!” Song Que, the Front Gate Guard Commander, coldly approached his troops and said solemnly, “Who dares to be so unruly within the imperial city? Everyone stop!”

Chu Qiao coldly looked at Wei Shuyou’s pale face, her expression calm, with a hint of mockery in her eyes. She snorted coldly, swiftly withdrawing her sword, and stood proudly in place.

“Commander Song,” Wei Shuyou struggled to calm his rapid breathing and said deeply, “What is her status that allows her to carry weapons in the imperial city?”

Seeing that he didn’t mention the fighting in the imperial city but instead focused on the weapon issue, Song Que gradually frowned. Though stubborn, he wasn’t a fool. To survive in the imperial court, how could one offend the noble clans? Song Que suppressed his displeasure and turned to look at Chu Qiao, saying, “Miss Chu, shouldn’t you explain why you’re carrying weapons inside the imperial city?”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow slightly, her gaze moving to the sword in Wei Shuyou’s hand and the swords and crossbows scattered on the ground. Her meaning was clear without words: there, others also carried weapons.

Song Que’s face reddened, but before he could speak, Wei Shuyou coldly shouted, “What status do you have to compare yourself with me? Not only do you bring weapons into the imperial city, but you dare to attack me. Let’s see who dares to exonerate you today. Commander Song, how should this matter be handled?”

Song Que’s brows were tightly knitted, but he dared not offend this Wei family’s young master whose temperament had changed drastically since losing his fingers. Just as he was about to speak, a crisp voice suddenly sounded from behind. Everyone was startled and turned around.

“This sword, I asked her to carry it.”

A black warhorse, tall and straight, gradually approached.

Zhuge Yue, wearing a purple sable fur coat, his face gloomy, rode slowly towards them. Upon reaching the crowd, he didn’t dismount but remained high on his horse, looking down at the young woman below. He extended his hand and said in a deep voice, “How long do you want me to wait? Give it to me.”

Chu Qiao remained silent, staring fixedly at Zhuge Yue’s indifferent eyes. The cold wind blew, following the gaze between them, like an ancient wind blowing across the tracks of time. Those doubts, those probes, that hatred, all were like stone tablets fixed on the track, never to be erased. It seemed like a long time had passed, but it was just a moment. Chu Qiao extended her hand, slowly, just like at the Lantern Festival many years ago, and handed over the sword in her palm.

“Commander Song, I just asked you to call her for this matter. I have a sword in the Oriole Song Courtyard of the Yan heir. I was merely asking this maid to retrieve the sword.”

Song Que respectfully nodded, “So that’s it. I’ve been meddlesome.”

Zhuge Yue’s gaze swept over the men lying scattered on the ground, and he calmly said, “I asked you to get a sword, but you’re here sparring with Young Master Wei’s subordinates. You’re truly lawless. Is this how the Yan heir disciplines his servants?”

Sparring?

Wei Shuyou’s face changed, and he immediately became angry. Just as he was about to speak, he saw Zhuge Yue turn to look at him with a calm expression, saying in a deep voice, “Young Master Wei, I’ll take this person away first. This matter arose because of me. I will certainly visit your residence another day.”

With that, he turned to leave.

“This matter has nothing to do with Fourth Young Master Zhuge. Why is the Fourth Young Master forcing it upon himself? What is the reason?”

Wei Shuyou snorted coldly, his face gloomy as he spoke in a deep voice.

Zhuge Yue turned back, his eyebrows slightly furrowed, “Is Young Master Wei saying I have ulterior motives and am meddling unnecessarily?”

“Just promoted to Armed Commander, you’re already eager to equip your guards with crossbows to walk through the imperial city. Young Master Wei, your actions are far too hasty.”

Wei Shuyou was furious, but before he could speak, Zhuge Yue continued, “Today’s events, if spread, would do you no good. Young Master Wei, you come from a noble family, you should understand the severity of this situation, distinguish the primary from the secondary, and clarify what’s important. Such rash behavior, I’m sure even if Master Wei Guang were here today, he wouldn’t be pleased.”

Wei Shuyou’s eyes were bloodshot, his lips blue, but he said nothing more.

How could he not understand the pros and cons? It was just that the resentment had been pressing on his heart for seven years, and every time they met, it was like a raging fire burning his heart, unbearable.

“Let’s go.”

Zhuge Yue slowly said, turning his horse around to leave. Commander Song solemnly saw them off from behind. Chu Qiao glanced at Wei Shuyou’s almost fiery eyes, then followed behind Zhuge Yue.

At the horizon, snow fell abundantly, the sunset in the west, and night descended. Along the long Xuan Men Road, snow continued to fly and drift on both sides. Chu Qiao followed behind Zhuge Yue, gradually disappearing into the drifting snow.

Wei Shuyou gritted his teeth, then suddenly shouted in anger, kicking one of his subordinates in the abdomen before leaving in extreme anger.

The emerald lake was now covered in snow, with the scenery on both banks like a painting—carved corridors and jade trees, snow hanging white. An exquisite stone arch bridge spanned across the lake, leading to an octagonal pavilion in the center of the lake.

In the pavilion stood two figures. The man wore a purple sable fur coat, his features handsome, with sword-like eyebrows and star-like eyes, his face bearing a hint of charm. The woman was only fifteen or sixteen years old, wearing a white fox fur coat, appearing even more ethereal and transcendent.

These two people were Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao, who had just left Xuan Men Road.

“I wasn’t trying to save you. It’s just that your sword was given by me, and coincidentally, I dislike Wei Shuyou. You needn’t thank me.”

The woman raised her head, her expression cold, “I had no intention of thanking you.”

Zhuge Yue smiled, “Still so stubborn. Seven years have passed, it seems Yan Xun hasn’t taught you what it means to be tactful.”

“You’re the same. It seems the sage of Wolong Mountain hasn’t taught you what stupidity is; you’re still so arrogant.”

As soon as she finished speaking, Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow, his body suddenly rising, retreating rapidly. At the same time, the young woman who had been standing calmly rushed forward like lightning, her footwork strange, her movements agile, executing a small joint-locking technique, swift and upward. Zhuge Yue extended his arm to block, his hands moving in different directions, reaching for the young woman’s wrists. Chu Qiao nimbly retracted, flipped, and kicked forward, instantly landing outside the pavilion, her feet stepping on the frozen lake surface, the surrounding snow immediately rising into the air.

She drew the remnant red sword wrapped in cyan cloth. The sword edge was sharp, its light flashing, moving like a swimming dragon, with strange techniques yet also containing grand and open moves, stirring up the snow everywhere, dancing intricately.

Zhuge Yue had no suitable weapon at hand, so he broke off a blooming plum branch from the side of the pavilion, with numerous white plum blossoms, and suddenly met her attack.

From a distance, one could see, amidst the wind and snow, on the frozen emerald lake, a vast expanse of silver-white, two agile figures entangled in combat. Their moves were fierce, yet carried an indescribable grace. The long wind swept across, the world filled with snow mist, plum blossoms falling from both banks, red and white intermingled, swirling and lingering in the air along with the flying snow.

Chu Qiao’s white fox fur coat billowed in the wind, her three-foot sword dancing like a dragon, temporarily matching Zhuge Yue in combat.

At that moment, for some unknown reason, her foot suddenly slipped, instantly losing her footing. Her sword was struck by Zhuge Yue, immediately flying out of her hand. Chu Qiao was alarmed, supporting herself with one hand on the ground, about to stand up. Unexpectedly, a cracking sound suddenly came from beneath her feet, the vibration too great, causing the ice layer to crack. Cold lake water seeped through. The young woman was stunned, crying out, but it was too late to turn back and escape, her body trembling as she fell downward.

In this critical moment, Zhuge Yue’s expression sank, his body moving like a startled swan, grabbing Chu Qiao’s arm, holding it tightly, exerting force to pull her back.

“You’re still so foolish!”

In a flash, a cold dagger firmly pressed against Zhuge Yue’s throat. The young woman’s eyes were ruthless, a cold smile at the corner of her mouth, “In the past, you were completely fooled by me. Seven years have passed, are you still so unimproved?”

Zhuge Yue laughed coldly, disdainfully twisting his lips, “You, must you always be so confident?”

Similarly, a sharp dagger was in Zhuge Yue’s palm, its edge firmly pressed against Chu Qiao’s heart. With the slightest movement, it would strike a vital point.

Tit for tat! Equally matched! It was such a hard-fought battle!

The cold wind suddenly rose, mixed with cold snow and ice hitting their faces. They were very close, sharing breath, skin touching skin. From a distance, one might think they were embracing intimately, whispering sweet nothings, but only the nearby wind, snow, and plum blossoms could feel how tense the atmosphere was.

“Zhuge Yue, the enmity between us is as deep as the sea, with no day of resolution. I don’t kill you today only because I don’t want to implicate Yan Xun. Your head, I temporarily leave on your neck. As long as I live one day, it will not belong to you for that day.”

Zhuge Yue sneered, “Just you?”

“Just me!” Chu Qiao’s voice was resolute, pronouncing each word distinctly, “The children of the Jing family will not die in vain.”

“Good!” Releasing her, spinning away, and picking up the remnant red sword from the ground, Zhuge Yue stood under the plum tree, coldly saying, “I’ll wait for you. When you have that ability, come back to reclaim this sword.”

The north wind swept up fiercely. Chu Qiao stood in place, watching Zhuge Yue’s gradually receding figure, her hand at her side gradually clenching.

Everything just now was merely an act.

With the return date approaching, how could there be time to entangle with the Zhuge family? Back then, Zhuge Yue had spared her, not exposing her identity, instead letting Little Eight be the scapegoat, being executed by dismemberment as the assassin of the Zhuge elder. Now his return marked the beginning of a crisis.

Let him wait, wait for her to take revenge. As long as he didn’t take the initiative to attack, and didn’t expose her identity, it would give Yan Xun precious time.

Whether he believed it or not, it was worth the risk.

The winter plums bloomed fiercely, the残阳 like blood. The woman’s slender figure stood on the vast lake surface, appearing desolate yet strong.

Zhuge Yue didn’t look back. His brows were tightly knitted, his gaze profound, with intense sparks clashing within.

“This person cannot be allowed to remain.”

Walking out of the plum garden, the young master of the Zhuge family slowly raised his face, letting the snow fall on his cheeks.

Time was running out. He couldn’t passively wait for others to come to him, nor could he give others the time and opportunity to develop and grow stronger.

“Xing’er, do you think Zhuge Yue is still the Fourth Young Master from seven years ago?”

Seven years of tempering, struggling to survive amidst human hearts and cunning, witnessing bloody conflicts among relatives—would he still be as credulous as before?

“Young Master.” Zhu Cheng approached, presenting a sealed letter.

Zhuge Yue tore open the envelope, read it, then lit a match and burned the letter. He asked in a deep voice, “What did he say?”

“He said he’s willing to ally with the Young Master. Once successful, the Zhuge clan will not be treated unfairly.”

“Heh,” Zhuge Yue laughed coldly, “Little wolf cub, still sitting in the mud ditch but already fantasizing about rewards in the sky. I would rather support Zhao Che than watch him grow powerful.”

“However, we can use him to drive a wedge between Zhao Che and the Mu He clan.”

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow, “Father said so?”

Zhu Cheng nodded, “Yes.”

“Good.” Throwing away the burnt paper ash, Zhuge Yue stared at the flying ashes on the ground, murmuring, “Zhao Yang, the fourteenth son of the Emperor…”

“Young Master,” Zhu Cheng called out to Zhuge Yue, who was about to leave, and softly said, “Xing’er, she…”

“Have someone watch her. If there’s any unusual movement,” pausing slightly at this point, “follow the original plan.”

With that, he stepped forward. Zhu Cheng stood stunned in place. The original plan, what original plan? To kill?

At this moment, the person who had just left suddenly stopped turned back, and said in a low voice, “Remember, keep her alive.”

Zhu Cheng was startled by his own thoughts, quickly kneeling to the ground, loudly saying, “This servant obeys the command.”

The strong wind soared, and when he raised his head, the person before him had already disappeared.

Chu Qiao stood for a while, then left the plum garden alone. On the other side of the emerald lake, where flowers swayed and pine trees stood tall, the figures of A Jing and Yan Xun slowly emerged.

“A Jing, did Zhuge Yue notice you when you led him to Xuan Men Road earlier?”

“No,” A Jing answered firmly and solemnly, “I was very careful.”

Yan Xun nodded, saying slowly in a low voice, “That’s good.”

“Young Master,” Jing frowned puzzledly, “Why were you so sure Zhuge Yue would help the young miss?”

“Hehe,” Yan Xun chuckled lightly, “I’m sure he’s also wondering about this question himself. Why would he help A Chu?”

Yan Xun spoke words A Jing couldn’t understand, “Perhaps only I in this world understand him, know why he would do this.”

“A Jing, you need to be more alert from now on. The Zhuge family has been drawn in, making the situation more complex. Double the night watchmen. Once discovered, kill without mercy.”

A Jing was startled, “Kill? Young Master, is this permissible?”

“Don’t worry, it’s permissible because even if they lose people, no one will dare to speak out. The deeper and more chaotic this pool of water, the more advantageous it is for us.”

Chapter 59: The Emperor’s Marriage Decree
Returning to Oriole Song Court, the sky had already turned completely dark. Little Li, who was in charge of lighting the lamps, had been leaning anxiously by the door. When he saw Chu Qiao return, his face lit up with joy as he ran forward delightedly, saying with a smile, “Miss, you’ve finally returned.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow: “Has something happened?”

Little Li replied, “Nothing serious, just that the Young Master returned earlier and asked about you. When he heard you had gone out, he took A-Jing to look for you.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded, “How long have they been gone?”

“About an hour.” Little Li answered while attentively carrying a lantern in front of her. Suddenly seeing Chu Qiao about to head toward Blue Field Pavilion, he quickly blocked her way, saying, “Miss, servants are clearing snow over at Blue Field Pavilion. Let’s go this way.”

Chu Qiao paused, slowly lifting her head, the corner of her eyes coolly glancing at Little Li, remaining silently still.

Little Li’s expression turned awkward. After muttering for a while, he mumbled, “The path over there isn’t good for walking.”

The young woman’s face darkened. She pushed aside Little Li’s arm and strode forward. Just as she reached the arched doorway, she heard a coquettish, delicate female voice softly drifting over, along with the sounds of servants moving chests and cabinets.

The young woman stopped in her tracks, standing at the arch, her expression calm. After standing in silence for a long while, she finally asked in a deep voice, “Who sent them?”

“Northwestern River Inspector Supervisor Ji Wenting, Lord Ji.”

Chu Qiao frowned, saying in a grave tone, “Him again.”

Chu Qiao’s tone was displeased, and Little Li remained silent as winter, looking at her anxiously, afraid she might disregard the objection and walk straight in.

With a swish, Chu Qiao suddenly turned around and walked toward her quarters. As she walked, she said in a deep voice, “Tell them all to be quiet and not disturb my rest.”

Little Li stared blankly at the direction where Chu Qiao had disappeared, his mind struggling to process. The distance from here to Chu Qiao’s courtyard was quite far; even if people shouted, it would be unlikely for the sound to reach there.

At dinner time, after sending someone to call her twice without Chu Qiao appearing, the Yan Bei Young Master sighed outwardly, but secretly felt a hint of satisfaction in his heart. Just as he was about to go personally, he saw Chu Qiao enter wearing white robes, still dressed in men’s attire, seeming not to have changed since her return.

Yan Xun was surprised and asked, “A-Chu, what were you doing?”

Chu Qiao looked up, her expression indifferent: “I was reviewing the Bian Yang spring canal flood plan. There are several issues I wanted to discuss with you.”

A slight feeling of disappointment immediately filled his heart. Yan Xun sat down: “Let’s eat first.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded, “I am quite hungry.”

The woman sat down with a sweep of her sleeves, eating naturally. Yan Xun frowned slightly, seeing that Chu Qiao showed no intention of speaking, nor any sign of being upset or having unusual emotions. His heart felt congested, generating a sense of annoyance.

Outside, the cold moon was bright, the stars were sparse, and the day-long snowfall had finally stopped.

“The spring transport in Bian Yang needs to be expedited. Now that a new River Transport Governor has been appointed there, canal transport is not running smoothly. Time is limited, and we need to make preparations.”

Putting down her chopsticks, the woman’s voice was cool as she took out a piece of white paper from her bosom. Looking at it, she said, “The Salt Commissioner of Li City assumed office last month. The new official is Wei Yan, a collateral descendant of the Wei clan. Since Lord Wei took office, he has reorganized the salt transport in Li City. The salt merchants are anxious. Miss Yu has written to us to be careful of changing loyalties, since Li City concerns the two passes of Shang Dang and Peng Ze, and these wealthy households will play a crucial role at key moments.”

“Also, someone needs to take over the position in Xihua. I think Yu’s student He Qi would be suitable. What do you think?”

Yan Xun nodded: “Do as you see fit.”

Seeing Yan Xun looking dispirited, Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow and asked aloud, “Are you tired?”

The man had no interest in discussing matters and replied faintly, “I’m fine.”

“Then you should rest first.” Chu Qiao stood up, “The Crown Prince of Bian Tang will soon arrive in the imperial capital, the Great Summer King’s birthday is approaching, and the envoys from Huai Song are also on their way. Zhen Huang will soon be bustling with activity. All other matters will have to be put aside for now.”

Yan Xun remained silent. Chu Qiao turned and walked out. The little maid Green Willow followed behind, draping an outer robe over her shoulders. The two figures quickly disappeared at the end of the long corridor.

Yan Xun sighed softly, leaning back in his chair, and gently massaging his temples.

This day, dealing with secret messages sent by the guild, appeasing court officials who had become overly friendly and attentive after the last hunting event, and scheming against royal nobility—none of these had been as exhausting as that brief moment just now.

“A-Jing,” the young man in brocade robes spoke quietly, “Send away those women Ji Wenting delivered.”

“Young Master?” A-Jing was stunned, saying, “Weren’t they meant to deceive the eyes and ears of the powerful? Doing this might make Ji Wenting feel alienated.”

Yan Xun shook his head with a sigh: “People who can truly be fooled by such superficial tactics aren’t worth fearing. Those who should be taken seriously won’t be deceived by this kind of act. That being the case, we might as well release them to win people’s hearts and do a favor.”

“Moreover,” Yan Xun’s final words were so indistinct that A-Jing couldn’t hear them. He only saw Yan Xun’s lips move slightly before he slowly closed his eyes: compared to A-Chu’s trust, what did Ji Wenting matter?

Although, she might not necessarily care.

Yan Xun comforted himself hypnotically: A-Chu, after all, is still a child.

Although, her behavior had never resembled that of a child.

“Young Master,” Green Willow ran back briskly, handing over a large bundle of documents, saying, “These are what Miss just reviewed.”

Yan Xun listlessly flipped through a couple of pages. Just as he was about to set them aside unread, his eyes suddenly brightened. He pulled out a thick stack of sealed letters and asked, “Why haven’t these wax seals been broken?”

The little maid scratched her head, saying, “Miss said they’re nothing but flattering words. She instructed me to tell the servants who delivered the messages to ask their masters to think of something fresh to say next time.”

Yan Xun was momentarily stunned, then his face suddenly showed signs of delight, even the corners of his eyes revealing a smile. He casually handed the letters to A-Jing, saying, “Do as A-Chu says.”

Having spoken, he rose and returned to his study. His steps had become much lighter.

A-Jing looked at Yan Xun’s retreating figure in confusion, looked at the letters in his hand, and saw a large “Ji” character written in flowing Song-style calligraphy on the envelope. The paper was fragrant, emitting a pleasant scent.

The next day, Deputy Commander Cheng from the Xiao Qi Camp sent someone with a set of cavalry archery Hu attire, complete with official boots and a crossbow, for Chu Qiao’s approval.

The little maids were all very excited, dancing around saying that in all these years, no woman had ever been an instructor in the Xiao Qi Camp, and they truly wondered what those noble sons would feel being taught by a fifteen or sixteen-year-old girl.

While they chatted excitedly, Chu Qiao secretly kept her concerns. Setting aside the Emperor’s deeper intentions with this move, would the arrogant imperial city guards submit to her, a mere girl? Even though the Great Summer had open customs where women enjoyed high status, it still seemed unrealistic. After all, even in the modern era, women in the military faced discrimination; no matter how brave or meritorious, their promotion speed was far slower than men’s.

Thinking of this, even someone as intelligent as her couldn’t help but feel worried about taking up the post in five days.

“Miss.” A-Jing suddenly came in from outside, saying, “The Young Master says he’ll be back very late tonight, so please eat dinner first, don’t wait for him.”

Chu Qiao was startled. In all these years, Yan Xun had always maintained a low profile. Although his circumstances now were vastly different from before, he never spent late nights outside like those clan young masters in the imperial city.

“Is there something urgent?”

“No,” A-Jing smiled reassuringly, “Miss need not worry.”

Seeing he wouldn’t answer, Chu Qiao didn’t ask further.

Alone, she skipped dinner, only eating some pastries, sitting lazily in her room by the fire, not wanting to move.

These two years, she had been constantly traveling, cultivating external forces for Yan Xun. It had been a long time since she had enjoyed such a leisurely life.

Although the master of the Sacred Gold Palace restricted Yan Xun’s movements, not allowing him to leave the imperial capital, the control over Yan Xun’s subordinates was not very strict. On this point, Chu Qiao still couldn’t understand the Emperor’s intentions. Did he truly not care about Yan Xun’s forces developing and growing stronger in the shadows? Or did he have some other trump card?

In today’s Great Summer Empire, various forces held different territories. It was far from a situation where the emperor’s word could overturn everything. Did he have such ability and confidence?

Among the seven great families, the Mu clan of Lingnan, the He Lian clan of Huaiyin, and the Shang clan of East Mountain had always maintained a low profile, staying neutral in court faction struggles. Over the years, though there have been instances of imperial relatives wielding power, they have always remained disciplined in this dynasty. Especially in recent years, with the high profile of the Mu He clan and the Wei faction, they have become even more subdued. However, these families have accumulated power over generations, with clan forces deeply entrenched. Temporary compliance doesn’t mean they have no desire for power. Once they seize an opportunity, they will strike back fiercely to secure high positions. These people are like cold arrows lurking in the dark, ready to shoot out at any moment.

The Mu He clan, which had been prosperous for the past decade with carriages and horses gathering at their gates, was gradually showing signs of decline after the passing of the previous family head, Mu He Yun Ting. Although clan women held distinguished positions, with Mu He Na Yun even being the current Empress having given birth to three sons—the seventh prince Zhao Che, the eighth prince Zhao Jue, and the youngest nineteenth prince Zhao Mo—this still couldn’t compensate for the disadvantage of Mu He clan’s male members lacking in talent. Previously, the Mu He lineage had always supported the more diplomatic and more easily controlled Zhao Jue for the throne, hoping that after the current emperor’s passing, the Mu He clan would soar high, surpassing the Elder Council. However, before their well-laid plans could bear fruit, Zhao Jue was sentenced to death by the Emperor. With Zhao Mo still too young, the Mu He clan had no choice but to support Zhao Che again. Yet this seventh prince, with firm resolve and grand ambitions, seemed not to care much for his maternal clan, even giving only lip service to his mother, their relationship strangely difficult to discern.

Some families rejoiced while others worried; the gradual decline of the Mu He clan was the most welcome news for the Wei faction. Wei Guang, deeply calculating, had accumulated enough strength through years of forbearance for today’s sudden rise. Noble Consort Shu had lived in seclusion in the deep palace for many years. Although not particularly favored by the Emperor, she conducted herself with measure, elegance, and dignity, being the Noble Consort second only to Mu He Na Yun. The third prince Zhao Qi and the thirteenth prince Zhao Song had always been favored by the Emperor, especially Zhao Song, who was granted a fiefdom at a very young age, becoming the earliest prince to have an enfeoffment after Zhao Che. Now with Zhao Qi controlling imperial power and deeply trusted by the Emperor, the Wei faction was rising like water lifting a boat, their influence growing daily.

The Ba Tu Ha family in the northwest was of foreign origin, having been a northwestern royal family a hundred years ago before surrendering to Great Summer, and thus received a seat on the Elder Council. But being grassland barbarians, they were not favored by the imperial city clans and had little foundation at court, having always followed the Mu He clan’s lead. Just looking at the behavior of the siblings Zha Lu and Zha Ma, one could see the Ba Tu Ha family’s mindset and capabilities. They only understand brute force and lack intellect, not worth fearing. Once the Mu He clan falls, the Ba Tu Ha edifice will certainly collapse.

In contrast, the Zhuge family was inscrutable. Many were willing to equate the Zhuge lineage with the Mu clan of Lingnan and the He Lian of Huaiyin. But Chu Qiao knew the Zhuge family was not so simple. Hidden beneath Zhuge Mu Qing’s ordinary and gentle face were unfathomable schemes and incomprehensible calculations. A noble house that had remained prosperous for three hundred years could not possibly be as docile as it appeared on the surface. This point could be seen from the brothers Zhuge Yue and Zhuge Huai.

As for General Meng Than, General Le Xing, and other military leaders, most chose to attach themselves to the aristocratic clans and align with imperial power, unable to form their system.

Next were the vassal kings scattered throughout the land.

Twenty years ago, the vassal kings in the Jiangnan region had risen in rebellion against the imperial clans, only to be suppressed by the clans’ united front. Ling Xi Ling Wang, Jing Jun Wang, and Yan Wang Yan Shi Cheng were survivors of that campaign. The major princes who were powerful then had long since vanished into smoke, with royal family members suffering brutal massacres. What remains now is barely two or three-tenths.

During the massive slaughter of royal relatives back then, Yan Wang Yan Shi Cheng had made vigorous petitions to plead for the vassal kings. It was precisely because of this that he, a vassal king uninvolved in the rebellion, was stripped of his fief and banished, his name removed from the Zhao clan ancestral temple. His surname was changed from Zhao to Yan, and he was exiled to the cold northern region of Yan Bei, never allowed to return to the capital.

To this day, how many people still remember that Yan Bei Yan Wang is also from the Great Summer royal lineage, growing up drinking milk from the same mother as Zhao Zheng De?

Chu Qiao smiled coolly. Emperor Zhao Zheng De’s reign was truly difficult. Since the founding of the Great Summer, imperial power has always been diminished. Compared to the emperors in Chinese history who held military and political power for thousands of years, his situation was truly frustrating.

At this moment, she suddenly heard the sound of a door opening in the front courtyard. The young woman’s eyes glanced toward the window, and her ears perked up, silently lost in thought.

“Miss, are you asleep?”

Green Willow’s voice sounded outside the door. Chu Qiao responded, and the little maid carefully entered.

“Miss, it’s cold at night. Let me change your fire basin for you.”

Chu Qiao nodded, asking deeply, “Has the Young Master returned?”

“Yes,” the little maid answered crisply, “I heard Little Li, who opened the door, say that the Young Master went to the Golden Dawn Pavilion to entertain several generals from the Xiao Qi Camp, and he gave all the dancers that Lord Ji sent yesterday to them.”

Chu Qiao was momentarily stunned upon hearing this, staring at the glowing red fire basin without speaking.

“Miss?” The little maid frowned, calling, “Miss?”

“Hmm?” Chu Qiao looked up, “What is it?”

“If there’s nothing else, may I go now?”

Chu Qiao nodded, “You may go.”

“Then please rest early, Miss.” The little maid closed the door, and the wind outside suddenly grew stronger, whistling through the window frames. The sounds from the front courtyard gradually diminished, eventually returning to silence.

In five more days, she would report to the Xiao Qi Camp. Yan Xun’s dinner with the Xiao Qi Camp generals tonight had an obvious purpose.

They always told each other to be honest, never to conceal anything, to trust each other for life, and never to harbor suspicions. But as they grew older, there were some things they couldn’t be honest about with each other. Like her grievances with Zhuge Yue, her disgust and disapproval of noble manners, and his other face outside – the dissolute playboy facade meant to deceive others.

But some things never changed. Their deep understanding and shared camaraderie always led them to make the most appropriate arrangements for each other silently. Though unspoken, facing the strange world outside, they were always inseparable comrades, family bound by life and death.

Just like on that snowy night many years ago, when she had gone seeking medicine and was beaten, covered in wounds, stumbling step by step through the snow, clutching the life-saving herbs for him, expending her last bit of strength to return, only to see him in the cold, gloomy bamboo garden, sick and weak yet anxiously supporting himself, softly calling her name, searching for her. That day, the frail young man was sick all over, yet resolutely carried the battered young girl on his back. His lips were blue, his face pale, walking alone in the night. Though his steps were unsteady, his expression was extraordinarily determined.

That day, kneeling by her bed, holding her hand, he pronounced word by word in a low voice before the young girl’s drooping eyelids that in this life, this world, he would never again let her be bullied.

At that time, they didn’t even dare speak loudly at night. But this seemingly unimpressive promise deeply shook her heart, making her dedicate this fortuitous life to the edge of his ambitious sword.

The next day, when Wei Shu You came to coerce them again, the powerless young Yan Xun had a segment of his little finger cut off. If Zhao Song hadn’t arrived in time, perhaps his entire hand would have been severed by the Wei clan’s blade.

That night was Chu Qiao’s first and only time crying since entering Sacred Gold Palace.

During times of insufficient clothing and food, she hadn’t cried; when bullied by others, she hadn’t cried; when whipped and scarred all over, she had only widened her eyes, firmly remembering the faces of her enemies, showing no weakness. But that day, when Yan Xun had part of his little finger cut off, yet stubbornly refused to show her the wound that night, she could no longer hold back her tears and wept bitterly.

She could endure hunger, pain, and humiliation; she could bear suffering herself because she knew she would eventually grow up, escape her predicament, and personally avenge with a knife and sword. She had patience, she had time.

But she couldn’t bear seeing those around her hurt. With Yan Xun’s finger severed, who would heal it for him?

That night, she cried for a long time, until Yan Xun was at a loss, finally awkwardly holding her, patting her continuously sobbing back, raising his right hand and saying look, it’s just this small section, doesn’t affect holding a sword, doesn’t affect practicing with knives, doesn’t affect eating, doesn’t affect writing, it’s nothing.

This was Chu Qiao’s first time sobbing bitterly since coming to this era, shedding more tears than when she was in the firewood shed at the Zhuge house. Much later she understood it was because she had always been alone; even with children like Lin Xi, she still had no sense of belonging. But on the day Yan Xun’s finger was severed, she suddenly realized she had family too. Thus, she could allow herself a brief emotional weakness.

They were both lonely souls; in this world, apart from each other, they had no one else.

The firelight shone on the woman’s face, the night growing more hazy. Outside the window, the watch drums were prolonged, the night deep and the wind strong. Chu Qiao raised her head, looking at the swaying tree shadows outside, slowly curling up on the soft couch. She hadn’t eaten dinner that night and was quietly waiting for someone to knock on her door.

“A-Chu,”

Sure enough, after a while, a rich, gentle voice sounded outside, “Are you asleep?”

The corner of the young woman’s mouth twitched slightly, showing a rare soft smile. There was no more sound outside. After a while, she jumped off the soft couch and ran to the door with bare feet.

The door opened with a creak. There was no one outside, only a carved nanmu food box sitting quietly on the ground. A note was attached to it; picking it up, she recognized the familiar, flowing, rich handwriting.

“I know you stay up late. If you’re hungry, eat a little. This is a duck from West Return District, the oil has been removed, so don’t worry about gaining weight.”

Chu Qiao looked up, seeing amidst the fluttering white snow, a blue bamboo umbrella held overhead. Under a white fox fur cape, blue clothes hung loosely; the elegant figure gradually disappeared into the dark corridor. Snow cascaded down, and for a moment she almost saw the youth from years ago who had stood on the banks of Red Water Lake, shouting that he would help her one more time and then no longer be surnamed Yan, rather than the man who now lurked daily in darkness, wearing an ink robe with gloomy eyes.

Perhaps only in front of her would he occasionally reveal traces of his former self.

It wasn’t that he hadn’t changed, but because of her existence, he kept a soft place in his heart, an area others couldn’t enter, surrounded by high walls, with closed gates, opened only for her.

Chu Qiao stood holding the food box, lost in thought. Wind and snow scattered, covering the ground in desolation.

Two days later was the coming-of-age ceremony for the Eighth Princess, Zhao Chun. The Eighth Princess was born to the same mother as Zhao Che, making her the most revered princess in the current royal family, so her coming-of-age ceremony was naturally held grandly.

Due to the dispute during the hunting that day, Yan Xun’s patience with this willful girl had gradually worn thin. He merely sent A-Jing with a gift, hastily dealing with the matter.

When Chu Qiao reviewed the gift list, Yan Xun was drinking tea in the hall. The list respectfully and politely wrote a few auspicious words, followed by a line of gifts: two pairs of Hetian jade ruyi scepters, four gold and jade colorful lions, and eight bolts of Huai Song jade brocade.

Neither precious nor meager, quite in line with proper etiquette.

Chu Qiao shook her head, wondering how Zhao Chun would feel when receiving the gifts. For many years, Princess Chun’s admiration for the Yan Bei Young Master had spread throughout upper circles in the imperial city. Empress Mu He Na Yun had intervened in the matter, but Zhao Chun was willful by nature, listening to no one but Yan Xun, and with the Emperor’s hands-off policy, this little princess had become increasingly unrestrained.

“Cassia Branch Garden, Moon Tripod Bamboo Mountain. A-Chu, we really should visit Bian Tang someday, taste the Bamboo Mountain wine, eat a Garden pill.”

Chu Qiao looked up. Today the sunshine was exceptionally good, rarely without snow. Early in the morning, Yan Xun had called her to the flower room. The two had sat facing each other all morning without saying much; she read books, he drank tea, both seemingly content. Suddenly hearing him say this, Chu Qiao nodded with a smile: “Good, let’s go together when we have a chance.”

Seeing her happy, Yan Xun also smiled: “A-Chu has grown up, sure to be a beauty of the era.”

Chu Qiao snickered: “What did you eat today, why so sweet-mouthed? Or have you become accustomed to being slick-tongued outside, and can’t shed your dissolute young master manner when you return?”

Yan Xun was stunned upon hearing this, rendered speechless. Chu Qiao knew she had misspoken; some things they tacitly agreed never to touch upon, but unexpectedly, those things were still deep in her heart, awkwardly revealed inadvertently.

Chu Qiao bit her lip lightly: “I’m sorry, I spoke out of turn.”

Yan Xun shook his head: “A-Chu is the best woman in the world, incomparable.”

He said this so naturally as if he were saying today’s food was delicious. Chu Qiao was slightly stunned, her cheeks flushing slightly, unexpectedly showing a rare trace of girlish charm.

Despite their closeness, they had never discussed matters of the heart. Their years of companionship made them like comrades, even like family, but without involving romantic feelings. Suddenly hearing Yan Xun speak this way, the young woman who had experienced two lifetimes couldn’t help feeling a bit flustered.

“A-Chu,” Yan Xun suddenly turned serious, looking at her earnestly: “You and I have known each other for eight years, sharing fortune and misfortune, accompanying each other through hardships. Now, everything is about to end. Once things are resolved here, we’ll return to Yan Bei, and we’ll…”

Before he could finish, A-Jing’s slightly panicked voice suddenly sounded from outside: “Young Master, the Emperor summons you.”

All tender emotions instantly vanished. Chu Qiao jumped to her feet, the book in her hand dropping to the ground with a swish.

Yan Xun was also shocked. Seven years had passed without the Emperor summoning him, yet today he was suddenly called; was it fortune or misfortune?

“What should we do?” Chu Qiao asked her expression grave, turning her head.

Yan Xun thought silently for a while, finally saying: “No need to panic, there shouldn’t be any trouble. I’ll go see.”

“Yan Xun.”

Just as Yan Xun turned to leave, Chu Qiao suddenly grabbed him. The young woman’s small hand was slightly sweating, cold as snow, gripping him tightly, her eyes worried yet showing a resolute determination: “Be careful, come back soon.”

“Don’t worry.” Yan Xun felt warmth in his heart, taking Chu Qiao’s hand in return, patting her shoulder: “I’ll be back soon.”

Green Willow stepped forward to drape the great fur over Yan Xun. Yan Xun, accompanied by several attendants, left Oriole Song Court.

The entire afternoon, Chu Qiao was restless, constantly feeling something would happen. In the evening, A-Jing suddenly returned. Chu Qiao, delighted, rushed forward, asking in a deep voice: “Where is the Young Master? How is he? Why isn’t he back yet?”

A-Jing’s expression was somewhat awkward, but he slowly said: “The Young Master is fine, he’s currently attending a banquet in the front hall.”

Chu Qiao exhaled deeply, saying with relief: “That’s good. What did the Emperor summon him for?”

A-Jing looked around, seeing several little maids following Chu Qiao, all looking at him with puzzled faces, momentarily at a loss for words.

Chu Qiao’s brow gradually furrowed, vaguely sensing something unusual, asking gravely: “What exactly happened?”

“The Emperor…” A-Jing hesitated, finally saying in a deep voice: “The Emperor just summoned the Young Master… to decree a marriage for him, betrothing him to Princess Chun who just had her coming-of-age ceremony.”

The young woman was stunned, wanting to say something but unable to speak. She looked around, her eyebrows gradually tightening like a river, finally frowning deeply, asking in a very low voice: “Decreed marriage?”

“Miss…” A-Jing called worriedly.

But Chu Qiao nodded, murmuring: “Decreed marriage.”

“Miss, the Young Master was afraid you’d worry, so he asked me to come tell you. He said…”

“I’m fine,” Chu Qiao shook her head, saying: “Royal banquets are full of sharp edges. Quickly return to protect him, don’t let anything go wrong. I was just a bit worried, afraid the Emperor might harm him. Oh, decreed marriage, I understand.”

A-Jing’s face showed reluctance, softly calling: “Miss…”

“I’ll return to my room first, you go quickly.” Chu Qiao turned around, her back straight, showing no sign of sadness, only murmuring: “I have many things to do. Green Willow, bring all the letters from the flower room to my quarters, I need to review them.”

The white snow was vast. Today the woman wore a goose-yellow robe with a matching cape, rarely showing a hint of feminine charm. The wind blew from afar, lifting the accumulated snow on the ground, striking her back, her cape fluttering, appearing somewhat desolate.

In the distance, the sunset slowly descended in the west, the sky fiery red. But no matter how colorful, it would eventually go down.

Chapter 60: Moments of Tenderness
Candlelight flickered, red tears dripping.

The third watch drum had already sounded, yet Yan Xun still hadn’t returned. The little maid carefully pushed open the door carrying a fire basin. Inside, a single small lamp burned. The woman’s figure was thin and slender, still bent over her desk. Hearing the sound, she didn’t look up, her brows slightly furrowed as if deep in thought.

“Miss,” the little maid’s face showed pity. Though only twelve or thirteen years old, she vaguely understood something. She carefully addressed her usually stern and taciturn mistress in a soft voice: “It’s late, you should get some rest.”

Chu Qiao didn’t speak, only slightly raising her hand to signal for the maid to leave.

Green Willow carried the replaced fire basin to the door, suddenly turning back to say: “If the Young Master returns, I’ll come to notify you.”

The slender woman slowly raised her head, her eyes glancing up, looking coolly at Green Willow, and said in a low voice: “Are you very idle?”

The little maid was startled, immediately dropping to her knees, hastily saying: “This servant has overstepped. Please punish me, Miss.”

“Go.”

The clear voice suddenly rang out. The young woman said nothing more, just lowered her head to continue reading the letters in her hand. Green Willow left with her head bowed, trembling. After the door closed, the room immediately fell silent.

The candle burned gently, occasionally sputtering a spark. The candlelight stretched the young woman’s shadow long and thin, its outline blurred in the dimness.

There were no unusual actions, just normal busyness, and normal thinking. Even her tone of voice hadn’t changed in the slightest. Only on those sheets of white paper, the ink was deep, penetrating to the back of the page.

The winter night stretched long. At the fifth watch, the sound of the front gate opening came. The writing brush paused instantly. Chu Qiao listened carefully for a moment, then stood up and lit all the lamps in the room.

The light suddenly blazed, visible even from a distance. Chu Qiao stood by the window, lifting one corner of the sash. The night wind blew in through the window frame, lifting her black hair. The young woman’s gaze was calm as she remained silent.

She was waiting for a result. With just one glance, he would know she hadn’t slept, know she had been waiting for him. If he came over, it meant there was still room for the situation to change. If not, it meant he had made up his mind and wouldn’t change it.

Time slowly passed. The lights in the front courtyard never moved. The man wore a silver fox fur cloak, his hood half covering his face, his blue robe falling freely. A-Jing stood behind him, holding a green bamboo umbrella over his head. White snow fell abundantly, scattering onto the umbrella top. A gentle breeze blew from afar, lifting the accumulated snow from the ground, spinning it in corners, forming small eddies that swept over his white boots and the hem of his cloak.

“Young Master,” Little Li bowed and stepped forward, following Yan Xun’s gaze toward the end of the corridor where, beyond the shelter of plum trees and rockery, bright lights shone in the distance.

“Miss probably hasn’t slept yet.”

Yan Xun seemed not to hear, just standing quietly. He knew that beyond those many rooms, before the green bamboo window curtains, there would certainly be a figure standing silently. Between them lay three corridors, two vermillion gates, one clear spring, and a garden full of plum branches. To walk over would take just the blink of an eye.

Yet a heavy sense of powerlessness gradually rose in his heart. Why did this seemingly short path appear so distant?

His gaze was calm, tranquil as water. He didn’t speak, just quietly looked on. His gaze penetrated through these seven years of time, through the joys and sorrows of the passing years. Past events flew by like illusions and dreams—shared hardships, intertwined fortune and misfortune.

A sudden strong wind blew up, lifting the bamboo umbrella from A-Jing’s hand and carrying it away. The young guard was startled and turned to chase it. Snow fell abundantly on Yan Xun’s shoulders. Despite wearing a thick fur cloak, he still felt intensely cold.

“Let’s go.”

A brief word emerged from the man’s lips. Little Li was delighted and immediately led the way, walking and saying: “Miss surely hasn’t slept yet, Young Master…”

Before he could finish, he saw Yan Xun and A-Jing heading in the opposite direction. Little Li was momentarily stunned, holding his lantern with his mouth open, suddenly at a loss, not knowing where to go.

With a soft “puff,” Chu Qiao gently lowered the window, slowly removed her outer robe, wearing only a thin garment, and walked to the corner lanterns to extinguish them one by one. Her movements were slow, her expression calm.

Finally, with a light sound, the candle on the desk was also blown out, and the room immediately fell into a confused darkness.

Feeling her way to the bed, she pulled back the covers and lay down. The wind was quiet, extraordinarily still. In the darkness, the young woman’s eyes were wide open. The cold moon poured its clear light over the ground. In the haziness, her cold eyes held no tears, but something indescribable gradually sank, layer upon layer, like fine sand and waves.

Early the next morning, Chu Qiao came to the front courtyard for breakfast as usual. Today the Oriole Song Court was unusually quiet, as if everyone was carefully restraining themselves from making noise. Chu Qiao and Yan Xun sat opposite each other, still eating as they did every day, occasionally looking up to exchange idle conversation.

The masters showed no abnormality, as calm as if nothing had happened. A-Jing, Green Willow, and the other servants looked on in confusion, ultimately sighing helplessly: perhaps they had misunderstood after all.

After breakfast, everything returned to normal. Everyone attended to their duties, their expressions even showing some happiness.

After all, from now on in this vast imperial palace, Oriole Song Court would no longer have to act according to others’ wishes.

At noon, Yan Xun opened the door to the flower room, seeing Chu Qiao quietly leaning against the flower rack railing, looking as if she had been waiting for a long time.

“My blood orchid!” Yan Xun cried out in distress, hurrying forward. Chu Qiao was startled and turned around, only to see Yan Xun behind her holding an orchid with a broken stem, his face distressed as he called out: “My blood orchid!”

“I didn’t do it.”

The young woman immediately raised both hands to absolve herself: “I wasn’t leaning on that.”

“Didn’t you see the silk cord between the flower racks?”

Chu Qiao was startled, looked carefully, and found it was indeed so. She shrugged: “Even if it was me, I can just get you another pot.”

Yan Xun shook his head, placed the flower pot aside, sat down in a chair, and said seriously: “What do you think of this matter?”

Chu Qiao pondered for a while, then said: “The Emperor has murderous intentions toward you.”

Yan Xun smiled faintly, his lips curling: “His desire to kill me isn’t something new.”

“This time is different,” Chu Qiao shook her head, saying gravely: “He doesn’t sincerely want to reconcile with you. He just wants to silence the world’s gossip, to find a graceful step down for himself. He wants to eliminate you while distancing himself from the act.”

The young woman’s expression was solemn as she analyzed clearly: “Currently the clans’ power is great, their territories vast. The Emperor has almost no military authority beyond the capital’s troops. Military and financial powers are in the hands of the Elder Council and scattered among the noble houses. If Zhao Zheng De wanted to reclaim royal power, apart from relying on the few royalist generals like Meng Than and Le Xing, he could only place his hopes on the lords and princes enfeoffed in the border regions. Therefore, he cannot openly kill you. First, he fears stirring unrest in Yan Bei and provoking frenzied assassinations by the Great Unity Guild’s death squads. Second, he fears alienating the royal clans across the land, in case it triggers rumors of reducing fiefs again. After all, the clans are waiting for the various princes and royal relatives to rise in arms, so they can take the opportunity to seize territories and expand their family power. Once the power of the lords and marquises is consumed by the clans, it will be even more difficult for the royal family to reclaim imperial authority.”

Yan Xun nodded in agreement, and the young woman continued: “So if he wants to kill you, he must do it through someone else’s hands. He must make it appear ambiguous, then shift the blame to others, distancing himself. But now if you die, the world’s accusations would all point to him. That’s why he chooses at this time to marry his daughter to you, creating a false impression of wanting to reconcile and be magnanimous, letting people believe he truly wants to send you back to Yan Bei, no longer pursuing past matters, and then personally strike, putting you to death. Once you die, his most beloved daughter becomes a widow, and at that time naturally, no one will suspect him.”

Yan Xun laughed lightly, took a sip of tea, and said: “Everything you say is correct.”

The flower room was warm. Yan Xun favored orchids; the room was filled with their fragrance. Warm breezes blew gently, intoxicating.

Yan Xun’s eyebrows lifted slightly as he softly asked: “Then what does A-Chu think I should do?”

“You already have a plan in mind, why ask me?” Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow slightly, saying deeply: “Marry Zhao Chun’er, and one day you’ll face mortal danger. Don’t marry her, and you defy imperial orders, disrespect royal commands, refusing to marry the enemy’s daughter – your rebellious intentions would be clear, disaster immediately befalling you. A person as clever as you, how could you not weigh the pros and cons of this?”

Having said this, Chu Qiao smiled faintly, saying slowly: “These seven years, we’ve endured humiliations and difficulties much greater than this. What’s a mere woman to us now? Heh, the Emperor is seeking an escape route for himself as cover; aren’t we also just buying time? Only pitiful is Zhao Chun’er’s devoted heart, her tender affections.”

Yan Xun’s expression gradually changed, becoming indifferent yet tinged with loneliness and bitterness. He said slowly: “Is this truly your thinking? So you’ve already planned for me.”

“You and I have shared fortune and misfortune for many years; our lives, honor, and disgrace have long been bound as one. Naturally, I would plan for you.” Chu Qiao said deeply: “Moreover, even if I didn’t say it, you would make the same decision. Last night, you already told me.”

Yan Xun was startled upon hearing this, then smiled faintly: “A-Chu is indeed the person who understands me best in this world.”

Chu Qiao stood up, smiled with relief, and stepped forward patting Yan Xun’s shoulder saying: “Of course, we grew up together, a bond of life and death. This will never change.”

Yan Xun, seeing Chu Qiao’s relaxed smile, also smiled, nodding: “Yes, it will never change.”

“I’m going now. I’m about to take up my post at the Xiao Qi Camp. Before I go, I’ll say goodbye to Zhao Song.”

Yan Xun nodded, standing up, saying: “Also give him my regards.”

Chu Qiao turned and walked out. Just as she reached the door, her steps faltered and she stopped, slowly clenching her fist, then releasing it, repeating three times, yet still not walking out. Yan Xun seemed to know she had something to say but didn’t ask, just standing silently.

“Yan Xun, romantic entanglements inevitably weaken a hero’s resolve. You still have many aspirations unfulfilled. The greater cause takes precedence.”

Yan Xun felt a chill in his heart. He didn’t speak, just watched the young woman’s figure gradually disappear into the layers of green in the flower hall, remaining motionless for a long time.

A-Chu, I show you kindness like dripping water, yet you repay me like a gushing spring. Then, faced with your immense kindness, how should I repay?

The afternoon sunlight was bright, but suddenly, Yan Xun found it all so piercing.

“Who’s there?”

A short, sharp call suddenly rang out. Chu Qiao was startled and looked down to see a head emerging from beneath the stone bridge. A gold crown bound his hair, two sword-like eyebrows dark and thick, his nose high, his eyes angry, his forehead somewhat swollen as if struck by something hard.

Chu Qiao’s heart sank, her brows immediately furrowing tightly. She thought to herself that today was truly unlucky. Abandoning the idea of turning to flee, she stood up and bowed from her higher position: “Greetings to the Seventh Prince. Chu Qiao didn’t know Your Highness was under the bridge. Please forgive my offense.”

Zhao Che wore a sky-blue dragon robe, a gold crown with purple ribbons, and a jade belt, with a dark blue jade pendant hanging at his waist, of excellent color. The whole person was handsome and outstanding, very different from his usual appearance. If his expression wasn’t so angry, appearing in such a vast snowy landscape would have been a pleasure to behold.

“It’s you?” Zhao Che frowned, looking up at Chu Qiao on the bridge, his expression gloomy as he said deeply: “You mean to blame me for appearing at an inconvenient time, that I shouldn’t be under the bridge?”

“Your Highness takes it too seriously. All under heaven belongs to the king, and all within the four seas are the king’s subjects. The entire world belongs to the royal family. Where Your Highness likes to be, wants to be, is naturally not for a subordinate like me to comment on.”

Zhao Che was taken aback, muttering “All under heaven belongs to the king, all within the four seas are the king’s subjects” to himself, seemingly lost in thought.

If not now, when?

Chu Qiao bowed, saying deeply: “I won’t disturb Your Highness’s rest. I’ll take my leave.”

“Stop!” A clear voice immediately rang out, halting Chu Qiao’s steps. Zhao Che made a wide detour, climbing up from the other side of the frozen lake, a long journey, quite far. The Great Summer Prince was slightly out of breath, shouting at Chu Qiao from a distance: “Why are you just standing there? Come here!”

Chu Qiao sighed inwardly, inevitably about to face his probing harsh words. Her already poor mood worsened, her expression gloomy as she slowly walked down from the stone bridge.

The trees on both banks were withered, a scene of desolation. Snow stretched vastly, ice sealed the lake. The Seventh Month Bridge spanned across the lake surface, crystal white and translucent, appearing from a distance like a dazzling ribbon.

After leaving Oriole Song Court, Chu Qiao didn’t go find Zhao Song but came alone to the Imperial Garden wanting to clear her mind and think. Great Summer’s summers were extremely short, its winters severe. This Imperial Garden was desolate and dull, traditionally having few visitors. Unexpectedly, throwing a stone from the bridge had hit none other than Zhao Che.

“You just referred to yourself as a subordinate, not a slave. What exactly did you mean?”

Chu Qiao was startled, not expecting this to be his question. She quickly replied: “During the hunting ceremony, the Emperor graciously removed my slave status and personally granted me the position of archery instructor in the Xiao Qi Camp. Your Highness is the commander of the Xiao Qi Camp, and although I haven’t formally presented myself, you are still Chu Qiao’s superior.”

Zhao Che raised an eyebrow, saying deeply: “Xiao Qi Camp archery instructor? You?”

He was surprised, but Chu Qiao was even more surprised, frowning as she asked: “Doesn’t Your Highness know? No one told you?”

Zhao Che’s brows immediately furrowed tightly, showing slight anger, coldly looking at Chu Qiao without answering.

Just these few short sentences inadvertently revealed too much information to Chu Qiao. The shock in her heart momentarily left her speechless as many thoughts converged, overwhelming her. That day after Zhao Che’s military demonstration, he had withdrawn without staying to watch her duel with Zha Ma. Could it be that no one told him afterward?

Could it be that the relationship between the Mu He clan and Zhao Che had already broken down to this extent? Was the Emperor also so distant from this son he once favored most? Zhao Che must have spies in the capital, so who deliberately concealed this? That he didn’t know about Yan Xun’s subordinate being appointed a military officer, such a significant matter – what did this indicate?

As she was lost in thought, her eyes suddenly glanced sideways. Chu Qiao was startled, pointing at Zhao Che’s forehead, saying awkwardly: “Seventh Prince, you…”

Zhao Che frowned, asking puzzled: “What is it?” Then he reached up to touch, and immediately his hand was covered in fresh blood.

“Don’t move.” Chu Qiao quickly stepped forward, taking out a white handkerchief from her bosom, disregarding rank, and pressing it against Zhao Che’s forehead.

“Stop!” Zhao Che’s face showed disgust. The typically slave-despising, status-proud Seventh Prince frowned tightly, coldly rebuking Chu Qiao: “Who gave you permission to touch this prince?”

Chu Qiao was startled upon hearing this, immediately stopping and retreating to the side, coldly looking at the Seventh Prince whose head was gushing blood like a fountain. She said indifferently: “Since Your Highness won’t allow this subordinate to help, I’ll obey your command. But this place is far from the main hall, and a two-incense time away from any inhabited area of the rear palace. Judging by Your Highness’s injury, you’ll likely bleed to death before reaching anywhere.”

“Lowborn!” Zhao Che shouted coldly. The rapid blood loss made him dizzy, almost unable to stand steadily. Earlier when struck by the stone Chu Qiao had thrown, it had only been slightly painful without bleeding, but now blood flowed unceasingly. Despite this, he still stubbornly said deeply: “You dare harm this prince, I will surely exterminate your nine clans!”

Chu Qiao laughed coldly, saying dismissively: “My nine clans have long been exterminated by you people. Now only I remain, which makes it quite simple. But if Your Highness won’t let me help, you may not even have the chance to tell others to avenge you.”

Having said this, Chu Qiao took out a small package of wound medicine and stepped forward.

“Get away!”

“You behave yourself!” The plain-faced woman shouted sternly, with a small grappling technique restraining the Great Summer prince who was staggering in circles from blood loss. In a harsh tone, she said deeply: “You think I want to save you? I just don’t want to be implicated in your death.”

Zhao Che had never in his life encountered such a bold and ruthless servant. For a moment he was slightly stunned, forgetting to struggle.

Chu Qiao grabbed a handful of snow and pressed it against Zhao Che’s wound. The stunned prince immediately cried out in pain, shouting: “What are you doing?”

Chu Qiao coldly snorted, thinking she had assumed he was some kind of tough man, but it turned out he could cry in pain too. While thinking this, she quickly brushed away the accumulated snow, poured on the wound medicine, and then covered it with the handkerchief. She grabbed Zhao Che’s brocade robe, took out a dagger, and with a swish tore off a strip of fabric, bandaging him amid the prince’s angry shouts.

“Bold servant,” Zhao Che sat in the snow, hatefully saying in a low voice: “Tearing the royal dragon robe without permission, do you know what punishment this deserves?”

Chu Qiao frowned at him, slowly shaking her head, her expression even showing some pity. Counting this time, it was only her sixth meeting with Zhao Che. The first time was on her first day in this era, when Zhao Che was still a child, ruthless, pointing his arrow at her several times, mercilessly determined to take her life. The second time was that night when she and Yan Xun were captured. Zhao Che had led troops to ambush them outside the city on the snowy plain, defeating them in one strike, and their suffering began from there. At that time, he was supremely arrogant and full of self-confidence. The third time was the day Zhao Che left the capital. She and Yan Xun had secretly hidden in a corner of the imperial city, witnessing the moment that child was pushed out of the palace gates. That was the first time she and Yan Xun had acted against someone from the royal family. The main target at that time wasn’t Zhao Che; it was to create enmity between Zhao Che and the Wei faction, using the Wei faction to eliminate Zhao Che, then using the Mu He clan’s hatred towards the Wei faction after Zhao Che’s departure to restrict Wei Shu You, gaining breathing room for survival. Then came his recent appearances: once in the imperial city corridor and once at the hunting grounds.

This man gave different impressions each time they met, impossible to ignore. Previously, she had deeply feared him, but now she found it somewhat amusing. Looking at him with blood-stained clothes, and pale face, yet still stubbornly maintaining his dignity, her heart, originally congested and troubled, gradually relaxed.

“I’ve offended enough today, what’s one more crime of tearing clothes?”

The young woman smiled faintly, leaning against a tree as she sat down. The white fur draped over her shoulders made her look like an orchid in a secluded valley, like smoke trees in a vast wilderness.

Zhao Che was startled by her words, raising an eyebrow in confusion: “I can see you truly don’t fear death.”

“No, I do fear death,” Chu Qiao shook her head. “I just don’t believe you’ll kill me.”

Zhao Che asked deeply: “Why?”

Chu Qiao said: “People who truly want revenge would keep it in their hearts, ask me to save them, then come to kill me for revenge after being saved. You, though somewhat arrogant, self-important, looking down on others, and additionally cruel and bloodthirsty, still have some integrity and conscience, so you won’t come seeking revenge afterward.”

The wound medicine was indeed effective. In this short time, it had already stopped the bleeding. Zhao Che coldly snorted, saying deeply: “Do you know that just for your insulting words toward the royal family just now, it would be enough to kill you ten times over.”

Chu Qiao smiled, standing up: “It doesn’t matter. After all, today I’ve already struck a prince, so what’s a couple more insults?”

“How dare you!” Zhao Che suddenly stood up, his face showing anger.

“Don’t come near.” Chu Qiao also coldly snorted: “You should know I’m not an ordinary woman without strength. Whether you at your peak would be my match is another matter, let alone now when you’re seriously injured. I don’t want to beat you up and make you hate me even more.”

Zhao Che gritted his teeth: “Such a presumptuous woman.”

“Thank you for the compliment.”

Chu Qiao smiled brightly, turning towards the stone bridge, saying loudly: “If I’ve misjudged you, and you’re truly the kind of ungrateful bully who uses his status to oppress others, then I also advise you not to send people to capture me. Because I won’t admit it, and might even bite back at a crucial moment. If I remember correctly, this should be where Noble Consort Yuan drowned herself back then. If the Empress were to find out about this, what do you think would happen?”

The woman’s clear voice carried far. Zhao Che stood on the lakeshore, fiercely watching Chu Qiao’s retreating figure, his eyes almost spitting fire.

That day the sun was excellent, a rare clear day in winter. The afternoon was fine, the breeze gentle.

Chapter 61: The Betrothal Banquet
On the fourteenth day of the third month, the sky was high and the wind was clear. Winter plum blossoms were in full bloom. Snow began to fall at noon, and everything seemed ordinary. The nobles of the imperial capital remained immersed in discussions about the Yan Bei Prince’s upcoming marriage to Princess Chun, the most noble-blooded princess. Various speculations and calculations circulated as undercurrents surged both inside and outside the imperial city.

However, amidst all this chaos, no one noticed that the Green Army’s city defense troops changed shifts an hour early, and the west gate had been partially opened since early morning, also an hour earlier than usual.

When he received this news, Yan Xun was drinking tea in the flower hall, dressed in light robes with a leisurely expression. Musicians in the outer corridor were playing a tune called “West Boat Flower Night,” with melodious and winding notes.

Yan Xun’s lips curled into a faint smile. A Jing stood nearby, quietly waiting for Yan Xun’s instructions, but Yan Xun merely waved his hand dismissively, ordering him to leave. He then drew a music tag from the box beside him and casually tossed it out.

The music paused, then stopped. The elderly court musician picked up the music tag from the ground, glanced at it briefly, and his expression changed slightly. Immediately, the powerful and fierce sound of a zither resonated through the air, intense and sharp as if cutting through metal and stone.

Yan Xun laughed heartily, tapping along with the music, and recited loudly: “Drunk, I grasp the killing sword, beheading eight hundred enemies. Intoxicated in body and spirit, I hold snow to bury the fallen red.”

Chu Qiao stood outside the door, her fingers slightly chilled. She raised her head to look at the vast sky where white snow danced and black eagles circled overhead, letting out shrill cries.

How quickly the turmoil had come! Like the autumn grasslands after a spark is dropped, it spreads rapidly, raging like wildfire, instantly becoming overwhelming.

In the afternoon, after the snow cleared, a memorial from a minor clerk in the Ministry of Revenue was delivered to the Council of Elders. It stated that the ministry lacked sufficient funds and grain for the birthday celebration, and that relief grain meant for the central provinces had been embezzled, causing starving disaster victims to raid wealthy households with countless injuries. Someone had privately exchanged spoiled rice for the rations of soldiers in the eastern camp, resulting in poisoning deaths and the mutiny of half of the 41st Army, with casualties of over ten thousand. Wealthy aristocratic families had embezzled funds for personal gain. The report included a series of terrifying figures.

One stone stirred a thousand waves. All the storms in the imperial capital arose from this small Revenue Ministry clerk.

What followed was an astonishingly rapid investigation and reassignment. The Elder Council’s order was instantly disrupted, and fiery manifestos from the military quickly followed, written with blood and tears, forceful in every word. The great clans became alarmed and rushed to take action. An hour later, a shocking conclusion was presented: the central province disaster relief was under the jurisdiction of the capital prefect, and before Zhao Qi took office, it had been managed by Mu He Xi Feng. The grain allocation matter was handled by the grain department chief Song Duan, and everyone in the capital knew that Song Duan was the most beloved grandson of the former Mu He clan patriarch Mu He Yun Ting, with a status comparable to that of the eldest son of the direct line. The capital prefect’s office had embezzled 800,000 taels of gold, and the grain department had empty accounts totaling 20 million gold pieces.

The Elder Council took immediate action, submitting a memorial to the Sacred Gold Palace. The Mu He clan patriarch Mu He Yun Ye knelt for a long time at the palace gate, begging the emperor for mercy, while counterattacking by claiming that the minor clerk was part of the Wei faction and that all the data provided was false and unreliable.

Unexpectedly, the Sacred Gold Palace used the pretext of Princess Eight’s betrothal to the Yan Bei Prince to close the main hall doors and refuse visitors. However, while Mu He Yun Ye continued to kneel, a secret order was quietly issued from the Purple Gold Gate: The Mu He clan had embezzled a massive amount and severely neglected their duties. The imperial third son Zhao Qi was specially commanded to lead 20,000 Green Army troops to search the Mu He mansion, arrest all suspects, and execute any who resisted on the spot!

In an instant, thunder and wind shook, leaving a scene of desolation.

This would later become known as the Capital’s Bloody Night.

Just as Zhao Qi was secretly leading the Green Army troops to the Mu He mansion, the imperial tailor shop delivered the noble attire for the betrothal banquet. Yan Xun stood in the main hall, respectfully seeing off the official from the tailor shop, offering generous gifts and rewards to all accompanying personnel.

The treasured garments offered by the Western Tribute, the world-renowned blind embroidery of Su Jin, featured coiled dragons with fierce five-clawed designs, brilliant gold embroidery thread meticulously delineating details, almost bringing the patterns to life. Chu Qiao knelt to fasten Yan Xun’s jade-studded golden belt, and the intense fragrance of frankincense invaded her nostrils, making it difficult to breathe.

The room was quiet, the servants had all departed. Chu Qiao’s silhouette in the lamplight appeared somewhat frail, her neck fair and delicate, her ear lobes snow-white and adorable, her chest slightly protruding. She was no longer the tomboy who could once pass flawlessly for a young man.

Yan Xun exhaled softly and asked slowly: “Ah Chu, when is your birthday?”

Chu Qiao stood behind him, adjusting his shoulder straps, and replied: “I don’t remember.”

Yan Xun was stunned, thinking she was unwilling to tell him: “You’re almost sixteen now, almost time for your coming-of-age ceremony.”

Chu Qiao shook her head: “What use do I have for such formalities?”

Yan Xun immediately fell silent, opened his mouth wanting to say something, but didn’t know how to begin.

Chu Qiao moved around to face him, frowning as she looked at the Qinghai cloud pattern on the front of his robe. One corner had a loose thread, and she wasn’t sure if it was intentional by the tailor shop or an oversight.

“Take it off, I’ll fix the thread.”

Yan Xun was surprised: “You know how to do this?”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow slightly, looking at him: “Who mended your clothes when you were little?”

A woman sits beneath the lamp, her twin brows knitted like smoke.

Yan Xun’s thoughts seemed to drift far away. How could he have forgotten those cold snowy nights, the drafty room, cold and gloomy, with the girl sitting beside the charcoal brazier, using the weak candlelight to embroider handkerchiefs and garments for the noble court ladies, stitch by stitch, to please the lazy palace servants and earn that pitiful bit of food and coal?

He could still recall her posture, bent over, her small frame, sometimes so tired she could barely keep her eyes open, so she would rest her head on her knees for a brief nap. Her profile was peaceful, never complained.

Over the years, he had tried hard to control himself and not think back to those past experiences, afraid that those memories would cloud his judgment with hatred. So he had forgotten how this girl had supported him through those lonely, difficult times. She cooked for him and mended his clothes, she kept watch for him, and she sought medicine for him when he was ill. She taught him to abandon those empty, showy martial arts stances and taught him close combat, and practical techniques with a knife, spear, and staff. She wrote military strategies for him, and she endured silently to stay in this enormous prison for him, suffering bullying and beatings without a word of complaint.

This girl, thin and small, without power or influence, possessed the strongest heart in the world. When his entire world collapsed, she used her frail shoulders to support his shattered sky, risking her life to maintain a space for survival.

“Done,” the girl stood up, walked in front of him, and said: “Try it on. The betrothal banquet is in two hours, there can’t be any mistakes.”

A soft sigh suddenly escaped the man’s lips. He opened his arms and immediately embraced the young woman, resting his chin on top of her head, and wearily whispered: “Ah Chu.”

Chu Qiao was startled, her entire body instantly stiffening. She gently pushed at Yan Xun’s arms: “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”

“Don’t move,” Yan Xun said softly. “Just let me hold you for a moment.”

Chu Qiao’s body gradually softened. She slowly extended her arms and embraced Yan Xun’s waist, her forehead against his chest, saying nothing more.

“Ah Chu, don’t blame me.”

Yan Xun said softly, his voice deep and hoarse, like the autumn wind through hibiscus.

“Over these years, I’ve done many things you don’t like. On the surface, you’re cold, killing without hesitation, but I know that deep down, you’re truly someone who distinguishes between right and wrong. The tea merchants from Lingnan, the ship owners of Huai River, the rice merchants of Shengcheng, and those Yan Bei officials who disobeyed orders… The blood on my hands is so heavy.”

“I just don’t want to be like before, watching people around me being bullied and killed while I’m powerless to help. But now, despite all my efforts and all I’ve done, I’m still being manipulated, unable to follow my own heart, unable to protect you.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes flickered slightly, slowly pursing her lips. A warm current flowed through her heart, carrying those inexplicable, indescribable emotions that gnawed at her spirit like ants. She understood, but still shook her head and said: “I understand everything. You don’t need to worry about me. Those soldiers from the Xiao Qi Camp can hardly do anything to me.”

Unable to see the young woman’s expression, only hearing her words, Yan Xun was momentarily stunned and unconsciously loosened his grip.

She still didn’t understand, or perhaps, she simply didn’t take this matter to heart.

Yan Xun nodded silently: “Alright, then be careful.”

Chu Qiao also nodded: “Don’t worry. I won’t accompany you to the grand banquet later. You’ll be on your own, so be careful.”

As she turned to leave, Yan Xun’s voice suddenly became low, sounding faintly from behind: “Ah Chu.”

The woman paused and stopped.

“Anyone else can betray me, but not you. Anyone else can leave me, but not you.”

Chu Qiao did not answer, standing silently, then opening the door and stepping out.

Yan Xun slowly closed his eyes, leaning back in his chair, murmuring to himself: “If you leave, I’ll have nothing left.”

The courtyard was lightly covered with snow. The woman wore a light cyan robe with a white fox fur coat that Yan Xun had personally given her. Her long hair was caught by the breeze, flying in strands. She silently turned back to look at the silhouette in the window, lingering for a long time.

Unlike the coldness here, outside the Oriole Song Pavilion, royal clan members filled the seats, surrounded by festivity. Colorful glazed porcelain and jade were arranged in front of the pavilion, in rows extending to Princess Eight Zhao Chun’er’s Duanmu Tower. Red brocade was spread over the snow, with palace maids in colorful attire on both sides, and ornate lanterns burning brightly.

At the first watch, crowds gathered in Duanmu Tower. The emperor attended in person, guests rejoiced, and the clamor of silk and bamboo music drifted from the direction of Duanmu Tower. On the deserted Chang Hua Road, a war horse stood silently to one side. A woman in the short military uniform of the Xiao Qi Camp, with a cyan cape outside, turned her head from afar to look toward the brilliant lights, her expression calm and composed.

The night was desolate, the wind cold, the world between heaven and earth utterly solitary and lonely. The cold wind blew the strands of hair from her forehead, making her small face appear even more thin and desolate.

This path is one I chose for myself, with no way to retreat from the beginning, only forward.

Life has never given me the right to regret, and I will never allow useless emotions to obstruct my steps forward. With vengeance not yet achieved and life uncertain from day to day, how can there be room for personal feelings?

Yan Xun, I will stay by your side, waiting for the moment when you achieve great success and stand tall in the world. Only the weak indulge in sentimentality, and only the incapable complain. I won’t do that. I am not sad, never.

The great bell suddenly rang, and fireworks filled the sky, blooming amid the high, official announcement of the ceremony’s completion. The sound of silk and bamboo music rose along with the bell, and the lively voices of people carried from Duanmu Tower, the whole world celebrating this solemn and joyous moment.

“Hya!”

In the cold wind, the thin young woman suddenly raised her whip, shouted sharply, pressed her lips tightly, and galloped away on her horse.

The cold night was desolate. In the lively great hall, Yan Xun stood tall, looking at the dark sky outside the hall, wordless for a long time.

In a small chamber of the quiet Oriole Song Pavilion, the snow-white fox fur coat lay silently on the table, immaculate and as neat as new.

“We have been friends for eight years, sharing fortunes and misfortunes, facing hardships together. Now, everything is about to end. When things are settled here, we’ll return to Yan Bei, and we’ll…”

We’ll…

We’ll get married, we’ll be together, we’ll never be apart again…

Those unspoken words, unspoken feelings, were eventually slowly covered by the dust of years, falling into the dust, never again to see the shadow of days past. Fate is like a great fire; often, opportunity comes only once, and if missed, it might be many years before it comes again.

Outside the city at the gate of the Xiao Qi Camp, the young woman used the imperial token to knock on the main gate of the camp, boldly walking into this most valiant army of the empire.

Amid the cold armor and majestic military songs, in front of the central military tent, a soldier carefully woke the sleeping general.

Zhao Che rose in his armor, his eyebrows slightly raised, and said in a deep voice: “Chu Qiao?”

“Let her in!”

Just as his commanding tone fell, suddenly from the northwest corner of the Zhen Huang City sky came the sound of fierce fighting and screams!

Zhao Che was startled and hurried out of the tent without even putting on his boots. He saw that in the northwest corner of the sky, flames were raging, battle cries shook the heavens, and chaos erupted like a plague. The Green Army troops, who had already left the city to build roads, quickly gathered in front of the Xiao Qi Camp, with cold blades and armored soldiers.

Something serious had happened!

Zhao Che raised his eyebrows and shouted sternly to the guards on both sides: “Bring weapons!”

“Wait!”

A cold voice suddenly sounded. Chu Qiao, who was waiting outside for the audience, grabbed Zhao Che’s wrist and said calmly: “You can’t go.”

Her voice carried such strong confidence and power that Zhao Che momentarily didn’t realize this commoner was gripping his wrist. Instead, he asked in a deep voice: “Why?”

“Look over there, whose mansion is that?”

Zhao Che was stunned, looked intently, and suddenly remembered a surname he most wished not to recall.

The Mu He clan!

“If you go, the entire Xiao Qi Camp will pay for your rashness. I don’t want to be implicated on my first day,” the woman calmly released her grip and said coldly. “Besides, matters are already decided. Even if you rush over now, it will be of no use.”

Battle cries shook the western sky, and in an instant, the entire city was alarmed. Only the magnificent Sacred Gold Palace remained immersed in a state of decadent joy.

Chapter 62: Punching the Crown Prince
“If you walk out of this camp now, you’re only seeking your death.”

The woman spoke in a clear tone, sitting comfortably in the central tent of the Xiao Qi Camp, her expression calm without the slightest hint of panic.

Zhao Che had already put on his armor. If the situation weren’t so urgent, he might have severely punished this disrespectful, hateful woman for her insolence. But the sounds outside were becoming increasingly harsh, and the situation more urgent. Although he had no affection for the Mu He clan, and even felt an unspeakable disgust toward them, his fate was now closely tied to theirs. When the lips perish, the teeth grow cold—he couldn’t ignore this.

“I’ll deal with you when I return.” Zhao Che gave the woman a cold glance, his hand on his sword hilt, and said to his deputy commander Cheng Yumo: “Ready the troops, follow me.”

A crisp sound suddenly rang out. Zhao Che, with his nimble reflexes, quickly dodged to the side. A white flash shot toward him, striking the pillar with a bang. The force was so great that it left a deep mark.

Zhao Che’s guards were alarmed and shouted: “Bold assassin! Come quickly! Protect His Highness!”

The soldiers outside immediately rushed in, drawing their swords in unison. Cold steel reflected the candlelight inside, making one’s eyes ache.

Zhao Che frowned, his thick black eyebrows slightly raised, and said in a deep voice: “You are quite audacious.”

Chu Qiao tilted her head, her gaze sweeping over the roomful of vigilant soldiers, then fixed on Zhao Che. Her lips curled into a mocking smile as she naturally stood up, walked to the corner of the tent, and picked up something from the ground—a piece of silver. She blew the dust off the silver, raised her eyebrows, and said: “Is this also considered a hidden weapon?”

Zhao Che’s expression immediately became somewhat embarrassed. He barked at those around him: “Everyone out!”

The crowd retreated like a tide. Chu Qiao looked up at the tall Zhao Che and said seriously: “Did you not hear what I said earlier?”

Zhao Che coldly snorted: “Military camp is restricted ground. What right does a woman like you have to speak here? Step aside!”

As soon as he finished speaking, the petite woman suddenly moved like an agile leopard, leaping up from where she stood. Her hand shot forward, twisting to form a claw, and before anyone could react, she seized Zhao Che’s throat.

Faced with her swift movements, no one would doubt whether this woman had the strength to snap someone’s neck.

Chu Qiao smiled brightly: “You are my superior, so I won’t use a knife. I’ll just use my hands to demonstrate.”

“Do you know what you’re doing?” Zhao Che’s voice was cold, almost speaking through gritted teeth, one word at a time.

“Of course I know,” Chu Qiao smiled. “I’m saving you.”

“Saving me?”

“Yes,” the woman looked up, her eyes bright, with a confident smile at the corner of her mouth. “If you walk out of the Xiao Qi Camp’s gate now, you will certainly die. Every person here—not one will live to see tomorrow’s sun.”

Hearing this, Zhao Che laughed coldly: “Just because of them?”

“Yes, just because of them.”

Chu Qiao narrowed her eyes and said coldly: “The Mu He clan is involved in an embezzlement case. Mu He Yun Ye knelt at the Sacred Gold Palace gate all afternoon, but the Emperor refused to see him. Why? This matter erupted suddenly—from the reporting to the Elder Council’s investigation, to the confirmation of guilt—all within half a day. Without prior arrangement, who would believe this? Princess Eight Zhao Chun’er is having her betrothal tonight. At such a grand feast, why weren’t you invited to the palace? Even if you aren’t close to the Empress, Zhao Chun’er is still your biological sister. Why is this? The Mu He mansion is under attack. The Mu He clan is your maternal family, and you command heavy troops. You should have been controlled in advance, but why are the surrounding troops so disproportionate to your forces, completely unable to confront you? What are they waiting for? Don’t you understand?”

Zhao Che was momentarily stunned, sharp flashes moving constantly in his eyes. Then he said in a deep voice: “Are you saying, it’s Father Emperor…”

“Not necessarily,” Chu Qiao smiled lightly, lowering her hand. “The Emperor keeping you in the Xiao Qi Camp might only be to test you, to see whether you belong to the Zhao or the Mu He clan. As for those people outside, they might not be arranged by the Emperor, but by those who most want to see you dead.”

Zhao Che was already intelligent, but momentary shock and anger had made him lose his composure. Now, thinking carefully, everything suddenly made sense, and he couldn’t help breaking out in a cold sweat.

“That person just wants you to lower your guard, deliberately surrounding the Xiao Qi Camp with few troops. But as soon as you step out of the camp, you’ll immediately be labeled a rebel. At that time, those coming to kill you won’t be limited to the few troops outside.”

Zhao Che frowned deeply, and after a long while finally asked in a low voice: “Why do you want to save me?”

“Because I am now a member of the Xiao Qi Camp. If you die, I won’t end well either.” Having said this, the young woman knelt on one knee with a clanging sound, and said in a cool voice: “This subordinate Chu Qiao, Vanguard Camp archery instructor, reports to the General.”

Zhao Che looked at the young woman’s face, his expression calm, silent for a long time.

At the third watch, the clamor from the northwest hadn’t diminished but had grown more intense. The young woman finished writing a letter, lifted the curtain, put her fingers in her mouth, and blew a loud whistle. A completely black eagle immediately descended, agile and strange. On this intense and anxious night, it wasn’t noticed by anyone.

Soon, the great eagle flew high again, heading toward the magnificent palace.

On the snow-white path, a man in splendid attire, with a slightly flushed face, but still with bright eyes. A sharp cry suddenly came, and he abruptly looked up. A Jing bent his arm, and the eagle landed on it.

Unfolding the letter, fierce handwriting immediately caught his eye: The Double Star Illuminating the Sky Formation must be carried out to the death. The forbidden palace is deep; treading there requires great caution.

The man’s lips curved into a gentle smile, his gaze distant, looking northwest, toward his homeland.

For an entire night, the turmoil didn’t end. The citizens of Zhen Huang City stayed confined in their homes, no one daring to go out to watch. The battle cries continued from deep night until dawn without ceasing. The flames were blinding, black smoke rolled, and there were sounds of wailing everywhere.

The rebellion of the Mu He clan was expected. Even if they hadn’t realized how serious this matter would become, hadn’t realized it would be a disaster that would exterminate their family, hadn’t thought the Emperor would eradicate them completely, the Wei faction and the Zhao imperial clan would still have forced them onto this path of no return.

With all their family forces completely unprepared, the Mu He clan—a great aristocratic family for a hundred years that had produced many calculating ministers—was like scattered sand. The result of fighting separately was allowing the imperial army to consume them bite by bite, with no power to fight back.

By dawn, the battle was nearing its end. Mu He Xi Yun, Mu He Xi Li, and Mu He Yun Xiao were executed on the spot. Family troops suffered over two thousand casualties. Mu He Yun Ye was arrested and imprisoned. All members of the Mu He family, regardless of gender or age, were arrested—from Mu He Yun Ye’s ninety-year-old mother to newborn infants in swaddling clothes. The imperial prison in the capital was instantly overcrowded.

At the same time, the capital city gates were tightly sealed, restricting all movement in and out. The Emperor’s thirteenth son, Zhao Song, carrying the Mu He family’s clan token and forged letters from the Chongwen Pavilion, went to the Eastern Hanging 23rd Army, 26th Army, Southeast Field Army, and Southeast Naval 16th Army, conveying the news that the Mu He patriarch Mu He Yun Ye was critically ill. An urgent edict summoned Mu He Xi Chi, Mu He Xi Sheng, Mu He Xi Yu, and Mu He Yun Ye’s great-grandson Mu He Jing Ran to return to the capital immediately to discuss the position of the next patriarch.

However, as soon as the chief commanders of the four regional forces stepped into Zhen Huang City, they were arrested by the capital troops. The last hope of the Mu He clan was lost, utterly defeated.

Yet, that very night, Mu He Yun Ye’s grandson Song Duan escaped from the heavily guarded imperial prison and fled irresistibly through the Zhen Huang City gate, riding east.

The people of the Mu He family rejoiced thunderously, but Mu He Yun Ye was stunned. After a long while, he slowly closed his turbid eyes, shouted an apology to his ancestors, and shed two lines of clear tears.

Three days later, General Meng Tian’s eldest grandson, Meng Zhan, led the Meng clan army eastward to suppress the Huai East Song clan, who had allegedly conspired with the Mu He clan to rebel. The Song clan was greatly alarmed. The Song clan patriarch made a decisive move, binding Mu He Yun Ye’s daughter Mu He Ming Lan and Song Duan together, and sending them to the gates of the Meng clan army.

Unexpectedly, Meng Zhan refused to accept them. After a rain of arrows, the army continued to advance. Within five days, they breached the gates of the Song clan, the foremost family of ritual education in Huai East.

In an instant, these two closely related great families suffered a massacre. On the twenty-eighth day of the third month, over four thousand heads of the Mu He and Song clans fell before the blade at Jiu You Platform. Five generations of the Mu He clan, except for Empress Mu He Na Yun, were not spared. Even Consort Ting Mu He Na Ri and Consort Xiang Mu He Lan Xiang were bestowed poisoned wine and sent on their way to the netherworld.

On the day of the beheading at Jiu You Platform, all the citizens of Zhen Huang City vied to watch. The entire city emptied, the atmosphere festive, even more so than during New Year celebrations.

A great aristocratic family of a prosperous era, yesterday’s glory and favor, the bustling noble clan, was thus deeply buried in the soil, scattered like earth in the wilderness, dispersed in the drifting, tumultuous years, becoming another victim of the empire’s power shift. Yesterday’s noble heads adorned with gold and silver, covered with pearls and emeralds, finally bowed deeply, spraying their blood before the iron blade of the empire.

The so-called heavenly fortune and prosperity were nothing but dust.

For a full fourteen days, Zhao Che stayed in the camp without taking a step outside. Yet news continuously flowed in. These were not Zhao Che’s spies, and he increasingly realized cruelly that these pieces of news were merely bait to provoke him into leaving the camp. Though his eyes weren’t open, he could already see the cold blades awaiting outside the tent.

On the second day of the fourth month, the Sacred Gold Palace issued a commendation: Zhao Che was praised for his righteousness and loyalty to his country and emperor, granted two thousand taels of gold, and promoted to General of the Eastern Route. Although this military rank currently carried no real power, once the Emperor personally led an expedition, he would be the personal general, showing the Emperor’s satisfaction and trust in him.

At once, news of the Seventh Prince Zhao Che regaining imperial favor spread throughout the entire Great Xia Dynasty, with countless eyes fixed upon him, secretly envious.

On the evening he received the imperial edict, Zhao Che stood on the military training ground of the Xiao Qi Camp, standing silently, wordless for a long time. He could despise the Mu He clan, despise their arrogance and presumption, despise their disregard for hierarchy, despise their abuse of power and mismanagement of government.

But he had to admit that his ability to stand firm among the many princes for years was also thanks to this powerful maternal clan. Now that the Mu He clan had suddenly collapsed, facing his royal brothers who were like blood-thirsty wolf packs, how would he stand his ground?

For a full five days, the Xiao Qi Camp was immersed in gloom. Those with strong family backgrounds had already bribed the military department to be quietly transferred from the Xiao Qi Camp to the Green Army. The rest who couldn’t be transferred claimed illness and retired from the military, returning home. Zhao Che did not stop them. After all, these noble sons all understood that to establish oneself in Great Xia, apart from imperial favor, the most important thing was to have strong backup power.

Within five days, the personnel of the Xiao Qi Camp were reduced by two-thirds. Those remaining were either loyal officers who had followed Zhao Che for years or commoners who had risen from the border regions.

On this day, the snow and wind grew increasingly fierce. Zhao Che, dressed in black leather armor, waved his hand to lift the tent curtain, quite naturally.

At that moment, a white flash suddenly attacked. Zhao Che dodged awkwardly, heard a ding sound, and the white light fiercely embedded itself in the pillar. Looking over, it was a sharp dagger!

“What are you doing?” Zhao Che angrily demanded. “Do you want to die?”

As soon as he spoke, the Seventh Prince of the Great Xia Dynasty immediately blushed. After years of military service, wind, and sun exposure had made his skin no longer as fair as jade-like those aristocratic young men in the capital, but rather with a healthy darkness and a weathered steadiness. But at this moment, he was still somewhat dumbfounded. After a long while, he suddenly roared: “What are you doing?”

The woman had a slender waist and jade shoulders, lotus-like arms, and long legs, only holding a piece of leather to cover her front, exposing thin shoulders and long legs. Though her expression was embarrassed and angry, she didn’t show the panic other women would, standing naturally in place, saying word by word: “I am changing clothes.”

Zhao Che turned away in embarrassment, angrily saying: “Why are you changing clothes in broad daylight? Hurry up.”

From behind came the sound of armor clashing. Uncomfortable, Zhao Che’s eyes wandered, suddenly seeing a huge bronze mirror opposite him. The woman’s graceful figure was instantly displayed without concealment in the bronze mirror. The man’s eyes widened, and uncontrollably, he stared without blinking. At that moment, a sharp gaze suddenly shot over, looking directly at the mirror. The woman wore close-fitting undergarments, which made her figure appear even more graceful. Her face was angry, her eyes cold.

Zhao Che blushed, but suddenly widened his eyes to stare back more fiercely as if he were completely justified.

Chu Qiao coldly curled her lips, looking at him while putting on her clothes: black tight-fitting night clothes, a self-made grappling hook as a belt, two throwing knives and a dagger in her leg wrappings, a shining knife in the arm guard on her upper arm, then armor over the night clothes, a long sword at her waist, and a small foldable crossbow within easy reach, with bright arrows neatly arranged in the quiver.

Zhao Che’s brow furrowed increasingly tight, and finally, he couldn’t help but ask: “Why are you fully armed like this? Where are you going?”

Chu Qiao gave him a cold look and said in a deep voice: “I’m used to this.”

Zhao Che mocked: “You truly have a slave’s mentality, always thinking of escape.”

Hearing this, the woman didn’t get angry but just continued to arrange her boots. Seeing she didn’t retort, Zhao Che felt somewhat bored.

“May I ask what business brings the General here?”

Zhao Che was stunned, immediately at a loss for words. Yes, what had he come to her tent for? It seemed he had thought of something earlier, but now couldn’t remember. The young prince’s face darkened, quite resentful that Chu Qiao had raised this embarrassing question. He simply sat down beside the table and took a swig from the wine pot on the table.

Every room in the military camp was equipped with a wine pot, not much in quantity, only for warming the body on winter nights. Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow and said in a deep voice: “You didn’t come to my place just to drink, did you?”

Zhao Che raised his eyebrows: “Is that not allowed?”

“Of course it’s fine,” the woman smiled. “This is your territory. Even if you wanted to drink in the stables or the latrine, nobody could stop you.”

Zhao Che immediately snorted coldly: “Sharp-tongued, you’ll die from that mouth of yours sooner or later.”

“I accept your good wishes. At least I won’t die by your blade.”

After taking a sip of wine, the man looked up and said: “Don’t think I won’t kill you just because you helped me once.”

“How dare I have such an extravagant hope?” Chu Qiao said. “The Seventh Prince kills without blinking an eye. When has he ever cared for others’ lives? Over these years, hundreds of slaves have died at your hands. How could you spare the small life of a subordinate?”

Despite such provocation, Zhao Che wasn’t angered, and instead asked: “Why are you wearing night clothes underneath?”

Chu Qiao was stunned, not expecting him to suddenly ask this, and answered: “I’m used to sleeping in them. It’s convenient for running.”

The young general, rarely, didn’t mock her, but silently nodded, quietly drinking.

At this moment, a sudden rush of hurried hoofbeats came from outside the tent. Zhao Che frowned and stood up to go out. Chu Qiao looked thoughtful and followed him.

The newcomer was from the Green Army, heading straight for the central military tent. Seeing Zhao Che wasn’t there, he left a letter and turned to leave. Seeing Zhao Che approaching from a distance, he pretended not to see him, mounted his horse, and galloped away.

Zhao Che’s eyes gradually narrowed, but he said nothing. Deputy Commander Cheng handed over the letter and frowned: “Your Highness, the Third Prince has sent a military department communication, saying he wants to deploy the Xiao Qi Camp out of the city to Yucheng, one hundred and thirty miles away, to build a road for Crown Prince Bian Tang’s carriage procession.”

Zhao Che didn’t take the letter, but slowly clenched his fist, with veins bulging on his arm, his blood vessels expanding.

Half a month ago, the Third Prince Zhao Qi had personally requested to leave the city to build roads. But the Mu He affair proved that Zhao Qi had never left the imperial city, and the Green Army had been lurking outside the city, waiting for an opportunity. Now that the Mu He clan had been eliminated, the Wei faction was dominant, and he had received all the commendations for road construction and the people’s love. Now, he wanted Zhao Che to lead the Xiao Qi Camp out of the city to build roads. Was this the contempt of the strong? Or the bullying of the victor?

Zhao Che’s eyes were ruthless, his fists tightly clenched. Chu Qiao stood beside him, feeling for the first time that this prince wasn’t as hateful as she had imagined. She sighed softly and said quietly: “Small forbearance disrupts great plans. You… just endure it.”

Zhao Che laughed coldly, suddenly turning his head to look at the magnificent Sacred Gold Palace, his eyes like shining blades.

Chu Qiao knew that the seed of hatred from being humiliated and despised had already sprouted in his heart. It only needed time to accumulate and would slowly grow.

The next day, the Xiao Qi Camp departed in full force, heading to Yucheng to build a road to welcome the Crown Prince of Bian Tang—Li Ce.

Bian Tang was not impossibly far from the Great Xia capital. A fast horse could make the journey in one month, and a slow carriage could arrive in two months. Yet this prince had somehow set out four months early, and still, there was no sign of him.

Most of the Great Xia princes had experience guarding the border, following the army through grasslands, wilderness, mountain ravines, and great rivers. But this distinguished guest from Bian Tang required bridges to be built whenever crossing rivers, and they had to be solid stone bridges wide enough for four war horses to pass side by side. When encountering grasslands, they first had to clear the land, claiming it was to avoid dirtying the hooves of Bian Tang’s golden-gifted horses. He wouldn’t travel mountain paths or cross deserts, wouldn’t go anywhere without a town within fifty li, wouldn’t stay in tents, would only drink spring water, would only eat fresh tea leaves, would only drink fine wine, and his food was carried from Bian Tang. For this journey alone, there were over two hundred carriages just for carrying clothes, utensils, and other items. Regardless of what it was, anything touched by a man’s hand was completely avoided. To raise this precious only son, the Bian Tang Emperor had wracked his brains. Even the rice, vegetables, and fruits that Li Ce ate were grown on a plot of fertile land in the back palace, where outstanding farmers selected from among the common people taught palace maidens who then personally cultivated the crops before the prince would eat them.

Upon learning all this, Chu Qiao secretly marveled. To receive such a formidable character, the Great Xia royal family sent Zhao Che, along with a large number of Xiao Qi Camp soldiers. Wasn’t that deliberately creating difficulties?

In any case, the warriors of the Xiao Qi Camp braved the wind and snow for ten days to clear a path through the snow, finally getting everything in order, and now eagerly awaited the grand arrival of this Bian Tang Crown Prince. Suddenly, news came from the front: the prince had kicked off his blanket during the night, caught a cold, and had already turned back.

When Zhao Che heard this, his nose nearly twisted with anger. He mounted his horse and led his troops away with a roar. Chu Qiao watched Zhao Che’s departing figure and sighed slightly. Yet in her heart, she couldn’t help but feel a trace of wariness. This Bian Tang Crown Prince, if not truly an absurd person, must be a master at hiding his true, terrifying nature.

In the evening, Zhao Che sent someone back with the news: this high-and-mighty prince had finally agreed to stop temporarily to recuperate but refused to enter the military camp. He ordered Deputy Commander Cheng to temporarily lead the Xiao Qi Camp and stand by. Furthermore, he summoned Chu Qiao, the archery instructor of the Vanguard Camp, to follow the imperial guards to the front camp to meet with him.

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, inquiring in confusion.

The small soldier hesitated for a long time before finally saying quietly: “The prince refuses to see His Highness, saying His Highness’s murderous aura is too strong and would worsen his condition. These words were conveyed by the small maidservant beside the Bian Tang Crown Prince.”

Upon hearing this, everyone immediately got a headache. Was this prima donna prince a man who didn’t want to talk to men?

The small soldier specifically instructed Chu Qiao to wear women’s clothes. After hastily dressing up, she immediately set off.

Heaven favored them—there had been no heavy snow these past few days, otherwise all their previous efforts would have been in vain. Chu Qiao and four imperial guards galloped on horseback. She wore a fiery red fur coat, and although it was a men’s style, it looked splendid. It made her features even more picturesque, her skin as white as snow.

The distance between the two locations wasn’t far, only about a two-hour journey. However, after traveling for less than an hour, a carriage approached slowly from the opposite direction. It was gilded and noble, with silks fluttering, and pulled by magnificent white horses that were used to draw the carriage—four horses harnessed side by side, blocking the entire road completely.

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow and reined in her horse. She saw that the carriage drivers were two young girls, both quite young. One wore a white ermine short jacket with a water-pink cotton skirt underneath, while the other wore pine-green clothes and pants, somewhat resembling a hunter’s family style. They both wore hooded cloaks, their small faces frozen red, but they kept turning back to talk and laugh with the person inside the carriage, their voices crisp, carrying far.

“Oh! Sister Fu, there are people ahead!”

The carriage stopped in front of Chu Qiao and her five companions. The girl in green clothes brightened her eyes and turned back with a smile to say.

“What kind of people?” A charming voice immediately sounded. “Men or women?”

The girl bit her lip and giggled, saying as if no one else were present: “Four men and one woman.”

“Oh?” The voice inside paused, then continued: “The master asks, how does that woman look? How old is she?”

The girl looked Chu Qiao up and down for a while, then pursed her lips and said: “She’s passable, sixteen or seventeen years old, not much prettier than me, and certainly can’t compare to Sisters Fu, E, and Qing.”

Suddenly a burst of laughter came from inside, and the previous voice said while laughing: “The master says that a person who could make you, Lü Er, speak this way must be exceptionally beautiful. Let the men go, but keep the woman. The master wants to ask her some questions.”

The girl snorted discontentedly and said to Chu Qiao and her companions: “Did you hear what my Sister Fu said? Men leave, woman stays.”

They were all stunned. The four imperial guards were especially angry. Their attire clearly showed they weren’t ordinary people. No matter who these women were, they shouldn’t be so bold.

Chu Qiao, however, was secretly cautious. Great Xia had many wealthy families who often behaved outrageously, indulging in extreme luxury, and the young masters of these families were especially lawless. These people could be from any powerful household, so she needed to be careful not to offend them.

Before they could speak, the girl grew impatient and angrily shouted: “Didn’t you hear what I said? You’re truly stupid.” She took out two gold ingots and casually threw them on the ground, saying arrogantly: “I see you don’t have a jade token on your belt, which means you’re not from a clan family. This is a good price for a commoner girl. You men leave quickly.”

One of the small soldiers became furious and shouted: “Where did this little girl come from? How dare you—”

Before he could finish, a whip shadow suddenly attacked. The little maid looked young but had good martial skills. The soldier, in his anger, was caught off guard by her sneak attack. With a swish, the whip struck his face, leaving a bloody mark. The tip of the whip hit his eye, and it was unclear how badly he was injured. The small soldier immediately fell from his horse, covering his eyes and screaming in pain.

“Hmph! Ignorant dog who doesn’t know when to die!” The little maid snorted coldly and lashed out again. Seeing her so aggressive, Chu Qiao unconsciously became truly angry. She urged her horse forward, grabbed the whip tip deftly, and with a slight exertion of force, seized it.

“Don’t be too overbearing.”

The woman’s voice was cold as she looked coldly at the little maid and said sternly.

“Oh no!” Another imperial guard suddenly cried out. Chu Qiao looked down and saw that the soldier who had been struck earlier had blood all over his hands, flowing from his eye. It was clear that this eye could not be saved.

“Hmph!” The maid called Lü Er showed no fear, snorting disdainfully: “What’s so great about that? He’s just a commoner. At worst, I’ll compensate you… Ah!”

Before she could finish, a whip shadow suddenly lashed out, striking her smooth, white cheek with greater force than before. Fresh blood immediately flowed down her cheek. The young girl screamed in pain, clutching her cheek, looking back in fury.

“What’s so great about that? Just a beast with a wolf’s heart and a dog’s lungs. I’ll also blind one of your eyes for fun. At worst, I’ll compensate you with silver.”

Chu Qiao mimicked her earlier tone, speaking coldly, raising the whip to strike again.

The girl was tough, not crying out, only gritting her teeth as she looked at Chu Qiao, her eyes filled with extreme hatred. She angrily said: “You dead girl, I won’t let you off!”

“Who needs you to let me off?” Chu Qiao narrowed her eyes and asked in return. “Didn’t you just say you wanted to buy me? Now let’s see what you’re capable of.”

With that, she immediately threw a flying knife, darting forward like lightning, and fiercely stabbed it into the rump of one of the carriage horses. The war horse was startled, rearing up and galloping away in a roar.

“Help him onto the horse, let’s go!”

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, speaking sternly to her subordinates. She spurred her horse forward, with the four men immediately following.

Just now, she had sensed that there weren’t just a few of them here. In the dense forest covered by snow and wind on both sides, there were many cautious footsteps. She immediately knew something was wrong. This seemingly isolated carriage had nearly a hundred skilled guards on the sides. If conflict broke out, they would be at a disadvantage. They could only pretend not to know first, then attack when the enemy wasn’t prepared.

Sure enough, before long, the rumbling sound of hoofbeats sounded behind them. Chu Qiao whipped her horse and shouted sternly: “Quickly!”

The five of them led the way, moving swiftly.

At this moment, a shower of whistling arrows suddenly came, aimed at the horses, not the people. The four imperial guards immediately fell from their horses.

“You still won’t stop?”

A seductive voice suddenly sounded in her ear. A pure white steed galloped alongside her. The red-clothed man on the horse had ink-black hair flying in the wind, eyes as seductive as silk, looking almost like a woman. His face was bewitchingly handsome. With one hand on the reins and the other holding a sword, he rode alongside Chu Qiao, laughing brightly.

With a “bang,” Chu Qiao immediately kicked the man’s horse in the belly. The white horse whinnied in pain but still didn’t retreat. The man was stunned, then smiled: “What a fierce woman. Very well, since you don’t like it, let’s not let it disturb you and me.”

As he spoke, the man’s figure suddenly leaped, rising from the saddle and landing steadily on Chu Qiao’s horseback. From behind, he wrapped his arms around the young woman’s waist, his warm breath blowing on the back of her ear, his voice ambiguous as he said: “Fragrant as orchids, skin like snow. I didn’t know that Red River also had such beautiful women. I’ve truly been uninformed.”

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, elbowing him. The man laughed heartily, holding her tightly in his arms, extending his tongue to lightly lick the back of Chu Qiao’s ear, laughing: “Smooth as congealed fat, fragrant as snow lotus, truly a beauty from the snow plains.”

Chu Qiao’s whole body went cold, goosebumps immediately rising, almost making her vomit. She became furious. Seeing shadowy figures on both sides, it was clear she was surrounded. Anger rose in her. She punched, elbowed, palm-pushed, then side-legged, arm-sprung, and pressed down, her elbow smashing into the man’s abdomen. Then her body turned sideways, sliding under the horse’s back, only gripping the horse’s belly with her legs, grabbing the man’s leg, and pulling hard.

The man never imagined her movements would be so agile. Caught off guard, with a “bang,” he fell miserably into the snow. Head first, he plunged into the snow plain, with not a trace of elegance or dignity left.

The woman jumped down afterward, her knee landing heavily on the man’s back, making him see the stars. A slap rang out, a crisp slap landing on the man’s face.

Taking advantage of her victory, attacking and defending simultaneously, Chu Qiao pressed the man’s head like a fierce tiger, and with lightning speed, she deployed a set of Wing Chun boxing techniques she had kept secret. Punches rained down: the “Beauty Rowing a Boat,” the “Bridge-Breaking Method,” the “Tiger’s Tail Palm,” the “Hook and Expose Hand”—all unleashed continuously, all landing on the man’s face and head!

Great gasps continuously sounded from all around. The young woman’s fists moved with vigor, swift as lightning, falling like raindrops, so fast that it made people’s eyes blur. Everyone watched dumbfounded as the young woman sat astride the man, her fists experienced, her movements agile. For a moment, they were frozen like wooden chickens, not knowing how to react.

“Ah! A bunch of fools, save the Crown Prince!”

A woman’s shrill voice immediately sounded. Chu Qiao’s heart sank: Crown Prince?

The thunderous sound of hoofbeats followed. Snow mist rolled, war horses roared, and the black troops of the Xiao Qi Camp, led by Zhao Che, arrived like thunder. However, seeing the scene before them, everyone was shocked, their faces turning waxy yellow.

Zhao Che, with his ink-black eyebrows, high on his horse, shouted sternly: “Chu Qiao, what are you doing?”

Chu Qiao immediately stopped. The man she was sitting on also raised his dizzy head, looking up with a face swollen with bruises, gazing bewilderedly at everyone. His eyes were black and swollen, and it was unclear if he could see the scene before him.

Zhao Che dismounted with a clang, strode forward, and bowed to the man on the ground: “Your Highness the Crown Prince, I have failed to discipline my subordinates properly. Please forgive me.”

With that, he grabbed Chu Qiao’s arm, pulling her off the Tang Crown Prince’s body and behind himself.

The young woman was already dumbfounded, watching the Bian Tang envoys running over, crying and wailing, feeling utterly at a loss.

This was the spoiled, unreasonable, and lecherous Crown Prince Li Ce, the only heir of the Bian Tang royal family who got whatever he wanted.

She had truly gone mad.

Chapter 63: The Excellent Crown Prince
Chu Qiao knew that this time she had caused a major disaster.

There were too many worrying matters: attempting to murder the Bian Tang Crown Prince? Conspiring to sabotage diplomatic relations between two countries? Disobeying military orders and defying superiors?

Any single charge pressed against her would be enough to end her life. In her entire life, she had never been so impulsive and reckless. What exactly had gone wrong? Why had she acted as if possessed?

She no longer dared to look at Zhao Che’s expression. The clamoring of those women was enough to pierce through the roof of the military tent. She stood behind Zhao Che, carefully recalling the cause and effect of the incident, yet she couldn’t find any minor detail to exonerate herself. Now, she could only hope that this matter wouldn’t implicate Yan Xun, and wouldn’t burden him with the charge of harboring malicious intentions.

“Have you all said enough?”

A cold voice suddenly resonated deeply, its tone frigid, carrying a strong killing intent. The few elegantly dressed young women were momentarily stunned. They saw Zhao Che in full armor, his face like iron, his eyes sharp as knife edges as he stared at them, enunciating each word slowly: “If you’re done, then get out!”

“You!” A woman in a goose-yellow dress suddenly pointed at Zhao Che and shouted, but was stopped by another slightly older woman: “Little E, don’t be disrespectful to the Seventh Prince.”

“Sister Fu…”

“Since Your Highness still has official duties to attend to, we won’t disturb you further. However, we will not let this matter rest. We have already dispatched messengers, and our country will immediately send envoys to Zhen Huang to address this issue. As for this young lady…” The woman’s gaze slowly circled Chu Qiao, and she said calmly: “Since Your Highness refuses to hand her over, there’s nothing we can do. We’ll ask the Seventh Prince to detain her for us for now, and we’ll settle accounts another day. Farewell.”

With that, she turned and left the tent first, and the other women snorted coldly before departing as well.

Zhao Che stood silently in the middle of the tent, watching the wind-fluttering tent curtains without saying a word for a long time.

Chu Qiao stood behind him, unable to see his expression, but could imagine how angry he must be. For Zhao Che, the best solution to this matter would be to immediately execute this treasonous woman, or at the very least, to transfer her to the Ministry of Justice for punishment. But now that he had detained her and refused to hand her over to the Bian Tang envoys, what exactly was he planning?

Chu Qiao swore that if he were to raise his fist against her now, she absolutely would not retaliate.

Suddenly, Zhao Che’s back trembled slightly, as if he had something to say but was trying hard to hold it back. Sweat slowly trickled down her forehead, her palms became moist, and her pupils contracted slightly.

What exactly did he intend to do? Would he use this opportunity to fabricate charges of treason? The Emperor had long been looking for an excuse to eliminate Yan Xun. Would she now become that excuse?

The young woman slowly clenched her fist, unconsciously reaching for the dagger at her thigh.

Zhao Che turned his head, his expression strange, his eyes intently staring at Chu Qiao. But suddenly, the corners of his mouth slowly spread open, and then…

“Hahaha!”

An enormous laugh suddenly rang out. Vice Commander Cheng and several Xiao Qi Camp commanders suddenly entered, each pounding their chests and stomping their feet as they roared with laughter. Zhao Che put his hand on her shoulder, raising his thumb in admiration: “Well done! Good job!”

What was happening?

Chu Qiao was momentarily stunned, her eyes widening in confusion.

“Li Ce, that boy, needed to be taught a lesson a long time ago.”

“What kind of Bian Tang Crown Prince is he? Like a woman, always dressed in red and green. Even I, Old Dong, find him disgusting.”

“With so many issues, someone needed to take him down a peg.”

“Little girl, you did well. Whoever dares to come after you, we’ll be the first to disagree!”

Chu Qiao stood dumbfounded, unable to speak for a long time. After a while, she cautiously cleared her throat: “Your Highness, this matter seems too serious to be treated so lightly. Although ignorance may excuse me, I did strike the Bian Tang Crown Prince. Moreover, he was here to congratulate the Emperor on his birthday. At the very least, shouldn’t I sincerely apologize?”

“You hit him?” Zhao Che raised an eyebrow, turning to address the group of men: “Who saw it? Did any of you see it?”

Everyone responded in unison: “We saw nothing, sir.”

She was immediately bewildered, looking toward Zhao Che in confusion.

Zhao Che sighed, shaking his head: “But I must say, you were quite foolish. If you wanted to beat him, you should have found a moment when no one was around.”

“That’s right!” Big-beard Dong stepped forward and said tactlessly: “His Highness had already planned with us that when this fellow was on the road, we would find a moment when no one was around, put a sack over his head, and beat him to vent our anger. We wanted to make sure he arrived in Zhen Huang with a black eye and a swollen face. We didn’t expect you to act faster than us. We were already there, watching you beat him from a distance, but we just didn’t show ourselves.”

Looking at a room full of men with gleaming eyes, Chu Qiao was truly on the verge of tears.

“Don’t worry,” Zhao Che patted her shoulder reassuringly: “Although I didn’t think much of you before, now you’re one of my people, and I won’t treat you unfairly.”

That day, the ice on the lake thawed, the winter snow cleared, and spring in the Great Xia Dynasty finally arrived on the tail end of early summer.

Night fell, and the camp was quiet, with only faint sounds of string and wind instruments coming from the eastern corner, which seemed completely out of place in the military camp at night. Vice Commander Cheng had mentioned that this was the Bian Tang Crown Prince’s habit; he couldn’t sleep without music. Now that he had suffered such a shock, the music had become even more mournful, like a palace maiden’s lovesick melody.

Chu Qiao sat on a snowy hill, playing with the long sword in her hand. Beneath the vast snowy plain, countless lights flickered. The cold moon was like frost, its light pouring down. The camp was quiet, with occasional patrolling soldiers passing by. But since this wasn’t a battlefield, there was inevitably some relaxation, with less tension and more traces of desolation. Chu Qiao sighed lightly: “So this is what they call a thousand tent lights,’ nothing more than this.”

A crisp “twang” suddenly sounded. Chu Qiao looked down and saw that it was the still-sheathed precious sword, emitting a clear ringing sound. Her brows furrowed slightly, and with a swoosh, she drew the sword from its scabbard.

This sword was uniquely forged, a full four feet long, with a blue-white blade that had faint dark red patterns on it. At first glance, it looked like undried blood foam.

“A fine sword!”

Words of admiration immediately came from behind. Chu Qiao turned her head and saw Zhao Che in a black brocade robe, walking up the snowy slope step by step, and sitting down directly beside her. He asked, “What’s its name?”

Chu Qiao was slightly taken aback, shook her head, and said, “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know the name of your sword?”

The woman shook her head: “This sword isn’t mine.”

Zhao Che nodded and didn’t ask further. He held a wine flask in his right hand, tilted his head to take a sip, then handed it to Chu Qiao, raising his chin provocatively.

The woman shook her head with a smile and said, “You don’t need to provoke me. I never drink. Drinking only leads to mistakes, or adds sorrow upon sorrow.”

Hearing this, Zhao Che was stunned. After a long while, he said softly, “I used to think the same as you, but gradually I began to think differently.”

“Zhao Che, you’ve acted somewhat foolishly today.”

“Is that so?” Zhao Che smiled lightly, tilted his head to drink, and didn’t respond.

Chu Qiao continued, “You openly humiliated the Tang Crown Prince in front of everyone, saw me hit him but didn’t show yourself, and afterward went to great lengths to protect me, making it known to all. Do you realize what the consequences would be if this gets out? Do you trust your subordinates that much?”

Zhao Che smiled lazily: “Then what should I do? Hand you over to the Ministry of Justice? I wanted to do this myself, and someone else did it for me. Why should I repay kindness with enmity?”

“You shouldn’t be like this.” The young woman slowly shook her head: “Zhao Che, you’re very different from what I imagined.”

“Then what should I be like? Like those people in the Sacred Gold Palace? Every day scheming against each other, fighting for power, fathers not acting like fathers, sons not like sons, ministers not like ministers?”

“Silence!” The woman said sternly: “Do you know what you’re saying?”

“Of course I know,” Zhao Che’s voice suddenly turned cold. He gazed into the distance, his tone becoming gloomy: “Sometimes, I want to burn it all down.”

The man lowered his head and said slowly: “I’ve been scheming with others for more than ten years, calculating for benefits since I could speak. Only when I was banished to guard the border did I truly relax. Sometimes, I feel more comfortable being with these humble people than in the Sacred Gold Palace. Inside there are my brothers, sisters, parents, and relatives, but to me, they are more ferocious than floods and wild beasts.”

“Chu Qiao, I came tonight just to ask you one question. Did you come to Xiao Qi Camp to prepare a future path for Yan Xun, or do you truly wish to serve me?”

Chu Qiao’s face remained calm. She looked into the man’s eyes and finally said firmly: “I just want to live. All along, that’s all I’ve wanted.”

A gleam flashed briefly in Zhao Che’s eyes. He slowly nodded and said solemnly: “From now on, you will follow me wholeheartedly. No one will harm you again.”

The woman knelt resolutely in the snow: “Thank you, Your Majesty!”

The lights were sparse, the stars dim. By the time she returned to her tent, Chu Qiao’s clothes were almost completely soaked. Soaking in the steaming bath, all her thoughts immediately began to churn.

Everyone in Zhen Huang City was a master at acting, and so was she.

The Emperor had slaughtered the entire Mu He clan, using the power of the Third Prince, the Thirteenth Prince, and the Wei faction, yet deliberately excluded him, and sent people to test and watch him. If it were anyone else, how could they not harbor resentment?

A wise emperor could tolerate a son who was unhappy and threw tantrums but could not tolerate a disloyal minister who suppressed all bitterness in his heart, harboring deep schemes and waiting for revenge.

A prince plotting for the throne could tolerate an incompetent brother who displayed his anger openly but could not tolerate a competitor who pretended to endure humiliation while meticulously planning everything.

No one would truly believe that a mere archery instructor would dare to defy the world’s norms and beat a neighboring country’s crown prince. The mastermind behind it was almost obvious.

She had stayed there tonight, waiting for him. She didn’t believe that Zhao Che hadn’t investigated her. If he had wanted to, he wouldn’t have found anything about a slave girl of unknown origin like her. So, she had waited quietly with Zhuge Yue’s long sword for the opportunity. The Broken Moon Sword was a supreme sword, forged by the great swordsmith Feng Yazi. How could Zhao Che not recognize it?

As long as he knew about her entanglements with the Zhuge family, he would believe that her following Yan Xun was out of desperation, because she had killed the Zhuge family’s patriarch and had nowhere to go, so she had to rely on that fallen prince.

As long as he knew these things, he would naturally believe that the master-servant relationship between her and Yan Xun was only driven by interest. And only if he held such a thought would he try to buy her loyalty for himself.

Scheming against each other, deceiving superiors and subordinates. While you secretly rejoice in deceiving me, how do you know I am not going along with the flow, humoring you? Whose hand will finally hold the deer? We shall see slowly.

“Human hearts?” The cold-faced woman snorted softly, slowly closing her eyes and leaning on the edge of the bathtub: “Nothing but worthless grass.”

The long eagle soared, perching majestically on the Sacred Gold Palace gate. Yan Xun unfolded a letter: Soothing Bian Tang’s anger, keeping the overall situation stable, only beware of the Wei faction.

The palace lamps flickered, flames consuming the paper. Watching the letter burn, the Emperor’s new son-in-law, the Prince of Yan Bei, issued an order: Within three days, all memorials sent to the palace from the Wei faction were to be intercepted.

A Jing was shocked upon hearing this. This matter was of great importance; one careless move could destroy all the forces they had arranged for years. He couldn’t help but question: “Young Master, isn’t the price too high?”

“Losing A Chu would be an even greater price.”

“Young Master?”

“A Jing,” the young man in light robes, with a jade-like face, raised his eyebrows slightly: “You just need to remember that A Chu’s life and death are more important than anything else.”

A Jing’s voice rose: “More important than Yan Bei?”

Yan Xun smiled faintly: “If she’s not here, what use is Yan Bei to me?”

A Jing was greatly shocked, kneeling firmly, saying solemnly: “Young Master is the heir of Yan Bei, the young lord of Da Tong, the hope of the common people. How can you abandon public duty for private matters? How can you indulge in romantic feelings?”

Yan Xun laughed coldly: “When I was thrown into hell, where was Yan Bei? Where was Da Tong? And which of the common people lent me a helping hand? My years of hardship, enduring humiliation for survival, firstly for revenge, and secondly to protect those I cherish. The world’s common people are no more than dust and dirt to me.”

A Jing frowned tightly, angrily saying: “If that’s the case, why did Young Master let her fall into someone else’s hands? Why not keep her under your protection?”

The young man slowly raised his head, his eyes determined as he said: “Because I believe in her.”

I believe she is an eagle soaring in the sky, a blade that never bends despite a hundred hardships, the only one who can understand me, who can stand beside me, weather storms together, and fight alongside me.

“A Jing, I hope that the Da Tong Guild will serve her as loyally as they serve me, protect her as they protect me. Because with her here, I am the leader of your Da Tong Guild, the hope and blessing of the world’s common people. If she is not here, I will surely become a demon!”

A Jing’s body trembled, looking at Yan Xun in disbelief, looking at this man whom the guild had served wholeheartedly for many years. They had thought he would be like Lord Yan Shicheng, loving the people as his children, and advocating for great unity, but today, in this flickering lamplight of the study, he suddenly realized that all his previous thoughts were so wrong.

They were making a huge gamble, with sky-high stakes, yet it could be overturned in an instant!

“No need to panic,” Yan Xun smiled faintly: “I dare tell you, I’ve never feared Da Tong’s betrayal. Yan Xun is not Yan Shicheng. He is not a pawn, not a puppet. He fights only for his own heart.”

A Jing lowered his head, his tone already cold and detached: “Young Master’s words deeply disappoint me.”

“No matter,” the window was suddenly blown slightly open, the cold wind scattering Yan Xun’s sideburns. His eyes gazed far away, his voice gradually becoming distant, yet still firmly delivering each word to A Jing’s ears:

“I must first be a man before I can be your young lord.”

The cold wind was like iron, and he seemed to smell the scent of armor and weapons.

All of this was presented to Miss Yu’s desk an hour later. Xia Zhi stood beside her, frowning: “Miss, this woman is Young Master Yan’s weakness. She will cause big trouble sooner or later.”

“Yes,” Bian Cang said solemnly: “One who aims to achieve great things cannot indulge in romance or disregard the bigger picture.”

“Miss, should we report this to those above, or perhaps, first keep this woman under our control?”

Miss Yu’s face was indifferent. She turned to look at Xi Rui and slowly said: “What do you want to say? Keep her under control, or kill her to prevent future troubles?”

Xi Rui was stunned, immediately lowering his head and saying: “I had no such intention.”

Miss Yu snorted coldly, slowly saying: “What do you know about being strong? The strength of weapons can only face a hundred enemies, the strength of schemes can only face a thousand enemies, and the strength of power can only face ten thousand enemies. True strength lies in a strong heart, invincible and unyielding through a hundred hardships. Only with such an iron will can one be undefeated, fearless of any danger, and ultimately reach the peak, achieving what others cannot. And what counts as true inner strength? Being heartless and without attachments? Or having firm beliefs and no greedy thoughts? Neither. All people have selfish desires. The so-called purity of white lotus is nothing but a legendary tale. Truly strong people must have something they are determined to protect with their lives.”

The woman put down the letter, slowly sighing: “I finally need not worry about the young lord anymore. He has grown up. From now on, just follow his instructions; there’s no need to come to me for guidance.”

“Miss?” Bian Cang was startled, hurriedly calling out.

“Be thankful,” the woman closed her eyes, sighing sincerely: “Years of imprisonment haven’t completely erased his trust in human nature. If today he were a gloomy and ruthless madman, filled with hatred and without a shred of trust, none of the people here would be able to return alive to Yan Bei.”

“This little girl called A Chu is truly a hope and treasure bestowed by heaven upon Da Tong!”

Originally, they had thought that the Bian Tang Crown Prince would not let the matter rest. Zhao Che and others had even prepared for a prolonged standoff. Who would have thought that early the next morning, Li Ce would be clamoring to go to Zhen Huang, not wanting to stay with the army for even a moment longer?

Although they weren’t afraid, Chu Qiao still secretly breathed a sigh of relief at this turn of events. Regardless of how this Li Crown Prince might accuse her once they reached Zhen Huang, at least he was walking, which lessened her crimes by a degree.

Three days later, the Bian Tang Crown Prince’s carriage finally entered Zhen Huang City, escorted by the Xiao Qi Camp!

This was the first time in many years that the two countries had sent royal family members for such diplomatic exchange. The Great Xia Dynasty attached great importance to this, with the Third Prince Zhao Qi leading hundreds of officials to personally welcome them ten miles outside the city.

Along the way, flags were raised, drums were beaten loudly, civilians came out of the city to watch, and iron-clad troops escorted them. The grandeur was comparable to an imperial tour.

However, as soon as the Bian Tang carriages arrived, the carriage curtain was lifted, and the Bian Tang Crown Prince, dressed in bright yellow brocade robes and wearing a large yellow fur coat, stepped down from the carriage with steady steps and a high chin. If not for his black and blue swollen face, everything would have been even more perfect.

The expressions of Zhao Che, Chu Qiao, and others instantly became as ugly as could be. Even the Bian Tang envoys wore funeral expressions.

They had never imagined that the Crown Prince would dare to appear in public in such a state!

Pity the Third Prince Zhao Qi and the civil and military officials of Great Xia, who had no psychological preparation. Everyone was shocked and in a state of panic. But seasoned courtiers were indeed seasoned; their reactions were quicker than each other. The head of the Wei faction, Lord Wei Guang, was the first to bow and exclaim: “I have long heard that Crown Prince Li Ce is a man of elegance and extraordinary handsomeness. Today, seeing the Crown Prince’s golden face, he is indeed radiant, comparable to the sun and moon.”

As soon as he finished speaking, everyone rushed forward, with civil officials composing poems and responding to each other, directly praising Li Ce to the heavens, declaring him the most handsome man since ancient times. The military officials didn’t have so many flowery words, but they were equally flattering, giving thumbs up and combining all the words they could think of: beautiful, gorgeous, too handsome.

Li Ce laughed heartily, suddenly pulling at the wound on the corner of his mouth. While exclaiming “ouch” in pain, he waved to the crowd, repeatedly saying, “Thank you, thank you.” He accepted all the praises with a clear conscience.

One wonders what the Bian Tang Emperor and Empress would think if they were present.

After much persuasion, the Tang Prince got into the carriage. All the way, horns were blown, and they marched grandly toward Zhen Huang City. But after just a few steps, Crown Prince Li Ce objected: “Why does the horn sound like we’re going to war?”

Zhao Qi was stunned, feeling once again fortunate that he hadn’t personally gone to receive him. These horn melodies had ceremonial rules: there were specific tunes for going to war, for triumphant returns, for imperial outings, and for welcoming guests according to their rank. Now everything was according to protocol, so what was Bian Tang dissatisfied with?

After negotiating for half an hour, Great Xia had to make concessions. Instantly, soft music sounded, and amidst the soft string and wind music played by a group of finely dressed young women, the army once again slowly set off.

Li Ce didn’t mind the injuries on his face at all, and kept lifting the carriage curtain to wave at the civilians below, with a friendly smile, appearing approachable.

This fellow, if not a cunning fox, must be a genuine fool.

Chu Qiao secretly sighed, riding on horseback with the Xiao Qi Camp, escorting Crown Prince Li Ce into the Sacred Gold Palace.

Zhao Che and Vice Commander Cheng accompanied him into the palace. Chu Qiao returned to the Xiao Qi Camp with the other soldiers. Just as they reached the entrance, she suddenly saw a black eagle circling in the sky. An archer saw it, drew his bow from his waist, and shot at it. However, an arrow came from behind, deflecting his shot.

Seeing this, the large eagle became even more arrogant, screeching loudly, and circling everyone several times before finally spreading its wings and leaving.

“Instructor Chu! Why did you deflect my arrow?”

Chu Qiao looked at the soldier with cold eyes, snorted, and rode into the camp.

After days of hard work, they finally had time to rest. As soon as everyone returned to the camp, except for the sentries on duty, all fell into sleep.

Chu Qiao wore ordinary casual clothes and quietly walked out through the side door.

The weather was getting warmer, and the Red Water Lake had thawed. Looking into the distance, she saw a man standing tall on the lakeshore, dressed in white, the breeze making him look indescribably elegant and handsome.

Chu Qiao stepped forward with a smile and said: “Who are you posing for there?”

Yan Xun turned around, smiled warmly, looked Chu Qiao up and down, and said: “Were you scared?”

“No,” the woman smiled mischievously: “I never learned how to write the word ‘fear’.”

“Stubborn.” Yan Xun laughed: “The entire palace knows now. You’ve become quite the notable figure.”

Chu Qiao was surprised: “The entire palace knows? Hasn’t anyone reported it?”

“Zhao Che said he didn’t see you hit anyone, the entire Xiao Qi Camp has a unified story, and even that Bian Tang Crown Prince doesn’t admit to being hit by you, insisting he fell. When even the victim doesn’t pursue the matter, what can the Emperor do?”

Chu Qiao covered her mouth and laughed: “Had I known, I should have hit him harder.”

“A Chu, are you adapting well to life in the military?”

“It’s alright,” Chu Qiao nodded: “Zhao Che doesn’t trust me and has tested me several times, but the situation isn’t bad. Everything is under control.”

Yan Xun nodded silently, slowly saying: “Yes, be careful. If things become untenable, don’t force yourself.”

“I understand, don’t worry.”

“I won’t keep you any longer. This token can command the people of the Da Tong Guild to serve you. You might need it outside.”

Chu Qiao took the wooden token, which was of an ancient style with a large sea eagle carved on it, and the character “Tong” written on the back.

“I’ll go first.”

“Yan Xun!”

The man turned his head, looking at her in confusion. Chu Qiao was also surprised by her momentary loss of composure. She smiled awkwardly: “Be careful on your way.”

Yan Xun smiled, his smile as warm as the spring willow breeze, his clothes fluttering as he rode away.

Chu Qiao stood silently for a long time. Only after his figure had disappeared did she slowly walk back towards the Xiao Qi Camp.

“Whoa,” Yan Xun jumped down from his horse and solemnly asked the few people who came forward: “What’s happening?”

A Jing quickly replied: “Wei Shuyou has sent people overnight to collect information about the lady beating the Bian Tang Crown Prince, and has bribed two soldiers from the Xiao Qi Camp as witnesses. They’re about to head to the Sacred Gold Palace.”

“Wei Shuyou?”

Yan Xun stopped, slowly saying.

“Young Master, what should we do? Although the Tang Crown Prince is afraid of losing face and isn’t pursuing the matter, once it’s brought to light, the lady will still be doomed.”

Yan Xun’s eyes turned cold, and he said solemnly: “Notify the Night Group to handle it.”

A Jing was stunned, murmuring: “Young Master, do you mean…?”

“Kill Wei Shuyou.” The man’s eyes instantly became more ferocious than a wolf’s, with not even a fraction of his earlier gentleness. His tone was gloomy as he slowly said: “He has lived long enough.”

Chapter 64: The Fierce Hawk Bows
The night was already very deep, yet the skies above the Sacred Gold Palace were still immersed in a symphony of string and wind instruments. The cold distant moon hung high in the sky, emitting a pale and misty radiance. Though Zhen Huang City never imposed a curfew, beyond Ziwei Square lay the imperial city area, heavily guarded and deathly quiet. Especially at this hour, there were rarely people walking about, and those who could move around at this time were certainly not ordinary individuals.

A cavalry of over a hundred riders formed a shuttle formation, narrow at the front and back. On the silent long street, only the clip-clop of hooves could be heard, sounding particularly crisp in the dead of night. Their iron armor was cold and grim. After walking for half an incense stick’s time, they did not enter the main road of the imperial city, but turned into the patrol path near the city wall, moving along it.

The cavalry in the center was numerous, with guards on both flanks holding high shields. Two lanterns at the front and back provided illumination, while the center of the formation was completely shrouded in darkness, making it impossible to see clearly. But one glance at such an arrangement revealed that important figures were being protected at the core.

The vanguard officers in the front row all held sharp weapons, with battle knives, long spears, and armor ready, capable of both instant attack and defense.

On the left and right sides, twenty cavalrymen each, like two walls, guarded the center of the formation. Each held a battle knife, facing outward, wearing heavy armor that gleamed with silver-white light. One could tell at a glance that it was forged from Western heavy armor. Even if someone ambushed or shot arrows from high walls or roadsides, unless they used heavy crossbows, there would be nothing to fear.

Such tight protection could almost be described as impenetrable. Since the mysterious death of Mu He Xi Feng of the Mu He clan, the life-cherishing nobles of the capital city immediately became fearful, falling into a round of panic. And Wei Shuyou, after being promoted to the imperial armed escort, seemed to cherish his life even more.

The cold wind was sharp, and snow swirled on the ground, adding to the solemn and stern atmosphere.

“Young Master,” a house servant rode forward and said solemnly to the man on horseback: “If we go further ahead, we’ll reach the north side of Yuan An Gate. We can enter quietly without being discovered by the family head. Eunuch Tai is already waiting for us at the palace gate. As long as we submit the memorial, neither the Yan Prince nor that little girl will be able to escape.”

Wei Shuyou nodded coldly, his gaze like a fierce wolf, cruel and bloodthirsty, with hard curves at the corners of his mouth, gloomy and predatory.

In the sky, clouds piled up in layers, and stars and moon were without light.

A man in black night-walking clothes stood in the darkness, his eyes slightly narrowed, standing on the high palace wall. A cold wind blew, sweeping over his slender body, making him appear even more aloof and sharp, standing out from the crowd.

Thirty black-clothed subordinates surrounded him on both sides, either crouching or lying hidden in layers of shadows, silently waiting for the moment to arrive.

Suddenly, music erupted from the direction of the palace, faintly accompanied by the sound of drums and bell chimes. The man knew the time had come; the musicians had begun to provide cover for their operation. They had only the time of one incense stick.

A sharp whistle suddenly broke the silence of the long night, startling the rhythmically advancing hoofbeats.

The Wei faction’s military officers were immediately terrified, looking up in panic towards the pitch-black sides.

At this moment, a whooshing sound arose, and thirty crossbows on the high wall fired simultaneously. Arrow light flickered, hungering for human hearts and lungs, targeting the horses rather than the people.

The battle horses neighed in pain, rearing up vigorously. The soldiers on horseback fell to the ground, with cries of pain ringing out continuously. Wei Shuyou, protected in the center, was both shocked and angry, shouting: “Who goes there?”

The man in the darkness laughed coldly, raising the golden crossbow in his hand. With a swoosh, the arrow left the string. However, before the arrow arrived, his figure had already leaped down from the high wall like a leopard, descending like a heavenly soldier for several feet, then tossing out a grappling hook in his hand, soaring through the air, and landing steadily on the ground in an instant.

With a muffled “swoosh,” the man’s long sword was fiercely thrust into the armor of the soldier opposite him. Another soldier rushed forward with a raised knife, but after taking just one step, the golden arrow, which had arrived late, had already pierced through his throat!

Screams immediately echoed throughout the entire Ziwei Street!

Closely following, the hidden death gods on the high wall jumped down one after another, boldly raising their knives and attacking.

By this time, most of Wei Shuyou’s followers had fallen. Battle horses screamed and moaned, hooves flailing wildly. Many people were wounded by crossbow arrows, falling to the ground, only to be trampled to death by the horses. The formation had long been disrupted, and the escort team of over a hundred people immediately fell into disarray.

“Wei faction traitors! Framing loyal officials, eliminating dissidents, usurping state power, evil hawks! Mu He Xi Ke today carries out heaven’s justice to take your life! Die!”

From a distance suddenly came a chaotic sound of hoofbeats. Wei Shuyou knew that the imperial guards in the palace city must have heard the noise and were coming. His spirit immediately stabilized, and he boldly shouted: “Mu He dog traitor, struggling in your death throes! If you have the ability, then come!”

Just then, a large net suddenly descended from the sky, completely entangling Wei Shuyou. Four black-clothed warriors nimbly exchanged positions, tightened the giant net, then fiercely tossed grappling hooks, leaped onto the high wall, and boldly departed.

A light whistle was immediately sent out, and the black-clothed warriors received the summons. Despite having the absolute upper hand, they still withdrew without any attachment to the battle. Scattered swords and knives were thrown down, and two black-clothed men held two wooden barrels, pouring out the contents with a splash, then tossed down a torch. Without looking back, they made several flying leaps and disappeared among the many buildings, heading towards the outer city, vanishing without a trace in just a moment.

The entire operation took no more than half an incense stick’s time. Everything returned to silence in an instant, while from the direction of the Sacred Gold Palace, the massive music had not ceased, still in a state of peace and prosperity with song and dance.

After the efficient attack and explosive methods, all that was left for the imperial guards was a sea of fire and a pool of blood where the Wei soldiers struggled and moaned.

The imperial guard commander, General Lu, looked panic-stricken, hastily saying: “Young Master Wei has been kidnapped. Quick! To report to the Council of Elders! The rest of you, follow me to the outer city to pursue the killers!”

While the imperial guards were rushing to the outer city to chase the assassins, a team of black-clothed men galloped into the imperial city without any concern. In the pine and cypress forest by the official road, more than ten blue-clothed guards were quietly standing by a carriage. Several people quickly rushed over, throwing the netted Wei Shuyou harshly to the ground.

“You…”

With a muffled “bang,” just as Wei Shuyou was about to speak, he was kicked hard in the mouth by someone. His mouthful of teeth immediately shattered, and Wei Shuyou groaned, unable to speak anymore.

Two blue-clothed guards quickly came forward, tightly bound Wei Shuyou, sealed his hands, feet, and mouth, then opened the lower layer of the carriage, actually placing him in the compartment normally used for storing charcoal fire.

The leading black-clothed man got into the carriage, removed the outer black night-walking clothes, revealing a white robe underneath, and pulled down his face cover, showing handsome features and eyes as sharp as stars.

“Young Master,” the black-clothed men, now dressed in blue guard uniforms, respectfully held a brazier and said, “Warm your hands and body.”

Yan Xun nodded lightly, took the brazier, lowered the curtain, then picked up the black clothes placed aside, threw them in, and extended his hand, lightly waving to the people outside. The carriage immediately got onto the official road, slowly heading towards the palace.

Intense hoofbeats suddenly sounded behind, and a guard immediately stepped forward, shouting sternly: “Who goes there? Galloping horses in the palace at night, do you not want to live?”

The person was stunned, but after recognizing the newcomers, he immediately responded: “Oh, it’s Young Master Yan. Master Wei was ambushed on Ziwei Road. We are ordered to rush to the palace to report to His Majesty.”

“Ambushed?” The carriage curtain was abruptly lifted, and Yan Xun frowned slightly: “Have the perpetrators been caught? Where is Master Wei now? Is he injured?”

“Reporting to Young Master Yan, the perpetrators escaped, already fleeing towards the outer city. General Lu has led men to pursue them. Master Wei has been abducted, and his fate is unknown.”

Yan Xun nodded and said solemnly: “Then go quickly to report.”

“Yes.”

The warhorse immediately galloped away. Yan Xun returned to the carriage and said solemnly to those outside: “Continue, go to Lu Hua Palace.”

Just as he got out of the carriage, he saw Wei Guang leading several officials of the Wei faction hurriedly walking out of Lu Hua Palace. After mounting their horses, they sped towards the outside of the palace.

Yan Xun, wearing a white fur coat, with extremely handsome features, watched the Wei faction members leave before slowly entering the Lu Hua Palace.

The Emperor had already retired, leaving only Zhao Qi, who was dazed by the abduction of Wei Shuyou, to manage the situation. Colorfully dressed palace maids moved among the guests, serving dishes. The huge imperial musician group surrounded one side of the hall, with melodious string and wind music flowing like spring water. One could tell at a glance who they were trying to please.

Crown Prince Li Ce of Bian Tang wore a deep purple brocade robe embroidered with dragons, talking and laughing with everyone around, draining each cup without hesitation, and occasionally reaching out to tease the dancing girls. He was a picture of a cultured gentleman, and if not for the overly magnificent landscape on his face, it would undoubtedly have been a scene of elegant debauchery.

The atmosphere at the banquet was lively, with officials all quite drunk, emotions high, constant laughter, and a scene of cups and chopsticks crossing.

Yan Xun entered his seat silently, raising his eyes to lightly look at Li Ce’s black and blue face, the corner of his mouth twitching as he raised his wine cup, shaking his head with a light laugh.

“Why are you so late?”

Zhao Chun’er wore a colorful butterfly and tender pink jacket, with a gold-purple long skirt, her head full of pearls and emeralds, her brow crimson, her cheeks powdered, her cherry-small mouth, her pearl, and jade flowing, her emerald light, uniquely radiant and dazzling.

Yan Xun raised his head, looking at the young girl who walked gracefully to sit beside him, slightly curving his mouth, saying lightly: “I took a short nap.”

“I thought you weren’t coming again,” Zhao Chun’er’s gaze was like water, glancing towards the Tang Crown Prince Li Ce sitting at the head, pouting, “That fellow just asked for my private name, truly without manners.”

Yan Xun laughed casually, tilted his head to drink, and did not answer.

Zhao Chun’er stared up at him, not minding his ignoring her at all. After a long time, she suddenly came to her senses, her small face flushing red, pulling at her clothes and asking: “Look, this is the tribute silk from the newly submitted territory. Is it beautiful?”

Yan Xun was slightly startled, but remembered the Red Water Lake just now, the girl’s bright eyes, urgently calling his name, then somewhat flustered saying: Be careful on the road.

Yan Xun’s expression immediately softened, sighing sincerely: “Very beautiful.”

Zhao Chun’er thought he was talking about her and immediately became happy, sitting contentedly beside him, constantly serving him food and pouring wine.

Soldiers continuously entered quietly through the side door to report to Zhao Qi, whose face was turning blue, looking increasingly unsightly. The officials around all cautiously noticed this, gradually restraining themselves. The momentum at the banquet diminished, yet only the Bian Tang Crown Prince Li Ce remained drunkenly tugging at Zhao Qi’s sleeve, constantly talking, swaying unsteadily, almost spilling his wine on Zhao Qi.

It wasn’t until the second watch that the banquet dispersed. Li Ce was completely drunk, actually falling asleep on the table, with food stains all over him.

Zhao Qi ordered people to carry him to Xie Fang Palace, but he did not return to the palace but directly left the hall, mounted his horse, and left the city.

Yan Xun stood in the pitch-black square, wearing a white fox fur coat, his features hard and handsome, his eyebrows flying into his temples, watching Zhao Qi’s departing figure, lightly curving his lips.

The sky was desolate and black, with ravens flying past, making a cacophony of cries.

“Brother Xun,” Zhao Chun’er carefully pulled at his sleeve, softly saying: “It’s so cold here. Please escort Chun’er back to the palace.”

Yan Xun respectfully stepped back, bowed, immediately creating a sense of distance, and politely said in a deep voice: “Yan Xun cannot hold his liquor and dare not disturb the princess. The princess should return on her own.”

Having said that, he turned and got into his carriage.

As the carriage gradually moved away, Zhao Chun’er still stood in place. Palace attendants came forward to drape a large fur coat over her but accidentally dropped it on the ground. The deep red fur coat on the snow was particularly eye-catching, like a pool of fresh blood.

Zhao Chun’er bit her lip stubbornly, tears welling in her eyes, yet she tried hard not to let them fall.

“Princess?”

Jade Nanny sighed, stepped forward to hold the little princess’s hand, and said: “Let’s go back.”

Zhao Chun’er pursed her lips, nodded obediently, and followed behind Jade Nanny without a word toward the carriage. The cold wind blew, and a tear immediately fell, sliding down her cheek and dropping onto the pale snow.

“Nanny,” the little princess’s voice was tiny, with an undisguised crying tone: “Did Chun’er do something wrong?”

Jade Nanny sighed, gently stroking Zhao Chun’er’s hair, but couldn’t say a word.

If there was a mistake, it would only be that you were born to the wrong person and loved the wrong person. This poor child, how should she walk her future path?

The carriage slowly moved forward, disappearing into a patch of cold moonlight.

In the secret room of the Oriole Song House, A Jing yanked off the man’s blindfold.

Wei Shuyou frowned tightly, taking a good while to adjust to the bright light before raising his head, only to suddenly see the man’s indifferent, light smile.

“Yan Xun?” Wei Shuyou’s eyes immediately widened, shouting in disbelief.

Yan Xun sat in a chair, tasting tea. Hearing this, he slightly raised his eyes, smiling lightly in greeting: “Master Wei has been busy with important matters lately. It’s been many days since we met. How have you been?”

“You are very audacious!” Wei Shuyou immediately became furious, speaking sternly.

“My audacity has always been considerable. Master Wei should understand.”

“Yan Xun, the Wei faction won’t let you go. You will die without a burial place!”

Yan Xun chuckled, as if hearing a joke, and slowly said: “Whether I will die without a burial place, I don’t know, but I dare guarantee you will die without a burial place.”

“Remember?” Yan Xun leaned slightly forward, his smile bewitching, his voice smooth as he slowly said: “I once said, the day you didn’t kill me, someday you would die by my knife. You cut off one of my fingers, I will cut off your head.”

“Ah!”

A huge scream immediately sounded. Under the sharp blade, a severed hand instantly fell to the ground, blood everywhere.

Several drops of blood splashed onto Yan Xun’s wrist. The man frowned slightly, distastefully taking out a white silk cloth and wiping vigorously. He coldly said to his subordinates: “Drag him away, cut him down.”

Wei Shuyou struggled in his death throes, angrily shouting: “Yan Bei dog! My uncle won’t let you go!”

“Wei Guang?” Yan Xun laughed coldly: “He’s too old, his brain is no longer sufficient. Only your Wei faction still worships him like a god. Right now, that decayed head of his is probably still suspecting who knows who.”

“Wei Shuyou, you fool!”

Yan Xun suddenly turned his head, coldly looking at him, distastefully saying in a deep voice: “Originally, you still had some time to live, but unfortunately, you shouldn’t have provoked me, especially not by threatening the person I care about most. You thought you could bring me down? Naive. You have always been a useless waste. You were before, you are now, and originally would have been in the future, but unfortunately, you won’t have that chance anymore.”

Throwing the blood-stained white silk cloth on the ground, Yan Xun turned around imposingly, striding out, coldly saying as he walked: “Drag him away!”

Vengeful curses and terrified screams immediately sounded. Yan Xun’s back was straight, deaf to it all.

He had already set foot on the path of revenge, and those who had humiliated and hurt him would pay a painful price. From now on, he would never allow anyone to take away what he loved, never again!

The cold moon was like frost, the night wind icy. Tonight was another sleepless night.

The next day, the entire Zhen Huang City was alarmed. Wei Shuyou, the eldest son of the Wei faction, had been ambushed in the palace city last night. His hundred soldiers were completely wiped out, and he was abducted. By the time the imperial guards arrived, they couldn’t even see the shadow of the killers. After searching all night without results, it was feared that he was already dead.

Because at that time, imperial guards had distantly heard the bandits self-report as Mu He Xi Ke of the Mu He clan, another series of large-scale searches and slaughters of remnants of the Mu He clan began again.

However, at this moment, in the main room of the Wei mansion, Wei Guang handed a letter to his most trusted lieutenant, Wei Nu, saying solemnly: “You must tell Ye’er that the life and death of the Wei faction hangs in the balance. His Majesty has already moved against the Wei faction. If he doesn’t return, the Wei faction will be the next Mu He clan.”

Five fast horsemen quickly galloped out of the Zhen Huang City gate, heading north, leaving only dust behind.

When A Jing came to report, Yan Xun was tasting tea under the corridor. Hearing this, he laughed coldly, saying lightly: “The more lively, the better.”

Just a few short words, yet it immediately made A Jing feel cold all over. He had followed Yan Xun for three years, yet found himself gradually unable to see through this master.

On the training ground of the Xiao Qi Camp, wave after wave of thunderous cheers erupted. The bright-smiled young girl stood in the center of the field, shooting seven arrows in rapid succession, one after another, into the center of the target a hundred paces away.

“Instructor Chu!”

From a distance, a warhorse quickly galloped over. A young soldier wearing a gray-brown short martial uniform jumped down from his horse, panting, saying: “Someone is looking for you.”

“Looking for me?” Chu Qiao was startled, putting down her crossbow, jumping down from the arrow platform, and asking: “Who?”

“Instructor Chu!” A man with a hearty smile waved his bow and arrow, shouting: “Are we still competing?”

“You’ve already lost your coat to me and still haven’t learned your lesson. Sooner or later, I’ll have you losing your pants!” The girl turned her head, calling out in a crisp tone. The surrounding Xiao Qi Camp soldiers suddenly burst into laughter, all jeering at the man who was clamoring for an archery competition.

The messenger also followed the crowd with a chuckle, revealing a set of white teeth, saying: “I’m not sure either. They seem to be from the Imperial Ceremonial Office, quite a lot of people.”

Chu Qiao’s brow gradually furrowed. Who could be looking for her? Didn’t Yan Xun say that the matter of hitting the Tang Crown Prince was settled? What other people would come looking for a small archery instructor like her?

“Let’s go see.”

Chu Qiao jumped onto another warhorse, following behind the messenger, heading towards the central military camp.

Looking from afar, today’s Xiao Qi Camp was unusually lively. Golden dragon banners, brocade ceremonial officials, uniformly graceful women holding huge golden trays, the managers of the Imperial Ceremonial Office wearing formal attire only worn for grand ceremonies, respectfully following behind, rows of golden splendid boxes placed in front of the tent, containing unknown world-class treasures.

Zhao Qi frowned tightly, saying solemnly to Vice Commander Cheng: “Where is the Seventh Prince? Why hasn’t he returned yet?”

Vice Commander Cheng’s forehead was streaming with cold sweat. Even now, he didn’t know what exactly had happened. Lowering his voice, he replied: “Soon, I have already sent someone to inform him.”

“Indeed, it seems that even within the military camp, there are unique scenes to behold.”

An indolent voice sounded from the side. Hearing this, Zhao Qi immediately felt a headache, turning with a bitter smile: “Crown Prince, what exactly brings you to my seventh brother’s place?”

“You’ll know soon enough.” Li Ce wore a bright red brocade robe, his clothes like fire, with the hem embroidered with several phoenix dragons, dazzlingly golden, his belt fragrant, draped in a fiery red fox fur coat, his eyes bewitching like peach blossoms. Despite the cold weather, he insisted on fanning himself with a folding fan, with a deliberately mysterious appearance that set one’s teeth on edge.

Zhao Qi swore he was truly at the end of his patience.

For two full days, he had been running around with this person. First, Li Ce complained that his sleeping quarters in the Sacred Gold Palace weren’t well-ventilated. After bustling about for half the night to ventilate it, he then complained that the room was cold after ventilation. Early in the morning, he refused to eat because the palace maids were ugly. After finding some exceptionally beautiful ones, he complained that they couldn’t recite poetry. Eating a meal was also full of picky complaints, sometimes saying the tea leaves weren’t from the past three days, sometimes saying the guards outside didn’t have soft cotton padding on their boot soles, and walking outside the city would wake him up while he was sleeping inside. In short, the variations were endless.

Zhao Qi had nearly lost half his life, feeling that even years of contention with his many brothers hadn’t been as exhausting as accompanying him these two days. Now, he didn’t know what novel idea had come up, bringing a group of people to the military camp.

If before this, he had still suspected that this fellow was hiding his true capabilities, then now, he could be a hundred percent certain that this fellow was just a lunatic, completely devoid of reason.

“Oh! Here they come!”

Li Ce’s eyes suddenly lit up. Before Zhao Qi could look carefully, he was pulled aside by Li Ce. With a swoosh, he closed his fan, nervously saying: “How do I look today? Is my scent strong enough? Not vulgar, right? Look at these boots, they’re the finest flower marten tribute from the Northwestern Mohan King. Are they classy enough?”

Zhao Qi sighed helplessly, nodding repeatedly: “Yes, beautiful.”

Just as she entered the camp, Chu Qiao saw Zhao Qi’s green camp army. Her brows slightly furrowed, and she secretly remained cautious.

What exactly had happened? Why would Zhao Qi personally come to find her? Could Yan Xun have made some mistake?

By now, she had approached the crowd, seeing the officials of the Imperial Ceremonial Office each frowning at her as if they also didn’t understand what was happening. She was slightly reassured. If Yan Xun had failed, Zhao Qi would only need to bring the green camp army, why bring the Imperial Ceremonial Office? Things must not be as bad as she thought.

“This humble officer Chu Qiao pays respects to the Third…”

“Haha! See where you can run to this time!”

A fiery red figure suddenly darted out from behind, arms extending to tightly embrace her. Everyone was instantly dumbfounded. However, before they could recover, they saw the girl suddenly react like a small beast under attack, leaping up like thunder, using a complex hand technique to break free from the other’s control. With a small grappling move following, two crisp sounds of “crack” were heard, and she turned from passive to active, firmly pressing the ambushing man to the ground!

“Who are you?”

Chu Qiao coldly shouted, saying solemnly.

Then, she saw the beloved treasure of the Bian Tang Emperor desperately raises his head from the ground, still maintaining a smiling lecher expression, saying in an indolent tone: “How rude. It’s me, don’t you recognize me?”

The officials of Great Xia were immediately bewildered. They looked at the Tang Crown Prince lying on the ground, then turned to look at the black-faced Third Prince Zhao Qi, and then at the somewhat stunned girl Chu Qiao. Everyone was dumbfounded, not knowing what to say.

In contrast, the Bian Tang envoys all wore mournful expressions, as if they had long known that things would not develop according to normal logic.

Zhao Qi was the first to react, immediately stepping forward, sternly saying to Chu Qiao: “How dare you! To be so disrespectful to the Tang Crown Prince, what crime do you deserve!”

Chu Qiao was startled, quickly letting go, about to apologize. Suddenly, she saw Li Ce nimbly flip over and stand up from the ground, very imposingly shouting at Zhao Qi: “You are the daring one! This Crown Prince wants to marry her. I’ve brought the betrothal gifts. Come, bring them up!”

Several hundred huge boxes were brought forward, and as soon as they were opened, a scene of golden splendor appeared, dazzlingly brilliant. The crowd couldn’t help but exclaim in surprise.

Chu Qiao stood in place, looking at the dumbfounded Great Xia officials, the wide-eyed Prince Zhao Qi, and the complacent Tang Crown Prince Li Ce, and finally wrinkled her brow on the verge of tears.

Could someone please tell her, what on earth was going on?

Chapter 65: Mistaken Bride Kidnapping
Winter had passed, and spring returned to the earth.

Early this morning when the window was pushed open, the accumulated snow outside had mostly melted, the ice had thawed, and the lake waters rippled freely. Swallows from the south were returning north in flocks, and orioles sang with clear, pleasant voices.

Yan Xun was in exceptionally high spirits today. A few days ago, he had slain his enemy with his own hands, and his heart unburdened.

He wore a jade-green brocade robe with a matching sash tied diagonally at his waist. His face was like white jade, his eyes like cold stars—elegant, noble, and handsome as a jade prince with divine bearing. At this moment, he sat upright in a pavilion in the middle of the lake, drinking tea. An incense burner emitted a faint fragrance, with smoke rising straight up as there wasn’t the slightest breeze in the air. The distant sound of a zither drifted from East Flower Garden. Looking into the distance, the blue-green scenery of artificial mountains and clear waters resembled an otherworldly painting, completely devoid of any trace of mortal affairs.

Finding leisure in a fleeting life—it had been a long time since he had felt so relaxed and at ease.

In the afternoon, a fast rider galloped into the Sacred Golden Palace, instantly shattering this rare tranquility.

“Young Master,” A Jing, accompanied by several subordinates from Oriole Song House, ran to the pavilion dripping with sweat. He called out loudly to Yan Xun, who was walking out of the pavilion: “Something terrible has happened!”

A gentle breeze blew, lifting the fluttering hem of Yan Xun’s robe. The young man turned his head and looked at A Jing indifferently, seemingly displeased by his impulsiveness.

“What matter causes such alarm?”

Yan Xun’s voice was calm, displaying considerable composure—like one whose expression remains unchanged even if a mountain collapsed before him. A Jing, however, could not match his composure and said urgently, “The Crown Prince of Bian Tang just went to the Xiao Qi Camp and specifically demanded to marry the archery instructor of the Xiao Qi Camp!”

“The Crown Prince of Bian Tang is taking a wife. What does that have to do with us?”

Yan Xun raised an eyebrow slightly and spoke in a leisurely tone, then turned to continue walking forward.

A Jing was stunned. He exchanged glances with his companions, and immense respect and joy suddenly rose in his heart.

Could it be that His Highness finally understood the importance of putting the greater good first, no longer entangled in personal romantic affairs? Miss Chu and His Highness grew up together with extraordinary feelings between them. For the Young Master to remain so calm, showing not the slightest sign of being affected—what tremendous self-discipline and self-control this must require! For the belief and ideal of the greater good, what had he given up and what great price and sacrifice had he made unbeknownst to others?

However, before a happy smile could spread from his eyes to his lips, a sudden gust of wind swept before him. The previously serene young man, his face now purple with tension, tightly gripped A Jing’s shoulders and asked harshly, “What did you say? Which archery instructor? Who does he want to marry?”

A Jing’s face fell, and his heart filled with grievances: “The archery instructor of the Xiao Qi Camp—only Miss Chu is female.”

“Damn it!”

“Damn it!”

“Damn it!”

The long wind blew over Zhen Huang City. At this moment, three angry voices rang out simultaneously in different places. Yan Xun, Zhao Che, and Zhao Song rushed out of their residences at the same time, mounted their horses, and galloped like lightning toward the Xiao Qi Camp in the eastern part of the city!

“Li Ce, the Crown Prince of Bian Tang?”

In the Plum Garden of the Zhuge Mansion, a man in purple robes with ink-black hair frowned slightly and said in a deep voice, “What chaos is he stirring up now?”

Cheng Yuan smiled and bowed, saying, “Young Master, he’s not stirring up chaos. This Crown Prince of Tang has already taken Miss Xing’er to see the Emperor. He’s determined as if he’s swallowed an iron weight, seemingly resolved not to give up.”

Zhuge Yue’s brows tightened, and suddenly he stood up with a swish, put on his outer robe, and walked out.

“Hey? Young Master, where are you going?”

“To see…”

From afar, only a faint voice drifted back. Cheng Yuan couldn’t hear the rest of the words, but Zhuge Yue’s figure had already gone far. In an instant, a steed neighed loudly, and hoof beats shattered the tranquility of the Plum Garden. Cheng Yuan shook his head and sighed incomprehensibly, “What is the young master thinking?”

Just as Yan Xun and the others were rushing toward the Xiao Qi Camp, the Crown Prince of Bian Tang’s carriage had already left the iron-blooded military camp and was slowly moving toward the Sacred Golden Palace after making a large detour along the official road.

Li Ce’s eyes were smiling like a fox’s. Having just been beaten not long ago, his eye socket was still blue, somewhat diminishing his outstanding charm. Chu Qiao sat in a corner of the luxurious carriage, feeling her skin crawl under his gaze. With furrowed brows and a dark expression, despite her inner resentment, she had to pretend to be respectful, folding her hands and bowing, saying, “Your Highness, Chu Qiao did not know Your Highness’s identity that day and was very offensive. Please be magnanimous and not hold a grudge.”

Li Ce raised the corner of his eye, smiled languidly, and answered irrelevantly, “So your name is Chu Qiao. May I call you Xiao Qiao? Or perhaps Qiao’er?”

Chu Qiao suddenly felt cold, goosebumps covering her entire body. She frowned and said, “Chu Qiao is of humble status. My lowly name is not worthy of Your Highness’s remembrance.”

“Or shall I call you Qiao Qiao? That sounds more intimate.”

The woman’s face turned cold, and her patience diminished with time. She frowned and said, “If it is because of Chu Qiao’s offense against Your Highness that day that has led to Your Highness’s actions today, then Chu Qiao is willing to accept punishment. Please make your intentions clear, Your Highness.”

Li Ce turned a deaf ear and continued smiling, “Do you have any family members? Are your parents still alive?”

“Your Highness, please speak directly if you have something in mind. Chu Qiao is just a commoner, unworthy of such care from Your Highness.”

“When is your birthday? How old are you this year? I was born in July and am twenty-one this year.”

“Your Highness, what exactly do you want? Can we talk normally?”

“Where is your ancestral home? You look so beautiful and refined, not like a northerner, but more like a woman from our south. Has your father ever told you about it?”

“Crown Prince!”

“You look so beautiful even when angry. I truly have good taste!”

Half an hour later, Chu Qiao tried to communicate with Li Ce again. She very sincerely calmed her anger and said earnestly, “Crown Prince, what exactly do you see in me?”

Li Ce smiled gently: “I like everything about you.”

Chu Qiao knew she had misspoken and shook her head: “In other words, what exactly do you want to use me for? If you don’t want to marry a princess of Da Xia, there are many ways to avoid it. There’s no need to use me as a shield. I’m just a small commoner with no value to exploit.”

“Qiao Qiao,” Li Ce frowned, looking confused as he said, “I fell in love with you at first sight, yet you misunderstand me like this. I will be very sad.”

As if you’d be sad!

Chu Qiao suddenly realized that talking to normal people was a very pleasant thing, even if that normal person was your enemy. It wasn’t like now, where friend and foe were indistinguishable, and you couldn’t even figure out the other person’s attitude. She slowly exhaled, giving up the luxury of hoping to learn anything from Li Ce’s mouth. She sat quietly against the carriage, not even willing to open her eyes.

“Qiao Qiao,” Li Ce smiled faintly as he leaned forward, his voice bewitching, his tone frivolous, with an indescribable hoarseness and allure: “My hands are cold.”

After a long silence, followed by a “bang!” Crown Prince Li Ce instantly flew out of the carriage like a ball, crashing over the heads of many Bian Tang envoys and Da Xia attendants, landing hard on the ground headfirst.

“Who’s there?”

“Ah! Crown Prince!”

“Assassin! Protect His Highness!”

Chaotic shouts immediately rang out. Zhao Qi raised an eyebrow, drawing the long sword at his waist. His nerves, which had been tense for days due to Wei Shuyou’s disappearance, immediately tightened. He called to the attendants beside him and surrounded the ridiculously large carriage.

“A misunderstanding, a misunderstanding!”

Li Ce got up clumsily while groaning in pain and staggered toward the carriage. Standing in front of the alert crowd with drawn swords, he hurriedly said, “I was just careless and lost my balance. It’s nothing, nothing.”

Everyone frowned and looked at each other in bewilderment, staring at the completely motionless carriage, not knowing what to say.

Lost his balance? This carriage was moving slower than a person walks—who would lose their balance and fly out of it?

“It’s fine, everyone, don’t be nervous.”

Li Ce lifted the hem of his robe, smiling as he climbed back into the carriage, waving repeatedly at the crowd.

Zhao Qi’s face was cold, and his tone gloomy as he said deeply, “Crown Prince, please sit tight. The road is difficult to travel, so please be careful.”

As soon as the curtain was lowered, Li Ce immediately grimaced and rubbed his arm, looking resentfully at Chu Qiao sitting coldly to one side. Pouting, he said, “Qiao Qiao is too ruthless. Treating your future husband like this will bring bad karma.”

Chu Qiao narrowed her eyes, looking at him coldly, and said in a deep voice, “Men and women should maintain proper distance. Please conduct yourself with dignity, Your Highness.”

“Qiao Qiao, help me apply medicine.”

Li Ce took a white porcelain bottle and pitifully moved closer, extending his arm which was oozing blood from the fall.

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow but didn’t move.

“I’m doing this for your good,” Li Ce said. “If others see that I’m injured again, you’ll surely be implicated.”

Chu Qiao sighed, snatched the porcelain bottle, roughly pulled his arm, and began applying medicine.

Li Ce’s scream immediately rang out. Zhao Qi and others walking outside, hearing the ghost-like wailing from inside, frowned more deeply, their faces ashen.

The sky was blue, the clouds white, the air fresh, and the afternoon sun warm. Birds circled freely in the sky. On both sides of the official road, many commoners who hadn’t had time to avoid the procession knelt, properly lowering their heads and appearing humble, but when they heard the sounds from above, they secretly raised their eyes.

Tonight would be the welcoming banquet personally hosted by Emperor Zhao Zhengde of Da Xia for Crown Prince Li Ce of Bian Tang. At that time, the entire court of civil and military officials, as well as royal relatives, would attend. Even the rarely seen royal family members, noble ladies, princesses, and young ladies would be present.

Ostensibly to welcome Crown Prince Li Ce, it was preparation for the future marriage alliance.

After all, Crown Prince Li Ce had traveled abroad for many years and was still unmarried. Whoever he chose would become the Queen Mother of Bian Tang.

The royal family of Da Xia would immediately gain a powerful external ally, which would be an immeasurable help when facing the covetous court clans.

In an instant, all the princesses of the royal family became tense, painting their eyebrows, combing their hair, wearing colorful clothes—the scent of rouge perfumed the Chishui River, creating an atmosphere of extravagant splendor.

However, none of them knew that the woman who had already been designated was now being escorted by the unscrupulous perpetrator, slowly approaching the Sacred Golden Palace.

Winter’er arrived home at seven-thirty and rushed to write this chapter by nine. The word count is small, just a transition. There will be another chapter update tonight, but it will be very late, so don’t wait—just come back tomorrow morning to read it.

Chapter 66: Catastrophic Waters
The bell sounds resonated, golden lotuses bloomed in pairs, and small candle flames ignited atop the Golden Pagoda. Dazzling light immediately rose, brilliant and radiant with flowing colors. Great bells rang in unison, their sound penetrating the primordial continent, echoing across the Zhu’ao Plains and spreading throughout all of Xi Meng.

The enormous carriage procession came to a halt. Li Ce lifted the curtain and quietly gazed at the towering Golden Pagoda in the distance. His eyes were clear, his lips calm, and his slender phoenix eyes half-closed. At that moment, Chu Qiao was certain that this man was not as frivolous and unrestrained as he appeared because she saw something different in his eyes—there was excitement, admiration, unwillingness, and even frenzied sharpness.

But in the next moment, Li Ce grinned and laughed lightheartedly. He said happily, “The arrangement of those lights looks like a dancer who has stripped off her clothes—graceful figure, undulating curves. The King of Xia is truly thoughtful.”

The soldiers of Da Xia who heard this nearly coughed up blood. The lights on the Golden Pagoda depicted a five-clawed coiled golden dragon—how had they become a naked dancer in Li Ce’s eyes?

“Let’s go quickly,” Li Ce impatiently dropped the curtain. “Looking at fake things isn’t very interesting.”

Zhao Qi suppressed the anger in his heart and ordered the soldiers to continue moving forward.

“Is this how you disguise yourself for self-preservation?”

Chu Qiao’s voice suddenly sounded, calm yet carrying a hint of bewitching amusement.

Li Ce turned his head, looking the woman up and down, then suddenly reached out to wrap his arm around her waist. “You guessed correctly. I’m brilliant, wise, and learned. How about it, admire me?”

The woman didn’t resist. A honey-colored light flashed in her eyes as she narrowed them slightly and said slowly, “I’ve heard that if a person always pretends to be a fool, after a long time, they’ll become a real fool.”

“Qiao Qiao, women should be more adorable. Why are you always so aggressive?” The man smiled mischievously, seductively extending his tongue as if to lick her neck.

Chu Qiao’s hand pushed firmly against Li Ce’s chin, forcibly closing his mouth.

“Dogs that bite don’t bark, and tigers that eat people don’t show their claws and teeth all day.”

Li Ce chuckled, his warm breath blowing on Chu Qiao’s cheek. “Then tell me, am I a silent dog or a tiger hiding its claws?”

“You’re neither,” the woman smiled slowly. “You’re like a venomous snake, hiding in the grass with your patterned skin, and no one knows when you’ll jump out to bite someone.”

“Haha!” Li Ce suddenly laughed loudly, as if he had encountered something hilarious. After a while, he said intermittently, “Qiao Qiao, you are interesting. I’m increasingly convinced of my unique taste.”

“You’ll soon learn just how unique your taste is.”

Li Ce’s voice was low and hoarse as he slowly leaned closer. “How soon?”

“Very soon.”

A crisp “crack” suddenly sounded. Chu Qiao made a scissor motion with her hand and twisted backward, dislocating one of Li Ce’s arms. But before Li Ce could cry out in pain, another series of crisp sounds rang out, and in a flash, she had reattached his arm.

“Let me tell you, I’m not someone you can afford to provoke.”

The woman knelt in the carriage, one hand on the floor, the other pointing at Li Ce’s nose. With a cold expression and icy tone, she said slowly, “I could kill you with the flick of a finger. Keeping me by your side is detrimental to you with no benefits. You’d better leave yourself an escape route when you act. I am not someone who will allow myself to be used.”

Li Ce blinked, then suddenly chuckled, saying, “Qiao Qiao is so fierce! But it’s okay, I’ll win you over with my sincerity.”

Chu Qiao said no more and immediately returned to her seat. She had said all she needed to say. She would respond to whatever came her way—let’s see what tricks this Tang Crown Prince wanted to play.

“Third Prince!”

A clear voice suddenly sounded outside, and nervous guards immediately stepped forward and shouted, “Who dares block the way?”

Zhao Qi immediately interrupted the guards, stepped forward with clasped hands, and said, “So it’s Young Master Zhuge—no, I should now respectfully address you as Commander Zhuge.”

“The Third Prince jests. The Ministry of War’s official document hasn’t arrived yet; it’s too early to say who will become the Military Affairs Commander.”

“It’s the popular choice and the trend of events. Young Master Zhuge is highly talented—who else but you could be the Commander? Don’t be overly modest.”

Zhuge Yue sat on his warhorse, dressed in deep purple brocade garments. His features were handsome, his eyes like ancient wells—undisturbed, calm, without sharpness. He asked quietly, “Is that Crown Prince Li Ce’s carriage behind?”

Li Ce sat in the carriage, turned his head, and laughed softly, “Your old friend has come to find you.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow slightly: “Crown Prince, you know even these old matters so thoroughly. How can anyone believe you’re just a dissolute, unrestrained young nobleman?”

Li Ce was stunned, aware he had been caught in his slip of the tongue. He then chuckled without explaining, lifted the curtain, and called out loudly, “Young Master Zhuge, I heard your flute playing in Zhen Huang City is unparalleled. Might I have the privilege of witnessing it someday?”

Zhuge Yue stood in the shadows of the lamplight, alone on horseback without attendants. The long wind blew past him, lifting dust and weeds from the ground that tumbled forward. The sky had darkened, with large patches of fiery red clouds in the gray sky, casting paint-like brilliance behind him.

The man’s gaze was not sharp but gentle, directed toward the shadow behind Li Ce, where the woman’s slender silhouette formed a soft line. Years of experience had made him reserved and low-key; the sharpness of his youth seemed to have been worn smooth. A dagger in its sheath didn’t mean safety—he was like a hidden tiger, and no one knew when he might leap from the scabbard and pierce someone with a single strike.

“Crown Prince is too kind. If there’s an opportunity in the future, I would certainly like to hear Your Highness’s skilled performance.”

“Haha,” Li Ce laughed loudly. “Well said, well said. My level is decent, not much better than yours.”

Zhao Qi frowned deeply, seemingly feeling that standing with Li Ce was beneath his dignity. He hurriedly said in a deep voice, “Young Master Zhuge, it’s getting late. Father Emperor has prepared a banquet; we should arrive early.”

Zhuge Yue smiled faintly and guided his horse aside: “Please proceed, Third Prince. I will arrive shortly.”

“Thank you.”

The wheels rolled, slowly moving forward. At the moment the carriage passed Zhuge Yue, a cold wind lifted a corner of the curtain. The profiles of the man and woman crossed paths, yet neither turned to glance at the other.

Time was too swift; they were like two unrelated meteors, barely having time to say a word of farewell the moment they brushed past each other before going their separate ways.

“Oh my…” Li Ce shook his head and sighed. “The fallen flower has intentions to follow the flowing water, but alas, the flowing water does not understand love. Qiao Qiao came to see you so openly, yet you didn’t even offer a smile. How unromantic of you.”

Chu Qiao didn’t even look at him, continuing to remain silent.

“Qiao Qiao,” Li Ce suddenly came forward with a smile and said, “If I killed Zhuge Yue, what would you do?”

Chu Qiao closed her eyes and remained silent.

“Then, what if I killed Zhao Song?”

“I would kill you,” the woman said without hesitation, coldly.

“Ah, how ruthless.” Li Ce sighed and continued asking, “Then, what if I killed the Yan Young Master?”

The woman suddenly opened her eyes and looked coldly at the man, saying firmly, word by word, “If that were to happen, I would spend my entire life fighting you to the death, destroy Bian Tang, and then let you live worse than a pig or dog.”

The Crown Prince of Bian Tang was suddenly stunned. What had been intended as a jest instantly made the surrounding air freeze.

Many years later, when Li Ce recalled that moment, he suddenly understood why he had lost his composure. It wasn’t because of this young woman’s strong confidence, nor her firm tone, nor did he truly believe at the time that such a small woman would have the ability to accomplish such a thing. He simply felt somewhat melancholy—if he died, would anyone speak such firm words for him?

The man in the dragon robe raised his wine flask and drank, realizing that a true confidant was always the most luxurious thing in this world. Even if you possessed the world, you could not obtain it.

One’s precious head, left for the ruler; one’s passionate blood, devoted only to a true friend.

The carriage moved slowly toward the magnificent, golden palace.

The Trading House closed early today. The gates were tightly shut. Lady Yu spread out the map of Zhen Huang City, looked at her subordinates, and said in a deep voice, “Does everyone understand?”

“My lady?” Xi Rui frowned. “Do we have to do this?”

Lady Yu nodded firmly. “Since we have chosen to follow our young master, we must follow his orders unconditionally.”

“But we don’t even know what we’re doing!”

“Not every action requires those above to tell us in detail the reasons and directions.”

“Can’t even the lady guess?”

“No, I cannot guess,” Lady Yu nodded, saying in a low voice, “But I know that something big is going to happen tonight.”

With a “bang,” Zhao Che threw down his wine cup and said coldly, “Prepare my court attire. This prince is going to the palace.”

“Your Highness,” Deputy Commander Cheng stepped forward and said carefully, “Tonight’s banquet is mysterious and unpredictable. Didn’t Your Highness previously plan to stay away?”

Zhao Che frowned slightly, slowly turned his head, and said in a low tone, “This prince says I am going to the palace now.”

Deputy Commander Cheng was stunned, then knelt with a clang and answered, “This subordinate obeys the command.”

The night wind blew from the west, passing over the newly sprouting wild grass outside Zhen Huang City. A hundred years later, someone would gently open that dusty historical scroll and couldn’t help but marvel at Emperor Jing Yun’s superb political skill. This entire Zhen Huang City was like a chess game—chaotic, seemingly separate systems with no connection to each other. But he casually picked up a corner piece, a piece in a humble, inconspicuous position, which instantly disrupted the entire chess situation. Zhen Huang City, in an instant, began to stir with activity.

“Purple… Golden… Qian… Gate…, Crown Prince of Bian Tang arrives…”

“Purple… Glory… The path…, Crown Prince of Bian Tang arrives…”

“Purple… Splendor… Cloud… Palace…, Crown Prince of Bian Tang arrives…”

…

The carriage drove into the Sacred Golden Palace. Red lanterns surrounded it, and the red doors were wide open. A row of eunuchs stretched their flowing voices, shouting in succession. Their voices penetrated the sky, echoing as they rose.

This was Chu Qiao’s first time entering the Sacred Golden Palace through the main hall, main route, and main gate. She closed her eyes, sitting upright in the back of the carriage, yet she could sense the sweet-smelling harmony incense in the air. Fate was a marvelous journey. She had always tried to help others break free from their constraints, but before accomplishing anything significant, she found herself entangled in threads, gradually being pulled in.

Darkness swallowed the last ray of light on the horizon. Night fell, lanterns blazed, and in the distance, grand music rose ethereally.

Li Ce walked down from the carriage with the assistance of palace servants, then raised his smiling face to welcome the woman—a beautiful smile that even carried a hint of enchantment.

“Qiao Qiao, come.”

Still dressed in light armor, Chu Qiao didn’t even glance at him, nimbly jumping down from the carriage. Li Ce laughed heartily beside her, clapping his hands and saying, “Qiao Qiao has such skill!”

Chu Qiao didn’t pay him any attention. A long wind came from afar, blowing against her thin clothes, quite chilly. She raised her head to look at the magnificent palace, feeling a chill down her spine and cold throughout her body.

Suddenly, a warm gaze shot over from behind. She frowned and turned around with an instinctive connection.

In the dim lantern light, among the sea of heads, countless noble lords, ministers, and young ladies of the imperial court walked across the vast square. Luxurious carriages and fine horses passed each other, shoulder to shoulder. Guards in blue uniforms protected them, flowing like water as they called out auspicious and healthy blessings. With a piercing gaze that cut through the layers of figures, Chu Qiao suddenly saw him. Her heart instantly warmed, and the world lost all sound at that moment.

Yan Xun, dressed in white, with handsome features and eyes as gentle as a spring lake in March, stood with his hands behind his back on the far side of the square. Too many people passed between them, like silhouettes. Yan Xun looked at her, gently tugged at the corner of his mouth, smiled warmly, and then opened his mouth, silently saying, “Don’t be afraid.”

Like a person adrift in the deep sea suddenly seeing a lighthouse, the woman smiled gently, her eyes like stars. She pressed her lips together and slowly nodded.

“Qiao Qiao?” Li Ce’s voice sounded behind her with a soft tone. Chu Qiao was startled, and when she looked up again, Yan Xun’s figure had disappeared into the sea of people. But she was no longer worried.

They were together—entered together and would certainly leave together. No matter what situation one encountered, the other would always stand behind them at the first opportunity.

Chu Qiao turned around, suddenly without fear.

“Qiao Qiao, come.” Li Ce’s smile was bewitching and enchanting, his voice hoarse, his gaze flitting about. “Let me take you in.”

Let me take you in—into this golden cage, into this brilliant palace, into the center of the power vortex. You were meant to belong there, never meant for a simple life.

Let me lead you in.

Chu Qiao’s expression was calm. She glanced at Li Ce, then lifted her feet and walked first toward that magnificent place.

In the distance, drums and horns played together, and the chimes rang continuously. Everything was in an intoxicated, dreamlike clamor.

If I have no way to retreat, then at least I can choose to move forward.

This day was the most important in Chu Qiao’s life. On this day, she entered the most noble place in the Da Xia Dynasty as an archery instructor who had just been freed from slavery. She entered the sight of the empire’s nobles in a way that caught everyone’s attention.

From now on, the world would remember this name. Her surname was Chu, her given name Qiao. At sixteen years of age, in the near future, she would, with the strength of a commoner, change the fate of the world.

Chapter 67: Five Dragons Compete for the Beauty
The lights before her suddenly blazed brighter. The chime bells rang continuously, dancers with flowing sleeves and slender waists swayed, golden powder and fragrant incense floated in the air, and the mellow wine emitted an enticing aroma, like cannabis—just one breath made one eager to gulp it down.

Chu Qiao followed behind Li Ce, walking through the main entrance of Purple Cloud Palace. Immediately, enormous bell sounds rang out. Beneath the glazed red tiles were dazzling gold-plated jade pillars, carved with scenes of dragons and phoenixes presenting auspicious signs and qilins playing with pearls. On both sides of the great hall stood two rows of massive golden candles. The red candles, twice the height of a person and brushed with gold powder, were uniformly carved with auspicious phrases about the eternal stability of the nation. At the end of her line of sight was a golden throne. Below it were eighty seats on both sides, all filled with people now. The originally lively atmosphere suddenly grew cold when Li Ce’s group entered. All eyes instantly converged on them—some admiring, some amazed, some speculating, some puzzled, but more with inexplicable hostility and endless conjecture.

This was the noblest place under heaven—jade food, precious wine, brocade clothes, and luxurious splendor. How many people spent their entire lives trying to climb in, even if just to glimpse it from afar? But at this moment, Chu Qiao felt an indescribable pressure bearing down on her, arriving together with the room’s perfumed air, making it difficult to breathe.

“The Crown Prince is late; you must be penalized with two cups of wine later,” said Wei Guang with a smiling face, though his nephew had just died. His complexion was ruddy, showing no signs of decline.

Li Ce laughed heartily and strode forward. “Fine! I just fear that Lord Wei will run away again in the middle of drinking, just like last time.”

Wei Guang laughed freely and said, “I’m old now, unlike the Crown Prince who is in his prime. As for running away—well, that’s unavoidable.”

Everyone laughed loudly at his words. The Emperor and Empress had not yet arrived, so the atmosphere was inevitably more relaxed. Chu Qiao glanced around and saw that the position once occupied by the Mu He clan was now taken by the Wei family. Even beside the throne, two seats had been set up today, facing each other, with no distinction of rank. Clearly, besides Empress Mu He Na Yun, Wei’s Concubine Shu will also be attending today.

“Oh? Who is this beautiful lady? She looks somewhat familiar.”

The crowd immediately cursed inwardly. Over the past few days, this Crown Prince Li Ce’s catchphrase never seemed to change. It was as if he found all beautiful women in the world familiar—truly maintaining his flirtatious nature regardless of occasion or place.

Wei Guang laughed heartily and stood up. Beside him, a young woman in pink clothing rose gracefully. Her face was like a spring peach, her eyes like autumn waters, her body like a delicate willow, her spirit like a secluded orchid—truly a peerless beauty of heavenly fragrance and national color.

“Hehe, this is my daughter Su Mei. Your Highness flatters her.”

“Not at all! Lady Su Mei has the bearing of a heavenly immortal. Lord Wei, have you kept her secluded in your inner chambers for many years, unwilling to let others see her? This prince is truly fortunate today.”

Listening to Wei Guang and Li Ce’s back-and-forth, people immediately realized that the Wei family had just overthrown the Mu He clan, but the calculating Wei Guang was not satisfied with this. In the past, the Mu He clan had also wielded great power, with Mu He Na Yun being the current Empress. Yet at their downfall, they still suffered destruction with no chance to counterattack. With Wei Guang’s move today, could he be competing with the Emperor of Xia for this Bian Tang son-in-law to gain leverage for himself?

Zhao Qi stood to the side, once again shocked by his maternal clan’s powerful influence. Wei Guang might not be as aggressive and overbearing as Mu He Yun Ting, but his courage, intellect, schemes, and ambition were certainly no less. Even if someday he could ascend to the imperial throne, what would await him? A manipulated puppet or a powerless figurehead? Zhao Qi took a deep breath; he had to reconsider this issue once more.

Just then, Li Ce suddenly seemed to remember something. With a slap to his forehead, he ran back to the hall entrance and grabbed the young woman who had been standing at the door since entering. He said hurriedly, “Look at my memory! I forgot to introduce Qiao Qiao to you.”

Saying this, he directly pulled Chu Qiao’s hand and walked to the front of everyone.

Wei Guang frowned slightly and looked toward Zhao Qi as if wanting to learn about this woman’s identity from him. However, Zhao Qi was distracted, staring blankly at the throne, not looking over.

Despite Wei Guang’s calculating nature, he hadn’t paid meticulous attention to a lowly female slave. Although he had encountered her once at the hunting grounds, his memory of her wasn’t deep. In his eyes, the real enemies were the Mu He clan, the royal Zhao family, the Zhuge clan, the Meng clan, other powerful families, and the four regional kings of different surnames. Yan Xun, as a fallen Young Master who could die at any moment in their eyes, no longer posed any threat.

“Crown Prince, who is this?”

“This is Qiao Qiao,” Li Ce blinked his slender phoenix eyes and said with a smile, “She is this prince’s future wife. I am going to marry her.”

A stone stirred a thousand waves. Low exclamations of surprise immediately rose among the crowd. Chu Qiao’s attire and appearance made it obvious at a glance that she was not from a noble family. Faced with Li Ce’s bold, crazy statement, for a moment, even someone as experienced as Wei Guang was stunned.

“Is the Crown Prince joking?”

After calming down for a moment, Wei Guang finally managed to say this complete sentence. Li Ce replied seriously, “How could I joke about such a major matter as marriage? I came today hoping that His Majesty the Emperor would bestow Qiao Qiao upon me.”

Today, Li Ce was dressed in fine clothes. Although his eye socket still looked slightly blue, the swelling had gone down; no longer sporting a colorful face, he had regained his former spirit and confidence. The young man smiled brightly, and with his noble status, all the unmarried young ladies in attendance stared intently at him. How could they accept the sudden appearance of this commoner woman? How should they behave?

“Oh, so that’s it.” Wei Su Mei, who had been standing to the side with a sweet smile, walked forward gracefully, took Chu Qiao’s hand, and said with a smile, “I don’t know the sister’s surname. To have gained the Crown Prince’s favor, I must congratulate you.”

She was a year or two older than Chu Qiao, yet addressed her as “sister” repeatedly in a sticky way. Chu Qiao’s expression was cold as she withdrew her hand inconspicuously and said in a deep voice, “My surname is Chu.”

“Oh? The Chu family from Yunnan?”

“No.”

“Then, the Chu family from Peng Gui? What relation is Master Chang Lü to you?”

“I don’t know him. I am just a commoner. Not long ago, I was freed from slavery by His Majesty’s word. Before that, I was a servant in Young Master Yan Xun’s household.”

As soon as the words fell, a huge gasping sound suddenly rang out. Small buzzing sounds filled the ears. Li Ce turned his head to look at Chu Qiao, only to see the woman looking at him without fear, even with a hint of provocation.

The calculating Wei Guang looked at Chu Qiao, then turned to look at Li Ce, and instantly understood the whole situation. The old man smiled faintly, pulled Su Mei back slowly, bowed with clasped hands, and said, “Crown Prince is unrestrained, always capable of doing what others cannot, giving people surprises. With the Crown Prince in this world, life truly has many more pleasures. This old man wishes the Crown Prince success in fulfilling his desires.”

Li Ce smiled and said, “Thank you for Lord Wei’s good wishes.”

“When did she say she would marry you? This prince wasn’t aware!”

“Prince of Lu Jiang arrives!”

The elongated announcement immediately rang out. Zhao Song, dressed in a pine-green brocade robe, walked in from outside while removing the cape from his neck and throwing it to the attendant behind him. He looked hurried, bringing a rush of cold air with him.

Zhao Qi was startled and quickly stepped forward, intending to stop Zhao Song’s next words. But Zhao Song raised his hand to block Zhao Qi and said in a deep voice, “I’ve long heard that the Crown Prince of Bian Tang is unrestrained and acts recklessly. Today, this prince truly has his eyes opened.”

“Thirteenth brother! Don’t be disrespectful!”

Zhao Qi hurriedly reprimanded in a low voice. The royal relatives and nobles on both sides now had their eyes wide open, waiting to watch the spectacle. For a moment, the great hall with over a hundred people was completely silent, all looking eagerly in this direction.

Zhao Song stood in front of Li Ce, his gaze swept over Chu Qiao, and then returned to Li Ce. He slowly moved his head closer, near Li Ce’s ear, and said in a lowered voice, “Whatever you’re trying to do, don’t use her.”

Li Ce’s eyes crinkled in a smile as he leaned close to Zhao Song’s ear and laughed softly, “How could I bear to? I can’t wait to cherish her.”

Zhao Song’s eyes widened. Just as he was about to speak, the imperial bell suddenly rang out. Amid the rumbling sounds of bells and drums, the ruler of Da Xia finally arrived.

During the confrontation between Zhao Song and Li Ce, Yan Xun had also quietly taken his seat, his expression normal, as if his emotions hadn’t rippled at all.

“We pay respects to the Emperor! May Your Majesty live for ten thousand years, ten thousand years, ten thousand of ten thousand years!”

Resounding voices rose in the great hall. Under the bright yellow robes, the Emperor of Xia had a kind expression. He smiled faintly and waved his hand, saying, “Let all ministers rise.”

After a few pleasantries, the grand banquet officially began. Strings and bamboo music started, and dancers performed enchantingly. The Emperor smiled kindly as he asked Li Ce with concern, “Crown Prince, have you been comfortable these past days?”

Chu Qiao raised her head and looked at the dazzling throne. This was her first time seeing the Emperor’s true face. His appearance was quite ordinary; his features could only be described as proper, definitely not qualifying as handsome. His eyes were not large but narrow like a cat napping. His nose bridge was not high and had several millet-sized spots. He was very thin, and his temples were slightly graying. If not for the clothes he wore, he would be no different from an ordinary old man.

But it was precisely because he was too ordinary that it startled her. Thinking about it, an emperor who had been in power for decades, above millions of people, wielding worldly authority—yet still maintaining such a calm, ordinary demeanor after so many years—should one say he was naturally mediocre and inconspicuous? Or that his ability to conceal had reached a state of perfection?

Chu Qiao knew, just from seeing his methods in destroying Yan Bei and executing the Mu He clan, that he was not an ordinary person. The specific reason was obvious.

“Thank you for Your Majesty’s concern. Li Ce has been very well, even better than at home. I almost don’t want to leave.”

“Hehe,” the Emperor chuckled, his smile very peaceful. He shook his head and said, “That won’t do. If you don’t return, won’t the King of Tang come after me?”

Hearing this, everyone laughed heartily, extremely flattering. The entire hall was jubilant, except for the expressionless Mu He Na Yun.

In just one month’s absence, Mu He Na Yun seemed to have aged twenty years. Her hair was completely white, difficult to conceal even with heavy makeup. Compared to Concubine Shu on the other side of the Emperor, her aging was even more obvious.

“Your Majesty,” Wei Guang stood up with a beaming smile and said, “Just now, Crown Prince Li Ce told this old minister that he wants to marry Miss Chu.”

As soon as the words fell, the elaborately dressed princesses immediately changed their expressions, looking at Chu Qiao in unison, their gazes as sharp as knives, filled with enormous shock and hostility. If today, in front of the most noble princesses of Da Xia, Li Ce took back a lowly servant as his wife, then Da Xia would surely become the laughingstock of the world. How could these heaven-favored ladies face themselves?

Unexpectedly, the Emperor smiled slightly, not minding at all, and said lightly, “For a great man to have three wives and four concubines is normal, let alone for the Crown Prince of Bian Tang. Lord Wei need not worry too much. The marriage alliance between our two countries is a grand event for the ages. I believe the Crown Prince will not disappoint me and the King of Tang.”

Li Ce’s expression darkened. Just as he was about to speak, Concubine Shu suddenly said first, “Your Majesty is right. This grand alliance must proceed. Lord Wei need not worry.”

Wei Guang was startled upon hearing this, and then slowly sat down. After all, Concubine Shu’s one sentence was already very clear in its reminder.

“Your Majesty is mistaken,” Li Ce hesitated briefly, then suddenly smiled and said, “This prince is not taking a concubine, but a wife. In royal terms, Li Ce wants to take a principal consort.”

“What did you say?”

The Emperor’s voice suddenly became deep. He slowly looked at Li Ce, his gaze passing over his many daughters, and said in a low voice, “Has Crown Prince Li made up his mind?”

“Yes,” Li Ce smiled faintly and nodded. “My mind is made up.”

“Good,” the Emperor nodded, suddenly raised his sword-like eyebrows, and called coldly, “Guards! Take this bewitching woman away, cut off both her hands, and see if she dares to bewitch others again!”

“Yes!” Burly soldiers immediately rushed into the great hall, grabbed the woman’s arms, and pulled her out.

Li Ce hurriedly blocked them and said in a deep voice, “Your Majesty, what are you doing?”

“She is just a lowly servant who first offended you and later seduced and enticed you. If she is not severely punished, what are the laws of my Da Xia? How can I face your father?”

Li Ce explained, “My wanting to marry her is my business and has nothing to do with her. How can Your Majesty cut off the hands of the one I cherish?”

The Emperor said coldly, “She is a citizen of Da Xia first, and your beloved second. Crown Prince of Tang, are you trying to interfere in our internal affairs?”

Li Ce was stunned and immediately had no words. The guards rushed forward. Chu Qiao frowned, not expecting the situation to change so rapidly. Her gaze anxiously searched the hall for Yan Xun’s figure, but she only saw his calm expression, unperturbed, as if he hadn’t noticed anything. Only his finger holding the wine cup lightly tapped on the table twice, then curled up, remaining motionless.

“Father!” Zhao Song suddenly stood up and shouted, “This is unfair!”

But before he could continue, the Emperor suddenly laughed coldly, “A mere slave who not only attracts the favor of a foreign crown prince but even makes my son defy me for her sake—if not a calamitous beauty, then what? No need to cut her hands, just behead her directly as a warning to others!”

“Father!” Zhao Song was furious. Zhao Qi stepped forward and stopped him, saying in a deep voice, “Thirteenth brother, be quiet. Do you want her to die by lingchi?”

“Take her away!”

The soldiers immediately stepped forward. Li Ce sighed a few times but didn’t plead for her. Chu Qiao remained calm, not afraid at all. Seeing Yan Xun’s hand gesture, she immediately abandoned the idea of rebutting. She obediently let the soldiers pull her out of the hall. Just as she was about to leave, a tall figure suddenly blocked her path. The man wore a deep purple robe and a golden crown. He grabbed the woman’s arm, stepped forward, and said in a deep voice, “Your Majesty if this person must be executed, could you bestow her upon this minister?”

Seeing the newcomer, Yan Xun’s expression finally changed. He immediately stood up from his seat, but by now, no one was paying attention to his actions.

The Emperor slightly raised his eyebrows, looked at the man, and said slowly, “You know her too?”

“Yes,” Zhuge Yue nodded slowly, turned to look at the young woman, and said in a deep voice, “I know her.”

Chapter 68: Going in Opposite Directions
Zhuge Yue wore a deep purple robe, his sword-like eyebrows arched upward, his lips tightly pressed together with an eerily red tint, while his hands were as pale as paper. His icy fingertips gripped Chu Qiao’s arm firmly as he knelt on the ground with a sweep of his robes and said in a deep voice, “I beg Your Majesty to grant this wish.”

“Grant?” the Emperor of Xia’s voice was cold as he slowly asked, “Grant you what?”

“I beseech Your Majesty to bestow this person to me and spare her life.”

The ruler on the throne smiled slightly at the corner of his mouth, his gaze passing over Chu Qiao: “Such a grand favor.”

Zhuge Yue knelt on the ground, glancing briefly toward Yan Xun’s direction, his eyes narrowing slightly to reveal a flash of sharp brilliance. Yan Xun stood among the crowd in his white clothes, with a cold wind blowing from behind him. The men’s gazes intersected in midair, and invisible sparks exploded in the bright hall.

This was a massive hunting ground where only excellent hunters could return with a full catch. Since everyone believed themselves to be excellent hunters, why not lay everything on the table and play the game?

“Your Majesty, Yan Xun has failed to discipline his subordinates properly. I am willing to accept punishment alongside her,” Yan Xun stepped forward, knelt, and said in a deep voice.

Zhao Qi laughed coldly and slowly said, “Last month during the hunt, this woman was already freed from slave status by the Emperor. She has not been Young Master Yan’s servant for some time. Why is Young Master Yan so insistent on involving himself? What are your intentions?”

“According to Third Brother’s words, if she has been my subordinate for this past month, then shouldn’t I bear responsibility for her crimes today?” Zhao Che stepped forward in his black robe and coldly said, “Father, Li Crown Prince is known for his capricious nature. Even women walking on the street might catch his eye. Must my subordinate be put to death merely because of his whims? I cannot accept this.”

“What does the Seventh Prince mean by this?” Tang Empire’s special envoy Lord Yu Jing said sternly, “The Seventh Prince is being disrespectful by slandering our Crown Prince. Is this how the Great Xia treats its guests?”

Zhao Che raised his head, “Zhao Che has no such intention. I am merely stating a fact. Throughout his journey, Li Ce Crown Prince has spent four months, and the carriages sending women back to Tang have never stopped. The Crown Prince’s libertine character is known to all. Should someone’s life be sacrificed just because of his sudden fancy? Though the Crown Prince’s status is noble, the women of Xia are not livestock to be slaughtered at will!”

“How absurd!” Yu Jing angrily exclaimed, “It was the Xia Emperor who ordered this woman’s execution, not our Crown Prince. The Seventh Prince’s words are too far-fetched!”

Zhao Che laughed coldly, “All who have eyes can see. The Crown Prince claims he has met someone he cherishes and wishes to marry, yet shows no sorrow at hearing the Emperor’s execution order—instead, he appears excited. I ask, is this how the Crown Prince protects someone he claims to love? It’s nothing but a momentary whim, reckless talk without considering that someone might lose their life because of his passing fancy.”

“Seventh Brother is right,” Zhao Song stepped forward and said, “Father, he’s just causing trouble!”

“Silence!” the Emperor suddenly snorted coldly.

“Father!” Zhao Che knelt forward, kowtowing heavily, and said in a deep voice, “The founding principle of our Great Xia is to protect our people from foreign bullying. For centuries, our soldiers have never retreated a step on the battlefield, never ceded an inch of territory. Our ancestors spent their lives creating this foundation through military prowess. Today, are we to be defeated at our negotiation table?”

“This talk strays too far! It’s completely inappropriate!” Consort Shu scolded harshly.

“Crown Prince Li Ce,” Yan Xun suddenly raised his head, looking directly at Li Ce, and said solemnly, “If you truly care for Chu Qiao today, spare her life and choose another woman to be your consort. Chu Qiao’s status is too humble to deserve such favor from the Crown Prince. If you are merely joking, please spare her as well. She has endured hardships since childhood and weathered many storms. Please don’t cast her into an abyss of no return because of your momentary impulse!”

“People really shouldn’t joke too often,” Li Ce shook his head with a smile. “When jokes are made too often, no one believes when you try to speak the truth.”

The Emperor half-closed his eyes, deep wrinkles etched on his gaunt face. As he looked at the young woman’s thin yet stubborn back, his thoughts suddenly rushed away too many memories already dead over time. The aging emperor sighed slightly and said something no one understood: “So alike!”

The great hall fell silent, the earlier commotion completely gone. Emperor Zhengde seemed to suddenly lose interest. He waved his hand, no longer showing his previous anger, and said softly, “You may go.”

Everyone looked at each other in confusion. Those hidden intentions lurking in the darkness suddenly lost their leverage point. Emperor Zhengde’s unpredictable temper was well-known throughout the land, but no one expected him to change so quickly.

Zhao Song reacted fastest. Hearing this, he was overjoyed and kowtowed, loudly saying, “Father is wise!” Then he stood up, ran to Chu Qiao’s side, and grabbed her wrist. “Chu Qiao, come with me.”

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow and tightened his grip on Chu Qiao’s hand. At that moment, another force suddenly came from his side. Yan Xun stood beside him with a smile, patting his shoulder and saying lightly, “Brother Zhuge, would you care to join me for a drink?”

Music and dancing resumed, and the hundred or so seats became lively again. The Great Xia’s state banquets were known for their relaxed atmosphere where guests could move about freely. Li Ce frowned slightly and was about to step forward when Zhao Che approached and blocked his path, saying firmly, “The Crown Prince came to the military camp today, but this prince has matters to attend to. My apologies.”

Near the doorway, Chu Qiao and Zhao Song’s figures vanished in an instant. Li Ce’s gaze faltered as he raised his cup and smiled lightly, “No matter. To have experienced the Seventh Prince’s sharp rhetoric today, I have not come in vain.”

The night was pitch black, and the cold wind blew at Chu Qiao’s clothes, making her suddenly feel cold. Zhao Song took off his outer robe and draped it over her shoulders, asking with concern, “Chu Qiao, are you cold?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, looking at Zhao Song’s bright eyes, and smiled slightly, “Zhao Song, thank you.”

“You’re still saying that?” Zhao Song said unhappily, “Chu Qiao, don’t you consider me your brother anymore?”

Chu Qiao felt warmth in her heart. She reached out and gently embraced Zhao Song, saying with a smile, “We are good brothers.”

“Loyal to each other,” Zhao Song responded, then laughed heartily. He opened his arms and hugged Chu Qiao, saying loudly, “Chu Qiao, don’t fear that Tang scoundrel. I’ll help you.”

The night wind blew low, and snow-white sleeves danced in the breeze. The moonlight was clear, shining upon a man in white clothes standing beyond the flowering trees.

The affair of several royal nobles vying for a young woman was merely a small ripple in the mysterious politics of Great Xia, something people would laugh about as an amusing romantic incident over tea. The subsequent banquet was enjoyed by all hosts and guests. Crown Prince Li Ce was eloquent, charming the princesses and noble ladies. Officials from Xia and Tang appeared harmonious, conversing pleasantly.

At least, that’s how it appeared on the surface.

However, unexpectedly, after the banquet, the Emperor issued an order for Chu Qiao to remain in the palace as a female official in Shangyi Fang, under the supervision of the Internal Affairs Department.

With this, Chu Qiao’s brief military career officially ended. Regardless of whether Zhao Che’s friendship was genuine or had ulterior motives, the matter had to come to an abrupt end. When she returned to the Xiao Qi Camp to collect her belongings, Zhao Che did not meet her. She merely bowed in gratitude outside his tent before turning to follow the ceremonial officer from Shangyi Fang.

Whatever Zhao Che’s intentions, he had truly stood up for her that day in the great hall. Those words, even now when recalled, were like walking a tightrope over a cliff—one misstep could have triggered a massive bloodbath.

That Yan Xun and Zhao Song would save her was within her expectations, but as for Zhuge Yue’s intentions, she no longer wished to guess. She could only stubbornly believe that this man wanted to take her back to humiliate her and exact revenge.

She always knew clearly what she needed to do. For the rest, she had no time to consider.

The work at Shangyi Fang was very simple—just dividing the daily scrolls sent down from the Imperial Academy and delivering them to the various teaching tutors.

That day, Chu Qiao was carrying a scroll to the Imperial Academy, coincidentally arriving just as the princes finished their lessons. Passing through the corridor, she saw a group of young children gathered in a circle, laughing noisily. Through the crowd, she spotted a boy of fifteen or sixteen kneeling on the stone floor of the corridor, his neck held straight, his eyes large, with a stubborn expression.

“Sixteenth Brother, go tell Father that having Ranjia blood means you can’t read Eastern Continent books. You can’t be blamed for not memorizing them!”

The children burst into laughter. A young prince of about ten years smiled and said, “That’s right, Sixteenth Brother should go back and learn that twisting dance from his mother. I heard Ranjia’s men all know how to dance. Next time at the examination, if Sixteenth Brother just dances for Father, maybe he won’t be punished.”

The children’s mockery continued. Chu Qiao merely glanced at them before turning to walk away. She had seen too many such incidents in this magnificent palace. Years ago, she and Yan Xun had endured even more disrespectful insults and bullying. The law of survival of the fittest had always been the rule of survival here.

“Oh, excuse me.”

As she turned her head, a figure suddenly collided with her, knocking all the scrolls from her hands. The young man quickly apologized and lowered his head, efficiently picking up the fallen scrolls.

Chu Qiao was startled and also crouched down, “It’s alright, it was my carelessness. Please let me do it myself.”

The young man’s sleeves were somewhat worn white, but one could still see the fine golden dragon embroidery. He was very thin and carried a pleasant pine scent. After picking up the scrolls, he handed them to Chu Qiao, stood up, and stepped back slightly to make way. Chu Qiao thanked him as she passed, and saw the young man walk briskly to the crowd, saying nothing, just kneeling silently beside the Sixteenth Prince.

The children seemed somewhat afraid of him. When he arrived, their voices gradually quieted, and soon they all dispersed.

Chu Qiao looked for a moment, then entered the Imperial Academy. Passing the wall lanterns and the winding bright corridor, she met Zhao Song coming toward her. Seeing Chu Qiao, he smiled and came up to greet her, “Chu Qiao! Did you come to find me?”

Chu Qiao gestured to the scrolls in her arms and said, “I came to find Tutor Lu. Is he inside?”

Zhao Song snorted in disappointment, “He’s inside. Chu Qiao, couldn’t you just say you came to see me?”

Chu Qiao chuckled and said, “Yes, I came to see you, and to deliver some things on the side.”

“Haha,” Zhao Song laughed happily, “This is the first time in my life I’ve felt that Father’s decision was wise. It’s wonderful that you’re staying in the palace. I always felt that that fellow had ulterior motives toward you.”

As Zhao Song spoke, he extended his finger to make a “seven” gesture. Chu Qiao swatted his hand away, saying, “Don’t talk nonsense.”

“Am I talking nonsense?” Zhao Song tilted his head back, “We’ll see. Just be careful. Li Ce has been wandering around the palace lately. Don’t get involved with that madman. Things will quiet down after Father’s birthday. I can’t accompany you anymore. I need to visit my mother.”

“Oh, by the way, on my way here, I saw the Sixteenth Prince kneeling in the corridor. What happened?”

“Father came to check on our studies today. The Sixteenth couldn’t recite a single essay and was punished. He’s always being punished—truly a pig brain in a human head.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded, “Then you should go now.”

Zhao Song called out a farewell and turned to leave. Chu Qiao entered the teaching hall of the Imperial Academy but found Tutor Lu taking a nap. Unable to disturb him, she could only wait outside. She waited for more than two hours before the old man finally woke from his pleasant dreams.

By the time she left the Imperial Academy, the sky had darkened and rain had begun to fall. The rain was very cold this season, and there was a chill in the air. Chu Qiao’s clothes were somewhat thin. As she left the Academy, a strong wind suddenly blew. She hugged her shoulders and walked quickly through the corridor.

The wind and rain came in gusts. The crowd had long dispersed, and in the distance, only two stubborn figures could be seen kneeling upright. Faintly, muffled voices drifted through the raindrops into Chu Qiao’s ears.

“Why are you kneeling here? You’re good at your studies. Father didn’t punish you.”

A moment of suppressed silence followed, and after a long while, a young man’s low voice came:

“I am your brother.”

“I have many brothers,” the stubborn youth said in an extremely loud voice, angrily, “They are all my brothers, yet I would rather have none of these brothers!”

“I am your brother.”

The sky was dim, wind and rain fluttering. The young man’s voice was stubborn and steadfast. Though low, it carried an unmistakable heaviness.

A tile on the corridor’s roof had broken, and cold raindrops dripped through the gap, falling precisely where the two youths knelt. Stubborn as they were, they didn’t move, remaining as still as stones.

Chu Qiao’s heart suddenly felt cold, seemingly colder than the rain outside. Her eyes looked at them but seemed to see through them to something far away—too many years ago, when two children in thin clothes huddled together, defending against the omnipresent cold.

“Huh?”

Zhao Xiang frowned in confusion, raising his head to look up. The roof tile that had been leaking had somehow been repaired, and no more rainwater dripped down. He looked up, puzzled, and asked, “Fourteenth Brother, the water stopped?”

Zhao Fei frowned slightly. Suddenly hearing footsteps approaching, he raised his head and saw a slender young woman with a straight back. Unlike the usual palace maids who always kept their heads down cautiously, or those powerful women who always held their heads high, she simply walked calmly, very quiet and steady. Her thin back emanated an inexplicable warmth.

“Fourteenth Brother?”

Zhao Xiang’s voice sounded beside him, but Zhao Fei seemed not to hear. He looked at the girl’s neat clothes and white shoes. As her skirt hem fluttered, he noticed a few traces of green moss on the soles of her boots.

By the time Chu Qiao returned to Shangyi Fang, it was already late. Several female officials had already gone to bed. Chu Qiao tidied up and returned to her room. After a while, the window moved slightly, and a black figure quickly flashed out, disappearing into the courtyard in moments.

At the edge of Nine Carp Lake, a green-painted boat was moored on the shore. As the woman lifted the curtain, she immediately saw the man’s bright eyes looking up at her with a gentle smile.

“You’ve come,” Yan Xun smiled lightly, reaching out to take her hand, saying, “Have some hot tea to warm yourself.”

“I heard your wedding with Zhao Chun’er is half a month away. I figured you would be here tonight.”

Yan Xun nodded, “I’ve been waiting for you here for three nights. If you hadn’t come, I would have gone to the Imperial Academy to find you tomorrow.”

“That would be too dangerous,” Chu Qiao frowned, “The Emperor has people watching me specifically to guard against you. That day when he said he would kill me was just to test your reaction. You must be very careful.”

“Trust me with my actions,” Yan Xun put away his smile and said solemnly, “It’s time to settle accounts.”

Chu Qiao was startled, “Are you ready?”

“Fifteen days from now, the envoys from Huai Song will arrive in Zhen Huang. The Emperor will host a grand state banquet. At that time, envoys from both Bian Tang and Huai Song will enter Zhen Huang City. That will be our best opportunity.”

“Fifteen days from now?” Chu Qiao frowned and said seriously, “Isn’t that your wedding day with Zhao Chun’er?”

Yan Xun nodded, “Exactly.”

Chu Qiao was suddenly at a loss for words, her brows tightly knitted, silent.

“At that time, I will start from Duan Mu Pavilion. A Jing will be responsible for assisting you, and we will meet at the Moon Gate. The musicians will attack the Bian Tang Crown Prince in the great hall to create chaos. Members of the Da Tong Association, led by Miss Yu, will attack the foreign guest house in advance, disguised as Huai Song envoys, and assault the West Gate. We will leave through the East Gate, meet with Master Wu at the west bank of Chi Lake, and then have Yan Bei suicide soldiers impersonate us by charging out of the city through all four gates to draw the pursuing Xia army. We must cross the Cang Lang Mountain, enter the Western Frontier Snow Mountains via Despair Cliff, bypass the Zu’ao Wilderness, and circle back to Yan Bei. During this time, the Yan Bei army will take the opportunity to attack Jia Leng Pass, Bai Shui Pass, and Wa Cheng Fort to create the illusion that I have already returned to Yan Bei. Relay points have been arranged along the way. Those hidden outposts you established in the Western Wilderness earlier will serve as the first batch of support staff. Miss Yu has produced gunpowder according to your formula. Although its power isn’t as great as you described, if detonated in the temple, it will certainly cause major chaos.”

Chu Qiao was slightly dazed and remained silent after listening.

Yan Xun smiled slightly, teasing her, “What’s wrong? Too happy to speak?”

Chu Qiao chuckled and shook her head, saying, “It feels somewhat like a dream. After waiting so many years, suddenly hope is right before our eyes, and I can hardly believe it.”

Yan Xun felt a pang in his heart. He stood up, circled the small table, came behind Chu Qiao, half-knelt, and gently embraced her with his arms.

Chu Qiao’s body immediately stiffened, not daring to move at all.

Yan Xun didn’t use force, but endless warmth transferred from his body. The man’s voice was low, carrying an indescribable hoarseness and suppression: “Chu Qiao, this is not a dream. We are finally going to make it through. I will take you back to Yan Bei. From now on, no one will bully you again, and no one will take you away from me again.”

Chu Qiao was stunned. She hadn’t expected Yan Xun to speak so naturally. She suddenly felt a shameful nervousness. Despite being forty years old combining her past and present lives, she blushed like a fifteen or sixteen-year-old girl. Then, a cold kiss slowly fell on the nape of her neck.

“Chu Qiao,” Yan Xun’s voice was hoarse and deep, like gentle ocean waves. He said softly, “I have never told you before, and I will only say these words once, so listen carefully. I want to thank you, thank you for accompanying me through hell for so many years, thank you for not abandoning me during the darkest days of my life, and thank you for always standing by my side. Without you, Yan Xun would be nothing—he would have died on that snowy night eight years ago. Chu Qiao, I won’t say these words again in the future. I will use a lifetime to make it up to you. Some things don’t need to be said between us; we should understand each other. Chu Qiao belongs to me, Yan Xun, and only to me. I will protect you, take you away. Eight years ago, I took your hand, and I never intended to let it go.”

Chu Qiao slowly closed her eyes. The night wind was like rustling silkworms; her heart was like mulberry leaves, being nibbled away bit by bit.

Yan Bei, Huo Lei Plain, Hui Hui Mountain…

“Yan Xun, I never had a hometown. It’s because you were there that I made your hometown my own.”

The man took a deep breath, then slowly tightened his arms. In his heart was a vast lake, warm as spring.

“Chu Qiao, trust me.”

The man sighed gently. He didn’t specify what she should trust him about, but Chu Qiao understood. She told herself silently, trust him, who else could she trust if not him? In this world, they only had each other.

Perhaps they were still too young then, not knowing what constituted worldly affairs, human nature, interests, or prospects. What storms lay ahead, what obstacles would be on the path—they knew nothing of these things. They were like two young hedgehogs; outside was a world of ice and snow, and they huddled together quietly for warmth. Yet they did not know that with time, they would eventually grow sharp spines.

Those hidden snowstorms in the darkness were finally silently approaching and would, on some suitable future day, shatter everything.

“Chu Qiao,” the man’s robe sash fluttered lightly as he turned back in the night rain and whispered.

Chu Qiao’s face was slightly flushed, her eyes bright as stars, her lips pressed tightly together, her nose straight, carrying a touch of rare heroic spirit for a woman.

“Go back and rest well. Wait for my news.”

Chu Qiao smiled brightly and nodded firmly, “Yes.”

The path ahead was shrouded in storm and rain. May had arrived, and the winter of Great Xia had passed. All things were gradually reviving, including those feelings hidden deep in the heart.

Chapter 69: Danger at the Hunting Grounds
At this moment, in the imposing Zhuge mansion on Qianyuan Road in the inner city of Zhen Huang, low growls of discontent could be heard. Several gray-haired physicians knelt on the ground with hunched backs, their faces pale and bodies trembling like chaff in the wind.

“Young Master,” the little maid Huan’er’s face was ashen, and the white cloth in her hands was instantly soaked with blood. She knelt on the ground, her forehead covered in cold sweat and tears streaming down her face as she trembled, “Young Master, please let the physicians examine you.”

Zhuge Yue’s green robe was spattered with blood, and a large wound had been torn open on his arm. The injury was severe, with blood gushing out, yet he seemed completely unaware of it. He held a whip with an iron hook, staring vigilantly at the animal in the cage.

Inside, there was a mature spotted tiger! Its tail was thick, its claws and teeth sharp. Its entire body was covered in broken fur and dripping with blood. Its eyes were filled with hatred as it looked at the man. Despite being critically injured, it showed not the slightest fear or supplication.

Half a month ago, this tiger had been offered as a tribute from Great Yu, but now it was barely recognizable.

“The Master has arrived,” someone called out, and the room instantly fell silent. Zhuge Mu Qing slowly entered the room, still wearing his blue court robes that he hadn’t had time to change. He glanced at the messy beast house, slightly furrowed his brows, and finally waved his hand, saying, “Everyone, leave.”

The crowd felt as if they had been granted a great amnesty and hurriedly withdrew. Huan’er tried to bandage Zhuge Yue’s arm while crying, then wiped her tears and retreated from the room.

The large door was slowly closed by people outside. Zhuge Yue’s expression remained unchanged as he stubbornly stood in place, his eyes fixed on the cage, saying nothing.

“Are you dissatisfied?” the old man’s voice suddenly sounded low.

Zhuge Yue stood straight and did not speak for a long time.

“My son, what has Master Qiu Yue taught you all these years?”

Zhuge Yue remained silent for a while before saying in a deep voice, “The art of deploying troops, the way of handling affairs, the manner of being an official.”

“That’s good,” the old man nodded and slowly said, “At least he didn’t take it upon himself to teach you how to be a ruler.”

“Father?” Zhuge Yue suddenly raised his head, his voice low with a trace of alarm.

“Fourth son, among all my children, you have the highest aptitude—steady and mature at a young age, cautious in your actions. But your flaw is that you are too stubborn. Do you remember when you were young? When old Batu paid homage to the Emperor and brought a large mastiff, you liked it and tried every method to get it. You spent more than two months on that mastiff, suffered countless injuries, wore thick leather clothing to eat and sleep with the mastiff, used both soft and hard approaches, and finally, after much effort to tame it, you told your servant to kill and stew it. At that time, when I asked why, how did you answer?”

Zhuge Yue frowned deeply and remained silent for a long time before saying softly, “I said I liked the process of obtaining and taming it, not the dog itself.”

“Right,” Zhuge Mu Qing smiled faintly and said in a deep voice, “That’s exactly what you said. At that time, your grandfather was still alive. After hearing this, he told me that this child must be the hope for the revival of our Zhuge lineage. All these years, I have firmly believed this. But now, I’m beginning to doubt.”

“Father?” Zhuge Yue raised his head, his brows tightly furrowed, “I…”

“Fourth son, for that slave, you even fought with your eldest brother years ago. Later, you even switched them secretly, concealing the truth. You did it very cleverly and discreetly, but do you really think that Father completely believed you and disregarded your eldest brother’s words?”

Zhuge Mu Qing’s expression suddenly became stern, and he said in a deep voice, “I thought you would have made progress after seven years at Wo Long, but I didn’t expect you to still be so impulsive and reckless, disregarding the consequences. Do you know what kind of consequences your actions that night might bring? What obstacles and disasters they might cause for your future career?”

With a thud, Zhuge Yue immediately knelt, lowered his head, and said in a deep voice, “Son was rash.”

“You were indeed rash!” Zhuge Mu Qing raised his head and said sternly, “After the fall of the Mu He clan, the Batu Ha family in the northwest is also not what it once was. Wei Shu You has suffered from poisoning and his whereabouts are unknown. Heaven knows who will be next! If the Council of Elders does not unite, we will be devoured piece by piece. Our great families must both guard against each other and depend on each other. This is an unchanging iron law and the necessary path for our family’s prosperity for hundreds of generations. At this time, how can you divert your attention to other matters and neglect our family’s great enterprise?”

Zhuge Yue lowered his head, his expression unclear, but his deep voice could be heard saying slowly, “Son has realized his mistake.”

Zhuge Mu Qing didn’t speak. He walked to the cage and looked at the tiger offered by Great Yu. His narrow eyes slowly narrowed, and suddenly, the old man swiftly drew a long sword from the weapon rack nearby. With lightning speed, he slashed into the iron cage. The sword cut through iron as if it were mud, instantly penetrating the tiger’s neck. A line of bloodshot upward, and the fierce tiger roared once, convulsed a few times, and then moved no more.

Zhuge Yue turned his head, his eyebrows tightly knitted as he looked at the bloody scene, but he didn’t say a word.

“Child, even among beasts, there are differences. Like dogs, they can be tamed for your use. Like tigers, they can only be killed to avoid harming yourself. Having grown up in the mountains and forests for many years, Father hopes you understand this principle.”

The night wind was icy cold, and there was a thick smell of blood in the room.

“This time, the Council of Elders must join hands to avoid this disaster. Get ready.”

Zhuge Yue still knelt on the ground. Upon hearing this, he raised his head and asked in a deep voice, “Who did the Wei faction send?”

“Who else could they send?” Zhuge Mu Qing laughed coldly, “The Wei faction truly has no worthy successors.”

The moon was full, the stars few, and the rain had just stopped. A ragged and emaciated army, after explaining themselves for half a day, was still unable to enter the imperial city and had no choice but to camp outside, waiting to enter the city early the next morning. Looking at the city guards on the wall who were full of suspicion and watching them with wide eyes, the soldiers finally could no longer suppress their anger and began to complain.

“What kind of situation is this?”

A young soldier had just entered the tent when his stomach rumbled loudly. He couldn’t help but throw his helmet on the ground and shout angrily.

“Shhh! Keep your voice down. Be careful, the young general might hear.”

“So what if he hears? We are the prestigious Tian Division of Zhen Huang, but we’ve been reduced to this state, wearing these tattered clothes. Even with tokens, we can’t enter the city. I haven’t had a full meal in ten days. Even the Northwest Field Army lives better than us!”

“Exactly!” another soldier chimed in, “The young general pities those lowly commoners and can use his salary to help them. His Wei family is the richest in the land; they could build a hundred century-old soup kitchens and serve abalone and bird’s nests every day with plenty to spare. Why must we suffer together? On the way back, we gave away so much. Not having food to eat is one thing, but even warm clothes were given to those lowly people. Look at my foot, it’s still swollen.”

“Whose feet aren’t swollen? Even my legs are swollen. What’s most hateful is that even the military brothel has been disbanded. Being with General Shu Ye for these two years has been harder than living in Nanshan Temple.”

“To be honest, the young general is not a bad person and treats everyone equally, but he’s too much like a woman. He does things in a hesitant and overly careful manner. In the battle of Yuchi County, we were half an hour ahead of the 14th Army, but he insisted on going around White Mountain Ridge, afraid that the army would trample the commoners’ crops. Otherwise, how would the credit have been stolen by the 14th Army? No wonder, even though his family background, position, martial arts, and planning are not inferior to the young lord of the Mu family, his promotion speed in the military is far behind others.”

“Exactly…”

“Silence!” a stern shout suddenly came in. Lieutenant General Yelü stood outside the tent, his posture upright, his tone cold, saying harshly, “Go to sleep now! What time is it?”

Inside, there was instant silence. Yelü Yan frowned, looking at the distant tent with fluttering curtains, silent.

Two years had passed, and they had finally returned.

Three days later, it would be the day when the Huai Song envoys arrived at Zhen Huang City. As before, the special envoy from Huai Song would be led by Princess Imperial Nalan Hong Ye herself.

The Nalan clan of Huai Song was a great family of the same era as the Li clan of Bian Tang, with a lineage traceable back thousands of years. Even in the time of the previous Great Yin Dynasty, there were officials from the Nalan clan at court. Particularly famous was the Nalan clan’s ancestor, Nalan Jie, who had repelled the grassland cavalry outside Yao Pass, led his army to charge 3,000 miles, and deeply penetrated the great desert to completely eradicate the Quanrong people of the Helan Tianshan range. That battle was the first victory of the Eastern Continent against the grasslands. From then on, the grassland cavalry was in decline until the emergence of Pei Luo Zhen Huang, the ancestor of Great Xia, three hundred years ago, who restored the dignity of the grassland cavalry. However, soon after, the Pei Luo clan changed their emblem and surname after taking control of the Central Plains, completely rejecting the fact that they too had come from the grasslands.

As time passed to a thousand years later, the Nalan royal family had few descendants. By the time it reached the hands of the late Emperor Nalan Lie, there was only one son and one daughter. After Nalan Lie died in the southern border battle, his young son Nalan Hong Yu ascended the throne. The Empress Dowager Xiao was weak and ill and not skilled in court politics, so Nalan Hong Yu’s elder sister, Nalan Hong Ye, assisted in governing.

In five years, Huai Song’s national strength greatly increased, commerce flourished, and the country was peaceful and prosperous. The Nalan siblings also won great respect in the country. As the Princess Imperial of Huai Song, Nalan Hong Ye’s prestige and position were almost not inferior to the Emperor’s. However, what went unnoticed was that this gifted Princess Imperial was not yet twenty-one years old, and when she had taken up her responsibilities at a critical time, she had just come of age.

The day was clear and the breeze gentle. Opening the door of the academy, one could see Crown Prince Li Ce standing like a flower under the corridor, his smile radiant, his eyes narrowed into lines, happily waving his hand upon seeing her.

The young woman wore green palace attire and seemed not to notice him as she turned to head towards Shangyi Fang.

“Qiao Qiao,” a clingy voice sounded from behind. Li Ce wore a pine-green dragon robe with a matching jade belt, looking quite handsome. He strode forward to block Chu Qiao’s path, his eyes curved into a smile, saying, “Are you angry?”

Chu Qiao stepped back slightly. Under the corridor was a blue lake. The weather had warmed, and small fish were now gently swaying and swimming. The water was crystal clear, with aquatic plants floating.

“Qiao Qiao, I didn’t intentionally abandon you. I knew someone would stand up for you and just wanted to see how much charm my Qiao Qiao has.”

“Crown Prince Li, this is the inner palace. Please mind your words.”

Li Ce frowned, looking hurt, “Qiao Qiao, must you keep me at a thousand-mile distance?”

“Li Ce,” Chu Qiao slowly frowned and said in a deep voice, “You are truly unlikable.”

Li Ce laughed heartily, opening his fan with a flourish, and said with a smile, “This is the first time the Crown Prince has heard such words.”

“Is that so?” Chu Qiao smiled coldly, “There must be few people who dare to speak the truth. Then today I might as well make things clear to you once and for all. I dislike you. I dislike how you constantly parade around in your bright clothes in front of me. I dislike your insincere and affected manner of speech. I dislike your fox-like eyes. I dislike your overfamiliarity. I dislike your honey-tongued, malicious nature that thrives on chaos. Since we are destined to be enemies, please stop pretending to be close friends. I don’t have the time to act with you or to entertain your antics. Either behave with the dignity of a Crown Prince, and I’ll properly bow and pay my respects to you, or we can each go our way without further entanglement. I am just a lowly commoner, undeserving of Your Highness’s favor and affection. Whatever tricks or intentions you have, please find someone else.”

With that, the woman flicked her sleeve and walked away.

“Hey! Don’t go!”

Li Ce anxiously grabbed her clothes from behind. Chu Qiao frowned, using an elusive footwork technique to evade. With a splash, Li Ce’s body tilted and fell into the cold blue lake.

“Help!” cries immediately came from servants in the distance, “The Crown Prince has fallen into the water!”

In the afternoon, Chu Qiao sat under the corridor of Shangyi Fang, surrounded by flowering trees with willow buds sprouting. The sunlight warmly fell upon her, very comforting.

Suddenly, a black shadow appeared behind her. The person breathed slowly and approached cautiously, with light footsteps that were both unsteady yet somewhat stable, clearly someone who had practiced martial arts but was not proficient.

Chu Qiao was polishing a piece of pottery. Hearing the sound, she calmly put down the treasure in her hands and quietly waited for the right moment.

A black shadow slowly reached out to pat Chu Qiao’s shoulder. In a flash, the woman lowered her body, using her elbow, grabbing the wrist, and executing a shoulder throw!

With a loud thud, accompanied by a man’s wail, the well-dressed man landed face-up in the courtyard. The ground had just been sprinkled with water by Chu Qiao, and now it was covered in mud, soiling the man all over.

Li Ce got up with a pained expression, frowning in frustration, “Qiao Qiao, I just changed into fresh clothes!”

Chu Qiao gave him a cold look, then crouched down to continue polishing the pottery.

Li Ce limped over and squatted beside Chu Qiao, saying, “Qiao Qiao, this afternoon, the Princess Imperial of Huai Song will enter the city. Aren’t you going to watch?”

“A lowly servant like me has no right to welcome the golden branches and jade leaves of Huai Song.”

Li Ce sat down very familiarly, forcibly occupying half of Chu Qiao’s bench, “You’re not going? Then I won’t go either. Let’s go out of the city. I heard that the hunting grounds of Great Xia are vast. Now that winter has just passed, the hibernating bears have all awakened.”

Chu Qiao frowned deeply, her voice cold, “No.”

Li Ce cupped his chin, frowning, “Then where shall we go? I’m not familiar with this place either. The palace is so boring. Emperor Xia is very unreasonable. Zhao Qi hasn’t been seen for three days. They’ve assigned a bunch of old men to accompany me. They tremble all over when I so much as yawn. It’s completely dull.”

“Ah! It’s Crown Prince Li! This servant has been disrespectful!” Several female officials from Shangyi Fang walked by and suddenly spotted Li Ce. Everyone was startled and hastily knelt to pay their respects.

“It’s fine, it’s fine. Please rise.” Li Ce smiled at the palace maids, waving his hand in a friendly manner, his eyes almost narrowed into slits.

Looking at Li Ce’s expression, Chu Qiao’s frown deepened. She felt that all the words she had spoken in the morning had been wasted. Her composure was deteriorating; she got angry at such a person.

“You may go about your business. I’ll still be sitting here for a while.”

Li Ce chatted casually with the palace maids, showing no princely airs whatsoever.

“Qiao Qiao, let’s go out of the city to hunt!”

Chu Qiao said nothing, stood up, and carried the water basin into the room.

Li Ce rose to follow her, asking as he walked, “What do you think? Qiao Qiao, shall we go?”

Chu Qiao still didn’t speak and began organizing scrolls.

Li Ce circled, persistently asking, “Qiao Qiao, shall we go? Hmm?”

Chu Qiao told herself, I must not respond to him and continued to keep her calm, busying herself with unnecessary tasks, and refusing to give any reply.

“Qiao Qiao, shall we go? Please?”

“Qiao Qiao, if you don’t speak, I’ll take it as consent.”

“Qiao Qiao, do you want to go but can’t bring yourself to admit it?”

“Qiao Qiao, you want to go, right? I knew you wouldn’t truly be angry with me. Look, you pushed me into the cold lake, and I didn’t even get mad at you.”

“Qiao Qiao, why aren’t you changing clothes? When are we leaving the city? If we wait any longer, it will be dark…”

…

Chu Qiao didn’t know what madness had possessed her to come out of the city with him.

This was the first time Chu Qiao had left Zhen Huang City when it wasn’t snowing. The vast hunting ground was covered in green grass, lush and beautiful. Li Ce wore an exaggerated red robe embroidered with large peonies, which looked quite vulgar, but on him, it had a certain elegance.

The man rode a flashy white stallion with a purple rose silk flower tied around its neck, looking just like a groom going to collect his bride.

After standing for about half an hour, Chu Qiao finally asked her first question reluctantly, “Weren’t we supposed to hunt? Why aren’t we going?”

“How could I do something so cruel?” Li Ce widened his eyes in shock, then leaned close to Chu Qiao’s ear and whispered, “I’m not like those bloodthirsty Xia people who have no respect for life.”

The woman raised an eyebrow, “Then why did you come hunting?”

“Hehe,” Li Ce opened his fan with a flourish, looking smug, and said with a smile, “I just wanted to find an opportunity to be alone with Qiao Qiao.”

Chu Qiao had developed immunity to his crazy talk and, raising her whip, said, “You just said Xia people don’t respect life?”

“Yes,” Li Ce said, “I heard they even have a type of hunting called human hunting, which is truly inhumane.”

Chu Qiao’s heart trembled at these words, and she looked up and asked, “What about the royal family of Bian Tang? How do you treat your slaves?”

“In our Bian Tang,” Li Ce shook his head proudly and said, “Great Xia values the destruction of life, while we in Bian Tang value the creation of life.”

“Creating life?”

The woman frowned, asking softly in confusion. Li Ce suddenly chuckled, leaning over with a hoarse voice, “Would Qiao Qiao like to try? The Crown Prince’s excellent bloodline is available to you for free.”

Immediately understanding what “creating life” meant, Chu Qiao turned her head and gave him a cold look, saying sternly, “A dog can’t stop eating shit!”

With that, she walked ahead alone. Li Ce followed behind in high spirits, accompanied by a large number of elite guards. Since the successive misfortunes of Mu He Xi Feng and Wei Shu You, the already tense atmosphere in Zhen Huang City due to the Emperor’s birthday had become like a fully drawn bowstring, filled with urgency that made it hard to breathe. Nobles traveled with large escorts, and Li Ce was no exception.

This showed how powerful Yan Xun’s forces hidden in the shadows were. Perhaps only Chu Qiao in the entire Zhen Huang City knew that these fat, conscienceless imperial nobles would one day drink the bitter cup of regret.

“Qiao Qiao, wait for me. I’m not used to riding this horse.”

Li Ce called out loudly from behind again. Chu Qiao sighed helplessly and turned back to see Li Ce awkwardly twisting on the horse, which remained stubbornly in place, refusing to move.

Chu Qiao frowned and said, “Didn’t you ride quite well when we first met? You even dared to maneuver on horseback. Your horsemanship was excellent.”

“Just that one horse,” Li Ce smiled sheepishly, “It was a purebred horse gifted from the Fire Burning Hut in the Southern Frontier, raised by me since it was small, and it listens to me the most. Back then, I only learned that one horseback maneuver from the riding master because I thought it looked dashing.”

“Then why didn’t you ride that horse today?”

Li Ce answered naturally, “You’re riding a pure black horse with a tuft of white at the tip of its nose, so of course I needed to find a pure white one with a tuft of black at the tip of its nose. See? It’s right here.” Li Ce struggled to bend down, and pushed aside the rose flower covering the horse’s nose, revealing a tuft of black hair that looked quite spirited.

Chu Qiao suddenly felt completely drained of energy. Looking at Li Ce’s peach blossom-like face, she felt that any words would be superfluous. She shook her head and said in a deep voice, “Li Ce, if you’re truly pretending, if you have ulterior motives and are secretly causing trouble, if the behavior you display is all fake, then your skill is incredibly deep.”

Li Ce smiled proudly, “The Crown Prince came to Zhen Huang with ulterior motives to secretly cause trouble, but my behavior is genuine. The Crown Prince is the same gallant and graceful figure in any situation.”

Chu Qiao sighed helplessly, her eyes sweeping the area, and suddenly a strong sense of unease surged within her!

Her phoenix eyes scanned the prairie, and in an instant, the woman leaped up, throwing herself at Li Ce and knocking him off his warhorse!

“Qiao Qiao! Why is your leap into my arms so rough? You…”

“Shut up!”

The woman shouted angrily. Almost simultaneously, a dense rain of sharp arrows shot toward them like locusts. From the distant high slope, countless enemies suddenly emerged, each wielding bows and crossbows. Bowstrings twanged continuously. More than ten guards in front immediately fell from their horses like sieves. The riderless warhorses neighed in unison. Chu Qiao dragged Li Ce in a side roll, just avoiding the huge body of the white horse. Countless arrows were densely embedded in the white horse’s carcass, their tips glinting with a dark blue light—poisoned.

“Is this your trick?”

Chu Qiao shouted sternly. Li Ce’s eyes were also confused as he cried out, “I set up an ambush for myself?”

“Damn it!”

At the same time, battle cries erupted! Countless enemies sprang up from the tall grass. Each wielding a thick-backed war blade and dressed in civilian clothes, they charged forward with shouts.

“Protect His Highness!” Li Ce’s chief guard Meng Jiao shouted sternly, leading several personal guards forward. Fortunately, they had brought bows and arrows for hunting, and in the emergency, they were able to return fire a few times. Otherwise, they would have been annihilated without hope of survival.

Chu Qiao blocked several flying arrows and saw Li Ce standing behind her with a bewildered look. She became angry and sternly asked, “You don’t know martial arts?”

Li Ce nodded hurriedly, “Qiao Qiao, you must protect me.”

“Idiot!” The young woman was instantly furious. She kicked Li Ce’s knee, and the man cried out and fell into a crouch, just in time to dodge a flying arrow.

“Don’t panic! Those in front engage the enemy, those in the middle provide covering fire with arrows, and those at the rear gather the warhorses, ready to break through at any moment!” The young woman grabbed a crossbow and, while running, fiercely counterattacked. Her arrows seemed to have eyes, never missing their target. With each arrow she fired, a miserable scream followed.

Killing cries came from all directions. Arrows filled the sky, and shouts shook the heavens. The enemy’s forces came like the tide, endlessly surging forward, at least a thousand strong. Li Ce’s guards were now fewer than a hundred, all wounded. In an emergency, they could not possibly stand against the attack. Chu Qiao dragged Li Ce as they ran staggering. Seeing that a dense forest was not far away, her heart suddenly filled with joy, and she shouted, “Retreat into the forest!”

A fierce blade came straight toward them. Li Ce cried out in panic. Chu Qiao swiftly moved forward, delivering a flying kick to the man’s groin. Pig-like screams instantly rang out, but before the man’s voice could extend, Chu Qiao swung her sword and sliced off half of his head!

Blood instantly sprayed all over Li Ce. The man was startled and actually pulled out a handkerchief from his collar, rubbing it vigorously against his clothes.

“Idiot! Is this the time for that?” Grabbing the man’s hand, Chu Qiao pulled him into the forest. The rain of arrows was immediately blocked by the dense trees, with only a few arrows penetrating, though with much less force.

Seeing them hide in the forest, the enemies decisively abandoned their bows and charged forward with swords.

Enemies were all around, like locusts, dense and numerous. Chu Qiao’s sword moves were astonishing, cutting down all who opposed her. She pulled Li Ce forward, leading the way. Meng Jiao and the others followed behind. By now, there were fewer than fifty of them left, all covered in blood, seriously wounded, and no longer able to fight.

Chu Qiao’s mind worked rapidly, scanning for weaknesses in the enemy’s encirclement. Her methods were ruthless; she killed six or seven people in succession. The martial arts experience from her two lifetimes, combined with years of hard training, finally showed its great advantage in this jungle warfare. Although she was small in stature, she could better utilize the terrain, moving and killing in the forest almost unchallenged.

“Qiao Qiao! Qiao Qiao!”

Li Ce suddenly called out loudly. Chu Qiao turned back to see a large man wielding a knife and approaching him. Meng Jiao was covered in blood and swaying, obviously unable to hold on much longer.

Chu Qiao leaped up, kicking the large man’s shoulder, and brought her sword down in mid-air. The Breaking Moon sword sang as it slashed diagonally from the man’s face to his shoulder. The man screamed and fell to the ground, his skull shattered and bleeding profusely.

The precious sword’s long cry echoed in her ears. The man who was waiting in the back mountain, ready to assist at any moment, was startled. He frowned and raised his head to look toward the distant hunting ground.

Chu Qiao was also surprised; she hadn’t expected the Breaking Moon sword to be such a treasure that it would emit such a piercing sword cry. But now she had no time to consider this. Her left shoulder suddenly felt a burning pain. The young woman raised an eyebrow, her left hand drawing the dagger from under her ribs and instantly stabbing it into the attacker’s eye socket. Her right wrist flicked, blocking a spear from the right. As the opponent staggered back, she executed a flurry of sword moves, leaping up, her right foot kicking the man’s face repeatedly, and her sword following, piercing the man’s heart.

“Qiao Qiao!” Li Ce was shocked and rushed forward to embrace Chu Qiao, “You’re hurt!”

“Don’t worry about me! Meng Jiao, take your master and run west!”

“No! I can’t abandon you!”

Li Ce stubbornly stood in place, picked up a sword from the ground, waved it around with a fancy stance, and shouted with vigor, “Petty villains! Come on!”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao’s heart suddenly chilled.

She didn’t want to suffer this undeserved calamity. With her abilities, escaping through the forest was almost guaranteed; few in the world could stop her. Today’s situation clearly showed that the enemy was targeting Li Ce. As soon as she left him, she would be safe. But hearing his words, she suddenly found herself speechless. This man might have ulterior motives, might be devious, might be cunning and changeable, but at the very least, at this moment, she couldn’t see what other thoughts he could have. She could professionally say that this was not an act. If she hadn’t saved him several times, Li Ce would have long since died with no place for burial.

With a “snap,” Li Ce’s sword hadn’t even reached the enemy before he cut his sleeve and dropped the sword on the ground.

“Fool!” Chu Qiao shouted angrily, grabbing his hand and calling out to Meng Jiao and the others, “Follow me!”

The Breaking Moon sword’s blade was sharp, cutting iron as if it were mud. With a swish, the enemy’s sword was reduced to a short stub. The man was shocked and was then cut down by the pursuing Meng Jiao, falling to the ground covered in blood.

Stepping over the enemy’s corpses, Chu Qiao quickly moved up. Everyone followed her to a high slope. Below, the river water was rapid, with waves blooming like flowers, seemingly still containing ice floes—a river that had just thawed.

“Jump down!”

Chu Qiao called out loudly, kicking an assassin in the abdomen and shouting to everyone.

“Huh?” Li Ce stood behind Chu Qiao, stretching his neck to look down, frowning, “Qiao Qiao, we’ll freeze to death!”

“If you want to die, stay here!”

Li Ce hesitated on the high slope, unable to summon the courage. Suddenly, a man swung his knife up from the slope, attempting to ambush the young woman who was confronting enemies. The pampered Crown Prince of Bian Tang, from who knows where, found the courage to pick up a large stone and smash it against the man’s head. With a whistling sound, the man’s head was instantly bloodied, rolling down like a gourd.

“Haha!” Li Ce was delighted with his success and continued to fight the enemy by embracing stones.

Seeing the Crown Prince displaying great valor, others followed his example. For a time, the enemy’s momentum was suppressed.

“Quick, let’s go!” Chu Qiao turned around, embraced Li Ce who was fighting with gusto, and rolled down the slope with him. With a splash, everyone entered the water. The bone-chilling cold instantly assailed them, and Chu Qiao and Li Ce sank to the bottom of the water.

Chu Qiao remained clear-minded and swam upward quickly, but no matter how much effort she exerted, she still couldn’t surface. Looking down, she became furious. Li Ce was hugging his chest, tightly clutching a large stone as if it were a gold brick.

She punched the man’s back and grabbed the stone away, but before she could surface, suddenly a dense rain of arrows shot into the water. Screams continuously came from both sides, showing that Meng Jiao and the others had been hit underwater. Chu Qiao thought silently that fools have fool’s luck, and pulled Li Ce to swim away.

The water flow was very fast. After a while, the two surfaced. The enemies were still pursuing from the banks, but they had gone far.

Chu Qiao’s lips were pale, her shoulder bloody, and her strength gradually failing.

“Qiao Qiao, Qiao Qiao?” Li Ce’s voice grew increasingly muffled. Chu Qiao turned her head with effort and saw Li Ce struggling to paddle. Seeing her look at him, he quickly said in a deep voice, “You must hold on. We’re about to escape danger.”

This was the first time Li Ce had spoken to her so seriously. His face was somewhat blue, his lips pale and bloodless. His eyes lacked their usual playfulness and teasing, replaced by a seriousness that seemed to change his entire demeanor.

Chu Qiao wanted to tell him not to put on that frivolous, ridiculous act anymore, but though she opened her mouth several times, she couldn’t speak. Her body was frozen and trembling, and excessive blood loss had left her weak.

The river water was dark red. The enemies’ battle cries came from behind, endlessly. Gradually, fires were lit on other hilltops as well. It seemed that no matter which direction they headed today, they would have been ambushed as soon as they left the city. The enemy’s assassination plan was massive, with numerous forces deployed, beyond imagination.

There were no longer any sounds from the guards at her side. The water sound grew louder, and the sky gradually darkened. The river water was bone-chillingly cold, the spray increasingly high, the current accelerating. Chu Qiao and Li Ce cried out as they rapidly descended a small waterfall. In the whirling confusion, Li Ce suddenly exerted force and tightly embraced the young woman. The two fell together from the height, amid rugged rocks. Chu Qiao’s back struck a stone, and her vision went black as she lost consciousness.

Chapter 70: Methods of the King of Hell
Although they were already accustomed to marching through wild mountains and forests, every time they climbed to a high point, they could still see the torches of the large group of pursuers, like vengeful ghosts relentlessly biting at their heels, giving them no time to rest briefly or choose an escape route. They could only flee toward the dense forests and steep mountains that were difficult to cross.

By the time they finally managed to temporarily shake off those people, the sky had completely darkened, and they had lost their way, unable to discern the direction to Zhenhuang.

The night was cold and misty. During the first half of the night, there was even light rain, causing the temperature to drop rapidly. To prevent being discovered, they didn’t even dare to light a fire. Chu Qiao and Li Ce sat in a patch of dense low shrubs. The frail girl leaned against a tree trunk, her bones feeling as if they were falling apart. Blood continued to seep from multiple wounds on her body, causing unbearable pain. The arrow wound on her shoulder was especially severe; even the slightest movement caused excruciating pain. Excessive blood loss made her feel extremely weary and powerless, almost wanting to lie down and sleep.

But years of training and experience told her that this moment was the most critical time in their escape. If she collapsed now, she might never have the chance to wake up again.

“Qiaoqiao?” Li Ce’s voice sounded beside her ear as an outer robe was draped over the girl’s shoulders. Chu Qiao frowned and raised her head to see the man crouching beside her, still smiling as he said, “My clothes are dry.”

Li Ce’s clothes no longer had any fragrance, having been soaked in river water for half a day and then fleeing through the forest. They were wrinkled like a rag, and the bright red garment was covered with dark red stains, probably the blood of some unfortunate assassin.

Chu Qiao moved slightly, causing blood to immediately seep from her shoulder. Li Ce was startled, the smile vanishing from his pale face as he hurriedly pressed on Chu Qiao’s wound, saying anxiously, “It’s bleeding again, what should we do?”

“It’s nothing,” Chu Qiao furrowed her brow, tore off a corner of her clothes, hastily bandaged it, and said solemnly, “Sit down first.”

“Huh?” Li Ce widened his eyes, questioning in confusion.

“Sit down first!” The woman impatiently frowned, her voice somewhat weak but full of authority: “We don’t have much time, let’s rest while we can.”

“Oh,” Li Ce obediently sat down, thought for a moment, and suddenly asked, “Qiaoqiao, who were those people? Do you know?”

“If you have so much energy, you’d better run a few more steps later. If you dare to complain about needing rest again, I’ll kill you first to prevent you from holding me back.”

The Crown Prince of Bian Tang fell silent like a cicada in winter, sitting on the ground with his neck tucked in, though his eyes darted around restlessly.

Of course, she also wanted to know who was behind this!

But the target was too big, making it difficult for her to grasp the core of the matter at the moment.

If Li Ce were to be assassinated outside Zhenhuang City, Bian Tang would certainly be the first to take offense, and war between Da Xia and Bian Tang would be inevitable. Once the two greatest powers of the time went to war, from a national perspective, those who would benefit first would be Huai Song, which was situated along the eastern coastal region; Da Huang in the southern frontier; and the Quanrong beyond the northwestern border. Huai Song in particular, with its prosperous trade and abundant food reserves, would immediately become the object of strong courtship by both countries. Huai Song would also leap from being a militarily weak country to occupying a powerful strategic position.

Looking at the internal politics, if Li Ce died, the Bian Tang royal family would have no successor, and the collateral relatives of the ancestral temples would have the opportunity to inherit the throne. The several brothers of Tang Yuanzong would naturally become the heirs in line, getting a share of Bian Tang’s vast territory.

From Bian Tang’s perspective, those with the capability to do this, apart from the Da Xia royal family, would be the various major clans and aristocratic families. After all, now that the Muhe clan had just fallen, and Yan Xun had used others to eliminate Muhe Xifeng and Wei Shuyou one after another, the various great families would inevitably develop a sense of “when the lips are gone, the teeth will be cold” and “when the rabbit dies, the fox grieves.” The stability of Da Xia’s regime had always come from the balance of power between the royal family and the aristocratic families. Once one side became too heavy, it would inevitably trigger a series of bloody political coups. With the cunning of people like Wei Guang, Zhuge, Mu Qing, and others, they would not fail to see the crisis hidden beneath the prosperous exterior of their families. Taking preemptive action to instigate turmoil, forcing the Emperor of Xia to rely on the power of the aristocratic families, and seizing the opportunity to take back military authority—these were things they were certainly capable of doing.

But what Chu Qiao was most worried about was that this matter was directed by Yan Xun and carried out by people dispatched by the Datong Association. If that was truly the case, then her current situation would be quite awkward.

Perhaps in the entire Zhenhuang City, only Chu Qiao truly understood Yan Xun’s strength. From Yan Xun’s perspective, eliminating Li Ce would not be a bad strategic plan. Once Li Ce died, Zhenhuang City would immediately fall into chaos, the trust between the various great families and the royal family would instantly shatter, Bian Tang and Da Xia would draw swords against each other, Huai Song and Da Huang would seize the opportunity to act, and the Quanrong would rise in the northern territories. The entire Western Mongolia would immediately be plunged into a chaotic fire of war. At that time, the Emperor of Xia would certainly not spare any effort to deal with Yan Xun, and might even rely on the forces of Yan Bei to confront the northern Quanrong. Yan Xun would instantly be in an invincible position, occupying complete initiative.

If this was truly Yan Xun’s doing, should she immediately find a way to expose their whereabouts, devise a method to kill Li Ce, and then cleverly divert the blame, splashing the dirty water onto the heads of the various great families?

If it was not Yan Xun’s doing, but she had already seen how the outcome of this matter benefited Yan Bei, should she, looking at the big picture, go along with the plan and follow the current?

The special agent’s code: at any time, look at the big picture and spare no sacrifice to gain the maximum benefit for one’s own side.

The girl’s palm slowly tightened, the dagger at her side emitting a cold, piercing glint, almost cutting into her skin. She didn’t want to think about how she had reached the shore after she had just fainted, didn’t want to think about Li Ce’s profile as he staggered through the forest carrying her on his back, didn’t want to think about the urgency and concern in his voice as he called her name again and again.

If it weren’t for me, he would certainly have died in the previous assassination attempt.

One good turn deserves another; heaven is fair.

Chu Qiao slowly narrowed her eyes, her fingers sliding toward the dagger at her side. Her calm mind quickly erased those impractical emotions from before. She had always known what she should do, just like carrying out a mission. For the past eight years, she had been constantly thinking about returning to Yan Bei. Besides that, nothing else mattered.

Dark patterned engraving, forged from cold iron, the blade thin and small, wrapped in cotton cloth—considering the current iron forging technology, it was already a high-tech product ahead of its time. The moment Chu Qiao touched the weapon, her mind instantly became clear. All emotions that shouldn’t exist suddenly vanished, immediately restoring her to a qualified, iron-blooded special agent.

The middle finger and index finger pinching the blade, drawing the knife, rotating, gripping the handle, striking!

Everything happened in an instant. Li Ce’s body suddenly leaped through the air, his face panicked as he shouted, “Qiaoqiao, watch out!”

A huge hunting dog suddenly pounced from behind Chu Qiao, instantly biting Li Ce’s wrist as he shielded her. From where Li Ce’s body moved away, an even larger hunting dog leaped out. The cold dagger, unchanged in direction, stabbed into the hunting dog’s carotid artery in one smooth motion—stab, rotate, horizontal pull!

Blood splattered! A howl of pain arose!

She turned and kicked the other hunting dog in the waist. The dog immediately let out a pitiful yelp and fell to the side!

Six masked men in black clothes flashed out from the forest, their eyes fierce, their steps steady—clearly masters of martial arts. Chu Qiao slowly stepped forward, pulling the rather impressive Li Ce, who was enduring the pain without crying out, behind her. She slowly drew the Broken Moon longsword from her waist and coldly looked at the six men opposite her.

When masters confront each other, speed always reaches its peak. Six sword-drawing sounds rang out simultaneously—swoosh, swoosh, swoosh, swoosh, swoosh, swoosh. Under the cold moon’s reflection, the two men closest to the left front suddenly soared into the air, letting out a fierce shout, and pouncing toward the petite girl with imposing momentum. As their bodies reached the highest point, the battle swords in their hands drew two eerie, cold arcs as they slashed down with thunderous force!

Chu Qiao’s body was half-bent, in a standard Japanese sideways stance, one hand protecting Li Ce and the other holding the sword at an angle. However, just as the opponent’s sword shadow covered her head, the girl suddenly sprang up. Their bodies quickly intersected in midair. The Broken Moon sword was unstoppable, instantly splitting the two men’s battle swords, swiftly cutting into one man’s shoulder. Her right foot followed, kicking hard at the man’s groin, while her left hand formed a claw, firmly gripping the opponent’s neck.

With a crisp sound of bones dislocating, the man didn’t even have time to scream before he fell softly to the ground, becoming a corpse.

In an instant, one dead and one injured—her combat power was extraordinary.

At this moment, the other four men had already rushed forward, two attacking Chu Qiao and the other two surrounding Li Ce.

Chu Qiao quickly turned back, wanting to go forward to protect Li Ce. Her body barely dodged the sword’s glare. Just as her body intersected with the two opponents, Chu Qiao caught a glimpse of an assassin swinging his sword at Li Ce. She immediately frowned, throwing the Broken Moon sword. The precious sword whistled through the air, carrying a thunderous wind. With her hands freed, she quickly divided them, instantly ghostlike, touching the backs of the two assassins’ heads, and forcefully slapped them!

In the blink of an eye, a huge bone-breaking sound erupted. The swift and violent attack came in an instant. Before the two assassins could react, their vision went black, blood splattered, brains burst, and their bodies fell, twitching briefly before they could no longer move.

At the same time, a scream suddenly came from in front of Li Ce. The man who was about to swing his sword at him was about to succeed when a sharp sword suddenly attacked, with a swoosh piercing through his chest, bloodily penetrating his heart, the sword tip pointing forward, stopping steadily in front of Li Ce.

Li Ce’s face turned pale, quite frightened. Before he could scream, the last remaining assassin pounced forward.

In a flash, before the man with the sword in his body could fall, the girl’s body suddenly swooped up like a whirlwind, pulling the Broken Moon sword from the man’s body. Bodies intersected, slid apart, blades crossed, at the peak of speed!

A professional assassin’s killing opportunity is always in that brief instant. As the blades met, sparks flew! Strike, grab the wrist, the sword cutting diagonally, double attack!

Break the wrist, twist, break the elbow, seize the blade, turn, and cut the abdomen!

The movements were swift and flowing. The next second, the originally fierce assassin was already wide-eyed, with a huge wound in his lower abdomen, blood flowing steadily, before falling to the ground with a thud!

At this moment, the girl had just turned back from her jumping posture. The cold wind slowly blew past her, her hair strands stained with blood, dripping down drop by drop.

From the moment of the ambush until now, it had only been the blink of an eye, but what was being tested was the courage, eyesight, speed, and skill of both sides. The facts proved that in this respect, Chu Qiao, the super special agent from the 21st century, had a slight edge.

“Qiaoqiao!” Li Ce hurriedly came forward, hugging her, and excitedly shouted, “You’re amazing!”

Chu Qiao, expressionless, slowly pushed him away, her gaze coldly looking toward the depths of the forest, and said in a chilling voice, “Everyone come out!”

Li Ce was stunned, his face immediately turning cold. He turned to look and saw four black-clothed men, dressed the same way, slowly walking out from the dense forest. Their swords were not yet drawn, clearly having just arrived.

Looking at the thin girl, the four men felt their scalps tingling. They were only a few dozen steps away from the six men in front, and in just these few dozen steps, five of their comrades were dead and one was injured. How powerful was the combat ability of this girl who seemed like she could be blown over by a gust of wind?

Chu Qiao’s expression was haughty as she coldly looked at the four men opposite her, her manner contemptuous. Suddenly, she coldly snorted and said, “Will you come one by one, or all together?”

The men cautiously didn’t speak, but slowly drew their battle swords, held them at an angle in front of them, yet didn’t dare to attack recklessly.

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, throwing away the Broken Moon sword in her hand, and said with disdain, “Dealing with you few, even bare-handed would be this young lady bullying you.”

The four men were immediately startled, and then all four pairs of eyes simultaneously burst with wild joy. They thought to themselves that this girl was talking nonsense and had lost her mind, actually wanting to fight them bare-handed—truly not knowing life from death. They had seen fools before, but never one as foolish as this. They were all assassins, to begin with, and there was no need to talk about any code of honor in the martial world. With a shout in unison, they suddenly attacked, afraid of losing the initiative, ruthlessly pouncing forward!

The blade was sharp, the sword’s aura overwhelming, the cold glare almost pressing against Chu Qiao’s pores. However, the girl still stood coldly, her expression calm, a cold smile at the corner of her mouth, seemingly not taking the men seriously at all.

The four men were immediately delighted, seizing the opportunity to establish this number one military achievement, no longer hesitating to charge forward, their momentum astonishing, explosive like thunder!

However, at this moment, Chu Qiao suddenly made a move. She flicked her wrist, and four sharp throwing knives suddenly appeared as if by magic, the blades smooth, polished like mirrors, looking like a work of art.

But the four assassins now had no leisure to appreciate the artwork. Their expressions suddenly changed, and their eyes immediately opened wide with terror. In the face of killing weapons that were faster than swords and had more tricky angles, no one would be without worry and fear. But it was too late to retreat. The girl’s wrist flicked, immediately throwing the four flying knives that instantly seemed like the summons of death, fiercely attacking forward. At such close range, there was nowhere to hide. The four flying knives seemed to have grown eyes, simultaneously piercing the throats of all four men. Blood gushed, voices hoarse, unable to even clearly shout “We’ve been tricked.”

Seeing the four assassins all settled in the blink of an eye, Li Ce’s face turned ashen, taking a long time to come back to his senses. After being dumbfounded for a long time, he finally uttered a complete sentence:

“Qiaoqiao, you’re despicable!”

It was unclear whether this sentence was praise or sarcasm. Chu Qiao coldly glanced at him sideways, suddenly feeling powerless all over, her body softening and falling.

“Oh no! Your wound is bleeding again!”

Chu Qiao no longer had the strength to deal with him. Looking at the wounded black-clothed assassin still lying stiffly in the distance, she instructed the physically inactive man, “Go, kill him.”

“Sure!”

Li Ce cheerfully agreed, rummaged all over the ground for a while, and finally, being quite nostalgic, picked up a stone and walked toward the assassin who had fainted from blood loss.

“Hmph, dare to ambush this Crown Prince, this Crown Prince will now send you to heaven.” With that, Li Ce immediately raised his hand, lifting the stone to strike the man.

“Ah!” A scream immediately rang out. Chu Qiao frowned tightly, and Li Ce’s face didn’t look good either. It turned out that his confident strike not only failed to kill the man but woke him up. The assassin, feeling the pain, screamed and wailed loudly, the sound traveling far away. It was believed that enemies from miles away would be summoned by this scream.

Chu Qiao’s gaze could no longer be described as angry. Li Ce frantically tried to cover the assassin’s mouth, while his other hand waved the large stone around. Before long, the assassin’s head had turned into a mess of pulp, unbearable to look at, with features indistinguishable.

Looking at this, Chu Qiao couldn’t help but feel it was not worth it for the assassin. He was considered skilled in martial arts but unexpectedly died at the hands of such an idiot, and in such a tragic way.

“Qiaoqiao,” Li Ce rubbed his hands together, walked back embarrassedly, and said ingratiatingly, “Can you still walk?”

Chu Qiao coldly looked at him and stood up leaning on her scabbard.

The sound of a waterfall cascading reached her ears, flames filled the horizon, enemies were all around, and the emperor’s rescue personnel were in an unknown direction. Nothing could be taken lightly.

“Qiaoqiao, that move you just used was amazing, can you teach me?”

“Qiaoqiao, do you think those people just now were killed by the flying knives or scared to death by you? I saw that two of them died without closing their eyes, they must have died with regrets.”

“Qiaoqiao…”

“Shut up!”

The woman angrily shouted, concentrating her mind as she carefully scouted the path ahead. She seemed to have forgotten her thoughts from just a short while ago, temporarily postponing the idea of killing Li Ce. She remembered the hunting dog from before, and the wound on Li Ce’s wrist was now more than an inch long.

Forget it, consider it interesting, and let him live a bit longer.

At this moment, Li Ce, following behind, was completely unaware that the hunting dog had saved his life. He looked at the hideous wound on his fair wrist with indignation, grumbling gloomily, “I have a pack of large dogs in my palace, any one of them could easily handle ten or eight of those.”

The night mist was desolate, the future difficult to predict, and strange rocks protruded everywhere. Li Ce carefully followed behind the girl. The Crown Prince of Bian Tang, who had never suffered any hardship, frowned glumly, “Will the Emperor of Xia send people to rescue us?”

The girl didn’t speak. Li Ce hadn’t expected her to chat with him, and after a while, he continued to grumble about how the Red River Plateau was too cold and not a place for people to stay.

“He will.”

A low but confident voice suddenly sounded. Li Ce was stunned, raised his head, and asked in confusion, “What did you say?”

Those people didn’t recognize her; they weren’t from Datong. So at this moment, Yan Xun must be on his way to rescue her.

“He definitely will.” Chu Qiao said firmly, her eyes determined, flashing with brilliant light.

At that time, Li Ce perhaps didn’t understand what that light was called. By the time he finally understood many years later, he discovered that he had already forever missed the opportunity to receive such a gaze.

There is a kind of feeling that, regardless of good times or bad, regardless of wind, rain, water, or fire, regardless of mountains of swords or seas of flames, will not be crushed by worldly affairs, will not be worn down by time. Its name is Trust.

“Young Master!”

A Jing reined in his warhorse, looked at the man in black clothes surging forward, and said with concern, “The Xiao Cavalry Camp and the Green Camp Army are just ahead. Should we be more careful?”

“Hyah!” The man didn’t utter a word, whipped his horse’s flank, clothes fluttering, cloak flying. The Young Master of Yan Bei, who had not left the city alone for eight years, now risked great danger by leaving Zhenhuang City, galloping into the vast grasslands.

“A Chu is waiting for me.”

In the darkness, the man’s voice was low as he slowly said, “I must go.”

Chapter 71: Difficult to Strike the Killing Blow
At the moment before dawn, darkness enveloped the earth. The rippling lake surface reflected faint light, cold and pale white. The footsteps from both shores, like vengeful ghosts demanding life, finally caught up at this time. Chu Qiao’s shoulder was stained with blood, her lips blue-white. The consecutive battles, injuries, and fleeing had pushed her physical strength to its maximum limit. But when the enemy’s scent spread in her nostrils, she immediately stood up with tremendous willpower, her eyes narrowed like a sharp and agile leopard, waiting for the moment of crisis to arrive.

Light footsteps tread on the newly sprouted green grass, silent and stealthy. This small team had more than twenty people, plus four vicious dogs. Their leader was an experienced jungle combat pursuit tracker. Perhaps having seen the tragic deaths of their previous companions, they understood that the people they were trying to assassinate were not lambs waiting for slaughter, and thus became more cautious. None of the twenty people made a sound, and even the hunting dogs knew to hold their breath as they slowly advanced.

The moonlight was desolate, and a killing aura permeated the night. Chu Qiao’s expression was calm and composed. As a super commander of the National Security Bureau, maintaining composure in moments of crisis was a necessary rule and iron law. It was no coincidence that Agent 005 maintained an outstanding record in years of arduous missions. Perhaps her combat ability was not equal to the super agents of Action Division 9, but her calm and composed mind, keen and sharp intellect, incredibly quick adaptability, and firm and powerful confidence placed her at the forefront of the military department, ensuring she would always stand undefeated in battle.

The crowd slowly approached. Suddenly, the hunting dogs all rushed toward the left side, howling wildly.

The black-clothed assassins were immediately overjoyed. One person said coldly, “Quick! The targets are over there!”

More than twenty people swiftly passed by Chu Qiao. The girl gripped the dagger in her hand, took a deep breath, followed the enemy’s tail, and slowly followed. Everyone was focusing intently on the hunting dogs leading the way ahead. The dogs’ barking resounded chaotically in the forest, causing people to ignore other sounds, completely unaware that a deadly star of destruction was slowly approaching from behind.

Holding the dagger, she caught up with the enemy at the rear, firmly covering his mouth, and the blade went down smoothly, fiercely stabbing into the enemy’s carotid artery. She rotated the blade and pulled it horizontally. Blood immediately splattered silently. The man struggled a couple of times before expiring, having no chance to counterattack under Chu Qiao’s precise targeting of the fatal points on the human body.

The crowd continued to move forward rapidly, with no one paying attention to what was happening behind. After quickly changing into the dead man’s clothes and wrapping her head and face, Chu Qiao appeared as just another black-clothed assassin. In such pitch darkness, no one would notice.

Chu Qiao mingled with the crowd and, taking advantage of the hunting dogs’ frenzied barking, sent two more assassins to the netherworld using the same method. At this point, the hunting dogs stopped, barking wildly around a large tree. The assassin leader carefully retreated and said in a deep voice, “The targets are in the tree. Light the torches!”

Bright torches immediately lit up. Everyone drew their crossbows, ready to fire, silently waiting for the opportunity. The leader shouted coldly, saying loudly, “People up there, you can’t escape.”

A cold wind suddenly blew. Among the crisp, oil-green branches, a flash of bright red clothes suddenly appeared. A dense rain of arrows immediately shot toward it, whistling like locusts. However, moments later, there was not even half a cry of pain, evidently no one had been hit.

A fluttering sound suddenly came from the branches. A red hem flashed, and it was vaguely visible that someone was moving through the forest. Everyone’s spirits rose, and another round of sharp arrows was fired, but after a while, they still had no success.

The leader frowned, remained silent for a moment, and then suddenly said in a deep voice, “Cut down the tree!”

Hearing this, everyone was stunned, then started taking out their battle knives to begin felling the tree.

Chu Qiao dressed all in black, had not been noticed at all and dutifully joined the tree-cutting brigade.

The ancient trees around them reached to the sky, thick and massive. How difficult it would be to cut down such a tree, especially without proper tools. After working hard for a long time, they were about to succeed. The tree was wobbling and about to fall when suddenly they heard a “pop” sound. Everyone quickly looked up, just in time to see a red shadow flash overhead, drawing a dark red shadow against the black sky before disappearing into another tree.

Everyone was stunned. Could this be the legendary qinggong (lightness skill)?

The Red River Plateau had an extremely high elevation with a cold climate. The trees were sturdy, tall, and cold-resistant, but not as dense and compact as a tropical rainforest. Everyone stared dumbfounded, looking up at the huge gap, and couldn’t help but feel their scalps tingling.

What kind of master were they facing?

“You few, go up and take a look!”

The leader immediately ordered in a deep voice. Those whose names were called instantly turned ashen-faced, but constrained by orders, they had to cautiously begin climbing the tree, each retreating rather than pushing forward.

This large tree was extremely tall, easily over twenty meters, with branches only becoming dense toward the top. As soon as eight assassins went up, the ground immediately seemed empty. The leader swept the area with his tiger-like eyes, immediately frowned, and said in a deep voice, “Why are there fewer people?”

Everyone looked at each other in astonishment. The leader reacted most quickly, drawing his saber and saying in a low voice, “There’s an enemy!”

However, before he could locate the enemy’s direction, a heart-stopping sound of crossbow arrows suddenly rang out. Everyone was terrified. How could they defend against arrows fired at such close range? Just one hasty volley and five people were sent to the Yellow Springs!

The torches fell to the ground. It had just rained, and the forest was damp, immediately extinguishing them. The surroundings instantly fell into darkness.

Everyone was dressed the same way, how could they differentiate? The leader was greatly alarmed. At this moment, a shadow suddenly flashed to his side. The newcomer was short in stature, dressed in all black, and said in a low voice, “The targets are over there!”

The leader was stunned and looked up. However, the moment he raised his head, he knew he had been tricked. An assassin’s killing opportunity is always in that brief instant. Although he understood everything, it was already too late. The cold dagger instantly pierced his throat, preventing him from even letting out a scream.

“Chief?”

From the darkness opposite, someone was foolishly probing, but what responded to him was only a bloodthirsty arrow, instantly sealing his throat, causing blood to spurt.

Chu Qiao’s figure was like a ghost, flashing forward before the other could scream out, using the same swift method to thrust her blade into the chests of the remaining two assassins. In just the time it takes to drink a cup of tea, nine skilled assassins had all been settled under her efficient action, not a single one remaining!

At this moment, the eight assassins above had climbed to the top of the tree. Seeming to notice the situation below, these experienced assassins did not make a sound but silently climbed down quickly.

Chu Qiao came to the tree that had been half-sawed through, found the right angle, and suddenly swung a battle knife from the ground, chopping fiercely.

A series of cracking sounds was heard. The people above immediately realized what she was doing and, one by one, their souls flew in terror as they hastened their descent. However, at this moment, the tree suddenly broke and went forcefully toward the giant tree where people were. With thunderous momentum, it crashed with a boom. The great tree shook violently, and the people on it immediately fell whistling down from a height of more than twenty meters. With a series of thuds, they hit the ground heavily. For a time, no one could stand up completely unharmed.

Chu Qiao would not give them time to recover. A volley of arrows flew densely. A moment later, there were no survivors on the ground.

The large tree was still swaying, and a deathly silence spread all around. A red figure floated down from above. The girl pulled down her black face cover and reached up to catch the red figure.

A chirping sound was heard. Bound beneath the red robe was a young yellow bird. The bird, tied down by the heavy clothes, could not fly high and could only glide and flap between the trees, its cries muffled by the clothes.

The girl’s snow-white fingers brushed over the bird’s tender yellow feathers. Even dressed all in black, she could not conceal the intense smell of blood. She extended her hand and gently released the bird. With a joyful cry, it spread its wings and flew away.

In the night, the girl’s figure was like a ghost, disappearing in an instant into the thick darkness.

“Li Ce!”

The girl’s voice was crisp, echoing by the pond.

“Qiaoqiao, I’m still here.”

The man stood up, happily waving his arms. Seeing Chu Qiao quickly leap to his side, he looked behind her a couple of times and said, “Did you eliminate them all?”

Chu Qiao remained silent, coming to the edge of the pond, scooping up a handful of water with her hand, and drinking it.

“Qiaoqiao, that was amazing!”

Li Ce happily squatted beside Chu Qiao. Chu Qiao frowned at his tattered clothes, casually throwing his outer robe back to him, saying, “Put it on.”

“Oh.” The man obediently put on the clothes, his expression excited, showing not the slightest awareness of being prey.

“Qiaoqiao, are we going to find them now?”

Chu Qiao frowned. Li Ce was stunned, immediately becoming somewhat embarrassed, and explained, “I just thought, we could take them all out, which would make our escape easier.”

The girl raised a finger, slowly shaking it, and said in a deep voice, “First, it’s me, not us. Second, the enemy has over a thousand people, how many do you think I can kill? If you continue to shout like before at the sight of a mouse, I’ll eventually be killed because of you. Don’t blame me for not warning you, when there’s no way out, I’m very willing to hand you over to secure my escape.”

Li Ce frowned, looking upset, tugging at Chu Qiao’s clothing corner. “Qiaoqiao, don’t be so heartless.”

The girl suddenly groaned, frightening Li Ce into quickly withdrawing his hand. At the spot he had just pulled, fresh blood was seeping out in large amounts, clearly a new wound.

Chu Qiao frowned as she examined it and saw that under her left rib was an arrow wound. The wound wasn’t very large, but it was bleeding rapidly and was extremely painful. She hadn’t noticed such a wound earlier.

“Qiaoqiao, you’re wounded again.” Li Ce frowned, saying with concern, “How is it? Is it serious? You must hold on.”

Chu Qiao pressed her hand on the wound, closed her eyes, leaned against the tree, and said in a deep voice, “Help me bandage it.”

“Huh?”

“Help me bandage it!”

The girl’s voice suddenly became sharp. Li Ce nodded repeatedly, clumsily tearing off a strip of clothing, lifting the girl’s clothes to reveal her delicate skin, now stained red with fresh blood.

An arrowhead was deeply embedded under her left rib, the surrounding area swollen and red. Li Ce grabbed the broken arrow shaft and frowned, saying, “Qiaoqiao, if it hurts, just cry out. Or you can bite me.”

Chu Qiao closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and remained silent.

Li Ce’s face rarely showed such seriousness. He gripped the arrow shaft, suddenly frowned, and pulled it out with one swift motion!

Blood immediately splattered. Li Ce quickly pressed the cloth strip tightly over the wound. Chu Qiao painfully groaned and slumped forward. Li Ce opened his other arm and firmly embraced the girl.

“Qiaoqiao? Qiaoqiao?” Li Ce’s voice suddenly became somewhat panicked. Unable to see the girl’s face, he could only feel the sticky blood on his hands, making his heart contract tightly. With a tense expression, he called urgently, “Qiaoqiao? How are you?”

“Not dead yet.”

The low, raspy voice slowly sounded. The girl took a deep breath, her chin resting on Li Ce’s shoulder, breathing heavily.

Li Ce sighed in relief and quickly bandaged her to stop the bleeding. The night was dim and cold. The girl’s body was as cold as ice. Li Ce suddenly knew she could not withstand another fight.

However, at this critical moment, urgent footsteps suddenly sounded in the distance. The two immediately sat upright like tense rabbits, brows tightly knit, their gazes sharp.

“What should we do?” Chu Qiao’s brow furrowed. She had lost her fighting ability, and the smell of blood here was so thick; that waiting would only lead to death. The only way out was to take down Li Ce, using her disguise to create a chaotic situation, allowing her to escape safely.

Her eyes slowly glanced toward the man sitting beside her, only to see him with tightly knit brows, his expression solemn.

She was not a savior; she could only save people within her capabilities. When doing the right thing threatened her own life, smart people would immediately know what choice to make.

Moreover, Li Ce’s death would bring enormous benefits to Yan Xun. She should know what to do, must know what to do, and ought to do so. She had heavier burdens on her shoulders, and people were waiting for her. Her life was still precious and could not be easily given up.

Her fingers heavily reached for the dagger tied to her calf, ready to strike.

“Qiaoqiao!” Li Ce suddenly turned his head, his expression solemn, and said in a deep voice, “I’ll go draw them away, and you take the opportunity to escape. Be very careful!”

Chu Qiao was stunned, her eyes widening.

Li Ce took off his outer clothing, draped it over Chu Qiao, and then took a metal tube from his waist, handing it to her, saying, “I’m not skilled in martial arts. This is a defensive weapon my father specially made for me. You just need to pull the trigger, and fifty flying needles will shoot out. They’re coated with a potent poison; contact means certain death. It can be fired three times. Keep it carefully; in a critical moment, it can save your life.”

Chu Qiao held the metal cylinder in a daze, her brows furrowed, looking at Li Ce incomprehensibly, as if trying to see through this man.

“Hehe, have you suddenly discovered you’ve fallen in love with me?”

Li Ce suddenly smiled, revealing a row of white teeth, patting Chu Qiao’s shoulder with a laugh, “It’s okay when we return to Zhenhuang, you’ll still have a chance.”

“Li Ce!” Chu Qiao suddenly grabbed the man who was about to leave, saying in a deep voice, “Take this, I don’t need it.”

“I don’t need it either. I’m not very good at using it. I heard them say it’s so scary, I’m afraid that if I accidentally fire the needles at myself, wouldn’t that be the end of me? You try it first, if it works well, I’ll make more when I get back.”

Chu Qiao frowned, lightly biting her lower lip, finally releasing her hand, and said in a deep voice, “Be careful.”

Li Ce smiled, “You too, Qiaoqiao. When we get back, I still want to learn martial arts from you.”

Chu Qiao nodded, and the man stood up, stumbling through the thorns on the ground, heading in the direction of the noisy footsteps.

“Hey! Take a knife with you!”

Li Ce didn’t turn back, just casually waved his hand. In the cold moonlight, it was visible that the man was actually holding a rugged, uneven stone, covered in blood stains. His clothes were tattered, his steps stumbling, no longer showing any semblance of the Bian Tang Crown Prince’s demeanor, looking like a destitute beggar.

Chu Qiao watched his receding figure, her hand gripping the dagger gradually loosening.

Chapter 72: Iron Bones, Tender Feelings
A harsh wind swept through the dense forest, like the low breathing of a beast. Before dawn, it began to rain—a torrential downpour with mud and water splashing everywhere. Chu Qiao knelt on the grass, her eyes alert like a wolf’s, gazing sharply forward through the thick trees ahead.

A group of over a hundred people cautiously approached. All wore black clothes with covered faces, their long blades unsheathed. Each step they took was careful as they glanced left and right vigilantly. Four massive hunting dogs walked at the front, leading the group slowly toward where the young woman was hiding.

At this moment, it was no longer appropriate to think about why she had been exposed despite her caution. She pushed aside all thoughts, quietly hiding, waiting for the moment of crisis to arrive.

Suddenly the hunting dogs began to bark furiously. Everyone immediately stopped, then collectively charged toward Chu Qiao’s position!

With a sharp “swoosh,” the young woman drew her sword. The cold light of the broken moon flashed in the sky, illuminating her pale yet resilient face.

“Attack!” A short, low command rang out. The black-clothed figures immediately advanced together. Cold blade edges cut through the heavy darkness, creating a desolate, grim atmosphere all around.

“Zing!” In a flash of bright sword light, two heads simultaneously flew into the air. The young woman’s movements were agile and without hesitation, like a sharp eagle in lightning, showing no sign of her serious injuries. As everyone watched in shock, Chu Qiao slowly withdrew her sword. The two headless bodies still maintained their charging posture, taking two more steps forward, passing by Chu Qiao before falling into the muddy water with a splash. Blood sprayed everywhere, staining the young woman’s long boots red.

Stepping forward, drawing the sword, chopping down, and withdrawing—there was no shouting to intimidate, no superfluous fancy moves. She was quick, clean, and delivered fatal blows with a single strike!

A thunderous crash sounded as lightning momentarily illuminated the young woman’s pale yet resilient face. No one dared to approach. After traveling a hundred miles in pursuit, these assassins who faced death daily had never felt fear before. But at this moment, facing the young woman’s resolute, cold gaze and decisive, bold moves, they were afraid.

The hesitation lasted only an instant. In the next moment, the leader gave a low command, and the hundred black-clothed assassins charged forward with weapons in hand, their eyes hard as iron.

Rolling thunder roared overhead as heavy rain poured down. Treading on bloody mud, over a hundred assassins wielding battle knives surged forward, surrounding the frail young woman. There were no shouts, no sounds of fighting—everything was covered by the thunder and rain. Yet in the cold rainwater, chaotic silhouettes flashed like lightning, intertwining as blood splattered. Broken limbs and blood clots stuck to tree trunks. Years of training and experience allowed the surrounding young woman to move like a graceful dragon. Although the situation remained completely unfavorable, she showed not the slightest weakness or submission.

The assassins’ hearts pounded wildly, their blood silently boiling. All swords were unsheathed, their footsteps moving slightly. Facing the just-concluded round of slaughter, everyone was terrified. They formed a circle, slowly backing away, their eyes watching like hawks at the young woman who stood maintaining her attack posture among the crowd. At the leader’s signal, they all reached behind their waists.

There, gleaming with silver light, was a row of half-meter-long javelins.

“Kill!” The leader suddenly shouted in a low voice, throwing his spear at Chu Qiao.

In an instant, over a hundred people struck simultaneously. Countless short spears shot toward Chu Qiao from all directions, leaving trails of silver light in the air!

The cold wind howled and heavy rain poured down. Even if this woman had three heads and six arms, she couldn’t possibly escape alive from such a decisive attack!

However, at that moment, with a “whoosh” sound, a silver arrow suddenly shot through the air, followed immediately by a black rope descending from above. Like a nimble snake, it wrapped around the young woman’s slender waist. As tremendous force transmitted through it, the young woman was lifted vertically upward just as the spears were about to hit!

The black-clothed assassins were shocked and quickly raised their heads to shoot arrows. In mid-air, a figure streaked past like a shooting star. His sword scattered light in all directions, blocking the dense rain of arrows. The hook in his hand seemed to have eyes, casting out repeatedly, carrying his body rapidly through the forest!

Lightning and thunder rolled by. As the assassins looked up, countless hooks came flying through the air, and another batch of black-clothed masked men instantly flew in, descending from the sky.

“Master must leave first!”

The leading black-clothed man cut an opponent’s neck with one slash and shouted fiercely. Several black-clothed men stepped forward to protect Chu Qiao and the man who had just landed. Blade edges flew like snowflakes, and dozens of horse hooves churned in the mud, splashing everywhere.

“Go!” The man’s voice was deep, his emotions unreadable. He grabbed the young woman’s waist, jumped onto a warhorse, and rode away.

“Stop them!”

The enemy shouted. The assassins immediately moved to intercept. The man snorted coldly, piercing an assassin’s throat with his sword. Blood instantly sprayed out, splattering into another assassin’s eyes. That man was momentarily confused and before he could react, his chest was pierced by an arrow.

With a loud “bang,” the man suddenly pulled the reins. The warhorse reared up, its powerful legs kicking two assassins in the chest. Instantly, the assassins’ chest bones shattered, blood gushing out as their bodies flew more than three meters away, crashing hard into four other assassins.

Seeing they were no match, the assassin leader pulled out a cylinder from his waist and shot it into the sky. A light blue firework flew up, covering the entire area.

“Hold tight!” the man said in a deep voice, whipping the horse to gallop away.

Countless hoofbeats pursued from behind. Chu Qiao was held tightly in the man’s arms. The biting wind blew from both sides, and the rain flew wildly, but little of it hit her. Countless torches lit up along the mountain slopes in the dense forest. It was impossible to know exactly how many enemies surrounded them, nor could they distinguish which were imperial troops, and which were black-clothed assassins.

“It’s the young master!”

A short voice suddenly sounded from ahead. Black-clothed masked men passed by them, nodding respectfully as their eyes met, then drawing their weapons. Daggers gleamed coldly, swords shone like rainbows as they unhesitatingly confronted the blood-thirsty wolves pursuing from behind.

“Young master, straight ahead!”

“Young master, enemies eighty steps to the west!”

“Young master, support in the south!”

“Young master, support in the northwest!”

“Young master, support in the due east!”

Fighting all the way through, wave after wave of escorts arrived bravely. The man’s expression remained unchanged as he handled the horse with one hand while holding the young woman tightly with the other, gradually leaving the noisy sounds behind.

The dense forest suddenly disappeared, and a grassland swaying like ocean waves appeared before them. Chu Qiao’s chest immediately felt lighter. Her palm was covered in blood. Looking up, she said in a deep voice, “Your arm is injured.”

The man still had his face covered, dressed entirely in black, riding a dark horse. He looked down, his eyes narrowing into a line, and asked, “Where is Li Ce?”

Chu Qiao answered honestly, “He escaped.”

“You go first.” The man immediately jumped off the horse and said to the guard at his side, “Take the lady back to the city.”

“Yan Xun!”

Chu Qiao hurriedly dismounted, her legs going weak, and almost fell to the ground. The man quickly turned around and caught her, asking in a deep voice, “What are you doing?”

“I should be the one asking you that.” Chu Qiao frowned. “What are you going to do?”

Yan Xun’s brow furrowed as he said coldly, “I’m going to kill him.”

“Have you gone mad? The Green Banner Army and the Valiant Cavalry are in there. It’s too late now; the opportunity has passed.”

Yan Xun shook his head coldly. “You don’t need to worry. I have my ways. You go back to the city with them first.”

“No!” Chu Qiao grabbed Yan Xun’s arm firmly and said determinedly, “While Li Ce’s death would bring enormous benefits, it would also bring endless trouble. With my involvement, you would be the primary suspect, especially since you left the city so openly. One misstep and you could be bound by the Xia Emperor and sent back to Bian Tang to die. Eliminating Li Ce now does nothing to help the overall situation. You have no reason to do this, and I cannot let you go back and take such a risk!”

“He almost got you killed. That’s reason enough.”

Yan Xun’s gaze was firm, his voice deep. He reached out and tightly embraced Chu Qiao’s shoulders, then let go and said gravely, “This man is too dangerous. I cannot convince myself to let him remain in this world, especially so close to you, not even for a day. Ah Chu, go back and wait for me.”

Chu Qiao stood rooted to the spot, watching Yan Xun’s figure quickly disappear into the thick darkness with his galloping horse. She felt her heart burning like boiling water, heavy guilt and self-reproach crawling like ants through her heart and lungs.

She had never made such a mistake before. She had the opportunity to prevent all this from happening. Even after it happened, she should have been able to turn things around to her advantage, but she hadn’t. In the critical moment, she had even dragged Yan Xun into the mess. She had made a terrible mistake and regretted it deeply.

“My lady!”

The guard was suddenly alarmed as Chu Qiao nimbly mounted a horse and galloped in the direction where Yan Xun had disappeared. The guard was startled and quickly followed, calling out loudly, “My lady, where are you going? The young master instructed me to take you back to the city.”

“To retrieve the head of the Crown Prince of Bian Tang,” the woman said coldly, then whipped her horse forward. “Hya!”

Under the pitch-black sky, a warhorse stood on the plank road. The man on horseback wore black clothes and had black hair, maintaining the face-covering style that was particularly popular tonight. Behind him were countless black-clothed swordsmen.

The clear sound of hooves mixed with the noisy rain came from afar. A scout jumped down with a splash, knelt in the muddy water, and said in a deep voice, “Fourth Young Master, we followed the clues but couldn’t find the target. Instead, we engaged with a woman accompanying the target and suffered heavy casualties.”

The man’s sharp eyebrows immediately rose, his face turning cold as he asked in a deep voice, “What about the woman?”

The scout became nervous, stuttering, “We were about to succeed when suddenly a group of black-clothed men appeared out of nowhere. They were skilled and rescued the woman.”

“Black-clothed men?”

“Yes, not from the Valiant Cavalry, nor the Green Banner Army, nor the city defense forces or Bian Tang troops.”

The man frowned deeply and remained silent for a long time. After a while, he asked in a deep voice, “Was the woman injured?”

The soldier was taken aback and carefully answered, “This… I’m not entirely sure, but she killed more than ten of our men by herself, and more than a dozen brothers were injured. I imagine she can’t be in good shape either. Even if we hadn’t attacked, she might not have survived.”

The man was silent for a while, then suddenly whipped his horse and rode forward.

A short time later.

Thunder, heavy rain, wilderness, cavalry crossing, formations like the sea, swords and blades like mountains—magnificent and grand.

The soldiers were all covered in black clothes. The two sides faced each other without any insignias on their attire, no family army numbers. Neither side intended to step forward and introduce themselves.

Their sudden encounter on this narrow path momentarily stunned both sides. They wore almost identical clothing and had almost identical cold demeanors. But just by looking at how they were arranged and their silent expressions, it was clear that the opposing forces had come with ill intent—they were enemies, not friends.

A cold wind slowly blew between them. Time moved infinitely slowly yet infinitely quickly. Mysteriously, no one dared to draw their weapon first or utter a word. They just silently confronted each other, less than a hundred paces apart, letting the pouring rainfall between them.

A crisp “crack” suddenly sounded—someone’s weapon making noise. As if it were contagious, in the flash of lightning that followed, countless battle knives were simultaneously unsheathed. Cold bows and arrows instantly aimed at the opposing forces. Horses whinnied softly, and human voices rose slightly. After a brief moment of chaos, tensions rose, and a great battle was about to erupt!

“Whoa!”

A horse’s neigh suddenly came through. A young woman rode toward them, saw the two coldly arrayed sides, and was immediately startled. She then quickly rode toward one side.

“Who are they?”

Chu Qiao arrived at Yan Xun’s side and asked in a deep voice.

Yan Xun frowned: “Your actions today have fallen far below your usual standards. Have you now completely forgotten what I just told you?”

“Only I can find him,” Chu Qiao said gravely. “If you want to eliminate him, you shouldn’t have sent me away.”

The man’s eyes slowly narrowed as he tilted his head slightly: “If something were to happen to you, what would be the point of me killing him?”

Chu Qiao felt a pain in her heart. She grabbed Yan Xun’s sleeve and said softly, “Yan Xun…”

“Ah Chu, I’m in a very bad mood right now. Don’t speak to me. I don’t want to take my anger out on you.”

Chu Qiao was taken aback. She saw Yan Xun ride forward, his back straight but with an indescribable sense of desolation. Opposite them in the darkness still lurked a sizeable force, like bats in the night, blocking their path on this stormy evening.

The people on the other side had also seen Chu Qiao’s figure when she rejoined the group. The leading man frowned deeply, staring at the ink-like darkness opposite for a long time. Suddenly a gust of wind blew, the rain slanting, feeling ice-cold as it hit their bodies. The man’s brow tightened, and he suddenly raised a hand, lightly waving it.

All weapons immediately sheathed, arrows lowered. Sensing that the other side no longer had the will to fight, Yan Xun’s forces also lowered their bows, arrows, knives, and swords.

The two teams that had almost drawn swords upon meeting now restrained their fighting spirit. They didn’t speak but tentatively rode forward. Seeing no objection from the other side, they proceeded toward their respective destinations.

As they passed each other, the two groups observed one another but could only see pairs of sharp eyes beneath the black cloth.

“Young Master,” a guard stepped forward and said in a deep voice, “That woman just now is the one who was with our target earlier.”

“Indeed.”

The guard was startled, his face showing anxiety: “More than a dozen of our brothers fell by her hand.”

“Are assassins afraid of death?” The man’s eyes were cold as he looked up obliquely. “You couldn’t even identify the target clearly, yet engaged in meaningless combat with others. I’m truly surprised you’ve survived until now.”

The guard was stunned and couldn’t say a word. Suddenly, a silver signal flashed above the dense forest. The leading man frowned and headed toward the forest.

Yan Xun didn’t return along the original path through the dense forest but headed toward the side gate of Zhen Huang. Chu Qiao followed behind and asked puzzledly, “Aren’t we going anymore?”

Yan Xun frowned deeply and said in a deep voice, “Didn’t you see that group just now? If even they couldn’t succeed, it would be difficult for us too.”

“Yan Xun?”

“Don’t say anymore. We’ll talk when we’re back at the residence.”

The large group arrived at the west side of Zhen Huang, where a blue-cloth carriage was already waiting. Yan Xun and Chu Qiao, along with several close attendants, quickly dismounted and entered the carriage, slowly heading toward the city gate.

People secretly assisted them all the way, helping them enter quietly through the side gate. The carriage made a turn at the largest tavern and brothel in Zhen Huang City before heading toward the inner city.

By the time they returned to the residence, it was already dawn. The edge of the sky was turning white, and the downpour that had lasted all night finally stopped as daybreak approached. Because the Crown Prince of Bian Tang had been abducted, the entire palace was deadly silent. Yet beneath such silence, how many people could truly sleep soundly was unpredictable.

Quietly entering the residence from West Tai Garden, the carriage stopped. Yan Xun didn’t even look at the woman behind him as he got out first, his face ashen. As he walked, he tore open the wet collar of his clothes, irritably pushing away the hot towel offered by a maid.

The servants were as quiet as cicadas in winter. Everything indicated the master was in a very bad mood. Everyone knelt on the ground in terror, not daring to breathe.

Yan Xun indeed had reason to be angry. He was angry that the usually cautious and prudent Chu Qiao had left the city with Li Ce, that cunning fox whose depths couldn’t be fathomed. He was angry that she hadn’t even sent someone to notify him before making this decision. He was even angrier that she had been unable to escape for so long—with her skills and experience in forest combat, why had she been injured, why had she been forced into a desperate situation? He couldn’t imagine what would have happened if he had arrived a step too late—how could she have escaped that dense array of spears?

Many words were pent up in his heart. Yan Xun was very angry. He sat in the main hall, his face ashen, lips tightly pressed, waiting for the person who had made the big mistake to walk in and explain everything that had happened last night, and to bear the anger she deserved.

This anger had been building for a long time and absolutely could not be dismissed just like that.

Yan Xun said to himself inwardly, almost reciting the lines he would say. But he waited for a long time and didn’t see the person who had made the mistake walk in voluntarily.

What had happened?

Yan Xun’s brow furrowed deeper. Could it be that she didn’t even plan to explain anything to him and had just gone back to her room alone?

After waiting for the time it took to drink two cups of tea, Yan Xun could no longer sit still. He stood up abruptly and strode out of the hall. All the servants still knelt on the ground, none daring to raise their heads or speak. He quickly walked to Chu Qiao’s room and pushed the door open, his prepared anger immediately bursting forth: “Come out here!”

There was no response. Yan Xun frowned as he looked inside—the room was empty.

He carefully walked to the bathroom and gently knocked on the door, still with no response.

The Prince of Yan Bei was truly getting angry now. After so much had happened, she hadn’t even taken the initiative to come and explain to him. Didn’t she know how anxious he had been when he learned she was caught in an assassination attempt? Didn’t she feel that her actions had seriously affected the overall situation? Didn’t she feel that her interactions with the Crown Prince of Bian Tang were a bit too close?

Corridor, study, flower hall, warm chamber, courtyard…

After walking around everywhere, he still couldn’t find her. Yan Xun’s face grew increasingly grim. Could it be that she had returned to Shang Yi Fang without even saying goodbye to him?

“Your… Your Highness…” A small voice suddenly sounded beside his ear. Yan Xun turned his head to see Chu Qiao’s maid, Lu Liu, carefully standing before him, cautiously saying, “Are you, are you looking for Miss Chu?”

Yan Xun raised an eyebrow: “Where is she?”

Lu Liu raised her finger, pointing lightly at the carriage parked in the courtyard.

Yan Xun was startled. He frowned as he walked to the carriage, swiftly lifting the curtain, and froze on the spot.

His expression gradually changed from anger to tenderness, seemingly somewhat amused, somewhat helpless, and somewhat heartbroken. Finally, he sighed, and all his grievances and anger instantly vanished.

This day and night had truly exhausted Chu Qiao. Too many life-and-death struggles had drained her physically and mentally. She had suffered serious injuries and lost too much blood. If she had been barely holding on before, after seeing him, her spirit had relaxed. She had fallen into deep sleep before the carriage even entered the city. At this moment, wearing a night suit she had seized, the young woman’s face looked even paler, her shoulder stained with blood, her body soaking wet, her beautiful hair scattered over her shoulders, appearing quite disheveled. But her brow was relaxed as if she had finally returned home, no longer afraid of the storm outside.

Yan Xun’s rage had completely dissipated, with no outlet left for its release. He frowned with heartache and carefully reached out to lift the young woman. She was as light as a kitten, having retracted all her sharp claws, lying quietly in his arms, no longer resembling the fierce woman whose strikes brought instant death.

Feeling the warmth around her, with his familiar scent filling her nostrils, Chu Qiao slept even more deeply, stubbornly refusing to wake up. She moved slightly, startling Yan Xun, but she hadn’t awakened—she was just finding a more comfortable position in his arms to continue her deep slumber.

The man’s expression showed some frustration as he muttered, “After causing such a big problem, you think you can just get away with it like this?”

The woman in his arms didn’t move at all, automatically filtering out all words unfavorable to her. Yan Xun stood holding her for a long time, then suddenly sighed helplessly and carried her to her room.

He instructed the maids to prepare hot water for her bath and called for a doctor. Despite all the bustle, the sleeping woman showed no signs of waking. Yan Xun stood at the bedside of the sweetly sleeping woman, looking at the shocking wound on her shoulder. His brows furrowed with heartache as his fingertips gently slid across her cheek. He sighed helplessly: “We’ll settle accounts when you wake up—if I’m still angry by then.”

With that, he gently pulled up her blanket, brushed her bangs, and turned to walk out the door.

As soon as the room quieted, the supposedly sleeping woman immediately opened her eyes, carefully looked around, and then let out a long breath.

No one could be stripped naked, thrown into a bathtub, and remain asleep. She had awakened when he carried her from the carriage but had been pretending to sleep the whole time with her eyes closed.

Although the wound on her shoulder had been treated, it still stung painfully. She slowly sat up, her stomach growling with hunger. Getting out of bed, she walked to the table and looked around but couldn’t find a single pastry. Chu Qiao frowned as she picked up the teapot and, without using a cup, drank directly from the spout.

The liquid was cold and bitter, obviously old tea from several days ago.

Just then, the sound of footsteps suddenly approached. Chu Qiao was startled and hurriedly climbed back into bed, closing her eyes to pretend she was still sleeping.

The door opened, and the aroma of food wafted in. Yan Xun was carrying a tray with several steaming dishes and a bowl of thick soup with rice. There was a hint of realization in his eyes. He glanced at Chu Qiao’s slightly disheveled blanket, calmly placed the tray on the table, and then walked out.

“Whenever you’re willing to wake up, come find me in the study.”

The man’s voice drifted in slowly. Chu Qiao opened her eyes with annoyance and sighed helplessly.

What comes must come, and trouble can’t be avoided. She resigned herself to getting up, ate a hearty meal, and then fell back into a deep sleep.

Explanations? She would deal with that later.

Right now, she just wanted to sleep deeply.

Even the longest dreams must end. When a day passed, then a night and the sun rose again, she knew she couldn’t avoid it any longer.

With a creak, the door to the study has slowly opened a crack. Just as Chu Qiao was about to peek inside, Lu Liu suddenly called out loudly from behind her: “Miss, are you looking for the Young Master? He’s inside!”

Dark clouds gathered overhead—an inauspicious start. Chu Qiao resignedly opened the door.

The study was empty, and the inner room was completely quiet. Chu Qiao frowned as she looked around. At the bottom of the screen, a pair of white cloth indoor shoes was visible. She knew Yan Xun was behind the screen.

“Ahem,” she deliberately cleared her throat, but the person inside showed no reaction and didn’t say a word. Chu Qiao’s expression darkened—it seemed this time, Yan Xun was truly angry. She had acted independently against his wishes several times before, but after hiding for a while, his anger would subside. This time the problem seemed more serious. She gently bit her lip and slowly said, “Yan Xun, I know I made a mistake this time. I apologize to you.”

Yan Xun still didn’t speak. Helplessly, Chu Qiao continued, “I shouldn’t have followed Li Ce out of the city. I knew there would be problems, but I ignored the potential dangers and failed to assess the situation. I only wanted to get close to him, to understand Bian Tang’s internal affairs, and to find out the Bian Tang royal family’s views on slavery. The Datong has long wanted to establish a branch in the Bian Tang capital, and I wanted to explore the feasibility. I also wanted to know the Bian Tang royal family’s attitude toward Yan Bei. If we break away from Da Xia in the future, and if Bian Tang is pleased to support us from behind, just as they supported Yunlou City’s independence before, it would be of great help to us.”

Yan Xun remained silent. Chu Qiao slightly furrowed her brow, pressed her lips, and continued, “I know that after the ambush, I shouldn’t have saved him. I should have immediately taken the opportunity to kill him. I had several chances but failed to act. I completely missed a great opportunity for Yan Bei’s revival. I involved you in risking your life to save me and mobilizing the Datong and Yan Bei assassin networks. I know I’ve caused big trouble this time.”

Yan Xun still didn’t say a word. Chu Qiao became a bit upset. She frowned and said, “Yan Xun, I’ve already apologized to you. Won’t you forgive me?”

“Miss!”

The little maid Lu Liu suddenly pushed open the door and called from the doorway, “The Young Master asks you to come for a meal.”

“What?” Chu Qiao was stunned, her expression bewildered. “He’s in the dining hall?”

“Yes,” the little maid said somewhat fearfully. “The Young Master just left. I didn’t notice.”

Chu Qiao’s face immediately darkened terribly. She strode behind the screen only to find that there was merely a pair of shoes placed there. The young woman grabbed the shoes from the floor, angrily threw them down, and shouted at the maid, “How can things be placed so carelessly? What use are all of you?”

With that, she turned and walked out of the study.

The little maid felt wronged. She picked up the shoes from the floor and said with pursed lips, “They’ve always been kept here.”

In the dining hall, Yan Xun was eating at the table. Seeing Chu Qiao storm in angrily, he slowly raised his head, raised an eyebrow slightly, and said calmly, “Awake?”

Chu Qiao glanced at him without speaking, walked to the table, and began eating, making the dishes and chopsticks clatter loudly.

Yan Xun frowned slightly: She made the mistake, yet she dared to act so defiant?

At this moment, A Jing happened to enter the dining hall, gave Chu Qiao a strange look, then leaned close to Yan Xun and whispered a few words. Upon hearing this, Yan Xun’s expression became somewhat strange, but he said nothing and continued eating.

The dishes were cleared away and fresh flower tea was served as the servants withdrew. Yan Xun took a sip of tea and slowly said, “Crown Prince Li is fine. He was found by the Valiant Cavalry and returned to the palace even before we did.”

Chu Qiao remained silent, lowering her head to concentrate on drinking tea.

“He reported to the Emperor about how bravely you rescued him. The Emperor greatly commends you, has sent many rewards, and also allows you to continue recuperating without returning to Shangyi Fang for duty for now.”

“The assassins haven’t been found yet. Zhenhuang City is now in a state of panic with guards everywhere. Even Princess Huaisong’s carriage was delayed entering the city.”

At this point, Yan Xun slowly took a sip of tea, suddenly smiled, and said in a gentle tone, “A Jing says the servants just saw you muttering to yourself in my study for a long time. What were you saying?”

“I can say whatever I want. Why should I tell you?”

Yan Xun was taken aback. This was the first time he had heard Chu Qiao speak in such a tone. He smiled lightly and said, “Ah Chu, why are you acting like a child? This isn’t like you.”

“Then how should I act?” Chu Qiao stood up abruptly and said coldly, “Always cautious, careful, and calculating every step? Everyone makes mistakes. I’m human too, Yan Xun. I’ve already apologized to you.”

Yan Xun smiled wryly: “Ah Chu, I haven’t blamed you for anything. Besides, you haven’t apologized to me.”

Chu Qiao felt stifled in her chest, appearing somewhat unreasonable as she said, “Then I’ll say it now, alright? Prince Yan, I admit my mistake. Thank you for your trouble. I’m leaving now. We may never meet again.”

“Stop!” Yan Xun suddenly shouted coldly, rushing forward to stand before her, and said gravely, “What are you making a fuss about? Ah Chu, you’ve never been like this, and you shouldn’t be like this!”

Chu Qiao felt a pain in her heart. The emotions she had suppressed all day suddenly surfaced. Her eyes reddened, but she still held her head up defiantly: “It’s precisely because I’ve never made mistakes before, I’ve never held you back—just this once, and you can’t forgive me?”

Yan Xun was stunned. Chu Qiao tilted her head up, her small face with red eyes.

“For a day and a night, I didn’t know how to speak to you. I hated myself too, for being so careless, for being so soft and hesitant. I nearly ruined everything. I nearly got you killed. I missed a great opportunity. I was wrong. Yan Xun, I know I was wrong. I should have helped you, but instead, I made things worse. When I think about it, I regret it so much I want to bash my head against a wall. I don’t know how to face you, how to face A Jing and the others. How could I have made such a mistake?”

“Ah Chu, stop!”

“Many people died, and surely some suspect you. You’ve hidden yourself so well all these years, yet now it’s almost all for nothing. I—”

“Ah Chu!” Yan Xun suddenly embraced Chu Qiao, his expression grave, brows tightly knit, his chin resting on top of the woman’s head as he said solemnly, “It’s my fault. I should have checked on you earlier and not let you worry so much.”

Chu Qiao leaned against Yan Xun’s chest, feeling the warmth flowing from his shoulders. Her eyes were red and swollen, almost on the verge of tears.

“Ah Chu, I don’t blame you. I’m not afraid of danger or suspicion—none of what you mentioned frightens me. I was angry, but only angry that you allowed yourself to be injured, angry that you let yourself fall into such a predicament, angry that you didn’t consult with me before acting and instead ventured into the tiger’s den alone. Ah Chu, we’ve faced life and death together for many years. How could I hold any grievance against you? I’m only angry at myself for not being capable enough to protect you, for letting you be bullied, for not being able to shield you at the first moment.”

“I didn’t mean to trick you, nor was I angry with you. I haven’t slept well all day. I was just afraid—what if I had arrived a moment too late? What if those people had killed you? What would have happened to me? But I couldn’t figure it out. I know that if that had happened, I wouldn’t have been able to control my emotions. I can’t imagine what I might have done in that situation. Ah Chu, you scared me. When I saw those spears pointing at you, I truly wanted to kill everyone.”

Chu Qiao pressed her lips together and wrapped her arms around the man’s waist, her voice somewhat muffled: “I’m sorry for lashing out at you.”

Yan Xun sighed: “I understand. You just feel guilty. It’s my fault for not telling you sooner—no one was killed last night, and only a few people were slightly injured. We retreated in time, and no one knew I left the city. You needn’t worry.”

Chu Qiao stepped away from Yan Xun’s embrace, suddenly feeling embarrassed. It had been many years since she had behaved like this. The momentary loss of emotional control just now was somewhat inexplicable. Yan Xun was right—ever since the ambush, she had been filled with regret and guilt. She feared involving Yan Xun, feared him leaving the city to find her, and feared exposing the Datong organization. Yet everything she feared had happened one after another. Her loss of control may have been because she couldn’t face her failure. In such an environment, failure equaled suicide. She could commit suicide, but she couldn’t drag others down with her.

“Yan Xun, I’ll be more careful in the future.”

Yan Xun smiled helplessly and put his arm around her shoulders again: “Don’t go anywhere. Just stay honestly by my side and wait for me to take you away.”

Chu Qiao looked up at Yan Xun’s eyes, momentarily feeling dazed. The night of fighting had left her extremely exhausted. Now, having put her worries aside, a heavy fatigue swept over her. But no matter how tired she was, she couldn’t rest. After all, they hadn’t left this place yet. This heavily guarded imperial city was full of hidden arrows and bombs that could pierce one’s heart at any moment. She could never allow herself to make such a basic mistake again.

“Alright, let’s make peace. Can we eat properly now?”

Chu Qiao was startled: “Didn’t we just finish eating?”

“I finished. You hardly ate anything.”

The wounds on Chu Qiao’s body still hurt, and her appetite wasn’t good. She shook her head and said, “I can’t eat anymore. I’m done.”

“You have to eat even if you can’t.” Yan Xun ordered the servants to bring another table of food and sat beside Chu Qiao watching her eat.

Chu Qiao felt uncomfortable under his gaze and frowned, asking, “Don’t you have anything else to do?”

Yan Xun smiled: “Everyone in the city is busy today, except for me who is most leisurely. This morning, Princess Huaisong entered the city, and all civil and military officials went to welcome her.”

“Princess Huaisong Nalan Hongye?” Chu Qiao murmured. “Have you met her?”

Yan Xun nodded: “Many years ago. I met her once.”

“I’ve heard she’s quite formidable.” Chu Qiao remarked softly, saying no more.

Yan Xun picked up a piece of meat and placed it in her bowl, saying, “Eat more. You’re too thin.”

The young woman smiled slightly, her mood much lighter, and she took a few more bites of food.

Just as they finished eating, a sudden commotion arose outside. Chu Qiao frowned, and A Jing hurriedly ran in saying, “Young Master, the Emperor has summoned you to attend a banquet in the front hall.”

Yan Xun raised an eyebrow: “A welcoming feast?”

A Jing nodded: “Yes.”

Yan Xun stood up and said, “Ah Chu, you rest well. I’ll be back later.”

“That won’t do. The Emperor specifically named the young lady to accompany you.”

“Me?” Chu Qiao was surprised. She hadn’t expected the Emperor would summon her personally. It was well-known how strict the class system was in Da Xia. If not for Li Ce’s persistent interference last time, she would never have had the opportunity to enter the front hall in her lifetime.

“It must be because you saved the Crown Prince of Li Tang. Ah Chu, will your wound be alright?”

Chu Qiao stood up and nodded: “I must go regardless. I’ll go change my clothes first.”

An incense stick’s time later, Chu Qiao and Yan Xun boarded a carriage and slowly headed toward the front hall.

The heavy rain from days before had adorned the Sacred Gold Palace with a fresh look. New willow sprouts had emerged, showing tender green everywhere. Chu Qiao wore a palace dress with a moon-white base and light blue crescent patterns—neither luxurious nor shabby, perfectly fitting her status as a female official.

Yan Xun sat beside her. Seeing her slightly uncomfortable expression, he smiled gently, took her hand, and said softly, “I’m here. Don’t be afraid.”

Chu Qiao smiled. Just as she was about to speak, the carriage suddenly shook, and she fell into Yan Xun’s arms.

Yan Xun was startled and quickly helped her up, asking anxiously, “Did it hit your wound?”

Chu Qiao shook her head. Yan Xun looked up and asked in a deep voice, “What happened?”

A Jing’s voice came from outside the carriage: “Young Master, it’s Princess Huaisong’s procession.”

Yan Xun was surprised: “A Jing, make way.”

The sound of hoofbeats gradually approached. Though Huaisong wasn’t a powerful country, it was prosperous and had always been an object of Da Xia’s wooing. Their relationship with Da Xia was even closer than that of Bian Tang, as evidenced by the size of Princess Huaisong’s caravan.

In a moment, the carriage caught up. Yan Xun’s carriage pulled to the side of the road to make way. Unexpectedly, Princess Huaisong’s carriage suddenly stopped, and an envoy stepped forward saying, “Our Princess asks, is that the Prince of Yan Bei in the carriage opposite?”

A Jing was about to reply when Yan Xun lifted the curtain and said to the envoy, “It is I. I apologize for not being able to welcome the Princess personally. Please convey my regrets to Her Highness.”

“Prince Yan, there’s no need for such formality,” a gentle voice slowly sounded. The curtain of the opposite carriage was slowly raised. The woman wore a veil in front of her headdress, obscuring her face. Her voice was as gentle as water, quite different from the decisive and sharp demeanor the Princess was rumored to have.

“It has been ten years since we parted. The Prince still maintains his elegance. Hong Ye is deeply gratified.”

“A decade apart, yet Her Highness still remembers me. I am truly honored.”

Nalan Hongye smiled faintly and said, “Anyone who has seen the Prince’s golden face would find it hard to forget. Why does the Prince belittle himself so?”

Yan Xun bowed respectfully: “The Princess is too kind.”

Nalan Hongye nodded and lowered her carriage curtain. An attendant stepped forward and said, “Our Princess requests Prince Yan’s carriage to proceed first.”

Yan Xun shook his head: “Those who come from afar are guests. The Princess’s status is noble. How could I dare to go first?”

After a while, the attendant came forward again and said, “Our Princess says thank you to Prince Yan and will express her gratitude in person when the opportunity arises.”

With that, the carriage slowly departed after some time.

Chu Qiao remarked, “That Princess Huaisong certainly has a lot of pleasantries.”

Yan Xun shook his head: “The Hundred Schools of Thought all originated from the land of Song. Huaisong has always been a land of etiquette, placing great importance on propriety.”

Chu Qiao wasn’t convinced: “I think she has a special regard for you.”

Yan Xun smiled without replying, only ordering the carriage to continue forward, maintaining a certain distance from the procession ahead.

Just then, a sudden shouting came from behind. Chu Qiao and Yan Xun both frowned as they heard a sharp call coming from behind, clearly with a hoarse, broken quality: “Carriage ahead, wait a moment!”

A Jing peered in, his face grim, and slowly said, “Your Highness, Miss, Crown Prince Li is behind us.”

Chu Qiao’s brow immediately tightened, and Yan Xun’s expression also turned unpleasant. As Chu Qiao was about to speak, Yan Xun pressed his hand on her shoulder and said gravely, “Wait for me here. I’ll go meet him.”

Chapter 73: The Empress Passes Away
Chu Qiao waited for a while but didn’t see Yan Xun return, which made her a bit anxious. After a moment, A Jing lifted the carriage curtain and told her that Yan Xun had boarded Prince Li’s carriage, saying that Chu Qiao need not wait for him and should go ahead by herself.

Spring always came late to the Red River Plateau. By now, Bian Tang and Huai Song were already enjoying the warm sun of summer with birds singing among fragrant flowers, yet on the lands of Da Xia, the spring chill still lingered, with occasional cold winds blowing from afar.

The carriage could only go as far as the Yuhua Gate. Chu Qiao alighted and followed the palace servant who came to guide her. She entered the front corridor and made her way toward the front hall through nine winding turns.

Perhaps because it was still early, the Sacred Gold Palace was quiet. White birds soared across the azure sky, and the cool breeze blew against her clothes, making her wide sleeves flutter like butterflies.

“Eunuch Bai!”

A young eunuch suddenly came running from the direction of the Xiangzhang Hall, panting as he spoke to the elderly eunuch who was guiding the way: “Eunuch Bai, Concubine Qin from the Shuyi Bureau has died!”

“What?” Eunuch Bai was startled, turning pale with shock. The feather duster in his hand immediately fell to the ground as he stammered: “What happened?”

“People from the Shuyi Bureau said she suddenly fell ill after eating date pastries from the Western Kitchen. Officials from the Internal Affairs Department have already entered the palace.”

“How could this happen?” The old eunuch frowned deeply.

Just as he turned his head about to speak, Chu Qiao said: “Please tend to your matters, Sir. I know the way to the front hall.”

“Thank you, Lady Chu.” The old eunuch bowed and said to the young eunuch: “Let’s go quickly.”

Chu Qiao held the rank of a fourth-grade female official with the title of Fangyi. Having lived in the palace for many years, she was quite familiar with all the consorts and eunuchs. To be precise, the Emperor of Da Xia was not particularly lustful, so none of the women in the palace were especially favored or neglected. She vaguely remembered that Concubine Qin from the Shuyi Bureau, named Wanwan, had always kept a low profile. Among the eighty dancing concubines in the Shuyi Bureau, she had always been the quietest and most gentle one, often coming to their Shangyi Workshop to borrow books. It was hard to imagine that such a person who always stayed out of affairs would not escape a fatal disaster.

Not pondering further, she passed through the Xiangzhang Hall and arrived at the Eight Channels Bright Lake. The willows on both shores had already sprouted, appearing as a clear, oily green. A gentle breeze rippled across the emerald surface of the lake. Chu Qiao stood on the Eight Channels gallery bridge, her sash dancing in the wind, almost flying, and she couldn’t help but feel a sense of openness in her heart.

Walking quickly past Ronghua Pavilion, the next landmark was the Fortune Gate of the front hall. She was taking the side path, which was quieter and usually had fewer people. Walking under a row of vermilion-lacquered golden-tiled corridors, with distant rocky hills, azure waters, willow trees, and a hundred flowers, the woman in white clothes with dark hair looked exceptionally elegant.

However, at that moment, a shrill scream suddenly pierced the air, immediately disrupting the young woman’s stride.

Chu Qiao stopped and looked up. A snow-white eagle was falling from the sky, hitting the ground with a thud, its chest pierced by an arrow, blood flowing profusely.

The sound of hurried footsteps approached. The young woman frowned, pushed open a palace door by the corridor, and quickly slipped inside.

However, just as the door closed, a powerful force suddenly came at her, bringing wind with each strike, as sharp as a knife.

The opponent was extremely strong, and Chu Qiao was caught off guard, and subdued by the person. She reacted quickly; without seeing who the other person was, she turned and grabbed their wrist, locking the person’s throat with a coiling snake hand technique. But just as she succeeded, a slender yet cold hand firmly gripped her snow-white neck.

The attack was as fast as lightning, and they were evenly matched.

The doors and windows were tightly shut, without a trace of light. The room was completely dark, making it impossible to see each other’s faces. The figures of both people were hidden in the darkness, with only their sharp eyes glinting with dim light, like two wild beasts meeting on a narrow path.

Though they had each other in a hold, neither applied deadly force. Almost simultaneously, with mutual understanding, they each released one finger, seeing that the other was doing the same. They continued to loosen their grip until finally, they stood facing each other, yet still unable to hide the tension in the air.

“Sister Yun, why must you be like this?”

A gentle voice suddenly sounded in the courtyard. A woman dressed in blue brocade phoenix court attire with a purple-gold carved flower headdress, sleeves like clouds, a slender waist, a face like peach blossoms in spring, and eyes like June orchid lakes, slowly walked forward surrounded by a group of palace attendants.

“You and I are sisters, how could I bear to see you commit such a grave error?” The servants brought forward a nanmu daybed. Concubine Shu gently swept her sleeve and slowly sat down, with a faint smile she took the letter retrieved from the white eagle, opened it, and read it carefully, then said: “For a woman of the inner palace to secretly communicate with someone outside is a serious crime. Sister, you have managed the six palaces for many years, surely you know this? Why would you commit such an error?”

The once most noble woman of the imperial court stood in the middle of the courtyard, wearing a deep purple embroidered golden ceremonial dress, her neck straight, followed by two palace maids, still exuding an elegant and dignified aura, though her face appeared thinner and slightly pale. Mu He Na Yun did not even glance at Concubine Shu, and said sternly to the two palace servants behind her: “Let’s go.”

“Stop.”

Mu He Na Yun acted as if she hadn’t heard and continued walking. Several eunuchs immediately stepped forward, blocking Mu He Na Yun’s path, saying solemnly: “Empress, please wait. Noble Consort has something to say.”

A crisp “slap!” suddenly rang out as Mu He Na Yun delivered a harsh slap to the eunuch’s face. The Empress of Da Xia raised her phoenix eyes coldly and shouted: “What is your status that you dare block my way?”

The eunuch was stunned and immediately fell to his knees. Mu He Na Yun had been empress for ten years, and under the accumulated authority, these servants were frightened into silence.

Concubine Shu’s eyes turned cold, and she said calmly: “Rivers and mountains may change, but one’s nature is hard to alter. Sister, your imperial dignity remains undiminished, and your grace unchanged—congratulations.”

Mu He Na Yun’s face was like ice as she said coldly: “You and I were never close, nor do we have any friendship. In the past, I never feared you, and now I don’t intend to take you seriously. The rise and fall, glory and decline of women in the palace is ordinary. Since we are enemies rather than friends, there’s no need for you to address me so sweetly as ‘sister.'”

Concubine Shu smiled and said: “Sister Yun’s nature is like a fierce fire, direct and quick-tempered. I find myself liking you more and more.”

“I dare not accept such praise. I have matters to attend to and cannot stay to chat and admire flowers with you.”

With that, she turned to leave.

“Wait!” Concubine Shu’s pretty face turned cold as she slowly stood up, holding the letter in her hand, and said solemnly: “Doesn’t sister want to explain this?”

“When one is determined to frame another, there’s always a pretext,” Mu He Na Yun snorted coldly and slowly said: “If you like, you may take it to His Majesty. His Majesty is wise and will make a just decision.”

“But I want to hear sister’s explanation.”

Mu He Na Yun slowly turned around, her phoenix eyes as cold as snow, staring at Concubine Shu with the imposing air of the imperial family emanating from her. She gave a proud smile, the corner of her mouth lifting slightly, and said lightly: “If I were you, I would never do this today.”

Concubine Shu hadn’t expected her to say such a thing and was momentarily stunned. Mu He Na Yun continued: “For women in the palace, one looks first at the family background, second at the emperor’s favor, and third at the children one bears. Concubine Shu, you and I entered the palace in the same year, both starting as minor concubines. You are not inferior to me in any respect, so why was I made Empress ten years ago while you are still a Noble Consort to this day? Have you ever thought about the reason?”

Concubine Shu’s face turned cold, all traces of a smile gone. Mu He Na Yun said solemnly: “Because you are foolish, only knowing petty tricks, short-sighted, arrogant and domineering, with the face of a minor person who has attained a small success, ultimately unable to achieve greatness. Your only fortune is that you were born into a good family and have a good elder brother, that’s all.”

“How dare you!” the palace maid beside Concubine Shu immediately shouted.

The female official behind Mu He Na Yun immediately rebuked harshly: “You’re the one who dares! When the Empress speaks with your mistress, when did it become your turn, you lowly servant, to speak?”

“The Mu He family has fallen. If I were you, I would not still be standing here now. Compared to me, don’t you think that the one in Lanxuan Hall poses a greater threat to you at this very moment?”

Mu He Na Yun’s lips curled into a mocking smile: “Do you think His Majesty will still tolerate and allow the Wei clan to become the next Mu He clan? Though the Mu He clan has fallen, I am still the best choice to balance all sides. You will never become an empress in this lifetime. No matter how prominent the Wei clan is outside, you are merely a consort in the imperial palace of Da Xia. I advise you to learn what is meant by proper conduct, to understand when to advance and retreat, and the etiquette of paying respects. The Empress of Da Xia can only be me, Mu He Na Yun, and no one else. It was so in the past, is so now, and will be so in the future. You? Give up the idea.”

The long wind blew, lifting the deep purple hem of Mu He Na Yun’s robe. The woman in her forties had a sharp countenance, her hair flowing like a waterfall, looking as if she were in her thirties, her bearing and demeanor full of nobility and pride.

Concubine Shu stood in place, watching Mu He Na Yun’s departing figure, her eyes gloomy. As she turned back and passed by the kneeling eunuch, she paused and said sternly to the person beside her: “Take him away and execute him.”

“Your Highness!” The eunuch was alarmed and cried out loudly while kneeling: “Your Highness, please spare me!”

Concubine Shu did not look back and quickly disappeared into the courtyard. Sparrows chirped as they flew past the corridor, and the lake waters reflected a gentle light.

The door was opened, and light poured in from outside. Chu Qiao squinted slightly and looked to one side.

The man stood tall and straight, dressed in a dark red ceremonial robe with black flying eagles embroidered on his sash. His eyes were like stars, his lips crimson, as he slowly looked over.

A cold breeze passed between them, carrying a faint chill. The man’s gaze was as cold as ever, without a trace of emotion.

This man seemed to have always been like this, cold like a statue.

Chu Qiao slowly took two steps back, her face calm as she looked at the man before her, as if she had never known him. The early spring wind stirred up dust from many years ago, swirling through the cold air. Then, they simultaneously shifted their gazes, looking towards their respective paths ahead, passed each other without a word, and continued straight forward.

From beginning to end, they had never shared the same path, and even though fate occasionally arranged a teasing encounter, it could only be a brief meeting, after which they would pass each other, disappearing like meteors along their respective orbits in the vast sea of stars.

Zhuge Yue suddenly remembered a night many years ago, with an old man of white hair and beard standing in a desolate maple forest, his silhouette lonely, his clothes fluttering.

“Master, why me?”

“No particular reason,” the old man’s face was aged, his voice carrying undisguisable vicissitudes. “Because there are some things that if you don’t bear them, no one will. Child, born into a noble family, you have your responsibilities.”

“Young master,” a man dressed as a palace servant approached and said solemnly: “Everything is ready.”

In the dense bamboo grove, dark red robes swayed in the wind. Zhuge Yue’s brows were tightly knitted, yet he remained silent for a long time. The weather wasn’t hot, but the servant was so anxious that sweat beaded on his forehead.

After about the time it takes for half an incense stick to burn, Zhuge Yue finally nodded and said: “Go ahead.”

The cold wind gusted, and the scent of blood permeated the Sacred Gold Palace.

Just as she arrived at the front hall, she saw shadows moving about, with large patches of purple Jin flowers arranged in the square. Yan Xun stood tall, waiting for her in the distance.

Chu Qiao quickened her pace, and Yan Xun, having spotted her, smiled at the corner of his mouth and also walked over.

“Qiao Qiao!” Li Ce was also standing nearby, dressed in bright red ceremonial attire, waving vigorously at Chu Qiao.

Before Chu Qiao’s expression of disgust could fully spread, a shrill bell suddenly rang throughout the entire palace, causing everyone to look up in terror toward the direction of Xiefang Hall.

“Assassin! The Empress has passed away!”

The eunuch’s shrill voice, like a death knell, carried a sobbing tone that spread throughout the front hall square. Everyone was instantly shocked. Guards dressed in black military uniforms darted between the palace halls, and dense waves of guards surged toward Xiefang Hall where the incident occurred. The crowd in the square was stunned for a moment, and suddenly someone began to wail. Immediately, the mass of people stood in shock, a dark expanse, with cries echoing in the sky above the Sacred Gold Palace.

Empress Mu He Na Yun, born into the Mu He clan, once the foremost of the seven great noble families, had entered the palace at thirteen, ascended to the position of Empress at thirty, and wielded the phoenix seal for ten years, commanding the obedience of the six palaces with none who dared to defy her.

Chu Qiao’s face instantly turned ashen. She raised her head to look at Yan Xun, only to see the same terror in his eyes.

At this moment, that chaotic palace was exactly where she had just passed. If the assassination had happened a little earlier, she would certainly not be standing here alive!

The death knell rang continuously, nine solemn tolls. All who were walking or standing—soldiers, palace maids, eunuchs, or princes, ministers, civil and military officials—turned to face the inner palace, prostrating themselves in unison. The imperial palace fell deathly silent; even the noisy front hall momentarily lost its voice. The bells and drums paused briefly, then rang out again, the sound even more resounding.

And so, first one person, then two, ten, a hundred, a thousand—all people knelt together, bowing their heads toward Xiefang Hall.

Chu Qiao opened her mouth but couldn’t speak. In her mind, she instantly recalled that fierce woman who represented the Mu He clan, who had held the position of Empress and controlled half of Da Xia’s power for nearly ten years, and remembered her resolute words that still echoed in her ears: “The Empress of Da Xia can only be me, Mu He Na Yun, and no one else. It was so in the past, is so now, and will be so in the future.”

The words were still in her ears, yet the person was already gone. What terrible blade was hidden in this seemingly splendid palace?

A great wail immediately pierced the clouds, traveling from beyond the Purple Gold Gate.

I’m feeling much better now, thank you, sisters. Tomorrow I’ll resume normal updates. Because I still need to limit my time online, I can’t update very quickly, but I’ll try to keep a steady pace. Thank you all for your support during this time, I’ll keep working hard.

Chapter 74: Yan Bei’s Independence
“In the seven hundred and seventy-third year of Bai Cang, on the ninth day of the fifth month, the Empress passed away. Officials wept bitterly outside the Purple Gold Gate, the people mourned in grief, and the entire nation went into mourning. On the sixteenth day of the fifth month, her coffin was carried from Taiqing Street, with carriages and horses stretching for dozens of li. The Prince of West Huai wore mourning clothes and followed the coffin to the imperial tomb at Nine Grace Mountain.”

In historical records, there were only a few brief lines about Empress Mu He Na Yun. Behind the seeming glory and favor, she didn’t even receive a posthumous title. The cause of death was also not mentioned, just the word “passed away,” which represented the once prosperous and magnificent Mu He clan’s true exit from the stage of history. Among the seven great families of the Council of Elders, only six remained. The vacancy left by the Mu He clan’s retreat immediately attracted the covetous gazes of other great families, and this covetousness became even more blatant after Mu He Na Yun’s death.

On the day of Empress Mu He’s funeral procession, Chu Qiao stood on the Bell and Drum Tower at the southwestern corner of the palace, watching the white silk banners fluttering across the sky, covering the empty expanse above. Everything seemed like a magnificent dream. Yan Xun stood by her side, his gaze calm, showing no emotion. However, when he turned to leave, Chu Qiao noticed that the railing he had been gripping showed the imprints of his five fingers.

How could one forget that the first iron cavalry to set foot on the Yan Bei Plateau belonged to the Mu He clan’s mighty army? And how could one forget the eyes of Yan Hongxiao by the Cold Water River, filled with humiliation, unwillingness, and hatred that refused to close even in death?

With the death of the last person in power from the Mu He clan, the blood feud between Yan Bei and the Mu He clan finally settled in blood.

On the way back to Yingge Court, Chu Qiao unexpectedly encountered the Seventh Prince, Zhao Che. The young prince wore a light cyan robe, with only his belt and cuff bands in moon white, which stood out against the mournful white that filled the entire palace.

Zhao Che’s expression was calm as he stood in a high round pavilion. The fine rain-like ox hair created a misty veil, making it difficult to see his features. Chu Qiao held a cyan umbrella, her head slightly tilted upward. The rain dampened her shoes and the hem of her skirt.

Zhao Che raised his head, gazing toward the western sky. Chu Qiao knew that there lay range upon range of undulating plateaus. Legend had it that the ancestors of Da Xia’s royal line had emerged from those mountains. They rode horses with whips raised, using blood and faith to carve out this vast territory, subjugating the chaotic Red River Plateau under one regime. After their deaths, their souls would return to their homeland, resting eternally in that crimson soil.

The underground imperial tomb of the Da Xia dynasty was also located beneath Nine Grace Mountain in the northwest. For generations, the common people passed down the tale that there was a huge temple on that mountain, with whale oil lamps flickering in the night, never extinguished for ten thousand years.

The fine rain flew sideways, hitting the oil paper umbrella. The young woman’s figure was half-hidden among the flowering trees, with only her white skirt hem quietly fluttering in midair.

To limit the Mu He clan’s power, the Seventh Prince Zhao Che had been given at birth to the daughter of the Grand Scholar of Wenhua Pavilion, Consort Yuan, to raise. As the only consort whom the Emperor of Da Xia had shown some favor in his lifetime, Consort Yuan held a special position in the inner palace. She had followed the Grand Scholar Yuan from Bian Tang, born in the southeastern water town. Though without an illustrious family background, she had deeply won the emperor’s favor, which had not diminished for seventeen years. However, on Zhao Che’s seventeenth birthday, Consort Yuan committed suicide by drowning herself in the lake in front of numerous palace maids and servants.

No one knew the reason for Consort Yuan’s death. Palace rumors suggested that Empress Mu He had poisoned her out of jealousy, forcing Consort Yuan to take her own life, but the emperor had not made any response to this. After Consort Yuan’s death, he continued to attend court as usual and handle state affairs, completely in keeping with the manner of a wise ruler. However, from then on, he never took in any other consort.

Zhao Che also grew increasingly distant from his birth mother because of his foster mother’s death. Finally, due to differences in political views, he ultimately fell out with his maternal clan, to the extent that when he was exiled to the border, not one person was willing to lend him a helping hand.

It was precisely for this reason that after the downfall of the Mu He clan, his younger brother the Prince of West Hua, and his sister Princess Chun both lost their influence and were implicated, while he alone remained unaffected, continuing to wield significant power and command troops.

Many times, what appears on the surface is not necessarily the truth. Chu Qiao turned away, no longer watching the lonely figure of the once-illustrious young prince gazing into the distance.

In this deep palace, everyone had their own sorrows, and everyone had their own cruelty. Her eyes had seen too much; she had long grown tired of seeing the decay beneath the splendor.

When she returned to Yingge Court, Yan Xun was drinking in the pavilion in the plum garden. In recent years, he had always been calm and rarely drank except on necessary occasions. Chu Qiao stood in the corridor, looking at the young man in his cyan robe, and suddenly felt a surge of bitterness in her chest. She suddenly recalled an afternoon many years ago when the youth had awakened from a nightmare, grabbing her hand and asking vulnerably: “A-Chu, when will I be able to drink without worry?”

Back then, they were too weak, lacking even the courage to drink alcohol without fear. But now, though they had gained that courage, they had also shouldered more responsibilities, weighing them down so that they could no longer raise their golden cups with ease.

Indeed, Yan Xun stopped after just two cups. Winter had passed, and the plum garden was gradually withering. The breeze blew, and the flowering trees swayed everywhere. The plum blossoms scattered, and the cyan-robed man with his ink-black hair flying closed his eyes and tilted his head back, his brows slightly furrowed, letting the white plum blossoms fall upon his face. The clear wind came, making his sleeves billow like bird wings.

Chu Qiao did not approach him; she simply stood quietly at a distance, watching the person who had been by her side for many years.

Some feelings cannot be understood by others, and some hatreds cannot be borne by others. Even though they were as close as could be, she could never bear that bone-deep hatred for him.

Perhaps all she could do was watch from afar and, when it rained, bring her umbrella to him.

The empire’s most noble woman had departed, leaving behind a massive stone that crashed into the seemingly calm lake’s surface.

To everyone’s surprise, Concubine Shu, who had been the most prominent in the inner palace, did not naturally take Mu He Na Yun’s place. After a brief moment of joy, countless suspicious arrows suddenly pointed at the Wei clan, and Concubine Shu became the prime suspect. Officials from the Bureau of Records, the Internal Affairs Department, and the Grand Temple Department entered Shu Yun Hall like a revolving lantern. Seven days of investigation yielded no results, yet it did not clear Concubine Shu of suspicion. With the deliberate indulgence of certain individuals, Concubine Shu’s status in the inner palace plummeted, and the Wei clan suffered collateral damage, facing verbal and written attacks from numerous scholars of the Censorate. The situation looked grim.

Meanwhile, Consort Xuan of Lanxuan Hall gained power out of nowhere, serving the emperor for three consecutive nights, and on the fourth day was elevated to Noble Consort, becoming the highest-ranking consort in the inner palace after Concubine Shu. She was also entrusted with the phoenix seal, fully in charge of arranging Empress Mu He’s funeral ceremony, clearly becoming the first lady of the inner palace.

Noble Consort Xuan was different from the former Consort Yuan, and also different from the fallen Mu He Na Yun. The favored woman named Lan Xuan had another dazzling surname. She came from an ancient clan that had been passed down for hundreds of years, with a powerful family backing. Her full name was Zhuge Lan Xuan.

The wind shifted, and the Zhuge clan’s power rose, instantly becoming one of the great clans on par with the Wei clan.

The emperor’s birthday was destined to be tumultuous. After Empress Mu He’s funeral, there were only three days until his birthday, and on the same day, the emperor would marry his most beloved daughter to the heir of Yan Bei, completing this nationally-attention marriage arrangement.

All arrows were instantly drawn to full tension. The air was filled with a sense of imminent confrontation. On the seventeenth day of the fifth month, a group of formidable cavalry shattered the tranquility of the imperial capital. The birthday envoys from the northwestern Batu Ha family arrived fashionably late. As soon as Old Batu’s youngest brother, Balei, entered the city, he burst into tears, throwing himself onto the statue of the imperial mother in Violet Plaza, crying with snot and tears. Subsequently, he received a summons from the Sacred Gold Palace—because of his loyalty to the emperor and country, the esteemed Emperor decided to receive him personally.

Balei’s return to court did not attract the attention of those with ulterior motives. In the eyes of the capital’s officials, an elder of the Council who was past his prime did not carry much special weight, especially after the downfall of the Mu He clan. The Batu Ha family, a barbaric clan pushed to the northwest, became even more dispensable. The Emperor’s meeting with Balei was nothing more than an attempt to win hearts and minds.

In the Imperial Study of the Sacred Gold Palace, the Emperor’s audience lasted a full hour, with guards at the door allowing no one to approach.

When Balei left the Sacred Gold Palace, it was already deep into the night. The wind reversed on Nine Wai Long Street, and the young General Balei laughed heartily at the sky. Passers-by secretly looked at this northwestern dignitary who was both crying and laughing with expressions as if they were watching a madman, silently furrowing their brows.

That very night, both Zhuge Yue and Wei Shuye, the young master of the Wei clan who had just returned to the capital, received letters marked with the northwestern eagle seal. Zhuge Mu Qing looked at it for a while, then set it aside and slowly shook his head, saying: “Tell the young master he is ill and cannot go out.”

Zhuge Yue frowned and stepped forward, asking: “Father, why?”

Zhuge Mu Qing said solemnly: “We have achieved our goal and should not create complications. Our family’s power is not yet secure, and Lan Xuan still needs time in the palace.”

“If we facilitate this matter, His Majesty will value us more.”

Zhuge Mu Qing slowly frowned and said gravely: “Yue, don’t you understand yet? Whether His Majesty values us depends not on what contributions we make to the country, but on what power the Zhuge clan possesses. General Meng has served the country for generations, yet to this day remains merely a general, without any fiefs or wealth. The noble families and imperial power are divided and balanced, irreconcilable—this is something I have told you many times.”

“But…”

“No more discussion on this matter. From today, we will close our doors to visitors. Let us wait for the result three days from now.”

Zhuge Yue’s words were forcibly cut off by Zhuge Mu Qing. What he wanted to say was, if that fool Balei could not succeed, and Yan Xun escaped alive from the capital to assume the throne in Yan Bei, what would happen to the capital? What would happen to Da Xia? What would happen to the entire world? They had released this fierce tiger for their interests—what kind of disaster and calamity would it brew?

He wanted to say that his father had grown old, his eyes only able to see the gains and losses of a single family, unable to see the greater trend of the world. If the country does not exist, how can the Zhuge clan survive?

If he left, what about her? Would she also leave the capital and go far away to Yan Bei?

Fortunately, although Balei was a fool, there was still Wei Shuye. With the Wei clan’s decline, they would have to seize this opportunity to stand firm.

Zhuge Yue slowly raised his head, murmuring: “Don’t disappoint me.”

The next day, Wei Shuye led eighteen warriors into Old Batu’s mansion in the imperial capital, but after waiting a day, there was no sign of Zhuge Yue.

Meeting for the first time, Balei and Wei Shuye were not particularly restrained, as they had had the opportunity to work together in the southwestern camp. As soon as they sat down, General Balei immediately stated his purpose. The young noble of the empire sneered, smiling wickedly: “The Zhuge family has given up this excellent opportunity to serve the country. It seems this chance for promotion and wealth is destined to fall on the heads of us brothers.”

Wei Shuye’s face was gloomy, seemingly unwilling to entangle with Balei further. He directly got to the point, saying solemnly: “I am impetuous. May I ask if the general has a plan?”

Balei smiled triumphantly: “Yes.”

“I would like to hear the details.”

The entire operation sounded like a small-scale military coup. Three days later, on the night of the emperor’s birthday, the Seventh and Ninth Divisions of the Xiao Qi Camp stationed in the city would join the northwestern Batu Ha family’s troops, disguised as northwestern soldiers, to surround the Yan Bei convoy with Balei. Balei would personally command the operation, crushing all resistance and directly arresting the rebels. Then the guillotine would fall, the traitors would be executed, and peace would be restored to the world.

Wei Shuye understood the Sacred Gold Palace’s thinking. Many could do this, but the northwestern Batu Ha family was most suitable.

Although it was a high-profile operation, the entire action would appear like revenge and murder. Given the grudge between Old Batu in the northwest and Yan Bei, no one would suspect there was more to it. Old Batu feared that after Yan Xun married the princess, his power would expand, and upon returning to Yan Bei to succeed, he would cause trouble for him. So he sent his brother to the imperial capital to murder the innocent heir of Yan Bei. The truth of the matter was crystal clear.

Afterward, the emperor would handle the matter justly, severely reprimanding the northwestern army, then detaining General Balei, and then, after ten days or half a month, releasing him without charges in view of the northwest’s good attitude of admitting guilt, symbolically collecting some compensation. It was believed that no one would stand up for justice for the already extinct Yan Bei.

The entire operation appeared to be a private feud, unrelated to the state, and even less possibly connected to the emperor who was about to marry off his daughter.

Wei Shuye felt a sense of disgust but still frowned and said solemnly: “Three hundred Wei clan death warriors are willing to follow the general, at your disposal.”

To deal with a fallen heir, where would so many troops be needed? Balei chuckled and said: “Very well, then the young general can be responsible for clearing and intercepting reinforcements on the periphery.”

Wei Shuye smiled gently: “Thank you for the general’s guidance.”

The eighteenth day of the fifth month, deep in the night.

The young woman stood before the map, repeatedly pondering the action two nights later, and finally said solemnly: “Every link has been arranged properly, except for the visit to the ancestral temple in the south of the city for blessing. I’m still not at ease about this.”

Yan Xun raised an eyebrow, gesturing for her to continue.

“According to the ceremony, you need to go to the ancestral temple to worship your ancestors, then return to the palace with the ritual officials to marry the princess. The guards protecting you on this route are troops recruited from the Ministry of Rites, whose loyalty is not reliable. If someone intercepts you on this route, disaster will surely strike.”

Yan Xun looked at the map and said solemnly: “This area is open terrain, close to the Southwest Garrison, a mixed area of various people. Once action begins, a large army would need to be mobilized. Moreover, the Southwest Garrison has deep connections with us; they might not have the courage.”

Chu Qiao shook her head and slowly said: “To do things, one must be fully prepared. The most unlikely places are where mistakes are most likely to occur. We need to be prepared for all variables. Besides, you and I know that the Southwest Garrison is loyal neither to Yan Bei nor to you. We must be cautious.”

Yan Xun nodded, picked up the map, and began planning for possible battles and countermeasures.

Chu Qiao also took out paper and brush, bending over the desk to write.

After the time it took for an incense stick to burn, they both straightened up, exchanged papers and after just one glance, both broke into smiles.

Burn the boats! Fight with backs to the river!

If the Emperor of Xia dared to employ such a strategy, then the entire capital of Zhen Huang would see them off!

Two days passed without a ripple. Early on the twentieth day of the fifth month, the entire city of Zhen Huang was immersed in a grand celebration. Bright red brocade and silk were laid from the Purple Gold Gate all along Nine Wai Street to the East City Gate. The Emperor of Da Xia made a public appearance. Officials, merchants, common people, and civilians of the imperial capital blocked the streets, prostrating themselves and shouting “Long live the Emperor” under the direction of the capital guards, presenting a completely prosperous and magnificent scene.

For the emperor’s birthday, all criminals except those who had committed murder were granted amnesty. Violet Plaza was densely packed with kneeling criminals who had received pardons. As soon as the emperor’s carriage approached, these people immediately shouted “Long live the Emperor,” expressing gratitude for the imperial grace.

Civil and military officials and envoys from various territories knelt before the Purple Gold Gate, later following the procession along the route, enjoying the homage of the masses.

The procession continued until the afternoon. A grand banquet was held in the Sacred Gold Palace. By evening, the sky was filled with fireworks and floral lights, colorful lanterns burning high. Countless dancers performed magnificently in the plaza, music resounding throughout the imperial city. The common people cheered thunderously, creating an impressive scene.

However, just as wave upon wave of cheers rose from Violet Plaza, on the road to the ancestral temple in the south of the city, a procession of elaborately dressed people moved slowly according to ritual.

Unlike the jubilation in the inner city, this restricted area around the ancestral temple in the south of the city remained immersed in silence. The cheers from the distance continued to arrive, making the deathly stillness here all the more pronounced.

The moonlight was dim, with bright red palace lanterns flickering along both sides of the road. Yan Xun, dressed in bright red auspicious attire, sat in the carriage, his eyes slightly closed, quietly waiting for the opportunity.

With a clang, the carriage lurched and slowly stopped. Yan Xun opened his eyes, his eyebrows slightly furrowed, the last bit of hesitation in his heart instantly vanishing.

“What’s happening? Why have we stopped?”

The ritual official in charge of the procession stepped forward to ask. A young military officer quickly ran up, saying to Yan Xun behind the curtain and the ritual official outside: “Your Highness, Lord Ritual Official, the guards of the ancestral temple ahead are demanding that we get off the carriage for inspection.”

“What’s going on? This is a ritual worship of ancestors, approved ten days ago. They dare to intercept even the princess’s wedding. Which squad are they from? Do they not value their lives?”

The young military officer said with a bitter face: “Sir, I told them the same thing, but they insist on inspecting.”

“Your Highness, I will go to the front to see.”

There was silence in the carriage. The ritual official took Yan Xun’s silence as consent and left with the officer. What he didn’t know was that at this moment, the person in the carriage had already mysteriously and silently slipped away.

The murderous intent had already begun to ripple through the air, as thick as the stench of corpses.

At the front of the convoy, the ritual officials and the temple guards were arguing until their faces turned red and necks bulged, almost coming to blows.

Behind a large compound, warriors’ horses had their hooves wrapped in cotton cloth as they swiftly moved forward to meet the rapidly approaching man. A Jing dismounted and brought a warhorse for Yan Xun, saying solemnly: “Your Highness, everything is ready.”

Yan Xun nodded silently, mounted the horse, and immediately galloped toward the Southwest Garrison at the other end of the long street. There, the empire had field troops transferred from Yan Bei, permanently stationed in the imperial capital, numbering over ten thousand.

Although they were not his men, just because they shared the same Yan Bei origin, Yan Xun had decided to draw them onto his ship of outlaws.

Now, he was going to seek their help.

Amidst the standoff, a sharp, prolonged cry suddenly pierced the quiet of the night. The commander of the ancestral temple guards dropped his smile and immediately shouted harshly: “Attack!”

Blades flashed, and chaos erupted!

Amid shrill battle cries, the temple guards all drew their hidden blades and began hacking away. Each was nimble and agile—not temple guards at all but battle-hardened soldiers. In an instant, blades flashed, blood splattered, and the jarring sound of blades cutting into flesh and bone was accompanied by dense cries of shock and screams of agony.

“Execute the Yan Bei traitor!” the assassins shouted their slogan, leaping like wolves and tigers through the fragile formation hastily formed by the ritual officials at the front, quickly charging toward the middle of the convoy.

“Assassins! Enemy attack!” The lead ritual official finally reacted. He was also of military background and drew the battle knife from his waist, struggling to meet the enemy. Faithful to his duty, he shouted: “Protect His Highness! Form ranks! Call for help! Coun—”

Before he could finish, a blade immediately sliced across his throat, and blood instantly gushed out in great quantities. The man’s voice immediately became hoarse, and in an instant, his body tilted and fell into a horrific pool of blood.

The ritual officials in the carriage hadn’t even had time to get out before the assassins blocked them at the carriage door. A series of sharp whistling sounds came from all directions as more than a dozen silver arrow gleams pierced through the carriage partitions from all sides, skewering them through and through.

The carriage was narrow, with nowhere to hide. Huge screams of agony and pleas echoed in the sky above the southwest of the imperial capital, making one’s scalp tingle.

But the ruthless executioners showed no emotion. They lay prone on the ground, holding small crossbows level, steadily loading, drawing, and shooting. Rows of arrows whistled through the air, penetrating the carriage partitions and riddling those innocent imperial ritual officials. Occasionally, arrows shot by particularly strong archers would pierce through two partitions, and the arrows that came through were thick with the smell of blood, their tips still dripping with bright red blood that was shocking to behold.

The carriage guards drew their battle knives and fought back with all their might, loading arrows onto crossbows. However, the enemy’s speed was too fast; they pulled their triggers before they could even aim. But how could there be accuracy in darkness? Especially for these Ritual Department guards not skilled in warfare. In their panic, the arrows were completely useless. They had no choice but to throw down their crossbows on the spot and draw the knives from their waists to fight. Battle cries shook the heavens, and blood mixed with mud. On the wide imperial road that could accommodate eight warhorses side by side, warriors from both sides became entangled, shouting and charging, fighting to the death.

When enemies meet on a narrow road, the brave will win! They had no time to ask the names and origins of their opponents. All they could do was raise their battle knives and smash them down hard on the enemy’s head!

But there were too many enemies. A few guards were like straws in a torrent amid the crowd, swallowed by the great waves in the blink of an eye, their shadows no longer visible.

Low, shouting voices rumbled like muffled thunder, echoing in the street. The background to all this was wave after wave of cheers from the central part of the imperial capital, with fireworks and smoke continuously proclaiming what a joyous day it was. Yet it was precisely this joyous bustle that covered up the sound of this bloodthirsty massacre. No one knew, no one heard, and no one would imagine that under such a prosperous feast of celebration, there existed such a brazen and uninhibited slaughter.

The guards from the Ritual Department roared as they fought back, but the enemies were too numerous, surging in like the tide from all directions! Those ferocious faces and bloodthirsty eyes consumed the last shred of hope in people’s hearts like savage beasts.

“Fight back! Meet the enemy! The empire will send us support soon!”

However, what they didn’t know was that today’s assassins came from the very empire they were thinking of. There would be no support, no reinforcements. They were destined to be an abandoned team, sacrificed for the strength of the empire!

Their eyes were red, and the world was drenched in blood. They fired arrows almost pressed against the enemy’s head. When they ran out of arrows, they swung their ten-pound-plus crossbows like hammers, smashing enemy skulls until brains spilled out, only to be cut down by a flurry of blades. The entire long street was plunged into bloody chaos. Both sides engaged in brutal killing, with screams and wails rising densely.

Yan Xun’s carriage had been shot into a honeycomb, and no one would hope that he was still alive. The fierce battle did not last long. After the time it took for an incense stick to burn, the sounds of battle gradually thinned out and finally subsided. All two hundred-plus soldiers guarding the convoy were annihilated. Whether they resisted or surrendered, all were brutally massacred, not one left alive! Blood gurgled, forming a terrifying small river that flowed quietly down the street until it froze into bloody clots, the stench of blood assaulting the nostrils.

Just then, a magnificent firework suddenly burst in the center of the imperial capital, colorful and dazzling. A huge wave of cheers surged forth, further highlighting the deathly silence here.

This was absolutely a very successful assassination, but the planners of the assassination were not happy about it. Balei stood in the middle of the bloodbath, looking lost, and berated his subordinate: “What’s going on? Where’s the person?”

The subordinate looked panic-stricken, his face ashen, and stammered: “I don’t know, sir. We couldn’t find the heir of Yan Bei among the dead nor in the carriage. I think he may have escaped.”

“Escaped?”

Balei shouted harshly, angrily saying: “Eight hundred people attacking, three hundred guarding the perimeter, excellent weapons, full preparation, a calculated ambush, and yet you still let him escape? What use are you to me?”

“General, we… we can check with Young General Wei at the perimeter, perhaps they’ve caught him.”

“Yes,” Balei nodded immediately, about to mount his horse with a one-in-a-million hope. But just then, a thunderous sound of hoofbeats suddenly arose. The entire ground shook violently. Balei looked up in terror and saw that at the end of the pitch-black long street, dense torches were slowly approaching, gradually forming a bright band of light. The warhorses were imposing, and the killing intent was like a rainbow! What came towards them was a formidable cavalry brigade!

“It’s the Yan Bei troops from the Southwest Garrison!”

Balei cried out in shock, turning sharply: “Run quickly!”

By now it was too late to escape; two legs could never outrun four legs of a warhorse. This was no longer a battle but a literal slaughter. Among Balei’s northwestern subordinates, there was no shortage of skilled fighters, but a hastily assembled rabble organized for assassination facing a well-coordinated cavalry brigade—the result was not hard to imagine. The assassins couldn’t even withstand the first wave of attack before being shot by crossbows into complete disarray. What followed was a total collapse and a desperate flight.

“I am General Balei of the Northwestern Batu Ha family! We have imperial orders!”

A panicked voice immediately rang out. Balei retreated step by step under the protection of his guards, screaming his identity at the top of his lungs.

But who would believe him? The soldiers of the Southwest Garrison who had just been summoned by the heir of Yan Bei had all gone berserk. Since the fall of Yan Shi Cheng, the Southwest Garrison had been treated as inferior in the imperial capital, bullied, and insulted by soldiers from the Green Camp and the Xiao Qi Camp. Even the City Guard dared to look down on them. Now, having finally caught such an opportunity to perform a great service, who would believe the mad words of assassins facing death?

Daring to organize such a large-scale assassination in Zhen Huang City—they were simply tired of living.

The soldiers shouted and, swinging their battle knives, cut off the head of the one who was shouting the loudest!

Like a violent storm, the cavalry rushed in fiercely, catching up to the fleeing crowd. Before the horses arrived, they were met with a rain of arrows, which immediately shot down a large number of the fleeing assassins. Then the hooves trampled over them viciously, crushing them into meat paste.

Retribution came so quickly. The killers from just an incense stick’s burn ago had instantly become prey to the assassins’ blades, with nowhere to escape.

The thunderous sound of hoofbeats shook the heavens. The black mass of cavalry surged like a tide, and all resistance was quickly leveled wherever they went. Amid the main troops, Yan Xun, dressed in bright red auspicious attire, sat coldly on horseback, his eyes examining the battlefield like those of a hawk, his lips pressed together, bearing a cold and hard edge.

“Young Master!”

The deputy commander of the Southwest Garrison, He Xiao, rode up, his face beaming with joy as he said: “Young Master, the mission has been completed. All assassins have been eliminated, not one escaped.”

Yan Xun nodded and smiled, saying: “Commander He has rendered great service. This life-saving favor, Yan Xun will never forget.”

He Xiao shook his head and said: “Your words are too kind, Your Highness. Protecting the safety of the imperial capital is my responsibility, especially since Your Highness and the Southwest Garrison both come from Yan Bei. We cannot stand by idly.”

Yan Xun smiled and said: “The commander’s merit, I will report to the Emperor completely and intact. I believe that soon, Deputy Commander He’s ‘deputy’ title will be removed.”

He Xiao was delighted and said: “Thank you, Your Highness, for your support!”

“Commander!” Just then, a junior commander came forward and whispered in He Xiao’s ear: “Something’s not right.”

He Xiao was startled and turned his head, asking quietly: “What’s not right?”

The commander frowned deeply, his eyes panicked, and said solemnly: “Come with me and see.”

He Xiao excused himself to Yan Xun and followed the commander. When he saw the scattered corpses, he felt his vision darken, as if the world had collapsed in an instant. He almost fell from his horse.

Balei was arrogant and liked to show off. When he entered the city, almost all the citizens had witnessed his true appearance. How could He Xiao, as a leader maintaining order at the scene, not recognize him? Seeing this man lying there with a chest full of arrows, He Xiao felt his vision go black, almost fainting.

Gathering his strength, the young deputy commander still fantasized that perhaps it was just an independent assassination operation by the Northwestern Batu Ha family to eliminate the heir of Yan Bei. After all, the grudge between Old Batu and Yan Shi Cheng had long been known throughout the land.

But when he saw a large number of Xiao Qi Camp soldiers, He Xiao immediately knew that the path before him was already a dead end.

Although these soldiers were all dressed in the clothing of the Northwestern Batu Ha family, the soldiers of the Southwest Garrison, who had been stationed in the imperial capital for years, could recognize at a glance these bastards who often followed the commander of the Xiao Qi Camp and swaggered into their camp. Seeing these people, even if He Xiao was a fool, he would understand that the so-called assassination was an execution ordered by the empire.

Then, having forcibly led troops to kill the empire’s soldiers and rescue the heir of Yan Bei, what fate awaited him?

At that moment, He Xiao had only one thought: capture Yan Xun and redeem himself!

“The one who wants to kill me is the Emperor of Da Xia.”

In an instant, everyone was stunned!

Yan Xun sat high on his horse, casually glancing at the many soldiers present, then shifting his gaze to He Xiao’s face, saying in a calm tone: “Commander He, I am sorry to have involved you in this. If your Southwest Garrison were not soldiers from Yan Bei, perhaps seizing me would spare you this calamity.”

A wake-up call to the dreamer! He Xiao widened his eyes, looking at Yan Xun’s inscrutable face, and suddenly came to his senses!

The Southwest Garrison had no way back.

If it had been another unit that had killed Balei and the Xiao Qi Camp soldiers by mistake, they might have explained it away by claiming ignorance. But for the Southwest Garrison, which was already under high scrutiny by the empire and repeatedly suspected of harboring Yan Bei rebels, there was no way they could escape with their lives. The empire would not spare them, the Council of Elders would not spare them, and the Sacred Gold Palace would certainly not spare them. Turning back now would only lead to death. The man’s eyes turned red as he stared fiercely at the handsome man in red robes before him, a voice in his mind screaming frantically: He knew everything, he deliberately led me onto this path of no return!

However, he couldn’t say a word. After a moment, the ferocity in the man’s eyes gradually dissipated, replaced by a madness like that of someone with nothing to lose.

Over ten thousand people gathered on the long street, and those with clear minds immediately understood the cause and effect of the situation. They felt as if the ground itself was shaking, a void of fear. People looked up at He Xiao, at Yan Xun, or at the heavens, desperately seeking a way to survive.

All paths of retreat were blocked, with nowhere to turn back, and turning back meant certain death. The only way out might be to fight to the death!

He Xiao suddenly jumped off his warhorse and raised both hands high toward the soldiers behind him, shouting fiercely: “Brothers! There are words I’ve held back for eight years, and today I must speak them! Back then, who crushed the Prince of Canglan’s rebellion and fought their way through the Sacred Gold Palace to rescue the Emperor? Who made a thousand-mile forced march to White Horse Pass to rescue the elders and officials of the entire empire? Who resisted the Quanrong people on the Yan Bei Plateau, preventing the northern barbarians from taking a single step inside the pass, protecting our parents, wives, and children? It was the King of Yan Bei, it was the old Prince Yan Shi Cheng! But what did the loyal minister ultimately receive? The execution of his entire family, public beheading! For eight years, we soldiers of Yan Bei have endured humiliation in the imperial capital, looked down upon by the dogs of the Xiao Qi Camp and the Green Camp Army. We’ve endured all this! But now, the empire wants to harm the old prince’s only bloodline without reason, attempting to eliminate the young master with despicable means. As soldiers of Yan Bei, can we accept this?”

“No, we cannot!”

A thunderous shout immediately arose. Countless soldiers raised their swords and spears. The legends of Yan Shi Cheng’s invincibility once again surged in the heated chests of the soldiers, and the oppression they had suffered for years boiled like magma. They shouted at the top of their lungs, an impressive display!

“Brothers! We are soldiers of Yan Bei. Tonight, we have killed the empire’s conspirators. We are already tied to the same rope as the young master. If the young master is gone, we will not fare well either! Tell me, can we sit and wait for death?”

“No, we cannot!”

“We cannot die!”

“The Emperor is ungrateful and disloyal! He is not fit to lead us!”

“Confused ruler, chaotic orders! We rebel!”

No one knew who shouted the last sentence and the entire troop suddenly fell deadly silent.

Finally, someone had shouted those words, and like a wildfire, countless voices shouted in unison: “Confused ruler, chaotic orders! We rebel!”

“Warriors of Yan Bei!”

Yan Xun sat on his horse, his gaze cold as he looked at the countless raised hands below. His eyes narrowed slowly, and his voice was firm as he said solemnly: “My father has been wronged for eight years. Yan Bei has withered, trampled by evil men, and the glory of Yan Bei’s warriors has been destroyed by the corrupt imperial capital! We are all loyal subjects of the empire. We guard the frontier and fight against the northern barbarians, protecting the peace of the empire’s interior. But over time, prosperity and extravagance have blinded the eyes of the empire’s elders and the Emperor! They have forgotten who died at the frontier, building a steel wall of protection for the country with hot blood and white bones! They have forgotten who braved wind and snow, keeping the Quanrong people outside the pass! They have forgotten who, in times of crisis for the empire, saved the country from disaster time and again!”

“It was us!” the soldiers shouted in unison. “It was us, Yan Bei!”

“Yes! It was us!” The long wind howled, lifting Yan Xun’s fluttering clothes. The young man tore off the bright red ceremonial robe he wore, revealing a jet-black battle robe underneath. On that garment was embroidered a golden, brilliant war eagle—the battle flag of Yan Bei, the Golden Iron Eagle flag! Yan Xun said sternly: “The ruler is confused and cannot distinguish between loyal officials and traitors! He has forgotten our merits, giving no rewards, but instead striking deadly blows! We have merit and no guilt. We firmly refuse to submit!”

“Firmly resist! Refuse to submit until death!”

Countless hoarse voices shouted in unison: “We rebel, refusing to submit until death!”

Yan Xun drew the long sword from his waist. The wild wind whipped his black battle robe, and the golden eagle fluttered vigorously as if it would spread its wings and soar at any moment!

The young heir, trapped for eight years, let out a lion-like roar: “Soldiers! Follow me! Break out of the imperial capital, and return to Yan Bei. We have no choice but to mutiny. Today, our Yan Bei line declares independence!”

“Break out of the imperial capital! Return to Yan Bei!”

Passionate shouts pierced the sky. At the same time, a series of huge fireworks exploded in the sky above, filling the heavens with fiery trees and the eyes with splendid smoky dust!

At this moment, in Yingge Court, a woman in black battle robes stood under the pitch-black night sky, followed by a group of black-clad figures in matching attire. A snow-white eagle flew across the night sky and landed on the young woman’s shoulder. She opened the letter, her brow furrowed slightly, then relaxed.

“Warriors! The moment to test you has come!”

Chu Qiao turned around sharply, her eyes like snow, her hair like a waterfall, her tone firm as she said solemnly: “Yan Bei needs you! Da Tong needs you! The world’s common people, the thousands of commoners need you! Go, use the hearts and livers of the corrupt rulers to consecrate our newborn regime!”

A whistling sound immediately arose, and moments later, no one remained in the courtyard except Chu Qiao.

Liu Lu, the little maid, ran up anxiously and said: “Miss, we should leave now.”

“No,” the young woman shook her head decisively. “We still have one thing left to do!”

Chapter 75: Storm Clouds Before Battle
The first half of the year 775 was destined to be a season of turmoil. Shocking events came one after another. The flowing river of history looked back with uncertainty, anxiously watching the great noble families of the Great Xia Dynasty and the current imperial power. The eyes of common people throughout the land gathered on the imperial capital. Their simple minds might not comprehend the schemes and deceptions of politicians, but the survival instincts honed through years of war made them keenly aware that an era of tremendous change was approaching. Storm clouds gathered on the horizon, winds rose, and clouds surged.

They gazed at the winding, uncertain road ahead, feeling anxious about their tomorrow.

The Great Xia Dynasty had been passed down for three hundred years, and the establishment of previous regimes could be traced back thousands of years in history. During this time, they had experienced rebellions, foreign invasions, divisions, wars between nations, internal strife, military mutinies, and many other disasters, yet the imperial power of the Great Xia still stands strong to this day. In the eyes of the world, this iron-blooded and martial regime was the most solid symbol. They possessed a powerful national army and loyal Hongchuan soldiers. On this harsh land of the Hongchuan continent, their ancestors had carved out vast territories with their teeth, blood, and tears. After a thousand years of weathering storms, no one could shake them in the slightest, whether it was a clan like the Mu He or eastern imperial families like the Tang and Song who claimed legitimacy.

However, no one could have imagined that on the deep night of May 20th, in a remote corner southwest of the imperial capital, the roar of desperation from ten thousand imperial soldiers nearly destroyed the Great Xia Dynasty’s thousand-year rule.

That day, the eagle banners of Yan Bei fluttered in the wind, emitting a lion-like roar that shook the entire world.

“Princess!”

A court lady wearing elaborate palace ceremonial attire, with delicate azure phoenix patterns on her sleeves and a high topknot, rushed to the main gate of the inner palace with a panicked expression. She grabbed the young woman’s arm and said anxiously, “The ceremony is about to begin! How can you still be here? Minister He, Minister Song, and Minister Lu from the Ministry of Rites are all waiting at the Princess’s residence. Several titled ladies are still kneeling in the Lily Hall!”

“Aunt Miao,” the young woman in a grand red ceremonial dress clutched the court lady’s hand in panic, “What should I do? The time has passed, but he still hasn’t returned. Could something have happened?”

The court lady was in her early twenties but appeared very mature. She comfortingly embraced Zhao Chun’er’s shoulders and said gently, “The streets outside the palace are crowded with celebrating commoners, so delays are inevitable. Don’t worry.”

Zhao Chun’er bit her lower lip, but the worry in her heart couldn’t be erased. She convinced herself to follow the court lady’s words and not overthink. She followed behind the court lady toward the inner palace.

In the darkness, the court lady’s brow gradually furrowed. Imperial ceremonies all had their fixed times. How would ordinary citizens dare to obstruct an imperial procession? Something must have happened that they weren’t aware of.

Just then, the sound of galloping hooves suddenly echoed at the palace gate. Zhao Chun’er immediately turned around and saw a soldier rushing into the palace gate in a disheveled condition. His horse’s hooves were urgent, but he was stopped by the palace guards.

“I have important news to report to His Majesty! Let me in!”

The guards stood immovable, blocking the soldier’s path, and said in a low voice, “Please present His Majesty’s written edict or token.”

The soldier was drenched in sweat and shouted angrily, “This is a matter of great importance! If delayed, even ten of your heads couldn’t pay for it!”

“What matter?” Zhao Chun’er frowned and stepped forward.

“Princess?” The soldier recognized her identity with just one glance at her attire, immediately shocked. He hurried forward, bent down to Zhao Chun’er’s ear, and urgently said, “Princess, terrible news! The Yan Bei World Son Yan Xun has raised the banner of rebellion in the south of the city and is leading the troops of the Southwestern Garrison Commander to attack!”

“Bang!”

A hand warmer in Princess Chun’s hand suddenly fell to the ground. The young pride of heaven turned pale, her lips turning purple, too shocked to speak.

“Their people have controlled the roads to the Council of Elders and the Prefecture Governor’s Office. The Elder Masters and generals are still in the palace. Princess, this matter must be reported quickly for early decisions! Princess? Princess?”

“Ah, yes, you’re right.” Princess Chun came back to her senses, nodding her stiff neck as the look of terror gradually receded. Forcing herself to remain calm, she said, “Follow me.”

The soldier was delighted and followed behind Princess Chun, intending to enter.

The palace guards frowned, and one bold guard stepped forward and said sternly, “Princess, this is against protocol.”

“What protocol?” The court lady frowned angrily, “Does the Princess need your approval to bring someone in? Whose subordinate are you, to be so bold!”

“Aunt Miao, don’t say any more.” Zhao Chun’er’s face was pale as she turned toward the Fangui Grand Hall in the inner palace. Tonight’s wedding ceremony was to be held there, and by now all the court officials had already gathered.

Several people followed behind her, filing through the palace gate. The guard at the door frowned deeply and exchanged glances with several other guards. The cold wind blew desolately, sweeping over the eaves.

Passing through Spring Flower Pavilion, Wisteria Corridor, and the Sage Gate, they reached the Imperial Garden. At this time, the sky was pitch black, with wind lanterns flickering around, and everything was deathly silent. Zhao Chun’er suddenly stopped, her face frighteningly pale. She turned back and beckoned to the soldier, “Come here, I have something to ask you.”

The soldier hurried forward, bending at the waist with his head respectfully lowered.

Zhao Chun’er stepped forward until she was almost pressed against the soldier. The court lady behind her frowned and was about to speak when suddenly a terrible scream of “Ah!” rang out. The soldier suddenly lunged forward, kicking the princess hard in the abdomen. The young woman tumbled to the ground, her magnificent robe scraping against the corridor with a ripping sound, tearing off a large piece.

The court lady was greatly alarmed and cried out loudly, “Assassin—”

Her voice was abruptly cut off. The soldier was covered in blood, convulsing and struggling on the ground. Zhao Chun’er clumsily got up from the ground, crawling forward like an awkward puppy. She raised the golden dagger in her hand and stabbed it fiercely into the soldier’s chest!

Blood splattered, droplets of crimson, and large streams of blood with warm, fishy odor spread through the air. The young woman’s clothes and face were covered in blood, but she continued to wield the knife. The sound of the blade entering flesh echoed all around, chillingly terrifying to hear!

“Princess! Princess!”

The court lady was shocked and crawled forward with a sobbing voice to embrace Zhao Chun’er’s body, firmly holding her hand, and repeatedly crying, “He’s dead, he’s dead.”

With a “swoosh,” the dagger fell to the ground. The young woman’s eyes were wide open as she sat down limply, her hands and feet almost uncontrollably trembling.

“I killed someone, I killed someone…”

“Princess, what happened? Did this man offend you?”

“Aunt Miao!” Zhao Chun’er tightly grasped her hand, her eyes red, and said solemnly, “You must leave the city immediately and find the Yan Bei World Son in the south. Tell him not to act rashly, not to do foolish things, not to bring destruction upon himself. I know he’s unwilling, I understand everything. I won’t force him anymore. I’ll go explain everything to Father Emperor now.”

“Princess, what are you saying?”

“Go now!” Zhao Chun’er rose to her feet in anger and said, “Find him immediately and convey my words. Tell him I’m going to request an imperial edict from Father Emperor right now. I won’t marry, I won’t force him.”

“Princess…”

“Aunt Miao, I beg you.”

Large tears fell from Zhao Chun’er’s eyes. Her face was as white as paper, lips purplish, eyes bloodshot. The young princess bit her lower lip hard, trying not to cry out loud. There were still large bloodstains on her neck, and her hands gripped the court lady’s arms so tightly it was as if she wanted to dig her nails into the other’s flesh.

The court lady, still quite young herself, was frightened to tears. She nodded repeatedly and said, “Princess, don’t worry, I will find the Yan Bei World Son.”

“Very well,” Zhao Chun’er wiped away her tears and nodded, “Then go quickly. The situation outside the palace is chaotic now, so be careful.”

“Yes, Princess, rest assured.”

After a brief exchange, they parted ways, hurrying in north and south directions.

The cold wind howled, stirring up dust and leaves from the ground. The court lady hurried along, taking a shortcut at a small run. However, just as she turned past a rockery, a bright flash of a blade suddenly slashed through the air. The court lady’s eyes widened, but before she could make out who it was, she fell into a pool of blood.

In the darkness, several men slowly emerged, led by none other than the guard from the city gate earlier.

“Brother Yu, Princess Chun…”

“It doesn’t matter, she won’t tell anyone,” the man said resolutely, “Seal off the North Gate and go to the West Gate to receive the young miss.”

In the deep of night, Vice Commander Cheng of the Xiao Qi Camp was still in his dreams, having just drunk with his soldiers at the South Camp. At this moment, he was sleeping soundly, embracing a plump military courtesan.

“Sir! Sir, wake up!”

The orderly urgently shook his arm. Vice Commander Cheng frowned, opening his eyes angrily, and said sternly to the orderly, “You’d better give me a good explanation.”

“Sir, Commander Hua from the Southwestern Garrison has arrived. He looks very anxious and says he has urgent business with you.”

“Hua Jie?”

Vice Commander Cheng quickly sat up and asked gravely, “What does he want with me?”

“I don’t know, but Commander Hua looks panic-stricken as if something serious has happened.”

“Let’s go see.” Vice Commander Cheng dressed and strode out of the bedroom. The young military courtesan slowly opened her eyes, her gaze sharp like a silver fox.

“Commander Cheng, you’re finally awake.”

“I’ve kept Commander Hua waiting. What brings you here so late at night?”

Hua Jie, as the commander of the Southwestern Garrison, was officially on the same level as Zhao Che, Zhao Qi, and others. However, because the Southwestern Garrison had always been declining, his position as commander didn’t carry much prestige. Vice Commander Cheng, though only a vice commander and officially one rank below him, was not afraid of him. After brief pleasantries, they got straight to the point.

“Commander Cheng, a major incident has occurred!” Commander Hua said with a panicked expression, “Yan Xun has rebelled, leading ten thousand imperial soldiers from the Southwestern Garrison to attack the Sacred Gold Palace! They’ve already reached Changshui Street!”

“What?” Vice Commander Cheng was shocked, standing up abruptly and questioning harshly.

“Deputy Commander He Xiao from our army has led the entire force to follow Yan Xun, killing two brigades of Xiao Qi Camp troops who were drilling with General Balei. I just learned this from a report by a subordinate in the army. I’ve already sent people to the Sacred Gold Palace, the Governor’s Office, the Northern and Southern Military Affairs Offices, and the Green Battalion to report. Commander Cheng, please mobilize your troops immediately. If we delay any longer, it will be too late.”

Vice Commander Cheng was greatly alarmed, thinking he must have misheard. He nodded hurriedly, “I understand, Commander Hua. Your loyalty and bravery will surely be rewarded by the Empire.”

“Reward?” Hua Jie gave a bitter smile, “I’m now atoning for my sins with merit. I just hope I won’t be charged with failing to detect this.”

Vice Commander Cheng’s lips moved as if wanting to say something, but in the end, he didn’t speak. Like Hua Jie, he too could see the man’s dim future.

“I’ll go now. I still need to visit the Green Battalion. Commander Cheng, you must hurry. Time is pressing, we are already one step behind. The safety of the imperial capital rests entirely on your shoulders.”

Vice Commander Cheng stood at attention and replied, “I will not fail the Commander’s expectations.”

At this moment, he suddenly felt some respect for this commander nicknamed “Snotty Hua.” Watching his figure disappear at the door, Vice Commander Cheng returned to his room to put on his armor and said sternly to the orderly, “Go inform the brigade commanders of each camp to gather at the main tent. Sound the assembly call and have the entire army standby at the parade ground.”

The orderly nodded and replied, “Yes!”

As soon as the words fell, the orderly’s eyes suddenly widened, his eye sockets bulging. He groaned miserably and blood flowed from the corner of his mouth. Vice Commander Cheng was startled and looked around in alarm. Only to see a sharp arrow had pierced through the orderly’s chest, with fresh blood seeping out from his heart. The arrowhead was ferocious, bloodthirsty like a wolf’s fang.

With a “thud,” the orderly collapsed to the ground! The graceful, voluptuous military courtesan stood behind him, still wearing the coquettish smile on her face, holding a small crossbow in her hand. She smiled radiantly, revealing teeth as white as pearl shells, then gently pulled the trigger.

“Swoosh!” The arrow whistled through the air. At such close range, there was no time for any resistance or evasion. Vice Commander Cheng watched helplessly as the crossbow arrow pierced his heart. His strength rapidly drained away, without even letting out a scream. Large splashes of blood exploded across his chest. The man groaned and his heavy body fell onto the warm bed.

The military courtesan’s smile vanished as she efficiently dressed, lifted the curtain of the tent, and stepped outside. Outside the tent was complete tranquility. The moon was large and round, hanging high in the sky. The woman took out a signal flare from her waist and fired it into the sky. A blue flame exploded high in the air, dazzling and brilliant. On such a festive night, amid the magnificent fireworks, it didn’t arouse any suspicion.

In an inconspicuous residence in the western part of the city, a woman dressed in snow white stood in the courtyard, gazing at the azure flames in the sky. Her expression was cold. After a long while, she said solemnly to her subordinates, “Whatever the cost, within one hour, completely paralyze the Green Battalion, Xiao Qi Camp, and the Northern and Southern Military Affairs Offices.”

Xia Zhi and Xi Rui and others responded affirmatively. Bian Cang stepped forward and said, “Miss, all is peaceful in the palace. The city gates in the east and north are under control. Miss Chu’s plan has succeeded.”

“Good,” Miss Yu nodded, “Fireworks Plan, commence now.”

The moon was cool as water, its clear light flooding the earth. On this night, the entire Zhenhuang City was immersed in frenzied joy and delight. However, an undetected beast was slowly approaching, stealthily extending its ferocious claws into the softest underbelly of the empire.

The spies planted by the Datong Association over the years began frenzied killings, paralyzing the entire empire’s communication network imperceptibly. That night, the Datong Association, which had always advocated equality, peace, and universal love, revealed its sharp and terrifying teeth. Under the planning of Chu Qiao and Miss Yu, a series of bloody assassinations began without restraint. The empire lost countless elites, with losses so heavy they were beyond estimation.

Brigade Commander Wang Baiyang of the Xiao Qi Camp Second Division was forcibly given arsenic in his sleep and died of severe poisoning.

Deputy Commander Jiang Meng of the Green Battalion was strangled with a rope by his concubine.

Brigade Commanders Lu Yang, Xiao Qian, and Huyan Sheng of the Green Battalion’s Third, Fifth, and Ninth Divisions were ambushed by assassins on the road after drinking and shot dead with arrows. All thirty guards they brought were annihilated, not a single one escaped.

Military Commander Xue Shijie of the Northern Military Affairs Office died in his latrine, the cause of death was unknown, and the perpetrator was unknown.

The well water of the Southern Military Affairs Office was poisoned. That night, the entire camp fell unconscious and was completely paralyzed, unaware of what was happening outside. It wasn’t until three days later when the rebellion in the imperial capital was resolved that someone discovered them. By then, half of the soldiers in the Southern Military Affairs Office were no longer alive.

An hour later, a troop of black-clad horsemen galloped through the west gate of the imperial city. The gate guards seemed not to see these people at all, not making a sound.

“Zuoqiu, tell His Highness, everything is going smoothly, proceed according to plan.”

“Yes, Miss.” As the loyal subordinate left the imperial city, Chu Qiao took off her blood-spattered black night clothes, revealing the brocade attire underneath. She hurried toward a sedan chair hidden among the flowers. The sedan bearers lifted the chair and moved forward in large strides without a word.

A moment later, the sedan chair stopped at the palace gate of Fangui Grand Hall. Outside in the darkness, killings continued, but the imperial city was still immersed in an ocean of extravagance. From far away, melodious music and laughter could be heard.

“Miss, we’ve arrived.”

The attendant said with a lowered head.

Chu Qiao stepped down from the sedan chair, wearing a light blue robe that fit her perfectly. The young woman’s eyes were like water, gazing ahead. Her back was straight, showing no fear as she raised her foot to walk toward the grand hall.

“Miss,” a low voice suddenly sounded from behind. The four sedan bearers knelt on the ground together. The young woman stopped in her tracks, and a hoarse voice sounded from behind. The man said in a suppressed tone, “The future is unpredictable, the road is difficult. Please take care of yourself for Datong and His Highness.”

Chu Qiao’s body trembled slightly, with inexplicable emotions surging in her chest. Years of hope and waiting, like a great fire, had scorched her spirit. The ups and downs of hardships had made her eyes clearer, her back straighter, and her shoulders more resilient. She firmly believed she could persevere. Just like the lion-like oath that young man had made years ago in the face of life and death: “I believe heaven will not abandon my Yan Bei.”

It wasn’t about ideals, it wasn’t about Datong, it was all because of that initial promise.

“Shall we return to Yan Bei together?”

“We shall return to Yan Bei together!”

With a flutter, the strong wind blew up her flaring skirt. The young woman raised her head high and stepped firmly toward Fangui Grand Hall!

Chapter 76: Wedding Regrets Before the Emperor
That night, the azure clouds wept blood, the nine provinces mourned together, and the god of the azure sky opened his sleeping eyes to gaze down upon the mortals below. Inside that ancient city gate, the empire’s edifice trembled in the north wind. The ambitious heroes of troubled times released their first fierce roars of growth. The entire Ximeng land awakened at this moment. A new era was about to arrive that would destroy everything of the old world like a sweeping force, and then allow a new order to be reborn from the ashes.

A nation that produces many heroes is unfortunate, just as a peaceful life is destined to be mediocre and trivial.

May 20th became a synonym for bloodshed in later generations. This famous night also successfully fed a batch of senior scholars who had been hovering near the poverty line. Countless historians dedicated their lifelong efforts to studying the details of that evening. They dug holes and tunneled through to research ancient artifacts and examine records, jumping up and down to convene one debate after another, racking their brains to write one historical treatise after another, even forming several schools of thought highly respected by society. The so-called Yan Branch, Zhuge System, and the predecessor of the Che Academic Society all originated from this.

But regardless of whether the focus of the debate was: who should bear the main responsibility for the May 20th massacre, whether the social system of the Great Xia Empire would inevitably lead to the empire’s collapse, or whether Yan Xun wore a black cloak or a white robe on the night of the incident, one question received unanimous agreement from all academic societies. That was that the Datong Association, which occupied a major leading position in future historical development, played an extremely important role in this incident. Historians cited numerous references, especially the Yan Branch scholars with their maternal protective attitudes, directing the blame for the massacre toward the Datong Association. They presented evidence that just before May 20th (not long before, though the exact date could not be verified), the Western Commander of the Datong Association, Xi Hua, who had been leading the wilderness people in the Sand Region to resist the empire’s mounted troops, had just died under the empire’s butcher knife. This great discovery provided strong theoretical support for the May 20th incident. Yan Branch historians righteously claimed: How could the great Yan Bei Emperor, who was benevolent and widely talented, with achievements that shook ancient and modern times, do such a cruel thing? The facts were obvious—this incident was directed by the Datong Association itself, entirely a private grudge between political powers, and dirty water should not be splashed on the head of the Yan Bei Emperor.

Although other factions snorted at their so-called “widespread benevolence,” they had to admit that the Yan Bei Emperor indeed deserved the two accolades of “exceptional talent” and “earth-shaking achievements.” As theoretical explorations between academic schools, scholars from various houses retained their own opinions and attitudes but still did not contradict this self-deceptive argument from the Yan faction. Thus, May 20th was collectively termed by later historians as—the Datong Association’s Revenge Event.

Halls filled with gold and jade, intoxicated with rouge; paper drunk with gold, fragrance of maidens. The moment she stepped into Fangui Grand Hall, a luxurious fragrance hit her face. Women with slender waists and flowing sleeves danced in the air. Hundreds of officials gathered in small groups, chatting happily. The banquet had not officially begun, and the main characters had not yet appeared. The emperor had been parading all day and was now resting in the back hall, so the atmosphere in the great hall was somewhat relaxed.

Restricted by her status, Chu Qiao could not enter the main hall and could only be seated in the second gallery of the side hall. Separated by a row of corridor pillars, she could only see crowds of people in the hall, a scene of bustling clamor. The Great Xia Dynasty was prosperous in population and outwardly glorious, and the imperial family’s air was unmistakably displayed.

“Miss,” a soft voice suddenly sounded beside her. Chu Qiao turned her head to see a girl with a delicate face sitting at a table next to her. Dressed in light pink butterfly-patterned clothes, she appeared quiet and refined, speaking in a gentle and polite tone, “May I ask which family’s daughter you are? I am from the He Luo clan, my father is He Luo Changqing. How should I address you?”

The girl had a gentle appearance and seemed approachable. Chu Qiao politely nodded and courteously replied, “I am Yan World Son’s attendant, Chu Qiao.”

“Oh, so it’s Miss Chu.” Upon hearing this, the smile on the He Luo miss’s face froze. Although she still politely responded, her attitude cooled. She turned to chat with the noble ladies beside her, even deliberately leaning her body to one side, afraid that others might mistake her for being together with Chu Qiao.

Shortly after, the people nearby had heard about Chu Qiao’s identity from her, and various indifferent glances drifted over—some disgusted, some contemptuous, various mixed looks with deep meanings.

Chu Qiao sat calmly to the side, the corner of her mouth curling into a light smile. She had seen enough of the world’s fickleness and human coldness.

She poured herself a cup of tea and raised it to drink, but it tasted like chewing wax. She lowered her head without speaking, waiting for the opportunity she sought.

The noble ladies on both sides didn’t know she was drinking tea, assuming she was publicly drinking alcohol, which made them even more disdainful. Gradually, large and small contemptuous voices reached her ears, saying nothing more than vulgar commoners lacking upbringing and such. They controlled their volume very well, making it clear enough to hear but unclear exactly who was speaking.

Chu Qiao didn’t mind and let them say what they wanted without raising her head to look.

After a while, the voices around her suddenly disappeared. A shadow abruptly blocked the light on her tea. In the rippling water, a pair of eyes shone like stars, like intense ocean waves, surging with turbulent tides beneath the dark sky.

Chu Qiao slowly raised her head to see Zhuge Yue standing before the many seats in the second gallery. He wore a deep purple robe with dark crescent moon patterns embroidered on his sash. His black hair was loosely tied back with a matching ribbon. He stood tall, his sleeves fluttering. Between the second gallery and the main hall was a shallow clear pool. The wind blew across the pool, carrying the fragrance of black orchids, sweeping past the man’s clothes with a faint, fresh scent.

All the young ladies in the second gallery were stunned. For these weak small clans of the imperial capital, the Seven Great Families were legendary figures, no less than the current imperial family. Many people could not touch them in their entire lifetime. Although the second gallery and the main hall were separated by only a pool, for those who needed to scheme everywhere and spend heavily to purchase seats just to attend national celebrations, it was an insurmountable divide. Especially since the man before them was the current heir of the Zhuge line who was in ascendance—how could they not be enthralled?

Zhuge Yue’s gaze lightly swept across the many seats, passing over Chu Qiao, then walking straight over. The young woman raised an eyebrow, considering whether this man would come to cause trouble at this time, but then saw Zhuge Yue turn his steps and walk to a seat beside her.

The He Luo family’s daughter was so excited her face turned red. She stood up with a thud, spilling the tea on her table all over her skirt. The girl panicked, trying to make room for Zhuge Yue while tugging at her skirt to conceal the stain. Her face was as red as a pig’s liver, not knowing where to put her hands.

Zhuge Yue didn’t even look at her once, sitting down directly, bending his knees and positioning his elbows, his gaze faintly watching his front, as if seeing something, yet also as if seeing nothing.

“Young Master Zhuge, please, please have some tea.”

The He Luo family’s daughter stood trembling nearby, her face showing immense delight. Amid the envious gazes of others, she picked up a cup of tea and presented it before Zhuge Yue. The man did not speak, casually accepting it, lowering his head to smell it, and then without even raising his head to look, touched it to his lips and drank lightly.

The He Luo girl was overjoyed. Immediately, buzzing discussions arose around them. The Fourth Young Master of the Zhuge family had accepted this young girl’s tea offering—what an enormous honor!

The He Luo miss smiled like a flower, but her movements still carried traces of small-family timidity. She pulled at the corner of her skirt and slowly sat down, beside Zhuge Yue. With gazes like knives from both sides, the girl’s face blushed crimson, yet there was also some pride. She slowly leaned forward and softly said in a coquettish voice, “Young Master Zhuge has just returned to the imperial capital recently, right?”

Seeing Zhuge Yue not answering, the girl continued on her own, “At the last hunting-gathering, we had a glimpse of each other, albeit from afar. I didn’t expect Young Master would still remember me.”

Zhuge Yue didn’t speak, holding the white jade teacup, his brows slightly furrowed, lost in thought.

The second gallery was not like the main hall; the seating was very close together. The young ladies from other families, though gathered to chat among themselves, were absent-minded and answering irrelevantly, clearly all eavesdropping. The He Luo family’s daughter felt somewhat awkward, lightly biting her lower lip, her voice becoming more tender as she softly said, “Young Master Zhuge, I am He Luo Fei, my father is Minor Celebrant He Luo Changqing of the Ministry of Rites…”

“Would you mind sharing a seat with someone else?”

The young man suddenly turned his head and asked solemnly. The He Luo miss was stunned, her eyes widening in surprise. Zhuge Yue asked again, “I’m asking if you would mind sharing a seat with someone else?”

He Luo Fei was immediately delighted and repeatedly waved her hands, hurriedly saying, “I don’t mind, of course Fei doesn’t mind.”

“Oh, that’s good.” Zhuge Yue nodded, then looked up toward someone further away who was watching him, and casually beckoned, “You, come here.”

A woman in crimson red walked over with a radiant smile and asked gently, “Is the young master calling me?”

“Yes,” Zhuge Yue nodded and asked, “Would you mind sharing a seat with someone else?”

He Luo Fei stared blankly, still not understanding what was happening, but the crimson-robed woman caught on immediately. With a strange smile, she glanced at He Luo Fei and said, “Since the Zhuge family’s young master has spoken, this humble woman certainly doesn’t mind.”

Zhuge Yue said, “In that case, I trouble you to take her away.”

He Luo Fei was stunned and called out uncomprehendingly, “Young Master Zhuge, you…”

“Alright!” The crimson-robed woman smiled coquettishly, grabbing He Luo Fei’s arm. “Did you think a pie had fallen from the sky? Come along.”

He Luo Fei’s face turned crimson, her teeth clenched tightly as she was pulled along by the crimson-robed woman. Tears welled in her eyes, almost crying out loud. The ladies around who had just been conversing pleasantly with her all covered their mouths to laugh coldly, their expressions filled with undisguised schadenfreude.

Fangui Grand Hall was the largest main hall in the Great Xia Palace, formed by thirty-six palace pavilions over water, hundreds of carved corridors, and painted walkways, intertwining and crisscrossing to protect each other. Glazed golden tiles, flying eaves, and interlocking brackets, exquisite craftsmanship, golden and resplendent. The middle hall enshrined the Fangui Wine God, forming the Fangui Main Hall, surrounded by four side halls, connected by clear pools and waterways, fragrant with orchid grass, surrounded by bouquets, with music of strings and drums, and vast clear waves.

At this moment, the main hall was certainly grand, with most of the civil and military officials in attendance. The other halls and galleries were also bustling with activity. Only in this second gallery did everyone compete to look toward Zhuge Yue. The man calmly drank his tea, seemingly unaware that he had become the focus of attention. His black hair was like ink, his attire though magnificent was not flamboyant, faintly revealing a few traces of unrestrained spirit.

Just then, someone in the main hall suddenly blew a horn to announce: “The Crown Prince of Bian Tang, His Highness the Seventh Prince, and His Highness the Thirteenth Prince have arrived!”

A rumbling of voices arose, and all the guests in the entire Fangui Grand Hall craned their necks to watch. This topsy-turvy, unrestrained Crown Prince of Bian Tang hadn’t had a quiet day since arriving in Zhenhuang and hadn’t handled a single matter well, fully embodying the style of a generation’s wastrel son.

Perhaps because today’s banquet was solemn, Li Ce wore a red brocade robe with black-edged indigo patterns. Though still flamboyant, it added a weight of sediment. The man had his hair bound with a golden crown, his face full of smiles, his spirit high, looking as if he was the one getting married today, making Zhao Che and Zhao Song, standing beside him, appear dim in comparison.

Zhao Che’s mother had just passed away, so his attire was not magnificent. He wore a brown formal robe that fit him well. The man’s brows were slightly furrowed, his expression showing some impatience as he accompanied Li Ce, clearly not by choice.

Li Ce laughed heartily and clasped his hands, saying, “We’re late, please forgive us.”

Drums thundered and dances flourished, with musicians playing the welcoming tune together. The bells rang in unison, the music melodious. Li Ce and the others followed the guide toward their arranged seats. Before they could sit down, suddenly a cold voice said, “I heard Crown Prince Li Ce arrived in Zhenhuang more than a month early. For such a grand feast today, I wonder why he’s late. All along the way, one sees and hears nothing but the Crown Prince’s romantic affairs. I wonder if today’s delay is due to another romantic encounter?”

As soon as these words fell, the crowd immediately burst into laughter. Li Ce turned to look and saw a woman in red attire like fire, with three red bird feathers inserted in her hair. Her appearance was as pure as snow, and her eyes gazed at him mockingly. It was Fire Ling’er, the daughter of the Fire Cloud Tribe chief, one of the nine great tribes of the Southern Wilderness.

The crowd immediately looked over with smiling eyes. This Fire Ling’er had once had a passionate romance with Li Ce that had caused a great stir in the Bian Tang royal family, and even the officials of the Great Xia imperial capital had heard some rumors. Li Ce had even broken off his engagement with Wen Shao Lan, the daughter of the Bian Tang Prime Minister, for her. But later, like most of the Crown Prince’s romantic entanglements, it faded into silence and disappeared within two months. Judging by the girl’s tone today, it seemed she still harbored unresolved grievances.

Li Ce’s eyes brightened, and he suddenly grinned, saying, “This is the Great Xia Palace, not your fragrant boudoir, Ling’er. What does it matter to you whether Li Ce is late or not?”

The Fangui Grand Hall immediately erupted with thunderous laughter. Fire Lie, the Fire Cloud Tribe chief, stared with round eyes, fuming with rage. Fire Ling’er was even more embarrassed and angry, grabbing the fire-red whip from her seat, about to stand up.

Zhao Che immediately stepped forward, placing his palm on the girl’s shoulder. With a calm expression, he lowered his voice and said, “This is the Great Xia Palace. Please restrain yourself, miss.”

Fire Lie held back his daughter, then angrily glanced at Li Ce, his hatred flowing like water, making people’s spines chill even from a distance.

Zhao Che returned to his seat, which was right next to Li Ce’s. This loose-tongued, trouble-making Bian Tang Crown Prince laughed and patted Zhao Che’s shoulder, saying heartily, “It’s all thanks to you.”

The music changed, and another wave of joyous sounds arose. Li Ce quietly leaned closer to Zhao Che, craning his neck to look around, asking, “Where’s Qiao Qiao? Have you seen her?”

Zhao Che frowned, “Who is Qiao Qiao?”

“The one serving under you,” Li Ce gesticulated wildly, “The one who gave me a good beating.”

Zhao Che’s frown deepened, looking at this treasure from Bian Tang with incomprehension, suspecting he might have masochistic tendencies, feeling uncomfortable all over if he wasn’t beaten a few times each day. He shook his head and said, “Haven’t seen her. This is a Great Xia state banquet; her status might not be sufficient to attend.”

“Her master is getting married and she doesn’t come?” Li Ce shook his head and sighed, “Poor Qiao Qiao, Yan Xun is taking a wife, she must be hiding somewhere, crying in grief.”

“Thirteen, have you seen Qiao Qiao? The pretty girl beside Yan Xun, the one who beat me.”

Zhao Song, assigned by the emperor to accompany Li Ce, was already full of complaints. Now hearing him inquire about Chu Qiao made his expression even worse. He stubbornly turned his head away and said coldly, “I don’t know.”

After asking several people with no one knowing, Li Ce suddenly stood up with a “poof,” turning his head to look around. In the vast hall, except for servants and dancers, he was the only one standing tall, instantly attracting everyone’s gaze. Countless pairs of eyes looked over in confusion, not knowing what this man was up to now. Zhao Che and Zhao Song were also shocked, afraid he would do something shocking again.

The entire Fangui Grand Hall had well over a hundred seats, and the four side halls outside were even more crowded with people. Li Ce looked around but didn’t see the person he was looking for. The young Li Crown Prince frowned, as if pondering something important when suddenly, he gathered his qi and shouted, “Qiao Qiao!”

The sound was deafening, immediately drowning out the music. The musicians were greatly startled and in their shock forgot to continue playing. The music stopped abruptly, and the entire hall fell into silence where one could hear a pin drop. Everyone looked at Li Ce with astonishment, their expressions more bizarre than if they had seen a pig sitting on the throne.

A soft laugh suddenly came. Chu Qiao turned to look and saw Zhuge Yue keeping a straight face, but his mouth corners were visibly restraining a smile. The man looked at her provocatively, seeming delighted to see her embarrassed.

“Qiao Qiao, where are you?” The crazy Bian Tang Crown Prince continued to shout, as if he were alone in the entire hall, completely disregarding others’ gazes.

“Qiao…”

“Alright, stop calling. I’m here.”

The young woman stood up with a cold face. Rarely showing gloom and embarrassment, having been tempered through years in a den of tigers and wolves, she stood in the second gallery side hall and said in a clear voice.

“Haha, I knew you were here.” Li Ce clapped his hands and laughed, turning to others saying, “Everyone please continue, don’t mind me. Musicians? Continue playing!”

Crown Prince Li Ce crossed over the seats, not caring that his robe’s hem dragged through wine cups, and ran across the hall.

At this moment, the many ladies in the second gallery finally focused their gaze on Chu Qiao, uncertain and unpredictable.

“Qiao Qiao, are you drinking? Drowning sorrows in wine only increases sorrows!”

Chu Qiao sat back down, her brows tightly knit. Such conspicuous attention drawing was detrimental to tonight’s operation. Now at this critical moment, there was no time to deal with him. The young woman’s expression was cold as she said solemnly, “Crown Prince Li Ce, with your noble status, you really shouldn’t disregard etiquette like this. Please return.”

“Qiao Qiao, I’m so touched, you’re always thinking of me.” Li Ce smiled, his eyes narrowing into slits like a fox, heading straight to sit beside Chu Qiao. Seeing the young woman sitting firmly in the center with no intention of making room for him, he rubbed his nose and walked to another seat nearby. With a face full of smiles, he said to some unknown family’s young lady, “Beautiful lady, could you make room for me?”

That girl was only thirteen or fourteen, from who knows which family. How could she have seen such a flirtatious scene before? Dazedly, she stood up. Li Ce thanked her and sat down contentedly, causing the court attendants responsible for the hall’s protocol to hurriedly deliver Li Ce’s superior gold cups and tableware, bustling about.

Chu Qiao sighed helplessly. Now this second gallery side hall was practically more lively than the Fangui Grand Hall. Only after the crowd in the main hall followed Li Ce’s movement did they surprisingly discover that Zhuge Yue was also sitting nearby. All sorts of speculative words immediately echoed under the high ceiling.

“Fourth Young Master Zhuge, you and I are both people of taste. Come, let’s toast to celebrate Yan World Son’s wedding at last.”

Li Ce, leaning across Chu Qiao, extended his head toward Zhuge Yue, raising his cup from afar, saying enthusiastically.

Zhuge Yue smiled faintly, lightly raising his cup in acknowledgment, and surprisingly drank the toast to him without a word.

Just then, drum and horn signals suddenly sounded from the front of the hall. Everyone looked up to see the Great Xia Emperor in golden robes stepping out from the majestic golden hall. Chu Qiao knelt with the crowd in obeisance. Looking up, she saw that the Xia Emperor’s temples were frosted with white, his face thin, his eyes looking over slowly like an ancient well, fixing on Chu Qiao’s face for a moment.

The young woman immediately lowered her head, her heart racing. The Great Xia Emperor, having occupied the throne for long, indeed had the demeanor of an emperor, with a subtle, unassuming majesty.

Li Ce stood nearby. As a foreign envoy and crown prince, he didn’t need to kneel in obeisance. This man not only had a keen nose but also good eyes. Seeing this, he quietly came over and whispered during the court’s calls “Long live the Emperor,” “Don’t be afraid of him. He’s just an old man, like the one in my family, all pretense.”

If she could, Chu Qiao wanted to punch him again, but unfortunately, this thought could only cross her mind. After the completion of ceremonial protocols, everyone returned to their seats. The Xia Emperor said a few opening words, then directed his attention to the second gallery, smiling faintly, “Why has Crown Prince Li Ce gone to sit over there? Is the seat I arranged for you, not to your liking?”

“I wouldn’t dare, I wouldn’t dare,” Li Ce laughed it off, saying, “It’s cooler over there, I’m comfortable sitting there.”

The Xia Emperor nodded and said, “Zhuge Yue, then please accompany Crown Prince Li well.”

With one sentence, he saved face for the Zhuge family. Zhuge Yue didn’t look at the expression of Zhuge Mu Qing in the main hall, and solemnly replied, “This subject obeys the imperial decree.”

“Has Yan World Son’s carriage entered the inner city yet?”

An official came forward, saying, “In reply to Your Majesty, we have not yet received a report from the gate guards.”

The Xia Emperor’s brow slightly furrowed. Chu Qiao’s heart immediately suspended high. The Xia Emperor nodded and said, “Today is both my birthday and my daughter’s wedding day. I watched Yan Xun grow up from childhood. Giving my daughter to him in marriage gives me peace of mind. You are all pillars of the state. Although Yan Bei once raised troops in rebellion, I have always liked this child. After today, Yan Bei will welcome a new Yan King. I hope all ministers will be of one heart and one mind, together strengthening the Great Xia’s prestige.”

“Yes, yes, the Yan Bei World Son is exceptionally talented, surely a wise king of his generation.”

“Your Majesty is benevolent and forgiving, letting bygones be bygones. The Yan World Son will surely be grateful to Your Majesty, serving with loyalty unto death.”

“Princess Chun is virtuous and beautiful. The Yan World Son is blessed by heaven and greatly favored by Your Majesty. He will certainly serve the country well.”

“With such a benevolent emperor, our Great Xia will surely welcome its greatest renaissance in thousands of years.”

…

Flattery never fails, and a string of praises immediately arose. Everyone exclaimed in acclaim, the Xia Emperor smiling faintly, clearly accepting it all, his heart magnanimous.

To put on a complete show, this way, even if Yan Xun died by the sword, no one would suspect the Great Xia royal family. Chu Qiao looked around the hall and indeed didn’t see anyone from the Batuha family. Strangely, even the Imperial Elder Princess from Huai Song was not present, which gave her some difficulty for the moment.

At this time, a blue-clad guard crouched and entered the second gallery side hall, coming behind Chu Qiao and whispering something in her ear. Chu Qiao nodded, and the man withdrew.

Li Ce, seeing this, immediately leaned over, acting like an old friend, whispering, “Qiao Qiao, who was that? What did he tell you?”

Chu Qiao frowned at him, wanting to say something, but felt anything she said would be wasted breath, so she simply turned away without responding. Li Ce continued persistently, leaning over and across Chu Qiao to ask Zhuge Yue, “Brother Zhuge, do you know?”

Zhuge Yue smiled faintly, his lips curling, saying lightly, “If the Crown Prince doesn’t know, how would I know?”

Li Ce nodded, “You’re right.”

Just then, a commotion suddenly came from outside the hall. It seemed a woman was crying loudly. The crowd in the hall all turned to look outside. The Xia Emperor raised an eyebrow and asked sternly, “Who is outside?”

A guard, wiping cold sweat from his forehead, ran in, kneeling to report, “In reply to Your Majesty, it’s, it’s Princess Chun.”

Everyone was stunned at these words, but Chu Qiao had vaguely guessed the situation from her subordinate who had just left. The Xia Emperor frowned and asked, “Chun’er? What is she doing here?”

“The Princess says, the Princess says she has urgent matters to see Your Majesty.”

“Today is her wedding day. She disregards etiquette and runs here—what exactly does she want to do? Take her back and tell her that Yan World Son is about to enter the city.”

Consort Shu, sitting beside the emperor, turned cold upon hearing this and said crisply.

“Chun’er is probably anxious from waiting,” Consort Xuan covered her mouth with a light laugh, raising her head to gaze at the Xia Emperor like water, smiling lightly, “Chun’er is only sixteen after all, perhaps she’s a little afraid.”

“As an imperial princess, such a breach of decorum, what example does this set? Come, take the princess away and severely punish the nannies and servants responsible for watching over her!”

Hearing this, Consort Xuan immediately had tears in her eyes, saying tenderly, “Madame Mu He has just passed away, and Sister Shu treats the daughter of the empress this way. Sister Shu, don’t you feel guilty toward your sister?”

“What did you say…?”

“Father Emperor! Chun’er has something to say!”

A loud call suddenly sounded from outside. The crowd in the grand hall looked outside with strange expressions, their minds turning nine times. The Xia Emperor pondered for a while and finally said solemnly, “Let her in.”

A long wind blew in from outside. Zhao Chun’er, in a magnificent red wedding dress, had her hair slightly disheveled from running all the way. The fragile young woman’s face was pale as she walked into the hall under the gaze of all, the night wind blowing her wedding dress like the wings of blood-weeping butterflies, with a broken and chaotic beauty.

“Father Emperor!” The young woman stood tall in the great hall, suddenly falling to her knees with a thud. She kowtowed heavily, saying loudly, “Please withdraw your command. Chun’er does not wish to marry!”

Chapter 77: The Heavens Are About to Turn
As soon as the words were spoken, the entire assembly was shocked!

In an instant, the entire Fang Gui Grand Hall fell into dead silence. Everyone remained quiet for a moment to absorb and digest the young princess’s astonishing words. Then, a tremendous uproar suddenly arose, like a surging sea, roaring and throwing up a mist that immediately engulfed Zhao Chun’er’s slender figure!

“Nonsense!” Noble Consort Shu snorted coldly, her beautiful face frosting over. Empress Muhe was already dead, and all the affairs of Zhao Chun’er’s marriage were to be handled personally by her. Now, hearing the little princess openly speak such rebellious words, she was instantly furious.

Zhao Chun’er knelt on the ground, raising her head with reddened eyes and a pale face. She pressed her lips together, kowtowed once more, and still said, “Father Emperor, please withdraw your decree. Chun’er does not wish to marry.”

Noble Consort Shu raised an eyebrow and said coldly, “The Yan Bei Crown Prince’s wedding procession has already reached the city gate. Your marriage was announced to the world a month ago. Now, in front of envoys from various countries, you say you don’t want to marry? Is this how sister Muhe taught you?”

“The deceased has passed. Sister Shu, please don’t disturb the spirits of the dead.” Zhuge Xuan’s phoenix eyes were slender and long, her face like a spring peach. With her fair neck gently raised, she smiled lightly at Zhao Chun’er: “Chun’er, you just don’t want to leave your father emperor, right? Listen, even after marriage, you can still come home often to visit His Majesty.”

“Noble Consort Xuan, it’s not that. Chun’er simply doesn’t want to marry. Please help me ask Father Emperor to withdraw his decree.”

Zhao Chun’er knelt on the ground, slowly raising her head. Her eyes were misty with tears, but her expression was unusually firm.

“Someone come, take the princess away, dress her up properly, and wait for the carriage from Yan Bei.” The Summer Emperor didn’t even look down at her. In the brilliant lamplight, the Emperor’s face shifted between light and shadow, making it impossible to look at directly. His voice was calm as if he hadn’t heard Zhao Chun’er’s words at all. Palace maids from outside took small steps into the hall, intending to pull Zhao Chun’er by the arm.

“Let go of me!” The little princess shouted fiercely, pushing away the palace maid. She knelt on the ground and crawled forward, tears immediately falling. She reached out to wipe away her tears and boldly looked directly at her father, whom she had feared and revered since childhood. Her voice was almost trembling, but she still tried hard to stick out her chest and slowly said, “Father Emperor, please withdraw your decree.”

“Chun’er!” Zhao Che frowned tightly and said in a deep voice, “What are you doing? Stop making trouble!”

The officials at the court had varying expressions. In the huge Fang Gui Grand Hall, only the sound of the wind from outside echoed back and forth.

“Seventh Brother,” the little princess’s eyes were red as she turned to look at Zhao Che and said, “Help me. Chun’er doesn’t want to marry. Please ask Father Emperor for me.”

“Che’er, take your sister away. The Yan Crown Prince’s carriage is about to enter the city.”

Zhao Che frowned, hesitated for a moment, and finally nodded, pulling up Zhao Chun’er and saying in a deep voice, “Your child obeys.”

“Father Emperor!”

Zhao Chun’er suddenly cried out, raising her head. Crystal’s tears rolled down from her eyes. Weeping, she said, “Please grant your child’s wish. Your child would rather marry to the Western Wilderness, rather marry to the Southern Frontier, your child would rather go to the border to make a political marriage. Please, issue the order quickly!”

“Chun’er, stop making a scene. Come with Seventh Brother!”

“Father Emperor!” Zhao Chun’er pushed away Zhao Che, stubbornly kneeling on the ground and kowtowing hard. Each sound echoed loudly in the grand hall.

“Father Emperor, I beg you, issue the order quickly. I beg you, please issue the order.”

The Summer Emperor didn’t look at Zhao Chun’er but instead looked at Zhao Che with a gloomy expression, saying in a deep voice, “Che’er?”

Zhao Che frowned deeply and finally lowered his head, pulling up Zhao Chun’er and walking toward the hall exit. Zhao Chun’er, who had been holding back her tears, suddenly burst into loud weeping, crying, and shouting, “Father Emperor! Please issue the order quickly. Father Emperor, Chun’er doesn’t want to marry. Father Emperor, I beg you…”

Blood dripped from Zhao Chun’er’s forehead onto the white yak carpet of the grand hall, drop by drop, a shocking sight. The entire Fang Gui Grand Hall was deathly silent. Everyone carefully glanced at the Summer Emperor sitting at the head with the corners of their eyes. No one dared to raise their head.

“Chun’er has always been the most filial child. Your Majesty need not be angry. Girls are just reluctant to leave home.”

As soon as Noble Consort Xuan spoke these words, all the guests immediately agreed in unison. The atmosphere suddenly became lively again. The Grand Secretary Cui from the Ministry of Rites nodded his head and said, “The princess is filial and kind, which is truly admirable. In ancient times, there was a saying about crying at weddings. The princess’s actions are a demonstration of great virtue.”

“His Majesty is compassionate and especially protective of the princess and princes. When children leave home, they naturally feel sad because they can’t often listen to Your Majesty’s teachings.”

“Indeed, indeed, it must be so.”

Taking advantage of the commotion in the hall, with no one paying attention to this side, Chu Qiao carefully stood up, intending to leave. But just as she stood up, a hand grabbed her sleeve. Zhuge Yue, with his head lowered, was drinking wine. Seeing her look over, he slowly raised his head, his lips still stained with red grape wine, making his lips appear even more crimson and his appearance more bewitching. The man slightly parted his lips, his voice low and hoarse, like mulberry leaves in the wind, with a slightly rising tone: “Where are you going?”

Chu Qiao half-squatted down, bringing her face close to Zhuge Yue’s eyes, her lips curled in a mocking smile: “Am I that familiar with you, Young Master Four? Aren’t you overstepping?”

Zhuge Yue leaned forward, his nose almost touching Chu Qiao’s, his warm breath blowing directly onto the woman’s cheeks: “Leaving in the middle of a banquet is very impolite.”

“So what?” Chu Qiao’s eyes gleamed with challenge as she coldly said, “This is the Great Xia Imperial Palace, not your Qingshan Villa. Does Young Master Four’s hands always reach so far?”

As soon as she finished speaking, the girl’s hand beneath grabbed Zhuge Yue’s wrist, neatly flipping it and pressing his palm to the ground, away from her clothing.

Zhuge Yue’s eyes were narrow and long, black as ink. He smiled faintly: “Where there’s an uneven road, someone will step on it. As it happens, I am someone who likes to meddle.”

Fingers forming a claw, turning, grabbing the wrist, Zhuge Yue’s palm slipped out of Chu Qiao’s hand like a loach, immediately seizing her clothes again.

“Is that so? After not seeing you for several years, the young master has changed. I always thought you were a cold-blooded, heartless person who wouldn’t be moved by external things.”

Two fingers crossed horizontally, sweeping fiercely past Zhuge Yue’s elbow, lightly pointing, then neatly grabbing tendons and acupoints, bending his arm back and holding it down.

“You flatter me. Speaking of being cold-blooded and heartless, I bow to you.”

The two fought quickly and fiercely under the seat, hidden by the long tablecloth where others couldn’t see. The grand hall was filled with joy, and no one would cast their gaze to this side hall.

“Haha, what are you two chatting about so happily? Let me listen too.”

Li Ce suddenly jumped behind the two, with a smiling face, looking over. As soon as he spoke, two fierce glares shot toward him. The glances were angry; the two who had just been fighting in secret were united in their anger at being disturbed.

This man always spoke like this. The two had serious expressions at this moment, showing no signs of being happy at all. Yet he still used such a clumsy excuse to interrupt their conversation.

Chu Qiao gave Li Ce a cold look, then turned back to Zhuge Yue with a smile, saying, “This commoner is going to the latrine now. Does Young Master Four also plan to follow me?”

Zhuge Yue was stunned, not expecting that a girl would come up with such an excuse in front of men. The usually cold Zhuge Fourth Young Master frowned, and his snow-white cheeks reddened, adding a bewitching charm to his beauty.

Chu Qiao stood up, feeling quite pleased. She even reached out to pat Zhuge Yue’s cheek, laughing softly: “Don’t follow me. Mind your status. You are a noble of the Seven Great Families. Following behind a commoner, what kind of example does that set?”

With a crisp slapping sound, Zhuge Yue’s face grew redder, and he became furious. Just as he was about to speak, he saw Chu Qiao already swaggering out of the side hall, disappearing into the thick darkness, while strange glances shot from all directions. The young ladies from various families all covered their mouths in shock, looking in horror at the high and mighty Zhuge family’s pride of heaven.

The previous scene had completely fallen into the eyes of these young ladies who had never moved their gaze from the beginning.

The high and mighty Fourth Young Master of the Zhuge family had been teased by a lowly commoner.

With a “bang,” Zhuge Yue heavily put down his wine cup on the table, his brows knitted into a frown.

“A rare opportunity!” The Bian Tang Crown Prince, who sought but couldn’t obtain, sat nearby, looking at him with envious, passionate eyes. Zhuge Yue suddenly realized that this man was truly annoying.

He turned away in disgust, idly watching the singing and dancing in the grand hall.

As soon as she walked out of the hall, the wind immediately hit her face. Chu Qiao frowned and looked back, only to see Li Ce lifting the hem of his brocade robe, pretending to be secretly following behind. Seeing her look, he seemed somewhat embarrassed, rubbing his hands and saying, “It’s dark outside. I’ll accompany you.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, her expression darkening. Li Ce immediately stepped back twice, appearing as if he was guarding against being hit, saying, “I’ll wait for you outside.”

“Where do you want to wait?” The girl’s lips curved into a smile, her smile sweet, but her tone carried a great killing intent as she slowly approached.

Li Ce’s hair stood on end, and he immediately waved his hands repeatedly: “I’ll just stand here and wait for you.”

Chu Qiao’s expression immediately softened. She stood on tiptoe and reached out to touch Li Ce’s head, smiling like a flower: “Good, be obedient.”

Li Ce felt, however, that she looked much fiercer when smiling than when she was cold.

Chu Qiao was Yan Xun’s trusted subordinate. For Yan Xun’s wedding, she had to attend to stabilize people’s hearts and make those with ulterior motives lower their guard. Quickly taking a shortcut to the planned location, the girl thought to herself: Thanks to Zhao Chun’er, otherwise it would take some effort to leave unnoticed like this.

The timing was just right. The girl put her bent finger to her mouth and suddenly blew out a loud signal, which in the night sounded like a shrill owl.

The shadows hidden in various corners of the imperial city immediately received the signal to act. Countless figures quickly leaped up, the night becoming their best protection. The girl’s expression was cold, her lips slowly curling into a cold smile:

“Zhen Huang, welcome to hell.”

The girl’s figure was like a swift leopard, darting through the dark corridors and small paths. The cold wind whistled past her ears, like beasts hiding in the night. Approaching the target, it was an inconspicuous signal room, located at the West Gate of the northwest imperial city.

The target was whistling, lying back with his legs crossed, quite leisurely and carefree.

No more hesitation, she slipped inside.

No more concealment, walking in boldly. The messenger in the signal room just became aware. Chu Qiao made a swift move, swinging her arm, her left hand tightly covering the target’s mouth as he tried to cry out in alarm. Her right hand lifted slightly, a cold light flashed, and gently, slowly, she drew it across his throat.

Deep cut! Horizontal pull! No fancy techniques.

Killing people, in many cases, is such a simple thing.

At this moment, the red mark that appeared on the messenger’s throat curled up, oozing blood. Chu Qiao released her hand, and the target’s throat made a “ho ho” sound. Suddenly, the bleeding red mark split open, and bright red blood gushed out, more and more. The target’s pupils gradually dilated, his body softly collapsed, and the bright red blood seeped and flowed out, covering the entire bed.

Chu Qiao pulled over the blanket, covered the man, then turned to leave, heading toward her next destination.

This was her mission with the Datong Guild: striking simultaneously inside and outside the palace, paralyzing the entire empire’s army and messaging system within the first hour of Yan Xun raising the rebel flag, turning this Zhen Huang imperial capital into a sleeping dead city!

Within an hour, the Datong Guild’s assassin teams achieved fruitful results. Looking at the blue firework signals continuously flying high in the sky outside the city, and the continuous “owl” sounds ringing out in the imperial city, Chu Qiao slowly breathed a sigh of relief. Squatting in a deathly silent imperial garden, she used her finger to draw the final horizontal stroke. By now, the ground was covered with densely packed “Zheng” characters.

That night, too many people died for no apparent reason. Their positions varied, and they might never have met or had any connection in their entire lives.

Among these people were liaison officers from the Imperial Guard Department, senior officers from the Seventh Army, low-ranking city gate guards, horse traders from the carriage house, messengers from the outer city office, soldiers on duty from the Water Dragon Bureau and the eunuch Sun Yunpu who controlled the power, as well as sentries standing guard at various city gates.

The tenet of the Datong Guild was to uphold justice on the continent, build a society of great harmony, eradicate the slave system, and advocate equality for all. So even though they held power that could sway the fate of the world, they would never engage in indiscriminate killing.

Of course, this did not count as indiscriminate killing. Miss Chu Qiao’s killing methods were very sophisticated. She didn’t kill a single person who shouldn’t be killed, yet she didn’t spare anyone who should be killed. Her methods were clean and precise. Which person to eliminate and what effect it would achieve, Chu Qiao understood all of it clearly. In her hands, killing became an art. Countless threads were all in her control, and now, she was pulling them in one by one.

The preliminary work was all done; it was time to do the real task.

Chu Qiao stood up, but just as she turned around, she saw a slender figure standing in the endless night. The cold moonlight poured over him, creating a faint silver glow.

“Impressive skills.” The man in the darkness spoke in a low, cold voice.

The initial shock had long disappeared. Chu Qiao coldly looked ahead, discreetly checking left and right to see if there were others following.

“No need to look. There’s no one else.” The man stepped forward twice. Under the moonlight, his purple robe seemed to be covered with a layer of silver mist. His face was handsome, even somewhat feminine, but his eyes were as cold as ice. The man slowly stepped forward and said in a deep voice, “Where else do you want to go? Who else do you want to kill?”

The girl’s face was gloomy as she coldly spat out two words: “Get out of the way!”

“Naive!” Zhuge Yue snorted disdainfully.

With a muffled “swoosh,” Chu Qiao moved like the wind, her fist going straight up, twisting her waist power, her body flying forward like a leaf. Zhuge Yue didn’t expect her to strike without warning and immediately counterattacked. The two moved nimbly, their techniques exquisite, fighting to a standstill for a while. Suddenly, a cold wind blew, and with two muffled thuds, their fists crossed paths and struck each other’s chests. The force was so great that they both groaned and stepped back two paces, reaching a stalemate again.

“Yan Xun cannot possibly succeed in his rebellion. Balei and Wei Shuye have already set up a vast net. Going against the empire, the rebel traitors only have one path: death.”

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, wiping the sweat from her jaw with the back of her hand, and said coldly, “Slave!”

Zhuge Yue immediately became furious and asked in a deep voice, “What did you say?”

“Zhuge Yue, I used to think you were just an arrogant, inhumane, self-righteous noble young master, but today I realize you’re also a slave and running dog of the Zhao family.”

Zhuge Yue’s face turned ashen: “I am not loyal to the Zhao family but to Great Xia.”

“Is there any difference?” Chu Qiao sneered. “Stop with the nonsense about rebel traitors. The victor becomes the king, the loser becomes the outlaw. How do you know that history books won’t call you a lackey and running dog who aided a tyrant? History only listens to the words of the victors.”

“You have confidence in him.” Zhuge Yue smiled coldly. “I want to see with my own eyes how he escapes from this Zhen Huang gate.”

Chu Qiao narrowed her eyes, killing intent flashing: “Perhaps you won’t have that chance.”

With killing intent pressing, and techniques intertwining, the girl drew a dagger and engaged Zhuge Yue. Under the moonlight, the two moved with swift, exceptional agility, like two shadows, moving and jumping, coming and going among the flowers, trees, and bushes.

“Following him, you’ll only end up on a dead-end path!”

The wrist holding the dagger was flicked up, and Zhuge Yue, taking advantage, pressed on fiercely.

“Thanks for your concern, but you’d better take care of yourself first!”

Chu Qiao flipped through the air, kicking hard at Zhuge Yue’s shoulder, swinging her knife to stab viciously, showing no mercy.

“Those who do too much evil will bring about their destruction. Don’t force me to be harsh!”

“You and I are already mortal enemies. Why hold back?”

“Who’s there?”

Chaotic footsteps suddenly approached. The two were startled and simultaneously stopped fighting. In an instant, they both ran toward a dense flower bush on the left. However, after just a few steps, they realized the other was also heading in the same direction. They immediately forgot about the pursuers and started fighting again.

“On the east side, follow them!”

The palace guards quickly approached. Zhuge Yue frowned deeply, grabbing Chu Qiao’s attacking wrist and angrily saying in a low voice, “Do you want to die? Still fighting?”

Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows in anger: “Why are you following me?”

Zhuge Yue was also angry: “Who’s following you?”

“Right in front, quick!”

With a “swish,” Chu Qiao kicked Zhuge Yue’s shin. Zhuge Yue’s eyes flashed with ferocity as he cursed, “Crazy woman who doesn’t know when to quit!”

The girl knelt on the ground, coldly replying, “Clingy, pestering, cheap man!”

“Quick!” The voices were approaching, now just ten steps away. The two exchanged alarmed glances, both withdrawing their hands. They rolled to the side and hid in the dense flower bush.

“Where are they?”

“Chief, did you hear wrong?”

The head guard shook his head cautiously: “Impossible. I saw several dark shadows.”

“Chief, maybe it was cats. There are many cats in this garden.”

“No, I saw it with my own eyes.” The leader said in a deep voice, “Everyone searches around. Tonight is His Majesty’s birthday. We can’t make any mistakes.”

“Yes!”

The crowd gradually moved away. Two pairs of vigilant eyes cautiously looked outside, watching those soldiers go far away.

Suddenly, a “bang” was heard. Zhuge Yue felt a sharp pain in his lower abdomen. Before he could counterattack, Chu Qiao’s body immediately pounced on him, pressing him down. Zhuge Yue hadn’t anticipated her attacking at this moment and was caught off guard, rendered defenseless. With Chu Qiao’s exceptional skills, Zhuge Yue’s moment of distraction was enough. Her knee struck hard, causing Zhuge Yue such pain that he almost cried out. In the next second, he was tightly bound with rope.

“Considering you didn’t call anyone to catch me just now, I won’t kill you today.”

Chu Qiao stood up, looking down at the angry Zhuge Yue, her expression cold. She said in a deep voice, “Zhuge Yue, eight years ago, you didn’t expose me, giving me a chance to live. I am very grateful for that, but it doesn’t mean it can erase the grudges and hatred between us. As a noble aristocrat, it’s not unusual for you to kill a few slaves, but these people were important to me. Then you shot and wounded Yan Xun, preventing us from escaping the imperial capital and suffering eight years of imprisonment. You and I have been opposed from the beginning, and it can never be reconciled or changed. I hope you understand this. I won’t kill you today, but that doesn’t mean I won’t kill you in the future. So the next time you see me, you’d better be careful.”

Zhuge Yue’s face was ashen; he was extremely angry. Seeing her turn to leave, he suddenly said in a deep voice, “If you walk out of the imperial city now, you will surely die. How will you kill me in the future?”

Chu Qiao turned back, smiling brightly: “You have so little confidence in him? I don’t feel that way. Shall we make a bet?”

Zhuge Yue stared coldly, his lips curling in mockery, but he didn’t speak.

“You must bet that we can’t escape and will all die without burial. But I’m certain that not only can we leave, but we can also leave with great fanfare, letting people throughout the Ximeng and all the subjects of Yan Bei know: Their king has returned!”

At that moment, the girl’s face suddenly radiated an irrepressible light, as if standing in the brilliant morning sun, with a miraculous glow that was so dazzling in the pitch-black night.

It was a kind of complete trust and admiration, absolute certainty, without the slightest doubt or worry. Suddenly, Zhuge Yue felt that smile was so dazzling, that he even hated it a little. Why couldn’t he be the one who was trusted?

The girl looked at him and said with full confidence: “Zhuge Yue, just watch!”

That night was a day Zhuge Yue would never forget in his lifetime. Many years later, he would still occasionally recall the girl’s expression as she left, and her confident words when she said: Zhuge Yue, just you watch. So he truly did watch, watched her lightly leave his sight, like a breeze, like a cloud, just like that night eight years ago, when she had said fiercely: Zhuge Yue, Lin Xi’s death will not be in vain!

She had always been a person who kept her word. When world events changed dramatically when the tide of chaos swept over the land they lived on, disrupted the rhythm of their steps, and overturned their former dreams, he would always regretfully recall that night. If he had known everything that would happen afterward, would he still have watched her leave with his eyes wide open? Would he still have let her go without a word? But there are no “ifs” in this world, so he lay quietly in the cold grass, watching the girl’s figure disappear into layers of darkness, like a proud phoenix, leaving his sight, entering another vast world, radiating unparalleled brilliance that captivated the world!

The horizon was filled with splendid fireworks, unrivaled in their glory!

“Your Majesty!” A panicked voice suddenly sounded outside the hall. A eunuch ran in with small steps, kneeling down with a thud, and said in a tearful voice: “Your Majesty, Princess Chun, Princess Chun, she…”

“What happened to Eighth Sister?” Zhao Song stood up and asked angrily.

The old eunuch’s face crumpled as he cried out loudly: “Princess Chun, she ran away!”

“What?” Noble Consort Shu raised her willow eyebrows and said harshly: “How did she run away? Where did she go? With so many of you watching, you still let the princess escape? What use are you all?”

“This old slave deserves death, this old slave deserves death!” The old eunuch wailed: “Your Majesty, spare my life!”

With the wedding approaching, the bride had run away. Everyone looked at each other in consternation. Zhao Che stood up and said in a deep voice: “Silence. First, explain clearly when the princess ran away and where she went.”

Just as the old eunuch was about to speak, a sudden loud gong sound came from outside, followed by the shrill sound of horns, the urgency in the sound making people tremble upon hearing it.

“What’s happening outside?” The Emperor frowned and asked solemnly.

“Report!” A drawn-out voice came from a distance. A guard in blue clothes ran in without waiting to be summoned, saying in a resonant tone: “Please, Your Majesty, Noble Consorts, Royal Highnesses, and officials move to a safe place. The palace is on fire. The fire is extremely large and out of control.”

“Fire?” Third Prince Zhao Qi was stunned and asked incredulously: “Where is the fire? Where is the Water Dragon Bureau? Why doesn’t anyone come to put out the fire?”

“People have already been sent to notify the Water Dragon Bureau, but there has been no response so far. As for the fire, this slave doesn’t know where all the fires are, just that there are flames everywhere. Your Majesty, please leave quickly. The fire is about to reach Fang Gui Hall.”

“How dare you!” Zhao Qi shouted coldly: “Does Sun Yunpu, the controller of the Water Dragon Bureau, not want his position anymore?”

“At this moment, arguing about who is responsible is meaningless. Father Emperor, with the fire threatening, we should quickly leave this place,” Zhao Che said in a deep voice.

The Summer Emperor frowned and nodded, then stood up. The eunuchs on both sides hurriedly came forward to serve him. However, before they could smooth out the wrinkles on the Emperor’s clothes, another urgent cry came in. A soldier knelt on the ground and said loudly: “Your Majesty, please do not leave Fang Gui Hall. It’s not safe outside. A large number of assassins have infiltrated the palace and have already killed more than sixty people. The death toll is still rising!”

As soon as these words were spoken, the already panicking officials became even more alarmed. A buzzing sound of discussion immediately arose. Zhao Che frowned and quickly asked: “Who has been assassinated?”

The soldier replied: “Imperial Guard Commander He, West Gate Defense Commander Lu, South Gate Defense Commander Yu, sentries at various signal stations, Water Dragon Bureau Controller Sun Yunpu, soldiers standing guard at the Southwest Gate…”

Listening to the list the soldier continued to report, Zhao Che exchanged a glance with General Meng Tian, who had the deepest military experience among those present. Both saw great terror in each other’s eyes. Although the names of those assassinated seemed chaotic and unrelated, upon careful analysis, it was an extremely precise and optimal channel for rebellion. The deaths of these dozens of people immediately eliminated the empire’s middle-level commanding officers, rendering the massive imperial city troops temporarily powerless, and also paralyzing the empire’s high-level command system, leaving no one to transmit orders.

What had happened that night that they didn’t know about?

“Report!”

Another reporting voice suddenly rang out. Everyone’s bodies trembled. By now, they had almost developed a conditioned reflex of fear toward these reporting soldiers, afraid of hearing even more unfavorable news. Before the soldier could speak, Zhao Qi asked first: “Has someone else been killed?”

The soldier was stunned, shaking his head in confusion: “No.”

Everyone immediately breathed a sigh of relief. At that moment, the soldier spoke up: “Your Majesty, a major incident has occurred! Outside the palace, Wisteria Square, the Southwest Ancestral Temple, Da’an Temple, Jiuwei Street, the southern part of Chishui, Xizhimen Flower Market, West Residential Area, East Antique Market, East Bank Camp, South School University… all caught fire for no reason. In addition, thieves are looting, burning, and killing everywhere, rushing into various shops to kill and set fires. Jiuwei Street is now in chaos, with countless casualties. It’s initially estimated that more than thirty thousand people have already participated in this turmoil.”

As soon as these words were spoken, several older officials nearly fainted from shock. Zhao Song angrily asked: “What’s going on? Is someone rebelling? Where is the Xiao Qi Camp? Where is the Green Camp Army? Where is the Southwest Garrison Commander? Are they all dead?”

“Reporting to the Thirteenth Prince, Commander Song led several hundred soldiers from the Imperial City to maintain order and found that those burning, killing, and looting were ordinary civilians. Some are local ruffians and hoodlums, some are students from the Imperial Academy, some are escort masters from the carriage house from other places, and some are civilians who have been robbed and are trying to get their belongings back. Oh, and also soldiers from various guard stations.”

“The guard station soldiers are also looting? Don’t they value their lives?”

The messenger was sweating profusely: “Third Prince, the guard station soldiers were the first to go out to maintain order, but they were robbed. Some of them went crazy, some were tempted by money, and some were scared, so they took off their uniforms and joined the looting. The turmoil is too great. Several hundred soldiers from the guard stations are just a drop in the bucket! Your Highness, there’s no news at all from the Xiao Qi Camp and the Green Camp Army. The troops of the Southwest Garrison Commander can’t be seen either. Commander Song says this turmoil is not accidental. Someone must be deliberately causing the riot, fanning the flames inside. Your Majesty, Commander Song says the turmoil is getting bigger and bigger, with more and more civilians participating. When all the imperial capital civilians join in, it will be uncontrollable. He requests Your Majesty to make a decision soon!”

All eyes instantly focused on the Emperor. The Summer Emperor stood on the high platform, his expression gloomy, and remained silent for a long time.

“Your Majesty! Your Majesty!”

A series of startled cries suddenly rang out. A soldier covered in blood looked as if he had crawled out of a pool of blood. Everyone’s hearts went cold, and an immense, undisguisable fear immediately swept over them. Looking at the messenger running in from outside, no one dared to open their mouth to ask a single question.

Zhao Che stood among the crowd, his brows tightly knit, still maintaining his usual calm, and asked in a deep voice: “What has happened?”

“Yan Xun has rebelled! He’s leading the troops of the Southwest Garrison attacking. There’s no news from the Green Camp Army, Xiao Qi Camp, Seventh Army, Ninth Army, Sixteenth Camp troops, or the Imperial Capital Governor’s Office. All roads are blocked, and all message stations in the city have been taken out, with no survivors. The South Gate, North Gate, and East Gate have all been occupied by the enemy. The captains of the Twelfth Division, Nineteenth Division, and Thirty-sixth Division are leading their troops to support the imperial city, but they’ve been intercepted by the mob and can’t even get past the outer ring of Jiuwei Street. Yan Xun has already attacked the outside of the Purple Gold Gate. Commander Song is holding there alone. We have less than three thousand imperial city guards, and it looks like we can’t hold much longer!”

Like a thunderbolt exploding over everyone’s heads, everyone’s vision went black. Several older officials couldn’t stand steadily and fell into their seats. Everyone’s faces were deathly pale, completely bloodless.

Was heaven going to turn over today?

The Summer Emperor slowly closed his eyes. At this moment, he had to admit that Balei and Wei Shuye’s assassination plan had completely failed. They had dispatched a thousand troops to assassinate a caged bird without military equipment, only to be beautifully countered, and he had even used this turmoil to win over the Southwest Garrison Commander for his use. Eight years, what kind of creature had he been nurturing beside him?

The aging Summer Emperor sighed inwardly: “Shi Cheng, how could I forget? He is your son!”

In the entire Great Xia Dynasty, and even throughout the Ximeng land, no one believed that Summer Emperor Zhao Zhengde would release the Yan Bei Crown Prince, who had been imprisoned for eight years, back to Yan Bei unharmed, just as no one would believe that the Yan Bei Crown Prince would meekly surrender. Everyone believed that Yan Xun, who had dared to confront the imperial army at the execution ground years ago, would surely plan a series of escape plans. For example, using poison, changes his appearance, disguising himself as a poor civilian to blend out of Zhen Huang City, and then like a stray dog being chased by the soldiers of the Great Xia Imperial Capital for thousands of miles. With good luck, he might escape with his life and find a place to live in seclusion, occasionally causing some conspiracies and sabotage. With bad luck, he would die at the hands of the imperial army, with not even his bones remaining.

In their eyes, the Yan Bei Crown Prince, who had been trapped in the imperial capital for many years, could at most come up with such tricks. After all, having been under the nose of the Great Xia Emperor for seven or eight years, how much capability could he have?

But no one had imagined that Yan Xun’s final strike would be like this. Seemingly respectful, apparently compliant, daily bustling about, conduct mediocre, but once he made his move, it was like a thunderbolt, burning his bridges, fighting with his back to the wall, raising a sky full of weapons, stirring up fathoms of blood. Inciting rebellion, assassination, mutiny, setting fire to the imperial capital, instigating civilian riot, attacking the imperial city, with no reservations, placing himself in a deadly situation to gain a new life, and entering the tiger’s den to capture the cub.

Yan Xun, is truly worthy of being the son of the Lion King of Yan Bei, Yan Shi Cheng! His deep scheming, strong endurance, and great courage could be called the first madman of the age!

“Report!”

With a “bang,” along with this report, Grand Secretary Cui’s aged heart could no longer bear it, and he immediately rolled his eyes and fainted.

“Panicking! Shouting! What else has happened? Has Yan Xun broken in?”

The soldier was stunned and replied: “In response to the Seventh Prince, no.”

“Then why are you so flustered?”

“Your Majesty, this slave has come to report. Please evacuate quickly. The fire is coming!”

…

That night, the entire Zhen Huang City was a scorched land, with heart-rending screams everywhere. Zhen Huang City had truly become a hell on earth.

“Young Master! This slave has finally found you!”

Hastily untying the ropes from Zhuge Yue, Zhu Cheng said in a deep voice: “The master sent this slave to find you, and this slave has been so worried. Let’s leave quickly. There are fires everywhere in the palace now.”

Zhuge Yue frowned deeply and asked in a deep voice: “Zhu Cheng, what’s happening outside?”

“The Yan Crown Prince has rebelled! He’s leading the troops of the Southwest Garrison attacking the imperial city gate. The civilians have all gone mad, causing a riot. The Xiao Qi Camp, Green Camp Army, and other divisions are paralyzed, with no news at all. The Twelfth Division and others can’t break through. It’s complete chaos!”

Zhuge Yue’s face darkened as he made a decisive decision: “No, I must go home and bring the Zhuge family troops to suppress the rebellion.”

“Young Master, the master said not to act rashly. The other families haven’t responded either. We…”

“If we don’t act now, it will be too late!” Zhuge Yue was furious, his eyes red with anger as he shouted: “What is Father thinking? Is he still engaging in scheming and internal strife at a time like this? I’ve said long ago that that fool Balei couldn’t kill Yan Xun!”

Zhu Cheng’s face was panic-stricken: “The master said the Council of Elders will handle this matter. This is not within the young master’s authority. You don’t need to intervene.”

“The Council of Elders?” Zhuge Yue laughed in extreme anger: “What do they know? They only know how to scheme and undermine each other, hoard wealth, fight internally, and seek benefits. The rise and fall of the nation, the life and death of Great Xia, damn it, they don’t have time to care about such idle matters! Zhu Cheng, get out of my way!”

“Young Master,” Zhu Cheng’s face was deathly pale as he stuttered: “Why bother? None of the other families are sending troops. If it’s just our Zhuge family, alas, what will others think?”

“I don’t care what they think!” Zhuge Yue frowned deeply and sneered: “If the country doesn’t exist, how can the family survive? If Great Xia perishes, where will the Zhuge family go? I’m not doing this for the Zhao royal family, but for the civilians of Zhen Huang City, for the millions of common people of Great Xia!”

“Is, is it that serious? The master said that the imperial city walls were solid and could withstand the attack of a hundred thousand troops for three consecutive days, while the rioters outside could hold out for at most an hour. Once the captains of the Twelfth Division arrive, Yan Xun’s troops will be seeking their destruction. It’s just a small rebellion.”

“Small rebellion?” Zhuge Yue was so angry that he started laughing: “You think Yan Xun is a fool who will fight to the death until reinforcements come to lift the siege? Watch, he’s about to escape. The imperial capital is in chaos. Who can pursue him? Letting such a meticulous and hate-filled person escape from Zhen Huang back to Yan Bei, what consequences will that bring? He is ten thousand times more terrifying than Yan Shi Cheng. Small rebellion? This is a great storm that can destroy the entire empire! These fools, they are facing death!”

“Young Master!”

“Let go of me!”

“Bang!” A sudden blow struck Zhuge Yue on the head. Zhuge Yue frowned and then fainted to the ground.

“Young Master, I’m sorry, these are the master’s orders.” Zhu Cheng slowly shook his head: “Everything you say is correct, but we are aristocrats. Aristocrats have their own rules for action. Besides, you, are you just trying to eliminate the Yan Crown Prince? After all these years, you still can’t forget, can you!”

Having lived in the imperial capital for eight years, Chu Qiao had never seen Zhen Huang like this.

Everywhere was burning, killing, and looting. Everywhere were sounds of weeping. Everywhere was crazy laughter and cursing. Fire, robbery, bloodshed, and more bloodshed. The once-good civilians had all shed their skins of morality and righteousness, becoming like fierce beasts.

Rioters pried open roadside shops and rushed in, killing the pleading owners. Seeing this, the owner’s son also picked up a knife, killing the rioter, and then looked at the room full of fresh blood, laughing madly. He then rushed out of the house and joined the crazy crowd in looting and killing. Some people rushed into shops, taking away everything they could eat and use, smashing or burning what they couldn’t finish or carry away, not for profit but purely out of a desire to destroy and vent.

Everywhere, people were killing, everywhere people were being killed. Everywhere were dirty corpses and raging flames.

Some people staggered in the streets with a knife in one hand and a wine bottle in the other, drinking wine and waving their knives while crying loudly: “The end of days has come! The end of days has come!”

The air of despair and emotions of madness drifted over Zhen Huang City, with the thick scent of death permeating the entire imperial city.

Was this what Yan Xun meant when he said there would be people to block the heavenly troops of the Twelfth and Nineteenth Divisions for them?

Chu Qiao suddenly felt her whole body grow cold, her hands and feet icy. Setting fires in the imperial capital and creating chaos had always been their firm strategy, but she hadn’t expected it would lead to such severe consequences. Too many people had gone mad, too many people had died, too many innocent people had been implicated. When desperate emotions and unwarranted disasters suddenly came, when instigators provoked and rioters cheered in celebration, the entire Zhen Huang had sunk into the Avici Hell, being burned and roasted by raging fires, unable to escape.

The people of Zhen Huang, who had been under high-pressure rule for years, finally collapsed completely on the evening of the twentieth of May.

“Miss!”

A swift horse suddenly galloped over. The civilians on the street scattered in panic. A Jing’s body was covered in blood, with his clothes’ original color indiscernible: “The Crown Prince is retreating from the Purple Gold Gate, heading toward the West Gate. Come with me quickly.”

Chu Qiao silently nodded, casting aside the chaotic thoughts in her heart, and followed behind A Jing.

The intense sounds of crying followed closely behind, extending all the way.

Turning past Wisteria Square, they saw the Iron Hawk battle flag of Yan Bei, flying ferociously in the night filled with red light. Countless black-armored soldiers stood on the long street in front of Wisteria Square, their blades sharp, their killing intent like a rainbow. A man in black robes sat upright on horseback, standing proudly, gazing forward. His face was white as jade, his eyes brilliant as stars, handsome and elegant, like an unsheathed precious sword, emanating a great killing intent and sharp edge!

Chu Qiao suddenly froze, not moving forward for a long time, as if she didn’t recognize him. A Jing behind her was slightly puzzled: “Miss, why aren’t you moving?”

“Oh, it’s nothing.”

The voice was so small that even A Jing could barely hear it in the chaotic night. But the man standing a hundred paces away suddenly frowned, quickly turning his head, his eyes like sharp swords, immediately stabbing into the girl.

His cold face immediately melted like frost. Yan Xun smiled, spurred his horse to gallop wildly, and called out loudly: “A Chu!”

For eight years, Chu Qiao had never seen him smile so heartily. The girl slowly exhaled, then cast all the chaotic thoughts out of her mind. Never mind, even if there were a hundred thousand corpses, even if there were seas of blood and mountains of swords, she would walk through them with him. At this time, how could she dwell on those things? As long as he was still there, as long as he was still well, as long as they could still smile at each other, it was enough.

The girl rode forward, her smile bright.

Just then, the clear sound of horse hooves suddenly came from the direction of the Purple Gold Gate. Chu Qiao and Yan Xun were both startled: At this time, would anyone still leave the palace?

“Brother Xun!” A girl in a bright red wedding dress suddenly jumped down from her horse and blocked Yan Xun’s path. Her eyes were swollen red, her expression panicked, as she spoke incoherently: “Don’t do this, don’t be like this. Chun’er won’t marry anymore. Chun’er won’t force you anymore. Leave quickly! Father Emperor will kill you! No, you can’t leave. You should go and apologize to Father Emperor. Brother Xun, it’s Chun’er’s fault, it’s Chun’er’s fault!”

Yan Xun frowned, looking toward Chu Qiao in confusion. Chu Qiao’s heart sank as she looked pitifully at Zhao Chun’er’s disheveled hair and pale little face. Her previous dislike for her instantly vanished. This foolish princess, did she still not understand even at this moment?

“Brother Xun, don’t do foolish things!”

The young girl wept uncontrollably, suddenly sitting powerlessly on the ground, covering her face with both hands. That night, she was truly too exhausted. Large teardrops fell from between her fingers, landing on her crimson wedding dress.

“Yan Xun! You madman, you dare to rebel? I’ve considered you a friend all these years, look at what you’ve done!”

Another warhorse suddenly galloped over. Zhao Song, dressed in a pine-green brocade robe, quickly rode to the front. Upon seeing Zhao Chun’er, his face turned angry as he said: “Chun’er! Come over here now! This person is plotting treason and rebellion, and you’re still with him?”

Zhao Chun’er stood up in panic, turning to look at Zhao Song. Despite her fear, she made a gesture that shocked everyone. She slowly spread her weak arms, shielding Yan Xun and the black mass of troops behind her, stubbornly shaking her head and saying: “Thirteenth Brother, it’s not like that. He just doesn’t want to marry me, he just wants to protest to Father Emperor…”

“Fool!” Zhao Song shouted angrily: “He’s after the military power of Yan Bei! You idiot!”

Zhao Chun’er frowned, her face deathly pale as she said softly: “Mili… military power?”

“If you don’t believe me, turn around and ask him!”

Like a wooden puppet, Zhao Chun’er slowly lowered her arms. She turned around slowly, her eyes wide open, and asked in a small voice of disbelief: “Brother Xun, he’s lying to me, right? You’re not rebelling, are you? You just want to reason with Father Emperor, right?”

The cold wind was desolate, smoke and fire everywhere. Zhao Chun’er’s figure was thin and small, her little face pale and bloodless as she looked eagerly at Yan Xun, as if looking at the last hope in her life.

Yan Xun raised an eyebrow slightly, showing some impatience. Finally, he said in a deep voice: “I’ve been planning to rebel for more than a day or two. It has nothing to do with you. I never intended to marry you.”

The strong wind howled, the ancient capital of Zhen Huang was in tatters, and screams rose to the heavens. On the twentieth of May, the great drama of the Datong Guild’s revenge had just raised its curtain.

Chapter 78: Breaking Out of Zhenhuang
“Ungrateful beast! Say that again!”

A fierce gust of wind suddenly swept through as Zhao Song drew the battle blade from his waist. His pine-green robe billowed violently in the cold wind, like a ferocious eagle tearing at its mighty plumage. The usually carefree and kind-hearted man stood in the cold wind, his gaze sharp, his face fierce. The imperial aura of the Great Xia royal family instantly revived within him!

Yan Xun changed his usual peaceful and gentle expression, his face now ice-cold, eyes glancing sideways at Zhao Song.

Behind the man was the night, black as ink. Under his iron hooves, the entire imperial city trembled. In his ears, he seemed to hear the crumbling sounds of the decaying Sacred Golden Palace. He slowly curled his lips, his voice cold as a blade’s edge: “Ungrateful? What gratitude exists between Yanbei and Great Xia?”

Zhao Song snorted coldly and said fiercely: “Father Emperor raised you for ten years, treating you as his son. Not only did he confer upon you the title of King of Yanbei, but he also betrothed Chun’er to you. Such a great favor! Yet you betray the country and slaughter the capital’s citizens. Yan Xun, your wolf’s ambition is clear, your heart deserves execution!”

The cold wind blew as the man in black robes suddenly let out a cold laugh: “Raised for ten years, treated as his own? The white bones on Shangsheng Plateau remain, and the fresh blood on Nine Abyss Tower has not yet congealed. Zhao Song, is this the overwhelming favor of your Zhao imperial family?”

Zhao Song was stunned, then raised his eyebrows and said sternly: “The King of Yanbei rebelled, and the imperial army’s campaign was righteous…”

“Enough!” Yan Xun suddenly shouted, showing impatience on his face, coldly saying: “You need not say more. History books are always written by the victors. A thousand years of merit and fault will be judged by future generations. You and I need not argue here. Zhao Song, for the sake of our many years of friendship, I’ll let you leave today. Go back and tell your father that I, Yan Xun, have rebelled.”

Just then, a firecracker shop in the southern part of the city was ignited. With a thunderous boom, fireworks exploded into the sky. The sky, reddened by the great fire, suddenly became colorful. In the darkness, Yan Xun’s eyes looked like morning stars in the sky, spirited yet determined as iron.

Eight years of planning, moving in one morning. Could the mighty Great Xia bear this tremendous fury?

“You!”

“Zhao Song!” A clear female voice suddenly came. Chu Qiao spurred her horse forward and said solemnly: “Zhao Song, go back.”

“A Chu?” Zhao Song frowned painfully: “Are you also going to be my enemy?”

Chu Qiao looked at Zhao Song’s face. Beside her were iron-blooded soldiers, behind her was the capital of Zhenhuang engulfed in flames. Everything seemed like a dream of a fleeting life. Time flew swiftly past her. She remembered many years ago, in the snowy garden of the plum forest, the young master wearing a jade-green brocade robe haughtily shouting at her: “Yes, you! I’m calling you!”

In the blink of an eye, after years of bloody rain and wind, she raised her head, looking firmly at the young man on horseback, and said solemnly, word by word: “I never wanted to be your enemy. The bond of eight years of protection, I would never dare forget.”

Zhao Song let out a long sigh, his expression slightly softened, hurriedly saying: “That’s good. A Chu, come back with me. Don’t follow him. I will plead to Father Emperor for you…”

“But I must be the enemy of the entire Great Xia Empire.” The resolute words suddenly came from the girl’s mouth. Zhao Song was stunned. Chu Qiao urged her horse forward, standing by Yan Xun’s side: “You should understand my position. I have never changed.”

“Fine,” Zhao Song smiled sadly, his eyes blood-red, his voice hoarse: “I was blind before.”

With a sharp “swoosh,” Zhao Song swung his blade down, drawing a white mark on the blue brick pavement of the long street. The man’s face was stern as he said fiercely: “From today onwards, I, Zhao Song, sever all ties with you two. When we meet on the battlefield in the future, we are not friends, only enemies! Chun’er, come with me!”

Zhao Chun’er’s eyes were blank, having remained doll-like and unresponsive all along. Hearing Zhao Song’s voice, she suddenly raised her head, her eyes misty. She extended her delicate white hand, trying to grasp Yan Xun’s boot. The man on horseback frowned slightly, reining his horse back. Zhao Chun’er grasped empty air, one white delicate hand suspended in mid-air, still bearing a dark red bloodstain.

That blood belonged to the messenger she had killed, her first kill ever.

With an “ugh” sound, Zhao Chun’er suddenly knelt on the ground, opening her mouth to vomit violently. The acidic fluid from her stomach was thrown up, staining her magnificent wedding dress, and soiling the mandarin ducks that symbolized a hundred years of marriage and companionship.

“Why did it turn out like this?”

The young girl raised her pale little face, like a hairless puppy in winter, tears falling pitter-patter. Her voice didn’t tremble, but there was a heart-chilling sadness in it. It was as if everyone around her no longer existed, and she was just quietly talking to herself: “It’s all my fault. It’s all my fault. Brother Yan, why wasn’t Chun’er by your side when Father Emperor executed the entire Yan family?”

“All these years, I’ve always regretted. If Chun’er had been there, even if I couldn’t save Lord Yan, I could have protected Brother Yan, protected you from being bullied. But I was too young then. Mother Empress locked me in the great hall. No matter how much I cried, she wouldn’t let me out. Little Tao helped me build a cupboard, and we both climbed up from there, lifted the tiles, trying to escape from the roof, but accidentally fell, alarming Mother Empress.”

Zhao Chun’er suddenly began to sob, her voice trembling, tears falling more fiercely: “Then… then Little Tao was beaten to death by people from Mother Empress’s palace. I… I saw it with my own eyes. Her waist was broken, blood kept flowing from her mouth… flowing… flowing so far, soaking my boots, so hot, like burning fire.”

“Brother Yan, I’m useless. I didn’t dare to escape again, and even during those first two years, I didn’t dare visit your courtyard. I was afraid, I was timid, and I always had nightmares. Little Tao’s blood kept flowing, about to drown me, past my neck, mouth, eyes all red.”

Zhao Chun’er hugged her shoulders tightly, shrinking her head fearfully as if blood was really about to drown her. She bit her lower lip, raising her head, tears falling earnestly: “But Brother Yan, please don’t rebel, alright? Father Emperor will kill you. Chun’er will ask for nothing more, won’t force you, won’t compel you to marry me, just want you to live well, even in a place where Chun’er can’t see, as long as you live well.”

Yan Xun frowned tightly, not looking into Zhao Chun’er’s eyes, but turning his head aside, the lines of his face profile looking cold and hard in the air.

“Chun’er! Come here to me!”

Zhao Song thundered angrily.

With a “thud,” Zhao Chun’er immediately knelt, crawling forward a few steps, raising her hands high to grab Yan Xun’s robe, and finally crying out loudly: “Brother Yan, don’t rebel, Chun’er begs you!”

Zhao Song’s eyes blazed with fury as he shouted: “Chun’er, what are you doing?” With that, he spurred his horse forward. The warriors of the Datong Association all stepped forward together, protecting Yan Xun, weapons pointed outward, coldly shouting in unison!

“Brother Yan, Chun’er begs you! Father Emperor will kill you, he will send people to kill you!”

Zhao Chun’er prostrated herself on the ground, crying loudly. Yan Xun remained unmoved, looking up at the sky, letting Zhao Chun’er clutch his robe. Only when the cold wind blew his black hair and black robe could one see his slightly furrowed sword-like eyebrows on his tenacious profile, like a deity in the darkness.

Just then, intense sounds of battle suddenly rang out from a distance. A golden flame exploded in the sky over the southern part of the city. Yan Xun and Chu Qiao both raised their heads simultaneously, their expressions serious.

“The Nineteenth Division has broken through! Yan Xun, if you don’t want others to die in vain with you, surrender immediately!”

Zhao Song brandished his sword, driving back a Datong Association warrior, shouting fiercely.

“Yan Xun, we can’t delay.”

Yan Xun turned his head, slowly nodding, then reined his horse to turn around, heading towards the southern part of the city without hesitation. Zhao Chun’er, sitting on the ground, immediately lost balance and fell to the ground. Chu Qiao and the black-armored warriors followed behind Yan Xun, galloping furiously. From a distance, she looked back and could still see Zhao Chun’er’s figure half-prostrated on the ground, crying, and Zhao Song, the young man standing beside his sister, tall in stature, gripping his long blade, sitting upright on horseback, the cold wind blowing his clothes, even his flying black hair appeared so desolate and forlorn.

Eight years together, yet ultimately like flowers in a mirror and moon in water, all turned into nothing.

The moment she followed Yan Xun into the Sacred Golden Palace, today’s outcome was already determined. Thirteen, your kindness, I have finally failed.

“Hya!”

The girl shouted fiercely, whipping her horse to gallop, leaving behind eight years of drifting years. Her eyes fixed ahead, persistently following that black eagle flag in front!

The thick smell of blood and indescribable stench hit her face. On South An Street in the southern part of the city, the mob of rioters had already been pushed back. The officials and soldiers of the Southwest Garrison led the charge against arrows and stones. Method White Elm, the guard chief of the Nineteenth Division, wielding a heavy sword, bathed in blood, led the soldiers of the Nineteenth Division in a fierce battle. The formidable imperial regular army, like an unstoppable iron flow, moved slowly but steadily towards the inner city of the capital. Wherever they went, it was a mess, breaking through all obstacles, crushing all resistance.

Fast horsemen returned like wind and fire, bringing one unfavorable battle report after another. Yan Xun sat on horseback, silent, his face calm, unreadable.

Chu Qiao narrowed her eyes, looking into the distance, saying solemnly: “Is it not yet time?”

Yan Xun spoke in a low voice, shaking his head very calmly: “Not yet.”

“Casualties are heavy. Should we continue to wait?”

“Yes, we still need to wait.”

Chu Qiao took a deep breath, frowning, saying solemnly: “Yan Xun, if this continues, the Southwest Garrison will be destroyed.”

“The guard chiefs of the Twelfth Division and the Thirty-sixth Division are still watching outside. If we retreat now, there will be fresh forces in the imperial city, and our return journey to Yanb will not be peaceful. We will be pursued by the empire like homeless dogs.”

“But if this continues, our people will also suffer heavy casualties! Just transporting the wounded and arranging retreat will throw our formations into disarray.”

Yan Xun frowned slightly, then shook his head: “Don’t worry, I have my arrangements.”

“Yan Xun…”

“A Chu, leave the city first.”

Chu Qiao was startled, then frowned and said solemnly: “I won’t.”

“A Chu,” amid the killing and bloodshed all around, the man’s face was gentle as he said softly: “Leave the city first. Go to the bank of the Chishui River and arrange the river crossing with A Jing. He’s rough and careless, I’m worried.”

“No,” Chu Qiao stubbornly shook her head: “I want to stay with you.”

Yan Xun deliberately put on a stern face and said solemnly: “A Chu, this is a serious matter, don’t throw a childish tantrum.”

“Here’s a place of swords and blades, with the Twelfth Division and the Thirty-sixth Division eyeing us covetously from behind. How can I leave you alone with peace of mind!”

Yan Xun immediately smiled: “Silly girl, how am I alone? There are still ten thousand troops of the Southwest Garrison. You needn’t worry about me.”

Chu Qiao retorted crispy: “The Southwest Garrison just defected. Who knows if they’ll switch sides again later? How can I trust them?”

“If the Southwest Garrison can’t be trusted, even if you stay, we can hardly escape death. A Chu, trust in using people, and doubts in not using them. These words, you taught me.”

Chu Qiao looked at Yan Xun with suspicious eyes, asking puzzledly: “Yan Xun, do you really trust them so much?”

“I don’t trust them, I trust myself.”

Huge battle cries suddenly rang out. Another round of fierce attacks and counterattacks began. Arrows filled the sky, blood splattered everywhere. Yan Xun’s black robes fluttered violently in the night sky, his eyes sharp as stars, his gaze calmly looking at the killing and bloodshed ahead, slowly saying: “Except for relying on me, they have no way to retreat. Fighting to death still gives them a glimmer of hope. Defecting would make them traitors despised by both Yanb and the empire.”

“But,” Chu Qiao said reluctantly, “this battle’s killing is too excessive. I fear it will harm your reputation for benevolence.”

“Benevolence?” Yan Xun laughed coldly: “My father was too benevolent, that’s why he died on the plateau of Yanb. I will not be like him.”

Yan Xun’s face seemed to be covered by a layer of black mist in an instant. Chu Qiao was startled, raising her head to look at him, calling softly: “Yan Xun?”

Yan Xun lowered his head, smiling as he looked at Chu Qiao, opening his arms on horseback, embracing the girl’s thin shoulders: “A Chu, trust me, wait for me by the Chishui River. We will leave together.”

A wild wind blew, and Chu Qiao suddenly felt a bit cold. She extended her hands to tightly hug the man’s waist, her voice bearing a few traces of undisguised sobbing.

“Yan Xun, if anything happens to you, I will surely avenge you.”

The howling wind blew through the dark streets. The battle cries from afar seemed so distant at that moment. The young King of Yanb had a jade-like face, his black hair flying, he lifted the girl’s chin with one hand, a faint smile on his lips, their eyes meeting, inseparable deep feelings. Eight years together, entrusting their lives to each other, the bond of life and death, deep feelings etched in their marrow. Yan Xun’s eyes were like deep pools, as he said softly: “A Chu, there’s something I’ve wanted to do for a long time.”

The girl’s cheeks were white, under the illumination of the great fire, there was a touch of red. She raised her head, smiling gently: “What are you waiting for?”

“Haha!”

The young king laughed heartily, immediately lowering his head, his lips lightly pressing on the girl’s flower-like lips.

At that moment, Chu Qiao closed her eyes, letting her thoughts fall into an endless abyss. Eight years of memories churned in her heart. In the distance, battle cries shook the heavens. Nearby, weapons were like fire. The entire capital city of Zhenhuang trembled beneath their feet, letting out a beast-like wail of demise. The magnificent Sacred Golden Palace was engulfed in flames, and countless golden buildings were reduced to ashes. The corrupt empire’s elder nobles and aristocrats rubbed their eyes in disbelief, unable to believe everything they were seeing.

Eight years ago, no one would have believed that those two children, as lowly as dirt, would one day have such courage and strength.

Eight years later, no one would doubt this anymore. The young tiger had grown up. It bared its sharp claws and teeth, tearing through the walls of the capital, about to break out of this murky world.

“A Chu, wait for me!”

“Yes,” letting go of her hands, Chu Qiao smiled like a flower: “Riding to Yanb, treading snow to return, Yan Xun, I’ll be waiting for you!”

A great wind howled by. The girl let out a light cry, under the protection of her guards, riding towards the northwest city gate!

Yan Xun sat on horseback, watching Chu Qiao’s figure gradually disappear into the night. Under the night sky, his figure was like a straight tree on the plateau, without any sign of bending: “History won’t remember details, it will only remember results, and this result is filled in by the victor.”

“Young Lord! The Twelfth Division can’t sit still anymore, and the Thirty-sixth Division also shows signs of troop movement!”

A scout hurried over on horseback. Yan Xun nodded, murmuring: “It’s time.”

A bright light flashed across the night sky, dazzling fireworks brilliant and eye-catching. The azure light dazzled everyone’s eyes.

On the desolate plain, a group of people were moving quickly. Seeing the fireworks, they all stopped.

“The full counterattack has begun.” Chu Qiao’s face was determined as she murmured: Yan Xun, take care.

“Hya!”

The cold wind was fierce. On the green grass plain, the girl led the charge towards the bank of the Chishui River. On the high city tower, the man’s face was tenacious as he raised a wine cup of blessing: “Warriors! The honor of Yanb is upon you all. The thousands of fathers and elders on the plateau of Yanb, their lives, and death depend on our battle today. Yan Xun is here, waiting for your triumphant return!”

Thousands of soldiers raised their arms and shouted: “Long live the Lord! Yanb will not perish!”

“Yanb will not perish!”

The deafening shouts echoed in the empire’s sky. Even the Sacred Golden Palace, surrounded tightly, trembled in these shouts. Yan Xun drew his battle blade in one motion, shouting fiercely from the high tower in the cold night: “The eagles of the Yanb army should soar over the hundred rivers of the earth, not bound by golden armor. Warriors of Yanb, use your blades to tell these cowards of the capital what the Yanb military spirit is!”

“Yanb military spirit!”

The warriors’ blood was thoroughly ignited. They jumped onto horseback, turning to kill enemies several times their number, engaging in fierce street fighting in the streets and alleys. The officials and soldiers of the Southwest Garrison, always known for their cowardice, fought with all their might, like a fierce lion, roaring in the streets and alleys of the capital, thrusting sharp battle blades into the hearts of enemies.

“Young Lord,” Xi Rui and Bian Cang of the Datong Association, both in armor, walked up to the city tower and said solemnly: “The Southwest Garrison has cut a bloody path. The Twelfth, Nineteenth, and Thirty-sixth Divisions have suffered heavy losses. Should we leave the city now?”

“No,” Yan Xun shook his head: “Not enough yet.”

Xi Rui and Bian Cang exchanged glances, both seeing a trace of worry in each other’s eyes. According to the plan, they should retreat now. Why was the Young Lord so persistent? Could it be that hatred had blinded him?

“The empire’s elite are still there. We cannot withdraw.”

“Elite?” Bian Cang asked puzzledly: “I don’t understand. The officers of the Xiaoqi Camp and the Green Army are no longer there. The Southwest Garrison has defected to our side. The Twelfth, Nineteenth, and Thirty-sixth Divisions have suffered heavy casualties. Our army has achieved a great victory.”

“What does it matter if the officers are gone? Great Xia can dispatch a battalion of officers at any time.”

“What does Your Highness mean?”

Yan Xun raised his eyebrows, his eyes icy cold. Surrounded by dozens of torches, Yan Xun stood on the high city tower, wearing a black robe covered with a white cape. The snow-white cape fluttered in the dawn, with an eagle with spread wings embroidered on it.

“Cut the grass but don’t remove the roots, and the spring wind will make it grow again. Order all warriors of the Datong Association to follow me to the Shangwu Hall of the capital. I want the Great Xia Dynasty to have no usable generals for three years, no commander for ten years!”

Xi Rui and Bian Cang were stunned, looking at the man with fluttering black robes. Endless killing intent burst forth from this usually gentle and calm man, the intense blood and killing aura like a surging flood, violently covering the entire imperial city.

The tremendous killing had just begun at this moment. The moment of destruction for the capital of Zhenhuang was initiated in this man’s hands. The doomsday blade fiercely cut through the pitch-black night, letting out a crazy howl in the sky above the ancient city. Many years later, people might not remember Zhao Zhengde, might not remember Xia, Tang, Huai, or Song, but history would record this man heavily: On the twentieth of May, Yan Xun rebelled, ordering the massacre of three thousand students at Shangwu Hall, half of the empire’s elites died in this battle!

Under the red glow of the fire, due to unclear circumstances and the absence of leaders, the entire Shangwu Hall was dead silent. These elites of the empire wisely chose to retreat behind the edge, unlike the soldiers of the security department who left the camp to maintain order. So at this moment, they still maintained a full military appearance.

However, at the third watch, a great fire suddenly started outside. Because they had closed the doors and didn’t come out, the young officers missed the best opportunity to extinguish the fire. The flames swept through the entire Shangwu Hall academy like a storm, spreading unbridled everywhere. Countless pillars of fire rose to the sky, the raging flames devouring this most solid hope of the empire!

Tragic human voices suddenly rang out. Some students attempted to open the doors and rush out of the academy but were met with the well-prepared Yanb Datong warriors. Under round after round of dense arrow rain, not a single person from the entire Shangwu Hall escaped. People, through the black mass of people, saw with terror the Yanb heir who had always stood in an inconspicuous corner of the capital. However, at this moment, his straight back seemed like the smile of death. The officers shouted in terror: “It’s Yan Xun, Yan Xun is here!”

“Yan Xun is here! The Yanb rebels are here!”

Everyone was shouting in panic. Three thousand elite troops, before even engaging in battle, immediately collapsed. Xi Rui requested to fight three times. Finally, Yan Xun said in a flat tone: “The enemy’s fighting spirit is lost, no need for close combat. Burn it down with fire, you stay here, don’t let the swine inside escape.”

“Yan Xun, you little brat! If you have the courage, fight me fair and square!”

Wei Shu Han, the new generation young general of the Wei family, shouted fiercely, then brandishing his battle blade, before he could run a step, was shot through the throat by an arrow, falling into the chaotic great fire with eyes wide open.

Yan Xun didn’t even glance at him, just mounted his horse, reorganized most of the troops, and said solemnly: “Follow me to the Xiaoqi Camp.”

That night, the Southwest Garrison was persuaded to defect, and the security department’s soldiers died among the rioters, the Twelfth, Nineteenth, and Thirty-sixth Divisions clashed with the Southwest Garrison, and half of them died or were injured. Afterwards, Yan Xun used the same method to eliminate all the troops of the capital’s academy Shangwu Hall, the Xiaoqi Camp’s southern camp, the Seventh Army, and the Ninth Army, who were observing from the sidelines due to their commanders being assassinated. Subsequently, because there were too many people, Yan Xun simply ordered the southern city military field to be opened, using bows, arrows, and fierce fire to drive the remaining two thousand soldiers of the sixteenth camp to the small square, then charging on horseback, trampling down with thousands of hooves, crushing to death more than eighteen hundred people. The remaining two thousand were all injured, lying on the square full of corpses, moaning and wailing.

Bian Cang requested to cut the grass and remove the roots, but Yan Xun coldly shook his head, saying lightly: “These cripples, leave them for Zhao Zhengde to settle.”

At the fourth watch, the edge of the sky became even darker. The entire capital was in disarray, with few living people in the military camps. The last troop returned from the prefect’s office of the capital, reporting that the officials of the prefect’s office had already fled. They killed more than a hundred soldiers from the yamen and then retreated.

With this, in the entire capital city of Zhenhuang, except for the three thousand guards led by Song Que in the imperial city, and the three divisions of the garrison army that were fighting with the Southwest Garrison, there were no more armed forces.

“Young Lord, order the Southwest Garrison to withdraw. We should leave the city.”

“Yes,” Yan Xun looked at the scorched land of the ancient city of Zhenhuang, slowly nodding, saying: “It’s time to go.”

“Then I will go to the Southwest Garrison battle area to deliver the order.”

“Stop.” Yan Xun glanced at Xi Rui indifferently, saying solemnly: “When did I say we would take the Southwest Garrison with us?”

Xi Rui was greatly shocked, stammering: “Young Lord?”

Yan Xun turned around, speaking in a flat tone: “The Southwest Garrison, to resist the fierce enemy, heroically sacrificed themselves, voluntarily staying behind to resist the blade of the empire’s three garrison divisions, to preserve Yanbei’s strength. Their loyal and righteous hearts are models for contemporary soldiers.”

Xi Rui frowned tightly, hurriedly stepping forward to say: “But Young Lord…”

Before he could finish, he was grabbed by Bian Cang, who tightly covered his mouth.

“General Xi Rui, please do not doubt the loyalty of the Southwest Garrison. They have hidden in the capital for many years, waiting for this life-and-death battle. We have no right to deprive the warriors of their loyal and righteous act of bravely serving the country.”

Yan Xun’s gaze was calm, his tone gentle as he slowly spoke, but the blade edge revealed in those words pierced everyone’s heart like arrows. Bian Cang hurriedly said: “The Young Lord is right. That the Southwest Garrison has such determination to serve the country makes them models for contemporary soldiers. We should all follow their example.”

His hand tightly grabbed Xi Rui’s clothes, fearing this colleague would say another word. Having seen Yan Xun’s methods of killing just now, he did not doubt that this seemingly peaceful man would execute both himself and Xi Rui with a wave of his hand.

“As such, the entire army will retreat through the north gate. After the army leaves the city, seal the gate.”

Horses galloped out. At the moment when the heavy city gate closed, the whole world changed color. The Southwest Garrison, still fighting with the Twelfth, Nineteenth, and Thirty-sixth Divisions, were all terrified and speechless, standing stunned on the vast land. After a long while, countless desperate voices shouted in unison: “Your Highness! What about us! What about us!”

“We have been abandoned! We have been betrayed!”

The fear of a defeated army instantly spread like a tide throughout the troops. Warriors rushed out of the trenches, running in all directions, shouting in panic and distress: “What should we do? What should we do? We have been abandoned!”

“Brothers! Follow me and fight!”

Method White Elm, the guard chief, was greatly inspired, shouting fiercely, wiping the blood from his face, charging forward with a roar.

“Troops from the imperial city are coming out! Reinforcements from the imperial city are here!”

Soldiers of the Nineteenth Division shouted in unison. The man at the front had sword-like eyebrows and star-like eyes, wearing snow-white armor, holding a blue-faced battle blade, majestic like a god of war in prosperous times, cutting through thorns, killing his way forward!

“It’s the Seventh Prince! The Seventh Prince’s reinforcements are here!”

Following the imperial city guards behind Zhao Che, Zhao Xiang tightly pulled Zhao Yang’s horse reins, saying fiercely: “Fourteenth brother, it’s chaotic outside. Father hasn’t sent you to battle. Why meddle in this mess?”

Zhao Yang raised his sword-like eyebrows, holding his sword, looking at his brother, saying solemnly: “Seventeenth brother, do you want to kneel on the ground forever looking up at others, or do you want to stand up with your ability? If you want to stand as a person, follow me out now.”

Zhao Xiang’s face turned red. With a “plop,” he jumped onto horseback, drew his battle blade, and said loudly: “Fourteenth brother, wherever you go, your brother will follow you to death.”

Zhao Yang nodded, looking at the majestic city gate. Intense killing sounds came from outside. The young prince raised his battle blade, his eyes firmly looking at the killing and fire ahead, murmuring: I swear, in this life, I will never again follow behind others!

Leading his palace guard army out of the imperial city, this force of less than a hundred people was like a dagger inserted into the heart of the Southwest Garrison. Blood light exploded across the sky. A new star of the empire rose slowly in the battle!

When Chu Qiao arrived at the bank of the Chishui River, A Jing was already waiting vigilantly for Yan Xun’s army. Over a thousand war horses were prepared on the other side of the river. Seeing Chu Qiao come alone, he wasn’t surprised and was about to lead her across the river. Chu Qiao dismounted, greeted A Jing and the others, and swept her gaze around, her brow suddenly furrowing as she said solemnly: “A Jing, there’s only one pontoon bridge. The Southwest Garrison has over ten thousand people. Can they cross the river before dawn?”

A Jing smiled faintly and nodded: “This was ordered by the Young Lord. It must be correct. Let me escort the lady across first.”

Chu Qiao stood still, a terrible thought suddenly rising in her mind. Her face instantly turned deathly pale, her eyes showing a trace of panic. A Jing asked: “Lady, what’s wrong?”

Chu Qiao immediately composed herself, slowly smiled, and said: “Nothing. You lead them across first. I’ll wait for Yan Xun.”

A Jing frowned: “But His Highness ordered…”

“No need to say more. Cross the river quickly.”

A Jing naturally knew that the feelings between Chu Qiao and Yan Xun were far beyond his comparison. He nodded and didn’t force the issue.

Half an hour later, intense battle sounds suddenly came from the southeast direction, even more violent than before. Chu Qiao’s heart shook. She immediately mounted her horse and galloped towards the southeast.

“Lady!” A Jing was greatly alarmed, shouting: “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to meet Yan Xun!”

Halfway there, she saw a group of horsemen galloping fiercely from afar, numbering about five thousand, all in black clothes and black armor, with a black flag waving in the air. Chu Qiao was delighted. She went forward and saw Yan Xun riding towards her, his robes like an eagle, his eyebrows like swords.

“A Chu!”

“Yan Xun,” Chu Qiao went to meet him, smiling and saying: “Are you alright?”

“All is well. Let’s go.”

Chu Qiao nodded, seemingly casually looking back: “Where are the forces of the Southwest Garrison? Why haven’t they caught up?”

Yan Xun naturally couldn’t deceive her with the lie about the Southwest Garrison troops voluntarily staying behind to resist the enemy. He smiled and said: “Don’t worry, they’ll be here soon. Let’s go first.”

“Alright.” Chu Qiao followed Yan Xun toward the Chishui River without hesitation.

The troops began to cross the river quickly. Although there was only one pontoon bridge, most of the men and horses crossed the river after half an hour. Chu Qiao stood beside Yan Xun, watching the troops crossing the bridge one after another, looking at the fiery red Zhenhuang city in the distance, suddenly sighing: “Eight years, and we’ve finally escaped.”

Yan Xun let out a long sigh, reaching out to hold Chu Qiao’s shoulders, saying emotionally: “A Chu, you’ve suffered.”

Chu Qiao shook her head, her eyes bright as stars: “No, you gave me a goal in life, gave me the motivation to live on. Yan Xun, for the past eight years, we were each other’s support. We supported each other, took care of each other, perfected each other’s strategies, made up for each other’s mistakes. Because of this, we were able to survive day by day in that imperial city. We owe each other nothing.”

“Yes, we owe each other nothing.” Yan Xun smiled gently: “We have long been one, sharing fortune and misfortune, life and death.”

“Right,” Chu Qiao slowly nodded: “We share fortune and misfortune, life and death.”

“Your Highness, all the men and horses have crossed the river. We can go now,” A Jing ran forward, saying solemnly.

“Good,” Yan Xun nodded: “Pass the order, the whole army will move out.”

“Yan Xun!” Chu Qiao suddenly called out: “Aren’t we waiting for the soldiers of the Southwest Garrison?”

Yan Xun shook his head, smiling: “Don’t worry, they’ll catch up with us.”

“If the pontoon bridge is removed, how will they cross the river?”

Yan Xun had already prepared his explanation, slowly saying: “The pursuit from the capital is no longer threatening. They can follow the official road to West Ma Liang and join us.”

Chu Qiao nodded: “Oh, I see. Then let’s go.”

After taking a few steps, the girl suddenly raised her eyebrows, feeling her waist, exclaiming in alarm: “The Datong token you gave me? It’s gone?”

Yan Xun frowned. That token was no small matter. He also became nervous, saying: “How could it be missing? Weren’t you carrying it on your person? Don’t worry, think carefully.”

Chu Qiao turned around a couple of times, searching her entire body but couldn’t find it. Suddenly, the girl slapped her forehead, saying: “I’m so stupid. The token is in the waist pouch of the horse. I’ll go get it.”

Yan Xun grabbed the girl’s arm. For some reason, his heart suddenly rose with a trace of inexplicable fear. He said: “Let someone else go get it. Wait here.”

“So many horses, how would they know which one is mine? Don’t worry, I’ll be right back.”

Before he could stop her, the girl ran up to the pontoon bridge. She was petite, and the bridge barely sank when she stepped on it.

In the time it takes to burn half an incense stick, the girl ran to the other side of the river. Yan Xun ordered torches to be lit, looking towards the other bank. He saw Chu Qiao find her horse, then lead the horse to the edge of the pontoon bridge, seemingly pondering something.

Yan Xun was startled, shouting loudly: “A Chu, did you find it? Come quickly!”

The girl suddenly raised her head, her face as pale as paper, but her eyes as sharp as swords, staring fixedly at Yan Xun on this side of the river.

In an instant, like a lightning bolt piercing the heart, Yan Xun pushed aside A Jing in front of him, running frantically to the pontoon bridge.

Almost simultaneously, Chu Qiao drew the sword from her waist, silver light flashing, fiercely cutting down. The pontoon bridge immediately broke, following the surging river water downstream!

“A Chu!” Yan Xun shouted fiercely, his eyes like fire, roaring angrily: “What are you doing?”

The girl stood by the surging Chishui River, her hair like a waterfall, her eyes like swords, shouting: “Yan Xun! You just said we are one, sharing fortune and misfortune, life and death. So, I cannot watch you commit this terrible sin!”

Yan Xun was about to jump into the Chishui River, but A Jing and others pulled him back from behind. The man shouted fiercely: “A Chu, don’t be foolish, come back immediately!”

“Yan Xun, the reason you can receive such support, the reason the people of Yanbei are eagerly waiting for your return, is all because Lord Yan once spread benevolent governance throughout Yanbei. Even the capital’s seven departments of officials couldn’t take over Yanbei, relying on the prestige of the Yan family for generations! Yan Xun, I cannot watch you destroy your foundation, topple your great wall!”

Yan Xun was furious, completely losing his usual calmness and serenity, shouting angrily: “A Chu, come back immediately. We’ll set up ropes to cross over, you catch them on that side, come back immediately, I order you!”

Chu Qiao shook her head, silently turning around, climbing onto her war horse, and then looking back: “You made a mistake, I must correct you! Yan Xun, we’ll meet in West Ma Liang. If I don’t arrive in two days, lead everyone back to Yanbei first. I will bring the soldiers of the Southwest Garrison to meet with you on the plateau of Yanbei.”

With that, the girl shouted fiercely, raised her horsewhip, galloping wildly on the dark wilderness. Five thousand masterless war horses followed behind the girl, also charging toward that majestic city wall.

“A Chu…”

The surging river water beat against the riverbank, waves rolling, huge waves surging. In the endless void, only the man’s hoarse and piercing cries remained. That voice penetrated the blue sky, echoing in the black night!

This world is not a playground. There is never a second chance. All we can do is twist fate before disaster fully strikes! Yan Xun, what I do today, perhaps you will only understand many years later. I am not being soft-hearted like a woman. I just don’t want you to be blinded by hatred. Wait for me. I will bring an impressive army, returning from thousands of miles, to reunite with you.

“Hya!”

“Commander, we’ve been abandoned!”

Within the Southwest Garrison, people were running around in panic everywhere. Many were shouting wildly, their voices sharp and piercing, not like sounds humans could make. Shattered despair spread among the crowd. With enemies on all sides, no way forward, and pursuers behind, these soldiers far from home finally became homeless wanderers. In this vast world, there was no longer a place for them!

Among the crowd, some let out hysterical screams and wails: “Why! Why abandon us?”

“Kill! Haha, kill! The end days are here, let’s all go to hell together!”

…

Fire embraced the entire city. There was no way out, no escape hatch. Soldiers frantically scattered, no formation, no strategy, completely fighting individually like loose sand. The capital’s guards, having been suppressed for so long, finally had their moment, their methods cruel, stopping at nothing.

As far as the eye could see, there were bodies in disarray everywhere. The capital’s soldiers surrounded one soldier from the Southwest Garrison with twenty or thirty people, wildly hacking with their blades, venting all their hatred toward the traitors!

Zhao Che sat on horseback, looking at this brother he had always disdained. The young Zhao Yang was covered in blood, his handsome face covered with fresh blood, still unyieldingly gripping his battle blade, examining the battlefield of slaughter before him with eyes cold to the point of cruelty.

“Seventh brother, the enemy can’t hold out anymore.”

“Yes,” Zhao Che nodded: “It’s time.”

However, just as he was about to give the order for a full attack, a huge rumbling sound suddenly rang out from the direction of the northwest city gate. It was as if thousands of muffled thunders were shaking together. The entire land of Zhenhuang trembled. Everyone was shocked and stopped, raising their heads to look at the sky in the northwest direction.

“Boom!”

“Boom! Boom!”

“Boom! Boom! Boom!”

Violent tremors came from everyone’s bones, climbing up everyone’s spine as if the universe and wilderness were raging before them. Everyone looked up in shock. A Yanbei warrior’s horse blade was still stuck in the shoulder of a capital guard, he had forgotten to pull it out. The capital guard’s battle blade was at the neck of the Yanbei warrior, he had also forgotten to swing it down!

With a “bang,” the west gate was rammed open. The thundering hooves of five thousand war horses, like a tide, rushed madly towards the group in the midst of chaotic fighting, instantly creating a huge gap in the ranks!

The capital’s guards immediately remembered how Yan Xun had massacred the sixteenth camp’s troops. Everyone’s face turned pale, their legs almost trembling. At this moment, a black eagle battle flag was firmly planted on the city wall. The girl’s petite but upright figure stood under the battle flag, facing the entire capital city of Zhenhuang, letting out a fierce cry like a white eagle: “Warriors of Yanbei! You have not been abandoned. Listen to my command! Obey me! Follow me! I will lead you home!”

After one second, two seconds, and three seconds of silence, huge cheers suddenly erupted like mountains calling and seas roaring!

“Back to Yanbei! Back to Yanbei! Back to Yanbei!”

People in despair grasped the last straw of survival. They were like an unstoppable tide, shouting towards the northwest sky!

“Seventh brother, fourteenth brother, who is that person?”

Zhao Yang looked at Chu Qiao, silent for a long time. Zhao Che sat on horseback, his eyes slowly narrowing, looking at the fierce woman under the fluttering military flag, slowly opening his mouth to say: “Remember, this woman will become the greatest threat to Great Xia in the future. To recover lost territory, to unify the realm, she will be the first towering mountain difficult to cross!”

Beacon fires rose everywhere. That day, on the northwest city tower of the capital, the entire Great Xia Dynasty remembered this name. Eight years ago, she entered the Great Xia Palace as a slave. Eight years later, she took away the last Yanbei armed force in the capital city of Zhenhuang, leaving the land of Zhenhuang, galloping onto that vast hot earth outside the city of Zhenhuang.

Chu Qiao did not know now that it was precisely her action today that saved Yanbei from a disaster of instant destruction, saved the newborn Yanbei regime, and at the same time, created the first armed force for herself in the chaotic world.

That night, the soldiers of the Southwest Garrison each vowed in their hearts to serve this delicate girl to death. From then on, they followed their master, fighting across the north and south, their iron cavalry sweeping across the entire Western Mongolia land, firmly upholding their oath, loyal to Chu Qiao regardless of how difficult the environment and circumstances, unwavering for life.

And this delicate girl, because of this, took the first step towards what many years later would be known across the entire continent as the “Xiuli King”…

Chapter 79: Deep Blood Feud
Imperial year 775, May 20th, was a day no one could forget. Half of the Great Xia Empire’s capital, Zhenhuang, was destroyed in a massive fire. The symbol of the empire, the Sacred Gold Palace, was completely burned down. The city’s armed forces suffered losses of seventy to eighty percent. Among the elite imperial soldiers stationed in Zhenhuang, as many as 170,000 perished. Of these, nearly 30,000 died in battle against the Southwestern Garrison, while 70,000 were slaughtered by Yan Xun. The rest died in civilian riots and chaotic rebellions where friends could not be distinguished from foes.

However, these weren’t the most significant losses. After this battle, Zhenhuang’s economy was nearly paralyzed. As June approached, the excessive deaths brought unstoppable plagues and diseases. Too many businesses and civilian homes had turned to ashes in the great fire. Large numbers of refugees had nowhere to go. Groups of wounded soldiers lay in the streets. Continuous rainy weather brought even greater disaster to Zhenhuang. Many corpses that couldn’t be carried out of the city in time lay in dirty water, soaking until they turned white and foul, becoming piles of rotting flesh covered with flies and bugs.

Before Yan Xun left the city, he had burned down the imperial granaries. Most grain merchants had also been looted during the night of chaos. Thus, Zhenhuang couldn’t even gather enough grain for disaster relief. Within three days, numerous refugees died of starvation. In this life-or-death situation, the typically docile capital citizens revealed their savage side. From the third day onward, countless robberies occurred. These citizens, driven to desperation, even dared to ambush small armed military units. In just two short days, more than thirty small imperial teams sent out to maintain order disappeared without a trace. A day later, people would find some of their personal belongings in roadside ditches—military uniforms, daggers, bayonets, boots, epaulets, or even more intimate items like underwear, treasured pouches, severed limbs, gouged-out eyeballs, and stark white bones…

The capital’s order instantly vanished completely.

Five days later, the frenzied refugees rushed out of Zhenhuang, fleeing in all directions. However, the Zhao clan had no power to reverse the situation. Zhao Zhengde stood on the tower of the ruined Sacred Gold Palace, helplessly smiling bitterly. Then, under the protection of Commander Song Que, he led the last armed forces and issued the order to relocate the capital. With carriages and horses rolling, they left this devastated city.

In the three hundred years since the founding of Great Xia, this ancient city had withstood countless blades of foreign tribes. In the Capital Defense Battle of 633, Emperor Bai Wei of Great Xia had fought against 200,000 Quanrong wolf soldiers with just 8,000 cavalry, defending the capital for a month until finally receiving reinforcements from the feudal families, creating the legend of fighting to the last bullet and grain without retreat.

In 684, the empire’s eastern clan, the Wolong family, betrayed the empire by opening Wolong Pass to allow the Tang-Song allied forces to enter the border. The enemy forces advanced to Sanli Slope, less than thirty miles from Zhenhuang. At that time, the Great Xia Emperor was touring the southeast, and only the eight-year-old Crown Prince Zhao Chongming and Empress Muhe Jiuge remained in the country. All court officials strongly advised the heir to retreat, but the 27-year-old Muhe Jiuge stood with her eight-year-old son on the city wall for three days without coming down, until the imperial flag flew over Sanli Slope, defeating the enemy.

During the Crimson Tide Rebellion of 714, the capital’s gates were even shattered by rebel forces, yet the Zhao imperial clan didn’t retreat a single step!

In 735… 761… 769…

Zhenhuang, the capital that had stood strong for so many years, and the Zhao imperial clan that had proudly stood on the world’s highest plateau unshaken for three hundred years, finally left this heart of the empire they had defended for three centuries on the morning of May 26th, retreating in gloom to the sacred city of Yundu in the northeast.

Although later historians criticized this battle in many ways, they had to admit that the architect of this great achievement was the new king of Yanbei, Crown Prince Yan Xun, who had been held hostage in the capital for eight years. With the power of just one man, borrowing the five thousand warriors of the Datong Guild, he single-handedly accomplished a miraculous feat that neither the 300,000 Quanrong troops, the 580,000 Tang-Song allied forces, nor the full strength of the rebels had accomplished! Yan Xun’s name spread throughout the land, and the entire western Mongolian plateau trembled. The lion of Yanbei had finally awakened, and the era belonging to Yanbei once again began gloriously amid the fires of chaotic times.

In the gray morning, a horn sounded from the tower of Zhenhuang. The sun slowly rose from the horizon. The sky was misty, looking like it might rain again. More than a dozen warriors wearing cyan armor stood on the city tower, looking at the distant land where grass swayed. There wasn’t a single person on the empty post road. The aging soldier sighed, put down his horn, and turned to walk away.

“Has no one come yet?”

A deep voice slowly rose. The old soldier was startled and looked up to see a man in his twenties before him. He was handsome and young, wearing a black cloak that covered his military uniform, his identity indiscernible. But the old soldier could tell at a glance that this was a noble general, not an ordinary soldier like himself.

“In response to the general, no one has come yet.”

The young man nodded silently as if he had anticipated this. He looked at the old soldier’s hunched body. At nearly fifty years old, he could barely support the military uniform anymore, with the twin-moon pattern on his shoulders appearing somewhat worn. The young man frowned slightly and asked, “Didn’t the 19th Division follow the Emperor to Yundu? Why didn’t you go?”

“General, I’m too old and can’t walk such a long distance. The chance to survive should be left to the younger ones,” the old soldier sighed deeply. “I started serving as a soldier at fourteen, beginning as a groom, all the way to guarding the city gate. I’ve been guarding the capital for over thirty years. I can’t leave just because someone attacked this place or because the citizens have fled. As long as the city gate hasn’t fallen, I must stay here.”

The young man frowned, his eyes as deep as the sea, with waves of light churning within, like swords being tempered in a furnace.

The old soldier didn’t notice and continued rambling: “Besides, my family all died in this battle. There’s no point for me to go to Yundu alone. I might as well stay here, at least I can look for familiar people and see if there are neighbors’ bodies that need to be collected. People need a proper burial after all!”

The young man lowered his head, his expression somewhat sorrowful. Behind him were vast areas of scorched earth and ruins. Once, the most prosperous buildings and crowds on the continent had stood there, with the world’s most magnificent towers and luxurious palaces. Now they had fallen into history.

“General,” the old soldier looked up, nervously rubbing his hands, feeling a bit anxious. Seeing the young man’s gentle expression, he finally asked uncertainly, “Why didn’t any of the noble families or feudal kings send troops to support the capital? The Zhuge family and Minister Wei even returned to their territories. Is the empire going to split up? Will there be war again? When will Crown Prince Yan bring the Yanbei army to attack?”

“That day will never come!”

A calm voice slowly emerged from the young man’s mouth, but strong confidence radiated from his words. The young man’s face was resolute, his tone deep, as he said word by word: “The empire will not split up, the Yanbei army will not attack, the capital will not perish. One day, those who left will return, and Zhenhuang will regain its former magnificence and glory!”

The old soldier was somewhat stunned, looking at the young man before him. At that moment, the rumors he had heard in recent days suddenly collapsed, and he truly believed the words of the young general standing before him. Hope shone in the old man’s eyes as he excitedly asked, “Really? They will come back? Can I continue to guard the city gate?”

“You will,” the young man turned his head, smiling gently, revealing snow-white teeth. “I specially permit you to keep guarding it, even until you’re a hundred years old. I will send people to carry you to the city gate every day. If you still have descendants in this world, I will grant your descendants the privilege of guarding the gate of our Great Xia Dynasty’s capital. The capital will not perish, and as long as I live, I will not break my word!”

After speaking, the young general searched all over his body and finally found a blackened silver badge in his pocket, intricately carved with the wisteria flower, the national flower of Great Xia. At this moment, it looked both sacred and desolate.

“This will serve as a token.”

The old soldier was overjoyed but then became somewhat doubtful. He looked at the young man in confusion, very cleverly changing to a more tactful way of inquiry: “May I ask which division the general belongs to? Could I be informed of the general’s honorable name?”

The young man raised his head. By now, the sun had risen above the horizon, and the misty weather suddenly disappeared, with golden rays pouring down in all directions.

“I am the commanding officer of the Valiant Cavalry Camp. My name is Zhao Che.”

The old soldier was immediately shocked, his eyes wide open. After a long while, the old soldier fell to his knees with a thud, desperately kowtowing and shouting: “I’ve been blind not to recognize the Seventh Prince! Please forgive me, spare me this once.”

There was no sound from the front. The old soldier looked up and only saw the straight figure of the young man on the steps of the city tower. The young prince, holding his sword, disappeared step by step from the top of the city, his back straight like a tree capable of supporting heaven and earth.

The brilliant light suddenly dazzled the old man’s eyes. He turned to look and saw a silver badge placed on the blue brick ground before him, with the wisteria flower blooming proudly, like the warm sun of September!

A hundred years later, the Tengyuan Pavilion history book of Bian Tang only recorded this passage about that year: After the Datong Guild’s revenge incident, the Zhao imperial clan issued a wide recruitment order. All the great families returned to their territories, and none of the regional kings responded. The Xia Emperor had no choice but to order the relocation of the capital. Prince Zhao Che guarded the national gate, and Prince Zhao Yang volunteered to pursue the Yanbei army. The Great Xia line thus showed signs of fatigue, finding it difficult to lead the vast territory and the feudal forces from all directions. Under the mediation of our country’s benevolent, sage, martial, virtuous, wise, and astute Crown Prince, Bian Tang leaped to become the world’s first great power. The commercial center of the western Mongolian plateau began to shift from the north, and Great Xia merchants became unstable, crossing the border into Bian Tang on a large scale. The benevolent, sage, martial, virtuous, wise, and astute Crown Prince’s heaven-penetrating and earth-reaching talent, brilliant and unparalleled wisdom, godlike bravery, and world-illuminating righteousness are worthy of being called the model of the age, the pride of heaven and earth, and the great fortune of all people…

Although later historians were highly skeptical of the records regarding Crown Prince Li Ce, believing that Yan Xun’s rebellion had nothing to do with him, many people were firmly convinced that the words toward the end were added by Crown Prince Li Ce himself, because the color of the ink before and after was completely different. Moreover, if the writing at the beginning could be described as exquisite calligraphy worthy of admiration, the handwriting at the end would make even a child who had just learned to write feel ashamed. But this couldn’t deny the truth of the first part. After the Datong Guild’s revenge incident, the vast Great Xia Dynasty truly began to decline.

While the Zhenhuang capital faced the most terrible disaster in a hundred years, Yanbei’s last inland troop was still lingering around Mount Qiuping. On the vast Qiuping plain, a team of ragged but determined-eyed troops was quietly lurking, like a pack of hungry wolves, crouching in place, waiting for the best opportunity to deploy.

Although the various noble clans and families didn’t aid the capital, they all focused their attention on the rebel army of Yanbei. Until now, Chu Qiao finally had a slight sense of relief about Yan Xun abandoning the Southwestern Garrison. The Yan family had been beheaded by the empire, and Yan Xun already had a blood feud with the Great Xia Dynasty that could not be reconciled. The Datong Guild was recognized throughout the continent as the leader of the rebellion. Thus, only the Southwestern Garrison forces bore the name of betraying their master and country. This troop, once abandoned by Yan Xun in Zhenhuang City, instantly became the public enemy of the entire empire. Everyone wanted to play the hero eliminating traitors. Along the way, Chu Qiao and her people encountered countless ambushes, too many to count.

“Miss,” He Xiao carefully crouched and ran over, leaning close to Chu Qiao’s ear and whispering: “The scout camp is approaching. Give the order!”

Chu Qiao lowered her head and calmly said: “Wait a bit longer.”

“Miss, they’re less than two hundred paces away.”

“Wait a bit longer.”

“If we wait any longer, our ambush will lose its meaning.”

“The time hasn’t come yet.”

He Xiao was about to speak again when a red and white striped military flag suddenly rose from the distant trench. Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows and commanded sternly: “Attack!”

In an instant, shouts filled the sky, and thousands of blades rushed out of the trenches. The hastily approaching military scouts immediately fell into a terrifying encirclement.

It was another massacre with no suspense. Chu Qiao’s precise calculations, accurate timing, and perfect formation layout cut the enemies who had rashly stepped into the encirclement into pieces. In less than half an hour, the battle was over. Unable to eliminate the scattered enemy forces fleeing in all directions, Chu Qiao waved her battle flag, leading the remaining four thousand Southwestern Garrison officers and soldiers to charge with all their might toward the largest punitive expedition force!

After four days of fleeing like homeless dogs, the Southwestern Garrison officers and soldiers who had been accused of destroying the Great Xia capital finally unleashed their full power, shouting across the Qiuping plain!

With four thousand troops pursuing a punitive expedition of up to fifty thousand, it was truly a ridiculous sight. Yet such a miraculous scene appeared among the forces that had come from far and wide to punish the rebels. The Southwestern officers who were eating lunch watched in horror as black cavalry came howling, and before they could swallow their last bite of food, swords had cut off their necks.

Blood soared to the sky, creating a mist of blood everywhere. No one would have thought that such a small army, exhausted with horses and men, nearly out of ammunition and food, and trapped in a desperate situation, would turn around to attack them! Just last night, they had received news that the Southwestern Garrison’s troops were at Lanling Inn, three hundred miles away. In just one night, they had force-marched three hundred miles, sneaking around to their rear without anyone knowing, eliminating the outer scout camps, and attacking the main camp when the army was least prepared. Who had ever seen such tactics?

Thus, a battle later known as the Qiuping Counterattack began. By the time darkness fell, the fifty-thousand-strong punitive expedition was fleeing miserably toward the southwest. Chu Qiao sat on her horse, leading four thousand bloodthirsty troops in hot pursuit, never retreating.

The pursuit continued throughout the night, passing through eleven counties, covering more than five hundred miles, creating an extreme limit for rapid marching and fighting. When dawn broke, there was no longer any force in the entire northwest that could contend with them.

A light rain was falling from the sky. Chu Qiao wiped the rainwater from her face, her small face pale and thin. Sitting on horseback, she swiftly sheathed her sword and said with determination: “Soldiers, we retreat.”

Immediately, there was a commotion among the crowd. The great victory of the night had given these soldiers, who had been chased and beaten for four consecutive days, a great sense of satisfaction. The desire to avenge their humiliation and hatred had deeply penetrated everyone’s heart. The opportunity was fleeting, and retreating at such a favorable moment seemed unwise to everyone. But their gratitude and awe for the woman before them prevented them from speaking out. However, their eyes revealed their disagreement.

“I know what you’re thinking,” the young woman cleared her throat and said loudly. “The empire is in turmoil, forces from all directions are stirring, it’s a great opportunity for brave men to establish their place in the world. Our momentum is like a rainbow, our blades are sharp, and we shouldn’t abandon an easily winnable battle at such a favorable time. But is the situation really as we see it? No, it’s not! The empire still has many noble clans, numerous garrison princes, and large loyal armies. They may not have come to defend the country for now, but that’s just for now. Once we defeat the Zhao clan’s armed forces, we will become enemies of the entire Great Xia. We’re out of ammunition and food, have no change of clothes, no spare warhorses, no medicine or provisions. How long can we sustain ourselves by plundering and killing? Once we show signs of fatigue, enemies will bite like mad dogs. Even the fiercest lion cannot fight off a pack of vicious dogs when tired. We’ve done enough, we’re exhausted, we should go home.”

Chu Qiao’s gaze was like water, carrying a heavy light as she slowly continued, “In the past five days, you’ve experienced one bloody battle in the capital, thirty-one ambushes, twenty-six counterattacks, three major confrontations, killed nearly a hundred thousand enemies, defeated foes dozens of times your number, and demonstrated the iron blood and courage of Yanbei warriors while facing the entire empire. Your achievements make the entire western Mongolian plateau tremble, your performance makes the entire Yanbei plateau proud. You are Yanbei’s most glorious warriors, the heroes that your elders and loved ones are most proud of. All this is enough. Now, please follow me back to Yanbei, back to our homeland, back to your parents, wives, and children. Yanbei needs you, your families need you. No more bloodshed, no more sacrifice. Every person here must return home with me unharmed. I won’t allow anyone to fall behind, I won’t allow anyone to die. We can no longer permit any child of Yanbei to live in exile on foreign soil!”

In the crowd, someone suddenly began sobbing quietly. Someone spoke softly, as if afraid of receiving a confirming answer: “His Highness has abandoned us.”

“Yes, Miss, we have nowhere to go home to.”

“We are traitors to the empire, abandoned children of Yanbei. Where can we go?”

“Don’t believe those boring, absurd rumors!” Chu Qiao shouted sternly, her expression serious as she said in a deep voice, “Those are all schemes to divide our Yanbei. His Highness has not abandoned you, the King of Yanbei will never abandon his people!”

“But His Highness didn’t take us with him, he left us in the encirclement. We all saw it.”

“No! His Highness didn’t leave you unattended. He sent me to rescue you.”

“His Highness only sent one person to save us?”

Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows and said decisively, “But I did it. I rescued you. His Highness believed I could do it, so he entrusted me with the task, without a doubt!”

The entire field fell silent. Although the situation was somewhat difficult to understand, it was a fact that this petite girl had, with her strength alone, saved four thousand Southwestern Garrison officers and soldiers, led them to break through the enemy’s encirclement and blockade, escaped the siege, and survived.

“Soldiers, don’t hesitate anymore. Now, let us bury our comrades’ bodies, then carry their dreams and leave this place. You’ve shed your blood to protect our homeland, history will remember your loyalty. Now, please come back with me!”

After finishing her solemn speech, Chu Qiao suddenly lowered her head and bowed deeply to the four thousand officers and soldiers. Her beautiful hair slid down from both sides like two graceful waterfalls.

Everyone stood in silence. Three seconds later, all of them knelt on one knee in unison and shouted together: “Willing to follow Miss!”

That day, the smell of blood on the Qiuping plain spread far and wide. The soldiers’ low shouts were like roaring winds on the grassland. Perhaps they didn’t know that the army they had just destroyed wasn’t the punitive expedition pursuing the Southwestern Garrison, but rather the revenge army formed by Zhao Yang in alliance with eleven northwestern clans to ambush Yanbei’s rear. They had made thorough preparations, with ample provisions, recruited a large number of civilian porters for grain transport, studied Yanbei’s terrain in detail, found the best guides, and even had local spies ready. They were just waiting for the main force to arrive to begin the battle. With Yan Xun not yet firmly established back in Yanbei, this battle had a seven-in-ten chance of victory.

However, everything returned fruitless because of Chu Qiao’s appearance. When Zhao Yang heard this news, the young prince remained silent for a long time. He remembered that rainy day, that light dress hem, the cyan tiles that had sheltered him from the cold rain…

“Your Highness, penetrating Yanbei is now hopeless. Should we eliminate this raiding force?”

Zhao Yang lowered his head, thought for a long time, and finally said calmly: “The big fish is gone, why bother with the small shrimp?”

The young prince suddenly stood up: “Return to Yundu!”

At this moment, on the Bieyapo of Ximaliáng, a camp stood quietly. In front of the main tent’s entrance was a black iron eagle military flag.

Miss Yu lifted the tent’s curtain and walked in. Before she could speak, she heard the man’s irritated voice from inside: “Didn’t I tell you not to come in again?”

Miss Yu froze, stopped in her tracks, and then said softly: “Young Master, it’s me.”

Yan Xun immediately turned around, seeing Miss Yu he hurriedly stepped forward and said in a deep voice: “So it’s you, I was rude.”

“Young Master is too polite.” Miss Yu smiled faintly: “Ajing just came by?”

Yan Xun nodded without speaking, looking quite troubled.

“Your Highness, it’s been five days already. We should indeed leave.”

Hearing this, Yan Xun immediately frowned. Miss Yu continued: “Yanbei is now in chaos. Learning that Young Master is returning, various forces are fighting against each other. We’ve already wasted a lot of time.”

Yan Xun sighed helplessly: “I understand all of this.”

“Young Master naturally understands, and you should also understand what consequences will follow if we delay for a few more days. But you can’t bring yourself to do it. Young Master, you’ve become unlike the person I knew. I think even if Chu Qiao were here, she wouldn’t want to see you disregarding the bigger picture like this. Even without you here to meet her, with her abilities, she would certainly return safely to Yanbei.”

Yan Xun slowly raised his head, his voice deep as he murmured: “I know everything you’re saying. I’m just a bit worried, afraid that if she comes and doesn’t see me waiting for her, she’ll be disappointed.”

“What?” Miss Yu was stunned. He had stubbornly led the entire army to wait in this dangerous place for the Southwestern Garrison, not because he feared she might be in danger, but because he feared she would be disappointed not seeing him.

“It sounds laughable, doesn’t it?” Yan Xun smiled self-mockingly and shook his head. “Everyone makes foolish mistakes sometimes, and I’m no exception. This time I deceived her, and abandoned the Southwestern Garrison’s officers and soldiers. Though she doesn’t say it, she must be angry with me in her heart. I just want to explain everything to her personally.”

Miss Yu raised her eyebrows: “But…”

“I understand,” Yan Xun interrupted her. “After tonight, if she still hasn’t arrived, we’ll leave.”

Miss Yu sighed and nodded: “In that case, I’ll go now.”

Yan Xun stepped forward: “I’ll see you out.”

Just as they walked out of the tent, a sharp blade suddenly came from the side with lightning speed. A fierce shout exploded like thunder by the ear! Yan Xun’s reaction was instantly like a leopard’s, immediately sensing the arrival of killing intent. His movements were like flowing water as he suddenly sprang up, swiftly drawing the short knife from his waist, blocking the incoming blade, bending his body to the side, brilliantly avoiding the deadly strike!

“Protect His Highness!” Miss Yu calmly shouted, and the guards on both sides rushed forward simultaneously. After a series of rapid fights, they quickly subdued the assassin!

Yan Xun stood among the crowd, frowning as he looked at the man before him, and said in a deep voice: “I said, there won’t be a third time!”

The man was only about twenty years old, with handsome features. His once sunny and spirited demeanor was gone, all transformed into cold killing intent. He looked coldly at Yan Xun and said in a deep voice: “Those who betray their master and country deserve death from anyone!”

“Stubborn!” Yan Xun snorted coldly: “Zhao Song, this is the last time. Considering our past friendship, I’ll spare you one last time. The next time we meet, I won’t show mercy!”

Zhao Song laughed coldly: “Yan Xun, I thought your heart was truly made of iron. You killed so many people in the capital, yet why can’t you finish me off? But if you don’t kill me today, you’ll surely regret it deeply!”

Yan Xun turned away, no longer looking at him: “Let him go.”

“Where is Chun’er? Where is she?”

“I told you Zhao Chun’er is not with me.”

Zhao Song became furious: “You’re lying!”

Yan Xun’s expression was cold: “I have no reason to take away a Great Xia princess who has lost her power.”

Zhao Song nodded silently as if he also knew that Zhao Chun’er wasn’t with Yan Xun. He looked up at Yan Xun and said in a deep voice: “Yan Xun, from now on, our eight years of friendship have no meaning. When we meet again, I will still take your life, and you need not show me mercy. You’ve spared me three times. If someday I can kill you, I will take my own life, returning this life to you. But the blood debt of the capital, the ten thousand capital citizens lying dead in the streets, this account must be settled!”

Yan Xun didn’t speak. His robe was fluttering in the wind of Ximaliáng like a large bird taking flight. His expression was very calm, unperturbed, except for his eyes, which were as black as the sea.

“And Achu,” Zhao Song’s voice suddenly became somewhat lower. He stepped forward slightly and said softly: “I have a few words, please relay them to her for me.”

Seeing him step forward, the soldiers all had their hands on their sword hilts, on high alert. However, hearing these words, Yan Xun slightly turned his body and even gently stepped forward.

“Tell her that I…”

Just then, a muffled sound suddenly came, and intense pain immediately rose from his chest. Zhao Song lunged forward, his dagger plunging deep into Yan Xun’s chest!

“Your Highness!”

“Young Master!”

“Kill the assassin!”

Zhao Song’s expression was cold as he pulled out the dagger and swung down heavily again, aiming directly at Yan Xun’s heart!

From a distance, the other guards were still too far away. Yan Xun, holding his short knife, quickly stepped back, but the wound on his chest was bleeding too severely, making his legs weak. This allowed Zhao Song to instantly close half the distance.

Time seemed to slow down. As Zhao Song’s dagger was about to pierce Yan Xun’s heart, the man’s short knife immediately rose. Just one horizontal slash would cut Zhao Song’s throat. In that instant, all the past flashed before his eyes—those difficult years, the arduous past, the youth in desperate situations, and the imperial family’s pride. In a flash, Yan Xun turned his wrist, and the blade of the short knife immediately slashed across Zhao Song’s arm holding the dagger, cutting it off savagely from the shoulder!

With a crisp “snap,” the dagger fell to the ground, along with spraying blood mist and a living arm!

“Ah!” An ear-piercing scream immediately sounded. Zhao Song fell to the ground, his body curled up, clutching his severed arm and screaming in agony!

Yan Xun also fell to the ground, with a large amount of blood gushing from the wound on his chest. The guards rushed forward in a panic. Miss Yu’s expression was stern, and just as she was about to speak, a cry suddenly came from the provision cart. A small soldier wearing an oversized military uniform ran forward crying loudly—it was none other than the Great Xia Princess Zhao Chun’er, who had followed the Yanbei army all the way!

Miss Yu’s expression darkened as she said sternly: “Call for a doctor immediately! Someone, chop off both their heads!”

“Wait!”

A deep voice struggled to speak. Yan Xun frowned, his face pale, barely breathing, as he slowly uttered word by word: “Let them go!”

Everyone was stunned. Ajing cried out: “Your Highness!”

“I said… let them go!”

Ajing was about to speak again, but Miss Yu stopped him in time. She lowered her head and said to Yan Xun: “Young Master, I will arrange for people to escort them back to Zhenhuang City.”

Yan Xun slowly nodded, then his head tilted to one side as he passed out.

“Your Highness!” Ajing shouted, turning to advance toward Zhao Song with his battle knife raised. Miss Yu grabbed him and said in a deep voice: “Do you want me to break my promise to His Highness?”

Ajing was stunned, calling out pitifully: “Miss?”

“Come here, prepare a carriage, choose ten people to escort these two back. Treat his wound, don’t let him die on the way.”

The guards went to prepare, reluctantly. Zhao Chun’er held the unconscious and blood-covered Zhao Song, her face filled with terror and confusion. This frail young woman seemed to have been frightened out of her wits.

Miss Yu followed the crowd into the tent, no longer looking at the two outside. Walking to Yan Xun’s bedside, she saw the man’s brows tightly knit, his face pale, and his condition already very dangerous.

The military doctor was quickly summoned. The elderly man looked for a while, then raised his head, glanced at the people present, finally resting his gaze on Miss Yu’s face, and said in a deep voice: “The lung has been stabbed, the wound is very deep. I cannot guarantee success.”

Miss Yu looked at the old man and said resolutely: “Young Master absolutely cannot be in danger. You must guarantee it.”

The old man frowned, thought for a while, and finally sighed: “Not only that, Miss, this dagger was poisoned.”

At that moment, inside the tent, one could hear a pin drop.

“Poisoned…?”

*Recommending Feng Xinglie’s magnificent work: “Cloud Madness”*

Chapter 80: Two Worlds Apart
On the official road to Liu River County from West Maliang, a group of people waited quietly. The moonlight at the horizon was dim and desolate. The patches of white moonlight shone upon this group below. A contingent of over ten thousand troops remained silent, without a sound, each person gazing toward the eastern official road, seemingly waiting for something.

Miss Yu had just entered the main tent when the men inside immediately stood up. The woman’s brows furrowed, but her tone remained characteristically calm: “Has any news been sent back?”

“Not yet,” said a man dressed in a scholar’s blue robe as he stood up. His features were open, appearing somewhat thin with a slightly yellowish complexion. He said, “Miss need not worry. Since Master Wu has asked us to wait here, there shouldn’t be any problems.”

“I’m not concerned about ambushes,” the woman’s face was rather pale, with obvious dark circles under her eyes, clearly having not rested well for a long time. While massaging her temples, she sat in a corner to the left and said in a deep voice, “Our scouts and reconnaissance riders cover thirty li in all directions. I’m worried about the Young Master’s injuries. Fortunately, Master Wu arrived in time, otherwise who knows what use those incompetent doctors would have been?”

The others similarly wore gloomy expressions. Yan Xun was severely injured, yet he insisted on not leaving West Maliang. Halfway through their journey, the patient, who had been unconscious, woke up, forcibly dismounted from the carriage, got on a horse, and rode back to Bieya Slope. This was the first time the gathered people had witnessed such stubbornness and willfulness from their iron-blooded master, and at this moment, everyone felt uneasy, with no enthusiasm even for conversation.

Miss Yu sighed and said to the blue-robed man, “Kong Ru, how many troops did the master bring, and have they been properly settled?”

“He brought three thousand troops for support. You’re already in Yan Bei’s jurisdiction. The county magistrate of Liu River County ahead is Mr. Meng, the Southwest Treasurer of our Great Unity Association.”

Miss Yu raised an eyebrow and asked with confusion, “Isn’t Mr. Meng the private tutor of the county magistrate’s office? When did he become the county magistrate?”

Kong Ru smiled and said, “Liu River is a small county, no wonder Miss doesn’t know. The previous Yan Bei Governor sent from Zhenhung City was a greedy and insatiable fellow. As soon as he took office, he sold official positions. Our leader spent a large sum to buy official positions in every county along the route from the imperial capital to Yan Bei. All for today.”

Miss Yu nodded and slowly said, “The leader’s thinking is cautious, and the plan is indeed thorough.”

“Miss!” Suddenly, rapid footsteps came from outside. Miss Yu quickly stepped forward and pulled open the tent curtain. Bian Cang, panting heavily, jumped off his horse and said, “The master says we should camp here and wait for him and His Highness to return.”

Miss Yu frowned but finally nodded and said, “You take two hundred men and go back. If there’s any trouble, report back immediately.”

“Yes!”

Just as Bian Cang was about to leave, Miss Yu suddenly remembered something and quickly called out, “Bian Cang, who did A Jing arrange to escort the thirteenth prince of Great Xia back?”

At these words, everyone behind her immediately looked displeased, even the guards at the door showed traces of anger. These members of the Great Unity Association all came from humble backgrounds—fallen clans, lowly commoners, and most were slaves of low status. Great Xia had a rigid class system and long implemented tyrannical rule. The people and the court were estranged, and those living at the bottom harbored deep resentment toward Great Xia. Now that a prince of Great Xia had severely injured their master yet was allowed to leave safely, everyone in the military camp felt resentful.

Bian Cang, knowing this topic was inappropriate to raise at this time, deliberately spoke with little concern: “I’m not very clear about it either. It’s better to wait for A Jing to return and ask him in detail, miss.”

Unexpectedly, Miss Yu raised her eyebrow and said in a sharp voice, “Nonsense! If I could wait for him to return, why would I need to ask you?”

Bian Cang’s old face reddened with embarrassment. He nervously rubbed his hands. Before the most renowned leader of the Great Unity Association, he didn’t dare to be too careless, so he had to mutter, “A Jing seems to have selected ten men from the Twelfth Battalion.”

Miss Yu continued to press, “Did A Jing personally select them?”

“Ah?” Bian Cang was startled, then vaguely said, “Yes, yes, I suppose.”

“Was it or wasn’t it?”

“It was,” Bian Cang immediately said, “He selected them personally.”

Miss Yu let out a long breath and said with relief, “That’s good then.”

“Miss, shall I go now?”

“Go ahead.”

The sound of hooves arose. Bian Cang quickly rode away from the main tent, then came to the side of the military camp, selected two small squads, and headed toward Bieya Slope in West Maliang.

The moon was cold as water, and the air grew increasingly desolate. Many times, what changes history is just a small lie. The speaker didn’t pay attention, and the listener didn’t take it to heart. Those small matters seemed like a grain of mud thrown into a great river in the face of earth-shattering events, and no one would notice. But in some neglected corner, that tiny grain of mud miraculously flowed into the floodgate holding back the raging waters, becoming the last straw that broke the gate. Then, the gates were destroyed, the flood came surging, and people faced disaster in panic, cursing the injustice of heaven’s ways, not knowing that the disaster had taken root and sprouted from their own hands.

Bian Cang didn’t know that on that night, A Jing hadn’t personally selected the men to escort Zhao Song. He had been thrown into confusion by Yan Xun’s assassination attempt and, in his panic, had handed this inconspicuous task to his subordinate. His subordinate was a military man with extraordinary martial skills who could wield a two-hundred-jin broadsword. This skilled man deeply felt that A Jing, as head of security, had insulted his abilities by assigning him such an insignificant task, so with a wave of his hand, he shouted: Whoever wants to go can go!

Thus, those who had been oppressed for half their lives, whose family members had died tragically under the imperial blade, who harbored deep hatred against the Great Xia Dynasty—these warriors competed eagerly for this task.

In the end, the ten warriors with the loudest voices, the most determined attitudes, and the most stubborn looks won this honor and took on the great task of escorting Zhao Song and Zhao Chun’er back to the imperial capital of Zhenhung.

Many times, we cannot help but marvel at the accidental nature of history. Let us hypothetically suppose that, on that day, Security Chief A Jing had not casually delegated this matter to such a military man, but instead to a proper civil official, or if this military man had not selected these warriors as if recruiting from the general public, but had simply assigned a small squad, or if Miss Yu had asked one more question, if Bian Cang had answered seriously, the outcome might not have been what it is today.

But we also cannot help but marvel at the inevitability of history. At that time, Yan Xun was injured, and A Jing, as Yan Xun’s personal security chief, naturally couldn’t escape responsibility. He simply had no mind to deal with such tedious matters. And his subordinates were all fierce warriors protecting Yan Xun’s safety; there weren’t many who were good with their minds. And Wu Daoya’s sudden arrival made Miss Yu and Bian Cang lose their original vigilance.

Thus, an inevitable result slowly took root in the southwestern land. History changed dramatically from this moment like a great river suddenly making a turn and heading in a completely different direction. Many hands that should have been joined, many shoulders that should have stood side by side, many locks of hair that should have been tied together—they all lost their chance and reason to be together. Until much later, when years howled past and flowing time passed when weathered eyes once again met, they would deeply understand the profound meaning of the phrase “life is unpredictable.”

“Young Master,” Wu Daoya slowly walked up the hillside, wearing a blue-green cape, with clear features, frost-like sideburns, and still very steady steps. With a slightly hoarse voice, he said, “It’s windy here. Let’s wait in the tent.”

“No need,” a deep voice slowly sounded, like a cold wind blowing through the woods, carrying such thick fatigue and heaviness. The weather wasn’t particularly cold, but Yan Xun still wore a white fur cloak. The white sable tails clustered around his neck, making his face appear increasingly paper-white, without color. He leaned on a chair converted from a stretcher, with thick white satin quilts covering his legs, sighing softly: “Let me properly feel the wind of Yan Bei. It’s been many years.”

His words were left unfinished, but Wu Daoya knew what “many years” referred to. Master Wu nodded and agreed, “Yes, it’s been many years.”

Yan Xun suddenly laughed softly and said, “Back in the imperial capital, I always told Chu Qiao that Yan Bei’s wind is sweet because it carries the scent of the snow lotus from Huihui Mountain. But now, I can no longer smell it. If she were to come, she would surely blame me for deceiving her.”

The wise Great Unity military advisor sighed deeply: “The wind in Young Master’s memory is sweet, but the current Yan Bei is no longer the Yan Bei in Young Master’s memory.”

“Indeed, the people who were once here are no longer around.” Yan Xun’s gaze was profound as he looked at the large expanse of ink-like darkness ahead. The cold wind blew from the distant post road, disheveling Yan Xun’s black hair on his forehead.

“I remember, the year I left Yan Bei, I was only nine years old. At that time, the imperial court ordered each local garrison prince to send hostages to the capital, but the princes unanimously refused to respond, and Prince Jing even publicly refuted the emperor’s decree. One day, the emperor sent a letter to my father. After reading it, my father remained silent for a long time, then told us brothers, ‘Among you, who wants to go to the imperial capital, just for one year, and upon return, will become the heir of our Yan Bei.’ None of us wanted to go, nor did anyone want to be the heir. My eldest brother, being older and understanding matters, asked Father, ‘Aren’t you and the emperor brothers? Why does the emperor still guard against you?’ Father remained silent for a long time before saying in a deep voice, ‘Precisely because we are brothers if I don’t support him, who will?’ That day, I decided to go to the imperial capital. He is my father; if I don’t support him, who will?”

Yan Xun suddenly laughed lightly, a bitter smile, his gaze as gentle as water, yet revealing bone-deep vicissitudes. He didn’t look like a man in his twenties, but rather like an old man who had experienced decades of life’s changes.

“The journey to the imperial capital held uncertain fortune. Both my eldest brother and third brother competed to go, but because they both held official positions, my father ultimately chose me. On the day of departure, they followed my carriage all the way, escorting me to Duoma Ridge, Liu River County, West Maliang. Finally, standing on this Bieya Slope, father, eldest brother, second sister, and third brother stood together, followed by a large contingent of Yan Bei warriors. In the sky flew father’s golden lion flag. Looking back from afar, I could still see my second sister secretly wiping away tears, hear my third brother shouting hoarsely for me to be careful, and my eldest brother saying that the imperial capital was colder than Yan Bei. He made me a hand warmer, which I used for five years until it was shattered by officials from Zhenhung City on the day the news of Father and the others’ tragedy arrived.”

Yan Xun gave a cold laugh, his tone detached: “Bieya Slope, Bieya Slope, truly living up to its name. On that day of parting, we became worlds apart.”

“Master?” Yan Xun turned his head, smiling faintly, “Great Unity sent you over, fearing I would deal with those soldiers of the Southwest Garrison, right?”

Wu Daoya was startled, not expecting Yan Xun to suddenly bring up this matter. He smiled slightly, shook his head, and said, “No, Young Master is overthinking.”

“Hehe, you’re truly not honest.” Yan Xun smiled and said, “You must have been ordered to stop me. After arriving, you suddenly heard that the person leading the Southwest Garrison was Chu Qiao, so you no longer had this concern and simply didn’t mention it to avoid offending me, right?”

Without waiting for Wu Daoya to answer, Yan Xun directly said, “Regarding the Southwest Garrison, I did indeed have thoughts of killing them. Initially, I kept them in the imperial capital, not only hoping they would confront the armed forces there but also hoping they would be eliminated and no longer be an eyesore in this world. But Chu Qiao saved them and brought them back over thousands of miles. Well, consider them fortunate.”

Upon hearing this, Wu Daoya’s expression brightened, and he smiled, “Young Master’s heart is broad, merciful, and generous. To have Young Master as a leader is a blessing for Yan Bei.”

“Don’t give me this empty talk. You know I hate the Southwest Garrison to the bone; it’s just that I’m forced by circumstances. If I were to wipe out the troops that Chu Qiao brought back over thousands of miles, she would fight me to the death with a blade.”

Recalling that slender, frail, yet stubborn and persevering young girl, Wu Daoya couldn’t help but smile. He coughed twice and slowly said, “Well, given Xiao Qiao’s personality, that’s quite possible.”

“But this way, I won’t be able to answer to the spirits of Yan Bei below the ground.”

These words were spoken very lightly, like a gust of wind, but the smile on Wu Daoya’s face instantly froze. In these bland words, he seemed to hear bone-deep hatred and smell the intense scent of blood. Wu Daoya hurriedly said, “Young Master, although the Southwest Garrison was suspected of defecting back then, most of the old soldiers in the camp are no longer there, and…”

“Joining such a military camp itself is an act of disloyalty to Yan Bei!”

The young ruler’s face was cold, his tone resolute as he said, “Back then, the Southwest Garrison turned traitor at the front line, defecting to Great Xia, causing father’s defeat. Although most of these people later died in assassination and revenge by the Great Unity Association, the very fact that there are still people willing to enlist under such an infamous battle flag is itself a desecration of Yan Bei’s bloodline, a betrayal of the Yan family lineage.”

The chilly wind suddenly blew, and the eagle flag above their heads fluttered fiercely in the black night. The young Yan Xun’s face was cold, his voice deep as he slowly said, “Treason is the greatest crime, absolutely unforgivable! Perhaps Great Xia’s harsh governance is like a tiger, perhaps they had no choice, but I must let the people of Yan Bei know that regardless of the reason, betrayal leads only to death. No matter what stance or reason, it will not receive heaven’s forgiveness! If I forgive the Southwest Garrison today, then tomorrow there will be a second, third, fourth, hundredth, and thousandth Southwest Garrison. At that time, Yan Bei would surely retrace its former footsteps, falling once again into a sea of blood. Now, since they managed to escape from that death prison, they must pay the price for their actions. After they return, send them to the western frontier to guard the border, all assigned to the vanguard battalion.”

Wu Daoya’s brows tightened. The western frontier’s vanguard battalion? That place was Yan Bei’s alternative form of execution for death row prisoners. Because Yan Bei had a sparse population and was frequently harassed by the Quanrong people, criminals who committed serious crimes in Yan Bei were all sent to suicide squads to confront the Quanrong people. Without supplies, without support, even without weapons and equipment, death seemed to have become the only way out.

“Xiao Qiao won’t agree.”

“She won’t know.” The man said decisively, “Although Chu Qiao appears strong on the surface, she is a kind-hearted person inside. Even to enemies, she never kills indiscriminately. For such matters, it’s best not to involve her. I presume those who know about this won’t disturb her either.”

These words were meant for him. Wu Daoya sighed silently but finally didn’t try to change anything. Suddenly, footsteps came from afar. A Jing walked up, bowing slightly, and said softly, “Your Highness, it’s time for your medicine.”

Yan Xun took the medicine bowl and drank it in one gulp. Black medicine juice flowed from the corner of his lips. The man wiped it away with a white handkerchief and said in a low voice, “Master Wu, don’t always think about the support and thoughts of the common people. In terms of popular support, ten Great Xia empires can’t compare to one Great Unity Association. But the Great Unity Association has roamed the Western Mongolian continent for hundreds of years and is still just a faction organization, not a political power. In the end, the reason Great Xia can rule the Red River land is not because of public opinion and votes, but because of the blade in their hands.”

“I understand, sir.”

A smile curled Yan Xun’s lips, and he laughed lightly, “Do you understand?”

Wu Daoya didn’t want to continue the conversation and changed the subject, “Young Master, dawn is approaching. If Miss still hasn’t arrived, we should…”

“I should go with you to Liu River County for treatment. You’ve said it a hundred times already.” Yan Xun frowned impatiently, then turned his face to look at the pitch-black post road, his face suddenly lighting up with confidence, “You’ll see, she will come!”

Just as Yan Xun said, at this time, the Southwest Garrison was less than a hundred li from West Maliang. The warriors rode on horseback, traveling through the night, advancing rapidly!

At the third watch, the night grew deeper. The army stopped at the foot of White Stone Mountain. For caution, Chu Qiao sent out thirty scouts to West Maliang to gather information and contact the Yan Bei army. Over four thousand soldiers sat in place, lit bonfires, ate dry rations, and waited quietly.

It had been raining for the past few days, and the grass was wet. He Xiao took a piece of fur felt, walked up, and somewhat awkwardly handed it to Chu Qiao, stammering, “Miss, sit on this. The ground is cold.”

“Thank you.” Chu Qiao took it and smiled at the young officer, “General He, have you eaten?”

He Xiao sat down, saying somewhat vexedly, “How could I eat?”

The young woman raised an eyebrow, “What’s wrong? Does General He have something on his mind?”

He Xiao thought for a long time, finally gathered his courage, and said in a deep voice, “Miss, will His Highness truly forgive us? Can Yan Bei accommodate the Southwest Garrison?”

“General He, don’t you trust me?”

He Xiao hurriedly shook his head, “Miss has been a great benefactor to our army. Without you, we would have long perished. How could I doubt you?”

“Then believe me. I promised to protect the soldiers of the Southwest Garrison, and I won’t go back on my word. I also believe that the Young Master of Yan will let bygones be bygones and forgive the mistakes you’ve made.” The young woman’s expression was solemn, her gaze firm as she said, “Yan Bei is in great trouble. We need to stand united to withstand the storms from outside.”

“Miss…”

“General He, everyone has knots in their hearts that cannot be untied, inevitably leading to some crazy actions. Back then, the Southwest Garrison betrayed Yan Bei, and later you were forced to join the Southwest Garrison’s military camp. You served under the same battle flag as those traitors—that is your shame. Being misunderstood, being bullied, only because you weren’t strong enough, had no reason to be respected. But now it’s different. You fought your way out of the Zhenhung imperial capital and swept across the northwestern continent with no one able to stop you. You are now an iron army; you have contributed your lives and sweat to Yan Bei’s independence. General He, people must first respect themselves before gaining others’ respect. No matter what the officials of Yan Bei, the leaders of the Great Unity Association, or even His Highness the Young Master think, you must first have hope for your future. You are their leader; only when you stand up first can you lead your warriors to stand up!”

He Xiao’s face turned red. He suddenly stood up and fell to his knees with a thud, saying loudly, “Miss! We’ve discussed it. Only if you become our leader can we return to Yan Bei with peace of mind.”

Chu Qiao was startled and quickly stood up. “What are you doing? Get up quickly!”

“Miss! Please agree!”

As soon as the words fell, countless voices began to echo behind, in agreement. Chu Qiao looked up and saw that the warriors not far away had all stood up. These men, who had experienced countless life-and-death situations without showing fear, hesitated when about to return home. Their faces were dark, their clothes stained with blood, holding battle blades, their eyes earnestly looking at the petite woman. In their silent gazes were immense expectations and hope.

“Miss, you are talented and chivalrous, risking your life to save all of us, making us submit to you willingly. Moreover, only under your battle flag can we preserve our lives. Please don’t refuse anymore!”

“Miss! Don’t refuse anymore!”

A tremendous sound suddenly roared. All the warriors knelt on the ground, shouting. The men’s steel-like knees struck the mountain rocks, like rumbling war drums!

Chu Qiao stood on a boulder, the wind at the mountain top like a sharp knife, sweeping through the forest, blowing on her slender shoulders. Looking at these eyes full of passion and hope, Chu Qiao finally shook her head slowly and said in a deep voice, “I’m sorry, I cannot agree.”

“Miss!”

“Why?”

Clamorous shouts immediately arose. Chu Qiao extended her palm, gesturing for everyone to be quiet, and finally said in a deep voice, “But I can guarantee with my life that the soldiers of the Southwest Garrison will receive treatment matching your merits. A soldier’s sacred duty is absolute obedience. Even if one day Yan Bei suspends the blade over my head, you must wield your battle blades without hesitation. Only then are you worthy of being true soldiers.”

The world was desolate, with cold moonlight shooting down from the sky. The young woman’s clothes fluttered in the night wind like flapping wings. She spoke deliberately, enunciating each word, “I don’t agree to your request only to let you know one fact: Yan Bei has only one leader, and you can only be loyal to one person. That person is the Young Master of Yan Bei.”

The lonely moon was like silver, and the woman’s silhouette appeared as graceful as an immortal. The soldiers gazed at her in a daze. At this moment, that small figure seemed to possess miraculous power.

“Miss, what about you?”

“Me? I will fight alongside you. I also have my wishes and ideals.”

“What is Miss’s ideal?”

Chu Qiao’s lips curled slightly into a smile of satisfaction and hope: “In my lifetime, to see him ascend to rule the world.”

The night was cold as water. On the pitch-black White Stone Mountain, gusty winds passed through layers of forests, howling toward the distant north. Those firm beliefs, persistent words, shattered and cracked in the wind, scattered in the boundless night.

Grasslands of Yan Bei, I am finally about to arrive.

“Miss!”

A sudden urgent call came. A scout was seen galloping in on horseback, his shoulder stained with blood, shouting, “Our brothers encountered an ambush ahead!”

“Ambush?” He Xiao stood up with a start and asked loudly, “Who? How many troops do they have?”

“Only seven people, unknown origin. Our brothers hadn’t even started to ask, and those people charged at us with weapons.”

Chu Qiao stood up and said in a deep voice, “Let’s go see!”

The soldiers of the Southwest Garrison mounted their horses, following the woman ahead, thundering away.

Thirty people against seven—the outcome was determined as soon as they engaged. By the time Chu Qiao and her group arrived, the scouts of the Southwest Garrison had already subdued the seven. Not knowing the identities of the opponents, they didn’t deliver fatal blows, but everyone’s clothes were stained with blood, a sorry sight.

At a glance, Chu Qiao found them familiar. Before she could speak, one of the men exclaimed with delight, “It’s Miss Chu!”

The young woman frowned, “You know me?”

“I am Song Qian, a subordinate of Security Chief A Jing!”

“You are A Jing’s subordinate?” Chu Qiao suddenly realized and said to the others, “They’re our people. It’s a misunderstanding.”

He Xiao and others were startled. Having just arrived in Yan Bei, they were already uneasy, and now having a conflict with the local troops made them even more fearful. They hurriedly untied Song Qian and the others, approaching them warmly as if they were old friends.

“What are you doing? Why are you wearing civilian clothes? On a mission?”

As soon as the words were spoken, several people’s faces turned awkward. Song Qian thought for a moment, then smiled uncomfortably, “Miss, we are on a mission. You should quickly go to West Maliang. His Highness the Young Master has been waiting for you and hasn’t left yet.”

As soon as the words fell, everyone immediately felt a surge of joy. The Young Master of Yan was taking a huge risk waiting for them. Perhaps he truly hadn’t intended to abandon the Southwest Garrison, and the words about sending Miss Chu to assist them were all true?

But there wasn’t a trace of joy on Chu Qiao’s face. She frowned at Song Qian and his companions, saying in a deep voice, “What mission are you on?”

“Miss, it’s a secret mission.” Song Qian covered up, “We don’t dare wear uniforms. There are many people here with loose tongues, not good to talk about.”

“What’s not good to talk about?” The young woman frowned and said sternly, “The Young Master has always been open with me about his actions. Now that we’re at war with the inland, you’re suspiciously heading toward the inland. What exactly is your mission?”

Her sudden anger frightened everyone. Song Qian’s lips trembled, and after thinking for a while, he still couldn’t find an excuse to explain.

“Speak! Are you spies from the imperial capital?”

“We are not!”

With a “swish,” Chu Qiao drew the sword from her waist, her phoenix eyes cold as ice, saying in a deep voice, “Speak! Are you or not?”

Song Qian was so frightened that he fell to his knees with a thud, shouting, “Miss, we are not! We were ordered by the Security Chief to escort the thirteenth prince back to the imperial capital.”

“Thirteenth prince?” Chu Qiao’s expression immediately changed drastically, “What did you say? Where is he?”

“He is… he is…”

“Where?” The cold sword was suddenly at Song Qian’s neck. The young woman’s face was like iron, filled with the coldness of an approaching storm.

“There… there.”

Chu Qiao’s face was icy as she strode forward. He Xiao and others quickly protected her from behind. Two soldiers pulled open the bushes in front, and a dark cave suddenly appeared. Taking a torch for illumination, when they saw what was inside, everyone’s faces turned pale.

Chu Qiao stood at the entrance of the cave, holding her sword, her brows tightly knit, her chest heaving violently. Crazy killing intent surged in her eyes, like overwhelming seawater, raging and ravaging everything.

Three naked Yan Bei soldiers looked at Chu Qiao and her group in panic, trembling like sieves. Behind them, the woman’s clothes had been torn to shreds, her hands and feet bound, her face swollen, her lips full of blood, her hair in disarray like a mess of weeds. There were marks all over her body where she had been pinched and bitten, a complete mess below. She lay there like a corpse, desperate humiliation emanating from that body. Her tears had dried up, leaving a bright white trail at the corner of her eye.

In the innermost part of the cave, a one-armed man covered in blood and flesh lay in a corner. The ropes binding his hands and feet were bloody, clearly showing how this man had struggled earlier. Even in unconsciousness, his face remained ferocious with rage, bearing world-destroying despair and fury!

“You three, come out.”

Chu Qiao’s voice was very hoarse, like a broken harp string. The surrounding soldiers were all stunned when they heard it, looking at her in shock.

The young woman was very quiet. Her finger pointed at the three inside, nodding slightly, “Yes, you three.”

The three men, like frightened rabbits, hurriedly grabbed their clothes and ran out in disarray. The soldiers of the Southwest Garrison cleared a path for them, as if they had some contagious disease, not even wanting to look at them.

With a “swish,” Chu Qiao suddenly let out a fierce cry, using all her strength to cut off one soldier’s head with her sword. Large amounts of fresh blood immediately splattered, blood from the neck spurting like a raging river! The other two soldiers were startled and were about to counterattack with their battle blades when He Xiao and others drew their long knives and surrounded them.

“He Xiao,” Chu Qiao stepped on the man’s corpse, walked into the cave, and coldly dropped a sentence, “Hack these two to death.”

“Yes!”

Intense sounds of killing immediately came from behind. Chu Qiao no longer had the strength to look. She closed the messy wild grass and walked into the cave filled with the scent of lust. Squatting beside Zhao Chun’er, she helped her up, trying to put those shattered clothes on her.

“Miss! Spare us! Ah!”

A scream suddenly came, and soon the two were again begging for mercy in pain. In the moment between life and death, fear of death made these people lose their rationality. They screamed frantically, “It was His Highness’s order, we were just following commands!”

“Miss, spare us!”

“Miss…”

A tear suddenly slid from Zhao Chun’er’s eye, along her fair skin, falling onto her body, and flowing over those disgusting marks. The young woman was like a broken doll, tears falling line by line. Her mind was blank, those pure days like the winter wind, howling as they departed from her life. Those days of youthful beauty finally became an incomparable irony, doing their utmost to mock her stupidity and lowliness. She bit her lip tightly, tears falling in large drops, forcibly suppressing herself from crying out.

Chu Qiao’s hands gradually stiffened at the sounds outside. She lowered her head but couldn’t manage to put those shattered cloth strips on Zhao Chun’er. Her eyes were wide open, her eye sockets red, her face as pale as paper. She took off her outer robe, put it on Zhao Chun’er, and then went behind her to arrange her hair.

“Can you stand up?”

Chu Qiao stood in front of Zhao Chun’er, asking in a lowered voice.

Zhao Chun’er finally showed a trace of response. She raised her head and looked at this woman in military attire. Chu Qiao stretched out her hand and continued, “I’ll take you out. I’ll send you home.”

Suddenly, intense hatred flashed in Zhao Chun’er’s eyes. She grabbed Chu Qiao’s hand and then, like a crazy beast, opened her mouth and bit down hard!

Blood immediately slid down Chu Qiao’s wrist, drop by drop, all falling on Zhao Chun’er’s clothes. The crazed young woman bit with all her might, refusing to let go. Chu Qiao pressed her lips together, slowly squatted down, and with her other hand embraced Zhao Chun’er’s shoulders. Tears streaming down, the young woman’s voice was low and hoarse, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

“Mmm… Ah!”

After a brief whimper, Zhao Chun’er finally cried out heart-rendingly. The once heaven’s proud daughter was now like lowly grass, her body covered with wounds trampled by commoners. She hugged the back of this girl she had hated for a full eight years, crying crazily in heartbreak and despair.

“Why? Why treat me like this? Kill you all! Kill you all! Kill you all!”

Chu Qiao remained motionless as Zhao Chun’er struck her with all her might. She looked at the man lying in a pool of blood, at his ferocious face, his tightly knit brows, yet could not connect this man with the youth in pine-green robes in her memory. So many shattered images flashed through her mind, like a great storm. The handsome young man stood before her with a smile, laughing happily, “Chu, I’ve come of age, and can establish my household and take a princess consort!”

Chu Qiao’s tears finally could no longer be held back. She covered her mouth, no longer able to control herself as she cried out in pain.

Thirteen, thirteen, thirteen…

That night, it started raining from the fourth watch. After Zhao Chun’er and Zhao Song boarded the carriage, Chu Qiao came to the open grassland, followed by a large group of Southwest Garrison soldiers with ferocious expressions. Song Qian and others looked panic-stricken, like a pack of sneaky wild dogs.

“Who cut off Zhao Song’s arm?”

“Was it His Highness who cut it?”

Chu Qiao frowned and shouted sternly, “You’re lying!”

“Miss, I’m not!” Song Qian, frightened with tears all over his face, shouted, “It was His Highness who cut it off. He came to assassinate His Highness and was cut by His Highness. Miss Yu wanted to kill them, but His Highness wouldn’t allow it and let us escort them back to the imperial capital.”

Chu Qiao took a deep breath and asked in a deep voice, “Why didn’t His Highness kill them?”

“Security Chief Jing said, said he feared miss would be angry.” As soon as Song Qian finished speaking, fearing Chu Qiao would bring up the matter of their unlawful punishment, he hurriedly added, “But, if we acted on the road, miss wouldn’t know, wouldn’t be angry.”

Chu Qiao’s voice was low, with the heavy rain pouring on her hair, “Were those words also from Security Chief Jing?”

“This… yes, yes!”

Seeing Chu Qiao’s displeased expression, He Xiao immediately shouted sternly, “Dare to speak nonsense again, and I’ll cut you down!”

“No need to say more,” Chu Qiao raised her head and said in a deep voice, “Take them away, execute them all!”

“I haven’t spoken nonsense!” Song Qian cried, “Miss, look at us. Which one of us hasn’t suffered the most at the hands of the Xia people in the army? How many of our parents, wives, children, brothers, and sisters have not died at the hands of Great Xia officials? If they didn’t want us to act, why select us from various battalions?”

“Right!” Another soldier shouted, “What’s wrong with us beating him? What’s wrong even if we slept with the princess of Great Xia? My sister was defiled by the nobles of Great Xia, and when my parents went to report it, they were beaten to death in court! What did I do wrong?”

“Exactly! Miss, what did we do wrong? Why punish us?”

“Let me tell you what you did wrong!”

A lightning bolt exploded, making the world momentarily bright white. The young woman turned around, pointing at the carriage, slowly enunciating each word, “Because the people who killed your parents, who insulted your sisters, who bullied and persecuted you, were not them!”

Tremendous screams immediately sounded. Chu Qiao didn’t turn back. She just quietly looked at the carriage, her steps as heavy as if weighed down by a thousand-jin stone, unable to move forward.

“Miss!” He Xiao strode forward, wiped the water from his face, and said gruffly, “Those beasts have been slaughtered.”

“He Xiao, you go to West Maliang yourselves.” Chu Qiao’s face was pale as she said softly, “I can’t accompany you anymore.”

“Miss!” He Xiao was greatly shocked and shouted, “Why?”

Thunder rumbled, heavy rain poured, the torrential rain hitting their faces, hiding tears unwilling to be shown.

“Because I have more important things to do.”

The morning sun rose, the heavy rain stopped, and the world was fresh as if all filth and evil had been washed away by the rain.

On the high Bieya Slope, a man stood tall, dressed in a white long fur robe, his face pale, his gaze like ink, quietly looking at the distant mountains and waters.

“Young Master, we should go.”

Wu Daoya stood behind Yan Xun, speaking softly.

Yan Xun didn’t speak. He looked into the distance. The cold wind blew, and his weak body suddenly began to cough violently, the sound so heavy that there seemed to be a salty taste of blood in the air.

“Young Master?”

“Mmm.” Yan Xun waved his hand, slowly turned around, refusing Wu Daoya’s attempt to support him, and while coughing, slowly walked down the hillside.

The mountains rolled in succession. Behind the unseen mountain ridge, a blue-cloth carriage slowly moved. High in the vast sky, white eagles circled and cried mournfully, following the carriage, gradually leaving the sky of Yan Bei.

Chapter 81: Detour to Bian Tang
The desolate wasteland stretched a hundred miles without a trace of human habitation. Years of war and slaughter had left nothing but scorched earth. Whenever armies passed through, civilians scattered in all directions, seeking other places to settle. Yet in these tumultuous times, where could one truly find a haven?

For three consecutive days, torrential rain had fallen without pause. The north wind howled and sheets of rain poured down. When the carriage reached a dilapidated village, black ruins were visible everywhere. Finding a relatively intact house, Chu Qiao carried the still unconscious Zhao Song inside. She efficiently cleaned the house, gathered clean hay, and collected firewood to make a fire. Within half an hour, the house had become warm.

This uninhabited area was in the central plains. Previously, Chu Qiao had passed through here with the Southwest Garrison Commander and had even engaged in battle with Zhao Yang’s punitive expedition not far from here. The locals had fled in terror during that battle. They had left in such haste that they had taken only food and clothing, leaving behind cooking utensils in perfect condition. The water vat even contained clean water, and the woodshed still held large bundles of firewood for winter.

Chu Qiao carried a bowl of hot water to Zhao Chun’er, who sat alone in a corner of the house. She crouched down and handed her the dry rations and clean water.

The once golden branch and jade leaf did not look up, nor did she complain about the simplicity of the meal. She silently accepted the dry food, lowered her head to drink some water, and remained quietly speechless.

Throughout the journey, Zhao Chun’er maintained this demeanor. Surprisingly, she hadn’t shown any hostility toward Chu Qiao, nor any obvious resistance. She was obedient, compliant, and taciturn—eating when given food, and drinking when told to drink. When the road became difficult, she would get down and help Chu Qiao push the cart through the heavy rain. Without dry firewood, she would eat unpalatable coarse grain with cold water, just like Chu Qiao. When they encountered shallow rivers, she would dismount and wade through. When they met bandits, she would follow Chu Qiao’s example, taking up a knife with the fierce light of a hungry wolf in her eyes. But she rarely spoke and showed no interest in anything beyond Zhao Song.

Chu Qiao knew she wasn’t grateful, nor had she been frightened into stupidity. During that humiliating disaster, the young woman had grown up at an astonishing rate. Something had changed in an unnoticed corner, and Chu Qiao worried whether her current actions might be a disguised form of self-destruction.

After crumbling the dry rations into the hot water, Chu Qiao went to Zhao Song’s side. She inserted two fingers to pry open his mouth, then forcibly poured the food into it.

The man’s brows were tightly knitted, his chin covered with newly grown stubble. Unlike Yan Xun and Zhuge Yue, Zhao Song had once had a likable round face, thick eyebrows, and when angry, resembled a small lion with a constantly flushed face. Yet in just a few days, the once sunny and energetic young man had been tortured into a skeletal figure, his face as pale as white paper.

Looking at his empty right sleeve and blood-stained clothes, Chu Qiao turned her head away, unable to bear the sight.

“Mmm…”

A deep, soft groan suddenly sounded. Zhao Chun’er, who had been quiet, suddenly sprang up like a small beast and staggered forward.

Zhao Song’s brows were furrowed, his face contorted in pain. Chu Qiao knelt anxiously beside him, excitedly gripping his hand, and called out softly, “Thirteen? Thirteen?”

“Fool… don’t go!”

Broken, deep words came from the man’s mouth. His eyes remained tightly shut, veins protruding on his forehead, his face twisted in agony like a wild beast trapped in a cage.

“Thirteenth Brother!” Zhao Chun’er threw herself onto Zhao Song, shouting, “Thirteenth Brother, Chun’er is here, I’m not going anywhere!”

Pushed aside by Zhao Chun’er, Chu Qiao couldn’t help but say softly, “Princess, be careful not to touch his wound.”

“Get away!” The young woman whirled around, her face severe, looking at her with cold disgust.

“Don’t go with… him… you’ll… you’ll die…”

“Thirteenth Brother,” Zhao Chun’er’s face was bleak as she nodded repeatedly, “Chun’er understands, don’t worry.”

Zhao Song’s face had an unnatural flush, suggesting fever. Chu Qiao stood to the side, not knowing how to approach the siblings. She turned to go boil water but had barely pivoted when a hoarse voice froze her steps like lightning.

“I… I can also… protect… you… A-Chu…”

Zhao Chun’er instantly became still as a statue. The girl’s face turned pale, and like someone possessed, she turned to look at Chu Qiao, then back at the delirious Zhao Song. Suddenly, a bitter smile appeared at the corners of her mouth. She returned to the straw-covered corner, hugged her knees, and buried her head deeply.

Throughout the night, Zhao Song spoke deliriously. Sometimes he cursed Yan Xun for betrayal, sometimes he frantically shouted for Chun’er to run, but most often, he pleaded with Chu Qiao, begging her to stay, begging her not to leave.

This man, who had drawn a line at Nine Wei Street and resolutely severed ties with her, exposed all his fragility and softness on this rainy night. Every word was like a knife, mercilessly tormenting Chu Qiao’s heart.

Near dawn, he suddenly regained consciousness. Chu Qiao had watched over him all night, feeding him water and applying cool compresses to reduce his fever. When he awoke, Chu Qiao called out joyfully, “You’re awake?”

Her voice startled Zhao Chun’er, who had been sleeping with closed eyes. The young woman opened her eyes and looked over, but didn’t approach.

Zhao Song’s gaze was somewhat bewildered; for a moment, he didn’t even know where he was. He looked at Chu Qiao, his expression changing from initial surprise to confusion, then pain, resentment, anger, and other emotions flashing through his dark eyes, finally, all covered by immense coldness. That gaze was so cold, like ancient ice on a snow-capped peak, chilling to the bone. In his eyes, Chu Qiao seemed to relive their years of friendship—from first meeting to becoming close friends, and finally crumbling beneath those towering palace walls.

In that instant, Chu Qiao understood a fact she had always known but still held a sliver of hope about: she and Zhao Song could never be friends again. Some injuries, once formed, were like his severed arm—no matter how she tried to remedy the situation, things could never return to their original state.

“Chun’er?”

Zhao Song turned his head toward Zhao Chun’er in the corner, his voice raspy like a rusty saw. With his only arm, he reached out toward the frail young woman.

Zhao Chun’er pressed her lips together and crawled over on her knees. Her eyes were red, her lips trembling, but she forced a smile worse than tears and tightly grasped Zhao Song’s hand.

Outside, the rain poured down; inside, the fire crackled. The siblings who had survived disaster faced each other in silence, like two statues. Thousands of unspoken words transformed into two sorrowful gazes, meeting in the confined space.

“Chun’er,” the young prince, no longer sunny and carefree, resembled an aged old man. He gripped his sister tightly and said in a low voice, “Your brother has wronged you.”

Zhao Chun’er didn’t speak, only shook her head desperately. The tears she had held back throughout the journey finally flowed down her face, swinging chaotically as she shook her head from side to side.

Chu Qiao slowly stood up. No one looked at her, no one noticed her. In this environment, her shadow seemed utterly superfluous. For everything that had happened today, she bore an undeniable responsibility. She was an indirect executioner; there was no denying it.

The young woman turned, picked up the sword from the ground, covered herself with a tattered mat, opened the door, and walked out.

The door closed with a creak. Outside, rain poured down in torrents, and the cold wind howled like a rampaging wild beast.

Sheltered under the mat, she quickly ran to the stable. The black warhorse, seeing her approach, gave an excited snort and shook its head happily.

Chu Qiao shook off the rainwater, smiling as she approached and patted the horse’s neck. “You still welcome me, right?” she said with a faint smile.

The horse didn’t seem to understand her words, but seeing its master’s friendly gesture, happily bobbed its head up and down.

“I can only seek refuge with you tonight.”

Chu Qiao smiled and sat down beside the horse, which pressed close to her, affectionately rubbing its neck against her arm.

Something fell from the saddlebag with a thud. Chu Qiao picked it up and found a small flask of strong liquor.

She hadn’t drunk alcohol for many years, yet when she parted from the Southwest Garrison Commander, she had inexplicably taken a flask of liquor from He Xiao.

Outside, the wind and rain grew stronger, the world a gray blur, the rising sun almost invisible. Inside the house, it was warm, the fire still burning, illuminating the silhouettes of two people, casting shadows on the paper windows.

The young woman sat in the stable, one leg bent, leaning against the horse. With one hand on her sword and the other holding the flask, she tilted her head back and drank.

The strong liquor burned her throat with fiery heat. She suddenly began to cough violently, as if about to cough up her lungs. The horse, startled, looked at her with alarm. Still coughing, she soothingly patted its neck, laughing between coughs: “It’s fine… cough cough… I’m fine…”

As she laughed, tears flowed from the corners of her eyes like a winding stream, drop by drop falling on her cheeks, trembling with her violent coughs.

The sky and earth merged into one line in the heavy rain, without the slightest sign of clearing. Everything resembled a simple line drawing—against the backdrop of pitch-black ruins, the young woman’s figure was thin, extraordinarily desolate.

By morning, the heavy rain had finally stopped. Sunlight peeked briefly through the dense fog, then quickly disappeared again. After feeding the horse, Chu Qiao came to the door and knocked gently. Her voice was somewhat hoarse as she called softly, “Are you awake? We should get going.”

There was a rustling sound inside. Chu Qiao stepped back and stood quietly. Soon, the wooden door creaked open, and Zhao Chun’er stood in the doorway, her expression cold but her tone calm: “Thirteenth Brother asks you to come in.”

Chu Qiao nodded and followed Zhao Chun’er inside.

Zhao Song sat among the straws. Zhao Chun’er had neatly combed his hair and even shaved his beard, making him look much fresher. If not for the empty sleeve, she might have thought everything had just been a nightmare.

“You should leave.” Zhao Song’s gaze was cold as he looked over, his voice extremely calm yet filled with an icy detachment that kept people thousands of miles away. “I don’t want to see you again.”

Having expected this, Chu Qiao wasn’t alarmed. She calmly responded, “I need to escort you back. The road to Zhen Huang is far, and I worry about you traveling alone.”

Zhao Song raised an eyebrow, his gaze cutting across Chu Qiao like a knife: “Whether we live or die is none of your concern.”

A sudden pain gripped her heart as if a piece of flesh had been carved out. Chu Qiao took a deep breath and continued, “This central region has suffered from war; there are vagrant bandits everywhere. The major clans and feudal lords are watching from the sidelines, rapidly expanding their armed forces. At this time, the Zhao imperial authority could no longer intimidate them. Before returning to Zhen Huang, you cannot reveal your identity. Bandits are gathering at the western mouth and roaming the river bend area. You…”

“Enough,” Zhao Song frowned impatiently and said in a deep voice, “I said, whether we live or die is none of your concern.”

Her heart felt pressed by a huge stone. Chu Qiao breathed deeply and, after a long while, said hoarsely, “Zhao Song, I know you hate me. I also know these actions are far from enough to atone for my sins. But I cannot watch you go to your deaths.”

Zhao Song laughed coldly, raising his eyebrows as he looked at Chu Qiao, saying coldly, “A-Chu, do you know what I used to like most about you?”

Chu Qiao was stunned and raised her head. Zhao Song continued slowly, enunciating each word: “What I used to like most about you is how you are now—always so confident, regardless of your position, identity, or circumstances. You never looked down on yourself, never felt inferior, never lost hope, always so firm, firmly believing in your abilities.”

“But,” Zhao Song’s eyes suddenly darkened, his lips cold, “now I hate this about you—arrogant, self-righteous, always wearing the face of a savior. Who do you think you are? What do you think you’re doing now? Charity? Atonement? Or are you trying to do something so you can return to that beast with a clear conscience and live your lives?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, biting her lower lip, wanting to explain: “Zhao Song, I…”

“Get out! Don’t let me see you again!” Zhao Song shouted angrily. “I told you long ago, we are finished. If we meet again, it’s either your death or mine. Betraying the empire, slaughtering the people—you cannot atone even with a hundred deaths!”

“Zhao Song…”

“Get out!”

Zhao Song raged. Chu Qiao stood stunned, her hands and feet trembling involuntarily. She straightened her back and continued firmly, “Zhao Song, I will leave as soon as I see you enter Zhen Huang. Even if you don’t need me, there’s still the Princess. It’s a long journey through mountains and rivers, and I don’t think you want the same thing to happen to her again.”

At these words, Zhao Chun’er’s body instantly stiffened. Zhao Song glanced back at her, but remained stubborn: “I will protect my sister. It’s not your place to worry about that.”

“Thirteenth Brother…”

“Have you become so cowardly that you need protection from an enemy?” Just as Zhao Chun’er began to speak, Zhao Song thundered harshly. Zhao Chun’er gave Chu Qiao a complex look, then bit her lower lip and said no more.

Half an hour later, Chu Qiao watched as Zhao Song and Zhao Chun’er’s carriage gradually disappeared on the distant ancient road. Exhaustion suddenly overwhelmed her like an avalanche. A night in the cold rain had left her feverish and barely able to stand. But when the morning sun finally pierced through the thick fog, she still gritted her teeth, mounted her warhorse, and hurried after them.

From that day on, she carefully moved back and forth around Zhao Song’s carriage. Unable to plan their route, she could only clear the path ahead at night, dispersing scattered bandits and vagrants they encountered, or deliberately exposing herself to lure away larger groups of bandits. During the day, she followed far behind, protecting them from a distance. Because her horse was fast, she had not been discovered.

But after four days of this, due to extreme fatigue and constant exposure to the elements, she finally fell ill uncontrollably.

When she awoke, it was still raining outside. She lay in a dilapidated small pavilion. Zhao Chun’er, wearing a straw raincoat, held a chipped bowl containing two pieces of dry food.

“Eat. If you die, who will escort us back?”

The Zhao Imperial princess looked down at her, speaking calmly, placing the bowl on the ground before turning to leave.

Chu Qiao’s pale face was splashed with a streak of muddy water, winding like a horrifying scar. She watched as Zhao Chun’er’s figure gradually disappeared into the rain. For some reason, her eyes suddenly felt inexplicably warm.

Seven days later, the majestic ancient capital of Zhen Huang finally appeared hazily through the morning mist. This city, which had endured three hundred years of war, was the Northern Continent’s premier city. Like a sleeping lion crouching on the undulating red plains of Chuan, it made Chu Qiao feel utterly exhausted and emotional as she looked upon the city where she had lived for eight years.

She turned her horse around, facing northwest, about to leave when the sound of hoofbeats suddenly came from behind. Chu Qiao calmly turned her head, looking at the person before her, silently.

“You’re leaving?”

“Yes.”

“Going back to find him?”

“Yes.”

“Will you come back?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I will, maybe I won’t.”

“Haha,” Zhao Song suddenly laughed loudly, his empty sleeve fluttering in the wind, the scene as eerily strange as a kite missing half its wing. “See? I truly am a weak man!”

“Thirteen,” Chu Qiao said deeply, “Thank you for coming to see me one last time.”

Zhao Song smiled bitterly: “You traveled thousands of miles to escort me. Am I so narrow-minded that I can’t come to see you one more time?”

Yellow sand piled everywhere, scattered by the strong wind. Zhao Song wore ordinary brown coarse clothing, but it did nothing to diminish the royal nobility about him. The man’s hair flew in the wind as he spoke coldly, slowly: “But this time, it really will be the last time. If we meet again, you need not show me any courtesy, and I will show you no mercy.”

Chu Qiao slowly shook her head: “I will not kill you.”

“That’s your business,” Zhao Song said coldly, “Anyone who betrays the empire is doomed.”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao frowned and raised her head, enunciating each word: “Zhao Song, what is an empire?”

Zhao Song’s brows furrowed as Chu Qiao continued in a low voice: “What are heaven’s principles and royal laws? Is it just your Zhao family dominating, your word being gold, with no one allowed to resist? The battle for the capital involved no war crime; there was no right or wrong, only victory and defeat! Years ago, your father deceived his friend, massacred the Yan Bei people, and killed all of Yan Xun’s relatives. How should this hatred and enmity be calculated? How many assassinations and murders have you witnessed in the past eight years? Do you still dare to righteously claim that Zhao Zhengde treated Yan Xun with care and boundless grace? The so-called giving of a daughter in marriage was nothing but a deception to fool others. Had we not rebelled that night, we would surely have died at the hands of Ba Lei and Wei Shuye. Today, you would only see two graves and two cups of yellow earth. Zhao Song, you’ve been deceiving yourself, thinking that by closing your eyes you couldn’t see the tyranny of the Great Xia, thinking that by plugging your ears you couldn’t hear the laments of the people, never considering why a small rebellion in the capital would cause the mighty Great Xia dynasty to crumble. I don’t deny that I betrayed your trust and am sorry for your years of care, but when it comes to betraying the empire and starting this war, I feel no guilt, nor any regret. We were opposed from the beginning, with no possibility of reconciliation. Even if everything started again, I would still make the same choice as now.”

The resonant words scattered in the cold wind. Zhao Song laughed coldly, shaking his head with a sigh: “A-Chu, I misjudged you.”

“You didn’t. You just never knew all of me,” Chu Qiao said firmly. “Zhao Song, living in this era is our tragedy. A drop of kindness should be repaid with a gushing spring. Eight years ago, Yan Xun offered me help when I was in desperate straits. When I decided to follow him into the Golden Palace, our fates were destined to be opposed. You are a prince of Great Xia, while I am determined to overthrow the Xia dynasty. A rift between us on the battlefield was inevitable. Everyone in the Great Xia dynasty knew the emperor would not spare Yan Xun, yet you alone lived in confusion as if nothing would happen. For eight years, I hinted more than once to distance you, but you refused to face reality, naively believing your father would spare this survivor from Yan Bei. Zhao Song, I never intended to deceive you, and betrayal is not even applicable. But I did hurt you. Your years of care and kindness, I will remember in my heart. If there’s a chance in the future, I will certainly repay you.”

“It seems everything was my own doing, too naive,” Zhao Song laughed sorrowfully and turned away resolutely. “I will not let you have the ability to repay me. A-Chu, go. I hope to never see you again in this life.”

“Zhao Song!” Chu Qiao suddenly called out loudly. Zhao Song’s horse halted at the sound, but he did not turn back.

Chu Qiao thought for a long time, took a deep breath, and then asked solemnly: “How is Yan Xun?”

Zhao Song’s back instantly stiffened, the cold wind making his gaze even more frigid.

“He would never harm you unless forced into a desperate situation! He would never allow those people to escort you without being severely injured and unable to govern! You wounded him, fatally, very seriously, didn’t you?”

Although it was a question, there was not a hint of uncertainty in her tone. Chu Qiao stated this as a conclusion, not a hypothesis.

“Yes!” Zhao Song, with his back to Chu Qiao, said in a grim tone: “He won’t live much longer, but you can still make it back to see him off.”

Suddenly there was no sound from behind, only deep, hurried, suppressed breathing. After a long while, a hoarse voice came from behind: “Thank you for telling me.”

With that, a crisp sound of hoofbeats immediately rang out. Without even saying goodbye, or perhaps there was no need for goodbyes, the woman on horseback anxiously turned and galloped northwest at great speed!

Though the person behind had already left, Zhao Song still stood motionless. His horse nervously pawed the ground. The cold wind blew, making the man’s sleeve dance in the air, filled with profound sadness and bitterness.

A-Chu, your words are like pearls and jade, every sentence is true. How could I be so naive as to not understand all this? For eight years, this worry has wrestled and lingered in my heart, yet I never wanted to let go of the chance to hold onto you. It wasn’t that I didn’t know, but that I didn’t want to admit it, always believing that if I tried harder, I could keep you. I’ve deceived myself all these years until I almost believed the lies I wove. The empire will fall, and the great edifice will collapse. I keep saying Yan Xun betrayed Great Xia, but what truly pains me is that you finally betrayed me!

Although, I had guessed all this long ago.

Meeting on a narrow path, killing to protect, escorting for thousands of miles without asking a single word, but you knew everything, guessed everything, all because of that firm belief and unwavering trust in your heart! A-Chu, I once thought I weighed as much in your heart as he did, or at least not much less. But only now do I realize how ridiculously wrong I was.

Zhao Song looked up with a bitter smile, slowly closing his eyes. After half a lifetime of tumult, it was still just an illusion in the end.

Intense hoofbeats suddenly sounded. Zhao Song abruptly looked up to see Zhao Chun’er and Zhao Che arriving together, followed by a large contingent of Great Xia soldiers, numbering at least three hundred.

“Where is Chu Qiao?” Zhao Chun’er rode at the front, her eyes sharp, having lost her former coquettishness and weakness. Like a sharp dagger, she violently reined in her warhorse and shouted: “Thirteenth Brother, where is she?”

“Gone.”

“Gone? How could you let her go?” The Great Xia princess raised an eyebrow and asked harshly: “Which way did she go?”

Seeing Zhao Song’s silence, Zhao Chun’er grew furious and shouted: “Thirteenth Brother! Have you forgotten what they did to us?”

“Thirteenth Brother, which road did she take?”

Zhao Che wore black armor, his eyes glancing at Zhao Song’s severed arm without further questioning, clearly having learned everything from Zhao Chun’er.

In an instant, the events of eight years flashed through his mind like a massive tornado. He still remembered that day when the girl wore a white hawthorn cotton dress with white camel fur boots, and two jade pearl flowers in her hair, smiling like a flower as she said to him: “My name is Zi Xu, I live in Wu You Court, I’m a little maid under Madam Dou, my daily work is to make clay figurines for the young masters and misses to play with. You must remember that!”

Zhao Chun’er raised her eyebrow and scolded fiercely: “Zhao Song! Are you still a man of the Zhao family or not?”

“That way.” Zhao Song raised his hand, pointing in the direction Chu Qiao had gone. As soon as he spoke, three hundred horsemen immediately galloped away, leaving only swirling dust in their wake.

A-Chu, between us, it was still all fiction from the beginning. With different positions, we never had the possibility of standing side by side. You risked great danger to send me home, yet I cannot let you leave. Zi Xu, Wu You—a joke from that day has become like a prophecy fulfilled today.

The wind swirled lonely, the world desolate. Zhao Song rode forward, slowly heading toward the ancient city of Zhen Huang, his lonely silhouette slanting diagonally.

“Seventh Prince, she’s not ahead.”

The scout galloped back. Zhao Che’s face darkened, but before he could speak, Zhao Chun’er jumped in: “Her horse is fast. Dispatch ten patrol teams immediately for rapid pursuit. No matter how capable she is, a woman alone on horseback still needs to eat and drink; we’ll catch up to her sooner or later. Also, send messenger pigeons immediately to notify counties and prefectures along the way. Tell them that Chu Qiao from Yan Bei, who previously killed many of their allied forces, is coming alone without her army. I believe many besides me hate her to the bone, and many will be willing to act on our behalf. Under this net of heaven and earth, I want to see how she, a lone person, returns to Yan Bei?”

Zhao Che raised an eyebrow, turning to look at his younger sister with a frown: “Chun’er, did something happen to you on the road?”

Zhao Chun’er was startled, raising her head nervously: “Why do you ask, Seventh Brother?”

“You’ve changed a lot.”

Zhao Chun’er’s eyes were deep. Those filthy images flashed through her mind again. The young woman laughed coldly: “Seventh Brother, I haven’t changed. I’ve just grown up.”

“Hya!”

With a fierce shout, Zhao Chun’er spurred her horse forward. Zhao Che and the many soldiers quickly followed, protecting her from behind.

Much later, a petite figure suddenly stood up from a patch of grass outside the main road. She looked in the direction where Zhao Chun’er had disappeared, bitterness spreading through her heart.

As she had expected, Zhao Song had indeed betrayed her. She had deliberately chosen a roundabout route back to Yan Bei. If Zhao Song hadn’t told them, Zhao Che and his men would certainly have pursued along another road.

And Zhao Chun’er, quiet and silent throughout the journey, never showing hostility, had even intentionally guided her to Zhen Huang, all to have her escort them safely back to the capital, and then kill her afterward.

This princess of Great Xia had long harbored a determination to kill her!

Standing on the empty wasteland, an eagle screeched in the sky, its wings snow-white like the eagles of the Tianshan Mountains.

Chu Qiao curved her finger and whistled loudly. In the far distance, a jet-black warhorse galloped toward her, quickly reaching her side and happily circling her.

Chu Qiao leaped onto the horse’s back, smiling composedly: “Brother, we must take a detour; the roads ahead are all blocked.”

From Zhen Huang to Yan Bei was a stretch of flat plains. Previously, to prevent the Southwest Garrison Commander from escaping, the guards of several large prefectures and fiefdoms along the way had ordered the wild grass cut down and trees felled, removing all dense forests that could provide hiding places. Every river, ferry crossing, and post road was specially guarded. They thought Chu Qiao would only dare to flee secretly, but didn’t expect her to lead the Southwest Garrison Commander in a killing spree. After several battles, they suffered heavy losses of men and resources, wasting their previous arrangements.

But now, these previous arrangements could serve a great purpose. At present, those officials who had suffered greatly at her hands, learning that she was attempting to cross thousands of miles of encirclement alone to return to Yan Bei, would they not be waiting with wide eyes for her to walk into their trap? At this point, whoever could capture her would gain leverage against the new king of Yan Bei, and it would be no small blow to the nascent Yan Bei regime. After all, Chu Qiao’s record of leading four thousand troops in battles over thousands of miles without a single defeat was enough to make these great clans fearful and cautious.

If she were to return by the original route now, it would be tantamount to seeking death, with no hope of escape.

The only way out now was to take the southeast road into Bian Tang territory, travel south along the Qing Tong Mountain trail, turn into the Wu Xun River in the southern borderlands, follow it upstream, and finally return to Yan Bei!

The horse rubbed against her leg with its neck. Chu Qiao smiled, her voice filled with immense confidence. She pulled on the reins, gave a light shout, and rode east.

Chapter 82: Scholar on the Road
Chu Qiao had not only underestimated Zhao Chun’er’s hatred toward her but also underestimated Zhao Che’s wisdom and her standing in the hearts of the Great Xia clans. After the imperial decree was issued from Zhen Huang, the formerly fractured Great Xia Empire suddenly displayed unprecedented unity. The regional governors and feudal lords responded actively to the empire’s call, eagerly preparing for war. More than ten military exercises involving over ten thousand troops were held. Passionate speeches, inspiring mobilization rallies, and spectacular civilian parades were held vigorously throughout Great Xia as if they were facing not a lone woman but an army of a million strong. The previously low morale in the face of the Yan Bei army instantly soared. Warriors sang battle songs and listened to war drums, marching proudly out of the city gates under the tearful send-offs of regional lords, plunging into the boundless wilderness to begin their arduous and dangerous hunt spanning thousands of miles.

Uninformed civilians thought the Yan Bei army was invading, and everyone panicked. Valuable household items had already been packed, ready to flee at any moment with the refugees.

Chu Qiao knew it wasn’t her prestige that made these Great Xia soldiers so terrified. The reason was that when the imperial call for aid was issued from the capital, no one in the entire empire had responded. Now, seeing that the Yan Bei army had no immediate plans to march east and that the Zhao family had established themselves in Yun City with an increasingly stable position, while Great Xia’s regional garrisons had gathered back to Zhen Huang under Zhao Che’s command, the turmoil caused by Yan Xun’s rebellion gradually subsided. These clan families certainly needed to find a way out for themselves. Just a few days ago, the major families—the Mu clan from Lingnan, the Zhuge clan from Western Hua, the Wei clan from Yin Chuan, and others—had sent envoys with large supplies of food and provisions to Yun City and Zhen Huang. At this point, if they still didn’t seek a loyal way out for themselves, they would be either fools or idiots.

So the various feudal princes and generals, who dared not directly lead troops against Yan Bei, all directed their forces against this woman who had boldly escaped from the Seventh Prince and Eighth Princess, as if killing her would cause the Yan Bei army to collapse. Even the southeastern imperial governors who hadn’t received notifications joined in showing their loyalty, dispatching large numbers of soldiers to search meticulously, determined to dig three feet into the ground to capture her.

However, this very show of loyalty by the southeastern governors for the capital caused Chu Qiao enormous trouble, because at this moment, she was in the southeast, at the border of Xia and Tang.

Her horse was exhausted, foaming at the mouth. Chu Qiao had no choice but to stop, letting the horse drink and rest. She had no appetite, but to maintain her strength, she still ate a piece of dry food with cold water, making her stomach uncomfortable.

Today was already the sixth day. In two more days, she would enter Bian Tang territory. But before that, she still had to pass through two prefectures, then through a large area of chaotic uninhabited land, and after that, the first northern gateway of Bian Tang—Baizhi Pass.

For thousands of years, Baizhi Pass had been an important barrier against the northern barbarians for the Eastern Continent’s orthodox powers. It had witnessed countless major battles, and its defenses were as strict as those of the Yan Bei Pass. Even now, Chu Qiao hasn’t devised a perfect strategy to pass it.

Lost in thought, the sound of hoofbeats suddenly rang out in the distance. Chu Qiao was startled, raised her head to look, and her expression instantly changed.

In the distance, dust rose as more than a hundred horsemen approached rapidly. Fortunately, unlike the northwest, the southeast hadn’t been cleared of vegetation to trap her; here, dense forests spread everywhere and the hills undulated. Otherwise, at such a close distance, she would have been exposed long ago. Gritting her teeth, Chu Qiao leaped onto her alert warhorse and galloped away.

Following streams for over three miles to lose the pursuers’ tracks, she had barely caught her breath when the deadly sound of hoofbeats sounded behind her again. Chu Qiao’s brows furrowed. Decisively, she grabbed two large stones, tied them with rope onto the horse’s back, then firmly slapped its hindquarters, urging it to leave.

This horse had been with her for many years, sharing life and death multiple times, and their bond was deep. The horse ran a few steps, then stopped in place, turning its head to look at her, swishing its tail repeatedly.

Chu Qiao shouldered her pack and turned to walk deep into the dense forest. Unexpectedly, after just one step, the horse followed devotedly behind her, trying to catch up. The young woman’s brows furrowed, and without looking back, she threw a knife that whistled past the warhorse’s neck. Startled, the warhorse gave a long neigh, turned, and galloped away!

Listening to the hoofbeats growing more distant behind her, Chu Qiao took a deep breath, shouldered her bundle, and walked into the dense forest.

“The six oceans of the king’s land, the education of peaceful virtues, the sacred way of the nation, benevolence, and righteousness as the model of transformation, the rise and fall of decay…”

On an early summer morning, amid birdsong and fragrant flowers, a verdant mountain path resounded with clear recitation. In the distance, a young man dressed as a scholar sat astride a mottled blue donkey, holding a slightly yellowed scroll, reciting with a nodding head.

It was truly fine weather—the sky was high, the air crisp, birds singing, flowers fragrant. It had just rained, and even the air wafted with a pleasant scent. Liang Shaoqing closed his scroll and slowly raised his head, slightly narrowing his clear eyes, his young and handsome face bearing a kind smile. He extended his hand, palm open, with several grains of rice on it. A yellowish lark, seeing this, immediately flapped its wings and landed on his palm, lowering its head to gently peck at the rice grains, while furtively rolling its small green bean-like eyes upward to look at Liang Shaoqing’s benign face.

“Heaven has mercy on all living things. Go now, and don’t fall into the hands of bird-catchers again.”

The little bird circled him, yet never left. The morning sunlight filtered through the sparse leaves onto the young man’s face, which was gentle, and wore a kind smile.

Just then, the sound of fighting suddenly came from afar. The scholar was slightly taken aback, pricking up his ears to listen. Clear shouts and fighting sounds immediately reached his ears. Liang Shaoqing frowned and muttered to himself: “When traveling abroad, avoid trouble and prioritize safety.”

With that, the scholar nodded vigorously, as if affirming the correctness of his thoughts, and turned his mount to retrace his steps, wanting to avoid this misfortune. But after just a few steps, he stopped again, thinking to himself that if someone was bullying the weak, how could he, a great man, ignore it? Wouldn’t that violate the code of chivalry? With this in mind, the scholar sat on his mount, silently contemplating, looking quite serious.

The fighting sounds continued, and Liang Shaoqing engaged in an intense inner struggle, fearing trouble yet unable to ignore it with a clear conscience. After hesitating for a good while, the young scholar suddenly gritted his teeth, thinking that perhaps it was just farmers fighting, and if he went forward to persuade them, they would surely come to an understanding. Even if the situation was dangerous, he could go report to the authorities without getting involved. So, with the attitude of going to take a look, the man gently patted his blue donkey and said softly: “Little Blue, let’s go take a quiet look.”

Heaven didn’t favor the good-hearted. At that moment, the little lark that had been circling nearby waiting for rice grew impatient. Who knows what provoked it, but it suddenly darted down and pecked at the donkey’s eyelid. The donkey named Little Blue was startled, gave a loud cry, raised its hooves, and frantically galloped forward!

“Ah! Little Blue! Little Blue! What are you doing? Wrong direction! Slow down!”

The fierce wind howled past his ears as Liang Shaoqing tightly hugged the donkey’s neck, nearly having his lungs jolted out. The lush forest flashed before his eyes. Liang Shaoqing never knew his donkey could run so fast, but just as he was marveling at this, the donkey shrieked and abruptly stopped.

Silence! Deathly silence!

The air carried the scent of raw iron, with hints of the bloody smell that comes after slaughtering a pig. Liang Shaoqing slowly released his grip, then raised his head like a thief, opening his tightly shut eyes, and looking around with a mix of caution, fear, and curiosity.

Everyone had stopped fighting. The bloodied soldiers turned to look at this uninvited guest, along with the young woman they surrounded in the center, who also looked at him with a strange expression.

After two consecutive days of pursuit and more than ten battles without rest, these men were exhausted both mentally and physically. At this point, any disturbance was enough to make them panic. A great achievement was right before them, and the key issue now was who could persevere to the end. Therefore, the appearance of someone who might be reinforcements from the other side seemed particularly significant.

“I… was just passing by.”

Liang Shaoqing, showing his white teeth, smiled at the bloody knives in everyone’s hands, his voice trembling as he explained: “I… I was traveling here, my mount was startled, I’ve disturbed you all… I’ll leave now, I’ll leave, please continue.”

Liang Shaoqing, trembling, sat upright, and turned his donkey around, wanting to quickly leave this troublesome place. In the last moment of turning, his eyes glimpsed the young woman surrounded by the crowd. His eyelid suddenly twitched, and a current surged through his entire body. At that moment, he didn’t have time to see the young woman’s appearance or clothing; he only saw a pair of eyes, eyes as clear and moving as autumn waters. Those eyes were still so young, yet already so calm and composed. She looked at him and watched him turn to leave, her gaze like a stream of cold water pouring over his head, chilling him to the bone.

“Little girl, surrender. If you continue like this, even if you don’t die by our brothers’ hands, you’ll die from blood loss.”

The soldier’s leader said coldly. Chu Qiao slowly moved her heavy feet. The enemy was indeed skilled at tracking; with just a slight carelessness, she had been caught. In two days, although she had killed over thirty enemies, she had not eaten for two days and had exhausted much of her strength, now too weak to fight anymore. What remained was just courage.

Her hand slowly moved toward the flying knife at her waist. She breathed deeply, like a leopard waiting for the right moment, ready to fight to the death.

“It seems you won’t drink the toast and prefer the forfeit!” The man shouted coldly: “Brothers! Attack! Promotion and wealth are at stake today, kill her on the spot, regardless of life or death!”

With a “swoosh” sound, heavy war knives came down overhead! However, at that moment, a stern shout suddenly rang out. The man’s clear voice called loudly: “Stop, all of you!”

In a flash of lightning, everyone was shocked and turned to look, only to be dumbfounded!

The young scholar had returned on his donkey. Though pale-faced, he righteously shouted: “All of you ganging up on a young girl is too disgraceful!”

The leader of the soldiers frowned and said solemnly: “Who is this gentleman? Why interfere with official matters?”

“You’re officials?” Liang Shaoqing seemed to notice the soldiers’ uniforms only then, frowning with some embarrassment: “I am Liang Shaoqing, passing through here. Seeing you fighting, I came forward to inquire. I didn’t realize you were government officials. My apologies.”

“Liang Shaoqing?”

The soldier leader pondered doubtfully, but couldn’t recall any noble family surnamed Liang that would dare to interfere with official matters. His face darkened instantly, and he angrily said: “Outsiders, get out of the way, or beware of the sword’s edge!”

“Yes, yes,” Liang Shaoqing hurriedly replied, about to turn away, but couldn’t help turning back to say softly: “Fighting and killing ultimately disgraces culture. I wonder if there’s a misunderstanding among you all. Could you tell me, so I might help reconcile?”

“You’re seeking death!” The leader roared, raising his knife to strike fiercely!

“Ah!” Liang Shaoqing was terrified, hugging his head, not even knowing how to dodge.

“Fool!” Chu Qiao called coldly, throwing a flying knife. A white light flashed swiftly, entering the leader’s neck with a “swoosh.” The man’s eyes widened, he staggered two steps, and fell to the ground with a thud!

“Sir!”

The soldiers were shocked and all rushed forward. Chu Qiao seized the chaos, stepped forward, leaped onto the scholar’s blue donkey, reached around the scholar’s waist from behind, grabbed the reins, and said sharply: “Hurry!”

“Ah! Miss, how did you get on my mount? Men and women should not be intimate. Miss, you should—”

With a “bang,” Chu Qiao struck the man’s chest with a powerful punch, kicked with both legs and shouted: “Go!”

The blue donkey proved spirited, running at a speed not much slower than an ordinary warhorse.

Before long, the sound of pursuing hoofbeats came from behind. Chu Qiao acted decisively, grabbing the luggage from the donkey’s back and throwing it to the ground.

“Ah! Miss! Those are my books, my luggage, my money, my poetry, ah! Miss, that’s my travel permit!”

The donkey was extremely fast. On such difficult mountain paths, its speed was even slightly faster than warhorses. After a moment, they had left the enemies far behind.

Chapter 83: Return to Slavery
As they traveled south, the weather grew increasingly warm. The gray donkey galloped along, running for a full hour. At high noon, with the sun blazing overhead, the mountain path twisted and turned. After crossing another ridge, the donkey, which had been moving swiftly before, suddenly collapsed to the ground with a thud and refused to get up again.

Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing tumbled forward. Chu Qiao, nimble as she was, executed a forward roll and stabilized herself. Liang Shaoqing, however, fared much worse, rolling several times before coming to a stop. Before he could stand up, he vomited violently, the smell overwhelming, his entire appearance disheveled.

“Are you alright?” Chu Qiao approached with concern in her voice.

The young scholar finally managed to stand, hands on his hips, gasping for breath as he spoke haltingly: “You… you unreasonable woman! I… I kindly saved you, yet you… you threw away all my luggage. This is simply, simply outrageous!”

“Here,” Chu Qiao handed him a white handkerchief. “Wipe your mouth.”

“Just… just my bad luck.”

Liang Shaoqing approached the gray donkey, still breathing heavily. He tried to pull the donkey up, but the animal was exhausted and refused to move despite his efforts. The young scholar grew red-faced with anger and exclaimed, “Great! Now even you’re against me!”

“It ran too quickly and needs time to recover,” Chu Qiao said. “What are you trying to do?”

Liang Shaoqing flew into a rage, shouting, “What am I trying to do? I need to go back for my belongings!”

“Going back now would be suicide.”

“Not going back is suicide! Without transit documents or travel permits, how can I reach Tang Capital?” Liang Shaoqing grumbled angrily. “Besides, I do not quarrel with them. I’ve always been law-abiding, so why would they give me trouble?”

Chu Qiao picked up her sword, not even glancing at him, and crouched beside the fallen donkey. With indifference, she said, “If you don’t value your life, go back. See if you’ll still have a chance to reach Tang Capital after retrieving your transit documents and travel permits.”

“Hey, you just saved me and carried me this far. Thank you!” The girl smiled brightly, her eyes curving like crescent moons, two small dimples on her cheeks, looking lovely and sweet, very different from her usual serious demeanor.

The scholar, intimidated by Chu Qiao, hesitated for a long time without daring to return. Hearing her words, he couldn’t help but interject, “Miss, if you want to express gratitude, shouldn’t you be thanking me? I’m the one who saved you. How can you thank a beast?”

“You saved me?” Chu Qiao frowned in confusion, slowly turning to look at this foolish scholar, and asked with a faint smile, “When? I don’t recall that.”

“What? How can you be like this? You can’t distinguish right from wrong or recognize gratitude. Is this how you treat someone who saved your life? Not even a word of thanks but instead mockery?”

“Did you kill those soldiers? Or did you carry me through the encirclement? You did nothing, so why claim you saved me?”

“You… you…” Liang Shaoqing stammered for a while before finally stuttering, “I went in to reason with them, enlighten them with righteousness, and then…”

“And then they laid down their weapons, instantly reformed, and let us go obediently?”

Liang Shaoqing was stunned, immediately at a loss for words. Chu Qiao shook her head, stood up, and walked in front of him. Though her small frame didn’t even reach his shoulder, she reached out and patted it, saying, “Having a sense of justice is good, but you need brains too. If you don’t have the ability, mind your own business in the future. If it weren’t for this good beast, we both would have died today.”

The girl smiled faintly, pulled out two Daxia bank notes from her pocket, placed them in his hand, and said, “Your belongings are certainly lost. Here’s some money to compensate for your loss. I apologize for delaying you. It’s still not safe here. I can escort you to the town below if you’d like?”

“Hmph!” Liang Shaoqing knocked the bank notes from Chu Qiao’s hand, saying angrily, “I am a man of dignity, upright and honest. What have I to fear? Being with you seems more dangerous. At such a young age, you’re hunted and pursued by authorities. If not a notorious bandit, you must be a habitual thief.”

The scholar went to the gray donkey, used all his strength to pull it up, and then staggered away down the mountain, leading the donkey.

Chu Qiao stood in place, smiling as she watched the scholar leave. She picked up the bank notes from the ground and called out loudly, “Bookworm! Are you sure you don’t want this money?”

Liang Shaoqing, without looking back, waved his hand dismissively: “I’d rather die than take it!”

His words still echoed when, two hours later, at the East Guo Town’s slave market, Chu Qiao couldn’t help but laugh out loud upon seeing the man again.

“Miss, looking to buy a slave? This one is good—strong and capable, worth three or four ordinary ones. This one was once a martial arts instructor, enslaved after committing a crime. He’s skilled in combat and literate too. Ah! You have a good eye! This handsome-looking one, though young, would make a perfect page or attendant, most suitable for a young lady of your status.”

The slave trader enthusiastically recommended Chu Qiao. The girl’s eyes swept over the slaves with an amused gaze, then pointed at the red-faced Liang Shaoqing in the corner and asked, “Sir, how much for that one?”

“That one?” The shrewd owner’s eyes darted about. Drawing Chu Qiao aside, he said, “He was just captured by the city guard. No transit documents or travel permits, yet he claimed to be a scholar. Just brought here to be sold. He has no slave registration or formal indenture papers, so, miss, make an offer. If it’s reasonable, I’ll sell him to you.”

After some haggling, Chu Qiao led the newly-named “A-Qi” (Liang Shaoqing) through the bustling street. She was pretty and charming; he, though somewhat disheveled, still had a handsome bearing. They attracted many stares, especially when people noticed the grass tag on his back and his bound hands, prompting much discussion.

“Hey! Untie me!”

Chu Qiao lazily turned around, smiling as she asked, “Is that how you speak to your master?”

“What master? I’m a dignified scholar, yet you buy and sell me like a common object! It’s an insult to scholarly dignity! I’m in this situation because of you…”

“Wrong!” Chu Qiao interrupted him. “First, I didn’t ask you to meddle. Second, you didn’t save my life; rather, I saved you, a bookworm who doesn’t know his limits. Third, I offered you money earlier, but you said you’d rather die than take it. If you had money to pay the city guard’s entry fee, you wouldn’t have been checked for travel permits or captured and sold as a slave. So, your situation is entirely self-inflicted and has nothing to do with me.”

“You, you ungrateful woman, I, I…”

With a swish, the rope fell to the ground. Chu Qiao smiled and handed him two bank notes: “Let’s part ways here. Don’t get caught again.”

“A man of honor lives by principles. I’d rather die than take your money!”

Watching Liang Shaoqing’s figure quickly disappear down the long street, Chu Qiao smiled and shook her head. If she weren’t pressed for time and struggling to fend for herself, she would have tried to recover his belongings. Forced by circumstances, now he could only rely on his luck.

This risky venture into town to buy a horse had already broken the taboo; it was unwise to cause more trouble.

Having exposed her whereabouts at Tang Ma Ridge, the entire southeast was now filled with imperial agents and spies. What should have been a two-day journey had taken five days of dodging and hiding. After five days, Chu Qiao finally arrived at Xianyang City, just fifty li from Baizhi Pass.

There were only two routes to enter Bian Tang through Baizhi Pass. One was by land, entering the first major city of Baizhi inside Bian Tang territory. This route required documents signed by both countries—the transit documents—and substantial bribes to gain entry. As the largest and strongest northern gateway to Bian Tang, Baizhi Pass’s tight security was beyond question. Chu Qiao certainly didn’t have proper transit documents, nor did she plan to risk forcing her way through, so this option was practically off the table.

The second route was by water, via the Chishui River. With no ongoing war, the water routes weren’t as heavily guarded as the land passes. Chu Qiao knew many black ships secretly conducted this business, transporting people without transit documents into Bian Tang at a premium. Therefore, she had to risk entering the city again to discreetly inquire about such merchants.

After two days of searching the black market, she finally arranged a time—tomorrow at the third watch of the night, boarding at Qianshui Ditch, thirty li away.

Night had fallen. Chu Qiao hurried along the main street. To disguise herself, she wore men’s clothing, appearing like a sixteen or seventeen-year-old boy—red lips, white teeth, handsome features. Xianyang City, being Daxia’s border gateway, was vast. Merchants and travelers from all regions passed through, making it as bustling and prosperous as the imperial capital of Zhen Huang. Even in the deep night, the streets remained crowded with merchants calling out their wares, creating a lively atmosphere.

Since she would be traveling by water from now on, she sold her newly purchased horse at a low price in the horse market, then bought some dried food and provisions. As she prepared to leave, she was drawn to a large group of slave traders. Chu Qiao watched with furrowed brows as a massive iron cage stood in an open space, containing eighty or ninety young slaves, both male and female. Among them, a man dressed in Confucian scholar’s robes particularly stood out. Several middle-aged wealthy matrons were already eyeing him, smilingly inquiring about his price.

“Hey!”

Chu Qiao leaned casually against the cage, holding a handful of melon seeds. She called out to the man inside, then spat out a seed shell with a “pah” sound, smiling mischievously, very much like a spoiled rich young master.

The man raised his head, looked at her once, frowned with disgust, and without responding, lowered his head dejectedly.

“Forgotten me so quickly? Your luck isn’t bad. Just a few days, and you have a new master!”

Upon hearing this, Liang Shaoqing was startled. He quickly raised his head, looked her up and down, recognized her, and exclaimed with joy, “Ah! It’s you? Why are you dressed like this?”

“You already know why,” the girl chuckled, “I’m a notorious bandit, remember?”

“Oh, right.” As soon as the words left his mouth, Liang Shaoqing immediately changed his tune, shaking his head, “No, no, how could you be a bandit? The authorities must have misjudged, wronging a good person.”

“Haha.” Chu Qiao laughed out loud, teasing him, “What wind has blown your way? Our upright, dignified man of honor now speaks with such dishonesty. What is it? Need my help?”

“Miss, please save me.” Liang Shaoqing’s face fell. “You can’t watch me be humiliated as a slave. They don’t believe anything I say. I’m a stranger here; only you can save me now.”

“Save you?” The girl threw her melon seeds to the ground with a “pa” sound, her eyes wide. “How?”

“By buying me out, of course!”

“That won’t do!”

“Why not?”

Chu Qiao shook her head hastily, “You, a dignified scholar, to be bought and sold with common money? It would be an insult to your scholarly dignity, tarnishing your status. How could I do such a thing?”

Liang Shaoqing was dumbfounded, his face flushed red. After thinking for a while, he stammered, “Time is pressing, the situation urgent. This… this scholarly dignity, can be… be temporarily set aside.”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao burst into laughter. Just as she was about to speak, she suddenly saw a fifty-something, plump woman dressed in silk and satin, her face heavily made-up, walking over with a large entourage. Through the cage, she grabbed Liang Shaoqing’s collar and declared, “This one.”

The owner hesitated for a moment, then smiled and said, “Madam, about the price I mentioned earlier?”

“Do as you said!”

“Very well! Just a moment, please!”

Seeing this, Liang Shaoqing turned pale, looking to Chu Qiao for help.

The woman was followed by more than ten fawning servants and over twenty newly purchased slaves, all handsome.

Chu Qiao was secretly amazed. Smiling, she stepped forward and said slowly, “Madam, at your age, buying so many strong young men—can you handle it?”

The woman was displeased, giving Chu Qiao a cold look. “Where did this brat come from? Get lost.”

“I’m concerned for you. Why not let me have one?”

“Dream on!” the woman shouted angrily. “Keep talking nonsense, and I’ll break your dog’s legs!”

“My, how fierce!” Chu Qiao quickly stepped aside and called out to the owner, “Sir! How much is she paying for this slave? I’ll pay double!”

At these words, the owner, who was about to remove Liang Shaoqing from the cage, froze, his eyes gleaming with gold as he looked over.

“Double?” The woman’s voice was shrill. “I’ll pay four times as much. Dare to compete with me!”

Chu Qiao smiled, leaning against the cage nonchalantly. “I’ll pay ten times.”

“I’ll pay twenty times.”

Chu Qiao shook her head. “I’ll pay forty times.”

“I’ll pay a hundred times!”

“I’ll pay two hundred times!”

“I’ll pay a thousand times!”

“Wow! A thousand times?” Chu Qiao smiled pleasantly, exclaiming, “Then I’ll let you have him. I can’t compete with that.”

The owner’s face blossomed with joy as he rushed forward. “Madam Qian, the original price was two gold leaves. At a thousand times, that’s two thousand gold leaves. Deal!”

The woman had only been acting on impulse. Looking at this fair-faced slave from every angle, he wasn’t worth two thousand gold leaves. With a quick thought, she shouted, “Well! Master Mu, you’ve conspired with someone to cheat me!”

“How… how can you say that? I dare not cheat anyone, least of all you!”

“Hmph! I won’t buy him. We’ll see about this!” The woman shouted, turning to leave angrily with her servants.

Master Mu stood bewildered. Looking around, he spotted Chu Qiao leaning against the cage. He hurried over, smiling, “Young master, that lady has left. Since you like this slave, I’ll sell him to you. As you offered earlier, two hundred times makes four hundred gold leaves.”

“Master Mu, are you taking advantage of my youth and inexperience?” Chu Qiao smiled. “I only quoted that price to spite that fat lady. Now that she’s gone, you still ask for so much. You’re not selling a slave but a prince!”

Master Mu was speechless, chuckling awkwardly. “Well, what’s your offer?”

“The same as your original agreement, two gold leaves.”

“What?” Master Mu was greatly surprised, frowning. “I’d be better off selling to my regular customer. Why offend someone for your sake? You need to add a bit more.”

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, turning to leave. “Take it or leave it. If you won’t sell, go find your regular customer.”

“Wait! Wait a moment,” Master Mu sighed and said, “Fine, I’ll sell him to you.”

Liang Shaoqing immediately breathed a sigh of relief, but before the smile could fully spread across his face, he heard Chu Qiao say something utterly shocking: “But Master Mu, I didn’t bring any money today. How about I write you an IOU? I’ll certainly pay you back later.”

“What?” Everyone present was stunned. Master Mu was especially furious, smoke practically coming from his seven apertures as he angrily said, “Young master, are you playing games with me? I’m quite old and have lived in Xianyang City for over twenty years, but I’ve never encountered a customer like you.”

“Hey! Hey!” Liang Shaoqing called out softly, “What are you doing? Pay him quickly!”

“I don’t have any money left,” Chu Qiao turned back, looking miserable as she said, “Don’t believe me? Come and check. I’ve spent it all. Who told you to refuse it earlier when I offered?”

Liang Shaoqing’s face instantly paled. Pitifully, he asked, “What do we do now?”

“There’s no other way. Only this.”

Liang Shaoqing was about to ask what she meant when suddenly, the girl drew a sharp dagger with a swoosh, her body instantly spinning like a whirlwind. In one motion, she pressed the blade against Master Mu’s fat neck, smiling sweetly as she said, “I offered to write you an IOU, but you refused. Now, I’ll have to rob you outright.”

Master Mu’s teeth chattered as he trembled, saying, “S-such audacity!”

“I don’t know how brave I am, but Master Mu, you’re quite courageous—talking so eloquently with a knife at your throat.”

“Release our boss!”

More and more onlookers gathered around. Chu Qiao smiled, glancing around, then leaned close to Master Mu’s ear and whispered, “A man of your wealth, dying for two gold leaves—is it worth it?”

The dagger slid gently down Master Mu’s neck, immediately drawing a line of small blood droplets. The sixty-something slave trader immediately let out a heart-wrenching scream.

“Shut up!” Chu Qiao kicked the man’s shin, her eyebrows raised, her pretty face cold as ice as she commanded, “Release him now!”

“Quick! Release him!” Despite it being only a small wound, Master Mu cried so hard that even his snot was about to fall out.

Chu Qiao noticed a group of horses tethered beside the cage—Master Mu’s horses. In a flash, the girl leaped up, delivering a powerful kick to Master Mu’s chest, grabbed Liang Shaoqing, mounted a horse, shouted “Hiya!” and galloped away in a cloud of dust!

“Quick! After them!”

Master Mu shouted, but where were they to be found? The long night stretched on, the cold moon like frost, leaving only a land bathed in clear moonlight.

In a dilapidated City God Temple outside the city, Liang Shaoqing sat on dry straw. Chu Qiao took out dried provisions from her bundle and handed them to him, smiling as she said, “Eat something.”

The scholar was reluctant to accept, and Chu Qiao didn’t insist. She handed him several bank notes, saying, “I’ll be leaving tomorrow. Our paths diverge from here. If you get into trouble again, I won’t be able to save you. Take this money.”

Liang Shaoqing frowned: “Didn’t you say you had no money?”

“Who said I had no money?”

“You said so at the market.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, saying, “I have money, just not much—only this much left. If I had given it to him, how would you manage afterward? Besides, even if I had plenty, I wouldn’t give it to a slave trader like him.”

Liang Shaoqing was moved by her words. After thinking for a long time, he finally asked, “If this is all the money you have left and you give it all to me, what will you do?”

“I’ll be fine,” Chu Qiao smiled gently, sincerely saying, “If not for me, you wouldn’t be in this situation. Although your foolishness played a role, I’m partly responsible too. Take it. Just be more careful in the future and don’t foolishly meddle in others’ affairs.”

Rarely, Liang Shaoqing didn’t argue. He held the bank notes, lost in thought, saying nothing.

Chu Qiao took a deep breath, leaning against a pillar, gazing at the bright moon outside the window. Her gaze was serene, having lost its usual sharpness, replaced with a feminine gentleness.

Liang Shaoqing looked up at her curiously and suddenly asked, “Where are you headed?”

“Me? I’m going home.”

“Your home is in Bian Tang?”

“No,” the girl shook her head gently. “My home is far away. It’s a long journey.”

“The roads are dangerous these days. You, being a girl, must be very careful.”

Chu Qiao smiled slightly without answering. Her gaze was as soft as moonlight, her eyelashes long and dark, casting shadows on her cheeks. Seeing that she didn’t respond, Liang Shaoqing introduced himself, “I’m going to Bian Tang.”

Chu Qiao softly responded, “Oh.”

Liang Shaoqing’s voice suddenly filled with longing and joy, as if he were speaking of something worthy of great pride: “I’m going to Tang Capital in Bian Tang to visit the elderly Master Cao Zhongmou.”

“Cao Zhongmou, the Grand Secretary of Rites of Bian Tang?”

“Yes! You know of Master Cao?”

Chu Qiao nodded: “Master Cao’s poetry and prose are unmatched, and his fame is known throughout the land. Who doesn’t know him?”

“You’re right,” Liang Shaoqing said. “I’ve traveled thousands of miles, drawn by his reputation. I must meet Master Cao, discuss with him, and listen to his profound insights.”

“It’s good to have idols you admire and respect, but it’s not always necessary to get close to them. If you leave disappointed, wouldn’t that be a shame?”

“How could that be?” Liang Shaoqing immediately replied unhappily. “Master Cao’s scholarship bridges heaven and humanity, his fame spans the world. How could I be disappointed?”

“Is that so?” Chu Qiao smiled. “Then I wish you success.”

The wind blew in from outside, making the torches on the ground crackle. After pondering for a while, Liang Shaoqing tentatively asked, “Why were the officials trying to capture you?”

Chu Qiao didn’t look up: “Don’t you already know?”

Liang Shaoqing was surprised: “What do I know?”

The woman replied carelessly, “Didn’t you say it before? I’m a habitual thief. You’re right—I stole something and was discovered, that’s why they’re hunting me.”

Liang Shaoqing was stunned, completely at a loss. Chu Qiao turned to look at him, smiling sweetly as she said, “Yes, the food you’re eating, the bank notes in your hand, even the money I first used to buy you—all stolen. Now that you know your situation, do you still want to maintain your manly pride and refuse these banknotes and this food?”

“I… I…”

Liang Shaoqing stammered for a long time without forming a complete sentence. Seeing this, Chu Qiao burst into laughter, her smile radiant, her teeth white—momentarily dazzling the scholar.

Just then, Chu Qiao suddenly frowned, instantly suppressing her smile. She turned her head sharply, sitting up like an alert leopard. The night wind howled, and soon, in the quiet night, countless faint footsteps could be heard approaching the dilapidated temple rapidly.

By now, even Liang Shaoqing sensed the problem. The man nervously moved closer, whispering, “Is it Master Mu’s people coming after us?”

Chu Qiao didn’t speak, but she had already dismissed this possibility in her mind. Master Mu couldn’t possibly mobilize so many people. Just from their footsteps, she could tell they were all martial artists of considerable skill. She slowly stood up, her hand on her sword, and said calmly, “Stay behind me at all times. Whether you live or die depends on yourself.”

As she finished speaking, a white flash suddenly appeared. Danger! Chu Qiao’s reaction was incredibly swift. Her body instinctively moved, her form flickering as she lunged forward. Her arm swung right, sending a cold flash shooting into the thick darkness. With a muffled thud, a scream came from outside, followed by a silver arrow embedding itself forcefully before her.

The enemy was determined to leave no survivors. Tonight’s encounter was truly perilous!

“Follow me!” Chu Qiao shouted, rolling to the window. She drew her sword, parrying the incoming arrow storm. Chaotic footsteps sounded outside the door, and a dense shower of arrows instantly flew toward the two like locusts.

Disordered footsteps rang out at the door. Countless shadows rushed into the temple, drawing their swords without a word and slashing forward!

A cold light flashed. Two men dressed in black night clothes charged forward. Before Chu Qiao could act, one man’s blade had already reached her head.

Strike! Grab the wrist! Chu Qiao’s movements were as swift as lightning. With a crack of breaking bones—dislocation! The blade fell! In an instant, the black-clothed man collapsed to the ground, screaming in agony like a puddle of mud.

“Fool! Follow me!” Grabbing the panicking Liang Shaoqing, Chu Qiao leaped up, delivering a powerful kick to another man’s chest. With the crackling sound of bones breaking, the man spat blood and flew backward. The girl’s body swayed as she drew her sword, employing broad, powerful strokes—a completely fearless and fierce style. With powerful charges, clever evasions, and precise slashes, the girl’s precise killing technique and overwhelming bloody aura made these men retreat, unwilling to approach.

“Attack! Attack now!”

The leader pushed his retreating subordinates, shouting. Chu Qiao turned to look at him coldly, her lips curling in a sneer as she threw her last flying knife. The blade flew as if it had eyes, embedding itself in the man’s heart with a whoosh. The man’s eyes widened in shock, his feet trembling, before he collapsed to the ground with a thud!

The blades flashed blindingly. The temple was small, limiting the number of people who could enter. Wherever Chu Qiao moved, devastation followed. Her bright sword flew horizontally, each strike causing severe injury. More importantly, every part of Chu Qiao’s body was a weapon—she attacked simultaneously with both hands, using her feet, legs, and elbows to defeat enemies. For a time, no one could stand against her overwhelming force.

Just then, Liang Shaoqing let out a sudden cry of alarm from behind. Without thinking, Chu Qiao’s body twisted sharply. Instantly, a sharp pain shot through her left side beneath her ribs. With no time to check her wound, her hand moved, her sword slashing sideways. The Moon-Breaking sword flew diagonally, taking half the attacker’s head with it. Blood sprayed out, splattering all over Liang Shaoqing’s face. The scholar, who had never even killed a chicken, screamed in terror—a sound more horrifying than that of the beheaded man!

With incredible speed, the injured woman moved even more swiftly. Her petite body darted left and right in the narrow space. In moments, the ground was covered with fallen enemies.

“Hold onto me!” the girl suddenly shouted. Before Liang Shaoqing could react, he heard more enemies rushing in from outside. The man couldn’t understand why a slave trader would put such effort into capturing him. During this moment of confusion, he saw Chu Qiao unfasten the grappling hook from her waist, swing her arm, and hook it onto a ceiling beam.

The girl climbed up the rope like a monkey. By the time Liang Shaoqing tried to grab her, it was too late.

Another dense shower of arrows came. Chu Qiao crouched on the beam, hooking Liang Shaoqing’s belt with the grappling hook. Then, grabbing the other end of the rope, she leaped down, passing Liang Shaoqing in midair. In the blink of an eye, she had pulled the cumbersome man onto the roof!

“Quick! Shoot arrows!”

“Hold the rope!” Chu Qiao shouted, then grabbed the rope and climbed up in a few movements. The arrows came in a dense shower. Chu Qiao, in a moment of carelessness, was hit in the shoulder, blood flowing freely.

“Ah! You’re wounded!”

“Stop talking nonsense!” Chu Qiao snapped, kicking through the roof tiles and pulling Liang Shaoqing out along the beam.

Arrows pattered against the beam. Someone shouted, “The targets are on the roof! Go up and catch them!”

But by the time they ran out and climbed onto the roof, there was no trace of Chu Qiao.

The black-clothed men looked at each other in confusion. After a while, one angrily removed his black outer garment, saying, “Even with such a tight net, she escaped! I’ve lived all these years for nothing!”

Beneath the black garment, he was wearing a military uniform.

Another man shook his head, saying, “We lost quite a few men at Tang Ma Ridge too. If she were an ordinary woman, would the imperial capital promise us so many rewards?”

“I think we should drop this matter.”

“You wish you could continue,” the man shook his head. “Trying to catch her in the future will only be more difficult.”

“How are you?”

In the thick of night, Liang Shaoqing carried Chu Qiao, running swiftly through narrow alleys. The shoulder wound wasn’t serious, but the injury below her left ribs was severe, bleeding profusely.

Chu Qiao groaned, gritting her teeth as she said, “Put me down.”

“What?”

“Put me down!”

The woman said firmly, “They’re not following us.”

“Who says we’re not following you?”

A deep voice suddenly sounded in the darkness. Both of them were startled and looked up to see Master Mu leading more than twenty men, walking out with a smile.

Liang Shaoqing cried out, “So it was you!”

Master Mu didn’t even glance at him, his small eyes fixed on Chu Qiao as he smiled and said, “Brat, you have quite a few enemies looking for you. It’s truly a case of searching everywhere without success, only to find what we seek without effort.”

Liang Shaoqing suddenly stood up, stretching his arms to shield Chu Qiao. Summoning his courage, he shouted, “If you want to capture someone, capture me! Don’t harm her!”

“Don’t harm her?” Master Mu snorted coldly. “I won’t spare either of you!”

“Come! Seize this boy. He’s quite handsome and will fetch a good price.”

The crowd surged forward, quickly capturing the severely wounded Chu Qiao and the defenseless Liang Shaoqing.

Master Mu waved his hand: “Let’s go! Back to the market!”

(The author notes: Didn’t finish writing during the day, making up for it tonight.)

Chapter 84: On the Streets of Xianyang
In the narrow, pitch-black room, the girl’s muffled groan cut through the darkness like lightning, startling Liang Shaoqing beside her. The young man hurriedly crawled over, leaning close to Chu Qiao’s face, nervously whispering, “Are you awake? How are you feeling?”

Chu Qiao’s brows furrowed, opening her eyes with immense willpower. The initial confusion upon waking lasted less than a second before she spoke in a deep voice, “You fool, you’re pressing on my shoulder.”

“Ah!” Liang Shaoqing jumped back dramatically. Indeed, he had been pressing on Chu Qiao’s shoulder, causing the wound to start seeping blood again.

“I’m sorry! How are you? Are you going to die?”

Chu Qiao gave him an impatient glance, her brows knitted together as she endured waves of pain from beneath her left ribs. Having weathered great storms only to capsize in a ditch, Chu Qiao’s frustration was understandable. Fortunately, the wounds on her left ribs and shoulder weren’t deep or life-threatening, but if they remained in this filthy, chaotic slave den without treatment and cleaning, serious complications would eventually arise. She surveyed the cramped cell where one couldn’t even stand without hitting their head, with only faint light coming from above. One glance told Chu Qiao that she and the bookworm had been imprisoned in an underground dungeon as dangerous individuals.

Just then, the sound of locks opening came from above. Down the narrow ladder came two men in brown clothes, each carrying a whip as thick as a thumb, shouting in coarse voices, “You sons of bitches! Get up!”

Liang Shaoqing turned pale with fear, his limbs trembling. This scholar, raised in comfort and familiar only with classical texts, had left home for Tang Capital with enthusiasm and admiration, only to encounter various misfortunes on the way. The darkness of the world was beyond anything he could have imagined. Despite this, the timid bookworm nervously moved in front of Chu Qiao, declaring righteously, “What—what do you want? Once I get out, I’ll report you to the local officials, accusing you of forced enslavement, assaulting imperial nobles, disrespecting hierarchy, lacking manners, completely…”

With a “swoosh,” a whip suddenly struck down, hitting Liang Shaoqing’s arm. The scholar showed courage, letting out only a suppressed groan, still staring with his head held high, showing no sign of yielding.

“Dog! Even here you put on airs! Speak such nonsense again, and I’ll fill your mouth with dung. Let’s see if you still dare to talk! Damn it!”

The large man cursed, and still unsatisfied, raised his whip again. But it didn’t land on Liang Shaoqing. Chu Qiao, sitting behind him, swiftly caught the end of the whip. The large man grew angry, tugging back hard twice but couldn’t pull it free. Growing furious, he assumed an awkward horse stance and exerted force, but Chu Qiao suddenly released her grip. The man lost his balance and fell backward with a thud, his head crashing hard against the earthen wall.

“Everyone has moments of misfortune. In dealing with life, it’s best to leave yourself a way out.”

Chu Qiao’s face was pale, her tone ice-cold. The fallen man scrambled to his feet in embarrassment, shouting as he rushed forward to fight Chu Qiao. After just two steps, he involuntarily stopped. Though the young boy before him was young, his demeanor was extraordinary. Despite being severely wounded and covered in blood, his expression remained calm without a trace of panic. This rare composure and coolness set him apart from the scholars who kept threatening to report them to officials.

“Bookworm, help me up.”

Liang Shaoqing was stunned. “Get up? Where to?”

Chu Qiao gave him an impatient look. Wounded and irritable, she didn’t want to explain further, supporting herself against the wall to stand. Seeing this, Liang Shaoqing hurriedly held her hand.

“This young brother understands. Old Five, give them clothes. The market is about to open.”

They put on the coarse slave clothing—if it could be called clothing. It was merely a piece of hemp with a hole cut in the middle for the neck, the sides tucked at the waist and tied with straw rope to form a garment. Front and back both bore a large character for “slave.”

Early morning in Xianyang City was bustling. Merchants and travelers from various regions moved through the marketplace, a chaotic mixture of northern and southern accents. Small vendors called out in the streets, selling various goods—horses, grains, clothing, jewelry, wine, tobacco, tea, fruits—almost everything that could be named on the continent was available here. Looking around, it was a sea of heads, shoulders pressing against shoulders, a scene of prosperity and liveliness.

“Get in!”

The large man pushed hard, forcing the two into the cage. The massive iron cage already held seventy or eighty slaves, both male and female, old and young. The oldest were in their forties or fifties with graying hair, while the youngest were only seven or eight, sitting timidly in corners, their eyes like frightened rabbits, fearfully surveying their surroundings.

“Swoosh!”

A whip suddenly lashed in, and Chu Qiao felt a burning sensation on her back as a bloody gash opened. Seeing this, Liang Shaoqing threw himself over her, shielding her entire body. The swooshing sound of whips continued around them, and the slaves cried out in panic, huddling together in the center of the iron cage, trembling in fear.

“Behave yourselves! Major buyers are coming to select people. Anyone who causes trouble, see how I deal with you!”

The man brandished his fist, then snorted coldly before swaggering away.

The crowd slowly dispersed, with those who had been whipped moaning softly, weak and dispirited.

“Hey,” Chu Qiao’s body was burning hot. This series of exertions had made her, already severely wounded and having lost much blood, dizzy and light-headed. She gently pushed against the scholar’s shoulder, her voice hoarse as she asked, “Are you all right?”

Liang Shaoqing raised his head at her voice. He was still lying on top of Chu Qiao, and upon realizing this, he scrambled away in fright, shaking his head like a rattledrum. “I’m fine, I’m fine.”

“Help me lean over there.”

Liang Shaoqing obediently helped her lean against a corner of the cage. Chu Qiao’s brows were tightly knitted as she endured the pain from her wounds, saying in a low voice, “People will come to buy slaves soon. We must be bought and leave this place quickly.”

Liang Shaoqing was stunned. “Are we going to be slaves for someone?”

“In our current situation, we have no chance of escape.” Chu Qiao’s face was flushed red, showing signs of fever. She could barely summon the strength to speak. She slowly closed her eyes, resting her head wearily on the scholar’s shoulder, whispering, “I need to find a place to recover.”

Liang Shaoqing’s body immediately stiffened. The girl’s breath was fragrant, gently falling on his neck. The man’s face grew even redder than the feverish Chu Qiao. He nodded incoherently, speaking in broken sentences, “Yes, yes, right, what you say makes sense.”

After a while, Chu Qiao didn’t respond. Looking down, he saw that she had fallen asleep, her breathing hot, clearly feverish. Liang Shaoqing was alarmed, reaching to feel her forehead, which was burning hot. His heart instantly rose to his throat. He laid her flat, letting her head rest on his leg, yet couldn’t think of any way to escape their current predicament.

The streets of Xianyang were filled with carriages and horses, a sea of people. Just then, a procession passed along the street. The man at the front rode a snow-white stallion. His features were handsome, with a hint of charm. His eyes slanted slightly upward, his sword-like eyebrows extended into his temples, his nose bridge more prominent than most, his lips crimson, and his gaze profound. Behind him followed a large group of formidable guards, slowly moving down the street.

“Young Master,” Zhu Cheng rode up, whispering, “The water transportation office is just ahead. Zhu Ting has gone ahead to make arrangements. Envoys from Bian Tang are waiting there. Once we arrive, we can take the water route to cross the border.”

Zhuge Yue nodded slightly. His handsome appearance and grand entourage made commoners step aside. Wherever they went, people on the main street retreated like the tide. Occasionally, bold young women would glance at him with coquettish eyes, carrying hints of flirtation.

The morning sun rose, dispelling the thin fog. Zhuge Yue wore a deep blue robe with satin embroidery and a jade belt as silvery as frost. As they passed through an area of small vendors, the young noble suddenly frowned and reined in his stallion. The entire procession stopped. Everyone curiously followed Zhuge Yue’s gaze and saw stalls selling cosmetics, hair ornaments, and lanterns, one after another. In front gathered a group of young women dressed in colorful attire, selecting items to their liking. Seeing a noble young master stopping, everyone looked over excitedly, hoping his gaze was directed at them.

Zhuge Yue looked for a while, his gaze carrying an unfathomable depth. Suddenly, the man turned his horse, not looking back again, ignoring the disappointed sighs from the young women as he rode away.

Everyone was puzzled and hurriedly followed their master.

At this moment, a small vendor grabbed the sleeve of a young woman who was leaving in disappointment, asking, “Miss! Don’t you want this rabbit lantern?”

“No, no!” the woman replied impatiently, leaving with several female companions.

The loud beating of gongs and drums announced the opening of the slave market, making the entire market even more lively. Master Mu’s business was excellent today. Not only did he have a large pre-arranged deal, but he also had many small buyers. He smiled, looking at his money pouch, his bean-sized eyes narrowing to slits, revealing all his yellow teeth.

“Miss! Miss!” Liang Shaoqing lowered his voice, holding a bowl of water he had managed to get, carefully bringing it to Chu Qiao’s lips, whispering, “Wake up, drink some water.”

The crowd was chaotic. A large number of onlookers gathered in front of Master Mu’s stand, watching the slaves being displayed on the platform—some robust, others beautiful. Many buyers surrounded the cage, pointing and discussing, examining the slaves’ physiques, appearances, and teeth, just like buying livestock. Some men buying female slaves even demanded to verify the merchandise on the spot. Master Mu’s business provided full service; a row of small houses to the right was prepared exactly for these gentlemen’s moments of pleasure.

As Zhuge Yue passed by, an old man in his sixties had just purchased more than ten female slaves, all eleven or twelve years old, causing discussions among the watching commoners. Master Mu’s business was booming, making him call out even more energetically. The front was so crowded that Zhuge’s horse procession couldn’t pass through.

“Young Master, let me go ahead and check.” Yue Qi had grown up now, with a strong build and calm eyes. One glance was enough to recognize him as an accomplished swordsman.

Zhuge Yue nodded, and Yue Qi led several subordinates to clear the path ahead. Zhuge Yue’s eyes swept casually over the market when suddenly he heard the young female slaves on the platform whimpering. He turned to look and saw that these children were all around eleven or twelve years old, with some even younger at eight or nine. They were all in tattered clothes, barely covered, looking like a group of beggars. The old man, over sixty, wore nouveau riche bright red clothes embroidered with vulgar gold ingots. Now he was grinning with yellow teeth, laughing disgustingly while obscenely touching the tender faces of the young female slaves.

Zhuge Yue’s brows gradually furrowed, his eyes filled with undisguised disgust. He beckoned slightly, and Zhu Cheng immediately approached. Zhuge Yue’s expression was cold as he said in a deep voice, “Go, buy those children back.”

“Young Master?” Zhu Cheng was stunned, his young, shrewd eyes blinking as he asked, “Why buy slaves? It’s not convenient for our journey.”

“When I tell you to buy, just go and buy. Why so many questions?”

Zhu Cheng, having been scolded, shrank his neck and walked forward with squared shoulders.

Just then, a loud curse suddenly came. Zhuge Yue turned to look and saw a handsome male slave with an extraordinary temperament being kicked aside in the slave cage. He got up, his expression agitated, seemingly still trying to argue something, but from this distance, it was unclear what he was saying.

Zhuge Yue paid no further attention, but inadvertently glanced at a corner of the cage where a thin, small young boy had collapsed softly on the ground. His shoulder and clothes were obscured by other slaves in the cage, revealing only his lower body and a pair of delicate, slender hands.

In an instant, it was as if lightning had exploded in his mind! Zhuge Yue’s brows immediately furrowed, his gaze sharp as he looked over. Though it was just a hand, it felt inexplicably familiar to him, like boiling water flowing through his heart, making his entire heart surge. Without time to think, an inexplicable impulse made him dismount, pushing aside the layers of people in front, forcing his way forward.

The crowd surged in chaos, and Zhuge Yue’s forceful approach drew a wave of curses. Not caring about these, Zhuge Yue’s sword-like eyebrows knitted tightly as he struggled to reach the front, grabbing the iron bars of the cage, frowning as he looked toward where he had seen that hand.

The cage was filled with a fishy stench, with cowering bodies and terrified eyes everywhere. Many people looked cautiously in his direction, and seeing his sharp gaze and serious expression, they immediately looked away in fright.

Nothing, nothing, still nothing!

Anger rose in waves from the depths of his heart. Zhuge Yue looked again and again unwillingly but still found no trace. Had he been mistaken? The man stood angrily in front of the cage, a deep furrow forming between his brows.

“Young Master!” Yue Qi walked up through the crowd, looking curiously at Zhuge Yue, then carefully said, “The path is cleared. We can proceed now.”

“Young Master! Young Master!” Zhu Cheng rushed over, followed by more than ten girls around eleven or twelve years old. These young slave girls, suddenly sold to another master, relieved that they wouldn’t have to serve the notorious old lecher, all breathed sighs of relief. They looked timidly at their new master. These children, who had understood life’s hardships too early, were secretly delighted, their expressions immediately relaxing.

Other slaves in the cage looked at them enviously, hoping that this young master, obviously from a wealthy family, would be kind-hearted enough to buy them too.

“Young Master?” Zhu Cheng called cautiously. The Young Master was staring at the cage with a fixed gaze. Had he taken a liking to another slave?

“Let’s go.” Zhuge Yue turned around, leading his servants away from this chaotic place. Just as he turned his head, a scream of pain suddenly rang out, but it was drowned by the cheers of the crowd as a group of young female slaves was brought onto the selling platform. Zhuge Yue, unaware, led his servants away from Master Mu’s stand, riding toward the river transportation office.

The girl in her dream screamed in pain, then collapsed powerlessly into Liang Shaoqing’s arms. An elderly gentleman, holding an arrowhead, turned to Master Mu and said, “Look, such a long arrowhead. If it had remained on her shoulder for another day, even the Daoist immortals couldn’t save her!”

In a small tent behind the cage, Master Mu impatiently said, “Just keep her alive. Later, a big buyer will come. She’ll be sold mixed in with the crowd. Once she’s off my hands, I don’t care whether she lives or dies.”

With that, he walked out.

Liang Shaoqing let out a long sigh of relief and said to the doctor, “Thank you, sir.”

The doctor was kind-hearted. He sighed and said, “This young man just needs medicine, bandaging, and rest for a while. But you, beaten so severely just to get him medical attention—I see you’re also a scholar. How can you endure such suffering? What a tragedy!”

“Don’t worry, doctor. I’m fine.”

“Come here, let me check you too.”

Outside, the crowd roared. The sky was cloudless. It was already June, and the southeast climate was hot. Birds flew across the sky, adding to the lively, prosperous scene.

Zhuge Yue sat on his horse, silently pondering, not speaking for a long time.

“Young Master? Young Master?”

Zhu Cheng called several times before he heard. The young man was slightly startled and asked, “What is it?”

Zhu Cheng sighed and repeated, “This slave will go buy several horses and a carriage. These children can’t follow us to Tang Capital on foot.”

Zhuge Yue looked back and saw the group of young slave girls without mounts, forced to run after his horse with large strides. They all wore tattered clothes, their faces flushed, their small faces covered in sweat, their eyes bright and black, looking at him with a mixture of fear and hopeful flattery.

“Yes,” he nodded. “Also, buy some clothes for them to change into.”

“Understood. This slave will go now.”

As Zhu Cheng left, everyone continued forward. Behind them, subordinates whispered among themselves, saying softly, “Young Master is so kind to slaves.”

“Don’t you know? Young Master has always been gentle with slaves.”

“Shut up, all of you!” Yue Qi turned back, rebuking the whispering servants.

The procession moved on. Half an hour later, they had left the market behind, and the street gradually became quieter. In the distance, the river transportation office was already in sight.

“Young Master!”

The urgent sound of hoofbeats came from behind. Zhu Cheng, leading several servants with eight newly purchased horses, galloped up, accompanied by two carriages.

“Young Master, everything is arranged.”

Zhuge Yue nodded, his gaze lightly passing over the horses, when suddenly his brows furrowed, his eyes narrowing like a fierce leopard spotting prey.

Zhuge Yue rode forward, approaching a jet-black stallion. This horse was different from the others. Seeing him approach, it was very alert. Although tied up, it still cautiously retreated two steps, regarding him with suspicious eyes, uneasily pawing the ground with its hooves. It was covered in wounds, clearly having been severely beaten before.

“Meteor?”

The low voice sounded, and the horse’s ears immediately pricked up, looking at him with delight. Zhuge Yue’s expression changed dramatically, and he continued in a low voice, “Meteor, is it you?”

The horse neighed happily, affectionately moving forward, nuzzling Zhuge Yue’s palm with its nose, snorting joyfully, clearly delighted to see a familiar person.

“Where did you buy this horse?”

“Just, just at the horse market ahead.”

“Take me there.”

Zhu Cheng said, “Young Master, it’s getting late. Shouldn’t we—”

“Take me there!”

Zhuge Yue’s cold command, his expression stern, startled Zhu Cheng, who immediately fell to his knees, hurriedly saying, “This slave obeys.”

They galloped to the horse market. The horse dealer, thinking there was a problem with his horse, rushed forward to inquire.

“This horse, where did you get it?”

The horse dealer’s expression changed, and he smiled, saying, “Young Master jests. This is my horse, raised by me since it was young.”

Zhuge Yue’s face darkened as he said in a deep voice, “I’ll ask you once more: where did you get it?”

“I, I’m not lying!”

“Will you speak or not!” With a swoosh, Yue Qi drew his sword, placing it against the man’s neck, shouting harshly.

“Great Master, spare me, spare me this once.” The man fell to his knees with a thud, shouting, “I found it recently when passing Tang Ma Ridge. I saw it had no owner, wandering by itself, so I took it. I had no idea it belonged to you, Great Master. If I had known, I wouldn’t have dared to steal it, even with ten lives to spare!”

“Hya!”

Zhuge Yue turned his horse around and headed back the way they had come. Zhu Cheng was stunned, stepping forward to ask, “Young Master, where are we going?”

Zhuge Yue’s sword-like eyebrows rose, his expression cold, but his eyes carried an undisguisable heat. In a low tone, he slowly said, “To buy slaves.”

The streets were bustling. Where the procession passed, people scattered. Zhuge Yue galloped furiously, his deep blue robe fluttering in the wind like the massive wings of an eagle. The thunder of hooves raised rolling clouds of dust.

Chapter 85: Li Ce’s Grand Wedding
Just as Zhuge Yue led his entourage away, another convoy of carriages slowly approached. A capable old steward jumped down from the carriage while Master Mu bowed obsequiously beside him, his head nearly touching the ground as he hurriedly said, “You’ve arrived. I have the people ready for you to select.”

The old steward was past sixty, wearing a clean blue cloth robe with a white satin belt around his waist. His hair was meticulously combed, giving him an extremely capable appearance. He remained silent with a stern expression as he walked to the slaves, his eyes scanning over their tattered clothes. After a while, he pointed at the people in the cage.

“This one, this one, this one, and this one too…”

Master Mu followed beside him, hurriedly recording the selections in a small notebook. In a short time, the old man had chosen twenty-five slaves, then turned around and said, “That’s all.”

“What?” Master Mu was stunned. “Just these? Wouldn’t the master like to look at more? I have many robust ones in the sheds behind that couldn’t be brought out because of limited space. Perhaps you’d like to take a look back there?”

“I said these are enough. Why so many unnecessary words?”

The old man frowned with great authority in his stern voice. Master Mu was startled and quickly nodded, “Yes, yes, I spoke out of turn.”

Just as the old man was about to leave, a clear voice suddenly called out, “Sir, please wait!”

The old man paused and turned around. A young man with a handsome face and scholarly air had forcibly pushed his way to the front of the slaves. His face was flushed, but his lips were somewhat pale. He nervously licked his lips and said, “Sir, I am well-versed in the eight histories and six arts. I’ve studied literature since childhood and know Tao, Qilue, Dashu, Shengyu, Lanzhi Jing, Daode Wen, Guicang Qianyi, and Yuanzonghengyu. I’m also skilled in music, chess, calligraphy, painting, tea ceremony, and perfumery. Would you consider buying me?”

The old man slowly frowned, his voice low as he said slowly, “I’m buying slaves for manual labor, not a tutor.”

“I can do manual labor too,” Liang Shaoqing immediately replied, wracking his brain to think of what “manual labor” might include. He hurriedly added, “I can grind ink, cut paper, dry books, organize manuscripts, and oh yes, I can also make fires, fetch water, chop wood, and also…”

“Do you truly understand the Lanzhi Jing?”

A deep, mellow voice slowly arose. Though not particularly loud, it carried a naturally calm and serene quality. A slightly pale hand lifted the blue cloth curtain of the carriage. The man had fine eyebrows and long eyes, with a gaze as peaceful as a spring lake in March. His complexion was somewhat pale. Though the weather wasn’t cold, he wore a silver satin cloak with the hood half covering his face. In his blue robes, he exuded an elegant demeanor.

People flowed like water through the streets, the surroundings were a mix of high and low, carriages rumbled by, and the sharp neighing of horses disturbed someone who had been sleeping. The girl who had been unconscious slowly opened her eyes, only to see such water-like gentle eyes. Chu Qiao lay in the dry hay, weakly looking at the man in the distance. She didn’t speak or move, just quietly gazed with a far-off look that instantly washed away long-term fatigue and hardship.

“I know a little. The Lanzhi Jing is profound and vast. For me to claim mastery would truly be an insult to your noble ears.”

The gentleman in blue robes nodded. He was still quite young, only twenty-five or twenty-six, but his manner and bearing had a rare restraint and calmness. The man nodded and said, “Uncle Qing, buy him.”

“Sir!” Liang Shaoqing suddenly called out loudly, “I have a younger brother who is ill. We cannot be separated under any circumstances. Would you be willing to buy him as well?”

The gentleman in blue robes looked in the direction Liang Shaoqing pointed and immediately saw the weakened Chu Qiao lying on the ground. The young woman in male attire had a peaceful expression. Though her face was as pale as paper, she showed no sign of pain or distress. She quietly looked at the man, neither servile nor arrogant, without joy or sorrow. The man nodded and said, “Very well.”

Liang Shaoqing immediately clapped his hands with joy and ran to Chu Qiao’s side, lifting her in his arms, saying, “We’re saved! We’re saved!”

Chu Qiao was breathing with difficulty. The weakness after removing the arrowhead had left her entire body frail. Her voice was as faint as a mosquito as she softly said, “Thank you.”

Liang Shaoqing just shook his head with joy, when suddenly, as if remembering something, he leaned over and asked, “By the way, what’s your name? What should I call you later?”

Chu Qiao said, “You said I’m your younger brother, so I’ll take your surname. My original surname is Qiao, you can call me Xiao Qiao.”

“Good, my surname is Liang, given name Shaoqing, courtesy name Zhangyu.”

Chu Qiao nodded: “Bookworm.”

Liang Shaoqing was stunned, then frowned angrily, “Hey! You should call me Big Brother!”

But Chu Qiao could no longer hear him. She tilted her head and fell unconscious again. At this moment, the old man called Uncle Qing came forward, glanced at Chu Qiao once, and then said, “Quickly get into the carriage, we have a doctor traveling with us.”

The carriages rumbled away, carrying the admiring gazes of ordinary people, along with the faintly scattered smoke dust, disappearing into the thin morning mist.

Master Mu rubbed his hands resentfully. Even after the people had long vanished, he still bore some discontented grumbling. A servant approached and, unable to read the mood, smiled and said, “Master, you’ve made a fortune!”

“What fortune my ass!”

Master Mu exploded in anger, panting furiously as he cursed, “Some great household they are! As stingy as a mouse! Just a few people and they still haggled with me for half the day, damn it!”

The servant was stunned and asked, “They didn’t look like that type. Master, who were they?”

“How would I know?” Master Mu threw the account book in his hand to the side and shouted angrily, “Old Liu introduced them yesterday, and I bet even he doesn’t know. These days, clans that aren’t doing well still want to put on airs. Damn it all!”

“Pack up!” Master Mu called out irritably, “Bad luck today. What I earned this morning I’ve lost now. Damn it, what rotten luck!”

The streets were bustling, various food aromas wafting through the streets of Xian Yang City. Crowds of people came and went, stopping at places that interested them. Many out-of-town merchants looked around curiously, occasionally buying small trinkets they fancied. The small vendors at the slave market had excellent business today, making big sales since early morning, leaving them grinning from ear to ear.

Suddenly, the vendor’s eyes lit up as he became alert. He saw the elegantly dressed gentleman who had just passed by galloping back on horseback, his expression grave. Something had happened. A common person in the marketplace had few pleasures in life except enjoying a bit of excitement. Since he had no fortune to attract such a formidable figure, he was happy to watch, craning his neck to look.

When Zhuge Yue and his men rushed back to Master Mu’s slave stand, Master Mu and his subordinates had already packed up and were preparing to leave. Yue Qi stepped forward and said in a deep voice, “Please wait.”

Master Mu had encountered countless people in his life, and his eyes were extremely discerning. He could tell at a glance who had money and who didn’t, especially since this man had just bought over ten young female slaves from someone else without even asking the price. He couldn’t afford to miss this sucker who had appeared on his doorstep. He quickly bowed and scurried forward, smiling as he said, “Young master, how may I be of service?”

Zhuge Yue didn’t speak, his expression cold as he walked toward a string of slaves bound with ropes behind Master Mu.

Master Mu was stunned and hurriedly went up to him, calling out, “Hey, young master, you…”

With a “swoosh,” Yue Qi’s sword scabbard was placed against Master Mu’s neck. The man’s face was unfriendly as he said in a low voice, “Stand still. Did anyone say you could approach?”

Master Mu nervously rubbed his hands, being extremely cautious. Years of experience told him that these people were not ones he could afford to provoke.

After a while, the man in blue robes turned around, came to Master Mu, and asked in a deep voice, “Are all your slaves here?”

“Yes, they’re all here. I was about to pack up, and those from the two sheds in the back had just been brought out. Young master, do you see any that catch your eye?”

Zhuge Yue’s brows slowly furrowed, his lips cold, silent for a long time. After a while, he asked word by word, “Are you certain that everyone is here?”

Just that short question caused sweat to flow from Master Mu’s forehead. He nervously looked back and counted once more, then said, “Young master, they are all here. Even if I had the courage of a lion, I wouldn’t dare deceive you.”

Zhu Cheng had now understood the cause and effect of the situation. He carefully approached Zhuge Yue and said, “Young master, perhaps we made a mistake? With Miss Xing’er’s abilities, how could they possibly capture her?”

Zhuge Yue didn’t speak, just standing still in deep thought. The morning sun broke through the mist, its golden brilliance warm as spring water, bathing the trees and flowers of Xian Yang City. The small city was surrounded by water, with a tributary of the Red River flowing through it. Travelers rowed small boats on it, slowly paddling, carefree and content, like a light ink painting.

Zhuge Yue lifted his foot and began to walk away, his gaze cold, no longer showing the earlier brilliance. But just as he was leaving, a dark-faced burly man ran out from the dilapidated sheds in the back. In his haste, he hadn’t noticed who had arrived, and called out excitedly, “Boss! That kid had a good sword on him. I think it’s worth quite a bit!”

All eyes instantly turned toward him, including Zhuge Yue’s.

His gaze focused, his eyebrows raised, and Zhuge Yue strode forward, snatching the sword, then with a “swoosh,” drew it from its scabbard!

In an instant, brilliant light flashed as everyone stared in astonishment at the supremely sharp treasured sword.

The blade was ancient blue with faint traces of blood patterns. At the top, in a small ancient seal script, were two characters: “Breaking Moon!”

Zhuge Yue’s face instantly became like ice. He walked straight forward, holding the sword level, and asked in a deep voice, “This sword, where did you get it from?”

“I, I, I… I picked it up.”

With a “swoosh,” the long sword rang out like a dragon’s cry, and a sudden gust of wind lifted Zhuge Yue’s deep blue sleeves. The man’s sword tip pointed diagonally at Master Mu’s throat as he said slowly in a low tone, “Will you tell me or not?”

“Mercy! Young master, mercy! This, this sword belonged to a slave.”

“Where is that slave now?”

Master Mu was scared out of his wits and answered every question truthfully, “Someone just bought him.”

“Bought him?” Zhuge Yue sneered, “You really won’t believe until you see your own coffin!”

“Young master! Every word I say is true, without a single falsehood! If you don’t believe me, you can ask the surrounding shopkeepers. Someone did come and buy a batch of slaves just now, including that person.”

Master Mu fell to his knees with a thud, terrified to the core, stammering loudly.

Zhuge Yue’s gaze swept across the faces of the onlookers, and then he asked in a deep voice, “Who bought them? How long ago did they leave?”

“They just left, not even the time it takes to burn an incense stick. As for who the buyers were, I don’t know, I truly don’t know!”

A gentle breeze suddenly blew from the end of the long street, swirling and raising dust from the ground. Zhuge Yue’s long robe danced in the wind, his black hair like night, his lips even more crimson. Standing amid the crowd, his eyes showed a rare bewilderment. He gazed at the rolling masses of people, his expression a mix of emotions—belated resentment, regret for his carelessness, confusion at his helplessness, and most of all, deep disappointment.

“Was she injured? How serious?”

Master Mu was extremely shrewd. If he still didn’t recognize that the young master was of noble birth, he would have lived in vain. He quickly said, “She was severely injured, with a knife wound on her left ribs and an arrow wound on her shoulder. I picked her up near the City God Temple on the outskirts last night and sought medical treatment through the night to save her life. Young master, I am foolish and didn’t recognize your eminence. I had no idea that young man was your friend and sold him as a slave. I deserve to die, I deserve to die!”

“Young man?” Zhuge Yue frowned slightly, then understood. He looked down at Master Mu and said word by word in a deep voice, “You truly deserve to die!”

Zhuge Yue’s voice was low, carrying immense murderous intent and a thick scent of blood. Master Mu was shocked and immediately lost his words. The man continued, “In this world, she has only one master—me. How dare you sell her like merchandise? You deserve to die, truly deserve to die.”

“Young master, I… I…”

“Yue Qi, I leave this to you to handle. I don’t want to see him here on our return journey.”

Yue Qi stepped forward and said solemnly, “Yes.”

Ignoring Master Mu’s desperate pleas, Zhuge Yue mounted his horse and galloped away, quickly disappearing into the bustling streets.

The hooves thundered, and in the busy marketplace, screams like pig slaughter arose. In these times, the lives of commoners were as worthless as grass, and for a slave trader like Master Mu who had committed countless evils, no one would shed a tear for him.

“Zhu Cheng, go to the water transport office and inform them that we won’t be taking the water route, but the land route instead.”

Zhu Cheng was stunned, and although he had been mentally prepared, he couldn’t help but try to dissuade him, “Young master, the old master instructed us to arrive in Tang Capital early. The land route takes longer. Moreover, all the major family clans entering the border are taking the water route. Only our family is going against the current, which might cause rumors.”

Zhuge Yue didn’t respond, just turned his head to give him a cold look, his meaning crystal clear.

Zhu Cheng felt a chill down his spine. How could he not know Zhuge Yue’s thoughts? For this grand event in the Tang Capital, the water routes were restricted, and only invited clans dared to travel them. Ordinary travelers and minor clans had to take the land route. And those who could purchase people from such low-grade slave traders were unlikely to be major clan households. The young master’s insistence on taking the land route had an obvious purpose. But even if he found her, what would it mean given their current positions? After all, the young master was no longer the thirteen-year-old boy from nine years ago, and she was no longer the little slave girl with nothing to her name.

Young master, even if you find her, what can you do? She is a tiger, and even if temporarily injured and trapped, she cannot be tamed.

Zhu Cheng shook his head with a sigh and turned to walk toward the river transport office. The morning sun blazed, shining on Zhuge Yue’s deep blue sleeves, the light flowing brilliantly, dazzlingly handsome, with exceptional grace and elegance.

In the distance, the willow branches were fresh, and an old elm tree stood thick and tall, probably thirty or forty years old. It was wrapped with red cloth strips and various paper cutouts—a superstition of the country folk. They believed that elms housed immortals, and the thicker and older the tree, the more divine it was. Over time, commoners facing difficulties would come to worship, wealthy households would offer snacks and food, while the poor would tie a red string, praying for smooth affairs and the safety of loved ones.

The long wind blew, and Zhuge Yue’s clothes rippled like washing. He reached out to untie the jade pendant from his waist and casually threw it toward the elm tree. With a ding, the priceless jade pendant hung on a high branch, swaying back and forth, emitting brilliant light in the sunshine.

“Hya!”

Zhuge Yue turned and spurred his horse, leading his subordinates away with a rumble.

Summer cicadas chirped shrilly, hot winds blew, and the jade pendant between the trees swayed, casting flickering shadows.

When she awoke, it was already dusk. Golden light covered the river, and the red sun hung in the west.

Liang Shaoqing, seeing her awake, beamed with joy and quickly took up the medicinal soup beside him, carefully feeding it to her.

The medicine was very bitter, and having to drink it spoonful by spoonful was like a form of torture. Chu Qiao frowned, took the medicine bowl, and drank it all at once, then hurriedly drank a mouthful of strong tea to suppress the bitterness in her mouth.

Changed into clean clothes with her wounds redressed with medicine and bandages, half her illness immediately vanished. Chu Qiao sat up and looked around at the room she and Liang Shaoqing were in, frowning as she asked, “Where is this? Where are we going?”

“We’ve been bought.” Liang Shaoqing said with a mysterious expression what everyone in the world already knew, his face making one want to punch his head flat, “We’re on a boat now.”

Chu Qiao had a good temper. She suppressed her urge to beat him up and very calmly said, “Bookworm, can you tell me something I don’t know?”

“Oh,” Liang Shaoqing nodded and began to share the pitiful amount of intelligence he had.

The family that had bought them was surnamed Zhan, coming from Shuixiu Province on the Summer-Tang border, heading for the Tang capital of Bian. The master was a young man in his twenties, the same one they had seen in the market, named Zhan Ziyu. Additionally, this family had five young ladies, all Zhan Ziyu’s sisters. The eldest, second, and third sisters were all married, and their husbands were also on the boat, giving somewhat of an impression of marrying into the wife’s family. There were three large ships in total, with more than a hundred servants and over a hundred guards. Besides the three sons-in-law, there was only the previously mentioned Uncle Qing, who served as the chief steward.

For a single journey to bring so many people, this Zhan family appeared to be quite wealthy. However, Chu Qiao racked her brains for a long time and couldn’t recall any clan surnamed Zhan within the Great Xia borders.

Since this group was heading to the Tang capital, she was no longer in a hurry to leave. This way, she could recover well, and avoid the pursuit from Great Xia, and it also aligned with her route—a triple benefit.

Thinking of this, Chu Qiao looked up and asked, “You said they’re going to the Tang capital. Do you know why they’re going there?”

“The Crown Prince of Bian Tang is about to have his grand wedding. All the nobles from Bian Tang and representatives from Great Xia and Huai Song will go to the Tang capital to attend the Crown Prince’s wedding ceremony.”

“Grand wedding?” Chu Qiao was startled and immediately sat up, asking loudly, “Who is going to marry him?”

Just as Liang Shaoqing was about to answer, the ship suddenly moved violently. The boatmen on both shores shouted, and the big ship slowly set sail.

“Finally moving,” Liang Shaoqing said, “I heard a clan from Great Xia was reluctant to board, and Master Zhan didn’t dare go ahead, waiting an entire day. It seems that person still had business, so our ship has taken the lead.”

“You mentioned the Crown Prince of Bian Tang is marrying. Who is he marrying? Is it a princess from Great Xia?”

“Originally it was to be the Crown Princess,” Liang Shaoqing said, “but later, because of the internal strife in Great Xia, the original Crown Princess became a secondary consort. Since this is the Crown Prince’s first marriage, it’s inevitably grand. Moreover, the bride is the Ninth Princess of Great Xia, making it even more magnificent.”

Chu Qiao lowered her head and didn’t speak for a long time. Liang Shaoqing was puzzled and called out, “Xiao Qiao? Xiao Qiao? What’s wrong? Are you not feeling well?”

“No,” Chu Qiao shook her head and slowly leaned against the bed, saying softly, “I’m tired and want to rest for a while.”

“Then rest. I’ll go out and take a look.”

The cabin door opened, and Liang Shaoqing slipped out. Chu Qiao leaned against the headboard, her brows deeply furrowed, murmuring, “Great Xia has finally allied with Bian Tang through marriage. Yan Xun, what are we going to do?”

The sky was cobalt blue, clear as if washed. Liang Shaoqing stood on the deck and saw that the ship was enormous, about three yards wide, with an upturned bow and stern. It had four masts, two in front and two at the back. The ship was divided into four levels, two above the deck and two below. Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing were of the lowest slave status and should have been staying on the lowest level with the others. But Uncle Qing, seeing that Chu Qiao was severely injured, had assigned them a small cabin on the second level above the deck.

At this moment, a loud horn suddenly sounded from the direction of the bow. The boatmen shouted, exerting themselves as they flung their arms to open the sails. The ship caught the wind and quickly moved forward. Green mountains and azure trees lined both shores, the river surface was silvery white, white fish jumped, and birds circled above. Suddenly, the oppressive feelings in his chest dissipated, and countless impurities seemed to leave his body. Liang Shaoqing stood on the deck and slowly raised his head, and the simple scholar smiled slightly. Finally, they were heading to Tang Capital!

At that moment, on the distant shore, a group of riders was quietly watching the departing ships.

Zhu Cheng carefully approached and said, “Young master, everything has been arranged. The ships that came from Bian Tang to welcome you have also been withdrawn. The border crossing documents have been processed, and we can enter Bian Tang through Baizhi Pass.”

“Mm,” Zhuge Yue nodded, his eyes aimlessly looking at the expanse of pristine river surface as he slowly said, “No rush. Let’s stay in Xian Yang City for two more days.”

Zhu Cheng silently sighed. The young master was worried, afraid that local people might have bought that woman. He nodded and said, “Your servant obeys.”

Gentle breezes blew across the river surface, and countless mountains passed by with cliffs of blue-green. Zhuge Yue stood on the shore, looking at the departing ships, then turned around and rode toward Xian Yang City.

Fate is often full of such coincidences. Zhuge Yue did not know that the person he was desperately seeking was quietly lying on the ship that had originally been prepared for him. Just as he naturally assumed that families wealthy enough to attend Li Ce’s wedding wouldn’t be so financially strained as to purchase servants from such places. But some things just happen this way—coincidences both incredibly strange and impossibly distant. Just as the man rode away, the girl lifted the curtain of the only small window and leaned out to look outside, but could only see rolling dust from horse hooves in the thick river mist.

That day was the ninth of June. The news of Bian Tang Crown Prince Li Ce’s grand wedding had spread throughout the Ximeng continent seven days earlier. Various forces were secretly speculating, considering the political benefits this diplomatic marriage might bring.

Except for the Yan Bei regime, which had completely broken away from the Great Xia Dynasty, all forces on the continent suddenly rushed toward the capital of Bian Tang. Major families, tribes, and vassal princes all sent high-ranking envoys to represent their forces and improve relations with Bian Tang, while also taking the opportunity to probe the attitude of this most stable power on the continent toward the internal strife in Great Xia. Thus, the True Huang Night Banquet, which had previously ended in discord due to internal conflict, once again appeared on the streets of the Tang Capital. In this ancient and mysterious land of Bian Tang, crowds gathered, creating a lively atmosphere.

However, on the same day, Yan Bei finally received news that Great Xia was pursuing Chu Qiao throughout its territories. The new ruler of Yan Bei, Heir Apparent Yan Xun, flew into a rage and ordered a full-scale attack on Xia. He commanded his subordinates Wei Jing, Xi Rui, Bian Cang, Lv Fang, Du Ci, and others, under the leadership of military strategist Wu Daoya, to launch a major invasion into the Western Northern Batu Ha family territory. They left no prisoners in each battle, causing old Batu to wail in distress. In just three days, he lost one-third of his territory, while the remaining two-thirds were still precariously supporting themselves amidst internal civil unrest. Rescue letters like snowflakes rushed toward the imperial capital of True Huang and the auxiliary capital of Yun, filled with the concerns of the Northwestern Batu Ha family and the blood of the warriors who delivered the messages.

In an instant, the entire Great Xia Dynasty was in turmoil, with various forces fearing they would become the first victim under Yan Bei’s iron cavalry. The lion of Yan Bei had announced that if Chu Qiao lost even a single hair in anyone’s territory, the leader of that area and his entire family would pay with their lives. They should pray that this woman pursued across ten thousand miles, wouldn’t catch a cold or get a fever or have a runny nose. Otherwise, the day news of Chu Qiao’s misfortune spread, Yan Bei’s army would arrive at their gates the next day, showing no mercy!

This was no empty threat. The Great Harmony Society assassination teams hidden throughout Great Xia mobilized, beheading the prefects, frontier inspectors, and provincial governors who had participated in large-scale manhunts. Within two days, the list of first-level officials reported dead to the empire reached over thirty.

In an instant, scouts and pursuers sent from various regions were withdrawn. Yan Bei’s formidable strength made everyone fearful. While Yan Xun might not yet have the strength to confront all of Great Xia, he could destroy a province, a fiefdom, or a prefecture, and more terrifyingly, quietly eliminate individuals. Who knew if, when disaster struck, the empire would stand by and watch as they had once done? And who could guarantee that the blind fortune-teller at the door, the aunt selling pancakes at the street corner, the new farmhand at home, or the newly acquired concubine wasn’t an assassin sent by the Great Harmony Society to take one’s head?

Better safe than sorry. Building achievements are good, but compared to this, one’s own life is more important.

Of course, Chu Qiao did not know that at the moment the ship set sail, the situation behind her had already changed so dramatically. She lay quietly in the cabin, waiting for her wounds to heal while pondering what political disadvantages the Tang-Xia marriage alliance would bring to Yan Bei. She hoped that after entering Tang Capital with the fleet, she could head south along the waterway to quickly return to Yan Bei and discuss this matter with Yan Xun.

She did not know what storm awaited her ahead. That magnificent, splendid ancient capital was like a huge net, slowly opening its giant mouth to capture all the forces of the world. The great storm gradually approached, with warm winds from the south carrying the scent of Bian Tang’s flower pollen and rouge, gently causing muscles and bones to soften, imperceptibly drawing people in.

Some gazes are destined to meet, some fists are destined to clash, and some figures are destined to overlap in the bustling prosperity of a golden age. Even if one escapes momentarily, one can never escape for a lifetime. It is a fated entanglement—either both stars fall together, or swords are drawn against each other, or they shine together over the nine provinces.

Two days later, Zhuge Yue organized his troops, left Xian Yang City, entered through Baizhi Pass, and set foot on the land of Bian Tang.

At the same time, a group of riders secretly left Yan Bei, rapidly heading toward the southeast of the Ximeng continent. Hooves rolled, and dust flew.

The grand play in the imperial capital of True Huang, which had been interrupted by Yan Bei’s independence, was finally about to raise its curtain again and continue its performance in the capital of Bian Tang.

Chapter 86: Turmoil in the Zhan Family
Night fell as lanterns were lit across the ship, making it brilliantly illuminated when viewed from afar. The cliffs of Yaishan on both banks rose like knife-carved walls, steep and towering. Occasionally, eagles with massive wingspan soared through the night sky, emitting sharp, clear cries that faded into the distance.

In the dark, cramped cabin, the girl’s shallow breathing was just beside his ear, separated only by a narrow passageway. Liang Shaoqing tossed and turned, unable to fall asleep. Suddenly, his elbow struck something with a thud, hitting hard against the cabin wall.

“Too excited to sleep?”

The girl’s voice sounded faintly beside his ear. Liang Shaoqing rubbed his elbow while defending himself: “I’m just hot, too hot to sleep.”

Chu Qiao gave a light laugh, not bothering to expose his lie. Leaning against the head of the bed, she said, “I can’t sleep either. Bookworm, lift the curtain. It’s stuffy in here.”

Hearing this, Liang Shaoqing sat up and raised the curtain in front of the window. Moonlight poured in like silver, illuminating the thin girl’s face with a snow-white glow. Chu Qiao leaned forward to look outside, her eyes dark, her eyelashes long like butterfly wings. Liang Shaoqing stared at her, momentarily entranced.

“Bookworm, what are you looking at?”

Chu Qiao frowned, lightly scolding him. Liang Shaoqing’s face instantly turned red, and after mumbling for a while, he finally said, “I was wondering, wondering, wondering where you’re from.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, glancing at him sideways. “We’ve only just met, and you’re already digging into someone’s background. Are we that close?”

Liang Shaoqing was taken aback, then said, “We’ve been through life and death together, haven’t we? What’s wrong with asking where you live?”

“Fine,” Chu Qiao turned over to lie back on the bed, closing her eyes with a faint smile. “You tell me about yourself first.”

“I’m from Shangyu in Chaoyang Prefecture of the Great Xia Dynasty.”

“Chaoyang Shangyu?” Chu Qiao slightly furrowed her delicate brows and slowly said, “Your surname is Liang. What relation is Liang Jiutang to you?”

Liang Shaoqing immediately brightened up and said, “That’s my father! Have you heard of him?”

Chu Qiao opened her eyes, turned her head, and looked Liang Shaoqing up and down, frowning. “He’s your father?”

“Yes,” delighted at meeting an acquaintance in a foreign place, Liang Shaoqing smiled happily. “Why, don’t I look like him?”

Chu Qiao shook her head. “No, you don’t.”

Liang Shaoqing touched his head, smiling foolishly. “Hehe, my mother says the same thing.”

“Your father is shrewd, diplomatic, and skilled in commerce. He’s accomplished much in Shangyu. Though it’s just a small county, it’s become an important grain trade center in the south. The Liang family of Shangyu is extremely wealthy. With his intelligence and acumen, how could he have a son like you?”

“Different people have different talents. My father and I have different interests, what’s strange about that?” Liang Shaoqing said, then frowned slightly, looking at her suspiciously. “How do you know so much about my father? Xiao Qiao, who are you? Where do you come from? Why are those officials hunting you?”

Chu Qiao replied naturally, “I just heard about him and remembered a bit. Though we haven’t known each other long, you know my character. I’ve offended officials and must hide my identity. During our time on this ship, I’ll have to trouble you to help conceal me.”

Chu Qiao’s polite manner made Liang Shaoqing feel awkward. He patted his chest and promised, “Don’t worry, I guarantee I won’t say a word.”

The night breeze blew gently, making the small window’s curtain flutter slightly. The moon was cool as water, the river peaceful. The large ship moved slowly forward on the water, gently swaying. Chu Qiao leaned against the bed, eyes half-closed, silently gazing outside. Her tense nerves from the past days gradually relaxed. She had forgotten how long it had been since she had experienced such leisure and tranquility. Having left Zhenhuang City, having escaped that enormous cage, even while on the run, she felt life becoming brighter. Even the surrounding wind felt warm.

“Xiao Qiao?” Liang Shaoqing called softly. “Xiao Qiao?”

“Hmm? What is it?”

“What are you singing?”

Chu Qiao was stunned. “Singing? Was I singing?”

“Yes, you were humming something. It sounded nice. I’ve never heard it before.”

Her cheeks suddenly felt hot. This girl, who faced enemies in battle without changing expression, showed undeniable shyness when caught humming unconsciously. She said softly, “It’s a tune from my hometown.”

Liang Shaoqing happily propped himself up, lying on the bed, smiling. “Will you sing another one for me, please?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, declining, “I don’t sing well.”

“You do,” Liang Shaoqing persisted. “Just sing one song, please?”

“They’re just folk tunes. You won’t like them.”

“How do you know I won’t like them?” Liang Shaoqing frowned, coming up with a peculiar excuse. “Consider it an apology. You made me lose my luggage and clothes, and now I’ve been captured as a slave. Can’t you at least sing a song to make it up to me?”

Chu Qiao frowned, “You’re a grown man. I can’t believe you came up with that excuse.”

“Xiao Qiao, sing one song. We can’t sleep anyway.”

Chu Qiao took a deep breath, somewhat nervous, and said quietly, “Well, shall I sing then?”

“Yes, yes, go ahead,” Liang Shaoqing quickly encouraged her.

Chu Qiao opened her mouth several times but couldn’t make a sound. Frustrated, she frowned, “I haven’t sung in over ten years.”

Liang Shaoqing pouted, “Ten years? How old are you anyway?”

Realizing her slip, Chu Qiao grew embarrassed and angry, “Do you want to hear it or not?”

“I do! I’m waiting for you, aren’t I?”

“Alright, I’ll sing now.” The girl cleared her throat, and then her husky voice slowly rose, gentle like autumn mulberry leaves, sounding softly in the quiet night.

“I know, I’ve always known, you’re there waiting.

In the dimming lights, in the quiet solitude, on the coastal cliffs where waves splash high.

We promised to hold hands in the darkness, side by side.

To create our sunny days amid the world’s contempt and cold stares.

There are white doves, horses grazing, and green grasslands,

There are mountains, rivers, lakes, seas, and the high blue sky,

There the sunshine is never harsh,

There the night sky is filled with stars.

I know, I’ve always known, you’re there waiting.

At the mountain peak, on the green plains, waiting for me to return to your side.

You once said, be brave and open your eyes.

Look ahead at the brilliant sunrise, a radiant day.

I know the road ahead is full of ups and downs like mountains.

I understand the future holds endless trials of fire and sword.

No matter how strong the storm, I’m never afraid to close my eyes,

Because I know, you’re there waiting.”

Night fell, and a gentle breeze blew through the cabin. Chu Qiao’s voice was like warm spring water, slowly washing away the coldness of the cabin. Liang Shaoqing remained silent for a long time. The young man stared toward her in the darkness, quietly contemplating, saying nothing for a long while.

Outside the window came the sound of wheels rolling across the deck. Chu Qiao looked out, only to see a flash of white shadow at the corner of the cabin.

Night shrouded everything, covering the wilderness. The river flowed quietly, all was silent.

The Zhan family’s doctor was indeed skilled. Within three days, Chu Qiao’s wounds had improved. The old doctor had treated her wounds and checked her pulse, naturally knowing she was female. The steward, Uncle Qing, was considerate enough not to reveal this and even secretly gave her a jar of ointment to help heal scars, carefully instructing her on how to use it.

That day, when the ship reached Meicheng Port, it wasn’t completely dark yet. The boatmen went ashore to rest. Many local officials had gathered on both banks, obviously there to welcome the Zhan family’s fleet. It was crowded and lively. Chu Qiao looked out the window, watched for a while, and then gradually frowned. Liang Shaoqing knelt on the bed and came forward, asking puzzled, “Xiao Qiao, what’s wrong?”

Chu Qiao extended her hand, pointing at the crowd ahead, saying, “Look, apart from minor officials below the eighth rank, there are only various families’ advisors and secretaries. Meicheng is a major transport hub. How could they not send out a proper delegation? It seems our new master’s status isn’t very promising, at least nowhere near the level where one would casually travel with hundreds of servants.”

“Really?” Liang Shaoqing squeezed forward, staring out with wide eyes. “I can’t tell.”

“If you could tell, even a three-year-old child could tell.” Chu Qiao impatiently rolled her eyes, thought for a moment, then frowned again, saying, “But it’s also strange. If the Zhan family didn’t have such great power, the prefecture governors and officials wouldn’t need to come to welcome them. Why bother sending all their advisors and secretaries?”

“Maybe they’re busy, delayed by something.”

Chu Qiao automatically ignored Liang Shaoqing’s words, muttering, “They dare to not come, yet they dare not appear too formal or enthusiastic. This suggests that the Zhan family should have some power, but for some reason, others dare not do too much. This means…”

“Oh, I understand now,” Chu Qiao suddenly sat up and said to Liang Shaoqing, “The Zhan family must have a powerful adversary in Tang Capital. These officials can’t afford to offend either side, so they can only act ambiguously. The Zhan family must have once been a great clan in Bian Tang, but were later marginalized for some reason and moved to Great Xia. But nominally, they’re still aristocrats of Bian Tang, which explains why they’re obscure in Great Xia but respected in Bian Tang. This time, they’re probably not just going to the capital for celebrations but returning home with their entire family, which is why they brought so many attendants, even with several sisters’ husbands following. Moreover, though the Zhan family appears prosperous, they’re hollow inside, which is why they’re buying slaves at low prices in the slave market.”

“Xiao Qiao, since you’re feeling energetic, why not go out for some sun?” Liang Shaoqing stood on the ground, meticulously arranging the wrinkles on his robe. A mere servant’s outer garment, yet he wore it as if it were precious silk.

“You’re here chattering about other people’s family circumstances. People might think you have some ulterior motive.”

“What ulterior motive could I have? I just want to crack open your skull and see if it’s filled with grass or water!”

Chu Qiao frowned as she stood up. Her movements still caused slight pain in her wounds, but compared to the previous days, this was almost negligible.

“How are you? Does it hurt much?”

Chu Qiao impatiently said, “Want me to give you a cut to try it out?”

“No need,” Liang Shaoqing chuckled. “I’m sure it hurts. I guarantee I couldn’t handle it.”

Outside the cabin, the breeze was cool and refreshing. As soon as Chu Qiao stepped out of the cabin, she felt invigorated. Just then, the dining hall bell rang. Having eaten in the cabin for several days, now that she could walk, she decided to follow Liang Shaoqing to the dining hall to taste the communal food served to the slaves.

The so-called dining hall was at the rear deck. Servants lined up in order, taking turns to get their food. Chu Qiao sat against the ship’s wall, watching Liang Shaoqing, the rich family’s son, adapt easily as he queued behind a group of slaves. Several people in front turned back, smiling and greeting him, showing great conviviality. The young girl’s lips curled into a faint smile.

It seemed it had been many years since she had enjoyed such a leisurely life. She leaned back, raising her head, seeing several pure white waterbirds circling overhead, chirping pleasantly.

Just then, something cold splashed on her head. Chu Qiao was startled and quickly stood up. She saw several burly men in coarse clothes standing before her. One of them held a bowl, looking at her provocatively. He had just poured water on her head.

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing much. I want to sit here to eat, and I’d like you to move aside.”

“Xiao Qiao! What’s wrong?” Just as Chu Qiao was about to speak, Liang Shaoqing suddenly ran back, clucking like a mother hen as he approached. “What happened?”

Before he could reach them, one of the men suddenly stuck out his leg, tripping Liang Shaoqing. With three bowls in his hands, containing both rice and dishes, he instantly lost balance. With a cry of distress, he tumbled to the ground!

“What are you doing?” Chu Qiao rushed forward to help the dazed scholar and sharply rebuked the men.

“This little brother has quite a temper! What, your brother can’t walk properly, and you blame others?”

“Yeah, look at the two brothers’ appearance, all slick and pretty-faced. They look like pretty boys.”

The men burst into laughter together. One of them laughed loudly, “Look at their pathetic state, so fragile they’d break with a pinch. And they talk about being well-versed in poetry and prose. Damn, they think they’re top scholars or champions.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes gradually narrowed, like a wildcat, glowing with an eerie light. Liang Shaoqing was busy cleaning his soiled clothes. The originally furious young man saw Chu Qiao’s expression and was startled, hurriedly saying, “Xiao Qiao, I’m fine. Don’t be angry.”

“Little brat! Learn from your big brother about knowing your place. Don’t think staying in a first-class cabin makes you first-class people!”

After throwing out this line, the burly men turned and left, cursing as they went.

Chu Qiao helped Liang Shaoqing up. The man was not only covered in filth, but the broken porcelain bowls had cut his hand, and blood was dripping down. Liang Shaoqing grimaced in pain, but afraid that Chu Qiao would get angry, he sucked in his breath and endured it without making a sound.

“That was Chen Shuang, the carriage driver. He’s the first son-in-law’s man. He even dares to defy Uncle Qing sometimes. You’ve offended him, so be careful in the future.”

A man in his thirties approached, holding his food bowl. Seeing that the group had gone far, he cautiously warned them.

Chu Qiao frowned and said in a deep voice, “Isn’t Master Zhan the head of this household? How can a mere carriage driver be so arrogant?”

The man replied, “You mean the young master? His health is poor, so he rarely manages affairs. Previously, Uncle Qing handled everything in the household. Later, when the eldest daughter returned, she gradually took over. Now, it’s mainly the first and second sons-in-law who are in charge.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded. “Thank you.”

Chu Qiao had red lips and white teeth; when she smiled, her smile was radiant. The servant who saw her was momentarily stunned. Chu Qiao supported Liang Shaoqing as he stood up, and with a stern face said, “Come back with me.”

Liang Shaoqing wore a bitter expression and carefully said, “Xiao Qiao, I haven’t eaten yet.”

Chu Qiao glared at him and took him back to the cabin. She took out the medicine the doctor had left a few days ago, sat on the bed, and carefully cleaned and treated his wounds.

Liang Shaoqing, struggling to make conversation, asked, “Xiao Qiao, are you hungry?”

Chu Qiao frowned and said in a deep voice, “You’re Liang Jiutang’s son, a young master of the Liang family from Shangyu. How can you be so easygoing, willing to eat anything?”

“What else can I do if I don’t eat?” Liang Shaoqing said with a worried face. “I know that food is awful, but I’ll be hungry if I don’t eat.”

With a “bang,” Chu Qiao threw down the white silk cloth in her hand and stood up abruptly, walking toward the door.

Liang Shaoqing was startled, thinking she was going out to settle scores with those men. He quickly blocked her way, saying, “Xiao Qiao, even a strong dragon can’t suppress a local snake. It’s not worth getting upset over such a small matter. We won’t be here long anyway. Once we reach Tang Capital, I’ll visit my father’s friends, and we can…”

“I’m going out to get you food,” Chu Qiao said helplessly. “Aren’t you hungry?”

“Ah?” Liang Shaoqing opened his eyes wide in confusion. After a long while, he nodded and said, “Oh, I see. Then, go ahead.”

By this time, it had already grown completely dark. Chu Qiao walked out of the cabin onto the deck, only to find that everything had been cleaned up, with no leftovers in sight. She was beginning to worry when the man who had spoken to them earlier approached, handed her two large bowls, and smiled kindly, saying, “I knew you hadn’t eaten, so I saved these for you.”

The two bowls were filled with white rice, some green vegetables, and small salted fish. Chu Qiao felt a warmth in her heart and sincerely said, “Thank you, big brother.”

“It’s nothing. We’ll all be working together in the future, so we should look out for each other. You two brothers don’t look like slaves. What happened, did your family fall on hard times?”

Chu Qiao nodded, “Nothing escapes your eyes, big brother.”

“Don’t worry,” the man patted his chest, “I may not be able to help you with much, but if you’re hungry, feel free to find me. I work in the kitchen.”

“Thank you very much, big brother.”

After parting with the man, Chu Qiao hurried back. Just as she reached the corner of the deck, she heard the sound of wheels rolling across the planks. Finding it familiar, she stopped, pressed herself against the cabin wall, and slowly moved forward.

A dressed man sat in a wooden wheelchair, his hair fastened with a bamboo pin, wearing a long blue robe. The hem of his clothes fluttered slightly in the night breeze, with a few strands of black hair floating across his forehead. The moonlight reflected off the water, illuminating his face, and accentuating a transparent paleness like white jade or orchids. His black eyebrows, temple hair shaped like knife-cuts, straight nose, and thin lips, as he sat quietly in the lee of the stern in the gentle night breeze under the watery moon, with his clothes fluttering, made him appear like a figure from a painting, without any trace of worldly air.

Chu Qiao was momentarily stunned. She should have continued along this path back to the cabin, but for some reason, faced with such a scene, she couldn’t bring herself to disturb him. Just as she was about to turn and go around another way, a rich, elegant voice slowly sounded, “Who’s there?”

Chu Qiao had no choice but to step forward, first bowing, then saying, “Young master, this slave went to get food and was passing by. I’ve disturbed your peace.”

The man turned his head and looked at her quietly. He wore plain clothes, not appearing particularly noble. His face was haggard, thin, and somewhat sickly, but he had eyes clearer than mountain springs, seemingly containing inconsolable compassion and indelible vicissitudes, as if he had experienced all the joys and sorrows of the world and seen through all its warmth and coldness.

After a while, the man nodded and said, “Oh, it’s you.”

Chu Qiao was surprised and asked, “Does the young master recognize this slave?”

“You’re the brother of that scholar who has read the Lanzhi Sutra.”

“Wow! You do remember?” Chu Qiao was startled, exaggeratedly opening her mouth wide, exclaiming, “The young master has an excellent memory.”

Zhan Ziyu smiled gently but didn’t answer, instead turning his head to face the silver-white river surface, silent.

Chu Qiao stood in place, feeling somewhat awkward, unsure whether to leave or stay. As she hesitated, Zhan Ziyu suddenly said, “Your singing is very beautiful.”

Chu Qiao was stunned and unconsciously uttered an “Ah.”

“Three days ago, I was passing by the deck and heard you singing.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao didn’t know what to say, murmuring, “This slave was just singing casually. Thank you for your praise, young master.”

“When your wound heals, go serve my fifth sister. She also likes to sing.”

Chu Qiao had planned to leave after a while and had no desire to invite such trouble. She hurriedly said, “Young master, this slave is a man. It would be inappropriate to serve a young lady. It would be better to stay on deck doing manual labor.”

Zhan Ziyu turned his head, his gaze like aged wine, smiling slightly, his teeth white, saying slowly, “Not convenient? I think it’s quite convenient.”

Chu Qiao was momentarily stunned, realizing that Zhan Ziyu had seen through her female identity, and didn’t know how to respond.

“Push me back,” the man said. “Uncle Qing may have fallen asleep. He hasn’t been well lately and sleeps a lot.”

Chu Qiao quickly stepped forward, placed the food bowls on the deck, and pushed the handles of the wheelchair toward the main cabin.

On her second day here, she had heard that the young master was disabled. At first, she couldn’t associate the refined man in the carriage with disability. But seeing him now, she didn’t find anything jarring or inappropriate. Zhan Ziyu’s unassuming and detached temperament, his gentle tone and expression, made his entire being unusually comfortable to be around, and even the wheelchair didn’t seem out of place.

The wheels of the chair rolled across the deck, making a faint sound. The man’s back was thin, somewhat frail, and his shoulders appeared very slender. The breeze carried the faint scent of sandalwood from him, peaceful and serene.

Opening the door to the main cabin, a subtle fragrance of sandalwood immediately wafted out. The room was furnished very simply, yet everywhere revealed the master’s subtle elegance.

In the center of the floor mat was a five-stringed zither, with a deep sandalwood color, ancient and elegant. A bronze octagonal incense burner was placed nearby, with three incense candles burning, now mostly consumed, only ash remaining.

The floor was covered with blue scrolls, embroidered with unopened lotus flowers. The window curtains were all cyan, the tables and chairs amber-colored, all antique items.

On the right stood a writing desk, with the four treasures of the study properly arranged. An unfolded scroll lay on the desk, ink spots evident, seemingly written not long ago. Beside it was a large bookshelf filled with countless books, faintly emitting the aroma of ink.

Chu Qiao pushed Zhan Ziyu in, and seeing no servants in the room, took the initiative to walk to a corner, trimmed the lamp wick, and tested the temperature of the teapot with her hand. Finding it still warm, she poured a cup of tea and handed it to Zhan Ziyu, saying, “Young master, have some tea.”

Zhan Ziyu took it but didn’t drink, just holding it in his hands.

Chu Qiao stood in place, somewhat awkward, thought for a moment, and said, “Should this slave call for servants to attend to the young master?”

“No need,” Zhan Ziyu shook his head and said, “You may go now.”

“Yes.” Chu Qiao nodded and turned to leave.

“Wait,” Zhan Ziyu suddenly called. Chu Qiao turned back and saw him pointing at the pastries on the desk, saying, “After such a delay, your food has gone cold. Take these pastries to eat.”

Chu Qiao was slightly surprised, thinking to herself that this master was kind to slaves. She quickly nodded in gratitude, “Thank you, young master.”

“Mm.” Zhan Ziyu waved his hand, propelled his wheelchair himself, and disappeared behind the layers of window curtains.

Chu Qiao picked up the pastries from the table and left the room.

When she returned to the cabin, it was already late at night. Liang Shaoqing was still holding his injured hand, waiting for her. Seeing her return, he immediately complained, “Xiao Qiao, what took you so long?”

“What’s wrong? Afraid to sleep by yourself?”

Liang Shaoqing’s face immediately turned red. After struggling for a while, he finally said, “Xiao Qiao, you’re a girl, you should speak more politely…”

“Shut your mouth!”

She took out a piece of cake and stuffed it into Liang Shaoqing’s mouth. The bookworm was startled, looked at it, and exclaimed happily, “Thousand-layer pastry? Xiao Qiao, where did you get this?”

“Just eat it. It’s not stolen.”

Liang Shaoqing chuckled and buried himself in eating, seemingly starved, and no longer chattering.

Chu Qiao sat on the bed with her knees pulled up, frowning as she thought of Zhan Ziyu whom she had just met, and asked, “Hey, do you know how the young master of the Zhan family became disabled?”

“I heard he fell from a horse eight years ago.”

“Fell from a horse!” Chu Qiao sighed slightly. Such an otherworldly figure, his life ruined like this, truly a pity.

Liang Shaoqing, having filled his stomach, began to display his excellent quality of being talkative, and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I just met him outside and found it unfortunate.”

For some unknown reason, Liang Shaoqing suddenly seemed distracted. He sat there blankly, his fingers covered in pastry crumbs, not bothering to clean them. Chu Qiao looked at him puzzled, seeing his dazed expression, and asked sternly, “Bookworm? What are you daydreaming about now?”

“Xiao Qiao, as a girl, you shouldn’t go out alone at night. Even if you do, you shouldn’t casually talk to men.”

Chu Qiao was stunned and frowned, “Are you mental?”

“I’m giving you good advice,” Liang Shaoqing hurriedly said. “A girl will eventually marry. If you’re so casual, how will you get married in the future?”

Chu Qiao laid out the bedding, dismissively saying, “I can’t get married just because I spoke to a man? Then what about us sleeping in the same room?”

Liang Shaoqing’s face turned red, his expression very solemn. After thinking for a while, he stuttered, “This… this… we’re forced by circumstances. Even if… I would have to consult my parents first before giving you an answer.”

Chu Qiao was both amused and exasperated, looking incredulously at Liang Shaoqing’s affected manner. She gave him a slap on the head and said, “Go to sleep, stop dreaming.”

Liang Shaoqing was somewhat angry and shouted, “Xiao Qiao, I’m serious.”

Chu Qiao raised her fist, “I’m serious too. If you don’t behave, I’ll have to hit you.”

Power overpowering reason, Liang Shaoqing, still clothed, crawled under the blanket, his eyes fixed on the girl’s figure.

Water birds made long cries on the river, the sound distant, coming from far away.

Chu Qiao closed her eyes, and in her dreams, she vaguely saw Zhan Ziyu’s eyes, clear as cold springs.

Early the next morning, before daybreak, they were awakened by the urgent sound of gongs and drums. Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing both awoke, hurriedly tidied their clothes, and ran out of the cabin, hearing the sound of crying from afar.

They saw the deck filled with people, seemingly everyone from the Zhan family was present. Several women were dressed in silks and satins, their faces half-covered by veils, making it impossible to see their features. The three sons-in-law stood at the front, each a man of talent and vigor.

“What happened?”

The low voice sounded slowly. A girl of sixteen or seventeen was pushing Zhan Ziyu out of the cabin. The man wore a blue satin robe with silver-edged sleeves, appearing elegant and refined.

“Ziyu,” a woman at the front slowly walked forward, covering her face with her hand, saying sorrowfully, “Uncle Qing has aged. We only just discovered it.”

Zhan Ziyu’s face immediately turned pale, even more bloodless. He frowned, looking at his elder sister with complex emotions, but couldn’t utter a word.

“Ziyu, don’t be too sad. Uncle Qing was old; this day was bound to come sooner or later. He passed peacefully, without illness or pain. He didn’t suffer,” said Zhan Zikui, the second young lady of the Zhan family, her voice sorrowful, though somehow it sounded false. “What’s important now is to arrange Uncle Qing’s funeral. He’s been with our family for over fifty years; our siblings all grew up under his care. He’s practically part of our family. We must ensure he’s sent off with proper ceremony.”

Gu Gong’en, the first son-in-law of the Zhan family, coughed lightly and slowly saying, “But previously, Uncle Qing managed all these household matters. Now that he’s gone, who will take on this role?”

“Brother-in-law! Uncle Qing has just passed away, and you’re already impatient?”

Gu Gong’en’s face reddened. Just as he was about to speak, the eldest daughter, Zhan Zifang, immediately frowned and said sternly, “Little sister, what are you saying? Gong’en is thinking of the Zhan family’s interests. Do you expect to arrange Uncle Qing’s funeral yourself?”

“Big sister, I…”

“Enough, Zijun, push me back,” Zhan Ziyu said.

“Brother!”

Zhan Ziyu frowned and raised his voice, “Listen to me!”

“Since Ziyu has no objections, I’ll recommend someone. Chen Shuang has been with the household for many years, always diligent and conscientious. Why not let him take over as steward and arrange Uncle Qing’s funeral?”

The crowd became noisy, gradually growing lively. The sad atmosphere caused by Uncle Qing’s passing vanished in an instant. Chu Qiao, still mindful of the old man’s care for her, was saddened that he had passed so quickly. As the ship couldn’t keep a corpse, a shed was set up on the shore to house the old man’s body. Chu Qiao looked out a couple of times and immediately frowned.

Liang Shaoqing leaned over and asked, “Xiao Qiao, what are you looking at?”

“Something’s not right,” Chu Qiao shook her head. “Uncle Qing doesn’t look like he died of old age. It looks more like murder.”

“What? You’re saying Uncle Qing was murdered?”

Liang Shaoqing exclaimed in horror, and by the time Chu Qiao tried to cover his mouth, it was already too late. In an instant, everyone’s gaze converged on them.

“What did you say?” Zhan Ziyu’s voice was calm, his expression serene, but his sword-like eyebrows gradually furrowed. “Say that again.”

Chapter 87: The Zhan Family Shows Its Might
Like a stone causing a thousand ripples, Chu Qiao wished she could punch this man’s head to pieces, but still had to cover for him: “He didn’t say anything, he’s just talking nonsense.”

All kinds of gazes came from every direction. Liang Shaoqing wasn’t a fool and knew he had said something he shouldn’t have. He quickly covered up: “Yes, I misspoke. Please forgive me, young master.”

“How dare you! You mere slaves, babbling nonsense before your masters, speaking wildly without restraint. Have you no fear of consequences? Do you no longer want to live?” Before the Zhan family could speak, Chen Shuang, the soon-to-be-appointed steward of the Zhan household, eagerly shouted, his face red, eyes bloodshot, angry in an unusual way.

“When we are speaking, what right does a slave have to interrupt? There’s less and less discipline. Chen Shuang, drag these two away and give them twenty strokes with the punishment rod to teach them a lesson.”

The eldest daughter, Zhan Zifang, said in a deep voice, never looking directly at the two, but her brows gradually furrowed. Servants immediately stepped forward. At this moment, Zhan Ziyu suddenly coughed lightly. His voice was soft with little strength, yet it made every one pause. The man calmly turned his head, his gaze passing lightly over Chu Qiao, then said, “Let it go. They’ve just entered the household and have much to learn. This matter ends here. You may leave.”

The servants stood in place, looking somewhat awkwardly toward the eldest daughter. Zhan Zifang frowned deeply, breathing rapidly, clearly angry at Zhan Ziyu’s words.

“Ziyu, you’re always too lenient. If these servants aren’t strictly disciplined, they’ll become uncontrollable. In my opinion, they should be taught a lesson to prevent them from becoming lawless.”

Zhan Zikui said softly, then raised her head, looking at Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing with cold eyes, saying sternly, “You two, kneel before me now!”

Chu Qiao’s brows gradually furrowed, her anger rising within. Here within Bian Tang’s borders, she no longer feared being hunted. Rather than suffering in the chaotic Zhan household, it would be better to cause a scene, be expelled from the Zhan family, and take the opportunity to slip away from the ship. Thinking of this, the girl dressed as a servant snorted coldly, raised her head, and slowly said, “A man’s knees hold gold; to have me kneel and kowtow to a woman like you, you might as well take my head!”

Once these words were spoken, everyone was shocked. Zhan Zikui was stunned for a moment, then stepped forward angrily, shouting, “How dare you! Someone, seize them!”

Four large men immediately rushed forward. Chu Qiao laughed coldly, suddenly stepping forward, turning defense into offense. She swung her elbows left and right, leaped up, and slammed hard into the ribs of two servants. The two seven-foot men immediately cried out in pain and flew to the sides. At this moment, fists were whistling past her ears. The girl listened to locate them, nimbly sidestepped to the right, avoiding the attack, turned to grab the shoulder, locked it, twisted it, and immediately dislocated the man’s arm.

Before the screams had subsided, another man came forward. Chu Qiao grabbed the large man with the broken arm, used him as a pivot, took two running steps, leaped up, and kicked hard at the man’s chin. The man groaned, spun in the air, and landed flat on the ground.

In the blink of an eye, all four large men were taken down, each with a single move, with no chance to retaliate.

Chu Qiao combined combat experience from two lifetimes; how could her fighting skills be matched by these household guards? The onlookers were dazzled, unable to see clearly before all the men were down. How could they not be shocked? Gu Gong’en’s face turned green, no longer able to maintain his good breeding. He stepped forward and said fiercely, “This is completely lawless. Someone, seize this disrespectful little beast for me, dead or alive!”

With a rush, more than twenty guards surrounded them. Chu Qiao turned sharply, a cold smile of indifference on her lips. Her small back stood straight as a brush. Pointing at those around her, she scornfully said, “If any of you can withstand thirty of my moves, I’ll immediately kneel and give you a hundred resounding kowtows!”

“Such arrogance! All of you—”

“Enough!”

A low rebuke suddenly sounded. Zhan Ziyu frowned deeply and slowly said, “How long do you intend to continue this commotion? Do you not respect me at all?”

Gu Gong’en was stunned, somewhat embarrassed as he explained, “Ziyu, I—”

“No need to say more,” Zhan Ziyu turned to look at Chu Qiao and said in a deep voice, “You two may leave. The Zhan household is too small to accommodate your greatness. I, Zhan, have been blind and have offended you.”

Chu Qiao was surprised and said, “Young master’s words are too heavy. Our family has fallen on hard times. Thanks to the young master’s rescue, we brothers will keep this kindness and virtue in our hearts.”

Zhan Ziyu did not respond and slowly turned his head, clearly not believing her.

If they didn’t leave now, when would they? Chu Qiao grabbed the still-dazed Liang Shaoqing and turned to leave the ship.

The Meicheng dock was quite far from the market. By noon, the two had entered the city. They had not eaten breakfast and now found themselves without money. Liang Shaoqing sighed repeatedly, repeatedly saying that they would have been better off staying on the ship. After being hit on the head twice by Chu Qiao, he finally became meekly silent.

Finding Liang Shaoqing too much of an eyesore, she settled him in a dilapidated temple to wait, while she wandered the streets. She casually picked the pockets of two well-groomed men, bought some food, and returned to the temple.

This time, Liang Shaoqing surprisingly didn’t ask many questions, seemingly aware that even the sages might have abandoned him. He honestly ate his fill and burped happily.

By this time, it had grown dark outside. They couldn’t stay here long, so Chu Qiao took the bookworm and left the temple, heading south.

Exiting the southern city gate, the two had no horses and could only travel on foot. They hadn’t gone far when Liang Shaoqing complained loudly of leg pain and insisted on sitting down to rest. Chu Qiao had no choice but to sit down with a frown. The moon was full, the stars sparse, and the air fresh. A tributary of the Chi River flowed through here, called the Peony River. Tree shadows were sparse on both banks, flowers drifted, the night breeze carried subtle fragrance, and an ancient path stretched long and far. In the middle of the waterside, occasionally stood villas of wealthy families, with colorful lanterns glowing, appearing uniquely serene and quiet.

“Bookworm, we’re taking the land route now. When we reach Bolan City ahead, we should part ways.”

“What? What did you say?” Liang Shaoqing was suddenly startled, almost jumping up, asking loudly, “Xiao Qiao? Why?”

“No particular reason,” Chu Qiao said sternly. “We’re not related in any way. You can’t follow me forever. Aren’t you still going to Tang Capital?”

Liang Shaoqing was tongue-tied, mumbling for a long time before saying, “I’m traveling to broaden my horizons. I can go anywhere.”

“But I have important matters to attend to. Don’t worry, before we part, I’ll prepare travel funds and documents for you to enter the capital. Nothing will go wrong.”

Liang Shaoqing suddenly fell silent, his breathing becoming increasingly heavy. Chu Qiao looked at him questioningly, only to see the man suddenly stand up and say loudly, “Who needs your travel funds? Let’s part ways right here.”

With that, he turned and strode away.

Chu Qiao was startled, not expecting this bookworm to have such a volatile temper. She stood up and shouted, “Dead bookworm, stop right there!”

Liang Shaoqing continued forward as if he hadn’t heard, not looking back.

“I’ll say it once more, stop right there!”

“Liang Shaoqing, don’t be ungrateful. If you dare take one more step forward, we’re done, and I’ll never look after you again!”

“Bookworm, did you hear me?”

This time, the bookworm was determined and just walked away. Chu Qiao sat on a large rock, her eyes turning blue with anger, thinking to herself that men truly couldn’t be shown kindness. With his character, and without a penny to his name, he’d probably be captured as a slave again before dawn.

Chu Qiao caught her breath for a moment, then stood up intending to chase after him. However, before she could take a step, Liang Shaoqing’s voice rang out in the distance like a slaughtered pig: “Xiao Qiao! Run quickly!”

“Stop! Surrender quietly! Otherwise, I’ll kill him!”

Suddenly, Chu Qiao felt that life truly held no hope.

Some people in this world are born to be annoying. If they don’t annoy someone for a day, they feel restless.

Like Tian Boguang, Ximen Qing, and Liang Shaoqing.

Dispersing a group of bandit-like slave traders was quite simple. The difficulty was how to rescue the wretched bookworm without a scratch. Just as Chu Qiao had finally scattered the five shifty-eyed slave traders, the newly rescued Liang Shaoqing had already run back from the distance, followed by a group of men with long swords. The young bookworm ran and shouted, “Quick! The bandits are just ahead!”

“Xiao Qiao! Are you all right?”

Chu Qiao helplessly watched as Liang Shaoqing rushed forward like a mother hen, anxiously grabbing her and looking her up and down.

“They didn’t hurt you, did they? Vile bandits. Don’t worry, I’ve brought these brothers. If they dare come again, we’ll tie them up and send them to the officials!”

Many times, Chu Qiao truly didn’t know how to communicate with this man who had never left home or seen the world. The ones afraid of officials should be you; the ones without documents or identity proof should be you. Why can you always speak so righteously?

“Brothers, sorry for the trouble. Thank you for your willingness to help. That group has already fled.”

Chu Qiao stepped forward and thanked the leading man. Although they hadn’t been of much help, at least they had met on the road and been led here by the bookworm; they could be considered kind-hearted good people.

“No need for thanks,” the large man strangely looked Chu Qiao up and down, then asked, “Where are you from, young brother?”

Alarm rose in Chu Qiao’s heart. Just as she was about to reply, a sudden scream came from behind. She turned sharply to see Liang Shaoqing with a black bag over his head, struggling desperately.

“Hey! Stop—”

Before she could finish, her head suddenly buzzed, and everything went black. The moment before completely losing consciousness, Chu Qiao saw the large man kick her to the ground. Her mouth was filled with bitterness like gentian, and she wanted to curse loudly. In the final moment of consciousness, she frantically admonished herself that when she woke up, she must escape that idiot of a plague god and never again endure such freakish misfortune.

When she awoke, Chu Qiao truly experienced what it meant to be beyond tears.

Zhan Ziyu wore a plain blue robe with a cyan gauze satin outer garment. His appearance was unassuming, his expression detached. He sat in a sandalwood-scented room, lowering his head to drink tea.

A young woman sat beside him, wearing a light white gown with pale yellow plain patterns, elegant in demeanor, dignified in appearance. Her oval face held autumn-water-like eyes, clear and cold. Though simply dressed, she couldn’t hide her peerless grace. At this moment, she was speaking softly, “I encountered them both on the road. Seeing them wearing our household’s servant clothes, I brought them back. Fourth Brother, are they runaway slaves from our household?”

Zhan Ziyu’s expression was somewhat cold. He glanced at the now-awake Chu Qiao and nodded slightly, “Fifth Sister has gone to trouble.”

The woman’s face darkened as she called softly, “Fourth Brother…”

“You may go. You must be tired after a day’s journey.”

The woman bit her lower lip lightly, took a deep breath, and her expression returned to calmness.

“Then Fourth Brother should rest early. Minger will leave now. The river wind is cold; Fourth Brother, remember to add clothes.”

Zhan Ziyu moved his wheelchair, slowly turning away. His hand brushed across the strings of the zither on the table, immediately producing a string of clear, melodious sounds. “The Bian Tang wind, however cold, is not as cold as the deep winter of Great Xia.”

Zhan Ziming pressed her lips tightly and left without a word. The room suddenly grew quiet. Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing were thrown on the ground like ignored garbage. Watching the servants withdraw one by one, Chu Qiao became somewhat anxious and hurriedly called out, “Hey! You’re all leaving, but who’s going to untie us?”

With a “swoosh,” a flying knife immediately flew over, cutting through the ropes on Chu Qiao’s body. The precision of force and aim was so perfect that even Chu Qiao herself could hardly achieve it.

“The ship has already set sail. You can either jump off or wait until we dock in three days.”

After untying the ropes on Liang Shaoqing, the stupid scholar was still deep in sweet dreams. Two slaps from Chu Qiao made him jump up with a loud cry, shouting, “Thieves! Thieves!”

“In that case, we’ll trouble the young master.”

Zhan Ziyu didn’t speak, just lowered his head silently, lost in thought.

Grabbing the confused and disoriented Liang Shaoqing, she walked out of the cabin door.

“Xiao Qiao, how did we come back again? Did the Zhan family send people to rescue us?”

Chu Qiao no longer wanted to hit him. She turned to look at him, her eyes very sad. This entire day, she had exhausted all her strength; now she didn’t want to say another word.

“Xiao Qiao, what’s that expression? What’s wrong? Did someone bully you? Just tell me!”

“Hey? Why are you walking so fast? Huh? Are you going to sleep? But I still have questions to ask you!”

“Xiao Qiao, are you going to cry? Why are you looking at me like that?”

…

Early the next morning, Chu Qiao was shaken awake by Liang Shaoqing. Opening her eyes, she saw him happily holding two empty bowls, excited as if celebrating a festival: “What time is it already, and you’re still sleeping? Time for breakfast.”

Then, he turned and walked out of the cabin, calling loudly, “Wait here, I’ll go get you food.”

Human thinking is difficult to understand. For instance, right now, Chu Qiao found it hard to understand why Liang Shaoqing could so casually run out to get food, and in what capacity he was joining the line of Zhan family slaves queuing for food. This question was truly perplexing, more inscrutable than the Goldbach Conjecture.

At this moment, suddenly someone knocked on the door. Before Chu Qiao could respond, a pretty maid walked in, looked at Chu Qiao with disgust, and said coldly, “The young master wants to see you. Follow me.”

Chu Qiao was surprised, not knowing what Zhan Ziyu would want with her again. Being under someone’s roof, she had to comply. She got out of bed, tidied herself, and followed behind the maid.

However, the maid turned around but didn’t walk toward Zhan Ziyu’s room. Chu Qiao frowned in confusion and asked, “Where is sister taking me?”

“Who’s your sister? Don’t try to get familiar here. Of course, to see the young master!”

“Isn’t the young master’s room in that direction?”

The pretty maid’s face turned cold as she snapped, “What’s your status that you expect the young master to receive you in his room? Keep asking questions, and you might be thrown into the Chi River to feed the fish!”

Following along the ship’s cabin downward, they reached the lowest level, the third-class cabins. Even Liang Shaoqing would surely have realized something was wrong by now. Chu Qiao maintained her composure, slightly raising her eyebrows: “The young master is seeing me in the third-class cabin?”

The pretty maid angrily said, “Why do you have so much useless talk!”

With a “bang,” the doors on both sides of the third-class cabin suddenly opened. More than thirty large men rushed out from the rooms on both sides, standing in the narrow passageway. Leading them, Chen Shuang laughed wickedly, “Clueless little brat! Today you’ll taste my power!”

Chu Qiao looked around and suddenly smiled coldly. First, this place was narrow, making it impossible to form a complete encirclement; the advantage of numbers couldn’t be fully utilized. Second, being in the lower cabin, they feared weapons might damage the ship’s hull, so weapons couldn’t be used. Third, fearing that sounds would be heard by those above, they had closed the cabin doors, cutting off air circulation, and making the already narrow ship cabin even more confined.

Looking at this group of strong but utterly unskilled fighters, Chu Qiao relaxed, twisted her neck, stretched her limbs, then leaned against a pillar, crossed her arms, curled one finger to beckon them, and said, “Come all at once.”

“Kill him for me!”

Chen Shuang roared and lunged forward!

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, her eyes flashing with a merciless light. A household guard only felt a blur before his eyes before his chest made a crisp bone-breaking sound. Before he could feel the pain, his entire body was thrown backward!

After kicking one person away, Chu Qiao continued without pause. Her body slid, her wrist moving forward like an eel, five fingers forming a claw, gripping the opponent’s chin firmly, twisting and pulling. With a crisp cracking sound, the man’s jaw was dislocated.

After efficiently dealing with two guards, Chu Qiao grabbed the man with the dislocated jaw, leaped into the air with one foot, executed a climbing capture step, and consecutively stomped on the necks of seven men rushing toward her. The men collectively groaned, fell to the ground, and struggled to get up again. At this point, it was a matter of who was faster, and who had better reflexes. Chu Qiao was not inferior to anyone. As soon as a large man approached, she nimbly grabbed his belt, executed a standard judo throw, and the man fell with a thud. Chu Qiao followed with a kick, and the man curled up like a shrimp, sliding backward and colliding with a group of guards trying to rush forward.

By now, Chen Shuang’s shouting still echoed, but everyone was dumbfounded. They hadn’t yet understood what was happening before being taken down one by one. Standard killing techniques combined with perfect combat experience, plus advantageous terrain and solid skills—in no time, more than half of those present had fallen!

Everyone was terrified; some even wanted to turn and flee. Unfortunately, the doors were locked from the outside and couldn’t be opened.

Chu Qiao laughed delicately: “We haven’t even started yet, and you’re already thinking of leaving?”

In an instant, screams filled the entire lower deck.

The sound of locks opening rang out. Liang Shaoqing led the way, bringing Zhan Ziyu, whom he had somehow persuaded to come, along with several other Zhan family ladies and sons-in-law. Servants of the Zhan family crowded at the door to watch the excitement. When they saw the horrifying scene inside, they all opened their mouths in shock.

The Zhan family’s fierce guards lay scattered on the ground. By now, few could stand up unharmed. Chen Shuang was pinned under Chu Qiao’s foot. Hearing the sound from above, he tried to raise his head, but before he could get up, he fell back down with a thud, breaking two front teeth.

Chu Qiao stood among the injured men, unharmed, with a friendly smile. In a relaxed tone, she looked up and said, “Young master, I’ve caused trouble for you again. You should dock the ship and send me away.”

The cold wind blew in through the cabin door, lifting the girl’s hair from her forehead. Zhan Ziyu’s eyes narrowed slightly. Suddenly he smiled, his smile as warm as a March breeze, extending his hand toward the lower cabin.

“Come up.”

“Huh?” Chu Qiao was stunned, her eyes widening.

Zhan Ziyu shook his head and sighed helplessly, “Come up and we’ll talk.”

Chu Qiao was puzzled and stunned. She wanted to leave but found there was nowhere to step. She boldly stepped on the men’s backs, eliciting a chorus of painful cries, and quickly walked up the stairs to the deck.

“Follow me,” Zhan Ziyu led the way. Behind him, the Zhan family ladies and servants all looked at her with shocked faces. Liang Shaoqing tried to squeeze forward but was pushed to the outside, repeatedly calling her name with a worried expression.

“Hey!” A sweet voice suddenly sounded in her ear. Chu Qiao was startled and turned around, almost bumping into a young girl.

The sixth young lady of the Zhan family, Zhan Zijun, smiled at her, her pretty face flushed red. Shyly biting her lower lip, she suddenly leaned forward and quickly said, “That was awesome!”

Chu Qiao’s eyes immediately darkened. What, what situation was this?

Chapter 88: A Young Girl’s Spring Yearning
In the hall on the second floor, the Zhan family gathered around. Even Fifth Young Lady Zhan Zi Ming, who had captured her and Liang Shaoqing, attended exceptionally, wearing a snow-white face veil that concealed her exquisite beauty. She was dressed in a cyan silk gown with a high waist that accentuated her slender figure, appearing graceful and elegant.

The three sons-in-law of the Zhan family sat at the head with their respective wives. The husband of the Eldest Young Lady Zhan Zi Fang, Master Gu Gong’en, was rather handsome with a straight nose, thin lips, and slightly upturned eyes that revealed his charm whenever he glanced around. Perhaps due to a poor first impression, though one couldn’t say his appearance was detestable, it was difficult to like him. Compared to him, the other two sons-in-law seemed much more ordinary, especially the third son-in-law Xue Qian, who appeared quite delicate. Dressed in light blue satin plain clothes, he sat behind Third Young Lady Zhan Zi Qing. His complexion was fair, and when he noticed Chu Qiao watching him, his face reddened. He even gave a slight smile before awkwardly turning away, as if he was not good at greeting strangers.

“Tell me, what exactly happened?” Gu Gong’en asked in a deep voice, coldly looking at Chu Qiao with a rather stern expression.

Chu Qiao smiled indifferently and said, “It’s simple. They provoked me, so I beat them. That’s all there is to it.”

“You’re talking nonsense!” Chen Shuang shouted. “Master, she provoked us first. Early in the morning, before we had even risen, how could we have possibly provoked her?”

As soon as he finished speaking, several other troublemakers joined in agreement. Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, slowly turning her head, her gaze cold as ice. Seeing this, everyone felt a chill down their spine and immediately choked on their words, not daring to speak further.

Gu Gong’en turned his head and asked in a deep voice, “What do you have to say?”

“What more can I say?” Chu Qiao slightly raised her eyebrows. “Rumors are fearsome; three people can make a tiger seem real. When the First Son-in-law is intent on protecting his subordinates, I have nothing to say.”

“Such a sharp tongue!” Zhan Zi Fang said coldly. “Let’s not even mention how you’ve been causing trouble since arriving at the mansion. Just looking at your disrespectful attitude toward your elders, you deserve a severe beating!”

Second Young Lady Zhan Zi Kui seized the opportunity to add, “I must say I’m quite ignorant. This is the first time in my life I’ve seen such an arrogant and domineering servant.”

Gu Gong’en said, “Since you have nothing to say, I’ll take it that you’re at a loss for words because you’re in the wrong. This time, I won’t let you off so easily.”

Chu Qiao was about to retort, willing to be expelled from the mansion as she wasn’t concerned about offending these nobles. But before she could speak, Sixth Young Lady Zhan Zi Jun, standing beside Zhan Zi Yu, suddenly exclaimed loudly, “How can you pass judgment so arbitrarily? And you, how can you not defend yourself?”

Chu Qiao was startled and turned her head to see the Zhan family’s Sixth Young Lady, her face flushed with anxiety, clutching her handkerchief so tightly it seemed she would wring water from it. Hearing this, the Second Young Lady raised an eyebrow, curled her lip, and said coldly with a sneer, “Sixth Sister truly has the heart of a Bodhisattva, showing such concern even for a lowly servant. No wonder Concubine Wanru fled the mansion with a lute player back then. Like mother, like daughter.”

Upon hearing this, the Sixth Young Lady’s eyes immediately reddened. With a trembling voice, she pointed at Zhan Zi Kui, so angry that she stammered, “You… you’re slandering!”

“Sixth Young Lady, don’t be fooled by this pretty boy,” Chen Shuang, though bruised and swollen, remained unrepentant. “This pretty boy struck viciously, attacking us while we were asleep. His methods are extremely despicable.”

Eldest Young Lady Zhan Zi Fang frowned and sternly rebuked Zhan Zi Jun, “Zi Jun, be quiet! As a young lady from a noble family, flirting with a servant—have you no shame?”

“Is the Eldest Young Lady’s protection of her people not considered flirting with a servant?”

“What did you say?”

Chu Qiao laughed coldly, seeing the Sixth Young Lady with tears welling in her eyes, looking at her with a glistening gaze. Strangely, she felt a sense of justice arise within her. She boldly stepped forward, smiling lightly, “What I said, the Eldest Young Lady naturally wouldn’t know. Even if she did know, she would pretend not to.”

“I’m just a humble servant; many things aren’t worth mentioning. However, since some people keep provoking me—Elder Brother-in-law, do you know why I fought with Chen Shuang?”

Gu Gong’en frowned slightly and asked, “Why?”

Chu Qiao mysteriously stepped forward, deliberately lowering her voice, “Because I know who killed Old Steward Qing.”

These words caused a shock throughout the gathering.

Gu Gong’en said in a deep voice, “Didn’t you say earlier on the deck that you had mistakenly accused someone?”

“How would I dare to speak rashly about something that could cost me my head?” Chu Qiao put on a sincere expression and slowly said, “Steward Qing had blood on his eyelids, bruises around his eyes, a fierce expression, and obvious bruises on his wrists. With such evident injuries, how can you all still claim he died of natural causes? It’s truly lamentable that after serving the Zhan family all his life, he met such a tragic end. It’s saddening.”

Hearing this, everyone became angry. Gu Gong’en, suppressing his anger, sternly said, “Then why didn’t you speak up during the day? Now that Steward Qing has been cremated, you can make any false accusations you want!”

“Whether it’s a false accusation or not, the killer knows in their heart. I didn’t speak up then because I wanted to extort some silver from the killer afterward. Otherwise, why would I, having already left the mansion, with so many roads to choose from, happen to be caught by the Fifth Young Lady?”

As soon as she finished speaking, everyone was stunned. Liang Shaoqing’s eyes went blank, and his face turned completely red. The other servants also whispered among themselves, not expecting that she would admit to such an act so shamelessly.

Chu Qiao shook her head and said, “That night, I went out to find something to eat. The cooking staff can vouch for me on this.”

Gu Gong’en asked for the name of that person and sent someone to call the man who had provided food to Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing to the cabin. The honest man stammered in confirmation, “That night, this young man did indeed come out, and I gave him food.”

“On my way back, I heard noises from Steward Qing’s room. Curious, I specifically went over to check. Before I reached the door, Chen Shuang came out from inside. Seeing me, he seemed very panicked. I asked him what he was doing there so late, and he lied to me, saying Steward Qing had summoned him for something. I didn’t suspect anything at the time, until the next day when I realized he wasn’t called by Steward Qing at all. He was the main culprit in killing Steward Qing!”

Chu Qiao’s voice suddenly became sharp as she pointed at Chen Shuang and spoke sternly.

Chen Shuang was greatly shocked and hurriedly defended himself, “You’re slandering me! Young Master, Eldest Young Lady, Second Young Lady, First Son-in-law, even if I had the greatest courage, I would never dare to harm Steward Qing! This boy is spouting nonsense, talking rubbish. Please, masters, justice for me!”

Gu Gong’en’s face darkened as he asked in a deep voice, “You claim Chen Shuang killed Steward Qing. Do you have any proof?”

Chu Qiao innocently spread her hands, “I originally did, but now it’s gone.”

“So do you have evidence or not?”

“Because I was certain that Chen Shuang killed Steward Qing, I paid special attention and noticed that Steward Qing had large amounts of blood and skin under his fingernails. This proves that before his death, during his struggle, he must have scratched his killer. We just need to have Chen Shuang remove his upper garments to see if there are any wounds, then we’ll know if he’s the murderer.”

Hearing this, Chen Shuang immediately panicked. He tore open his sleeve, revealing bloodstains on his arm that were still dripping blood. The man exclaimed in panic, “This wound was inflicted by you just now. It’s still bleeding; it’s a fresh wound! Don’t frame me!”

“Oh!” Chu Qiao exclaimed in feigned realization, “So that was your plan! No wonder when I asked you for money, you told me to find you in the lower cabin this morning.”

“When did I ever ask you for money?”

“You still deny it? Last night, I met you on the deck and said if you would give me a sum of money, I would leave the Zhan mansion in three days and keep this matter in my stomach forever, never to speak of it. You readily agreed and even told me to come to the lower cabin in the morning to collect the money. Brother Chen, you’re still young; your memory can’t be that poor.”

Chen Shuang immediately shouted angrily, “You’re talking nonsense! I had Qiu Tao call you to the lower cabin precisely to ambush and teach you a lesson. It had nothing to do with money. Young Master, if you don’t believe me, you can ask Qiu Tao!”

With these words, a collective gasp echoed throughout the hall. Gu Gong’en’s gaze turned so dark it seemed as if the ink could drip from it. Chu Qiao gave a cunning laugh and said lightly, “Brother Chen, didn’t you say I went to the lower cabin on my own and ambushed you while you were still asleep? What happened? Did you forget your lie so quickly because you’ve made up too many?”

Chen Shuang looked around in confusion, seeing that Gu Gong’en wouldn’t even glance at him anymore. In despair, he turned fiercely towards Chu Qiao and shouted, “You little bastard! How dare you trick me! I’ll kill you!”

Before he could take more than a couple of steps, he was captured by a burly guard nearby.

“Take him away. Three days later when the ship docks, expel him directly.”

Zhan Zi Yu’s voice was very calm. Sitting in his wheelchair, he took a warm towel from a young attendant behind him, wiped his hands, then raised his head and said in a mild tone, “All servants who participated in the fighting will be fined two months’ wages. Slaves will receive twenty lashes. This matter ends here.”

“He should be punished too,” Zhan Zi Fang suddenly stood up, pointing at Chu Qiao and loudly saying, “He’s also a slave who participated in the disturbance!”

“Big Sister, I’ve heard of punishing thieves who steal, but never of punishing the victims who lost their belongings. Over thirty people surrounding one person, setting an ambush, waiting to attack, yet they all end up injured—isn’t that humiliating enough?”

A gentle voice suddenly sounded. Fifth Young Lady Zhan Zi Ming slowly stood up, her robe flowing like water, elegant and transcendent, speaking softly.

Zhan Zi Fang, who dared to argue with Zhan Zi Yu, immediately fell silent when faced with this reserved Fifth Young Lady, awkwardly saying nothing more.

“We’ve been at this all morning, and that’s enough.” Zhan Zi Yu waved his hand slightly, and the young attendant behind him pushed his wheelchair. “The Zhan family originated from Bian Tang. Even towards slaves, we never kill arbitrarily. But now we are about to enter Tang City. If anyone dares to cause trouble again, don’t blame me for being unsentimental.”

The door was slowly closed, and a gentle breeze blew into the room. Everyone stood facing each other, and for a moment, no one spoke to break the deadlock.

“You, come with me.”

The Sixth Young Lady, her face red, pointed at Chu Qiao and called out softly.

Chu Qiao, not wanting to stand in the center of a group of hostile people, naturally complied. She nodded in agreement and turned to leave, not forgetting to pull along the foolishly standing Liang Shaoqing.

At noon, the sun was bright, and sailors at the bow were vigorously hoisting the sails. Green mountains layered both shores, the sky was clear blue, white waves surged, and water birds called out, presenting a magnificent scene. Chu Qiao stood at the bow, and although dressed in servants’ clothes, she had a handsome face and spirited eyes. Though her height appeared quite petite when standing among men like Yan Xun and Zhuge Yue, compared to girls her age, she was half a head taller. The Sixth Young Lady of the Zhan family standing beside her only reached her ear.

Zhan Zi Jun looked up, smiling at her, her cheeks slightly flushed, and said softly, “Just now, thank you.”

Chu Qiao respectfully bowed and replied, “Young Lady honors me too much. I am just a servant, unworthy of your thanks. Besides, Young Lady also spoke up for me. It is I who should thank Young Lady.”

“I’ve never treated you as a slave,” the Sixth Young Lady hurriedly waved her hand, shaking her head adorably, “The first time I saw you, I felt you were different from the others. You must have experienced a great misfortune to have fallen to this state.”

Chu Qiao smiled slightly, not expecting this wealthy young lady to have such a pure heart. Just then, a water bird flew overhead. Some sailors bent their bows to shoot at it. Startled, the bird flapped its wings frantically and flew away quickly. The arrow grazed the bird’s wing, and a few white feathers floated down, landing on Zhan Zi Jun’s hair. Chu Qiao naturally reached out to remove the feather for her, waving it gently before her eyes, and smiled, “Young Lady has a kind heart and outstanding beauty. Perhaps this is what they call beauty that can sink fish and make birds fall from the sky.”

Throwing the feather on the ground, Chu Qiao bowed to Zhan Zi Jun and said with a smile, “I have matters to attend to and must go back now. It’s windy here; Young Lady should return to the cabin after a while.”

With that, she stepped back twice and then turned to leave.

Zhan Zi Jun, just fifteen this year, had a face as delicate as a lotus flower emerging from the water. She stood there, staring blankly as Chu Qiao’s figure disappeared into the cabin, unable to recover for a long time.

A breeze blew by, lifting the hem of her dress. Slowly, she crouched down, and seeing no one around, actually picked up the feather and tucked it into her bosom. Then she hurriedly stood up, her face bright red, as if she had committed theft.

The rice on both banks was already lush green. As the breeze passed over, waves of green rippled. Farmers, with their pants rolled up, were bent over working in the fields. Seeing these large ships approaching from afar, they all stood up to gaze, pointing and gesturing, laughing happily.

Chu Qiao stood at the door of the rear cabin, looking at those ordinary commoners, the corners of her mouth slightly raised, her eyes curved like crescent moons, shimmering.

She held onto the mast, slowly raising her head. The clear wind blew her sideburns, her hair playfully brushing against her cheeks, causing a slight tickle.

Suddenly, she found herself rather enjoying this simple life.

Chapter 89: Endless Spring Scenery
That night, Chen Shuang and several others involved were bound and confined in the lower hold, waiting to be expelled from the ship when it docked. The story of Chu Qiao single-handedly defeating thirty guards spread like wildfire across the ship. Those who witnessed it added embellishments when telling those who hadn’t, making the tale increasingly fantastical until Chu Qiao was nearly described as a deity who could turn beans into soldiers.

This brought certain benefits—at the very least, Liang Shaoqing didn’t have to queue when getting dinner, and was even given three extra large pieces of fatty meat.

In the dead of night, Chu Qiao walked out of the cabin alone and came to the stern, sitting with her knees pulled to her chest. Everything was pitch black around her. In the distance, the lights of city walls twinkled like stars. The night breeze lifted her clothes like the wings of a butterfly about to take flight.

From behind came the sound of wooden wheels rolling across the deck. Chu Qiao cautiously turned around to see Zhan Zi Yu dressed in white, his hair loosely tied behind him. As the night wind blew, the river mist spread and the man’s narrow eyes glanced slightly upward, looking toward her.

Chu Qiao suddenly felt flustered, though she didn’t know why. She hastily stood up, the night wind disheveling her hair. She unconsciously smoothed her hair at the corners, displaying a girlish demeanor, and said, “Young Master, why aren’t you asleep so late?”

Zhan Zi Yu wheeled himself to the stern, his lips slightly parted as he replied mildly, “Aren’t you also still awake?”

A strong gust of wind suddenly blew, flipping over the satin blanket on his lap. Zhan Zi Yu reached out and bent down to pick it up, his hand long and beautiful, more exquisite than white jade.

But just as his fingers were about to touch the blanket, another gust of wind came, flipping the blanket over again and blowing it away from him.

Seeing this, Chu Qiao quickly ran forward, picked up the blanket in one motion, and said, “Let me let me.” Then, she crouched down and spread it over Zhan Zi Yu’s legs.

Zhan Zi Yu was slightly stunned for a moment, then gently shook his head. He wanted to say something, but the words froze on his lips, eventually turning into an almost inaudible sigh.

Chu Qiao crouched beside him and suddenly froze. Zhan Zi Yu’s bitter smile was detached, as pure and lonely as ice and snow. It felt as if a string in her heart had been shattered in an instant. Chu Qiao thought that perhaps she had done something wrong.

“What’s your name?”

“Hm?” Chu Qiao was startled, and quickly replied, “This servant and my brother have the surname Liang. At home, people call me Xiao Qiao.”

“Xiao Qiao?” Zhan Zi Yu murmured. After a long while, he suddenly smiled broadly, “Easy to remember.”

His smile was very gentle, like the warm breeze over a spring lake in March, gently sweeping over the emerald grass and green willows. But even smiling like this, there wasn’t a trace of joy in this man’s eyes. His eyes seemed to always hold unconsolable compassion as if he had experienced all of life’s joys and sorrows, seen through the moon’s reflection on the water and witnessed all worldly affairs.

“Xiao Qiao, where is your hometown?”

“Me?” The ship moved forward, with lingering fragrance curling around them. Chu Qiao sighed slowly. On such a night, the evening breeze made her slightly intoxicated. She spoke in a gentle tone, “My hometown is very far away, I probably can’t return there in this lifetime.”

“Is that so?” Zhan Zi Yu smiled slightly, and there were even two fine lines at the corners of his lips. His gaze was calm as he quietly looked at the flowing river.

“Young Master, the wind is strong on the river. Shall I push you back?”

Zhan Zi Yu raised his head, smiling self-deprecatingly, “I made such a great effort to come out, and I’ve barely sat for a moment before you want to push me back. Wouldn’t that be too much of a loss for me?”

The lantern light at the stern was soft, shining on Zhan Zi Yu’s head. The man’s jet-black sideburns had a slight hint of grayish-white in this light. Chu Qiao suddenly didn’t know how to respond, and stood there foolishly, staring at him in a daze.

“Xiao Qiao, are you cold?”

Chu Qiao hurriedly shook her head, “Not cold, not cold at all.”

“Then keep me company for a while. The moon is beautiful tonight, and the wind isn’t strong.”

“Oh.” Chu Qiao bent her knees and sat on a pile of miscellaneous goods. The pile was quite high, and when Chu Qiao sat on it, she was at the same level as Zhan Zi Yu in his wheelchair. She turned her head, smiling brightly, her smile radiant, carrying the special openness and charm of a young woman. In front of this person, she no longer concealed her female identity and simply relaxed.

Zhan Zi Yu seemed to be in good spirits, turning his face to ask, “Can you ride a horse?”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao made a gesture of riding a horse, “I’m quite good at it.”

“What about your brother?”

“He can’t. He only knows how to ride a donkey.”

“Haha,” Zhan Zi Yu laughed lightly and said, “I used to have a good horse in my early years, named Jiaji.”

“Jiaji?” Chu Qiao frowned in confusion, “What a strange name. Horses don’t usually have such names. The several horses I’ve raised were either called Benyue, Taxue, or Liuxing, suggesting they run fast, expressing a good wish. Young Master is indeed refined; even the names you give are uncommon.”

Zhan Zi Yu smiled and said, “You mean to say I’m pretentious, don’t you?”

Chu Qiao waved her hands repeatedly, “I wouldn’t dare, I wouldn’t dare to say that.”

“That horse was given to me by my wife back then.”

Chu Qiao suddenly understood, nodding, “No wonder, no wonder. Wouldn’t it have been better to name it Biyi or Jinjian or something like that?”

“Yes,” Zhan Zi Yu smiled, “Back then I didn’t know you. If I had, I would have asked you to help name it.”

“Haha, Young Master, you’re being too polite. If you raise a horse now, I can still help you name it.”

Zhan Zi Yu shook his head with a smile, “How would I need to raise a horse now?”

Though he was smiling, Chu Qiao found that smile rather glaring. She didn’t pause awkwardly but continued with a smile, “Why wouldn’t you need to? You can raise horses to pull carriages now. Some people feel so arrogant and wealthy riding a single snow-white thousand-li steed, but we could deliberately raise eight superb horses to pull a carriage—that’s true nobility.”

Zhan Zi Yu laughed, “Silly girl, only royal families can ride in carriages pulled by eight horses. If I sat in one, wouldn’t that be treason?”

“Oh, right,” Chu Qiao slapped her forehead as if she’d just realized something, and said, “Then you can only do it at home for fun. It’s best to avoid things that break the law.”

Just then, there was a sudden splash from the river. Chu Qiao was startled and jumped up, standing on the high pile of goods. White flashes leaped from the water’s surface, and Chu Qiao clapped her hands excitedly, saying, “Did you see that? What a big fish!”

Zhan Zi Yu straightened up and peered over. Several large white fish jumped out of the river one after another, their pristine bodies seeming to emit light in the night, each one tracing a perfect arc before falling back into the water as if competing with each other.

Chu Qiao pointed at the big fish and said with a smile, “Is this what they call carp jumping over the dragon gate? In my hometown, there’s a legend that says once a carp jumps over the dragon gate, it can transform into a dragon. It doesn’t have to stay in the water anymore and can fly up to the sky.”

Zhan Zi Yu gazed ahead thoughtfully and said, “Is that so? If there were such a dragon gate, it would be a great blessing for carp that can’t fly. If they work hard, at least they have hope.”

Chu Qiao heard the implied meaning and felt a slight twinge in her heart. Not revealing her understanding, she just smiled and said, “Even if they truly became dragons, they might not be happy. With fewer of their kind around and their loved ones not by their side, being all alone flying in the sky—what’s the point? It’s just changing one way of living for another.”

Zhan Zi Yu nodded and said, “What you say is also right, but when one is in the midst of a situation, they often can’t see through it. When opportunities arise, they can’t help but want to try. For instance, would you rather live as a slave or be free from slave status and live outside? These are just two different ways of living, but your choice would be different.”

“That’s not right,” Chu Qiao said, “Even if a fish is weak, at least it’s free. Being someone’s slave is like being someone’s dog. The difference is something that can’t be felt without experiencing it firsthand.”

Zhan Zi Yu’s gaze suddenly became distant. He lowered his head and laughed softly. There were fine crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes, but they looked quite pleasant. He turned his head to look at Chu Qiao gently, his gaze seeming to penetrate through the joys and sorrows of life. Though he was smiling, one couldn’t discern happiness or sadness, as if he was asking indifferently, “So, you still want to leave, right?”

“Young Master, I’m just a small servant. Whether I stay or go is of no importance.”

“Mm,” Zhan Zi Yu didn’t argue. He quietly raised his head. The cold moonlight fell on his face, a fine layer, like silver-white sand by the sea.

The next day, the weather was fine. On another day, the ship would dock at Wupeng City for a day of rest and to replenish supplies. Since they had already decided to leave, Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing weren’t assigned any work like the other slaves. Compared to the lifelong slave system of Da Xia, servants in Bian Tang enjoyed a high degree of freedom and equality. As long as they didn’t commit serious crimes, masters had no power of life and death over their servants. So as long as Zhan Zi Yu agreed to their departure, they could leave openly and honorably.

For the entire day, Chu Qiao stayed in the cabin without going out. Since punishing Chen Shuang, she had become the most popular person on the ship. All the lower-ranking servants showed goodwill toward her, and some young female slaves even openly flirted with her, taking opportunities to touch her, which was quite annoying. Chu Qiao never imagined that one day she would be harassed by women. With no choice, she had to hide like a turtle in its shell, waiting for this troublesome ship to dock quickly.

In the evening, Liang Shaoqing finally returned from outside. For the past two days, he had been treated like a hero on the ship, greatly satisfying the bookworm’s vanity, as if he had also contributed to the defeat of Chen Shuang and the other guards.

As soon as he entered the room, Liang Shaoqing walked up with a beaming smile and offered the food in his hands, “Xiao Qiao, have something to eat.”

Chu Qiao didn’t raise her head, just glanced at him sideways as she lay on the bed, snorting through her nose, “So you remembered to come back?”

“How could I not remember to come back? You haven’t eaten yet. I kept that in mind.”

Chu Qiao sat up abruptly, not saying a word, just lowering her head to take a few bites of food, then asked, “Is there anyone outside?”

Liang Shaoqing was startled, answering, “Liu and the others are hoisting the sails at the bow. There doesn’t seem to be anyone at the stern.”

Putting down her bowl, she put on her outer robe and headed outside. Liang Shaoqing asked, “Where are you going?”

“Going out for some fresh air.”

While answering, she walked out of the cabin. The air outside was pleasant. Chu Qiao sat in a shadowed corner in the middle of the ship, slowly letting out a breath. After being cooped up for an entire day, she finally got out.

The weather had been getting warmer lately. She wondered if Yan Bei had thawed yet. Yan Bei was located on a plateau with a unique climate, divided only into summer and winter each year. The summer was hot but lasted less than five months, while the rest of the year was covered in snow—somewhat similar to the modern Qinghai-Tibet Plateau.

How is Yan Xun doing? Chu Qiao sighed slightly, looking up at the sky toward the northwest, but seeing only a vast expanse of darkness.

Since Yan Xun had been able to restrain his subordinates from killing Zhao Song on the spot, it indicated that his life wasn’t in danger. The fact that there had been no pursuing troops from Yan Bei afterward suggested that Yan Xun hadn’t been injured to the point where he couldn’t control his subordinates. These days, with no news of any turmoil in Yan Bei, it further confirmed that Yan Xun had returned to Yan Bei and was maintaining stability in Shang Shen.

That being the case, he would certainly be safe and waiting for her return.

Chu Qiao let out a long breath—this was how she could only console herself now.

At this moment, the sound of hurried footsteps suddenly rang out on the deck. Chu Qiao felt curious—so late at night, who would still be wandering about instead of sleeping?

This spot was shadowed, and the person passing by didn’t notice that a pair of eyes was secretly observing from the darkness. After the person had passed, Chu Qiao quietly followed behind. She saw that the person had a slender figure and was dressed luxuriously—it was a woman with her hair loose, who quickly slipped into the lower cargo hold.

Chu Qiao was certain this person couldn’t be one of the lower servants. Someone dressed in such silk must either be a young lady or a high-ranking maid. Could it be a high-ranking maid coming down to hook up with someone?

After passing two large cargo holds, the woman continued her hurried pace without stopping. However, when passing the third cargo hold, a hand suddenly reached out and grabbed the woman’s slender waist. The woman let out a cry of surprise before being pulled inside.

Immediately after, the third cargo hold resounded with the woman’s cries of pleasure and the rustling sounds of bodies rubbing against each other.

Chu Qiao thought to herself, what a coincidence, is it a high-ranking maid coming down to hook up? If so, eavesdropping like this would be quite boring. Just as she was about to turn and leave, a hoarse, deep voice suddenly rang out, instantly freezing her feet to the spot.

“Why did you take so long to come? I’ve been dying to see you!”

The man’s hoarse voice was like a beast that had been suppressed for too long, calling out while continuously kissing the woman, the clear sound of sucking audible even through the thick door.

“He… he hasn’t fallen asleep… hasn’t fallen asleep yet…”

Chu Qiao was greatly shocked because, at this moment, the ones engaging in their passionate affair in this filthy cargo hold were none other than the Zhan family’s eldest son-in-law Gu Gong’en, and the second young lady Zhan Zi Kui!

Just then, Gu Gong’en’s heavy breathing could be heard again, “What kind of clothes are these? Why can’t I take them off?”

“You have to… you have to take them off from below.”

Gu Gong’en chuckled wickedly, saying, “Which below? Here?”

“Ah!” Zhan Zi Kui let out a moan, almost unable to bear it anymore. Her voice was like a slimy snake, gasping and calling out, “You’re… you’re teasing me…”

Soon, Gu Gong’en let out a muffled grunt, obviously having pounced on her. Quickly, exhaustive cries rang out, filled with provocative energy. Chu Qiao hadn’t encountered such a scene for eight or nine years, and her face and ears burned red, even her fingers gripping the door plank turned crimson.

Just as she was about to leave, she heard Zhan Zi Kui cry out with almost a sob in her voice, “Gong’en, you’re so good.”

“Am I?” Gu Gong’en asked fiercely while rhythmically moving, “How do I compare to that husband of yours?”

“He can’t… can’t compare to you…”

“Then what about your crippled brother?”

Zhan Zi Kui, gasping for breath, replied, “That… how would I know? You should… you should ask Fifth Sister…”

When Chu Qiao heard this, she felt her heart suddenly pound heavily. Her eyes widened, almost forgetting that she should leave.

At this moment, the man let out a satisfied grunt, and everything inside fell silent.

After a while, the sound of dressing could be heard. Zhan Zi Kui said, “Give me my clothes. I need to go back. If I delay any longer, he’ll become suspicious.”

Gu Gong’en snorted coldly, seemingly embracing Zhan Zi Kui in one motion. Zhan Zi Kui gasped in surprise, and then Gu Gong’en said, “Didn’t you say I’m better than him? Why are you in such a hurry to go back?”

Zhan Zi Kui laughed lightly, saying, “Not going back? Are we just going to hide in this small cargo hold?”

“Hmph,” Gu Gong’en said coldly, “Just wait. Sooner or later, I’ll have the Zhan family firmly in my grasp. Then I’ll see whose bed you dare to climb into!”

“Wait until you have that capability before talking,” Zhan Zi Kui said. “This fourth brother of mine isn’t easy to deal with. You may think he’s a cripple who doesn’t talk much, but in his heart, he’s clearer and more astute than anyone.”

“No matter how clever he is, it’s all in vain. This time, once we return to Tang City, everything will be in my hands.” At this, Gu Gong’en laughed wickedly and said, “By then, you’ll have to obediently follow me. You can’t go west if I tell you to go east, you can’t put on clothes if I tell you to get into bed, I’ll make you…”

“Enough,” Zhan Zi Kui laughed coldly, “Don’t think I don’t know. Your eyes have long been set on Fifth Sister. If that day comes, would you still remember me?”

“How can she compare to you?” Gu Gong’en chuckled evilly, “There’s hardly two ounces of flesh on her entire body. How could she match your fullness and allure, your pearl-like roundness and jade-like smoothness…”

At this point, Zhan Zi Kui’s moans started up again. Chu Qiao frowned, knowing she wouldn’t hear anything useful, so she turned and quietly walked away.

Any noble family would have such sordid affairs; Chu Qiao didn’t find it particularly strange. Given the characters of Gu Gong’en and Zhan Zi Kui, she could accept any sordid behavior from them. But from their conversation, it seemed that Zhan Zi Yu and Fifth Young Lady Zhan Zi Ming also had an ambiguous relationship, which was somewhat difficult to understand. Thinking carefully about the only conversation she had heard between them, it was indeed somewhat unusual. Could this pair of siblings have an improper relationship?

Forget it, why think about these things? Chu Qiao shook her head. They would be leaving the day after tomorrow anyway, so there was no point in thinking about it now.

Passing through the bow deck toward her cabin, she suddenly heard a faint sound from behind. Chu Qiao’s ears were exceptionally sharp, and she immediately turned around to see a black shadow flash by. She quickly ran over but found no one.

Chu Qiao slowly frowned. Had she seen it wrongly? There was no reason the other person could move so fast. Chu Qiao shook her head. Just then, a sea bird flew overhead, moving diagonally away, its wings sweeping through the night, casting a large black shadow on the ground.

Perhaps it was just the shadow of a large eagle?

Back in the room, Liang Shaoqing was already sound asleep. Hearing the door open, the bookworm rubbed his eyes groggily, sat up to give a greeting, then lay back down and fell into a deep sleep.

By now, Liang Shaoqing had accepted the fact of a man and woman sharing a room, no longer like before when he would pull the blanket over his head every night, worried about being violated.

As usual, a curtain separated the two. Chu Qiao took off her outer robe and lay down under the blanket, letting out a long breath, her whole body exhausted. Her mind unconsciously went back to the conversation between Gu Gong’en and Zhan Zi Kui, but she couldn’t make sense of it even after thinking for a long time. Just as she was about to sleep, Gu Gong’en’s sanctimonious voice suddenly rang in her ears again: “How can she compare to you? There’s hardly two ounces of flesh on her entire body. How could she match your fullness and allure, your pearl-like roundness and jade-like smoothness…”

By calculation, she should be seventeen years old now. Chu Qiao stretched out her hand, feeling her breasts over the blanket, her cheeks suddenly feeling rather hot.

She had been developing rapidly lately, growing much taller. Compared to Liang Shaoqing, she was only half a head shorter. Using modern measurements, she should be around 167 centimeters, which was considered tall for a girl in this era. Jing Yue’er’s small body had grown up. Over the years, she had been diligent in exercise and physical activity, making her physique quite athletic. This body was very standard—slender waist, long legs, neither fat nor thin, only except for this area.

Chu Qiao frowned in annoyance. With nothing else to do, this modern special agent with a mental age of over thirty was starting to worry about her figure. She wondered when she would recover her proud 36C. This era had no breast enlargement surgery or breast enhancement products. It would be a great loss if she ended up being flat-chested.

She lay with her eyes open, staring at the pitch-black ceiling, her mind jumping randomly from one thought to another. These days were rare moments when she didn’t have to think about political scheming, plotting against others, or guarding against others. On another day, this life would end. She let out a long breath—in another day, she would no longer be a seventeen-year-old slave girl, but a wanted criminal of the Da Xia country.

After a period of random thoughts, it was already the fifth watch. It was now summer, and the days were very long. It was nearly dawn, and the sky was beginning to brighten.

The river water sobbed as it flowed eastward, the night wind was cold, and everything was desolate. Chu Qiao sat up, wanting to close the window, but saw that a fine drizzle had started outside at some point, pattering gently, merging with the river water. Chu Qiao leaned on the windowsill, staring out blankly. She saw a small boat slowly rocking by, and on the shore, several fine horses galloping swiftly. The horses’ hooves were like snow, and the men on horseback wore green clothes and straw rain hats, galloping away wildly.

“Xiao Qiao? What are you doing?”

The cold wind blowing in had woken the sleeping bookworm. Rubbing his eyes, he sat up, feeling a bit cold, and said, “You’re wearing so little while leaning at the window. Are you trying to get sick?”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao came back to her senses and said, “There are people riding horses on the embankment outside. So early, and in the rain, they’re still traveling. Must be some urgent matter.”

“You worry about everything,” Liang Shaoqing said, “What does someone else’s journey have to do with you? You haven’t slept all night, have you? Go to sleep quickly.”

Chu Qiao didn’t speak, just reached out to close the window. When there was just a small gap left, she saw that the horse team had suddenly stopped, and one of them turned around and looked in her direction. Through the thick drizzle and the vast river mist, although she couldn’t see his face clearly, she could feel that sharp gaze shooting over from afar.

With a “bang,” the window closed. Chu Qiao lay down on the bed with her clothes on, slightly closing her eyes.

Traveling so early, they must have urgent business.

As she thought about this, she gradually drifted into dreams.

At this moment, on the river embankment in the misty drizzle, a young man in green clothes and a straw rain hat stood on horseback by the riverbank, silently gazing at the ships on the river.

“Young Master, up ahead is Huashu County, a small town. We can rest there briefly before continuing our journey. Further on is Wupeng City.”

Raindrops fell down the young man’s cheeks as he gazed at the several large ships on the river, asking, “Zhu Cheng, are those ships the ones that departed with us from Xianyang City?”

Zhu Cheng looked carefully, then nodded, “Young Master has good eyesight. Those were originally the ships prepared for us by the Xianyang River Transport Yamen. After we took the land route, they were given to others. The current passengers should be the Zhan family from Bian Tang.”

“The Zhan family from Xi Zhiling?”

“That’s right.”

The young man suddenly smiled, his eyes deep like an ancient well, saying lightly, “Even these obsolete noble families are getting involved. It seems Tang City will truly be lively this time.”

Zhu Cheng added, “The Zhan family’s entire household is turning against Tang this time. It seems quite unusual.”

“They naturally have such thoughts, but whether they can succeed is another matter. The Zhan family left Bian Tang eight years ago and have long been ostracized by the Bian Tang nobility. Whether they can find a mansion in Tang City is still uncertain. Reclaiming lost territory? Reviving their former glory? Haha, I think only if Zhan Yuqi were to come back to life could that happen.”

“Young Master is wise.”

Indeed, this young man was Zhuge Yue, who had brushed past Chu Qiao in Xianyang City. Although the land route was slightly more time-consuming, under Zhuge Yue’s swift horses and urgent whips, they had managed to catch up.

Zhuge Yue smiled and said, “Enough flattery. Let’s go. We must reach Wupeng before dawn the day after tomorrow.”

Hearing this, everyone responded in unison, raising their whips to urge their horses forward, about to leave. At this moment, the black warhorse that had been following Zhuge Yue suddenly began to neigh loudly toward the river, refusing to settle down despite others’ attempts to restrain it, as if it had gone mad.

“Liuxing!” Zhuge Yue called out in a deep voice, “What’s wrong?”

The warhorse reared up on its hind legs, letting out loud neighs toward the ships on the river. Zhuge Yue frowned and immediately lashed his whip, striking the horse’s neck, saying sternly, “What are you doing?”

“Young Master, Liuxing might be startled.”

“Startled?”

Zhuge Yue frowned, once again gazing distantly at the river.

With a “thud,” Chu Qiao sat up abruptly. Liang Shaoqing, who had just gotten up to wash his face, was startled by the sight.

“Xiao Qiao, what’s wrong?” Liang Shaoqing widened his eyes, thinking Chu Qiao had had a nightmare, and spoke very cautiously, afraid of disturbing her.

Chu Qiao sat up, saying in a daze, “I think I heard Liuxing calling me.”

“Who?” Liang Shaoqing was stunned and hurriedly asked, “Who did you say? Who’s calling you?”

Chu Qiao replied, “Liuxing, my horse.”

Liang Shaoqing burst into laughter, teasing, “Come on, we’re on water. Can your horse swim?”

Chu Qiao frowned, listening carefully, then suddenly stepped forward and pulled open the window. The wind and rain immediately rushed in, but Chu Qiao paid no attention and still stuck her head out to look carefully. But by now, the rain had grown heavier, and a heavy fog had risen over the river, making it impossible to see clearly.

She frowned, listening for a while, then suddenly jumped off the bed, put on her clothes, and was about to rush out.

Liang Shaoqing was startled and quickly grabbed her, shouting, “Where are you going?”

“I’m going out to check. I heard Liuxing calling me.”

“I heard my Xiaoqing calling me too,” Liang Shaoqing shook his head disbelievingly, “Rest a bit. It’s raining so heavily outside; you’ll get sick if you go out.”

Chu Qiao frowned, pushing away Liang Shaoqing’s match-stick-like small hand, grabbing an outer garment, and rushing out.

“Hey!” Liang Shaoqing cried out miserably, “That’s my clothes!”

The rain was pouring down, much heavier than earlier. The world was a sheet of silver-white, making it impossible to see anything. The large ship lay across the river, and the boatmen and sailors all came out to stabilize the vessel and bail out the water, fearing something might go wrong.

Chu Qiao stood amid the chaotic crowd, looking around in confusion, but there was no sign of Liuxing. She cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted, “Liuxing!”

Her voice was loud, but it was drowned out by the rumbling thunder.

The ship’s captain hurried toward the main cabin, shouting to his deputy, “Tell the Young Master we must dock. The rain is getting heavier!”

In the pouring rain, the deputy asked, “Which side should we dock on?”

“The left bank is closer, but the water is shallow and can’t support the ship. Dock on the right bank!”

At this moment, on the left bank, due to the sudden intensification of the rain, the horse team had to stop and find a broken pavilion for shelter. Liuxing was still anxiously pacing at the original spot, almost breaking the rope that tied it.

Zhuge Yue stood in the pavilion, watching Liuxing. His ear twitched slightly, and he slowly frowned.

“Zhu Cheng, did you hear that?”

Zhu Cheng was startled and asked, “Young Master, hear what?”

Zhuge Yue didn’t answer but continued to frown and listen. Unfortunately, the rain grew heavier, and rolling muffled thunder sounded from the horizon. The faint voice finally gradually disappeared, leaving no trace.

Zhuge Yue said no more. He stood with his hands behind his back, looking as far as he could, but could only see a bright whiteness all around. The ships, hidden in the pouring rain, had long since disappeared.

Chu Qiao lowered her hands. The ship had already docked safely on the right bank. She was completely soaked by the rain, and her throat was hoarse. Liang Shaoqing had somehow procured an umbrella and held it over her head, hurriedly saying, “Let’s go inside quickly. You’ll get sick like this.”

Chu Qiao stared blankly without speaking, looking at the rain across the river, silent for a long time.

The rain continued to pour down, and the wind howled, showing no sign of stopping.

Wind and rain swayed, river mist spread, and as far as the eye could see, everything was shrouded in mist.

Chapter 90: Meeting an Old Acquaintance
The heavy rain continued until noon before it finally stopped. The ship underwent repairs for two hours, clearing away the accumulated water, and only when the weather cleared did they dare to continue their journey.

When Chu Qiao returned to the cabin, she indeed began sneezing. Liang Shaoqing fussed like a mother hen but prepared hot towels and ginger soup for her. With her stuffy nose, ringing ears, and flushed face, Chu Qiao wasn’t in the mood to argue with him. When Zhan Ziyu heard she was ill, he sent a doctor to treat her. Despite drinking several large bowls of bitter medicine, she still felt weak all over.

In the afternoon, the Zhan family’s Sixth Young Lady personally visited, bustling about serving tea and water to Chu Qiao with great attentiveness, and treating Liang Shaoqing with courtesy as well, showing not the slightest hint of superiority. After Zhan Ziyun left, Liang Shaoqing sighed for a long while. Seeing that Chu Qiao had no intention of asking him why, he had no choice but to approach her himself. After much hesitation and fidgeting, he finally asked in a low voice: “Little Qiao, that Zhan family young lady has most likely secretly developed feelings for me. What should I do?”

Chu Qiao frowned and said in a hoarse voice, “You’re overthinking it.”

“How could that be?” Liang Shaoqing explained, “Our current status is merely that of servants, yet she, a young lady from a prestigious family, disregards her status to come to our room serving tea and water. She has ulterior motives. If not for wealth, then for appearance. We have no money, and you’re a woman, so there’s only one reason left—she’s taken a fancy to me and wants to secretly get close to me.”

Chu Qiao looked Liang Shaoqing up and down, then thought of the Zhan family’s adorable Sixth Young Lady, and frowned, “Surely her taste can’t be that bad?”

“Oh, what should I do?” Liang Shaoqing completely missed Chu Qiao’s remark, immersed in his worries as he paced around anxiously: “My father will disown me for this. I must consult with him first. Besides, Little Qiao should be prioritized. Alas, my studies are incomplete, my career unestablished—how can I let romance distract me from my lifelong ambitions?”

Chu Qiao shook her head. She hadn’t slept much last night and might as well use the drowsiness from the medicine to catch up on sleep. Thinking this, she gradually drifted off. When she awakened, the sky had already darkened. Chu Qiao was starving, her stomach growling, but Liang Shaoqing was nowhere to be seen. She slowly got up, feeling unsteady on her feet, barely able to stand. Having managed to dress herself, she supported herself against the wall as she walked out, only to find the deck spotlessly clean, with busy servants everywhere, evidently preparing the evening meal. The fresh breeze helped clear Chu Qiao’s mind. Suddenly, there was a noise behind her. Chu Qiao immediately turned around to see a broken basket spinning in place. She hurried over but found no one behind the basket, not even a mouse.

Chu Qiao’s brow gradually furrowed. Before dinner, Liang Shaoqing finally returned just in time. After they finished their evening meal, Liang Shaoqing continued pondering in the room about how to return home and report the matter of lifetime importance to his father. Chu Qiao, meanwhile, went out alone to stroll on the deck. After walking for a while, she heard rustling sounds behind her again. Chu Qiao pretended not to notice and continued forward. At that moment, passing a corner, she deliberately stamped her feet as if walking away, then quietly ran back and pressed herself against the wall, silently waiting. After a while, a small sound gradually approached, a pale hand gripped the corner, and then a pair of pitch-black eyes peered around cautiously. Quick as lightning, Chu Qiao reached out. Despite being ill, Chu Qiao’s strength was beyond that of ordinary people. With a single grabbing motion, her body pounced like a marten, firmly pinning the person to the ground. The young woman’s face was grim, her gaze sharp as she coldly demanded, “Who are you? Why are you following me? What are your intentions?”

“I’m not, I’m not!” A panicked voice suddenly rang out. Chu Qiao froze, looking down to see that beneath her was a young woman in her twenties, dressed in coarse clothes that were worn out. The arm Chu Qiao had grabbed and the exposed neck was covered in whip marks and bloody scars. Her face was pale and bloodless, with large round eyes set deep in sunken sockets. Though beautiful in features, she was emaciated, looking as if she had just recovered from a serious illness.

Chu Qiao frowned and said sternly, “Who are you? Why were you following me? Speak quickly, or I’ll send you to see the young master.”

“I wasn’t, I wasn’t,” the woman trembled in fear, hastily waving her hands, “I’m not a bad person, I’m not a bad person.”

“Not a bad person? Then why follow me?” The woman froze, and a tear suddenly fell. She looked at Chu Qiao with tearful eyes, saying nothing, and simply began to weep sorrowfully.

Chu Qiao was stunned, thinking she might have hurt the woman. Frowning, she released her grip and said, “Why are you crying? You were the one sneaking around following me and refusing to explain. Now you’re crying here, making it seem as if I’m bullying you.”

“I wasn’t,” the woman shook her head, crying, “I wasn’t.”

“Alright, alright.” Chu Qiao stood up and said, “Stop crying. I won’t pursue the matter. But I warn you, don’t follow me again. Next time you won’t be so lucky. I’m leaving tomorrow anyway, so whoever sent you has no reason to pursue me further.” With that, she turned to leave. Just then, a small, trembling, tearful, and doubtful voice suddenly called out, stopping Chu Qiao in her tracks like a bolt of lightning.

“Yue’er?” The woman raised her head, wiping away tears, calling out uncertainly.

Chu Qiao froze instantly as if hot blood had rushed to her head. She stood motionless like a withered tree. Seeing her stillness, the woman grew bolder, calling slightly louder: “You… are you Yue’er?”

Chu Qiao slowly turned around, her brows tightly knit, looking at the woman in disbelief. In a low voice, she asked, “Who are you?” The woman’s tears immediately fell in large drops. She covered her mouth, afraid she might cry out, looking at Chu Qiao as if in a nightmare, softly gasping, “You are Yue’er? Yue’er?”

“Who are you?”

“I’m your second sister!”

The woman suddenly staggered forward, tightly embracing Chu Qiao, crying loudly, “I’ve finally found you! I’ve finally found you!”

Chu Qiao quickly covered the woman’s mouth, saying hurriedly, “Lower your voice. Don’t let others hear.” The woman nodded immediately, tears falling in large drops, smiling while gripping Chu Qiao’s hand with surprising strength.

“Yue’er, I knew I wouldn’t be mistaken. You have a red birthmark on the back of your neck, I’ve always remembered. They all said you were a boy, but I recognized you at a glance.”

Chu Qiao felt as if she were dreaming—how could a sister suddenly appear? Frowning, she asked, “Is what you’re saying true?”

“You don’t remember?” The woman’s face instantly became sorrowful, filled with grief, but she quickly composed herself and slowly said, “Yue’er, how are Lin Xi and the others? Ji Xiang and the rest? Are you still together?”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao’s face turned deathly pale. She remained silent for a while before saying softly, “They’re all dead. Only I remain.” The woman froze, and after a long while, she smiled sadly and said in a mournful tone, “Yes, a slave’s life is cheaper than a dog’s. They were so young—how could they survive?” As she spoke, tears slowly trickled down her face. Her grip on Chu Qiao’s hand revealed bony fingers, cold as ice. “Yue’er, I’m your sister Zi Su. Don’t you remember me? It’s understandable. When our family was arrested, you were only six. My elder sister and I, along with several cousins, were sold to Shi Hua House, then passed from buyer to buyer. Two years ago, my elder sister, cousin Liu Xiu, Cai Ying, my Fourth Uncle Jin Lian, and my Aunt’s daughter Man Sheng were all sold to the Zhan household. Later, my elder sister died of illness, and Liu Xiu and Man Sheng made mistakes and were beaten to death by the Young Lady. Now only the three of us remain. I never imagined I would have the chance to see you again in this life.”

Chu Qiao felt a pang in her heart, not knowing what to say. Towards these relatives of the Jing family, she had no emotional connection. Lin Xi was already dead, and Ji Xiang and Little Eight were no longer in this world. But these people were still the relatives of this body she inhabited, and their current circumstances troubled her deeply.

“Sister Zi Su, don’t cry. Our reunion is a good thing, don’t be sad.” Jing Zi Su reached out to touch Chu Qiao’s small face, pursing her lips to hold back her tears, trembling as she said, “Yue’er, you’ve suffered greatly these years. It’s my fault for not being able to take care of you.”

“I’m fine. You’re the one who has suffered.” Jing Zi Su shook her head, putting an arm around Chu Qiao’s shoulders, softly sobbing, “Good sister, it’s too late today. If discovered, I’ll be beaten. You should go back first. Early tomorrow, I’ll bring Cheng Cou and Jin Lian to see you. I know where you’re staying.”

Chu Qiao nodded, “Be careful.”

“Yes,” Jing Zi Su nodded, “You go first.”

Chu Qiao said, “I’ll watch you go back.”

“No, no,” Jing Zi Su hurriedly refused, “I’ll feel at ease only after seeing you return safely. Man Sheng was beaten to death because she was wandering at night and mistaken for trying to escape. How could I be at ease if you don’t return?”

Chu Qiao frowned, “Doesn’t Yan Xun prohibit the arbitrary killing of citizens?”

“Foolish child, a servant is just a servant. When your life isn’t even your own, what rules are there to speak of?” Jing Zi Su smiled bitterly. “Go back quickly. See you tomorrow.”

Chu Qiao nodded, “I’ll go first, take care.” Walking far away, she could still see Jing Zi Su’s slender figure standing in the night, so young yet already stooped, cautiously bent, smiling and waving when she saw Chu Qiao look back.

Back in the room, Chu Qiao was in a terrible mood. Ignoring Liang Shaoqing, she went straight to bed, her thoughts like a July downpour, chaotic and overwhelming. Under these circumstances, could she still leave tomorrow? Could she abandon this pitiable sister she had just found and depart alone? Yet she could barely take care of herself now—did she have the ability to look after them?

However, early the next morning, as the ship reached Pengcheng’s dock, the sudden visit of a certain person immediately disrupted all her plans. Looking at this person, Chu Qiao knew that fate was drawing her into the political turmoil of Tang Jing in a strange way. The drama in Tang Jing was officially beginning.

Chapter 91: Old Enemies Meet
Early the next morning, Chu Qiao still decided to leave this place temporarily. Da Xia and Yan Tang were now joined by marriage, with domestic turmoil gradually subsiding. Recently, there were even rumors that the Xia Emperor would soon move back from Yundu to Zhenhuang. Once Da Xia stabilized, they would inevitably attack Yan Bei to maintain the empire’s dignity. For three hundred years, the Da Xia Dynasty had never suffered such a heavy blow. Once this tiger regained its strength, the tremendous fury Yan Bei would face was unimaginable. Before that happened, she had to return to Yan Bei and fight alongside Yan Xun.

But she couldn’t just abandon the Jing family sisters. This was Chu Qiao’s essential principle in dealing with people. Toward enemies, she could be ruthless, and to achieve certain goals, she could employ unscrupulous means when necessary. But toward family and friends, she maintained absolute sincerity and protection. Even though she essentially had no connection to the Jing family, Lin Xi’s help during difficult times, Ji Xiang’s care and support, as well as Jing Yue’er’s small body, all gave her an undeniable sense of responsibility.

A qualified special agent might not have superior technical means, solid military skills, formidable physical qualities, or rich combat experience, but absolutely must have a sense of responsibility. They must maintain high loyalty to their organization, comrades, superiors, and even country, with a full and clear awareness of the responsibilities on their shoulders. Only this way could they maintain strong beliefs and psychological qualities in harsh and dangerous working environments, continuing to fight with tenacity. This was also why agents from Country M, with their robust high-tech equipment and vast wealth, repeatedly fell to Israel’s Mossad. The issue lay in the fact that the latter was founded on religion, and their elites possessed high degrees of national loyalty and religious faith, making them difficult to sway or betray in the face of money.

And Chu Qiao was just such a person. Though she had no religious faith, she had firmly established life principles. Whatever she did, there was a clear bottom line, and this was the main reason she rushed back to Zhenhuang at the last moment to rescue the Southwestern Garrison Commander.

As far as Chu Qiao knew, the Zhan household would stay in Pengcheng for two days before continuing to Tang Jing. These two days would be the perfect opportunity for her to find a way to rescue the Jing sisters.

Early in the morning, before dawn, someone knocked softly at the door. Chu Qiao sat up immediately, put on her outer clothes, and opened the cabin door. Jing Zi Su stood at the doorway, looking somewhat nervous. Behind her followed a young woman, only in her early twenties, with fine features. Though not as beautiful as Jing Zi Su, she had an excellent figure, curvy in all the right places, and was tall and slender. Even dressed in servant’s clothing, she couldn’t conceal her natural grace.

“Yue’er, sorry to disturb your rest. It’s a bit early.”

Jing Zi Su nervously rubbed her hands, smiling a bit awkwardly. Chu Qiao politely shook her head and said, “Come in quickly. I’ve been awake for a while.”

“Cai Yin went out last night with the Fifth Young Lady and hasn’t returned yet. When she comes back, I’ll bring her to meet you.”

Liang Shaoqing stood to the side, looking curiously at Jing Zi Su and her companion. When they looked his way, he hastily bowed in a scholarly fashion, “Greetings, ladies. I am Liang Shaoqing, courtesy name…”

“Less talk. Go outside and keep watch for us.”

Chu Qiao said coldly. Liang Shaoqing was taken aback and was about to object when he saw Chu Qiao raise her eyebrows. He immediately lost his temper and walked out awkwardly, muttering, “She knows quite a few people.”

As the door closed, Chu Qiao smiled and gestured, “Please sit, sisters.”

“Yue’er, this is Jin Lian from your Fourth Uncle’s family. She used to hold you when you were little. Do you remember?”

Chu Qiao could only smile vaguely. How could she remember? Not only was she an impostor who had borrowed a body, but even if she were the real Jing Yue’er, she probably wouldn’t remember things from such a young age.

The three sat there, momentarily not knowing what to say, creating an awkward atmosphere. Jin Lian seemed very introverted, occasionally stealing glances at Chu Qiao but not daring to approach and speak. She appeared extremely timid. Chu Qiao looked at her carefully and saw that she was thin, and beneath the collar of her clothes, there seemed to be whip marks. Although she tried hard to conceal them with her clothes, a small part was still visible.

It seemed they weren’t living well here. Chu Qiao silently noted this, and her determination to take them away grew stronger.

Jin Lian looked around, suddenly smiled, and said in a small voice tinged with timidity, “Yue’er, you have it so good here. You even have a bed, windows, and dry blankets.”

Zi Su also smiled and said, “Though Yue’er is young, she’s capable. When I told Jin Lian that the youth who dealt with Chen Shuang’s gang was our sister, she wouldn’t believe it. Oh, not just her—even I can hardly believe it now. It feels like a dream. Yue’er, you’ve learned martial arts, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao nodded and said, “I’ve learned a few self-defense moves.”

Jin Lian gathered her courage and said, “You don’t know how happy everyone was when Chen Shuang and his group were locked up that day.”

“No wonder Yue’er stays in the upper cabins as soon as she arrives. It’s because she has skills.”

Seeing their happy expressions, Chu Qiao felt a warmth rising within her. She gently asked, “Sister Zi Su, what work do you do now? Where do you live?”

“We do cleaning and washing work and live in the lower cabins. Last month, we were still in a large dormitory with twenty people, but we moved to a twelve-person room a few days ago, thanks to Cai Yin. She’s now the Fifth Young Lady’s maid and quite favored.”

“Yes!” Jin Lian said excitedly, “She lives in the upper cabins now, just like you, together with three other higher-ranking maids. The Fifth Young Lady is kind-tempered, the most approachable of all the young ladies. With her around, we suffer much less bullying.”

“Is that so?” Seeing them talk happily, Chu Qiao absent-mindedly agreed, “That’s truly remarkable.”

Zi Su said, “Indeed! A few days ago, the Fifth Young Lady even gave Cai Yin a silk outfit. I haven’t touched such smooth fabric for many years. The Young Lady likes her. Cai Yin is so fortunate—perhaps someday when the Young Lady is in a good mood, she’ll arrange a good marriage for her. If she can marry a high-ranking coachman or cook, she’ll be blessed for life.”

Chu Qiao smiled gently, but suddenly felt a pang of sadness in her heart. She looked at the wounds on Jing Zi Su and Jin Lian, sighed slowly, and turned to take some leftover medicine from her medicine box. “Let’s not talk about others. Let me put some medicine on for you.”

Jing Zi Su was startled and tried awkwardly to hide her injuries, but as they were on her neck and face, she couldn’t conceal them. She laughed awkwardly, “I made a small mistake the day before yesterday and was punished by the supervisor. Jin Lian even took a few blows for me. It’s nothing, almost healed.”

Such things happened everywhere—nobles oppressing commoners, commoners bullying slaves, and even among slaves, there were hierarchies. Chu Qiao said nothing, applying medicine for them while asking, “Sisters, do you plan to be servants all your lives? Haven’t you thought about leaving?”

“Leave?” Zi Su was stunned, asking in confusion, “Leave for where? We have no identity papers, no money, and no relatives to turn to. Wouldn’t we just be captured again if we went out? If we switched to another household, it might not even be as good as the Zhan family. The Zhan household treats servants quite well. Except for the First and Second Young Ladies, who have bad tempers, the rest are good, and Young Master Zi Yu is especially easy-going.”

At this point, Zi Su suddenly paused, then turned to ask sharply, “Yue’er, you’re not planning to escape, are you?”

Chu Qiao was startled and quickly shook her head.

“That’s good,” Jing Zi Su stroked Chu Qiao’s head and said, “Though you’re capable, don’t act rashly. You were fortunate to be sold to Young Master Zi Yu, but if you escape, you might be captured again. In this world, there’s no way out for people like us. Now that we sisters have finally reunited, don’t take risks. I only hope we can stay together, carefully serve our masters, and avoid major mistakes. That’s enough.”

“Yes, I heard that in Yan Tang, servants even get wages. If the Zhan household moves back to Yan Tang someday, we might even earn wages. That would be much better than when we were in Da Xia.”

At that moment, a commotion suddenly came from outside. Chu Qiao frowned and walked forward. As soon as she opened the door, a shrill voice pierced her ears.

The woman, ignoring Chu Qiao standing at the door, peered inside. Spotting Jing Zi Su and Jin Lian, she immediately scolded, “Shameless hussies! So you came here to find men! I’ll skin you alive!”

Jin Lian’s face instantly turned ashen. She stood up and hid behind Zi Su. Jing Zi Su also turned pale, standing up and saying, “Sister Xiao Yun, we were just visiting.”

“You two seductive little sluts, still daring to talk back! Get out here, both of you!”

Liang Shaoqing poked his head out from behind, frowning as he said, “Miss, how can you speak so offensively?”

Xiao Yun turned her head and glared fiercely at Liang Shaoqing, but didn’t argue. However, as Jin Lian passed by her, she reached out and pinched Jin Lian’s arm, shouting harshly, “Move faster! Do I need to carry you?”

Jin Lian cried out in pain, and Zi Su quickly pulled her away. Zi Su hastily bowed and apologized to Xiao Yun, while Jin Lian, with tears in her eyes, cradled her arm and cowered in fear, not daring to say a word.

Xiao Yun snorted smugly, her gaze sweeping over Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing’s faces with an expression that seemed to say, “What can you do about it?”

Chu Qiao’s brows gradually furrowed, and she unconsciously stepped forward. At that moment, Jing Zi Su suddenly moved in front of her, blocking her while apologizing to Xiao Yun and secretly holding Chu Qiao’s hand.

Until Jing Zi Su and the others left, Chu Qiao hadn’t said a word. She sat on the bed, head lowered, chest heaving, brows tightly knit.

Liang Shaoqing sensed her bad mood and dared not approach to disturb her.

After a long while, the outside was completely bright, with more and more people on the deck. Liang Shaoqing finally asked softly, “Little Qiao, are we leaving today?”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao said in a low voice. She stood up and walked out of the cabin, saying as she went, “You eat something first. I’ll go say farewell to the young master.”

Passing through the deck, she saw Jin Lian kneeling on the ground with a cloth, wiping the stern. Seeing Chu Qiao from afar, her eyes lit up with joy, and she quickly turned away. Soon, Jing Zi Su came running from behind, happily waving to Chu Qiao, showing no signs of unhappiness.

Chu Qiao stood there, waving back at them. Seeing their happy expressions, she suddenly felt a heaviness in her heart.

She took a deep breath, trying not to think too much, and headed toward the upper cabin. As she climbed the stairs, she noticed a small boat moored beside the large ship. Though simple in design, the black-canopied craft was quite exquisite, presenting an elegant charm against the misty waters.

It seemed visitors had boarded the ship. Chu Qiao paid little attention, thinking perhaps servants from the other two large ships had come to report something, and she continued walking up.

Meeting the servant girl by Zhan Zi Yu’s side, Chu Qiao respectfully stated her purpose. After a while, the maid came out from the inner cabin, looked at Chu Qiao strangely, and said, “Follow me.”

Chu Qiao followed the maid to the inner cabin and stood at the door of a room. The little maid said, “The master is meeting guests. Wait here for a while.”

Chu Qiao nodded and waited quietly.

After a while, there was movement inside the cabin, as if someone was walking toward the door. Then, clear voices came through. Besides Zhan Zi Yu’s voice, there was another male voice that sounded strangely familiar.

Just as Chu Qiao was trying to figure out who the visitor might be, the cabin door opened. Chu Qiao carefully raised her head to look, and instantly felt her scalp tingle, nearly fleeing on the spot!

The man wore a dark green robe, and fine silk clothing, with star-like eyes and a prominent aquiline nose, giving him a somewhat gloomy appearance. Even when smiling, he gave people the impression of being full of schemes. He casually glanced outside, where only Chu Qiao and the little maid stood. Although Chu Qiao quickly concealed her expression and lowered her head, she was still caught by him.

The man was immediately startled, his brows tightly knitting. He gazed intently at Chu Qiao, then reached out to lift her chin, his eyes as sharp as an eagle’s, staring at her fixedly.

“Young Prince?” Zhan Zi Yu was slightly surprised and called out softly.

Chu Qiao resignedly raised her head, avoiding the man’s hand, then respectfully bowed, “This servant greets the master.”

“Servant?” The man looked Chu Qiao up and down, then suddenly smiled, “What a pretty servant!”

Zhan Zi Yu said, “The Young Prince jests. When my sister returns, I will certainly convey your message to her. I’m sorry you’ve come for nothing.”

“Master Zhan is too polite. I haven’t had the chance to send you off on your return to Tang. Meeting on the river like this is also fate.”

“I am but a commoner. How could I trouble the Young Prince to see me off? You honor me too much.”

“Haha,” the man laughed heartily, “Master Zhan has always been an elegant character.”

The Young Prince slightly raised his brow, glancing at Chu Qiao standing with her head lowered, and asked, “Little servant, what’s your name?”

Chu Qiao kept her head down and replied calmly, “This servant is called Little Qiao.”

“Little Qiao, Little Qiao,” the Young Prince smiled, “A good name.”

With that, he turned and left with large strides.

Everyone immediately lined up on both sides, respectfully seeing him out the door. When everything had completely quieted down, Chu Qiao slowly raised her head, cold sweat pouring from her forehead, and let out a long breath.

She knew all her plans had to stop immediately. She had to leave right away, regardless of the reason, regardless of who needed her help. She had to go immediately.

Because the person who had just left was her old acquaintance, the Young Prince Jing—Jing Han.

When everyone returned, they all wore strange expressions. Those present just now included not only Zhan Zi Yu, but also the eldest son-in-law Gu Gong’en, the Eldest Young Lady Zhan Zi Fang, and the Sixth Young Lady Zhan Zi Yun. Among those who returned, there was even the Second Young Lady Zhan Zi Kui.

Zhan Zi Fang asked first, “You know Young Prince Jing?”

Chu Qiao frowned, but could only say stubbornly, “No, I don’t.”

“Then why did he single you out?”

“This, this servant doesn’t know.”

“Could it be?” Zhan Zi Kui frowned at Chu Qiao, thought for a while, and said in a deep voice, “Could the rumors outside be true?”

Zhan Zi Fang was startled, “What rumors?”

“That Young Prince Jing favors men!”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao immediately gulped. Then she heard Gu Gong’en add, “If that’s the case, we need to change our strategy. Having the Fifth Sister entertain him might not be enough.”

With these words, everyone’s gaze instantly focused on her. Chu Qiao felt a chill run down her spine, cold all over.

“Um, I came, to bid farewell to the young master. The young master promised me that after the ship docked, he would let me go.”

“No!” Zhan Zi Kui spoke first, “Why should you be allowed to leave?”

Zhan Zi Yu frowned, “Second Sister, this was my decision.”

“Times have changed,” Zhan Zi Kui said. “Young Prince Jing has caught up with us. We didn’t say goodbye to him when we left, which was already improper. Now returning to the capital, we urgently need someone to rely on. With such an opportunity, how can we not seize it?”

“It was just casual banter. Why take it seriously?”

“Even if it’s casual, going all out shows our respect for him.” Zhan Zi Fang said, then turned to look at Chu Qiao, “You, go back and pack up, prepare yourself. After we go ashore, you’ll come with me to visit Young Prince Jing.”

Chu Qiao slowly frowned, her eyes slightly raised, looking sideways at the people before her. The anger she had suppressed all morning surged in her heart. What were they planning to do—send her to Jing Han?

Just then, hurried footsteps suddenly came from outside. The maid from earlier ran in breathlessly, pushed open the door, and gasped, “Young Master, Eldest Young Lady, Second Young Lady, Eldest Son-in-law, Sixth Young Lady, that… that Young Prince, he’s back!”

“What?” Everyone was stunned. Gu Gong’en asked solemnly, “What’s he come back for?”

“He’s brought luggage and many servants, saying he… saying he wants to stay on our ship and travel to the capital with us!”

Crash! The teacup in Zhan Zi Fang’s hand instantly fell to the ground. Everyone looked at each other in astonishment and delight. After staring at one another for a while, they finally all turned their gaze to Chu Qiao’s face!

Chu Qiao instantly felt dizzy. She knew her escape plan had completely failed.

Chapter 92: Taking Office
It must be said that Chu Qiao had always had a poor impression of Jing Han. From their first encounter on the training grounds, this evil man had formed an irreconcilable enmity with her. In their subsequent meetings, both maintained tense relations. This prince of considerable power seemed to be at odds with Yan Xun and consequently had always glared at Chu Qiao, repeatedly opposing her and causing trouble.

During the Da Xia Emperor’s birthday celebration, he wasn’t in the palace, avoiding that turmoil. Regarding the relationship between Prince Jing and the court, Chu Qiao had always been unclear, so she had never fully understood this young prince’s background. Just like now, she couldn’t comprehend why this man had impulsively decided to stay with the Zhan household, and despite knowing who she was, hadn’t exposed her. But one thing was certain—this man’s intentions toward her were not good.

After setting out all his belongings, arranging them one by one, the sky had already darkened by the time she finished, and the ship had docked. Chu Qiao’s inner frustration was imaginable, but she still forced herself to turn around, looking at Jing Han’s punchable face, restraining herself to ask, “Young Prince, is there anything else you need?”

“Yes,” Young Prince Jing smiled crookedly, with a mischievous expression. His hair was set upright with a white jade crown, making him look neat and handsome. “Pack everything up again and put it back where it was.”

Chu Qiao didn’t move, not even bothering to smile. She stood there, throwing down what she held with a thud. The young woman frowned, coldly looking at him, and said in a deep voice, “Tell me, what do you want?”

Jing Han snorted arrogantly through his nose: “Is this how a servant speaks to their master?”

“Is there such an unreasonable master like you?”

“Hmph!” Jing Han stood up, walking forward while smiling and shaking his head: “Little Qiao, you should be grateful that you’ve encountered an unreasonable master like me. If it were Zhao Che or Zhuge Yue, you wouldn’t be alive now to stand here arranging things.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, “Why haven’t you exposed me?”

“Why should I expose you?”

“I heard the bounty outside has risen to five hundred gold pieces. Besides, killing a traitor like me would be a great achievement, wouldn’t it?”

“Not interested,” Jing Han shook his head, smiling, “I’m just curious, how did a slave picked from the garbage heap by Yan Xun grow to become such a treasure?” He looked Chu Qiao up and down, smiling, “You look quite good in men’s clothing. Little girl, in these few months we haven’t seen each other, not only have you given the Zhao family a bloody nose, but you’ve also made this prince’s heart flutter.”

Jing Han suddenly stepped forward, putting an arm around Chu Qiao’s waist, his eyes looking down, “I especially admire this pair of legs of yours.”

Chu Qiao frowned, leaning slightly backward, and said in a deep voice, “Let go.”

Jing Han smiled mischievously, the hand on Chu Qiao’s waist even giving a slight squeeze as he shook his head, saying, “I won’t.”

“If you don’t let go, I won’t be polite.”

“What do you want to do?” Jing Han chuckled, “Want to beat me up like you did to Li Ce?”

Jing Han’s phoenix eyes narrowed slightly, with a playful gleam. He raised an eyebrow and smiled, “Don’t you think comparing me to that tasteless stallion is a great insult to me?”

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, immediately raising her leg to kick. Jing Han had anticipated this, moving as fast as lightning, his right hand grabbing her raised thigh, lifting it to his waist, squeezing hard, then appearing intoxicated: “Feels good.”

“Hmph,” Chu Qiao was immediately furious. This man usually played the fool but was hiding his true skills. He often stirred up trouble and created discord, but she hadn’t expected he was quite skilled. She had underestimated him before. She struck forward with a small hand chop, but unexpectedly, Jing Han suddenly threw himself at her. Chu Qiao was too close to him to push him away in time and was pushed down onto the bed with him pressing heavily on top. Jing Han leaned forward, opening his mouth to kiss her earlobe, but Chu Qiao nimbly turned to the left. Jing Han missed, but his expression was unchanged, he took a deep sniff and said, “Smells good.”

“You’re asking for death,” Chu Qiao snorted coldly, bending her leg to kick his groin. Jing Han blocked it with his hand, exclaiming in surprise, “Little Qiao, do you want to ruin my happiness for the rest of my life?”

“I want you dead.”

Jing Han countered every move. Whether because Chu Qiao had been frequently injured recently and lacked strength, or because he was well-versed in this kind of entanglement, in this persistent grappling, he didn’t seem to be at a disadvantage.

“They say a woman’s heart is most venomous, and today I’ve truly experienced it.” Just as the two were engrossed in their struggle on the bed, the door was suddenly pushed open without warning. The two were startled and raised their heads from the messy bedding, looking up in disarray to see the Zhan family’s Sixth Young Lady, Zhan Zi Yun, and Liang Shaoqing standing at the door, frozen like wooden chickens, looking in disbelief at the scene within.

Young Prince Jing, after all, was accustomed to a position of authority and didn’t quite recognize the identity of this young girl who always stood behind Zhan Zi Yu. Somewhat annoyed, he slowly frowned and said in a deep voice, “Who let you in?”

“You two? You two?” Zhan Zi Yun’s delicate white fingers trembled as she pointed at them, her eyes immediately reddening. Suddenly, she cried out loudly, “How could you do this?”

Liang Shaoqing, filled with righteous indignation and extraordinary courage, pointed at Jing Han and shouted, “You beast!”

As soon as these words were spoken, Chu Qiao was startled. Indeed, Jing Han’s expression immediately changed, his eyes gloomy as he said coldly, “How bold!”

Jing Han was different from Li Ce; he couldn’t be casually joked with. At this moment, her life was in his hands, so when there was no way to escape completely, Chu Qiao didn’t dare to use her full strength for fear of provoking him. Now this bookworm Liang had suddenly jumped out with such a statement—wasn’t he seeking death?

“She is the Zhan family’s Sixth Young Lady, and he is my friend. You cannot harm them!”

Jing Han slowly turned his head, looking coldly at Chu Qiao, smiling wickedly, “Give me a reason why I shouldn’t harm them?”

Indeed, Chu Qiao was immediately at a loss for words, because even she was like a lamb awaiting slaughter in someone else’s hands at this moment.

Chu Qiao took a deep breath: “Because they are my friends.”

The young woman’s gaze was firm as she calmly looked at Jing Han, saying slowly, “Unless you kill me now, even if you hand me over to Da Xia’s Zhao royal family, as long as I’m alive, I will come back for revenge. I keep my word.”

Jing Han looked at Chu Qiao seriously for a while, then suddenly smiled, “Little Qiao, I find myself increasingly reluctant to part with you.”

At this moment, Zhan Zi Yun suddenly covered her mouth and ran out. Chu Qiao frowned, wanting to follow her, when she heard Jing Han’s voice calmly saying from behind, “You’d better not think about escaping. My men have already closely guarded this ship. Even if you could leave, you absolutely couldn’t take your scholar friend with you. Moreover, the Zhan young master has been good to you; don’t implicate him.”

Chu Qiao stood in place, slightly turning her face, looking at Jing Han’s enchanting eyes with the corner of her own. The man sat on the bed, smiling irritatingly.

“As long as you obediently stay by my side and accompany me to Tang Jing to join in the excitement, I’ll guarantee your safety.”

Chu Qiao said nothing, turning to walk out the cabin door.

At this moment, she suddenly understood Jing Han’s intentions.

Yan Bei’s independence was a heavy blow to the Da Xia Empire, but for the various feudal princes constantly facing the danger of being stripped of their power, it was a fortunate event. Prince Jing possessed great power and had always been a thorn in the side of the Zhao royal clan. Now with Yan Bei taking the lead, they could breathe a sigh of relief and wait for opportunities while watching from a distance. And Chu Qiao happened to be an important figure between the two sides. Having her in hand could both restrain Yan Xun when Yan Bei was in power and earn merit when Da Xia prevailed—a win-win situation. But why did he want to take her to Tang Jing? Wasn’t he afraid of being discovered harboring a wanted criminal? Shouldn’t the best way to handle this be to secretly imprison her in Prince Jing’s fief?

By now, Chu Qiao had walked onto the deck, looking around but not seeing Zhan Zi Yun.

However, the servants passing by all cast strange glances at her, and when they saw her looking, they hurriedly lowered their heads, afraid of being seen by her.

Chu Qiao smiled bitterly and helplessly. It seemed the news of her being Jing Han’s male lover had already spread and taken root in people’s minds.

“Little Qiao.”

A voice suddenly came from behind. Liang Shaoqing approached with a strange expression, asking in a low voice, “Did he do anything to you?”

Chu Qiao impatiently pushed him away, saying, “Don’t bother me.”

Chu Qiao was already upset, and her words carried no other meaning. But to Liang Shaoqing’s ears, they took on a completely different interpretation. The bookworm suddenly became as grieved as if someone had stolen his money, pacing back and forth. His eyes lit up as he grabbed a stick, turning to walk toward Jing Han’s room, saying as he went, “I’ll fight him to the death!”

“Are you insane?” Chu Qiao grabbed him, frowning as she scolded, “Is there something wrong with your head?”

Liang Shaoqing’s eyes were red, and he looked as if he was about to cry: “He bullied you.”

“He didn’t bully you!” As soon as these words were out, Chu Qiao realized they were problematic. She took the stick from his hand and said, “How can you fight him? What can you fight him with? You can’t even beat me, how can you fight against all his men? He’s a prince!”

“So what if he’s a prince? He should be reasonable! Even the emperor is subject to the same law as common people, let alone a mere prince.”

Chu Qiao shook her head, feeling it impossible to communicate with this man. She wanted to ask him if, throughout history, he had ever seen an emperor who had been beheaded or imprisoned for breaking the law, but felt discussing such issues with a bookworm lacked constructive value. She shook her head, returned the stick to his hand, and waved tiredly, “Go fight him to the death then. One less is one less.” With that, she turned and walked toward her cabin. However, just as she turned a corner, she saw the maid named Xiao Yun slap Jin Lian in the face. Jin Lian, carrying a bucket of water, dropped it with a bang, the water spilling all over her, leaving her in a sorry state.

Chu Qiao, who had been holding in her anger all day, was already fuming. She could no longer restrain herself. She stepped forward, grabbed Xiao Yun by the collar, and delivered three quick slaps, leaving the arrogant little maid seeing stars with a bruised face.

“If you dare bully her again, I’ll kill you.”

With a kick that sent Xiao Yun to the ground, Chu Qiao pulled Jin Lian up and turned to walk back to her cabin, leaving a buzz of discussion behind.

Back in the room, Chu Qiao was full of anger. She washed a face cloth and gave it to Jin Lian to wipe her face. Without Zi Su present, Jin Lian seemed afraid of this sister who was disguised as a man, skilled in martial arts, whom she hadn’t seen for a long time, and who was rumored to have an unusual relationship with the Young Prince. She just cautiously observed Chu Qiao, not daring to say a word. After sitting angrily for half a while, Chu Qiao gradually calmed down. Her temper was very bad today, and her mood was very poor. She hadn’t been like this for many years. Perhaps because life had been peaceful recently, without so many worries and intrigues, she had relaxed her vigilance toward this fallen Yan Tang noble, never considering what obstacles she might face if she wanted to leave. So under the sudden disappointment, she became so angry. The current situation was very bad, so bad that she felt somewhat helpless. She raised her eyes to look at Jin Lian opposite her, and a wicked thought suddenly emerged in her mind. Perhaps she should disregard everything here and slip away quietly, hurrying back to Yan Bei. This idea hissed and tempted like a crazy venomous snake in her heart, making her palms sweat. They were now at the shore, and it would soon be dark. She didn’t believe that with her abilities, in familiar terrain, she couldn’t escape Jing Han’s guards. But then she thought of Jing Han’s ruthless methods. If she escaped, Zhan Zi Yu might not be affected greatly, but Liang Shaoqing would suffer. Thinking of this, she took a deep breath and suppressed the idea again. Even if she were to leave, she would find an opportunity to take Liang Shaoqing with her.

Just then, suddenly someone knocked on the door. Chu Qiao was startled, opened the door, and was surprised to see the frightening smile of the Zhan family’s Eldest Young Lady. Zhan Zi Fang stood before her with a smile, holding a large tray, and said cheerfully, “Young Mr. Liang, I’ve long seen that you are a talented person. Old Qin has been gone for so long, and our household still doesn’t have a steward. I’ve discussed it with the others, and we all agree that this position is meant for no one but you.” With that, she pulled off the red cloth covering the tray, revealing a heavy set of keys and account books.

Chu Qiao was stunned. She turned back to look at the equally dumbfounded Jin Lian, then turned back, pointing at her nose and asking, “Me…?”

“Yes,” Zhan Zi Fang, accompanied by several servants, with even Gu Gong’en and others visible in the distance behind her, said, “Besides you, who else could handle this position? Please don’t decline.”

Placing the tray in Chu Qiao’s hands, Zhan Zi Fang smiled, “This way, I can rest assured. Strange things happen every year, but this year seems particularly abundant in them.” Zhan Zi Fang smiled brilliantly, and for a moment, with the lights shining behind her, there was even a hint of sacred radiance. From a distance, a sudden cheer arose. Zhan Zi Fang turned and smiled, “It’s Fifth Sister returning. Steward Liang, let’s go welcome the Fifth Young Lady.”

Chu Qiao picked up the tray, intending to decline, when a series of urgent shouts came closer and closer, “Young Master, something terrible has happened!”

Chapter 93: Horses Treading on Muddy Ground
On the rain-drenched Tai’an Road, an eight-horse carriage made of yellow huanghuali wood decorated with brocade was racing madly along the main road. The West Beihe Desert’s western frontier blood horses occasionally kicked the accumulated snow to the sides, causing roadside vendors to hastily retreat in all directions.

Uninformed passersby quietly asked the experienced merchants who frequented these streets. A bald vendor, who had hoped to profit from selling fireworks for the upcoming New Year, cautiously glanced at the carriage, from which only a trail of flying white snow and hoofprints could be seen, and said in a low voice: “The Zhao Ming Grand Duke’s family has fallen. As they say, when a tree falls, the monkeys scatter. Look at their former glory, and now… hmph! Haven’t you seen those patrols on the streets these past few days? They’re all catching rebels. Yan Bei caused a great disturbance in the north recently, and when the Sacred Golden Palace’s master called for loyal subjects, none came to aid, forcing them to relocate the capital. Now that they’ve returned, how can these people expect to have good days ahead?”

The passerby was startled and asked, “Does that mean there will be war? Will Zhenhuang send troops to attack Yan Bei?”

“Who knows!” The vendor spat and clicked his tongue, saying slowly, “But in my view, Yan Bei isn’t easy to provoke. Who knows who might attack first in the end?”

“Are you trying to get us killed?” a shrill voice suddenly rang out nearby. A heavily made-up woman stepped forward quickly, shouting sharply, “Talking like this in front of my door, do you think your heads are too many? Be careful, or I’ll send all of you to the magistrate!”

The two men smiled nervously, gathered their goods, and hurriedly left. When they were far enough away, they couldn’t help but look back, glaring fiercely at the woman, contemptuously spitting and cursing, “Filthy whore!” Then they strode away.

A red-haired maid standing beside the woman flushed with anger and was about to chase after them when the woman grabbed her arm. The little maid was taken aback and said resentfully, “Sister Hong, are we just going to let them get away with it? I’ll call Gensheng and the others to come and break those scoundrels’ legs!”

“Forget it!” Sister Hong raised her hand to rub her temples. Her face was covered with thick rouge, making her appear somewhat vulgar. But upon closer inspection, she possessed an undeniable beauty. It seemed that without such thick makeup, she would be even more stunning. “The auction is about to begin in the West Alley. Let’s go take a look. The Zhao Ming Grand Duke was kind to me. When I couldn’t save Master Jing’s bloodline back then, this time, even if I have to risk everything I own, I must save the Grand Duke’s children.”

The two women put on cloaks, and the little maid raised a bamboo umbrella. The mistress and servant gradually disappeared into the heavy rain, leaving only a trail of footprints that were slowly buried by the snow.

This winter was exceptionally cold. On this day, Shuanghai City was drenched in pouring rain, with huge hailstones occasionally crashing down. The elderly in the city said that this year’s rain was somewhat strange; in previous years, the peach blossoms would have already bloomed by this time.

Standing among the crowd, Sister Hong wore a large cloak with only a bamboo umbrella above her head and laughed coldly. Just then, a somewhat educated scholar was heard shaking his head and saying, “The Zhao Ming Grand Duke’s family died unjustly!” No sooner had he spoken than several fierce men emerged from the crowd, grabbing the scholar and carrying him away, shouting.

The crowd immediately fell silent. Sister Hong turned her head to look at the footprints left by those men on the ground, clearly showing the emblem of the Southern City Military Affairs Office. At this moment, a court matron in her fifties slowly walked onto the high platform in the West Alley. She wore the Moon Maiden pendant required in the palace, swaying back and forth. Though she wore the robes of a lowly servant in the palace, in the eyes of these ordinary people, she possessed an air of imperial nobility.

After all, she was someone who moved within the palace. In this frontier town, even the etiquette official and magistrate dared not offend her, speaking with lowered eyes and a submissive attitude: “The daughters of the Zhao Ming Grand Duke’s family have always been sheltered, hardly ever leaving their home. Only someone like Matron would be able to identify them one by one. Matron, please verify the people.”

The matron’s lips twitched slightly, though it was unclear whether she was trying to smile or something else. After a pause, she said in a hoarse voice: “When the Grand Duke’s family members entered the palace in the past, this old servant once attended to them. Who could have imagined that the once proud daughters of the He Lian clan of Huai Yin would all fall to such a state today? It truly is thirty years east of the river, thirty years west—one can’t help but sigh at such changes!”

The official smiled lightly, quickly agreeing. He beckoned to several soldiers in the distance, and a long procession slowly approached, with about a hundred people or more. All were disheveled and filthy, dressed in tattered clothes, with heavy chains on their hands and feet. Under the supervision of dozens of whip and sword-wielding soldiers, they walked slowly and weakly.

Suddenly, a gust of wind rose sharply. The piercing cold wind howled like a madman down the long street, strangely cold, making people shiver. At the front of the procession, a thinly-dressed young woman was blown by this cold wind, her foot slipped, her body tilted, and she suddenly fell to the ground.

“Young Lady!” A small maid following closely behind her suddenly jumped forward, helping the young woman up, her voice almost trembling as she hurriedly asked, “Young Lady, are you alright?”

Though dressed in the same coarse, tattered clothes as the other prisoners, this young woman had a uniquely delicate appearance. Her face was deathly pale as she shook her head lightly. Obediently, amid the soldiers’ curses, she stood up, supported by the little maid’s hand, and slowly walked toward the high platform. Then, pushed roughly by the soldiers behind her, she stumbled and knelt there.

The wind and rain seemed to grow increasingly fierce. On the high platform, over a hundred female members of the Zhao Ming Grand Duke’s household knelt densely packed. With the downfall of the Zhao Ming Grand Duke this time, the He Lian clan of Huai Yin faced complete extermination. Men taller than a horsewhip were all beheaded, while the rest were sent to frontier military service. Women over sixteen were granted white silk for suicide, while those under sixteen were sold into slavery, resulting in this tragic scene.

Thus, the first wave of the post-war crisis brought about by Yan Bei’s independence finally arrived. Under the efforts of Zhao Che and Zhao Yang, Da Xia was preparing to return to the capital and was mercilessly pursuing accountability for the war. The first scapegoat to suffer brutal slaughter was the He Lian clan of Huai Yin—the Zhao Ming Grand Duke’s family—who had lost their power but still occupied a seat in the Council of Elders.

He Lian Ling knelt on the bone-chillingly cold ground, with her maid Little Cha constantly pushing at her arm, trying desperately to place the edge of her robe under her mistress’s knees. He Lian Ling knelt there in a daze, saying nothing, motionless.

Tears that should have been shed had all been exhausted in the past few days. The Zhao Ming Grand Duke’s family, with thirty-seven branches and over 4,870 people, had been brutally slaughtered in just three days, with blood flowing like rivers. That morning, when she watched with her own eyes as her mother, three sisters, various sisters-in-law, aunts, other family members aunts, maids, wet nurses, and servants were all hanged with those blood-thirsty white silks in the great hall just one cell away from her, she felt as if her entire heart had died.

Even now, whenever she closed her eyes, she could still see that gloomy hall filled with ghastly white silks. Her mother and sisters hung there like wooden posts, row by row. Wind mixed with icy hailstones continuously flew in through the courtyard, landing on their purple-tinged, deathly pale faces, gradually accumulating without the slightest sign of melting.

When the prison officials came to collect the bodies, each was casually wrapped in a tattered mat and dragged away. As they passed before her, those long strands of hair swept through the dirty dust on the floor, raising clouds of smoke that choked her, causing her to cough violently. Fresh blood gushed from her mouth like a spring, mixing with her already numb tears, and fell into the rat and cockroach-infested cell, laying the foundation for the most painful memory of her life.

The former glory and prosperity, the bustling noble family, was thus deeply buried in the mud, scattered like wild soil, dissipating in the drifting years, becoming yet another sacrifice to the empire’s power shift.

In the outer crowd, a blue cloth carriage stood quietly under a hundred-year-old banyan tree. The tree’s lush branches and leaves kept the rain from falling through. The carriage curtain was lifted, with only a thin gauze screen over the window, the figure inside blurry. There was only one driver guarding the carriage. But for some reason, none of the passersby hurrying to take shelter from the rain approached this spot.

“Young Master, shall we go take a look?”

The gauze screen was lifted, revealing a face with distinct features. The man’s narrow phoenix eyes narrowed slightly as he coldly gazed at the woman kneeling on the high platform, examining her closely for a long time.

“These are the last bloodlines of the He Lian clan of Huai Yin, right?”

A deep voice emerged slowly, like ice cubes in cold water. Though phrased as a question, there was not the slightest questioning tone.

The driver was still quite young, with a somewhat dark complexion, and hurriedly answered: “Yes, the one at the front is the daughter of the Zhao Ming Grand Duke. Young Master, there are many loyal to the He Lian clan. If we could control the Zhao Ming Grand Duke’s daughter, it would benefit us without harm. Since we happened upon this, we might as well buy her.”

The man looked for a while, then suddenly released his hand. The curtain was dropped with a swoosh, and he said decisively: “A Jing, let’s continue our journey.”

The driver said nothing, cracked his whip, and urged the carriage forward.

As they left, many of the onlookers who had been watching suddenly dispersed. There were porters with carrying poles, escort guards on their way, acrobatic troupes, scholars in blue robes and green caps, and even striking beauties from the northwestern ethnic minorities. These people surrounded the carriage like stars around the moon, unconsciously isolating all surrounding pedestrians and carriages.

“Let the auction begin!”

A loud call suddenly rang out, and the auction on the platform behind had begun. The man in the carriage slowly frowned, his mind gradually recalling the Nine Netherworld Yellow Springs platform in front of the Ziwei Square.

Da Xia? Hmph…

The man snorted coldly, leaned back on the soft cushion, and closed his eyes to rest.

Chu, if I’m not mistaken, you should be taking the route through Yan Tang, moving upstream from the southern border. I’m coming to meet you.

The wind from Yan Bei blew from behind, and the grass on the prairie had already turned green…

Chapter 94: Approaching Biantang
The nighttime Western White City was more lively, with bustling traffic and crowds of people, filled with merchants and peddlers calling out their wares.

Yan Xun’s carriage weaved through the crowded throngs. Lanterns flickered throughout the streets, and all kinds of rare items were displayed everywhere, many imported from Huaisong, Biantang, and other places. This area was already close to the border city, with prosperous trade, and the common people’s lives were increasingly comfortable.

“Young Master,” Ajing said in a deep voice, “We need to replenish some dried provisions, and the horses also need to be replaced. Hirui has already gone to prepare. We’ll need to wait here for a while. What do you think, should we find lodging first?”

“No need,” Yan Xun said. “We’ll continue through the night.”

“Yes.” Ajing didn’t object. His suggestion had been merely a small proposal. Since leaving Shangshen, Yan Xun had been traveling quickly, rarely resting. Having followed Yan Xun for so many years, Ajing naturally understood the deeper meaning. Though on the surface this trip was to scout Biantang’s situation and meet with that person to ally, he knew very well what the Young Master was thinking.

Hope the lady is safe and sound!

Ajing silently wished once more in his heart.

They had been walking for a long time but still hadn’t left the market for craft jewelry. The horse market positioned at the eastern end seemed even more distant. Hirui and the others should wait a bit longer, so Ajing drove the carriage slowly, looking around leisurely, appearing very much like a genuine tourist.

Just then, a sudden heart-rending scream came from the western side of the market. Inside the carriage, there was no reaction, completely unperturbed. A man dressed like a scholar unobtrusively approached Ajing and said, “This subordinate will go take a look.”

“Elder Yue, stop going around in circles. I want this woman. Either name your price so we can discuss it or if you keep wasting the young master’s time, I’ll just take her by force.”

A man dressed in white robes, holding a fan, spoke slowly and deliberately under the protection of several servants. Judging by his luxurious clothing, he must be from a wealthy family, but his face was quite repulsive, full of lewd and shameless expressions. Though he spoke in such a manner, his eyes remained fixed on the woman sitting on the ground covered in wounds, emanating greedy radiance.

The surrounding onlookers, seeing that there was a spectacle to watch, all laughed and cheered, showing that such incidents happened frequently here. People had become numb and didn’t feel there was anything improper about it.

The woman had a head of jet-black hair, and a pale complexion, and sat motionless on the ground with her head bowed, hands and feet bound. But even though she kept her head down, people could still see her beautiful features from her smooth skin and perfectly curved chin. The loose, ill-fitting, and wet robe draped over her body only emphasized her delicate figure and shapely curves. Her exposed arms were covered with dense whip marks, evidence that she had suffered considerable beating and abuse.

Elder Yue waved a sheet of white paper in front of the white-robed man, saying arrogantly, “Young Master Wang, look carefully. Is this an ordinary woman? This is the biological daughter of Grand Duke Zhaoming of the Empire’s Council of Elders, one of the Great Xia’s top noble ladies. Under normal circumstances, forget about buying her for your private collection, if you ever wanted to look at her, someone would be ready to gouge out your eyeballs. If this lady hadn’t fallen on hard times, how would there be a chance for us brothers? Given her status, her position, and her appearance, is two hundred gold pieces too much to ask?”

At these words, the crowd was shocked. Yan Xun in the carriage slightly furrowed his brow, pulled aside the curtain, and said to Ajing in a deep voice, “Ajing, go take a look.”

With that, he jumped down from the carriage and walked toward the center of the crowd.

The guards hidden in the crowd immediately pushed their way in, clearing a path for him.

At that moment, the woman suddenly raised her head, looking defiantly at Elder Yue, and said word by word in a deep voice, “You will face retribution!”

At this, everyone saw her full appearance and let out a collective gasp of surprise. The woman was extremely beautiful, with almond eyes and willow eyebrows, red lips and snow-white skin, and a long neck as graceful as a swan’s. Despite her disheveled state, her beauty remained undimmed, with eyes like autumn waters that, although cold and hateful, possessed an unavoidable charm.

Young Master Wang heard her speak for the first time and felt her voice was sweet like silver bells. He didn’t even notice what she had said, staring at her with his eyes almost popping out. Suddenly, he gritted his teeth and said fiercely, “Not expensive, I’ll buy her!”

Elder Yue was extremely pleased upon hearing this and smiled, saying, “Then it’s a deal! Let’s exchange money for goods, shall we?”

Young Master Wang was about to take out his bank notes excitedly when his eyes shifted. He chuckled and stroked his chin, saying, “Elder Yue, I’m spending so much money. Don’t you think I should inspect the goods to feel at ease?”

The onlookers heard this and immediately erupted in an uproar. Elder Yue was taken aback, then punched Young Master Wang hard in the chest, laughing and cursing, “You dirty thief, if you want to inspect the goods right here, I won’t stop you.”

Everyone understood what he meant, and all began to cheer loudly, as if afraid Young Master Wang wouldn’t inspect the goods here. The woman finally showed a look of terror, tears welling up in her eyes, but she stubbornly refused to let them fall. She bit her lower lip hard, breathing rapidly, wishing she could bash her head against something and die, but unable to move.

A nearby slave trader who was guarding her saw this and whipped her, shouting, “Behave yourself!”

Young Master Wang saw this and pushed away the man whipping her, saying, “Get away! I’m about to buy her, and you’re still beating her. Don’t you have any respect for me?” Then he turned to Elder Yue and said, “This won’t do here. Let’s find an inn, and inspect the goods there. You can watch if you don’t trust me.”

Elder Yue laughed mockingly, “You eat while I watch? Do I look like a fool? Forget it, considering our years of friendship, let’s go to the Returning Geese Inn just ahead.”

Young Master Wang snickered and gave a few instructions to his attendant, then stepped toward the woman, laughing as he went, “Don’t be afraid, beautiful. The young master will take good care of you.”

The woman’s gaze was like dead ashes, but she defiantly said in a deep voice, “Just kill me, I won’t submit to you.”

Though she spoke firmly, her voice was as crisp as a nightingale’s. Young Master Wang grinned even wider and laughed lewdly, “Don’t be afraid! How could I bear to kill you? You’re the treasure I bought with a lot of money. I’m eager to cherish you! As for submitting or not, that’s not for you to decide!”

“You pack of beasts! The Huaiyin warriors will not let you get away with this!”

“Haha! Huaiyin? Huaiyin was destroyed by the Emperor long ago. Do you know what the charges were? Betraying the Empire, and colluding with enemies. No one can save you. No one can help you now, even if the Lion of Yan Bei came, I could crush him like an ant!”

“Boom!” Suddenly, everyone saw a flash of cyan, and the arrogant white-robed Young Master Wang flew through the air like a kite, soaring seven or eight meters before crashing heavily to the ground.

“Young Master,” the scholar coldly glanced at Young Master Wang, then respectfully turned and walked back. From behind the crowd, a man wearing a dark green robe slowly emerged. His steps were unhurried, his expression cold, showing no hint of emotion.

His gaze passed indifferently over the crowd, looking at Young Master Wang struggling awkwardly to his feet, then pointed at the disheveled woman sitting on the ground and said, “Take her away.”

Elder Yue looked at Young Master Wang sprawled on the ground, unable to get up, and trembled as he said, “Who are you? Are you trying to snatch her? How dare you! Aren’t you afraid I’ll report you to the authorities?”

After hearing Elder Yue mutter for so long, only to come up with such a statement, the crowd burst into laughter. It was well known that Elder Yue had been recruiting and selling slaves in Western White City for quite some time. He was always a bully who would pinch and squeeze any easy target to death, but when facing formidable figures, he would report to the authorities and let them handle it. Seeing him frightened like this now, it was clear he had sensed something.

Yan Xun turned his head indifferently, slightly furrowing his brow, and said in a low tone, “Merchant, this lady is the daughter of the He Lian family of Huaiyin. With such a status, you dare to touch her? Isn’t your courage a bit too great?”

Elder Yue boldly shouted, “What about the He Lian family? Huaiyin has been defeated, anyone can trample on them. Not just her, even the King of Yan Bei was once despised by all when he was in Zhenhuang. Thirty years east of the river, thirty years west—these so-called noble people are worse than dogs once their fortunes fail. This is a legal business transaction, what’s wrong with it?”

Yan Xun said nothing. He merely narrowed his eyes slowly, looking indifferently at the man, his eyes gleaming with a mysterious light.

Elder Yue felt a bit uneasy under his gaze, but pretended to be calm and said, “The road is wide, everyone has their own path. Brother, let’s not interfere with each other and become friends. I won’t pursue this matter with you, how about that?”

Yan Xun looked at him askance, the corner of his mouth twitching, suddenly finding it somewhat amusing.

“Damn it all, what are you all standing around for? Get him, kill the bastard!” Young Master Wang, who had finally risen from the ground with stars swimming before his eyes, shouted frantically at his followers.

Yan Xun seemed not to hear him and walked straight toward the woman.

Elder Yue gritted his teeth and waved his hand vigorously, and his followers also stepped forward, rolling up their sleeves ready to fight. But at that moment, some of the ordinary onlookers surrounding them suddenly sprang forward with agile movements and engaged with these men. In a few swift moves, they had knocked down Young Master Wang and Elder Yue’s men. In an instant, the ground was covered with moaning men sprawled in all directions.

Yan Xun stood before the woman, looking down at her. Seeing her tattered clothes, he turned to Ajing and said, “Bring a robe.”

Ajing was taken aback, but quickly took off his own outer robe. Yan Xun took it and handed it down to the woman, saying, “Put this on.”

The He Lian family’s young lady was stunned. She looked up incredulously, her fingers trembling, seemingly unable to take the robe. Days of torment and hardship, drifting with no fixed abode, the shame and humiliation of being sold from one person to another, and hardships she had never endured before had left this woman physically and mentally exhausted. She had been holding back, not crying or making a fuss, striving to maintain the last dignity of the He Lian family, but now her eyes suddenly reddened. She pressed her lips together, took the robe, and quickly lowered her head. A tear fell onto the back of her hand with a soft pat.

Young Master Wang’s face changed dramatically when he saw this. He hadn’t expected that his undefeated bodyguards in Western White City would collapse in disarray with just a wave of someone’s hand. Young Master Wang was so frightened that his teeth chattered, and he trembled as he said, “Just you wait if you’ve got any guts, don’t run away.” With that, he was the first to flee, disappearing in just a few steps.

Elder Yue saw that Young Master Wang had fled and completely fell apart. Gone was his previous toughness. He suddenly fell to his knees in front of Yan Xun and cried loudly, “Please, great hero, considering I have an eighty-year-old mother above and eighteen wives below, spare my life!”

Yan Xun was taken aback, looking at this man crying so dramatically that one might think it was he who was about to be sold into slavery. Hearing his familiar excuses, he felt a surge of disgust. He calmly said, “Do you want money? How much did you sell her for to that scoundrel?”

Elder Yue was overjoyed, not expecting this man to truly have a hero’s magnanimity, accepting softness but not hardness. While crying, he explained that he had been forced by life’s circumstances, with nowhere to turn, and had risked everything for his parents, relatives, wives, and children by taking this thorny, difficult path. Most of his fellow workers had died in the wars, and countless elderly, women, and children were waiting for him to care for and support them. He made himself sound like a public servant caring for widows and orphans. Finally, seeming indifferent, he mentioned that the woman’s price was two hundred gold pieces. Of course, he wouldn’t dare charge the hero so much, but for the sake of his brothers’ parents living comfortably and their children receiving a good education, he didn’t mind becoming the most shameless scoundrel in the world. So he decided to offer a discount, only charging Yan Xun one hundred and ninety-nine gold pieces.

Just as all the onlookers could no longer stand to listen, Yan Xun finally mercifully interrupted this fellow’s long speech that sounded like a talk from a wayward youth and said something that caused Elder Yue unbearable pain.

“Why are you talking so much nonsense? Besides, I don’t have any money.”

Elder Yue’s expression froze instantly, and he stood stunned like a wooden chicken, nearly fainting. His eyes kept darting toward the woman, just short of saying “If you don’t have money, put her down.”

Yan Xun looked at his greedy appearance and smiled coldly, saying, “But I have gold. See if this is enough.”

As he spoke, he glanced at a tall foreign woman with blue eyes standing nearby. The woman smiled sweetly, her gaze like honey, casting a peach blossom-like glance at the surrounding crowd, then took out a bundle from the carriage behind and poured out everything inside with a crash.

A small mountain of gold suddenly spilled down with a clattering sound. Elder Yue and everyone present froze in shock, all staring dumbfounded at the pile of glittering gold that covered the ground. The entire marketplace fell silent.

Yan Xun smiled faintly and said, “It seems to be enough. Then I’ll be going.”

Elder Yue had lost the ability to speak. So much money, enough to buy an entire Western White City, just to purchase a small female slave? Watching Yan Xun’s subordinates pick up the woman and walk toward the other end of the street, he finally realized he wasn’t dreaming.

When Yan Xun had walked far away, the onlookers finally reacted and collectively pounced on the shining gold with a roar, afraid of being left behind. From a distance, Yan Xun could still hear Elder Yue screaming desperately, “This is mine, get away all of you!”

A cold smile slowly crept onto Yan Xun’s lips. A bunch of greedy fellows, turning a blind eye to tragic calamities. Well, he should teach them a lesson.

The He Lian family’s young lady was covered in wounds and was helped by Ajing. Later, she sat with Yan Xun in the carriage. Looking up, she said, “Thank you for your rescue, young master. This humble woman has no way to repay you.”

Yan Xun did not respond. He leaned back, seemingly lost in thought. Seeing his silence, the woman did not dare to speak and just sat beside him.

“How did Grand Duke Zhaoming die?”

The low voice suddenly sounded, startling the He Lian young lady. She quickly asked with excitement, “Does the young master know my father? Are you my father’s friend?”

“No,” Yan Xun shook his head. “I’m just curious.”

The light in the He Lian young lady’s face instantly faded. She bit her lower lip lightly, pondered for a moment, and said, “Father was betrayed by his subordinates. His head was cut off before the city fell. My second uncle took Huaiyin’s token and defected to the Fourteenth Prince, surrendering the city.”

“Fourteenth?” Yan Xun’s eyes slightly narrowed, murmuring, “Zhao Yang?”

Trying hard to recall this person, he barely had any impression. It seemed Heaven truly didn’t want to destroy the Zhao family. If not for Zhao Che stabilizing Zhenhuang and calming the people, if not for Zhao Yang sending troops to subdue the defiant vassal kings, this unrest alone would have completely ended the Zhao dynasty. After all, this turmoil wasn’t just a disturbance in the imperial capital; it was like a fuse igniting Yan Bei’s eight years of hatred and anger, igniting the Great Unity Society’s reforms planned for decades, igniting the common people’s grief and anger under the Great Xia Dynasty’s three-hundred-year oppressive rule, and even igniting the slave system that had plagued the entire Western Meng land for thousands of years!

“My name is He Lian Ling. Young master has saved me, from now on, I am yours.” The woman’s tender voice slowly said, but Yan Xun showed no reaction, still absorbed in his thoughts, with no reply.

He Lian Ling sighed softly, feeling a sudden sourness in her heart for unknown reasons. Just then, a sudden heart-rending scream came from outside, as if many people were crying out together, piercing to the core, extremely tragic.

He Lian Ling was startled and was about to lift the window curtain to look outside.

But Yan Xun reached out and pressed her head down, covering her eyes with his palm, saying solemnly, “Don’t look.”

He Lian Ling was startled, her body instantly stiffening, but two traces of blush slowly rose on her cheeks. She obediently didn’t move, compliantly allowing Yan Xun to cover her eyes without resistance. She only kept blinking under his large hand, her long eyelashes repeatedly brushing against his palm, causing a slight tingling sensation.

“These people dream of money, so I give it to them. I’m just afraid they don’t have the fortune to enjoy it.”

Yan Xun spoke in a deep voice, the corner of his mouth pulling into a cold smile.

There are too many evil-intentioned people in this world; they deserve to die and be replaced.

The year 775 was destined to be a chaotic time that should be remembered by future generations. At the very least, Wang Shouyi, the city guardian of the Great Xia’s southeastern stronghold, Western White City, believed so. After hearing that his son had been humiliated in the marketplace, the city guardian Wang brought a large number of government soldiers to the scene. However, what he saw was enough to make him wake up screaming from nightmares for countless nights to come.

On top of a pile of glittering gold lay numerous corpses, completely corroded and rotting. These bodies were utterly disfigured, their original appearances unrecognizable. Some people’s eyes had been gouged out by themselves, showing what terrible torture they must have endured before death. In front of them, the winding fresh blood had gathered to form several blood-red, eye-piercing characters: “For those who have lost all conscience, Heaven’s punishment!”

Everyone standing before these large characters felt a chill creeping up their spines. Wang Shouyi’s son’s legs were trembling uncontrollably. Suddenly he jumped up, and a small blue venomous insect emerged from a tiny wound on his body. The insect grew and multiplied at a visible speed, and within a quarter of an hour, it had spread all over his body. In the blink of an eye, the city guardian’s son, who had been swaggering just moments before, was transformed from a living person into a skeleton devoid of life. Even as his last eyeball was being consumed by the insects, he was still letting out terrible screams.

Everyone at the scene was deeply shocked by this sight. Wang Shouyi didn’t even order anyone to save his son. The Great Xia and the northwestern ethnic groups were separated by the fierce Quanrong army, and for over three hundred years, they had no contact with foreign tribes beyond the border. These southeastern regions especially did not know such cruel methods from the cold northwestern continent. Such things were beyond human power in their eyes.

So after learning about the whole incident, all the slave traders in Western White City fled overnight, not even remembering to take their slaves. That evening, City Guardian Wang Shouyi led all officials in releasing the slaves. They burned incense and prayed to heaven for forgiveness. He had eighteen sons, so losing one didn’t matter much. With such self-consolation, the matter was left unresolved. No one dared to investigate, and the pile of gold placed on the street remained untouched, gradually covered by yellow sand. One day, several three or four-year-old children ran there and found a pile of round gold beads in the sand. The children happily used these gold beads as slingshot ammunition, unknowingly clearing away all the gold beads that the people of Wind Cliff County regarded as catastrophic.

People of later generations only knew that in the history of the Western Meng land, Yan Bei was the first to raise the great banner of abolishing slavery and promoting equality for all, pioneering a great empire of renewal for future generations. They didn’t know that before this, the southeastern Western White City had already abolished slavery. The city’s chronicle recorded: “The wise, benevolent, ritually proper, talented, and intelligent City Guardian Wang Shouyi, compassionate toward heaven and sympathetic to people, showed concern for the lower-class slaves, had a far-sighted vision, was thoughtful and cautious, bravely risked great danger to abolish slavery, and can be called a model of the age, a great historical figure, an imperial…”

But that’s a story for another time. On August 17th, 775 of the Baicang calendar, the ancient capital Tangjing of Biantang, which dominated the southeast and had a historical heritage spanning thousands of years, finally announced to the world on this stormy night: On the ninth day of the ninth month, Crown Prince Li Ce would marry the Great Xia’s Ninth Princess Zhao Yan, granting amnesty to all, with nationwide celebration.

When he heard this news, Yan Xun was still on the road. Ajing lifted the carriage curtain and said in a deep voice, “Young Master, that woman is still following behind.”

Outside, heavy rain was pouring, the sky was dark, and everything seemed desolate.

Yan Xun frowned slightly, his face somewhat pale. He furrowed his brow and slowly opened his eyes, saying gravely, “Did you give her everything?”

“Forged identity documents, over a hundred gold beads, and bank notes, along with provisions and luggage. But she stubbornly refused to stay in the city and keeps following behind.”

“Then there’s nothing we can do.” Yan Xun said slowly. Days of travel had left him looking unwell. He leaned back in the carriage and lowered the curtain.

Ajing looked back and saw the noble lady stumbling step by step in the distant heavy rain, nearly falling several times. He couldn’t help but sigh softly.

“Ajing,” Yan Xun suddenly called, “Give her a straw rain cape, and tell her not to follow us anymore.”

Ajing was startled, quickly agreed and instructed a servant with the same words.

After a while, the heavy rain gradually lessened. The sky was darkening; though it was only afternoon, everything was already dim.

There was a teahouse ahead, and everyone dismounted to rest. Ajing had been puzzled all along the way, occasionally glancing questioningly at Yan Xun. Yan Xun quietly drank his tea, then suddenly said in a deep voice, “What do you want to say?”

Ajing was startled, scratched his head, and laughed, “Young Master, I’m just curious. You usually don’t like to meddle in others’ affairs, so why this He Lian young lady?”

The implication was clear, but Yan Xun didn’t refute it. He fell silent, and Ajing secretly thought he had said too much. The Young Master was also a man and a powerful one in his prime. With the lady absent for so long, what was strange about him looking at another woman? Why did he have to mention it?

“Ajing, do you believe in ghosts and spirits?”

Yan Xun suddenly asked, startling Ajing, who opened his mouth foolishly and asked, “Huh? What did you say, Young Master?”

Yan Xun continued on his own, “I didn’t believe before, but now I somewhat believe in cause and effect, retribution, and such things.”

He put down his teacup, suddenly smiled lightly, raised his head to look in the southeastern direction, and slowly took a deep breath.

“A Chu is wandering alone outside. If she encounters something like this, I hope someone will also lend her a helping hand.”

Yan Xun’s gaze was distant, carrying indescribable weariness, like deep sea waters.

At the edge of the sky, the dark clouds dispersed, and after the rain came sunshine. Biantang was no longer far away.
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Chapter 95: Such Bad Luck
Just as Yan Xun was gazing into the distance from the countryside roads at the border city of Great Xia, the entire Zhan Manor had fallen into chaos. A servant had just reported that the fifth young lady of the Zhan family, Zhan Ziming, had gone out to meet a guest but was intercepted and detained by the wife of the City Guardian at Wupeng City Guardian’s mansion. The reason behind this was clear to everyone.

When Zhan Ziyu heard this news, he was playing the zither in his cabin. Zhan Zikui deliberated for a long time before finally completing his sentence. The man in the white cotton robe stopped playing, then slowly, very slowly furrowed his brow.

“Ziyu, no matter how difficult Fifth Sister usually is, you must think of something. That Mrs. Tian is a well-known shrew. What if…”

“Enough, I understand.” Zhan Ziyu closed his eyes, tilted his head slightly upward, took a deep breath, and said, “Second Sister, please leave first.”

“But…”

“Go.”

The door was closed, and Zhan Ziyu sighed deeply, then slowly leaned back against the chair.

That afternoon, the atmosphere on the ship was very strange. As soon as the ship docked, Jing Han had already led people ashore and was no longer on board. An hour later, Zhan Ziyu disembarked with two servants, got into a carriage that had been waiting, and sped away.

It wasn’t until the evening when the lamps were lit and the servants gathered on the deck for dinner, that the carriage finally returned from a distance. Zhan Ziyu was carried off the carriage first by servants, followed by Zhan Ziming in full formal attire, although her hair was slightly disheveled, and her face was covered with a slightly thick face veil. The servants automatically kept their distance, but with the night breeze blowing gently, Chu Qiao still saw the swollen cheeks under her veil.

Zhan Ziming returned alone, without bringing any servants or maids, so when Jing Zisu came to visit after dinner, Chu Qiao already knew why she had come.

The ship’s cabin was very small. Jing Zisu sat on Liang Shaoqing’s bed, staring blankly, her eyes somewhat dazed. Chu Qiao poured a cup of tea and handed it to her, but she didn’t notice for a moment.

“Sister Zisu?”

Chu Qiao called softly. Jing Zisu was startled and quickly took the teacup, holding it in her hands and taking a small sip.

Chu Qiao sighed and said, “Sister Zisu, is there something wrong?”

“Ah? I… I,” Jing Zisu stammered, “I don’t have anything wrong.”

The cabin suddenly went cold, and neither knew what to say. At this moment, Liang Shaoqing suddenly knocked on the door, carrying a basin of hot water, and said, “Xiao Qiao, the water you asked for.”

“Mmm,” Chu Qiao nodded and went to take it.

Liang Shaoqing politely greeted Jing Zisu and then left.

Chu Qiao sat on the bed, placed the basin on the floor, then untied her leg wrappings and took off her shoes. Unexpectedly, when Jing Zisu saw this, she squatted down and began to help Chu Qiao remove her other shoe.

“Sister Zisu!” Chu Qiao was shocked and asked, “What are you doing?”

“I? I’m helping you wash your feet.”

Chu Qiao immediately became somewhat angry. She raised her eyebrows and said angrily, “Who asked you to do this?”

Jing Zisu was taken aback, seeming a bit scared. She awkwardly withdrew her hand and squatted on the ground, both hands wet and still dripping water, looking at her somewhat bewilderedly, not daring to move.

Chu Qiao put her shoes back on and frowned, “Sit down.”

Jing Zisu hurriedly sat back on the bed. Her cautious manner made Chu Qiao’s heartache. She frowned and said, “Tell me, what’s wrong?”

Jing Zisu bit her lower lip slightly, thought for a long time, but still shook her head, “Nothing, I… nothing’s wrong.”

With that, she stood up, but her legs gave way, and she almost fell. Chu Qiao quickly held her up. Through her clothes, she could feel that this woman was skin and bones, alarmingly thin.

Jing Zisu walked to the door and opened it. The wind on the river was strong and immediately blew her already yellowish hair into disarray. She was actually still very young, not yet twenty-five, but there were fine wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, and her skin was not smooth, frighteningly pale.

“Yue’er, sleep well. The wind is strong at night, remember to cover yourself with a blanket.”

Jing Zisu said this, then turned and left. Chu Qiao watched her go, seeing her in thin clothes, emaciated figures, looking as if a gust of wind could blow her away.

A wave of desolation suddenly rose from the bottom of her heart. She stood at the door for a long time before finally taking a deep breath and making this irrational decision.

She naturally knew why Jing Zisu had come. Zhan Ziming had returned to the manor alone, without bringing any servants, which meant that the servants by her side were all detained at the City Guardian’s mansion. Thinking about it, if Zhan Ziming was brought back by Zhan Ziyu, wouldn’t that leave those servants to bear the wrath of the City Guardian’s wife?

The Zhan family wouldn’t intervene again for a few small servants and maids. As such, the girl named Cai Qin, even if she didn’t die, would be beaten half to death. Moreover, these sisters from the Jing family would be separated again, whether they would have a chance to meet in the future, and what their circumstances would be, all became unknown variables.

Jing Zisu had no other options. Among the people she knew, only this sister whom she had just reunited with seemed to have some ability, not only gaining the favor of the Zhan family masters but also having some ambiguous relationship with Prince Jing.

Chu Qiao had originally not planned to handle this matter. She had a clear understanding of her capabilities, and now that she was entangled with Jing Han, she could barely take care of herself, let alone find time to create more trouble. So she hadn’t actively brought it up. However, contrary to Chu Qiao’s expectations, Jing Zisu didn’t bring it up either. She sat anxiously, trying to speak several times but ultimately not saying anything, and finally left without mentioning a single word.

Perhaps she understood too—understood what kind of power she was facing, understood how unreasonable her request was, understood that even if she spoke up, it would be in vain, understood that perhaps this newly reunited sister might bring trouble upon herself.

Chu Qiao’s brows were tightly knit as she sat on the bed, tying her leg wrappings, then inserting a sharp dagger between her boots before opening the door and walking out.

Perhaps Chu Qiao was just that kind of person. She could be rational, and shrewd, and could lay out all the pros and cons on the table, but she couldn’t bear it when others were kind to her. It was precisely this personality that had led her to follow Yan Xun through life and death for eight years, and it was precisely this personality that made her soften at the sight of Jing Zisu’s anxious expression.

The full moon was hidden by dark clouds, leaving the world in complete darkness. Chu Qiao nimbly flipped off the ship, looked back at the two of Jing Han’s sentinels who had already fallen asleep, then turned and ran away at full speed.

An hour later, Chu Qiao had already entered City Guardian Tian’s mansion undetected. If not for the occasional passing guards and the ferocious hounds, this seemingly heavily guarded ancient estate looked more like a defenseless huge playground in Chu Qiao’s eyes.

Sliding down from under a tree like a loach, the woman landed soundlessly in the back garden.

The City Guardian’s mansion was built in a connected line style, somewhat resembling a military camp. It was said that this City Guardian Tian was a famous military general, and it seemed true. Chu Qiao nimbly leaned against a rockery, her ears twitching slightly. She heard footsteps approaching from a distance, seemingly coming toward her.

The grass ahead was dense, and the trees to the right were lush, both appearing to be the best hiding spots. However, Chu Qiao firmly judged that many sentinels were hidden there. If she made one wrong step, she would be pierced by arrows with no chance of survival. This path was impassable.

Looking toward the pavilions in the southeast direction, Chu Qiao slightly narrowed her eyes, frowned, and then darted out, her feet suddenly exerting force as she ran toward the pillars of a long corridor to the right. Just as she was about to crash into the pillar, Chu Qiao lifted her foot and kicked hard against it. Her body, with the momentum, instantly shot upward. She took three steps and, just as she was losing strength, stretched out her hands and grabbed the tiled roof above, hung by her arms, trapped the pillar between her legs, quickly climbed up, and just as the lantern light was turning the corner, the woman swiftly leaped and clung tightly to the tiles of the corridor roof like a gecko!

“This way.”

A shrill voice suddenly sounded, filled with flattery and caution, full of servility. Then, the sound of chaotic footsteps arose, with about twenty people judging by the sound. Chu Qiao frowned tightly, keeping still and motionless.

“I’ve heard that the young master is brilliant, with outstanding martial arts, both wise and brave, a dragon among men. Seeing you today indeed proves that reputation falls short of reality, and rumors cannot express even a fraction of the young master’s brilliance.”

The man suddenly laughed loudly, seemingly pleased with his own words. However, the young master he was praising didn’t utter a word. Only the man’s exaggerated laughter echoed in the garden, making it extremely awkward.

After laughing for a while, seeing that no one responded, the man gave a dry laugh and stopped. Then, as if suddenly remembering something, he smiled sleazily and said, “This way, we’re almost there. I just bought a female slave from Xianyang City, with unparalleled beauty, charming and alluring. She’s already been washed and dressed up, hehe, just waiting for the young master to enjoy.”

The walking footsteps suddenly paused, right under Chu Qiao. The woman immediately tensed all her muscles, gripped the dagger in her hand, held her breath, and frowned tightly.

A deep voice slowly came, the owner of the voice seeming to have a cold, with a somewhat hoarse voice and heavy nasal sounds, but it didn’t diminish his intimidating presence.

“Xianyang City?”

“Yes,” the man smiled, “Hehe, as the young master knows, your Great Xia has more relaxed control over slaves, and the price, hehe, is also much cheaper than in Biantang. Officer Cui from the Records Bureau went to Xianyang City on business a while ago and brought her back for me. Young master, would you like to?”

The young master was silent for a while, finally saying in a deep voice, “Let’s take a look.”

The official was immediately delighted and smiled as he led everyone away.

Chu Qiao slowly let out a breath. It seemed that tonight there was an important guest in the City Guardian’s mansion, no wonder the guards were not that strict. It seemed she had come at the right time. She just didn’t know what kind of guest could receive such hospitality from a local City Guardian, and from Great Xia at that.

Without thinking further, she slowly got up and walked in the opposite direction. The most crucial thing tonight was to find the prison in the City Guardian’s mansion, locate the imprisoned Cai Qin, and then rescue her.

Chu Qiao moved like a wildcat in the darkness, her steps light and movements agile. But just as she was about to pass this corridor, her foot suddenly slipped. She frowned, nimbly squatting down to stabilize herself, her fingers touching what turned out to be moss.

At this distance, no one should hear, Chu Qiao thought as her heart raced. Just as she was thinking this, a cold voice suddenly came, “Who’s there?”

The speaker’s voice was deep, and in an instant, he had arrived beneath the corridor—it was that taciturn young master!

Chu Qiao gripped her dagger, took a deep breath, furrowed her brow, and remained silent.

Seeing that she didn’t speak, the young master gave a cold laugh, leaped up, took two steps on the corridor pillar, and with a backward motion, hooked his arm around the corner of the eaves. Using only the strength of one arm, he vaulted onto the roof!

The clouds obscured the moon, leaving everything in darkness. In the darkness, one could only see that the man had a tall and slender figure, with an upright posture. His clothes fluttered, and as the long wind blew, there was a hint of a sharp edge to his presence.

Chu Qiao’s eye twitched, anger welling up from her heart. Knowing that waiting would only allow the other’s reinforcements to arrive, she didn’t waste words, leaped into the air, and with the dagger in her hand, immediately swung it upward. The other party also didn’t waste words, immediately reached out, vigorously blocked Chu Qiao’s arm, suddenly pulled, and swiftly struck Chu Qiao’s neck with his other hand. Fast! Super fast! Fast to the extreme!

However, Chu Qiao was not slow either. She leaned her body backward, dodging the attack, did a backward arch flip, and nimbly retreated. In the instant of flipping, her palm slipped into the other’s embrace like a loach, and at the same time, a gust of palm wind attacked her shoulder. Almost simultaneously, there was a “hiss” sound, and Chu Qiao’s shoulder felt a burning pain. She pulled hard, and kicked toward the other, but with a “bang,” she hit the other’s incoming leg. The two had a hard bone-to-bone collision on their shins, both with numbed leg bones, both retreating, looking at each other with cold eyes.

Chu Qiao held a smooth piece of silk fabric in her hand, not even looking at it, and threw it at her feet.

When the other hit her shoulder, she had also punched him in the chest, and they had both kicked each other, neither gaining any advantage.

The footsteps below grew closer, clearly, the guards had quickly returned. Chu Qiao cursed inwardly, frustrated that she had encountered such a skilled fighter in this City Guardian’s mansion. If they surrounded her, she would be trapped here tonight.

With phoenix eyes full of killing intent, she had just steadied herself when, without thinking, she immediately launched an attack. Her movements were extremely ruthless, swift, and fierce, aiming to kill with one strike!

However, the other was no pushover either. He gave a cold laugh and suddenly threw something up—it was a folding fan.

Chu Qiao’s attack momentarily slowed. Before she could cry out “despicable,” she saw the other quickly approaching, his hands twisting, grabbing both of Chu Qiao’s wrists, his body immediately pressing close.

Chu Qiao’s eyes turned cold, her body instantly making a strange bend, her left leg flipping up from behind, leaping over her head, and heavily kicking the other’s shoulder. The man groaned, and a strong smell of alcohol blew into her face, all over her nose and cheeks.

But the man wasn’t forced back by this kick. He took a step forward and firmly grabbed Chu Qiao’s waist. The roof was covered with moss everywhere, and the two fell onto the eaves, immediately rolling down!

This corridor was neither high nor low, at least three meters. If they fell like this, they would be injured if not killed.

With remarkable tacit understanding, they both released one hand at the same time, both grabbing the roof tiles. At this moment, the man’s leg kicked across, pressing down on Chu Qiao’s beautiful leg. Chu Qiao was about to retaliate when she saw the man flip over and press down on her, using the momentum to heavily strike her chest with his elbow!

Chu Qiao was shocked, and immediately bent her other leg, her eyes ruthless. If this man attacked like this, she would make sure he could never be a man again!

Indeed, the young master saw through Chu Qiao’s intention and adjusted his position mid-air, twisting and changing position!

Two muffled groans sounded simultaneously! Excruciating pain instantly came!

The man’s elbow hit Chu Qiao’s shoulder hard, while Chu Qiao’s leg also kicked the man’s thigh viciously.

Falling! As if struck by a hammer, the dagger in her hand made several clinking sounds as it slid down the sloping corridor roof and fell to the ground.

Chu Qiao got up awkwardly, but before she could steady herself, a gust of wind suddenly came. Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows, turned, and kicked. The other’s skill was also extraordinary, as he took the kick on his back without even a groan, pressed forward, raised his hand, and with a neat grappling technique, grabbed Chu Qiao’s chest!

In that instant, both froze!

Soft, though not very prominent, but remarkably elastic, with an exceptionally good feel!

Even if this man had no experience, he now knew the gender of the assassin before him. He was suddenly shocked, forgetting not only the hidden technique below but also that he should withdraw his hand.

“Looking to die!”

Chu Qiao shouted coldly, grabbed the man’s waist belt with one hand, and delivered an explosive whirlwind sidekick, hitting the man squarely in the side of his waist.

The man groaned and staggered back. Just as Chu Qiao was about to press her advantage, she heard the footsteps below intensifying. She gave the man a cold look, then nimbly turned, jumped down from the corridor in a few leaps, and disappeared into the darkness before the pursuers arrived.

The City Guardian’s guards climbed up the corridor with ladders. City Guardian Tian tremblingly stepped forward, wiping the cold sweat from his forehead, carefully approaching and asking, “Young master? Who was it?”

Soldiers all around climbed onto the corridor, torches everywhere. The man had a handsome face, and black eyes, dressed in deep purple clothes, but strangely missing a piece of fabric on his chest. He looked full of seductive handsomeness, his lips as red as lacquer.

“An assassin.”

He slowly said in a deep voice. Tian was shocked and immediately shouted, “Ah! There’s an assassin! Notify the entire mansion, capture the assassin!”

The enormous sound of gongs echoed throughout the City Guardian’s mansion, waking the entire city. Torches were lit everywhere, and the entire estate instantly became as bright as day!

“City Guardian Tian,” the man turned his head and looked at him, saying, “Could you inform your troops that they must catch the assassin alive, no need for arrows, knives, or spears.”

Tian was stunned, then quickly replied, “I’ll follow the young master’s words.”

The night wind blew, lifting the man’s elegant clothes. He looked in the direction Chu Qiao had disappeared, recalled her movements and skills, and the fierce shout before she left, and quietly frowned.

Chu Qiao was extremely distressed. Outside was brightly lit, full of moving troops. Even with her exceptional skills, it would be difficult to escape.

Thinking of that wretched “young master,” she gritted her teeth hard.

“Don’t let me run into you again!”

Chu Qiao murmured, holding a diamond-shaped jade pendant that she had pulled from the man’s waist during the fight. Although she hadn’t seen his face clearly, she could eventually find out his identity just from this jade pendant. Besides, she only needed to ask who the City Guardian’s mansion was entertaining tonight, and the man’s identity would be immediately clear.

Thinking of how he had grabbed her chest, Chu Qiao’s face turned green with anger.

This grudge was now established.

At this moment, a coquettish voice suddenly came. Chu Qiao was hiding behind a screen in an elegant room. The mistress of this room had awakened.

The woman was dressed very revealingly, with half of her white bosom exposed. She stretched lazily and walked toward the screen.

Chu Qiao’s scalp tingled, and before she could hide, the woman was already face to-face with her.

The woman’s mouth opened wide, but before she could make a sound, Chu Qiao struck, chopping at her neck. The woman’s eyes rolled back, and she fell softly to the ground, fainting.

It seemed she would have to hide here for the night.

Just as she finished tying up the woman, she heard footsteps outside. Chu Qiao was startled, then heard City Guardian Tian’s disgusting voice outside:

“Young master, this is the room of the new female slave I bought. She’s still pure, untouched by anyone. Please enjoy yourself.”

Damn it!

Chu Qiao stared in disbelief, looking at the brightly lit exterior, completely dumbfounded.

Chapter 96: Spring Tide in the Bathhouse
The door had been treated with pine resin, and as it opened, a pleasant pine fragrance wafted in with the cool night breeze. The young lord had changed his clothes, now wearing a black-gold robe with narrow sleeves and a wide collar. At the hem of his garment was a pair of dark blue boots adorned with subtle navy dragon patterns. The craftsmanship was exquisite, with the designs done in the same color as the background, making them appear understated and reserved at first glance, almost imperceptible unless carefully observed. Yet upon closer inspection, a hint of fierce grandeur subtly emerged.

The room was dimly lit, with only two palace lanterns placed at the northern and southern corners. The lanterns were covered with pink shades, casting the entire room in an ambiguous, intimate light. A woman in a peach-red gauze wide-chested dress knelt on the floor. When the man entered, she bowed deeply, keeping her head lowered, appearing extremely submissive. From above, one could only see her swan-like, beautiful white neck.

The City Governor’s face was still somewhat pale, but he forced himself to remain composed and said, “My lord, please rest. I shall take my leave now.”

The young lord nodded and said in a deep voice, “Thank you for your hospitality, Governor Tang.”

The City Governor nodded and bowed repeatedly with flattering words. Before leaving, he addressed the kneeling woman, “You must serve the young lord well, understand?”

The woman immediately lowered herself further, appearing even more humble and careful, the picture of obedience. In a soft voice, she replied, “Yes.”

Her voice was pleasant to hear, gentle as water, humble, and submissive, though it sounded as if she had just awakened, carrying a slightly nasal tone. The young lord paid no attention to this, and the City Governor didn’t notice it either. After exchanging farewells with the young lord, he withdrew and carefully closed the door.

The footsteps gradually faded away, but it was clear that outside the room, at least twenty skilled guards were carefully keeping watch—no ordinary men.

The lamplight flickered, casting the room in a hazy glow. In the center of the room stood an absurdly large bed. To call it large was an understatement—it wasn’t so much a bed as an elevated ground mat. Five or six people could lie side by side without feeling crowded. It was covered with crimson brocade, soft bedding and high pillows, red gauze, and luxurious curtains. In front of the bed hung a string of brilliant pearl curtains draped with red gauze. Though there was no wind in the room, somehow these gauze curtains danced on their own, swaying lightly, creating a waterlike flow of luxurious intimacy under the warm-colored lights.

The young lord in the black-gold robe casually lifted the gauze curtain and sat on the large bed, leaning back nonchalantly. Looking at the woman still kneeling by the door, he said in a flat voice, “Aren’t you coming over?”

His voice was deep, with a thick nasal tone, as if he had caught a cold, his breathing somewhat heavy.

Hearing this, the woman made a small sound like a mosquito’s hum, then still kneeling, keeping her head down, she crawled toward him. Arriving at the young lord’s side, she extended a pair of fair white hands, lifted one of his legs, placed it on a footstool, and gently removed his boot. Then, she proceeded to remove the other.

A sudden “thump” was heard as the young lord kicked the woman’s shoulder. The force wasn’t great, but it was enough to push her hands away. The woman froze, immediately trembling all over, prostrating herself on the ground, not daring to raise her head.

The young lord sat on the bed, frowning as he looked at the woman. His expression was gloomy, seemingly angry and disappointed, yet strangely mixed with an inexplicable hint of relief.

No need to look further—the man slowly raised his head, gazing at the ceiling.

It had been too wishful thinking. If it were her, how could she have been captured so easily? Even if she had been captured while severely injured, she would have escaped afterward. How could she possibly serve someone so submissively, being cautious and silent?

That female assassin from earlier, with her cold, clear voice and nimble, superior fighting skills…

At this moment, he was almost eighty percent certain of that person’s identity!

Thinking about this, he felt somewhat annoyed. Had the heavy rain addled his brain? Despite this, he still hadn’t dispatched his tracking experts to join the City Governor’s guards in capturing the assassin. This psychology was mysterious, making him unable to grasp his intentions for a moment. Was it to avoid further complications? Was it due to the twenty percent of uncertainty? Or was it that he didn’t want her to fall into others’ hands?

No more dwelling on it. He stood up abruptly and strode toward the bathing pool behind the screen, unbuttoning his outer robe as he walked and casually tossing it on the floor. Wearing only a cotton white undershirt, his jet-black hair loose and unrestrained over his shoulders, his face fair, lips crimson, eyes bewitching—his entire being exuded a handsome yet mischievous air.

She’s just a woman! The young lord thought to himself, I simply want to retrieve what is mine.

The lamplight flickered as the young lord removed his undershirt, revealing muscular arms. Bare-chested, he walked into another room behind the screen. Upon opening the door, steam immediately billowed out, enveloping him in warmth.

Chu Qiao kept her head lowered, never once raising it to look at the man. Yes, this woman in peach-red light gauze was Chu Qiao. Earlier, when a large number of City Governor’s soldiers had gathered outside, even with confidence in herself, she knew that not even with an AK607 assault rifle could she possibly break through such a large encirclement alive. Not only would she have to break out of the room, but also the vast City Governor’s residence and the entire Wupeng City’s defense system, with countless guards armed with bows and arrows searching for the assassin throughout the compound. Not to mention the man who had just fought with her on the corridor roof—he was not easy to deal with.

In her haste, she could only resort to this desperate measure: hiding the unconscious woman, changing into her clothes, and attempting to slip away unnoticed. Indeed, her gamble had paid off—she had successfully deceived the City Governor, and the skilled fighter before her had no interest in her.

Chu Qiao’s lips curled into a smile, feeling proud of herself. It would be best if this seemingly righteous man who had repeatedly thwarted her plans disliked women, scolded her, and sent her away. Then she could walk right out of the encirclement of those dozens of guards.

“You, come here.”

Just as Chu Qiao was secretly rejoicing, a deep voice suddenly came from the bathroom doorway: “Scrub my back.”

Chu Qiao’s expression instantly became quite varied. She frowned, considering whether to quietly sneak in and, when he wasn’t paying attention, finish him with one stroke of her knife. But the man’s following words immediately made her relax.

“Then you can leave.”

Better to avoid unnecessary trouble. Chu Qiao cheerfully stood up, and with the humility and submissiveness expected of a female servant, she quickly followed him with small steps.

As soon as she opened the bathroom door, a wave of heat hit her face. Steam was everywhere, making it difficult to see and even to breathe. Chu Qiao frowned, about to enter, when the man inside said in a deep voice, “Take off your shoes.”

Indeed, a warm sensation came from beneath her feet—her shoes were already half-wet. Chu Qiao quickly withdrew her foot, removed her damp shoes, and walked in barefoot.

The bathroom was enormous, even larger than the bedroom outside. From the exterior, one would never imagine such a vast space existed behind a screen. In the center of the bathroom was a large bathing pool that could rival a swimming pool. On three walls surrounding the pool were four white jade statues of beautiful women. These statues were all half-naked, their poses seductive, their gazes alluring. Steaming water gushed from behind these twelve statues, flowing into the bath and then spreading across the floor toward drains on all sides, eventually flowing out of the bathroom through pipes.

Chu Qiao estimated that if they relied on manually heated water, it would be difficult to maintain such consumption. Moreover, the water temperature was extremely high. With current technological capabilities, the water would likely cool before it even reached the pool, and there wouldn’t be so much steam. This City Governor’s residence must have been built over a hot spring. This Governor Tang was someone who knew how to enjoy life, having commissioned people to tap into the underground source, bringing the spring water upward, and spending a fortune to create this luxurious artificial hot spring. The pipes delivering the spring water were made of copper and iron, heated red-hot by charcoal fires. As soon as the water flowed in, it emitted an enormous hiss of white steam.

Around the bathroom, several palace lanterns burned dimly, casting a faint, subdued light. On the bathroom walls were carved reliefs. Looking carefully, Chu Qiao realized they were all images of seductive women, uniformly unclothed, covering only a few key areas with various provocative poses, making them appear even more tempting.

Whether due to the high temperature in the room or some other reason, Chu Qiao’s cheeks reddened, and she immediately lowered her gaze, not daring to look further.

Above the bathing pool was a high platform with a blazing fire beneath, heating a warm kang bed above. On the bed was a complete white bearskin, with some fruit, wine, and meat placed on both sides. Chu Qiao knew with one glance what these were for. With this heated platform, even in such a steamy bathroom, the furs would not become damp, making it convenient for men to engage in some “beneficial” vigorous activity with these alluring female slaves after bathing.

“Are you dead?”

The deep voice slowly drifted over. Even with the heavy nasal tone, it couldn’t mask the powerful aura of menace in his voice.

Chu Qiao coldly rolled her eyes. Scrub his back? I’ll scrub a layer of skin off you!

Then, barefoot, she walked in.

The closer she got to the bathing pool, the thicker the steam became, making it harder to see anything. By the time she reached the edge of the pool, it was impossible to see even her hand in front of her face.

Chu Qiao groped forward, testing with her feet. Steam was everywhere, making it difficult to tell if she had reached the edge of the pool. Suddenly, there was a “splash” sound. Chu Qiao stumbled, her foot slipped, and she immediately lost balance, falling toward the pool. Normally, a quick sidestep in a split stance would have stabilized her, but considering that the pool contained a skilled fighter whom even she couldn’t best, she could only grimace and allow herself to fall into the huge pool rather than make any defensive moves.

However, at that moment, a slender hand reached out and grabbed Chu Qiao by the waist. With a powerful force and two deft maneuvers, she found herself kneeling at the edge of the bathing pool.

“I only called you to scrub my back. Don’t make trouble.”

The deep voice echoed slowly in the steamy bathroom. The man’s voice was extremely cold, with undisguised disdain. He had already decided that Chu Qiao’s actions were a form of flirtation.

Chu Qiao took a deep breath, suppressing the anger in her heart. She knelt by the water’s edge, looking around for a while, but couldn’t see where the scrubbing towel was. Sweat began to form on her forehead, and her brows gradually furrowed.

A splashing sound came from the water. Although Chu Qiao couldn’t see, she could still feel that the man in front of her had turned around. Through the misty fog, Chu Qiao could even sense the other’s sharp and impatient gaze. Since she had spoken at the end of their fight, to prevent him from recognizing her voice, she deliberately changed her tone, making it high-pitched, soft, and somewhat flattering: “Would the young lord like a massage first?”

The man in front of her didn’t speak, just turned his head away, seemingly giving his silent consent.

Chu Qiao rolled up her sleeves, extended her fair white hands, and began massaging the young lord.

An excellent special agent must be able to perfectly interpret various identities in different environments. Especially for a female agent, sacrifices in appearance might be inevitable when duty calls. Regarding massage techniques, Chu Qiao had received professional training in the modern world. Despite not using these skills for many years, they hadn’t deteriorated. Soon, her professional technique, different from this era’s methods, won the satisfaction of the man before her. At the very least, from his gradually relaxing muscles, Chu Qiao knew he was calming down.

Although she couldn’t see his face, there was no denying that this man had an excellent physique. Or rather, “excellent” was an understatement. His muscles were very firm, yet not ferociously knotted like those of common warriors. Instead, he possessed perfect lines, fluid and athletic, not an inch too much, not a bit too little, embodying both a scholar’s elegance and a man’s masculine beauty. Just from his upper body, one could tell this man was extremely tall, with broad shoulders, a narrow waist, and long legs, without an ounce of excess fat. It was evident he exercised regularly, and Chu Qiao’s still aching shoulder was sufficient proof of his martial prowess.

Using a nearby water dipper, she poured hot water over the man’s shoulders. The water flowed along his latissimus dorsi muscles, slowly streaming down into the steaming pool. Chu Qiao’s tender white fingers worked diligently on his body. Unlike ordinary women, her wrists possessed considerable strength, her acupressure points were accurate, and her technique was highly professional. The man took a slow, deep breath, then leaned back slightly, resting on Chu Qiao’s thighs, apparently planning to take a nap.

Chu Qiao’s brows tightened, but she could do nothing. She knew this man was extraordinarily skilled; even if she gave her all, she might not escape unscathed. And even if she managed to kill him when he was off guard, it would be difficult to escape the encirclement of guards outside. Moreover, her mission tonight was to rescue Cai Qin, and she didn’t even know where that woman was being held. She didn’t want to create additional problems. Suppressing the anger in her heart, she pressed on the man’s shoulders, slowly massaging. After a while, she was already covered in sweat, more exhausted than if she had fought a round of Seven Harmonies Fist.

With a “plop,” a drop of fragrant sweat fell from her forehead, landing on the man’s nose bridge. The young lord didn’t open his eyes, merely saying flatly, “Take off your clothes.”

“What?” Chu Qiao was momentarily stunned, but quickly realized her slip and composed herself, saying, “What does the young lord wish to do?”

“You’re probably hoping I’ll do something to you now.” The young lord laughed lightly, his voice carrying faint mockery and coldness. “Unfortunately, I’m not in the mood. I just haven’t seen anyone wearing clothes in a bathhouse before. Just a friendly reminder, so you don’t die of heat.”

“Thank you for your concern, young lord, but this servant isn’t hot.”

Although he knew this was a lie, recalling the City Governor’s words, the young lord simply didn’t care and remained silent. After all, he was still an unmarried young official; though he had some small tactics, his face was still a bit tender.

Chu Qiao’s expression was quite unpleasant. In this place with great moisture and poor visibility, there was no need to pretend anymore. This man was truly too overbearing. Recalling how he had touched her earlier on the corridor roof, Chu Qiao’s lips curled into a cold smile, her eyebrows raised as a plan formed in her mind. Her fingers slowly moved down from his shoulders, her fingertips like butterflies, sliding down with a hint of flirtation, moving across his shoulders, neck, and muscular chest, then circling up and down.

The man’s lips curled into a slight smile, but he made no sound, apparently also consenting to this teasing.

Chu Qiao lowered her voice, saying seductively, “Young lord, this is the Front Cloud acupoint, the best point for relieving fatigue.” Having said this, she formed a fist with her five fingers and suddenly struck his chest hard with her knuckles.

As expected, the man immediately let out a muffled groan, his body arching up, no longer showing his previous languid air.

Chu Qiao pretended to be panicked, quickly lowering her head to kneel, saying anxiously, “Did this servant use too much force?”

The man groaned a few times, breathing rapidly. After a long while, he finally said in a hoarse voice, quite manfully, “It’s not your fault.”

Then, panting, he sat back by the pool edge and said in a deep voice, “Damn girl, you hit hard.”

“Is the young lord referring to me?”

“Not you.”

Chu Qiao naturally knew who he was talking about, because that spot was exactly where she had punched him during their fight. However, his tone sounded strange, as if he knew her. Chu Qiao slowly frowned, her eyes narrowing slightly.

“Were you bought by Governor Tang from Xianyang City a few days ago?”

The man’s interest was suddenly piqued, and he graciously decided to chat with her.

It seemed the woman in the cabinet was newly bought from Xianyang City, quite a coincidence with herself. Chu Qiao continued in that sickly sweet voice, “Yes, my lord.”

“Hmm,” the man continued asking, “From which dealer were you bought?”

Chu Qiao only knew one slave trader in Xianyang City and immediately said, “Master Mu from the West Market.”

“West Market?” Upon hearing this, the man in the bathing pool suddenly became interested, turning his whole body around and asking in a deep voice, “Have you seen a woman—no, a young man, about your height, with a handsome appearance and good martial skills?”

Chu Qiao frowned and said, “Good martial skills? Would someone with good martial skills be captured as a slave?”

“She was injured, quite severely it seemed, and appeared to have a companion.”

Chu Qiao grew increasingly alarmed as she listened, her brows tightly knit. She probed cautiously, “There are many such people. Does the young lord know this youth’s name?”

“Her name is…” The man paused, contemplating silently for a moment before saying, “Never mind, she would probably use a false name.”

“Then this servant wouldn’t know,” Chu Qiao said, feigning nonchalance, even giving a light laugh before carefully asking, “Who is the young lord looking for? Oh, with the young lord’s status, you wouldn’t have slave friends—is this person a servant from your household?”

The man instantly lost interest, turning his head away and falling silent. Behind the beautiful stone statues, steaming hot water continued to pour in, making gurgling sounds. After a long while, Chu Qiao suddenly heard the young lord say softly, “I’m hunting for her.”

Chu Qiao’s heart immediately chilled, thinking to herself that it was most likely Great Xia’s pursuers had arrived. They were indeed formidable, finding her even here, preemptively surrounding her in Wupeng City, and even locating Master Mu’s stall. It seemed if she hadn’t infiltrated the Zhan family’s ship, something might truly have gone wrong. At this moment, she had to reconsider whether escaping from the Zhan residence was still advisable. Rather than being captured by Great Xia’s pursuers, it might be better to temporarily remain on the ship and see what Jing Han was plotting.

Lost in thought, she was startled when the man in front of her suddenly stood up. Chu Qiao had been massaging his neck, and his abrupt movement caused her to lose balance completely. With a loud splash, before she could even struggle, Chu Qiao plunged headfirst into the pool, sinking to the bottom, her head striking the pool floor with a painful thud. If the water hadn’t been so deep with such strong buoyancy, this impact alone would have left her bleeding from the head.

Chu Qiao felt dizzy and disoriented. At that moment, a strong force gripped her hand, and she felt herself being lifted like a garlic bulb being pulled from the ground.

“Splash!”

“Cough! Cough! Cough! Cough!”

The water dragons on both sides suddenly intensified, creating huge splashes. White mist and vapor rose thunderously, spreading throughout the bathroom. Chu Qiao was supported by the man, leaning on his arm, coughing loudly without any regard for appearance. Like any normal person who had swallowed water, the special agent’s face was flushed, her neck reddened, and her throat felt as if it had been burned by hot coals, uncomfortably hot.

The two stood in the center of the pool, the warm water reaching their waists, white steam permeating the bathroom, making it nearly impossible for them to see each other.

The young lord felt the woman in his arms trembling violently, as if about to cough up her lungs. She was quite tall yet extremely thin, her arms having almost no flesh, yet they felt good to the touch—her skin was elastic, smooth, and warm.

Looking up, he saw through the hazy white mist that the woman’s clothes were completely soaked, clinging tightly to her body, accentuating her slender, graceful figure with its undulating curves. Her long legs were now pressed tightly against his own, round and athletic—just a light touch was enough to know that she was nothing like the delicate ladies raised in wealthy households.

For some unknown reason, a gentleness arose in the man’s heart. He reached out his hand, lightly patting Chu Qiao’s back to ease her coughing. But as his hand came down, the thin gauze immediately fell away, and his hand suddenly touched the woman’s smooth, softback, like the finest white jade, slippery to the touch, with an astonishingly good feel.

Chu Qiao’s body stiffened, momentarily forgetting even to cough.

The man’s eyes flashed with a hint of gloom. Gripping Chu Qiao’s arm, he suddenly lowered his head and forcefully kissed her lips, pressing down deeply and painfully!

In that instant, Chu Qiao was stunned, horrified, and furious. She felt the man’s strong arms pulling her tightly into his embrace. Before she could clench her teeth, they were skillfully pried open by his tongue, which burst in with an intense, wild passion. One of his hands held her firmly in his embrace while the other pressed hard against the back of her head, leaving her nowhere to escape, his dominance overwhelming.

The immense shock left Chu Qiao’s mind blank for a moment. But in the next instant, she reacted, raising her foot to kick him hard. However, in her haste, she forgot they were in water, and the resistance not only prevented her from connecting with him but also caused her to slip and fall backward.

The man smiled mischievously, his eyes bewitching, and embracing her, he fell back into the pool with a loud “splash” as enormous water droplets erupted!

Warm water came from all directions, instantly flooding their ears. Their black hair swirled chaotically in the water, obscuring their vision. The man pressed on top of Chu Qiao as they slowly sank into the water, more than a meter deep. The flower petals in the water scattered in disarray. Just as they were about to reach the bottom, the man supported Chu Qiao’s head with one hand and her waist with the other, then once more pressed a painful kiss upon her cherry lips!

The young lord’s kissing technique was skilled and frenzied, as if releasing or venting something, his wild tongue roaming throughout her mouth, drawing in her sweetness and strength. One hand slowly climbed up from her waist. Chu Qiao frowned deeply, no longer caring about concealing anything, and raised her fist to block him. But all movements in water were greatly hampered. The man withdrew his hand from under her head, and with expert skill, quickly pinned both of Chu Qiao’s hands behind her back, his legs tightly trapping hers. Then his other hand continued its ascent, sliding over her soft waist, flat abdomen, and high, supple breasts…

“Mmm…”

Chu Qiao let out a muffled groan, her entire body violently resisting. Suddenly, she opened her mouth and bit down hard on the man’s lip. The strong taste of blood immediately spread between their lips and tongues. But he didn’t retreat; her resistance seemed only to inflame his desire further. He reached out and tore open the front of her clothes, revealing a large expanse of glistening skin.

Chu Qiao’s eyes widened instantly. Suddenly letting out an angry grunt, feeling the man’s warm hand touch the slick skin of her chest, she became even more furious. With a nimble grappling move, she broke free from the man’s grasp, then delivered a hard elbow strike to his chest before leaping up and breaking through the water’s surface.

“Gasp!”

The long oxygen deprivation had left Chu Qiao’s cheeks flushed red. She breathed heavily, and a moment later, with a “plop,” the man also emerged from underwater.

“Come here!” The deep, hoarse voice slowly rang out. The man’s voice was cold, with an undercurrent of impatience. He said sternly, “Don’t play these coy games with me!”

Yes, good—Chu Qiao’s extreme anger turned to laughter. She coldly curled her lips and slightly narrowed her eyes, like a hunter spotting prey, filled with resolute determination to fight to the death.

Unfortunately, the mist was too thick for the man to see her expression. So when she slowly approached him through the water, he thought she had changed her mind and was obediently complying.

But just then, the woman’s body suddenly moved like a cheetah, leaping fiercely into the air. Even in the water, she jumped over half a meter high, then swung her arm and delivered a whirlwind kick upward!

“Splash!”

An even bigger splash erupted. The man, frozen in shock, took Chu Qiao’s foot square in the chest and was instantly sent flying backward!

Close behind, the enraged lioness pounced ferociously, overtaking him, falling into the water with him, then raising her fist and mercilessly striking his handsome face!

Everything happened in just an instant. Although the man’s skills were in no way inferior to hers, under such an explosive attack, he had no time to react. Boom, boom, boom—consecutive impacts rang out as the man’s face took several punches in a row. If they hadn’t been in the water, these punches would have been enough to break his nose!

The man was momentarily stunned. Unable to fight back or retaliate, he quickly made a move unbecoming of his status. He pushed Chu Qiao away, scrambled to his feet, and crawled toward the edge of the pool.

“Trying to escape?”

Chu Qiao spat out the water in her mouth with a “ptui” and, like an angry leopard, leaped up again!

With speed, assault technique, and powerful rage achieving perfect synergy at this moment, the man had no chance to retaliate. After being pinned down and soundly beaten again by the powerful woman, he finally climbed out of the pool and ran toward the bathroom exit.

Chu Qiao didn’t give him the opportunity. Since she had already been exposed, she had to eliminate him; otherwise, if he escaped, she would be the one to die.

Flying after him, she grabbed the man around the waist, and they both fell to the ground with a splash.

Now on land, the man quickly adjusted, no longer completely passive and on the defensive. Instead of retreating, he advanced. In the dense white mist, two figures simultaneously sprang up, rapidly launching a series of quick attacks, engaging in hard-hitting close combat. Elbows collided, knees thrust forward, fists struck against fists—their speed and power were truly exceptional.

Chu Qiao was now exposed; if he successfully escaped, she would certainly have no chance of survival, so she naturally fought with desperate tactics.

As for the man, he was no longer naive enough to consider her an ordinary female slave. He was fully alert, using all his special moves without reservation!

Without weapons, assassinations, or sneak attacks, they employed genuine martial arts without any tricks or techniques. In the blink of an eye, this had become a life-or-death duel!

Ping, ping, pang, pang—after dozens of exchanges, both their elbows, knees, and legs were numbed from the impacts, and their hands had lost all sensation from the pain. But they both persisted desperately, neither speaking nor attempting to call out. The quick attack met the quick attack, allowing no moment of distraction; neither could let their assault slacken!

Both had fire in their eyes. Suddenly, the two shadows shot toward each other in the white mist like lightning. After a round of exchanges that reached the peak of speed, their fingers simultaneously closed around each other’s throats!

Death loomed! A stalemate!

Their movements were remarkably similar—five fingers forming claws, gripping each other’s windpipes. If either made the slightest move, they would mercilessly crush the other’s throat.

Then, with extraordinary synchronicity, they both slowly raised their other hands, waving lightly to signal… a truce.

Mutual destruction? That would be foolish!

Then, almost simultaneously, they released their grip on each other’s throats and slowly backed away. Indicating, this round was a draw; after retreating, they would continue their contest.

Just then, a tremendous sound of rushing water suddenly arose. At this critical moment, the hot spring once more began a large-scale water discharge.

And in that instant, the hands that had been withdrawing simultaneously came forward again. Just as they were about to strangle each other’s necks, they both felt the pressure on their throats.

Without prior agreement, they both rolled their eyes coldly at each other.

“Despicable!”

They spoke in perfect unison, the words leaving their mouths almost simultaneously.

However, at that moment, the man suddenly kicked a wooden barrel at the edge of the pool, causing his body to slide backward rapidly. He then stood up and, ignoring Chu Qiao behind him, turned and ran away!

This woman was truly a superb close-combat expert—there was no need to continue fighting head-on with her. As long as he could exit the bathroom, those outside would hear the commotion inside, and thus, he would gain the upper hand!

But Chu Qiao’s reaction was incredibly swift, her calculations precise. She jumped up, her form ghostlike as she pursued!

Their gazes matched! Their steps matched! Their movements matched! Even their chosen escape routes matched!

“Bang!” The bathroom door finally emitted a thunderous sound! The man, enduring a sidekick from Chu Qiao, had kicked open the door!

Chu Qiao’s scalp instantly tingled. She knew this sound would surely alert the guards outside. In at most three seconds, people would burst in, and when that happened, with arrows flying, she would have no escape!

The only chance was to finish this man within three seconds, then climb onto that ultra-luxurious large bed and assume an intimate position to bluff their way through!

With no time to consider the flaws in this plan, Chu Qiao flew forward, tearing off her cumbersome gauze dress as she ran, leaving only a short cloth jacket and short pants.

A frontal assault was her only option. Kicking off the wall, Chu Qiao leaped into the air and, using her tremendous momentum, crashed into the man. After two rolls, she landed a punch squarely on his back, falling with him onto the luxurious, soft, and extravagant large bed!

By now, footsteps outside were approaching. She had to either subdue him to bluff their way through or subdue him to use as a hostage. All routes pointed to the same prerequisite: she must subdue and capture him!

At this moment, Chu Qiao almost felt like she had gone mad.

Her wrists moved with practiced skill. In an instant, they exchanged more than twenty blows. Their wrists reddened and their elbows swelled. Finally, just as footsteps sounded at the door, Chu Qiao accomplished this feat.

She successfully captured him, once again gripping the man’s neck, but the price she paid was that her neck was also firmly gripped by him!

The situation was remarkably similar to before—mutual destruction? Mutual destruction!

Outside the door came violent knocking and anxious calls from the guards.

Inside, the lamplight flickered, casting everything in a haze, but even so, they could see each other’s faces.

At this point, this pair, who had been tormenting each other for half the evening, finally had the chance to raise their heads and see who their opponent was.

Yet, upon this first look, they both opened their mouths wide, staring at each other like a pair of fools, with eyes wide open, motionless as mummies!

“Bang!”

A tremendous door-crashing sound suddenly rang out. With a thunderous noise, the soldiers outside crowded into the room. The leading young warrior shouted, “Fourth Young Master! Fourth Young Master! What happened?”

Then, everyone simultaneously looked at the two on the bed, all maintaining an expression of astonishment.

The entire room was in chaos as if thieves had just ransacked it—water puddles everywhere, rugs in disarray, half the bedding dragging on the floor, and their clothes scattered all around. On that magnificent large bed, a man and a woman were entangled in an extremely intimate position, both staring wide-eyed at each other before turning to look at the doorway.

“Who told you to come in?!!!”

In an instant, as if a level-ten typhoon had swept across the land, Yue Qi and the others felt as if they were almost blown away. The shirtless man, his black hair standing on end and his face flushed red, let out a lion’s roar that shook the world. Everyone immediately turned ashen-faced, and several of the more timid ones even fell to the ground with a thud.

Then, in less than three seconds, the door was carefully closed once more. Everyone was frightened like a flock of quails, with no trace of their elite warrior demeanor.

After a stunned moment, the only two people left in the room turned to face each other and shouted furiously:

“How can it be you?”

—————Division Line—————
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Chapter 97: A Life Debt
The room was deathly silent. The palace lamp in the corner burned quietly, occasionally crackling with sparks. Outside was pitch black, with only the occasional summer cicada’s chirp passing through the slightly open window. Moonlight poured in like water through a corner of the window crack. The night in Wupeng City was cool, with pleasant temperatures and a peaceful atmosphere.

For those trained in martial arts, hearing was exceptionally acute, especially in such a quiet environment. Soon, the deliberately hushed voices of men drifted in from outside. The guards gathered carefully, gossiping shamelessly about their master:

“The young master usually looks so serious, who would have thought he’d enjoy this sort of thing.”

“Exactly! Making so much noise, clothes thrown everywhere, what an intense scene!”

“That woman’s luck has certainly turned, managing to catch our young master’s eye.”

“Though that woman’s figure is truly impressive, those legs, so long and white…”

“Have you lost your mind? That’s the young master’s woman. Be careful, or the young master will gouge out those dog eyes of yours!”

“Ah, Brother Zhang speaks the truth. We must completely forget about this, pretend we’re blind.”

“I’ve been in this household for so many years. You might think the young master’s temper has improved a lot, but back in the day, he was quite a fearsome character. Who in the mansion wasn’t afraid of him? Listen to me, and you won’t go wrong! But speaking of which, that young female servant has excellent qualities, that figure, that face, but… why does she seem somewhat familiar?”

“You find every beautiful woman familiar.”

…

The group chuckled, and then their voices faded, likely having walked further away.

Inside the room, the two remained in their original positions, each clutching the other’s throat, their legs tightly intertwined. Their eyes locked, filled with too many complex emotions.

A sudden breeze blew through the slightly open window, making the large red gauze curtains dance. Dozens of gauzy drapes swayed together, passing between the two of them. The soft fabric brushed against their eyes, and through the transparent curtains, both appeared somewhat blurred to each other.

Time slowly passed. From far away, the night watchman’s drum penetrated the thick darkness, echoing throughout the vast mansion like ripples on a river when a small boat glides across the misty southern waters, slow but determined, so prolonged, like a song expressing Biantang’s unique gentle charm.

Their gazes gradually, inch by inch, cooled.

From initial shock, embarrassment, anger, and hostility, slowly transformed into two calm stares. Like a massive stone thrown into a lake—despite the huge splash it initially created, gradually the stone sank, water covering it, drowning it bit by bit until only ripples remained, echoing, floating, eventually settling into stillness as if nothing had happened.

With unspoken agreement, they simultaneously released their grip on each other’s throats, withdrawing slightly, gradually.

Chu Qiao pulled up the silk blanket, holding it against her chest to cover her exposed fair skin. Her eyes fixed steadily on the man opposite, unblinking, suppressing all emotions, leaving only intense wariness and caution.

Indeed, this man was the Fourth Young Master of the Zhuge family, Zhuge Yue, who had just arrived in Wupeng City by land. Given his status, a small city guard of Biantang would naturally strive desperately to curry favor.

The previously furious man gradually calmed. His gaze was dark, his eyebrows slanted upward, his eyes cold but without obvious hostility, returning to his usual demeanor—languid with a touch of chilling detachment. The man descended from the large bed without hesitation, walking straightforwardly to the center of the room to pick up the black-gold robe he had removed earlier. He casually put it on, drawing the waist sash diagonally to reveal a large expanse of bronze-colored chest.

Then, unexpectedly showing mercy, he picked through and retrieved Chu Qiao’s completely soaked outer robe. He walked over, one hand holding the dripping wet clothes, the other extended toward Chu Qiao, saying in a flat tone: “Hand it over.”

“Hand what over?” Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow: “What are you talking about?”

Zhuge Yue lightly raised his eyebrows, glancing at her sideways with an expression that seemed to say she should stop pretending to be confused.

“Has Yan Xun become so destitute after fleeing back to his stronghold with that gang of beggars from the Great Unity Association that you’re forced to go out and steal?”

“What did you say?” Chu Qiao’s eyes grew cold with anger: “Watch your words!”

Zhuge Yue glanced at her dismissively, saying with disdain: “You’re already meat on the chopping block, yet you still dare to be so arrogant.”

Chu Qiao sat on the bed, her expression cold, but she didn’t retort. One wrong move and all would be lost. Tonight’s mission had been a complete failure. She felt immensely annoyed, thinking that her luck seemed exceptionally poor lately.

Though she didn’t want to admit it, when she saw Zhuge Yue’s face moments ago, her heart had genuinely surged with a strange sense of relief. Perhaps falling into his hands was much better than falling into others’ hands.

At the very least, he wouldn’t immediately cut off her head. She knew that the capital had put a bounty on her head, not on her as a person.

“Hand it over.”

Zhuge Yue persisted tirelessly.

“Hand what over?”

“Stop playing dumb with me!” The man snorted coldly, looking at her coldly: “Just now in the corridor, it was you, right? What did you steal from me? Do I need to spell it out?”

Chu Qiao suddenly understood but stubbornly said: “Who wants your things? I just grabbed it in passing and threw it away already. If you want it, send someone to fish it out of the lake at this dog official’s house.”

Zhuge Yue’s brow furrowed slightly, his gaze gloomy. Chu Qiao looked at him fearlessly, her eyes bright and stubborn, yet showing calm determination.

With a “puff” sound, Zhuge Yue coldly threw the wet clothes at Chu Qiao’s face, then turned and walked to the door. As soon as he opened it, guards came running forward. Zhuge Yue gave a few simple instructions in a low voice. They weren’t loud, and the content was simple—merely telling someone to go down to the lake to retrieve a jade pendant.

However, when the guards heard this, their faces immediately turned green. The lake wasn’t large; sailing a small boat around it would take at most half an hour, but it was over four zhang deep. Looking for a small jade pendant in such a vast place…

One guard raised his head with a pained expression and said hesitantly: “Young Master, this is…”

Before the guard could finish, a sudden “bang” came as Zhuge Yue extended his hand and violently slapped the guard’s head, immediately making him see stars, his head involuntarily lowering.

“Who told you to raise your head!”

The guard nodded vigorously but didn’t dare raise his head again.

Sitting on the bed, Chu Qiao was startled when she heard this, because the door directly faced this ridiculously large bed, and at this moment, she still hadn’t put on her clothes.

The guards quickly withdrew. Soon, many torches lit up outside, with voices shouting. All the guards were awakened from deep sleep, along with the city guard’s servants, heading in large numbers toward the jasper lake in the back garden.

When Zhuge Yue turned back, Chu Qiao had already put on her completely wet clothes. However, these clothes were made of thin gauze, now clinging to her body like she was wearing nothing, adding a bewitching allure.

Zhuge Yue looked at Chu Qiao, then gradually frowned. Chu Qiao, seeing his strange look, couldn’t help feeling awkward.

Zhuge Yue walked straight to a row of wardrobes, casually opening one. Chu Qiao’s expression changed, but before she could cry out, there was a “bang” as a woman, bound hand and foot, fell out of the wardrobe and landed on the floor, right at Zhuge Yue’s feet. Zhuge Yue reacted quickly but mistook this woman for an assassin hiding in the wardrobe. So the Fourth Young Master of the Zhuge family mercilessly delivered a flying kick. The poor female servant, not even having touched the ground yet, took this blow and flew back like a ball, her body immediately curling up like a shrimp. If her mouth hadn’t been gagged, one could imagine how loud her scream would have been.

Fortunately, Zhuge Yue didn’t know the woman’s identity and didn’t use his full strength. Seeing the seductive woman lying on the ground with half her clothes torn off, Zhuge Yue was stunned, his brows tightly knit, appearing to be thinking hard.

The woman had already become like a frightened bird—knocked unconscious for no reason, waking up to find herself locked in a wardrobe, and just when she was finally released before she could shout that there was an assassin, she was kicked hard. At this moment, facing this man who emanated murderous intent, she promptly rolled her eyes and fainted.

“Hey! Don’t hurt her.”

Zhuge Yue turned his head to see Chu Qiao’s face clearly showing embarrassment. He immediately understood. Since the female servant in this room was Chu Qiao in disguise, the one on the ground must be the original woman prepared by the city guard for him.

Understanding the situation, Zhuge Yue didn’t even look at the woman on the ground. He turned back to take clothes from the wardrobe, returned to Chu Qiao’s side, threw the clothes to her, and said with a slight curl of his lips: “Xing’er, your hand is still as ruthless as ever!”

“Don’t call me Xing’er!” Chu Qiao didn’t remove her wet inner clothes but directly put on the dry outer robe, saying coldly.

However, as soon as she finished speaking, an angry snort suddenly came. Zhuge Yue immediately pounced like a fierce tiger, his strong body pressing Chu Qiao tightly beneath him. His legs clamped her long legs like iron pliers, one hand gripping her chin fiercely, his face somber as he said maliciously: “Then what should I call you? Jing Yue’er? Or what? Chu Qiao?”

Zhuge Yue’s face was gloomy, his eyes like huge storm spirals brewing. The pressure of his hand increased, his voice hoarse as he said word by word: “What? After joining Yan Xun, you don’t even recognize your ancestors anymore, even changing your surname? Why not take the Yan surname directly?”

Chu Qiao coldly stared back at Zhuge Yue, saying icily: “Let me go!”

“Let you go?” Zhuge Yue laughed coldly: “Where do you want to go? Did you come to Biantang for your soon-to-be-married old lover or to detour to Yan Bei? How did I never notice before that our little Xing’er is a beauty that ruins kingdoms with a single smile?”

“Zhuge Yue, I’m warning you, let me go!”

“Warning?” Zhuge Yue’s lips curled into a smile, his eyes narrowing coldly like an eagle’s: “Xing’er, is this your first day knowing me? When has Zhuge Yue ever feared anyone’s warnings?”

Without thinking, Chu Qiao formed her fingers into claws and fiercely went for Zhuge Yue’s neck!

Zhuge Yue moved just as quickly, leaning back. Chu Qiao’s hand slipped from his neck and grabbed his collar. The robe was only loosely tied, and now it was pulled open halfway, revealing much of his bronze, muscular chest. Zhuge Yue’s finger slid from Chu Qiao’s chin down her fair neck and delicate collarbone, smiling wickedly: “What? So eager? You went to such lengths to get close to me—could it be you’re using feminine charms on behalf of Yan Bei?”

Chu Qiao’s expression remained unchanged, though her eyes narrowed slightly with annoyance. Suddenly, she pulled out one leg and kicked fiercely at Zhuge Yue’s groin! The movement was swift and ruthlessly fierce!

Zhuge Yue was no ordinary person. In this confrontation, how could he fall behind? He pushed up with both hands, his entire body making a backward arch in mid-air. By the time he landed, Chu Qiao’s attack had missed. Zhuge Yue supported himself with both hands, suddenly pressing close again, adopting the same position as before on top of Chu Qiao, face to face, close enough to feel each other’s breath.

“Hmph!”

Chu Qiao snorted angrily, a flash of anger in her eyes. She twisted her hands and punched Zhuge Yue’s shoulder.

Zhuge Yue’s shoulder sank, completely dissipating the force. His body tilted outward, causing Chu Qiao’s body to involuntarily turn with him. Zhuge Yue embraced her waist in one motion, suddenly turning inward. The bed’s brocade bedding turned with them, quickly wrapping around their bodies like a large dumpling. Zhuge Yue pressed Chu Qiao’s hands with one hand and once again trapped her legs with a scissor lock.

Chu Qiao struggled hard, but the more she moved, the tighter the blanket wrapped them. Combined with Zhuge Yue’s greater strength, after a moment, she lay powerless on the bed, breathing heavily. Seeing she couldn’t struggle free, she even tried to lift her head to bite him.

After the struggle, Chu Qiao’s clothes had been torn open, revealing large patches of snow-white skin. Her face was flushed red, her eyes glaring fiercely at Zhuge Yue, her chest heaving with anger.

“Still not convinced?”

Chu Qiao cursed in extreme anger: “Bastard!”

Zhuge Yue lay on top of Chu Qiao, listening to her intense breathing and rapid heartbeat, smelling the fragrance emanating from her body. His expression suddenly softened. The man smiled triumphantly and slowly said: “Are you going to keep fighting?”

Chu Qiao pressed her lips together. In recent years, she had rarely been bested by others. Beyond her unwillingness to admit defeat was a hint of inexplicable panic. For some reason, at this moment, she only wanted to leave this place immediately and never see this man again.

“Let me go!”

“Xing’er, you always say that one phrase. Don’t you get tired of it?”

The lower hem of Chu Qiao’s garment was open, revealing two snow-white legs. Zhuge Yue’s legs were tightly wrapped around hers. With skin against skin, the atmosphere suddenly became subtle.

Chu Qiao stared fiercely at Zhuge Yue, gritting her teeth: “I want to stab you twice!”

Zhuge Yue laughed heartily, his gaze bewitching, his lips crimson, uniquely unrestrained and seductive: “Why not come and punch me twice instead?”

“Hmph!” Chu Qiao turned her head away angrily, refusing to look at him again. She couldn’t win in a fight, couldn’t escape, and her martial skill was only about equal to his. She might have slightly more experience, but in a prolonged battle, her stamina couldn’t match a man’s, especially with his large contingent of guards outside. Chu Qiao’s eyes immediately reddened with anger: “Just kill me!”

Zhuge Yue looked at her with amusement: “Xing’er, you’re not going to cry just because you can’t beat me, are you? That doesn’t seem like you.”

The tense atmosphere relaxed, but their posture remained extremely intimate. At this moment, the unconscious woman on the floor suddenly made a short sound, clearly about to wake up.

Chu Qiao was startled, but saw Zhuge Yue’s expression change as he immediately released her hands, grabbed a piece of brocade, and threw it to cover the face of the woman below!

However, just as he released her hands, Chu Qiao shouted coldly, pushed with her feet, and immediately slithered out of the blanket like a loach, kneeling on the bed about to run down!

Zhuge Yue immediately smiled coldly, though the smile hadn’t even reached his eyes when he grabbed a piece of brocade. The brocade was extremely thin, instantly wrapping around Chu Qiao’s ankle like a nimble snake. Chu Qiao, unaware, inwardly cursed her misfortune. Immediately after, Zhuge Yue suddenly pulled back with force, causing Chu Qiao to fall, rolling together with him in a heap.

In that split second, there was a tremendous crash as the entire large bed collapsed with a rumble, and the bed frame supporting countless gauze curtains and pearl curtains fell. Numerous red gauze veils and bright pearls fell together, deeply burying Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue beneath!

The sound was extremely loud; the people outside heard it.

Only half the guards remained on duty; the other half had all gone to fish for the jade pendant in the lake.

A young guard carefully asked the guard surnamed Zhang: “Brother Zhang, what was that sound from inside?”

The guard surnamed Zhang was also listening carefully. Hearing the question, he nodded slightly and said mysteriously: “I think the bed collapsed.”

“The bed collapsed?” The young guard secretly clicked his tongue: “My goodness, so intense!”

Zhuge Yue was bound by a pile of silk, making a great effort to crawl out. However, just as his head emerged, his expression immediately changed.

Chu Qiao was kneeling half in front of him, her expression cold, her gaze frosty, holding a piece of broken bed beam in her hand. The wood’s end was sharp and thin, now pressed firmly against Zhuge Yue’s throat!

“Don’t move!”

The young woman commanded coldly.

Zhuge Yue smiled faintly, glancing at Chu Qiao’s front chest: “Next time you do this to someone, put your clothes on first. Otherwise, you lack intimidation.”

“Enough talk! Let me go immediately!”

Zhuge Yue smiled: “Xing’er, aren’t you confused? You’re the one holding me hostage. How can I let you go?”

“Zhuge Yue, don’t think begging you is my only option. Even if I kill you, I still have a chance to break through and escape. I just don’t want to take that step. Though we have grievances, I don’t want to kill you like this.”

“That’s unfortunate,” Zhuge Yue shrugged, indifferently saying: “As long as I’m alive, I won’t let you go.”

Chu Qiao slowly narrowed her eyes: “Don’t force me!”

“Don’t force me either.”

Just then, a sudden sound of footsteps came from outside. Both were startled, hearing the chaotic footsteps outside, clearly not Zhuge Yue’s guards.

At this moment when Chu Qiao was slightly distracted, Zhuge Yue suddenly tilted his body, trying to dodge the weapon in her hand.

But in that instant, Chu Qiao cautiously noticed Zhuge Yue’s movement. Almost instinctively, she thrust forward the wooden spike in her hand. The action was fluid, without hesitation, as if she had practiced it thousands of times.

With a “poof” sound, a red light sprayed out. Chu Qiao’s heart chilled, her pupils instantly dilating. Just then, from outside the door came the respectful voice of the city guard: “Young Master, are you still awake?”

Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao sat at opposite corners of the large bed. Zhuge Yue had a wooden spike embedded in his shoulder, as thick as a thumb. In the hands of an expert like Chu Qiao, it had completely pierced through Zhuge Yue’s shoulder. Blood gushed out, flowing over half the bed.

Everything happened in an instant. The moment the wood pierced Zhuge Yue’s body, Chu Qiao even saw his slightly open mouth. Under such intense pain, he would surely groan in agony. But at the same time, the city guard stood firmly outside the door!

Ru Cheng was from a military background. In his youth, he had followed his father to join Biantang’s expedition army, fighting to Daxia’s inland. If not for encountering Yan Bei’s lion Yan Shi Cheng, perhaps Biantang would have replaced Daxia by now, becoming the master of Red River land. Ru Cheng’s father had died in that battle, and the Tian family had been demoted by the court for delaying military operations, their status greatly reduced. Now they could only guard a small city with difficulty. His hatred for Yan Bei was understandable.

At this moment, if Zhuge Yue made even the slightest unusual sound, he would undoubtedly break down the door without hesitation. Once Chu Qiao fell into his hands, the result needed no explanation!

Instantly, Chu Qiao’s first thought was to reach for her calf. Normally, she always had a dagger there. With her skill, at such a distance, killing an already injured person would be no problem. With a knife to the throat, he would have no chance to call out.

However, she forgot that not long ago in the corridor, she had lost her dagger.

Almost simultaneously, Zhuge Yue also noticed Chu Qiao’s instinctive movement. His eyes narrowed slightly, clearly understanding one message: she wanted to kill him!

“Young Master? Are you asleep?” Ru Cheng continued to call carefully.

At this critical moment, Chu Qiao heard Zhuge Yue ask in a calm, unwavering tone: “Is that Lord Tian? What important matter brings you here in the dead of night?”

Chu Qiao’s heart immediately turned upside down. She suddenly looked up, saw Zhuge Yue covered in blood, and was stunned.

“It’s like this—I heard that the Young Master lost something important in the lake. The guards have been struggling for half the night without finding it. I came to ask if you would like me to dig a canal to drain the lake water. That might make it easier to search.”

Zhuge Yue took a deep breath, one hand tightly covering his profusely bleeding shoulder, saying solemnly: “Thank you for your kind offer, Lord Tian.”

The city guard chuckled: “Being able to help the Young Master is my honor.”

“If there’s nothing else, please go back to rest, my lord.”

“Then I’ll take my leave. Sleep well, Young Master.”

Footsteps gradually receded, and outside became quiet again.

Zhuge Yue exhaled deeply, leaning powerlessly against the bed. Then he gripped the exposed section of wood, gritted his teeth, and yanked it out with a swoosh!

“Mmm!”

Zhuge Yue’s brows furrowed tightly, his face contorted, a painful groan escaping his throat, though he still forcibly controlled his volume.

Blood immediately gushed out in large quantities!

Chu Qiao was startled, then suddenly lunged forward, covering his gaping wound with her hands!

The tremendous pain nearly made Zhuge Yue blackout. Chu Qiao supported his shoulder, anxiously asking: “How are you?”

Zhuge Yue’s face was pale, completely bloodless. After a long while, he slowly said: “Not dead yet.”

“Don’t move. I’ll bandage it for you.”

Chu Qiao stood up, quickly ran to the bathroom, and soon returned with a wooden bucket. With a few nimble steps, she jumped onto the bed and began skillfully cleaning Zhuge Yue’s wound.

Zhuge Yue said hoarsely: “There are… many wood splinters inside. They need to be picked out.”

Chu Qiao paused, looking up at Zhuge Yue’s pale face, slowly asking: “Can you bear it?”

Zhuge Yue replied noncommittally: “How will we know if we don’t try?”

Chu Qiao found a dagger in the room. There was wine on the table. After sterilizing it with fire, she handed a handkerchief to Zhuge Yue, saying: “Bite on this to avoid biting your tongue when it hurts.”

Zhuge Yue took it but didn’t use it, holding it in his uninjured hand instead.

Chu Qiao said no more and began focusing on treating his wound.

The wound made by this wooden spike was more serious than one made by a dagger. Not only was it larger, but it was also jagged, tearing out large pieces of flesh, and embedded with countless splinters. If not thoroughly cleaned, they would rot inside the body.

Facing such an injury, even Chu Qiao’s hands couldn’t help but tremble.

“Let’s… let’s find a doctor.”

Chu Qiao looked up at Zhuge Yue, her gaze determined.

She knew that once a doctor came, she would certainly be exposed, and only death would await her. But perhaps during the confusion of the doctor’s arrival, she could seize an opportunity to escape, though this possibility was small.

Zhuge Yue snatched the dagger, his expression gloomy: “If you can’t do it, I will.”

Saying this, he was about to dig into his flesh.

“I’ll do it! I’ll do it!” Chu Qiao panicked, quickly taking back the dagger, and then looking up at him deeply.

Zhuge Yue half-closed his eyes, appearing unconcerned. If not for his paper-white complexion, Chu Qiao might almost doubt whether he was the injured person.

Then, she took a deep breath and began treating Zhuge Yue’s injury.

Three hours later, the eastern sky showed the first light of dawn. All of Chu Qiao’s clothes were soaked with cold sweat. Finding the clothes she had initially changed out of in this room, which contained her personal wound medicine, she applied the medicine and bandaged his wound with clean white silk. Finally, everything was done.

Throughout the process, Zhuge Yue hadn’t made a sound, and Chu Qiao hadn’t dared to look up at him. Now looking up, she saw the man had passed out, his forehead covered in large beads of sweat, his brows furrowed into a character “川.” The towel in his hand was soaked with sweat, and his hair was also wet as if dipped in water.

After putting everything in order, Chu Qiao helped him lie on the bed, washed a face towel to wipe the blood and sweat from his face, then took a dry cotton cloth and wiped his hair dry, stroke by stroke.

From afar came the sound of roosters breaking through the morning mist. Outside was bright, with servants coming to knock on the door. Chu Qiao nervously disguised her voice to say Zhuge Yue hadn’t woken up, immediately provoking quiet laughter from the young guards.

Indeed, after such intense activity all night, he would probably sleep for an entire day.

Since they were to stay in Wupeng City for two days anyway, the guards instructed the city guard’s maids not to disturb the young master… um… disturb the young master’s rest, just bring food at regular times.

Returning to the bedside, Zhuge Yue was still in deep sleep. Chu Qiao lowered her head, her face showing fatigue. She gazed at this man, at his straight brows, bewitching eyes, crimson lips, and that mouth that always uttered cold words, gradually furrowing her brow.

Her brows were knit so tightly as if they would never relax.

“We are enemies,” Chu Qiao murmured, not knowing whether she was speaking to Zhuge Yue or herself.

“Publicly, I am a traitorous slave, and you are an imperial nobleman. Privately, you killed Lin Xi, Zhi Xiang, Little Seven, and Little Eight, and killed many children of the Jing family, causing Yan Xun and me to live like pigs and dogs in the capital for eight years. I also killed your grandfather, and your servants, and defected from the Zhuge mansion. The conflict between us cannot be reconciled. You killing me is understandable; I killing you is justifiable. We have no affection, no need to show mercy. Your death, my life; your life, my death. It’s just… it’s just… as it should be…”

As she said, these words should have been irrefutable, without any logical flaws or ethical improprieties. Before, Chu Qiao had never had the slightest hesitation.

But for some reason, at this moment, her voice grew increasingly small, gradually becoming like a mosquito’s hum, so quiet that even she could barely hear it.

Looking at the man’s furrowed brow even in unconsciousness, she couldn’t help reaching out to gently touch the wound on his shoulder.

“Regardless, I owe you a life.” Chu Qiao slowly said: “Zhuge Yue, I’m sorry.”

The room was deadly quiet. Outside the window, the morning sun rose, its warm light filtering through the window paper, casting dappled shadows.

Chu Qiao is half-sat on the ground, leaning beside Zhuge Yue. Fatigue overwhelmed her like a tidal wave, and she fell into a deep sleep just like that.

Chapter 98: Yan Xun’s Raid
Flowers bloomed red and willows turned green, fragrant grasses spread everywhere. The spacious main street was filled with carriages and horses, bustling with people coming and going. Merchants shuttled between countless shops, creating a scene of prosperous activity.

Xianyang City, once again Xianyang City.

After many days of traveling, a dust-covered group of riders finally entered the gates of Xianyang. The accompanying guards paid the entry fee, and twenty-some war horses escorted a blue cloth carriage slowly into the streets of Xianyang.

Although Xianyang was a border city, its commerce flourished with extreme wealth, and it was built with magnificent grandeur.

The city was divided into inner and outer sections. The inner city primarily consisted of the Mengmin Palace south of Red Water and the Luoli Palace east of Red Water. The two palaces spanned across a tributary of Red Water, connected by a stone bridge over four hundred meters long. The bridge was thick and wide, allowing twenty carriages to pass side by side. Though named palaces, Mengmin and Luoli were not true royal residences but rather compounds formed of connecting mansions.

As everyone knew, Xianyang’s prosperity was unmatched in the realm, comparable even to the major ports of Huaisong. This city, not even one-fifth the size of Zhenhuang City, had rapidly developed in less than thirty years due to its strategic location after the free trade agreements between Da Xia, Biantang, and Huaisong. It quickly rose to become one of the Western Mongolian continent’s major commercial centers. Each year, the taxes it sent to the imperial capital were enough to support a third of the imperial army’s annual expenditures. It was said that this relatively small city housed almost all the wealthy elites of the entire Western Mongolian continent. Those who could spend thousands of gold pieces had flocked to purchase land in Xianyang’s inner city and build luxurious mansions. Looking around, the magnificent architectural complex was imposing and undulating with splendid grandeur.

The outer city covered a vast area, more than ten times larger than the inner city. It was where commoners and traveling merchants gathered, with developed commerce and convenient transportation. Various taverns, banks, pawnshops, carriage services, businesses, inns, and restaurants were all readily available. A row of colorful pavilions along Red Water spread their fragrance in all directions. Even in broad daylight, the faint laughter of women could be heard from afar.

As the carriage traveled into Xianyang, they no longer bothered with concealment. After all, this was the world-renowned commercial capital, filled with wealthy people. A group of merely twenty guards didn’t appear particularly conspicuous.

However, when the carriage passed the Gold and Silver Pavilion, a sudden exclamation sounded from behind, followed by the rapid approach of hoofbeats from the city guard patrol.

The sturdy carriage driver wore a deep blue servant’s robe that looked quite ordinary, though his eyes were exceptionally alert, occasionally flashing with sharp glints. He glanced back twice, and soon other guards caught up and whispered something to him. The driver then leaned toward the carriage door and said in a low voice, “Young Master, it’s that woman again. She tried to follow us into the inner city but was stopped by the guards.”

After a long moment, a calm voice from inside the carriage said, “Let’s go. If she can’t enter, she will naturally leave. Pay her no mind.”

“Yes,” the driver acknowledged and drove the carriage toward the inner city.

This group was from Yanbei, and the man in the carriage was naturally Yan Xun, the newly independent Crown Prince of Yanbei.

Yan Xun’s face appeared somewhat pale, yet his eyes lacked no sharpness. His brows were furrowed as if contemplating some difficult decision.

“Young Master, we’ve arrived.”

Dressed in simple cyan robes with clear features and a calm expression, Yan Xun stepped down from the carriage and walked toward a magnificent mansion.

This mansion was located within Luoli Palace, consisting of eighteen courtyards. Though not comparable to the mansions in Zhenhuang City, land in Xianyang was scarce and expensive. That this residence had such expansive grounds in the area where high officials and wealthy merchants lived in Xianyang showed the owner’s status in the city.

Yan Xun walked ahead, not encountering a single person along the way. A Jing and the other guards quickly dispersed, taking control of the entire estate and implementing strict security measures.

After a while, Yan Xun, accompanied by A Jing and more than ten guards, arrived at the main courtyard. There, a man in emerald robes led over a hundred servants kneeling on the ground. Without raising his head, he proclaimed loudly, “This servant welcomes Your Highness. May Your Highness enjoy thousands of years of fortune and longevity.”

Yan Xun, who had been frowning all the way, suddenly smiled. He stepped forward, placing his hand on the other’s shoulder, and said with a laugh, “You little rascal, get up!”

The young man was only about twenty years old, with clear features and skin as white as snow. His eyebrows were quite thin, giving him an almost feminine appearance. Only his eyes moved shrewdly, immediately revealing him as a fox-like schemer.

“Hehe,” the young man chuckled and said, “Your Highness, you must be tired from your journey. I’ve prepared fine food and wine. Please come in and rest first.”

Yan Xun nodded and walked ahead, tugging at the young man’s clothes while saying wryly, “Brocade silk? You little brat, you’re doing quite well for yourself.”

“Your Highness,” the young man replied with a bitter face, pouting pitifully, “This is already my most worn-out garment. I was afraid you’d accuse me of being extravagant, so I rummaged through everything to find this one. It still makes me itch wearing it.”

“Haha,” Yan Xun laughed unusually heartily. While laughing, he turned back to A Jing and said, “You see? The saying ‘taking a mile when given an inch’ was made exactly for people like him.”

A Jing chuckled and smiled at the young man, punching his shoulder and saying, “So arrogant! Be careful or the Young Master might confiscate your property.”

Joking and laughing, they entered the room. Inside the main hall, sumptuous food and wine had been prepared. Everyone began eating without discussing business, sitting around the table while talking about amusing incidents from their journey. Yan Xun seemed in a particularly good mood today; he didn’t even get angry when A Jing told the story of him rescuing Miss Helian on the road as a joke.

After the meal, A Jing tactfully withdrew, and Yan Xun went with the young man to the study. After closing the door, all traces of laughter vanished from their faces. The young man lifted the hem of his robe and knelt firmly on the ground, saying in an excited, deep voice, “Crown Prince, you’ve finally come.”

Yan Xun squatted down to help him up, his face showing rare gentleness. With soft lips and calm eyes, he said, “Feng Mian, how long has it been since we last met?”

Indeed, this young man was Feng Mian, the little book boy who had previously served at Yan Xun’s side and delivered messages to Chu Qiao several times. That day outside Zhenhuang City, most of Yan Xun’s attendants were killed, but Feng Mian, being young, managed to escape with his life despite serious injuries.

Afterward, the Yanbei faction was completely uprooted by the empire, and Yan Xun fell from power, living two years like a dog. It wasn’t until the third year that he managed to bribe the jail guards with a hefty sum and rescue this child who had been imprisoned in a dark, sunless dungeon for two years.

Feng Mian couldn’t stay in the imperial capital, so he journeyed south alone to Xianyang City. With the help of the Datong Association and Yanbei’s core supporters, six years later, he had become one of Xianyang’s preeminent underworld leaders. His influence extended across escort agencies, carriage services, canal transportation, sea salt, and many other industries. He owned more than eighty brothels, taverns, pawnshops, and banks, controlling over twenty docks and shipyards along the Red Water in the empire’s southeast, and had established the water-dominating Canal Gang that struck fear throughout the south. Now, in the southeast region, while few might recognize the name Feng Mian, even three-year-old children could recite the legendary exploits of Master Feng the Fourth by heart.

After all, compared to the multi-generational accumulation of wealth by great families, Feng Mian’s meteoric rise to become one of Xianyang’s wealthiest in just six years, controlling mountains of wealth, was itself a legend.

“Crown Prince, it’s been six years. Your servant has finally waited for this day.”

Feng Mian’s eyes reddened with tears as he gripped Yan Xun’s hands excitedly and spoke in a deep voice.

“Yes, in the blink of an eye, you’ve already grown into a man,” Yan Xun smiled. “For the renowned Master Feng the Fourth to call himself a servant seems somewhat inappropriate. I hear that even Prince Jing and Prince Ling are frequent guests at your residence. Last year, when Prince Ling’s son Zhao Zhongyan owed money to your Canal Gang, you openly burned Prince Ling’s fleet, causing him to lose thousands of bolts of brocade, nearly ruining his New Year celebrations.”

Feng Mian smiled shyly, showing no trace of an underworld boss. He looked more like a bashful young girl, saying uncomfortably, “What ‘Fourth Master’? That’s just what people outside call me. Zhao Zhongyan relied on being a Zhao family descendant and tried to pressure me with his title, so naturally, I couldn’t let him off easily. Besides, back in the imperial capital, we suffered plenty of hidden harm from Prince Ling’s household. I’ve long disliked them.”

At this point, Feng Mian’s face suddenly became animated as he said, “Feng Mian will always be your servant before the Crown Prince. Without the Crown Prince, there would be no Feng Mian today. My life belongs to the Crown Prince. If I dared put on airs before the Crown Prince, would I still be human?”

“Alright, get up,” Yan Xun smiled. “I was just joking with you. Why take it so seriously?”

With that, he pulled Feng Mian to his feet. The two sat facing each other in a tea area, and Feng Mian deftly prepared tea. Soon, the fresh aroma of tea filled the entire room.

“Crown Prince,” Feng Mian asked with bright eyes and a smile, “How is Miss? Is she well? Why didn’t she come? I heard recently that you had a great battle in Zhenhuang, and Miss led several thousand troops fighting north and south, routing the Da Xia imperial army. I was so delighted I couldn’t sleep at night, almost wanting to lead troops back to Yanbei. Isn’t Miss accompanying you to Biantang this time?”

Yan Xun’s face remained calm as he slowly said, “I lost touch with her. Zhao Che issued an arrest warrant, with a nationwide manhunt for A Chu. Don’t you know?”

“What?” Feng Mian was startled. “But later news from Yanbei said Miss had already returned!”

“That news was false, spread by me in hopes of slightly easing the pursuit forces following A Chu. Making them believe she had returned to Yanbei would reduce the intensity of the search.” Yan Xun took a sip of tea and continued, “Although I had notified all tributary princes, I still feared they might pretend not to pursue her while secretly creating obstacles, so I had to make additional preparations.”

Feng Mian nodded, frowning as he said, “So Miss is still on the run. Crown Prince, rest assured, I will send people to search for her. I wouldn’t dare claim complete certainty, but as long as Miss is within Da Xia’s borders, whether on land or water, my people will be there.”

Yan Xun slowly shook his head. “I suspect she may have already left Da Xia and entered Biantang.”

“Biantang?”

“Yes, if I’m not mistaken, she should have turned into Biantang, then circled to Tang Capital, cut into the Southern Frontier, and traveled upstream.”

“So that’s why the Crown Prince came to Biantang?” Feng Mian asked.

Yan Xun nodded. “That’s one reason.”

“I’ll give orders immediately to notify the Canal Gang in Biantang to search for her. If Miss is on the water, we’ll get news.”

Yan Xun smiled slightly. “Finding her won’t be so simple. If A Chu decides to hide, those fools in Da Xia probably won’t be able to do much about it. But it’s good for your people to help search. I worry about her being alone out there.”

“Yes.”

“There’s another matter,” Yan Xun deliberated for a moment before saying solemnly, “The letter I sent you last month, asking you to handle something—how is that progressing?”

Feng Mian’s expression changed. After thinking, he stood up, walked to the desk, and took out a thick stack of white papers. “It’s all here. Everything has been thoroughly investigated.”

Yan Xun took the papers and glanced through them briefly before saying with a cold smile, “They indeed couldn’t restrain themselves.”

“Crown Prince, the Datong Association is our ally and has strongly supported Yanbei all these years. If we do this… won’t it invite criticism?”

Yan Xun laughed coldly, lightly flicking his wrist to make the papers rustle. He said calmly, “Feng Mian, do you think today’s Datong Association is the same as it was a hundred years ago? Perhaps only people like Master Wu still cling to beautiful ideals. Datong has long been corrupted. You’ve been in Xianyang for so many years—don’t you understand this yet?”

After a moment of silence, Feng Mian slowly said, “The Crown Prince is right. I believe there are serious problems within Datong. The younger faction led by Miss Yu and Master Wu is more righteous, still holding the ideal of universal harmony. But those old elders… sigh, they indulge in drinking, gambling, and visiting brothels, truly unseemly. Outsiders are just kept in the dark. Those brothels and gambling houses are mine, so I know these matters.”

Yan Xun patted Feng Mian’s shoulder and smiled, “Silly boy, you’ve stayed in this prosperous and brocaded Xianyang City for so long, can’t you see through it yet? In this world, all politicians are hypocritical pretenders. Perhaps the Datong Association was righteous and for the people a hundred years ago, but today it has become a political chip for a group of people. No matter how resounding its brand or how high-sounding its slogan is, it’s just a means to accumulate power and fool the people. Datong’s old generation has amassed frightening wealth, only wanting to select a political representative to support from behind the scenes, then seek greater benefits.”

Yan Xun’s eyes suddenly turned cold as he slowly said, “Universal harmony, hmph, what a beautiful slogan. Unfortunately, wherever there are people, there is a struggle; wherever there are benefits, there is war. Harmony? Only ignorant women and children would believe that. But I must say their slogan is truly attractive, especially at this turbulent moment in the Da Xia Empire when all people place their hopes on Datong. Now is the time for us to cooperate with them—we provide the troops, they provide the money, each taking what we need. A match made in heaven.”

Feng Mian frowned and asked, “If that’s the case, why did the Crown Prince ask me to investigate these things?”

“Any organization should have only one leader,” Yan Xun turned away, looking at the willow branches swaying outside while his fingers unconsciously tapped the table. He continued slowly, “The Datong Association has overextended. Their chairman has planted numerous loyalists as officials in Yanbei. Now, whether in the military or government, Datong’s direct lineage is everywhere. If this continues, Yanbei’s position will become very passive.”

“Yanbei’s foundation is unstable now, and it’s not yet appropriate for me to thoroughly purge and replace personnel. It’s better to take this opportunity to warn them indirectly. Datong’s chairman is a clever person; I think he’ll understand. Besides, these people here are all stubborn old faction members. I imagine the chairman himself must be quite annoyed with these old fellows.”

Feng Mian’s face suddenly lit up with excitement. This outwardly refined “Master Feng the Fourth” suddenly grinned and said, “Right! Damn them! I’ve long disliked these old fools. If it weren’t for respecting the Crown Prince, I would have dealt with them ages ago.”

Yan Xun stood up, chuckling, “Get ready then. Take a bath, rest a bit, and tonight, you’ll accompany me to meet these Datong Association elders.”

Feng Mian also stood up smiling and was about to leave when he suddenly turned back and asked, “By the way, Crown Prince, what will you wear tonight? Normal clothes or Datong’s membership attire?”

Yan Xun frowned slightly and said, “Better wear Datong’s membership attire.”

“But the membership clothes have ranks. Although the young faction respects you as their leader, you currently only hold the status of a low-level member. I’m afraid they might make things difficult for you.”

“Difficult?” Yan Xun’s eyes lifted slightly at the corners, his lips curling into a cold smile. “Am I still afraid of others making things difficult for me?”

As night fell, Xianyang City suddenly became lively. The Red Water flowing through the city brought fragrant scents, while merchants lined both banks with open shops. Brothels displayed a scene of prosperity. At this time, Xianyang City thoroughly exhibited the grandeur of a luxurious metropolis, noisy throughout the night.

Feng Mian’s splendid carriage passed through Golden Pond Street, pulled by seven stallions in front—all pure white, quite eye-catching.

Seeing Yan Xun smiling at him, Feng Mian said somewhat embarrassedly, “Well, only the Emperor can have eight horses pulling his carriage.”

Yan Xun smiled, immediately understanding the boy’s thoughts. Using eight horses, regardless of one’s status, would likely invite trouble. Yet Feng Mian was still unsatisfied, so he insistently used seven.

Yan Xun looked back and, sure enough, saw another white horse following the carriage without being tethered, obediently walking behind.

Yan Xun’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he said nothing, the light in his eyes becoming subdued.

Half an hour later, they arrived. Feng Mian jumped down from the carriage first, then lifted the curtain and, acting like a servant, extended his hand to help Yan Xun down.

Before them stood a massive restaurant. Yan Xun looked up, squinting his long, narrow eyes. A restaurant was displaying its wine banner at the front door, with two large red lanterns hanging. The facade was elegant and simple, yet still maintained a dignified and distinguished air, without any of the noisy chaos of a red-light district. People came and went, showing that business was extremely prosperous. On a fine piece of nanmu wood, two bold calligraphy characters were written above: “Morning and Evening.”

This was a brothel, yet it had such an elegant name. Yan Xun was slightly surprised, then heard Feng Mian whisper beside him, “Crown Prince, this is my restaurant. Miss named it during her visit two years ago.”

Yan Xun nodded. Although Feng Mian was capable, when he first arrived, he had never done business before. Thus, all strategies and developments were taught hands-on by Chu Qiao. This restaurant must have taken much of A Chu’s effort and thought.

Thinking this, Yan Xun unconsciously frowned and stepped forward toward the entrance.

The proprietor had noticed Feng Mian from far away and was already waiting by the door with a group of exceptionally beautiful women, bowing and smiling.

A voluptuous woman approached first. About thirty years old but showing no signs of age, she had a full figure, a soft waist, and seductive eyes. Swaying her hips as she walked forward, she cooed, “Master Feng, what brings you here today? I’m so delighted I don’t know which foot to step with first.”

With Yan Xun present, Feng Mian inevitably felt nervous and quickly said, “Madam Yu, where are Old Liu and the others? Take us to them quickly.”

Madam Yu was experienced in affairs of pleasure and immediately recognized this was not a visit for entertainment. She promptly led the way. Seeing Feng Mian respectfully following behind Yan Xun, she was briefly startled but wisely remained silent, carefully walking ahead.

In moments, they passed through a long corridor and entered an exquisite courtyard where the noisy voices from the front hall gradually faded. The courtyard was planted with various bonsai and flowers; as the night breeze blew, a delicate fragrance permeated everywhere, refreshing the spirit.

Arriving at a standalone small building, Madam Yu said with a coquettish laugh, “This is the place. I won’t go up with you; Master Feng, please go up by yourself.”

After saying this, the seductive woman turned her head, placing her soft hand on Yan Xun’s arm, saying in a flirtatious voice, “This young master looks unfamiliar, but I can tell he’s no ordinary person. When you have time in the future, please patronize Master Feng’s business often and visit us more.”

Feng Mian was instantly alarmed and wanted to remedy the situation. But Yan Xun smiled faintly without changing his expression, pushing away the woman’s hand without leaving a trace, and said, “Certainly.”

Madam Yu swayed her hips as she retreated. Feng Mian hurriedly explained, “Crown Prince…”

“Feng Mian, you don’t need to be so nervous,” Yan Xun smiled. “Also, don’t call me Crown Prince anymore when we’re inside.”

“Let’s go,” Yan Xun lifted the hem of his robe. “Let’s enter.”

The spacious hall was brightly lit, with a round table placed in the center, covered with wine and dishes.

Yan Xun took a quick glance and saw eight or nine people seated, each with a guard standing behind them. When they saw Yan Xun and Feng Mian enter, everyone stopped talking and turned to look at them, with varying degrees of hostility and contempt in their eyes.

Feng Mian and Yan Xun took off their cloaks and handed them to A Jing behind them. Then Feng Mian greeted everyone individually before he and Yan Xun took their seats.

However, before they could sit down, a cold voice came from a sixty-year-old elder: “Master Feng the Fourth puts on such airs, not only arriving late but also bringing two guards. It seems the Canal Gang’s business is thriving, and you no longer respect us old men.”

These words were full of hostility, showing no mercy.

A flash of coldness swept through Feng Mian’s eyes but disappeared quickly. He smiled and was about to speak when Yan Xun suddenly said, “You must be Elder Yu, the leader of Datong’s Southeast Salt Transport, right?”

Elder Yu glanced at him arrogantly from the corner of his eye, not even bothering to answer, merely letting out a cold snort from his nose.

Yan Xun wasn’t angered and cupped his hands, saying, “I am…”

“No one is interested in your identity!” Elder Yu looked coldly at Yan Xun’s low-ranking member’s robes and mocked, “You’d better recognize your position. You have no right to speak here. Since you’ve come with Master Feng, just stand aside, listen with your ears, and keep your mouth shut!”

Feng Mian’s expression changed, and he stood up abruptly, but Yan Xun reached out to stop him. Yan Xun glanced sideways at Elder Yu and said calmly, “Elder Yu, I think it’s still necessary to tell you my name, because perhaps you’re not so unfamiliar with me, and your future impression will be even more profound.”

As he finished speaking, Yan Xun’s finger suddenly tapped lightly on the table.

In that instant, A Jing, who stood behind Yan Xun, suddenly leaped forward with a straight punch, powerful and swift, striking Elder Yu squarely in the face!

At that moment, everyone could hear the sound of Elder Yu’s nose bridge breaking. Elder Yu let out a miserable scream and flew backward! A Jing, with his exceptional agility, quickly moved forward, grabbed Elder Yu’s collar, and delivered several heavy punches, causing Elder Yu’s nose and mouth to spurt blood.

At this point, a guard behind Elder Yu charged forward, drawing his long knife with a swoosh. Feng Mian swiftly moved in, not dodging at all, firmly grasping the man’s wrist. With a quick grappling technique, there was a crisp snapping sound, and the man screamed in pain as Feng Mian took his knife. Master Feng the Fourth, who had lived in luxury for years, swung the knife with smooth, decisive movements, and with a slash, cut off the man’s hand!

In an instant, everyone was stunned. Although Feng Mian was young, he had always been very experienced in handling affairs and had shown great respect to these Datong Association elders stationed in Xianyang. Why was he so aggressive today? Was it really because his master had gained power in Yanbei that he no longer respected the Datong Association? And who was this young man beside him?

Everyone was alarmed, and perplexed, with complex expressions on their faces.

Yan Xun slowly stood up, his white low-ranking member’s robe looking like a ghostly banner, fierce and bizarre. He stood up, then squatted in front of Elder Yu, slowly saying, “Don’t you know that interrupting others is very impolite?”

Then, he stood up and, to everyone’s horror, viciously stomped on Elder Yu’s face!

With a “swoosh,” blood splattered!

Elder Yu immediately passed out without even making a scream, and no one knew if he was dead or alive.

“Drag him away.”

Yan Xun, calm after his extreme action, had a few drops of blood on his hand. He sat by the table, wiping his hands with a white handkerchief while giving orders.

A Jing dragged one person in each hand, turned to open the door, and with a “bang,” threw both men out!

Everyone was stunned, speechless for a long time. It’s worth noting that they were on the second floor, and below was a clear lake.

Sure enough, in an instant, the sound of heavy objects hitting the water was heard—two thumps, one after another.

A Jing returned and stood behind Yan Xun. Even Feng Mian had stood up, looking like an attendant.

Yan Xun’s face showed no trace of killing intent. He raised his head with a faint smile, looking at everyone with a gentle smile as if what had just happened wasn’t his doing. He said in a calm tone, “I apologize, everyone. After the tiring journey, I got a bit emotional just now.”

…

Silence, a deathly silence. The arrogant old men who always looked down on others were dazed, their minds seemingly not working, staring stupidly at Yan Xun as if he were a visitor from another world.

“Now, I wonder which of your guards can swim?” Yan Xun’s smile was peaceful, light, and breezy, with a gentleness and calmness gained through years of experience. Such an expression would normally make others feel as if bathed in spring breeze, but at this moment, in the eyes of these people, it felt like a chilling wind from hell.

“Because I feel that if no one goes to fish them out, Elder Yu will drown.”

The man leaned back in his chair, shaking his head with apparent difficulty: “What a coincidence, we didn’t notice there was a lake below when we arrived.”

As soon as he finished speaking, everyone suddenly reacted. The old men jumped up, scrambling to find someone to rescue the drowning men, and the hall instantly became chaotic.

After a full half-hour of bustle, by which time Yan Xun had already drunk two cups of tea, they finally rescued Elder Yu, who had swallowed a belly full of water and was badly bruised. When everyone returned to their seats, wiping cold sweat from their foreheads, Yan Xun had already finished his meal.

“Master Feng, who is this friend of yours? Since he’s also a brother in our association, why doesn’t he understand any rules?”

A red-robed elder spoke solemnly. This old man was surnamed Liu, the foremost figure of the Datong Association in Xianyang, having been rooted in the city for over forty years. His wealth was immense; even Master Wu and Miss Yu had to respect his wishes. Soldiers needed money and provisions for war, and Elder Liu was essentially Datong’s chief steward of finances.

Yan Xun replied in a calm tone, his expression unchanged: “Everyone, I wanted to introduce myself earlier, but Elder Yu was too impatient. I think it’s necessary now to introduce myself to you all.”

Under the flickering lights and melodious music, Yan Xun’s eyes narrowed slightly as he slowly said, “I am Yan Xun, just arrived from Yanbei. I seek your guidance.”

“The King of Yanbei?”

Elder Liu jumped to his feet with such force that he overturned the teapot in front of him. Tea spilled all over his robe, but he showed no reaction, just staring at Yan Xun with disbelieving eyes.

“To be precise, although Yanbei has declared independence, I haven’t formally claimed the title of king. But if Elder Liu wishes to address me that way in advance, I don’t object.”

“How is this possible?” another elder exclaimed in surprise. “How could someone from Yanbei come to Xianyang?”

Yan Xun smiled: “Elder Xi, of course you don’t want me to come, because you’re about to move your wealth to Biantang. If I arrived, wouldn’t your beautiful dream be shattered?”

Upon hearing this, everyone was shocked!

They looked at Yan Xun in terror, their faces pale as earth, hardly daring to breathe.

Yan Xun’s smile gradually faded as he slowly said, “Da Xia is rising from the ashes, about to relocate back to Zhenhuang. Zhao Yang is deploying troops everywhere with sharp military force, while Zhao Che commands from Zhenhuang, coordinating national forces. The war between Yanbei and Da Xia is inevitable, yet the Datong Association no longer supports Yanbei at this critical time. So, you plan to retreat to Biantang to save yourselves, is that it?”

“Y-Young Master Yan,” Elder Liu barely managed to say, “This is just a precautionary decision from above, an arrangement by the chairman. Our Datong Association has risked life and death for Yanbei for many years, completely aligning with Yanbei politically. For your rescue, countless members died or were injured. Now, it’s merely a strategic plan aimed at preserving our strength.”

Yan Xun coldly observed everyone and slowly said, “For eight years, Datong has acted in my name, coordinating Yanbei’s affairs, planning strategies, and settling Yanbei’s civilian matters. Great kindness needs no thanks; on this point, Yan Xun dares not forget!”

“But!” Yan Xun’s face suddenly turned cold, his narrow eyes slowly narrowing as he continued in a deep voice, “You have, in my name, legitimately collected Yanbei’s taxes and finances, opened the White Jade Pass, traded with the West, and amassed tremendous wealth. Moreover, just in the first half of this year, before I returned to Yanbei, during the period when officials in the imperial capital died suddenly, you collected ten years’ worth of taxes at once, completely plundering the Yanbei people. Now, as Yanbei is about to go to war with the court, you simply leave, abandoning a devastated Yanbei. What is Yanbei supposed to do?”

After saying this, Yan Xun suddenly relaxed into a smile and calmly said, “Datong’s young warriors are bleeding on the front lines, while you feast on delicacies here. Don’t you feel any guilt? I hear Feng Mian has some documents; I wonder what would happen if Miss Yu found out about this.”

Upon hearing this, everyone’s faces turned ashen. Among the young people in the current Datong Association, although Master Wu had the highest reputation, when it came to ruthlessness, Miss Yu was unquestionably first. This young woman’s brutality, her harsh methods, and her extreme hatred for evil forces were incomparable. If she were to find out, what kind of situation would that be? They dared not imagine.

“Well, Young Master Yan, I think it’s better not to let Daoya and A Yu know about this.”

“Of course,” Yan Xun smiled. “Elder Liu, we are on the same side. There’s still a long way ahead, battles to be fought one by one, Da Xia’s walls to be toppled inch by inch. We all need a strong army and a harmonious regime outside. So some things are better left unsaid. They have full confidence in Datong; if their illusions are shattered and Datong falls apart, it would do me no good.”

“That’s right, that’s right.”

“Since that’s the case, you all should know what to do.”

Elder Liu tentatively asked, “Then should we contentedly wait in Xianyang City for news of Yanbei’s great victory?”

“No need,” Yan Xun shook his head. “You can continue transferring wealth to Biantang.”

Everyone was stunned, looking at him in disbelief.

But then Yan Xun smiled slightly and said, “It happens that I’m also heading to Biantang. Afterward, I’ll return to Yanbei through the Southern Frontier, and I’ll take these things back with me.”

The faces of Elder Liu and the others instantly turned as ugly as they could be. Yan Xun stood up and calmly said, “Well, we’ve eaten and talked, and it’s time for me to take my leave. Elder Liu, I’m going to Biantang under the identity of your nephew Liu Xi. I hope tomorrow morning you’ll be prepared. After all, for the Crown Prince of Biantang’s wedding, you, as Xianyang’s wealthiest merchant, should show your respect.”

To a room full of pale-faced old men whose beautiful dreams had been shattered, Yan Xun slightly cupped his hands: “Farewell!”

The carriage moved along the street. It was late, but the streets were still bustling with activity.

Feng Mian asked curiously, “Crown Prince, these old men’s wealth is extraordinary. Taking all this to Biantang in such a grand manner is too dangerous. Why not return directly to Yanbei?”

“Do you think taking these things directly back to Yanbei wouldn’t be dangerous?” Yan Xun calmly asked in return. “Da Xia’s regime is currently unstable. The journey back to Yanbei passes through many provinces and prefectures, and problems could easily arise. Once word leaks out, with the wealth of several Xianyang merchants at stake, do you think those military commanders and prefectural governors wouldn’t be tempted?”

The man leaned back in the carriage, sighed slightly, half-closed his eyes, and slowly said, “If we don’t want this wealth to fall into official hands, nor do we want these old men to pocket it themselves, taking the route through Biantang is our only option. Biantang has relatively better security, and if I go under the banner of Xianyang merchants seeking refuge in Biantang, Biantang will dispatch strong troops to escort us for the sake of developing their economy. This way, the journey to the Tang Capital will certainly be safe. Once we reach Tang Capital, I have ways to secretly enter the Southern Frontier, then travel upstream back to Yanbei, as naturally as water flows.”

“But,” Feng Mian still worriedly said, “Tang Capital must now be gathering many dignitaries, half of whom know you. Can you pass as Elder Liu’s nephew without being discovered?”

“On this point, you needn’t worry. I have my methods,” Yan Xun said. “To prevent information leaks, after I leave, you must watch these elders closely. Find a way to silence them permanently and eliminate any potential problems.”

Feng Mian was stunned and didn’t respond.

Yan Xun maintained his calm expression and slowly said, “With you here, I can rest assured. The southeast finance steward of the Datong Association should also be changed. Feng Mian, although you’re young, it’s time for you to gain more experience.”

Feng Mian quickly bowed his head and said, “Your servant obeys!”

Yan Xun seemed about to fall asleep, his voice becoming increasingly ethereal.

“Greed leads to self-destruction. These elders were once passionate Datong members in their youth. But after gaining too much, they developed greed, wanting to seize what didn’t belong to them without considering their capabilities. In life, one can have ambition but must not be greedy. Ambition can help you build great achievements, but greed will only prevent you from finding peace. Feng Mian, as you hold a high position, you should carefully ponder these words of mine.”

Feng Mian’s face gradually turned pale. He respectfully bowed his head, saying nothing.

The long wind blew through the carriage curtains onto the man’s face. With the shadows from the bright lanterns on both sides, Yan Xun’s face suddenly seemed dim, making it hard to see clearly.

Feng Mian felt a chill down his spine. He suddenly remembered something Chu Qiao had said when she left two years ago: “You are loyal, cautious, clever, and bold, Feng Mian. Everything about you is good, except for one thing—you are too capable.”

He had never believed it and had never carefully considered its meaning.

But at this moment, looking at his master, he suddenly understood. He carefully picked up a cloak from the side and draped it over Yan Xun. He knew Yan Xun wasn’t asleep but still didn’t dare make the slightest sound.

The carriage moved slowly forward. The street was crowded with people. Feng Mian suddenly became lost in thought, hoping that the Crown Prince’s journey would go smoothly and that Miss would quickly return to the Crown Prince’s side.

In this world, the only person the Crown Prince would never guard against was probably Miss.

The summer breeze was intoxicating. That night, the soldiers from Yanbei changed into Xianyang’s clothing and fine horses. The next day, escorted by Xianyang’s grain merchant magnate Liu Mingjun, they grandly left Xianyang City, heading south by water toward Tang Capital.

Chapter 99: Painting Eyebrows in the Boudoir
Deep in the night, Zhuge Yue was still unconscious while Chu Qiao changed his bandages. The wound showed no signs of infection and was cleaned properly, revealing her skillful bandaging technique.

Outside, darkness had fallen completely. After an unknown amount of time, Zhuge Yue opened his eyes groggily. He was starving and his body ached all over. He wore a clean black silk robe, the kind worn indoors, made of soft material with a smooth texture, embroidered with several dark gold orchid patterns.

Chu Qiao glanced at him, seeing him sitting there with drowsy eyes, still bearing traces of sleepiness. Without looking at her, he slowly frowned and impatiently muttered: “Tea.”

Chu Qiao took a cup of water and handed it to him.

Perhaps truly thirsty, he drank it down without looking. Then, licking his dry lips, he seemed to realize something was off. With a loud bang, he threw the teacup away and turned his head angrily saying: “Ginseng tea!”

No sooner had the words left his mouth than Zhuge Yue froze, staring at Chu Qiao for a long while before suddenly coming to his senses, his eyes wide open, speechless.

“Confused from sleep, huh?” Chu Qiao said nonchalantly, jumping off the bed to pick up the broken cup. She casually pointed to the food box on the table and said: “There’s food in there, help yourself.”

Zhuge Yue rarely lost composure like this. He forced himself to remain calm, took a deep breath, and felt the stinging pain from his shoulder wound. With his brows still tightly knit, he asked: “Why didn’t you escape when you had the chance?”

“I wanted to,” Chu Qiao pursed her lips and turned back. “But your men have surrounded this room from all sides, watching with wide eyes day and night. How could I possibly escape?”

Zhuge Yue snorted coldly: “You’re quite frank.”

Chu Qiao shrugged slightly: “With you, there’s no need to beat around the bush.”

After cleaning up the mess on the floor, Chu Qiao walked to the bed, sat cross-legged, and looked directly at Zhuge Yue with a calm expression: “Tell me, what do you want?”

Zhuge Yue gave her a sidelong glance, then got off the bed without a word. He picked up the food box from the table but struggled to take out the dishes due to his injured shoulder. He turned back and casually ordered: “Come here and serve me dinner.”

Chu Qiao’s brows immediately furrowed tightly, and she didn’t move.

The man sat down by the table shamelessly: “When I’m hungry, my mood isn’t good, and I don’t like talking to others. If you want to ask anything, better wait until I’m full.”

With a swoosh, Chu Qiao jumped down from the bed and seemingly calmly opened the food box. But her fingers had turned white. She took out a bowl of soup with force and slammed it on the table. With a crash, the thick porcelain bowl shattered, spilling the entire contents. Zhuge Yue cried out in alarm and jumped up. Soup splashed all over him, with the white fungus and longan decorating his chest like an exhibition, still steaming hot.

Zhuge Yue’s face darkened as he looked at the mess on his body, his eyes seeming to shoot flames. Finally, he turned and walked toward the bathroom, saying in a deep voice as he went: “Come here and wipe me down!”

Bathroom? Again the bathroom!

Zhuge Yue wore black silk pants with his upper body bare, standing quite casually in the middle of the room. He opened his eyes and glanced sideways at Chu Qiao standing in the doorway, lightly snorting: “What are you standing there for? Come here!”

Chu Qiao’s chest rose and fell rapidly. She breathed deeply, clenching and unclenching her fists repeatedly. After several times, the woman finally stepped forward, grabbing a huge wooden bucket as she walked, casually filling it with hot water from the bath, then walked in with an intimidating manner.

Chu Qiao’s gaze was vicious, her face cold. At this moment, no matter how brave Zhuge Yue was, he couldn’t help but feel somewhat fearful. He quickly stepped back, unconsciously adopting a defensive posture, cautiously asking: “What are you going to do?”

Chu Qiao held the bucket full of water with one hand and supported the bottom with the other, saying casually: “Didn’t you ask me to wipe you down? How can I do that without getting you wet first?”

“I’m injured!” the young man frowned, pointing at his chest and emphasizing loudly.

“Yes,” Chu Qiao nodded. “I can see that. The wound was made by me.”

“And you still want to pour this on me?”

“How else can I wipe you down if you’re not wet?”

The dialogue repeated: “But I’m injured.”

“Yes, I can see that. The wound was made by me.”

……

……

“Enough,” Zhuge Yue’s expression soured as he said: “You may leave.”

Chu Qiao gestured with the wooden bucket: “Are you sure you don’t need this?”

The man immediately exploded: “I told you to get out!”

Then, Chu Qiao turned around, whistling as she walked out of the bathroom, quite leisurely.

His body was filthy, covered in blood and sweat, and now sweet soup as well. Zhuge Yue stood gloomily by the water basin, then slowly and reluctantly removed his pants.

He had to get in, just be careful not to get the wound wet, or it would get infected. Infection would cause inflammation, inflammation would leave a scar, and scars look ugly.

“Hey, here are clean clothes. I just had someone bring them.”

The bathroom door was kicked open, and Zhuge Yue jumped into the pool with a splash, roaring in anger: “Get out!”

Zhuge Yue seemed to forget that the bathroom was full of steam. Chu Qiao, standing far away, could only see a shadow splash into the water—it was obvious what had happened. The woman laughed gleefully and kindly reminded him: “Be careful not to drown.”

Then she turned and left the bathroom.

The water had completely soaked his wound. Zhuge Yue angrily tore off the white silk from his shoulder and furiously slammed his fist onto the water’s surface!

Having gone day and night without food, Chu Qiao’s stomach was empty. After cleaning the table, she began taking out the dishes from the food box one by one. Master Tian had truly been attentive to Zhuge Yue; the dishes were exquisitely prepared and tasted excellent. The food box had three layers—one for charcoal, one for water, and one for food—so despite sitting out for most of the night, the food was still hot.

Chu Qiao sighed deeply, relaxed, sat down, and began eating heartily.

When Zhuge Yue walked out of the bathroom, this was the scene that greeted him. His eye twitched, but he suppressed his anger. He walked straight to Chu Qiao’s side and sat down with a dark face, coldly snorting: “You seem to be enjoying yourself.”

Chu Qiao turned her head and smiled sweetly: “Not as much as you.”

Zhuge Yue looked at her askance: “So arrogant even with death approaching.”

Chu Qiao’s smile remained unchanged: “Don’t you know? Prisoners always get a hearty meal before execution.”

Zhuge Yue leaned forward, his gaze gloomy, enunciating each word slowly: “Are you so certain I won’t do anything to you?”

“I’m not certain,” Chu Qiao smiled. “But since you’re pretending to be confused, why should I rush?”

“Well, little Xing’er,” Zhuge Yue leaned back in his chair, smiling coldly. “It seems you’ve learned quite a bit by Yan Xun’s side these past few years.”

“Thanks to you, while I may have nothing else, I have patience in abundance.”

The lamplight flickered, the night was desolate. The two sat facing each other, staring coldly, neither showing the slightest weakness.

The smile gradually disappeared from Chu Qiao’s face, her relaxed expression fading bit by bit. She coldly stared at the charming face of the man before her and said coldly: “Zhuge Yue, tell me what you really want, draw the line!”

The young fourth master of the Zhuge family smiled faintly, mischievously blinking his eyes: “What do you think?”

With a sudden dull thud, the two who had been sitting quietly simultaneously made their move. In a flash, their arms crossed rapidly. Sharp cold glints traced bright white streaks in mid-air. Instead of retreating, they advanced, with cold light flashing as their bodies quickly rose, collided, and pressed against each other in hard, close-quarters combat!

The weapons in their hands deftly spun between their wrists. An inch short, an inch dangerous, each move lethal, every position throat-sealing!

Their wrists spun, grappling with lightning speed, colliding harshly and swiftly, quick as lightning, fierce as thunder. At the moment when their wrists were both controlled by the other, they quickly switched hands. The weapons flashed brilliantly in that instant, sweeping toward each other’s throats in mutual destruction!

Time suddenly froze. One second, two seconds, many seconds…

No one struck the fatal blow. In an instant, they had exchanged their original positions, still maintaining their previous expressions and demeanors, quietly staring at each other.

Look, they were both full of deep wariness and profound hostility toward each other. He had found a small decorative knife in the bathroom, while she had grabbed the fruit-cutting dagger in the room.

Then, they had hidden them on their bodies for use in case of emergency.

“Zhuge Yue, let me go, or else…” Chu Qiao narrowed her eyes and said in a low voice: “Just kill me.”

Zhuge Yue tugged at the corner of his mouth wickedly, saying softly: “Xing’er, this world isn’t just black and white. Some places are gray. And choices aren’t limited to just two.”

“Between us, there are only two paths.”

Looking into Zhuge Yue’s eyes, Chu Qiao said with a grave expression: “I appreciate your repeated mercy and assistance, but that doesn’t mean we can sit down and get along harmoniously. Zhuge Yue, you too are from a powerful family, a dominant figure in your realm. How can your thinking be so naive, your trust so easily given? Aren’t you afraid I might turn against you?”

Zhuge Yue laughed heartily, saying: “Xing’er, do you think I’m too soft-hearted to act?”

The man’s expression suddenly turned ruthless. He coldly looked at Chu Qiao and said softly: “I’ve seen through your character. Back then, Yan Xun showed you just a little kindness, and you accompanied him for eight years regardless of life or death. So now, how could you fatally strike someone who has repeatedly spared your life? Xing’er, I’m not careless or rash—I just know you too well!”

The gloomy wind circulated in the air, their gazes meeting in the wind, almost sparking fine flames.

“Aren’t you afraid you’ve misjudged me?”

“Wine meets Du Kang, chess meets its match. Xing’er, I trust you, and I trust myself even more.”

Chu Qiao lightly licked her dry lips and slowly said: “What do you want now?”

Zhuge Yue said matter-of-factly: “Capture you and take you away.”

“You can’t control me.”

“Xing’er, I like challenges,” Zhuge Yue smiled lightly and said: “If I can’t control you, I can tame you. If I can’t tame you, I can imprison you. And if even imprisonment doesn’t work, I still have one last option. But for now, we haven’t reached that final step.”

Chu Qiao raised her head, staring into Zhuge Yue’s eyes, saying gravely: “Zhuge Yue, don’t you understand what mistake you’ve made?”

Hearing this, Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow and smiled coldly: “Mistake? They were just a few slaves. I, Zhuge Yue, killed them—what mistake is there in that?”

“That’s not what I meant,” Chu Qiao’s brow furrowed slightly. She looked at Zhuge Yue and finally sighed heavily, saying: “Fine, I admit, I don’t want to kill you, nor do I want to be your enemy. I did hate you at first, but that hatred has gradually faded with time. The era is such, that our positions differ—rationally speaking, your actions are not unreasonable. Moreover, you have indeed shown me kindness. After the Zhuge family’s old master died and the whole city was hunting me down, you knew where I was but didn’t expose me. For this, I cannot but acknowledge your favor.”

“But you should know clearly that now, you are a golden aristocrat of the Zhuge clan in Great Xia, while I am a remnant rebel from Yan Bei. The war between Great Xia and Yan Bei is inevitable, our positions are different, and our identities are opposed—sooner or later, we will clash on the battlefield. Therefore, it’s better if we have as little involvement as possible. Now that I’ve fallen into your hands, whether you kill me or not, I have nothing to say. But you should understand that as long as that door remains unopened, I have the opportunity to perish together with you before your men rush in! I will never surrender meekly and submit to execution. I prefer everything to be clear and straightforward, not ambiguous or murky. The conflict between Yan Bei and Great Xia is not entirely disadvantageous to your Zhuge lineage. I hope you consider clearly from the family and interest standpoint—whether to release or kill me, give me a straight answer!”

Hearing this, Zhuge Yue slightly raised his eyebrows, his smile cold, saying softly: “Xing’er, you really make me more and more interested.”

As soon as these words were spoken, Chu Qiao’s expression immediately turned cold. She said in a deep voice: “Zhuge Yue, just because I didn’t kill you before doesn’t mean I’ll continue to hold back when pushed to the edge! Before, it was only because you didn’t threaten my life, but if now you forcibly interfere with me, I won’t hesitate to kill a man who has no connection to me!”

Zhuge Yue laughed coldly: “Feel free to try!”

With a loud bang, both stood up abruptly, eyes coldly locked on each other. The conversation had broken down at this point. They both understood that many things couldn’t be reconciled, so there was only one outcome!

However, at that moment, footsteps suddenly came from outside. Chu Qiao started, her brows immediately furrowing. Her feet shifted slightly, adopting a posture ready to explode into action, prepared for a final stand.

“Young Master!” Yue Qi’s voice sounded low from outside: “Master Tian requests your presence in the hall for a discussion.”

Zhuge Yue frowned slightly and asked deeply: “Now?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not going!”

Chu Qiao’s dagger was still at Zhuge Yue’s neck as the girl cautiously commanded in a low voice.

No joke—while in this room, she still had some bargaining power, but once he left, she would be immediately surrounded. How could she be so careless?

“If I don’t go, it will arouse suspicion, and Tian Ruchen will certainly come to check.”

Chu Qiao remained unmoved: “Find an excuse to refuse him!”

Zhuge Yue laughed coldly, glancing at the large wardrobe where the female slave was kept, and said: “You’ve already used the excuse of me fooling around with women to delay for an entire day. What other excuse can you come up with now?”

“I don’t care!” Chu Qiao said coldly. “I don’t know if your absence will bring someone to check, but I do know that as soon as you leave this room, I lose all advantage. Zhuge Yue, I’m not a fool!”

Zhuge Yue impatiently raised his eyebrows: “Then come with me.”

Chu Qiao was stunned. She heard Zhuge Yue continue: “You and that woman are about the same height. Women from Bian Tang wear veils when going out, so no one will see their faces. Besides…” Zhuge Yue’s eyes swept over Chu Qiao’s small chest: “The women’s coats here have wide sleeves, and no one can tell how many levels your figure differs from hers.”

Chu Qiao’s face immediately changed, her expression quite annoyed.

Zhuge Yue ignored her, pushing her hand away, stretching lazily, and saying carelessly: “With your martial skills, what are you afraid of by my side? Hurry up and get dressed, change into proper clothes.”

……

This was the first time in many years that Chu Qiao had dressed up so carefully.

You can’t blame her for failing as a woman; she really couldn’t understand these ancient makeup tools. She spent half the day on her hair, and it was still a mess.

Zhuge Yue was drinking tea when he suddenly turned around and saw her fumbling appearance, immediately laughing out loud. He clapped his hands, walked forward slowly, took the comb from her hand, and sneered: “Are you even a woman?”

To be precise, no matter how calm and wise a woman is, she will care about her appearance. This is just like how, regardless of whether a woman is beautiful or not, she will never completely disregard her bust size.

Chu Qiao immediately raised her face and shouted angrily: “You’d better shut up!”

Zhuge Yue snorted coldly, and the comb in his hand suddenly applied force. Chu Qiao cried out lightly, covering her hair with her hand, and shouted angrily: “Be gentle!”

“Keep complaining! Keep complaining and I’ll pull your hair out!”

“You dare?”

“Hmph!”

“Ah! You bastard, be gentler!”

……

The ink-black hair, like silk, slid through his fingers, pouring like water over Zhuge Yue’s arms. He lifted, wrapped, and twisted it, securing it at the back with a ribbon. His eyes casually swept over the makeup box, quickly picking out a blue orchid pearl hairpin, inserting it, securing it, revealing only a trembling delicate orchid. There were neat tassels on both sides, fine bangs in front, hair piled high, forehead dotted with cinnabar, eyebrows lightly drawn like willow leaves, rouge crimson, face white as snow. A small cotton pad lightly swept over the soft cheeks, rouge dotting, eyes sparkling like stars. In an instant, even Chu Qiao hardly recognized the girl in the mirror.

Zhuge Yue opened the wardrobe and said lazily: “Choose one.”

Chu Qiao didn’t even look, randomly picking out a white feathered garment. However, Zhuge Yue snatched it away, saying disdainfully: “Always either white or black. Are you attending a funeral?”

His fingers slid over the many colorful clothes, finally selecting a lake green light shirt embroidered with five complex layers of phoenix patterns. The bottom of the skirt was puffy, with layers upon layers of ribbons piled up like misty clouds. The high waist accentuated her tall figure, covered with a wide phoenix robe, deep sleeves, narrow shoulders, and graceful steps, luxurious as water.

Chu Qiao looked at herself in the mirror, somewhat stunned. The woman in the mirror was charming and beautiful, her eyes like stars, radiantly gorgeous, yet with a hint of sharpness.

Zhuge Yue was momentarily dazed looking at her, but in an instant, the man contemptuously pursed his lips slightly and said lightly: “With proper grooming, you look like a woman.”

Chu Qiao coldly retorted: “You seem quite skilled at this.”

Zhuge Yue froze slightly but snorted coldly without retorting. Instead, he threw away the matching thin silk scarf he had originally prepared, picking and choosing for a long time before finally taking out a thick square scarf that could almost serve as a sock. He quickly hung it on the small crown on Chu Qiao’s forehead, completely covering her face.

Chu Qiao immediately became blind, able to see only shadowy figures. She immediately objected: “What are you doing? This is a sandstorm veil. With this on, I can’t see the road.”

Zhuge Yue brushed away her hand trying to pull it down, saying coldly: “If you can’t see, just follow me.”

Chu Qiao was inwardly furious. If she had to wear such a thick veil, why bother with makeup?

She carefully took a step, nearly bumping into the table.

“How clumsy!” Zhuge Yue came forward, grabbed her hand, and shouted angrily: “Follow me!”

Chu Qiao struggled vigorously: “Let go of me!”

Zhuge Yue suddenly turned back, gripping her chin. Chu Qiao was startled, thinking he was going to attack her. She immediately acted, instantly pressing the dagger hidden in her sleeve against Zhuge Yue’s neck, her movement astonishingly fast.

However, Zhuge Yue seemed not to notice the dagger, coldly looking at her and saying in a gloomy tone: “If you keep talking so much, I really won’t mind dying together with you.”

Having said this, he coldly let go of his hand, pulled hers, and turned toward the exit.

“Guard the door well, no one is to enter a step!”

“Yes!”

“Walk, what are you thinking about?” Zhuge Yue impatiently scolded, then pulled Chu Qiao out of the room.

Yue Qi quickly led people to follow, leaving the soldiers guarding the room to shake their heads while watching everyone’s backs. One guard sighed: “The young master likes this woman, taking her everywhere.”

“Maybe when we return from Bian Tang, our household will have a joyous event. Even if she’s not the official wife, she could be a concubine. The young master has reached the age for taking concubines.”

……

The night breeze was cool, everything was quiet. On such a peaceful night, Master Tian’s home in Woopeng City was unusually bustling. Just as Zhuge Yue was leading Chu Qiao toward the front hall, unexpected and uninvited guests suddenly arrived.

Chapter 100: Unresolved Vengeance
Before even entering the central hall, a hearty laugh rang out. Chu Qiao immediately halted, her brows furrowing slightly. Zhuge Yue cautiously turned his head to look at her. Though he couldn’t see her expression beneath her thick veil, he keenly sensed her hesitation. Zhuge Yue raised his eyebrows slightly, looking at her quizzically, but didn’t continue walking forward.

Just then, hearty laughter emerged from inside the room. A young man wearing a sapphire blue robe of superior embroidered brocade, with elegant bearing and leisurely steps, walked towards them laughing and saying loudly: “Brother Zhuge, you’ve come to Woopeng without informing me—that’s too unfriendly!”

Jing Han was still the same as always, perpetually smiling, with a mischievous mouth and high, straight nose. He opened his arms, about to embrace Zhuge Yue like an old friend, very affectionately.

Zhuge Yue’s expression remained unchanged as he imperceptibly stepped back, not allowing Jing Han to get close. He nodded slightly and smiled faintly, maintaining a neutral distance: “So it’s the Young Prince who has arrived.”

Jing Han’s embrace met empty air, but he didn’t seem embarrassed at all. He smiled and said: “It’s been two months since we last parted, and Brother Zhuge still has the same elegant bearing.”

“How could the Young Prince be any less magnificent?”

Hearing this, Jing Han laughed heartily, slowly walking over. His eyes swept over Chu Qiao’s strange attire, then he extended his hand and punched Zhuge Yue’s shoulder, saying in a low voice: “You sly Zhuge Four, I was wondering why you didn’t inform me. Turns out you were lost in a romance. When that old fellow Tian Ruchen told me earlier, I couldn’t believe it.”

His punch landed directly on Zhuge Yue’s wounded shoulder, causing Chu Qiao to immediately furrow her brows. The dagger bound to her forearm shifted, and she nearly drew it out on the spot.

However, the typically pampered fourth young master of the Zhuge family showed no reaction. He glanced at Jing Han sideways and said flatly: “Since you know, why wake me up in the middle of the night?”

“I was just curious,” Jing Han looked Chu Qiao up and down, his eyes narrowing like a cat’s, wondering aloud: “I wanted to see what kind of beauty could captivate you so completely. She must be extraordinarily gorgeous.”

As he spoke, he reached out to lift the veil covering Chu Qiao’s face.

“Even if she were a celestial fairy, it would be none of your business,” Zhuge Yue decisively knocked away Jing Han’s hand, smiling as he said: “Who told you to arrive a step too late?”

“Don’t stand in the corridor, you two. I’ve prepared food and wine. Two old friends reuniting should share a drink,” Tian Ruchen stood at the doorway with his large belly, his physique no longer as martial as in years past, having become bloated and obese. Jing Han put one arm around Zhuge Yue’s shoulder and smiled at Tian Ruchen: “Old Tian, you keep all the beauties for the Fourth Young Master and completely forget about me.”

Tian Ruchen was familiar with Jing Han, showing none of the nervousness he displayed with Zhuge Yue. He laughed and said: “Young Prince Jing if you want beauties, would you ever need my help?”

Everyone walked into the central hall amid laughter and conversation. Chu Qiao stayed close to Zhuge Yue throughout. Tian Ruchen was surprised when he first saw her, not expecting the female slave he had arranged to be so favored by Zhuge Yue. Looking at Chu Qiao, he nodded slightly in approval.

The spacious central hall was set with three seats arranged around a round table with no distinction of rank. On the table sat an enormous roasted whole lamb.

Jing Han smiled and said: “Old Tian has become more generous with age. I thought people from Bian Tang ate like those from Huai Song—eighty or ninety small dishes, picking at meat slivers with toothpicks.”

“Haha,” Tian Ruchen laughed heartily: “Young Prince forgets, I used to guard the frontier in Great Lv. You could say I’m half Great Xia by blood.”

“Come, everyone try this,” Tian Ruchen first poured a cup of bamboo green wine for Zhuge Yue and invited: “This is the dining style of the bandits from Pingui Wilderness. To learn their recipe, I specifically sent my subordinates to join the bandit gang. It took more than two months to master this cooking technique.”

Jing Han laughed: “I hear that merchant groups from Bian Tang and Huai Song spend enormous fortunes each year to suppress these bandits. Yet you went through all that trouble to plant a spy just to infiltrate their kitchen as a cook. If the Tang King found out, he’d surely skin you alive.”

“What else could I do? Besides the regular army, even local officials’ forces dare not provoke the bandits of Pingui Wilderness. Me? I’d rather not try.”

“Eh?” Jing Han raised his eyebrows slightly: “Brother Zhuge, why aren’t you eating?”

As he spoke, Jing Han drew the small silver dagger from the table, cut a large piece of meat, and placed it in Zhuge Yue’s bowl. Then he cut another piece and put it in Chu Qiao’s bowl, smiling as he said: “Beauty, please eat.”

Zhuge Yue’s shoulder was injured, limiting his movement. Chu Qiao quickly reached out and gently tore off a strip of meat, bringing it to his lips. Jing Han sighed dramatically nearby, praising the beauty’s grace and wisdom. Zhuge Yue’s eyes looked down from above, then he lowered his head and opened his mouth. Briefly, his lips lightly touched Chu Qiao’s cold fingers.

A flash of confusion passed through Chu Qiao’s eyes. She frowned slightly, tearing the meat into strips without showing any reaction, though her heart felt somewhat troubled.

Meeting Jing Han here had truly caught her off guard. The Zhuge family and Prince Jing had always supported each other in court. When they first met, Chu Qiao had noticed the particularly close relationship between the young master of Lingnan, Jing Han, and Zhuge Huai. But that was because, at the time, the Mu He clan was at its peak, and the Wei faction could compete for dominance, while the Zhuge family acted moderately, staying outside the vortex of power, with a very friendly attitude toward the feudal princes. But now, the Zhuge family had leaped onto the political stage. How could Jing Han, representing feudal interests, maintain such apparent closeness? It was certain that their harmony was merely superficial.

However, Chu Qiao didn’t know whether to exploit this point. Rationally speaking, Jing Han truly had no reason to kill her immediately. The rise of Yan Bei couldn’t be considered a bad thing for Prince Jing’s fief. The Great Xia regime differed from the history Chu Qiao knew. Essentially, Great Xia’s society was already quite refined, with productivity levels far beyond those of a slave society, complete with officials, laws, armies, and a vast population—completely lacking the conditions for a slave system to exist. But there was one point: the origins of the Zhao royal clan. They came from the grasslands beyond the pass, with fierce customs, inherently aggressive and racially advantaged, further enabled by the weakness and military frailty of those within the pass. The current Great Xia resembled the historical Great Yuan regime, possessing bloodiness, hegemony, and a strict hierarchical system, while simultaneously bearing fatal instability.

Therefore, whether it was Yan Bei or Prince Jing, Prince Ling, or Prince Xiling, they all possessed Zhao’s royal blood, whether directly or collaterally related and all harbored fantasies of inheriting the throne. Moreover, with the current Great Xia regime unstable and royal status declining, it was the perfect opportunity for various factions to rise. So, theoretically, compared to the several great clans who depended on and stood above the Great Xia regime, the various feudal princes had no desire to see Yan Bei swiftly destroyed. On the contrary, at necessary times, they might quietly lend Yan Bei a helping hand.

Then, if Chu Qiao were to subtly hint to Jing Han now and be taken away by him, staying by his side, it would be safer than with Zhuge Yue. Furthermore, they had already met on Zhan Manor’s boat and reached a short-term consensus.

But Chu Qiao didn’t do so, despite what rationality dictated.

Compared to this smiling Prince Jing whose true intentions remained impenetrable, Chu Qiao would rather trust Zhuge Yue, with whom she shared an inexplicable history of favors and grudges. Emotionally, although they had clashed repeatedly and nearly fought to the death several times, Chu Qiao felt that Zhuge Yue would not harm her.

This was truly an absurd and dangerous thing, but at this moment, she decided to trust her intuition. Because this intuition had saved her many times before.

“Brother Zhuge, I met someone on the road who I think will interest you greatly, so I brought him for you to see.”

Jing Han clapped his hands, and a man was brought up in custody. The man was covered in blood, missing one hand and one ear, emaciated, being dragged on the ground, constantly groaning, looking extremely wretched.

Chu Qiao was startled at the sight. If not for the missing hand, she would hardly have recognized him. This person was the chief steward of the Zhuge family, Zhu Shun, with whom she had deep hatred.

Good people don’t live long, while scoundrels live a thousand years—he was still alive!

When Zhu Shun saw Zhuge Yue, his face instantly turned as white as paper. His entire body trembled uncontrollably, his lips pale like a dried-up fish on the beach. His eyes were wide open, looking at Zhuge Yue in terror, so shocked that he couldn’t make a sound.

Zhuge Yue frowned slightly, his eyes sharp as an eagle’s. Suddenly, the corner of his mouth twitched, and he said lightly: “Young Prince, this gift is indeed precious.”

Jing Han smiled as he said: “No need for thanks, it was just a small effort.”

“Yue Qi, take him away,” Zhuge Yue turned around, not looking at him again, and said: “Find a place to bury him.”

“Yes.” Yue Qi came forward and grabbed Zhu Shun by the collar.

Only then did the man become terrified, struggling and shouting: “Fourth Young Master! Spare this slave’s dog life! Spare this slave’s dog life! Let me go…”

The shouts gradually faded away. Jing Han smiled, raising his cup and saying: “I heard Brother Zhuge has been looking for him for a long time. No wonder you couldn’t find him. This fellow had joined a horse gang in Pingui Wilderness and even became a manager. If I didn’t have dealings with that horse gang, I couldn’t have easily captured him.”

Zhuge Yue raised his cup and said: “Zhuge Yue owes you a favor.”

Jing Han smiled: “Then I’ve truly gained a lot. Everyone in Quan Zhen Huang knows that you, Fourth Young Master Zhuge, honor your promises with gold.”

As the drinking continued, Jing Han suddenly asked, seemingly casually: “Old Tian, I heard your manor was attacked by an assassin today. Is that true?”

Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue both stiffened upon hearing this, appearing calm while listening attentively. Tian Ruchen laughed and said: “Indeed, security has been poor lately, with many outsiders.”

“Oh? Was there any damage? Was the assassin caught?”

“No significant damage. The assassin was quite skilled, engaged with Young Master Zhuge, but eventually escaped.”

“Oh?” Jing Han’s interest was immediately piqued, and he smiled: “Brother Zhuge fought and still let him escape? That assassin must be truly exceptional!”

Jing Han’s eyes flickered as he smiled at Zhuge Yue. Zhuge Yue remained unruffled, gently swirling the wine cup in his hand, saying lightly: “Indeed, her skills were excellent.”

“Did Brother Zhuge see the assassin’s face? Could you tell the assassin’s origins from the fighting style?”

“I am slow-witted and had no chance to see the assassin’s face, nor could I guess their identity or origin.”

Jing Han’s eyes were like a fox’s, his high hawk-like nose giving him a somewhat gloomy appearance. He smiled and nodded: “Is that so? What a pity.”

“Old Tian, I came today because I have a favor to ask of you.”

Jing Han suddenly turned to Tian Ruchen.

“Whatever I can help with, just say the word.”

“It’s like this,” Jing Han chuckled, slowly saying: “This time, I came with Zhan Manor’s ship…”

“No need to say more,” Tian Ruchen rubbed his temples and said: “I know what you want to say. You must have admired the beauty of Zhan Manor’s fourth miss, so you boarded her ship. Now you want to stand up for the beauty and retrieve her maid from me.”

Jing Han clapped his hands with a bang and laughed: “Old Tian, you truly understand me.”

Tian Ruchen smiled bitterly: “Understanding you isn’t difficult. Just think of everything in terms of women, and I’ll be right. People say Prince Li Ce is the most romantic man in the world, but I think you, Young Prince Jing, are not far behind.”

“So, will you do me this favor?”

“Since you’ve asked, how could I refuse? Though I’ll have a difficult time in the coming days.”

Tian Ruchen sighed heavily. Chu Qiao knew that this city governor had a notoriously fierce wife. Seeing his worried expression, she couldn’t help but find it somewhat amusing.

In a moment, three women were brought up, all pale-faced, clearly frightened, though they bore no visible injuries.

Chu Qiao couldn’t immediately identify which one was Cai Qin, but since the matter was being resolved this way, it saved her a lot of trouble. Thinking of this, she couldn’t help but look toward Jing Han, only to see him turn his head to look at her, deliberately winking.

Chu Qiao was startled, wondering if he had recognized her. She didn’t dare raise her head again.

At that moment, a series of urgent gong sounds suddenly came from outside. Tian Ruchen, who had been smiling broadly, stood up abruptly upon hearing this, his expression changing dramatically, all previous tranquility gone.

A guard hurriedly ran into the inner chamber, saying in a panicked tone: “Sir! The bandits from Pingui Wilderness have come to raid the city!”

“What?” Tian Ruchen was shocked and quickly asked: “How many have come?”

“Not many, just one bandit group, fewer than two thousand men.”

Tian Ruchen then relaxed, walking swiftly to the wall on the left and grabbing the battle saber hanging there. He said in a deep voice: “Come! Follow me out to meet the enemy!”

“Sir,” the young soldier trembled, saying quietly: “There seem to be traitors in the city. Those two thousand bandits have already broken into the city.”

In an instant, intense screams rang out from outside. Everyone turned to look and saw countless torches burning high in the dark sky. The entire Woopeng City had fallen into a frenzy of slaughter.

Tian Ruchen’s face instantly turned pale.

“Young Master!” Yue Qi suddenly ran in with furrowed brows, saying deeply: “Someone with over two hundred men has taken Zhu Shun away.”

With a “snap,” a bamboo chopstick was suddenly broken by Chu Qiao. Zhuge Yue looked down at her, and even through the thick veil, he could feel the woman’s no-longer-concealed anger.

He reached out his hand and pressed it on her shoulder.

Outside, a sea of lights blazed. In this era, slaughter seemed always to be commonplace.

War to end war, there was no other way. Some hatreds were destined to be unforgettable.

Chapter 101: Fighting Side by Side
The night wind carried the faint fishy smell of the Red River, gently blowing against their clothes. The countless stars in the sky resembled brilliant jewels embedded in the heavens, emitting a soft radiance. A crescent moon hung obliquely like a curved hook among the stars, illuminating the grass below in a misty white glow.

Chu Qiao’s expression was calm as she rode on horseback through the war-torn Woopeng City, rushing out of the wide-open city gates and galloping across the desolate grasslands.

The night was deep, and Woopeng City had disappeared into the darkness. From afar, half the sky had turned red from the fires. The night wind was cold, the moonlight serene. After half a night of pursuit, Chu Qiao had finally left Woopeng City behind.

She had to kill Zhu Shun—there was no room for compromise. If before it was because she hadn’t encountered him, lost in the vast sea of humanity with nowhere to search, then this time, she absolutely could not let him escape with his life right under her nose.

Chu Qiao knew there was a heavy sense of guilt in her heart. The current her could not kill Zhuge Yue to avenge the Jing family children, nor did she have the ability to completely eradicate the Zhuge Manor. There were practical reasons for this, personal reasons, and many factors that couldn’t be clearly explained. So, she was desperately eager to eliminate Zhu Shun. From another perspective, this was perhaps her selfishness, a form of indirect repayment.

She was human, with human emotions and human selfishness. Many times, she couldn’t be completely rational.

Just as before, if she had truly been rational, she wouldn’t have stubbornly remained by Yan Xun’s side out of emotional impulse. Today, she wouldn’t have given up the opportunity to kill Zhuge Yue.

She was just such a person—unable to owe others, unable to accept favors.

At this moment, the Red River rushed past in the distance. Black reefs rose menacingly high along the shore, with countless white waves crashing against them one after another, shattering into thousands of broken crystals. Just then, the sound of hoofbeats approached from behind. Zhuge Yue called out furiously: “Stop right there!”

Chu Qiao coldly turned her head and said in a deep voice: “Why are you following me?”

“Did I say I would let you go?”

Zhuge Yue wore a brocade robe, his eyebrows slanting upward, his lips eerily red in the night. There were marks from ropes on his hands and feet, and the rope around his ankles had not yet been removed, clearly having been tricked by someone.

Both were outstanding experts of the younger generation and in a confrontation, it would be difficult to determine a winner. But when it came to ambush, trickery, or assassination, Zhuge Yue was far from a match for Chu Qiao, who had received professional special forces training.

The two glared at each other angrily, neither willing to compromise.

Finally, a sudden gust of wind brought a strong smell of blood from the distance. Chu Qiao started slightly and looked toward the distance.

On the peaceful wilderness, black grass grew everywhere, reaching waist-high, covering half of a horse’s back. In that thick darkness, something seemed to be hidden—green eyes moving slightly.

Wolves!

There were wolves here! Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue glanced at each other. Even though they thought highly of themselves, if attacked by a wolf pack in such a remote area, the consequences would be unimaginable.

“Zhuge Yue, shall we call a temporary truce?”

Zhuge Yue glanced at her sideways, then snorted lightly and turned his head away.

“I’m pursuing my enemy, you’re eliminating your family’s traitor—we each have our needs, we should cooperate.”

Chu Qiao rode forward, continuing to persuade him.

Zhuge Yue jumped off his horse with a thud, about to walk forward. Chu Qiao followed behind, but as soon as she took a step forward, her horse’s hooves suddenly sank. Zhuge Yue grabbed her hand and, holding her waist, quickly retreated.

Then, Chu Qiao watched in shock as her warhorse gradually disappeared into the barren grass, emitting a miserable wail!

“This is a swamp, be careful.”

After saying this, Zhuge Yue took the lead, saying as he walked: “After crossing this swamp, we can reach Xiangma Pass before those bandits.”

Chu Qiao asked: “So you agree to cooperate with me?”

Zhuge Yue glanced at her lightly but didn’t answer. Chu Qiao was slightly stunned, suddenly feeling somewhat uneasy. This atmosphere made her feel dangerous. She wasn’t a fool—what status did Zhu Shun have to warrant Zhuge Yue’s capture? And speaking of escaped slaves, wasn’t she the more significant escaped slave?

Zhuge Yue’s voice sounded softly: “I’ll scout ahead, you follow me.” Then he paid no more attention, walking into the swamp as casually as if strolling in his courtyard. This mysterious and treacherous place that even local people dared not enter lightly, he entered with such ease, without a trace of hesitation.

Chu Qiao watched as that cyan silhouette gradually disappeared into the air. Her slender phoenix eyes narrowed slowly. In the darkness, her expression was unclear, but she calmly looked at Zhuge Yue once, and then her figure flashed as she quickly followed his steps.

The darkness before dawn grew increasingly gloomy and black. It seemed that as soon as they entered the swamp, the surroundings changed suddenly. It wasn’t the imagined scene of swirling gloomy winds, ferocious beasts roaming, poisonous insects everywhere, and corpses lining the path. Instead, it was a death-like stillness devoid of everything—as if there wasn’t a single person, animal, or living being, not even a wisp of wind. The air in the entire space was congealed, with only the sound of their breathing and footsteps echoing slowly through the swamp.

Suddenly, Chu Qiao’s foot sank, and she thought she had stepped into the swamp. She quickly looked down. At first glance, she nearly cried out—Zhuge Yue turned to look and saw a headless corpse, its chest torn open, internal organs scattered everywhere, evidently attacked by some wild beast.

“You’re afraid of this?”

The man’s voice carried a faint mockery. Chu Qiao coldly rolled her eyes at him but didn’t retort.

“Here, hold this.”

Chu Qiao looked down to see the Broken Moon sword. She was slightly stunned, then heard Zhuge Yue say: “You dare to casually discard my things—you’re truly bold.”

Chu Qiao frowned at him: “I’ve been thinking about killing you for more than a day or two. Do you think I’d be afraid of offending you by losing your possessions?”

“Hmph, an untrustworthy woman!” Zhuge Yue snorted coldly, turning his head away and walking ahead with his head down.

Chu Qiao ignored him, trying hard to recall the swamp survival skills taught during her military training, taking careful steps forward.

“Didn’t you hear me tell you to hold on?”

Zhuge Yue turned back in a rage. Chu Qiao immediately shouted angrily: “Why should I listen to you? Are you better than me?”

“If you don’t accept it, feel free to try!”

Chu Qiao’s face turned red with anger: “Zhuge Yue! If you think you’re so great, we can go our separate ways. I’ll seek my revenge, you catch your house slave—we don’t need to get involved together. If you want to cooperate, show some cooperative spirit. Don’t keep showing your teeth and claws at me angrily. I’m no longer your slave, and I don’t need to watch your mood!”

Zhuge Yue was so angry his face turned blue, his chest heaving. Chu Qiao pushed him away and was about to walk forward.

Unexpectedly, Zhuge Yue grabbed her, his hands like pincers, his eyes angry as he said: “Let me tell you, this swamp is fraught with danger. If you don’t know the path, there’s a ninety percent chance you’ll perish and be eaten by wild dogs. Don’t think your skills are so great that you don’t take this place seriously. Without me leading the way, you wouldn’t last a hundred steps. If you want to die, go far away to die, don’t linger in front of me!”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao didn’t utter a word, brushed off Zhuge Yue’s hand, and turned to leave.

Zhuge Yue was stunned. He stepped forward, grabbed her, and angrily said: “Where are you going?”

“Didn’t you tell me to go far away to die? Just right, I also plan to keep my distance from you.”

“You!” Never in his life had he been treated like this. He was momentarily dumbfounded with anger, looking at Chu Qiao viciously as if wanting to swallow her whole. Suddenly, he took a deep breath and said: “We’ll call a truce.”

Chu Qiao smiled slyly and nodded: “Good.”

“However, I warn you…”

“Mind your words and attitude!”

The conversation truly couldn’t continue. Zhuge Yue’s eyes turned red as he handed over the Broken Moon sword, saying in a deep voice: “Take it.”

Chu Qiao claimed a complete victory, happily gripping the sword hilt.

The night was deep, darkness surrounded them, and the cold wind was like iron, carrying a chilly taste.

Zhuge Yue turned his head in anger, his right foot stepping out onto the dust-covered ground. With a slight force of his hand, he pulled Chu Qiao toward himself.

In this most dangerous swamp, the two walked quietly and carefully. Between them, a blade of Eastern Sea’s hardest iron firmly connected them.

Though angry, they were safe.

The territory of this swamp was vast. After walking for nearly half an hour, the surroundings remained unchanged. Chu Qiao felt somewhat confused. Just as she was about to speak and inquire, a faint human voice suddenly came through. Chu Qiao froze, immediately holding her breath, silently listening carefully to the sounds ahead.

“Xi Jiu, why haven’t the boss and the others arrived yet? I hope nothing’s happened.”

A deep male voice suddenly sounded, mixed with a hissing intake of breath, as if he had suffered a significant injury.

“Let’s wait another half hour. If they still haven’t arrived, we’ll leave first.” Unexpectedly, a cold female voice suddenly rang out, sounding somewhat eerie in this deadly silent environment.

Just then, another voice suddenly said: “What the hell kind of ghost place is this? The bite I got earlier still hurts. Cloud family’s red medicine doesn’t work at all. One of these days, I’ll find time to go to the Cloud family and steal all of old man Cloud’s concubines. Xi Jiu, why does the boss insist on meeting here? Aren’t we just asking for trouble?”

Xi Jiu said in a low voice: “Do you think Tian Ruchen’s reputation these many years is for nothing? Though he’s old, his vigor hasn’t diminished. If we were on the plains riding horses, we’d be caught by them in less than half an hour, and then we’d be at their mercy. But this swamp is different. The terrain is dangerous, and it’s close to Woopeng City. No matter how clever Tian Ruchen is, how would he think we’re hiding right under his nose? Even if he discovers us, we can still escape using the complex terrain. Woopeng is not an easy bone to chew, we must act cautiously. Sigh, if not for the Great Xia’s wartime chaos lately, with few large merchants traveling, our income wouldn’t be so poor, and we wouldn’t need to resort to such desperate measures.”

Saying this, she paused slightly, then continued in a soft voice: “According to my suggestion, after succeeding, we should just hide in the city. They know we’re a horse gang, they wouldn’t look for us in the city. When they all go out searching, we break up into smaller groups and find opportunities to escape. That way, our chances of survival would be greater.”

Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao were both moved by these words. This woman’s deep thinking and boldness were incredible. A small horse gang dared to openly attack a major city, and afterward, instead of fleeing, they planned to stay in the city. Nevertheless, they had to admit that this tactic was indeed very effective. Honestly speaking, even if they knew about this, their first reaction would also be to search outside the city.

Just then, a sudden gust of wind blew, carrying the complex fragrance from Chu Qiao’s elaborate clothing above the three bandit members.

Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao were immediately alarmed. They heard the people in the darkness suddenly panic, but being hardened bandits who had walked the thin line between life and death for years, their silence lasted less than a second. Xi Jiu and the others immediately decided to use offense as defense. The three figures instantly rushed forward, flying toward the high, middle, and low routes of the two. Their movements were agile, their techniques fierce. As soon as they attacked, they went for the kill, willing to be severely injured just to slay the two under their blades.

Zhuge Yue’s lips curved into a cold smile. His sword instantly left its sheath, the sword light surging, his techniques fierce, slashing through the air like lightning, leaving a bright trail. With three sharp “clings,” three sharp daggers were knocked flying backward. Xi Jiu and the other two were shocked. They landed around Zhuge Yue, forming a triangle, surrounding him, but no longer attacking.

At this moment, Chu Qiao suddenly moved. Her form was like a cheetah, extraordinarily agile, kicking one man in the chest. The sound of breaking bones immediately rang out, and the man cried in pain as he flew backward.

Zhuge Yue’s face was cold as his low, deep voice rang out, sounding quite eerie in the deathly silent air: “Tell me your horse gang’s number, lair, and retreat routes, and I’ll spare your lives.”

With a “swoosh,” the woman named Xi Jiu suddenly threw her battle knife onto the ground and said casually: “We are no match for you. I will tell you what you want to know. Please let me and my companions leave.”

Zhuge Yue was stunned, not expecting this female bandit to be so sensible. He nodded and said: “Of course.”

“A gentleman’s promise is worth a thousand gold. Don’t go back on your word. We’re just small fry in the gang, we work for whoever pays us.”

“Good,” Zhuge Yue said. “Tell me, and not only will I let you go, but I’ll also give you a sum of money.”

Xi Jiu nodded and said: “That’s fair.” She then slowly approached, very normally about to reveal their hideout.

However, looking at her black clothing, a sense of unease suddenly arose in Chu Qiao’s heart. By this time, Xi Jiu was only one step away from Zhuge Yue!

At this moment, a strong sense of unease suddenly struck Chu Qiao’s heart. She couldn’t explain the source of this panic, but this vigilance, honed from years on the edge of life and death, had saved her too many times. So in this instant, she chose to completely trust her instincts. She suddenly leaped up, her form flying forward, her dagger held horizontally in front of her, quickly deflecting that cold flash with absolute strength and posture.

“Watch out!”

However, the awakening at this moment seemed still too late. Xi Jiu’s body, hit by the dagger, instantly flew backward, but the corner of her mouth revealed a faint, wicked smile. Chu Qiao instantly knew that the weakened final slash could no longer harm her vital points, but the concealed weapon, fired from the optimal position by a top assassin, was completely sufficient to deal a fatal blow!

This was truly a perfect illustration of fighting to the death as a last resort!

As Chu Qiao was greatly alarmed, a crisp sound suddenly rang out in front of her. A dagger flashing with black-blue light instantly broke into two pieces, fell to the ground, and immediately sank into the swamp below!

Zhuge Yue’s face was gloomy, his eyes cold as he said in a deep voice: “You’re truly stubborn.”

Xi Jiu crouched on the ground like a wildcat, supporting herself with one hand. She looked at Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue with cold eyes, her voice as cold as ice, snorting: “Are you daydreaming? If I said that if you joined our horse gang, I’d guarantee you’d live a life of luxury, would you agree?”

Chu Qiao angrily said in a cold voice: “Incorrigible!”

Like a magician, Xi Jiu reached into her bosom and pulled out another small dagger, suddenly springing up from the ground like an agile wildcat, not retreating a single step as she charged forward.

The other two, though crude in their speech, were rarely calm experts. Even though one was severely injured, they still fought to the death. The two coordinated without a word, also charging at Zhuge Yue like lightning, holding long knives, their movements flowing like water, clean and efficient.

Chu Qiao hadn’t expected that a mere horse gang would have such skilled individuals.

But they didn’t possess any superior combat techniques. These people might excel in assassination, tracking, and agility, but they were not masters of combat.

Sure enough, in less than a moment, the battle was over. Zhuge Yue still maintained his previous posture, standing lightly as if he had never fought, his gaze cold, his demeanor calm, his long sword placed at Xi Jiu’s neck as he said in a deep voice: “Will you speak or not?”

Xi Jiu was lying face down in the swamp, blood streaming from the corner of her mouth. Dressed in black robes, it was impossible to see if she was injured or not. But it was clear that her body had already slightly sunk into the soft swamp.

Xi Jiu acted as if she hadn’t heard him speak, turning her head to her two companions and saying in a deep voice: “We can’t escape.”

The two nodded slightly, their gazes calm, showing no panic. Suddenly, they both raised their daggers to their heart meridians and fiercely stabbed down!

The daggers had been poisoned. The two only twitched slightly before collapsing to the ground with a thud.

Zhuge Yue moved quickly, stepping forward to restrain Xi Jiu to prevent her from committing suicide.

But Xi Jiu’s lips suddenly flashed a cold smile. Chu Qiao’s mind raced, and her hands moved like lightning—without time to think, she suddenly lunged forward, fiercely colliding with Zhuge Yue’s shoulder. As she turned her body, a silver needle as thin as cow hair shot into Chu Qiao’s arm with a “poof,” the deep blue poison instantly spreading, causing the entire arm to become numb and swollen.

“Are you alright?” Zhuge Yue was greatly alarmed, grabbing Chu Qiao. Chu Qiao frowned tightly, tearing off a strip of cloth and tightly binding it above her arm to prevent the poisoned blood from spreading to her heart.

“I’m fine.”

“Fine?” Xi Jiu snorted coldly, saying in a gloomy tone: “I’ll be waiting for you in hell!”

“Bitch!” Zhuge Yue’s fist fiercely struck the woman’s face. The sound of breaking bones immediately rang out. The enraged man said in a deep voice: “Give me the antidote!”

Xi Jiu laughed coldly, lying in the swamp with half her body already sunk in, continuously spitting out large mouthfuls of black blood. Yet her eyes were full of cold, gloating mockery.

Chu Qiao’s heart chilled. This Xi Jiu was vicious and poisonous, not resting until her goal was achieved, and willing to risk her life. She might not have superior skills, but she was meticulous, good at hiding, ambushing, and using poison, and possessed a strong will and sufficient patience—truly a first-class, excellent assassin.

“Where’s the antidote? Speak!” Zhuge Yue tightly gripped her throat.

“Who are you?” A hoarse voice suddenly rang out. Chu Qiao looked down and saw that Xi Jiu was speaking to her. Zhuge Yue looked at her and said coldly: “Give me the antidote, and I’ll tell you.”

Xi Jiu snorted coldly, looking quite disdainful, as if saying that such a dispensable piece of information wasn’t worth trading for. Seeing her willing to die rather than reveal information, Chu Qiao felt some admiration for this tough female assassin and answered in a deep voice: “I am Chu Qiao of Yan Bei.”

Hearing this, Xi Jiu’s pupils instantly widened. After a long while, she finally exhaled slowly and said softly: “No wonder…”

The night was pitch black, with clouds covering the sky, not a single star visible.

Xi Jiu laughed coldly, and after a while, spoke weakly in a small voice: “So it’s… someone from… Yan Bei… If you… weren’t our… enemy… I could save you, but unfortunately…”

She suddenly coughed up blood. Chu Qiao knew that such people usually had poison sacs in their mouths. Once captured, they would immediately commit suicide to avoid suffering.

“Can Yan Bei… achieve… Great Unity…”

Zhuge Yue frowned, his arm relaxing. Xi Jiu’s body rolled several times, falling into a pit, and gradually sinking into the swamp. After a while, no trace of her remained.

“How are you?”

Zhuge Yue supported Chu Qiao, who shook her head and said in a hoarse voice: “It’s not a lethal poison.”

“We’ll go to Tang Capital immediately. The Imperial Palace’s Physician Zhu has excellent medical skills and will certainly be able to cure your poison.”

Chu Qiao’s brows furrowed slightly as she asked in a deep voice: “Aren’t you waiting for your subordinates?”

Zhuge Yue put her on his back without concern, saying deeply: “There’s no time.”

A cold crow suddenly flapped its wings, fluttering over the swamp and flying toward the distance.

Zhuge Yue carried Chu Qiao on his back, running urgently across the swamp.

The long night was about to end.

Chapter 102: Mutual Touch
“Master Zhu, Amber County is just ahead. We’ll rest there for the night and continue our journey tomorrow morning. In two more days, we’ll reach the Tang capital.”

A robust man with a full beard, strong in stature but with an honest and simple face, called loudly to someone sitting in a carriage covered with blue floral cloth.

Then, a pair of delicate yet not weak-looking hands with a certain aristocratic air reached out, lifting the curtain to reveal a handsome and elegant face. The man wore a plain blue robe that wasn’t luxurious but rather stylish. His phoenix eyes were slightly narrowed, his expression calm, his bearing distinguished—clearly from a noble family. Even when smiling, his smile carried an air of nobility that kept others at a distance. He called to the man on horseback, “Thank you, Brother.”

The large man smiled openly, revealing a set of white teeth, and replied in a deep voice, “How is your wife doing?”

Hearing this, the man’s face broke into a genuine smile. He nodded and said, “Thanks to your effective medicine, she’s much better now.”

“Hehe,” the large man became cheerful and laughed, “That’s good. I could tell at first glance that you’re from a wealthy family and haven’t experienced such hardships before.”

The man nodded slightly, seemingly unwilling to say more, and only smiled lightly, “Brother has good eyes.”

The large man waved his hand cheerfully but didn’t respond further. Watching the curtain drop, concealing the man’s faint smile, he actually let out a long sigh of relief.

This person, even when smiling at others, had an icy expression. The smile never truly reached his eyes, which gave people the chills. Except for his beautiful young wife, he seemed to wear the same expression for everyone. Though his wife’s attitude toward him wasn’t particularly warm either.

The large man shook his head in puzzlement. A woman so ill yet never uttering a sound of complaint—truly the first such woman he had encountered in his lifetime.

“Hya! Brothers, let’s hurry up! Push harder! We’ll all have a good rest when we reach the Tang capital!”

A chorus of responses immediately erupted from the convoy, with the men’s rough voices piercing through the high clouds, startling the birds peacefully flying overhead into a panic.

As soon as the curtain was lowered, the smile instantly vanished from the man’s face. Inside the carriage sat a young woman dressed in a lake-green gown. Her clothes were quite luxurious, though the hem was somewhat damaged, clearly having endured a series of arduous long journeys.

These two people were none other than Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue. Even with Chu Qiao’s resilience, she could hardly sustain herself under such severe injuries. Had it not been for Zhuge Yue’s protection along the way, she might have perished in the wilderness long ago.

That woman named Xi Jiu was right; though it wasn’t a deadly poison, it was no simple toxin either.

Although movies and television often portray ancient poisons as miraculous, people living in the twenty-first century generally scoff at such portrayals. Most believe that with ancient technological capabilities, it would be difficult to refine toxins of any significant potency. Apart from a few rare snake venoms, there were no lethal substances.

But Chu Qiao, as a commander of Military Intelligence Section 11, knew that many things were not as simple as they appeared. In the twenty-first century, poison development had reached miraculous levels. A single small NH6099 poison gas bomb could destroy a medium-sized city of one million people in just thirty seconds. The latest VX3 toxin developed by Country M required just one drop to contaminate twenty nautical miles of seawater. Not to mention Country R, well-versed in this field, which had already led the world in lethal pharmaceutical research during World War II and now was even further ahead.

This was research completely devoid of humanitarian spirit. Compared to atomic bombs, poison gas bombs had greater power, lower cost, caused more cruel deaths, and had more profound lasting effects. Chu Qiao knew that more than two thousand years ago, China’s poison research was already incredibly advanced. One shouldn’t underestimate the wisdom of the ancients. When truly standing before them, one would realize how insignificant they were.

Just like now, with her completely paralyzed body, she had no means or ability to reverse this situation.

After leaving the swamp that day, they did not go to Xiangma Pass to intercept Zhu Shun. In their current state, going there would have been suicidal. So Zhuge Yue decisively chose to head south toward the Tang capital. After traveling for a day, Zhuge Yue saw that Chu Qiao’s face was pale blue and her lips ashen gray. Knowing her stubborn character—exhausted yet refusing to speak up—he decided to stop. By chance, they encountered a convoy of escorts transporting goods to the capital, so they hitched a ride. They enacted one of the most clichéd movie scenarios, pretending to be a down-on-his-luck scholar traveling to the capital with his seriously ill wife to seek refuge with relatives.

“How are you feeling?” Seeing Chu Qiao slowly open her eyes, Zhuge Yue asked in a deep voice.

Chu Qiao’s complexion was still poor, her body extremely weak, and her eyes revealed undisguisable signs of fatigue. She drew a deep breath and slowly shook her head. Suddenly, the carriage jolted violently, seemingly having run over something hard. Without any shock absorption, the carriage instantly began to shake. Chu Qiao lost her balance and collapsed softly toward Zhuge Yue. With quick reflexes, he steadied her with one hand on her waist and the other on her shoulder, preventing her from hitting her head. It was only after a good while that the carriage gradually settled down.

Chu Qiao, who had fallen against Zhuge Yue’s chest, hurriedly used both hands to sit up straight, tucking her loose hair behind her ears, looking somewhat embarrassed. Zhuge Yue, however, remained composed, releasing his hold and leaning back against the carriage in silence.

Chu Qiao glanced at him sideways and suddenly felt how strange life truly was. If someone had told her a year ago that she would one day sit in the same carriage with Zhuge Yue without them trying to kill each other by any means necessary, she would never have believed it. Now, even she couldn’t quite figure out the awkward relationship between them. She wanted to stubbornly declare that they were still enemies with numerous new and old grudges, irreconcilable class opposites, but such words seemed forced even to herself. So she stopped thinking about it. Anyway, after reaching the Tang capital, Zhuge Yue attended Li Ce’s wedding, while she headed towards the Southern Border. From then on, they would be worlds apart, never to meet again. Some things were better left unexamined too deeply.

She slowly closed her eyes to rest quietly. Suddenly, she heard the escort leader shouting.

“Steady now! Master Zhu’s wife is ill!”

These words, rather than helping, only made the silence between them more awkward. Fortunately, they soon heard the bustling noise of a crowd. Chu Qiao lifted the curtain to look outside. The official road was filled with crowds of people bustling about. Commoners in cloth garments carried shoulder poles and baskets, young and old, men and women, walking together toward their destination. Everyone talked and laughed loudly, creating a scene of peace and prosperity.

There were significant differences between Da Xia and Bian Tang, and these differences became more apparent the closer one got to the Bian Tang capital.

Outside, riding a tall horse alongside the other escorts, Leader Yu looked at Chu Qiao and laughed heartily, saying loudly, “Mrs. Zhu, we’ve reached Amber County. We’ll find a good doctor to look at you later. Once we enter the city, we’ll go to an inn to rest!”

Chu Qiao smiled in response. The crowd was dense, people coming and going, merchants of all kinds hurrying forward. Looking into the distance, Chu Qiao could see the dense fog gradually dispersing. The evening sunlight filtered through tree branches and slowly cast upon the convoy of carriages. She raised her head slightly, a smile tugging at the corners of her lips. Ahead, one of Bian Tang’s important cities—Amber County—was now in sight.

Suddenly, a shout interrupted Chu Qiao’s contemplation. Before she could react, a thick, hairy, disgusting hand abruptly lifted the carriage curtain.

It was a soldier wearing the uniform of the city gate guards. Escort Leader Yu, standing nearby, carefully explained, “It’s just a scholar going to the capital with his sick wife to seek refuge with relatives. Sir, you’ve already checked, please let us pass.”

The soldier originally had no intention of making trouble, but was merely looking to collect a few copper coins for wine, as was customary when seeing such a large convoy. However, when he lifted the curtain and suddenly saw the cold-faced yet beautiful Chu Qiao inside, his eyes became fixed, unable to blink.

Seeing the soldier’s gaze, Zhuge Yue’s eyes turned cold, his eyebrows slightly raised, about to react. Suddenly, he saw Chu Qiao taking out a few copper coins—currency used throughout the entire Ximeng Continent—and handing them to the soldier, saying softly, “Sir, please be accommodating. My husband and I are new here and unfamiliar with the area. If we’ve caused any offense, please forgive us.”

The soldier was immediately flattered and dumbfounded, obediently letting them pass. Everyone quickly cracked their whips, striking the horses’ flanks, and transported the large shipment of goods majestically into the city.

As the curtain slowly lowered, Zhuge Yue looked at Chu Qiao with a strange expression. Chu Qiao glanced at him sideways, not meeting his eyes directly, only coldly pursing her lips and muttering, “Incapable of accomplishing anything…”

However, surprisingly, Zhuge Yue, whom Chu Qiao repeatedly accused of being narrow-minded, did not counter or ridicule her as he usually would. The man didn’t even grunt in response, but unusually turned his head away, looking at the bustling street outside with great interest.

Seeing that he didn’t respond, Chu Qiao felt somewhat disappointed. She lifted the curtain on her side and also looked outside, ignoring him again.

At this moment, the expression of the Zhuge family’s fourth young master suddenly softened. In his mind, he slowly recalled the words from just now: “My husband and I…”

Amber County was situated eastward. Although it didn’t border Da Xia and was far from the border city of Huai Song, as an important territory of the Bian Tang Empire, even without the threat of powerful neighboring countries, it was a military stronghold with over ten thousand troops because just east of the city lay the continent’s largest wilderness—Ping Gui Wilderness—and the garrison was meant to prevent fierce bandits from the wilderness from invading. Although Bian Tang traditionally lacked a martial spirit, this border stronghold had a somewhat stronger martial atmosphere, and those skilled in martial arts often received high regard and respect. For this reason, Amber County was filled with martial arts schools and fighting arenas. Along the way, they had seen three groups gathered for martial arts competitions, which left Chu Qiao in awe.

Besides its strong martial atmosphere, Amber County was also an important commercial county in eastern Bian Tang. Bordering the Ping Gui Wilderness, despite occasional conflicts with several powerful bandit groups in the wilderness, it also frequently engaged in commercial exchanges and trade with them. The import of cattle, sheep, and horses accounted for nearly half of the country’s total. Additionally, Bian Tang bordered Huai Song, which possessed the longest coastline of any country on the continent, so Amber County’s salt trade was also highly developed, bearing almost the entire salt industry of Bian Tang. For instance, Escort Leader Yu and his group were commissioned by the Xian Yang Merchant House of the Liu family to transport sea salt to the Tang capital.

Furthermore, since Amber County was close to Huai Song, many islanders from Huai Song’s coastal islands did business in Amber County, exchanging their local products for necessities of life in Amber County. These included silk, tea, bronze swords, pottery, medicinal herbs, and so on.

On the wide street that could accommodate eight West Black Blood Dragon Horses side by side, pedestrians flowed endlessly, carriages wound around and suddenly stopped. Leader Yu’s voice calling everyone to dismount rang out. Zhuge Yue lifted the curtain and looked up to see an inn with its wine flag fluttering outside. Though it wasn’t dark yet, two large red lanterns were already hung, the storefront elegant and clean, people coming and going, clearly doing brisk business. Two large ink-splash characters were written on the signboard. Li, the escort who had been driving the carriage in front, seeing Zhuge Yue emerge, quickly approached and asked with a smile, “Master Zhu, you’re educated. Can you tell me what characters are written up there? I can’t come out once without knowing where I’m staying, and if I ask others, they’ll surely laugh at me.”

In this group, there were two deputy escort leaders, one chief escort leader, fifteen escorts, and over forty guards driving horses and pushing carts. Everyone was honest and straightforward, and the escort leaders were generous, and always very polite to Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue. Although Zhuge Yue was reluctant to speak much, he still politely answered, “The inn is called ‘Returning Geese.’ When you go back home, just say you stayed at the Returning Geese Inn.”

Escort Li, upon hearing this, silently repeated it twice, then became very happy. He jumped down from his horse and went toward Deputy Leader Liang, who was supervising the guards unloading goods. Although they were far away, with Zhuge Yue’s keen hearing, he could hear clearly. Li slapped Liang on the back and laughed loudly, “Old Liang, can you read? Do you know what this inn is called?”

Zhuge Yue smiled faintly. He had rarely interacted with such common people in his life, but after this contact, he felt quite a bit of goodwill toward them.

At this moment, an alert waiter ran out, shouting, “Esteemed guests, are you staying or dining? Our inn is comfortable and quiet. Once you’re here, it’s like being home. Our food is delicious, with plenty of meat and fish, and seventy-year-old aged flower carving wine, guaranteeing you’ll feel at home.”

Seeing this, Leader Yu laughed loudly, “What a clever mouth this lad has! It’s a waste for you to be just a waiter. Why not follow me? I’ll find you a beautiful wife someday.”

The waiter, with a smiling face greeting guests, had long developed an unbreakable iron mouth. He smiled and said, “Sir is joking. My son is already two years old. Thank you for your kindness. But my tigress at home is too fierce; I dare not have other thoughts!”

The escorts, seeing how amusing the waiter was, all burst into loud laughter. Leader Yu smiled and said, “You rascal, stop talking nonsense. Find us three superior rooms, and put two people in each of the rest. Also, quickly bring up good wine and meat. We’ve been traveling through mountains and wilderness for over ten days; my mouth feels like it’s going to grow feathers from the blandness.”

Seeing them talking happily, Zhuge Yue lifted the curtain and helped Chu Qiao down from the carriage. Chu Qiao had been jostled all the way, weak, constantly plagued by the poison. Had it not been for her strong will, she would have been bedridden long ago. The fact that she could still barely support herself was rare indeed. Seeing her pale face, blue lips, and inability to stand steadily, Zhuge Yue felt anxious. But her poison was too virulent; ordinary doctors could only prescribe common remedies for injuries. They could only slowly make their way to the capital like this and then seek detoxification methods.

Without saying much, he lifted her in his arms and said to the waiter, “Give me two quiet superior rooms, and then send the food to the room.”

Leader Yu frowned and said loudly, “You’re husband and wife, why get two superior rooms? Your wife is so ill, you should be watching over her.” Then he said to the waiter, “Listen to me, one room, bring the wine and food quickly. Put it on my account, and also invite a doctor to come.”

The waiter agreed, calling out, “Alright! Four superior rooms. Gentlemen, please follow me.”

Zhuge Yue didn’t say more. He lowered his head to look at Chu Qiao, seeing her quietly resting in his arms, breathing evenly, looking as if she had fallen asleep, though her face was slightly flushed.

The room was very quiet. Opening the window, it directly faced a peach blossom forest, with fragrance all around, gently drifting in, making one feel carefree and happy.

The sunset on the horizon was as red as blood, warm red light shining on Zhuge Yue’s face, his temples framed by ink-black hair gently floating, his blue robe dignified, his figure straight and tall, surprisingly showing a rare scholarly air.

At this moment, he no longer looked like that powerful figure of the Zhuge family who could turn clouds with a flip of his hand and rain with the back of his hand. In his light robe, with his graceful bearing, he had a uniquely handsome and otherworldly quality.

“Zhuge Yue,” Chu Qiao lay on the bed, calling softly.

Zhuge Yue knew she wasn’t asleep. He quietly turned around and said, “Are you hungry? I’ll call the waiter to bring food.”

“No need,” Chu Qiao took a deep breath and slowly said, “Sit down. I have something to tell you.”

Zhuge Yue stood in place and didn’t sit down. After thinking for a while, he finally said in a deep voice, “I know what you want to say. You don’t need to say it, nor do you need to ask, because I don’t know why either. I just know that I can’t abandon you now. After all, you were injured while saving me. Let’s wait until you’ve recovered before discussing further.”

Chu Qiao looked at Zhuge Yue, and the words she had thought about for a long time suddenly couldn’t be spoken. Between the two of them, it might truly be a confused account. They had betrayed each other, tried to kill each other, rescued each other, and shown mercy to each other countless times. Now, it was truly difficult to define their relationship with a simple word like ‘hatred.’

“Zhuge Yue, I owe you another life.”

Zhuge Yue frowned as he looked at Chu Qiao, not understanding, and said in a deep voice, “Why do you never calculate how much others owe you?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, not directly answering his question: “I will repay you in the future.”

Zhuge Yue smiled coldly and didn’t reply further, knowing she wanted to distance herself from him. He sat in a chair and poured a cup of tea.

Just then, someone suddenly knocked on the door. After Zhuge Yue opened it, he saw Leader Yu standing there, looking somewhat troubled, saying, “Master Zhu, I may not be able to continue with you.”

“Oh?” Zhuge Yue asked, “Has something happened?”

“Our young master has arrived,” Leader Yu immediately became excited and said, “Young Master has come from Xian Yang and is heading to Bian Tang. Our escort team will join Young Master’s convoy, and then we will rest in Amber County and return to Wu Peng three days later. However, I’ve already told the master that you will continue to the capital with the master’s convoy.”

Zhuge Yue thanked him, saying, “Thank you, Leader Yu, but we won’t trouble you. We’ll buy a carriage and horses later and set off on our own.”

“How can that be?” Leader Yu exclaimed, “You’ve already paid, how can we let you spend more money? Besides, the road isn’t very safe, with many bandit groups. It’s safer with more people. This time, the master has over four to five hundred guards. Rest assured, there will be no problems on the road.”

It was hard to refuse such sincere hospitality, and they really shouldn’t cause more trouble. Zhuge Yue nodded and thanked him, “Thank you, Leader Yu.”

“Don’t mention it. At home, one relies on parents; away from home, one relies on friends.”

“By the way, Leader Yu, may I ask where your young master is from and what his name is?”

Leader Yu proudly said, “Our old master is the grain merchant Mr. Liu from Xian Yang. The old gentleman has no son, so he adopted his nephew. The one leading the team this time is the young master, named Liu Xi. Has Master Zhu heard of him?”

Zhuge Yue was stunned, frowning as he said in a deep voice, “Liu Xi?”

Chapter 103: I’m Watching You
“Liu Xi?”

After closing the door, Zhuge Yue asked Chu Qiao, “Do you know this person?”

Chu Qiao frowned slightly and said in a low voice, “I believe we’ve met once.”

“We’re leaving now.”

Zhuge Yue said decisively, walking to Chu Qiao’s side, lifting her by the waist, and turning to leave.

“Wait!” Chu Qiao hurriedly called out, “I only saw him from a distance once, didn’t even see his face clearly, never spoke to him, and it was many years ago.”

Zhuge Yue frowned tightly. Chu Qiao naturally knew what he was worried about and said, “The people outside just think we’re ordinary citizens with a serious illness. There won’t be any chance to meet guests. As long as I’m careful, nothing will happen.”

“He’s Liu Mingjun’s nephew?”

“Yes.”

Zhuge Yue pondered for a while before slowly saying, “The Liu family is considered a prominent household in Xian Yang. When I entered Xian Yang City that day, I wondered if he was in the welcoming party.”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao was immediately startled. Zhuge Yue said in a deep voice, “Let’s be careful. Tomorrow morning, I’ll go to the market to buy horses, and then we’ll drive to the Tang capital ourselves.”

Chu Qiao nodded. Her position now was rather awkward. Liu Xi was Liu Mingjun’s nephew, which meant he was also a member of the Da Tong Guild. As one of their own, if she were to be recognized by them now, they would naturally take good care of her and arrange for her to retreat to Yan Bei. But because Zhuge Yue was by her side, she couldn’t let Liu Xi know her identity. Moreover, Liu Mingjun was an elder of the old generation in Da Tong, with rigid thinking and a dismissive attitude toward Yan Bei. Now, with Zhuge Yue having no guards around him if Liu Xi harbored ill intentions…

“You rest first,” he placed Chu Qiao on the bed, “I’ll go ask the waiter to prepare some dishes. What would you like to eat?”

Chu Qiao shook her head and said, “Anything is fine.”

Zhuge Yue turned around, muttering as he walked, “Not much choice anyway in this broken place. What could they possibly have to eat?”

Just as he was about to leave, he suddenly turned back and covered Chu Qiao with a blanket. Seeing Chu Qiao staring at him, he looked somewhat embarrassed, his brows tightly knitted. Then, without warning, he angrily said, “What are you looking at? Hurry up and get better. I don’t want to keep dragging you around hiding like homeless dogs. Hmph!”

Watching the man’s figure disappear at the door, Chu Qiao felt somewhat dazed, then the corner of her mouth tugged into a weak smile.

With the Zhuge family’s influence, there were probably contact points and affiliated personnel all over the Ximeng Continent. As one of the families controlling the empire’s lifelines, their power certainly wasn’t limited to what was visible in politics.

How many underground networks in this world were controlled by the Zhuge family? How many by the Wei faction? How many belonged to the Zhao family of Da Xia? To the Li family of Bian Tang? To the Nalan family of Huai Song? Who could clearly define these boundaries?

Chu Qiao knew that behind any powerful family was a century of family struggle. Even when Zhao Zhengde furiously eradicated the Muhe clan, could he be certain that the foundations built by the Muhe clan over a hundred years had completely vanished from Da Xia’s territory?

The Zhuge family’s power was no less than that of Yan Xun in the Yan Bei Plateau, and as a legitimate imperial family, they held a political status that Yan Bei could never reach.

Hidden behind those tens of thousands of family troops were family members strategically placed throughout the empire over the years, the numerous officials with the compound surname Zhuge scattered throughout the Personnel Ministry, the paths paved with money, the hearts bought with power, the forces bound by interests, and the groups controlled through leverage.

Yan Bei openly rebelled, so the entire Yan Bei faction stood in opposition to the empire. But one could imagine, if one day the Zhuge family were to rebel, if they were given time to plan if they were allowed to prepare and raise the flag of rebellion like Yan Bei, what kind of devastating disaster would the Zhao family face?

So, with the Zhuge family’s influence and Zhuge Yue’s position within the family, no matter where he went, as soon as he raised his arm and called out, he would instantly gather a large number of family members and trusted followers. As the saying goes, even a cunning rabbit has three burrows, let alone a family like the Zhuge clan. But Zhuge Yue had no such intention. All the way, he had carefully concealed his identity, personally taking care of her food and daily needs, but never notifying his family or waiting for his subordinates.

Perhaps he was afraid that those who came might not be his direct subordinates and might reveal Chu Qiao’s identity, which could then be exploited by the family’s opponents.

Chu Qiao gave a faint, cold smile, mocking her tai chi-like self-deception. She clearly understood the cause of everything that had happened but was unwilling to acknowledge and face it. So, she avoided it by closing her eyes, quietly waiting for time to pass.

Perhaps he just wanted to accompany her in a relatively peaceful environment. He wasn’t the young master of the Zhuge family, and she didn’t have to stand behind Yan Xun. Just ordinary people in the mortal world, without opposition, without hatred, without irreconcilable contradictions, and those unavoidable real-world responsibilities.

Such an opportunity, in their entire lives, might only come once.

Chu Qiao slowly closed her eyes, hoping to fall asleep quickly. Some thoughts were too dangerous to entertain. She understood everything but couldn’t respond.

They lived in this world, each with their path to walk. From the beginning, they had stood at two different starting points, and over eight years, they had each walked further and further apart. As a person, it was better to remain calm and rational.

Chu Qiao felt completely weak and soon drifted off to sleep, her eyelids feeling like they weighed a thousand pounds. Before falling asleep, she smiled self-mockingly. Why think so much? At the very least, for now, she still couldn’t distance herself from him.

When Zhuge Yue returned, Chu Qiao was already in a deep sleep. The air held her soft breathing and the faint fragrance of a young woman. Zhuge Yue carried a large tray filled with bowls and dishes, and a pot of wine.

After arranging the food, he sat at the table and poured himself a cup of wine.

Though the inn wasn’t large, the dishes it served were delicious. Even with the lids on, the rich aroma still wafted out and into the nose. The wine was mellow, clear, and bright, yet with a rich flavor. After one sip, his entire body warmed up.

The sunset was fiery red, casting its light inside, illuminating him and creating a long shadow on the ground.

He just sat there, slowly drinking wine. The sun gradually set, lanterns were lit in the streets, people came and went, and the atmosphere was lively. Then, after a while, the market finally dispersed, and the entire city quieted down. Under the pitch-black sky, everyone was immersed in dreams, except for him. He didn’t light a lamp, didn’t speak, just sat quietly in the darkness like a statue. Only his arm moving back and forth between the wine pot and cup revealed that he was a person.

Chu Qiao woke up in the middle of the night, her head throbbing as if it had been struck by a hundred hammers. In her drowsy state, she wanted some water but immediately noticed the figure in the darkness.

Her first reaction was to reach for the dagger on her calf. Even in such a weakened state, she sprang up like an agile leopard.

However, she quickly came to her senses. She lowered the dagger, staring at the man in the darkness, and asked in confusion, “Zhuge Yue?”

“Mm.”

The answer was a faint nasal sound. The man seemed to have drunk a lot of wine; the room was heavy with the smell of alcohol.

“Want some water?”

Chu Qiao nodded, but then realized he couldn’t see her nod in the darkness. Just as she was about to speak, a cup of water was already at her lips.

“Drink. It’s not poisoned.”

Taking it, she felt it was warm, almost hot. The cup was small, but Chu Qiao held it with both hands. After taking a sip, she licked her dry lips. Her voice was a bit hoarse from just waking up, and she softly asked, “Why don’t you light a lamp?”

The room was so quiet that one could hear the gurgling sound of the strong wine as it rolled past his Adam’s apple. After a long time, a faint voice finally slowly rose, “The darkness is fine.”

Chu Qiao asked earnestly, “Zhuge Yue, when will you ever call me Chu Qiao?”

The man coldly snorted, “In your dreams.”

“You’re too stubborn.” As soon as the words fell, Chu Qiao suddenly smiled self-mockingly and said, “Actually, I’m just like you. I’m also very stubborn. So once I’ve made up my mind about something, I won’t change it.”

Zhuge Yue didn’t speak. Chu Qiao seemed to be in a good mood tonight. Her voice was soft, carrying the weakness of severe illness, and she continued, “Actually, you’re not a bad person. Although you’re somewhat solitary, a bit cruel in your methods, a bit lacking in sympathy, and, well, a bit annoying when you have a dark expression on your face, that’s about it. But in this world, who isn’t cruel? Whose hands aren’t stained with blood? The world is just like this. If you don’t eat others, others will eat you. By now, I can’t even remember how many lives I’ve taken.”

“Zhuge Yue, do you remember clearly?”

As soon as the words fell, Chu Qiao answered her question, “You probably keep count. You’re a leader, and even on the battlefield, you’re a general who commands from behind the scenes. Those you’ve personally killed are probably just some servants who offended you. But I can’t keep track anymore. In the past half year, more people have died by my hand than people I’ve spoken to in my entire life. Each time my blade falls, it’s ahead. The blood from their throats is always scalding hot, splashing on my face like burning coals.”

“In the northwest, they gave me a nickname, called me the Blood Rakshasa. The Governor of Yao Province, someone named Qi-something, even had a stone statue of me made and placed at the city gate, ordering every person entering the city to spit on it, or they wouldn’t be allowed in. During my time on the run, besides the government’s pursuit teams, I also had to be careful to avoid the common people. After escaping from Zhen Huang, there was once when I was injured and was saved by an elderly couple. They were both over eighty, a very kind and gentle couple. They treated my wounds and even killed their only old hen to make soup for me, never questioning my background. They probably thought I had been robbed by bandits and kept encouraging me to report to the authorities.”

“But the next day, the old man went to town to buy medicine for me, and when he returned, his expression had completely changed. I didn’t know what had happened at the time. However, that night, they secretly rushed into my room with sickles, frantically slashing at the bed. I learned that their son had been conscripted by the Xia Emperor many years ago to join General Meng’s army against Yan Bei, and later died on the Yan Bei Plateau.”

Chu Qiao’s expression was cold, and she laughed coldly, “Then I killed them. They were too impulsive; I couldn’t escape. So I killed them.”

“False benevolence, false righteousness,” a cold voice suddenly sounded. Zhuge Yue still sat there, his mouth mocking as he said, “With your skills, subduing two elderly people would have been as easy as turning your palm. You were merely afraid they would report to the authorities, yet you want to find such a disgusting excuse for yourself.”

“I’m not making excuses,” Chu Qiao didn’t get angry, just quietly refuted, “I was seriously injured at the time, with an arrow piercing my thigh. I couldn’t move at all. I only had two choices then: kill them, or let them kill me.”

Zhuge Yue laughed lightly, dismissively, “Xing’er, how are your actions any different from mine?”

“Yes, that’s what I thought at first,” Chu Qiao said in a deep voice, “But later, I no longer believed so. When General Meng went to war in Yan Bei, it was an invasion, slaughter, and trampling without reason. Their son joined the army and invaded someone else’s homeland. Should the invaded not be allowed to resist and fight back? In that battle, countless people died in Yan Bei, whether they were poor commoners or the Yan Bei army. All forces suffered cruel purges. Yan Bei’s losses were far greater than those of Da Xia’s homeland. And I didn’t wrong them. I recuperated at their place and compensated them, but they intended to harm me just because of hatred that wasn’t mine to bear. Should I have just waited to die? I kill, but I don’t kill indiscriminately. I sympathize with civilians, but I’m not a saint.”

Chu Qiao’s voice gradually became more firm. She enunciated each word clearly, “The war between Yan Bei and Da Xia is inevitable and will be protracted. But all those who fall in this war will not have died in vain. They are fighting for justice and freedom. Sooner or later, a new nation will rise on the Red River land, a nation that will have freedom and equality, law and peace, never again to be like before, with arbitrary cruelty and no trace of humanity. For that day, everything I’ve done is worthwhile.”

“Haha!” Zhuge Yue suddenly burst into laughter, saying coldly, “Xing’er, I’ve always thought highly of you, but I didn’t expect you to say such absurd things. Freedom and equality? Law and peace? What, have you also become a disciple of Da Tong? Have you also begun to dream that ethereal Da Tong dreams?”

“No, I haven’t. I’m clear-headed. I know that as long as there are interests in this world, there will never be true equality. But we can make things better; we can take a step forward slowly,” Chu Qiao looked at Zhuge Yue and said in a deep voice, “At the very least, there won’t be what happened in the Zhuge mansion again—arbitrary killing, abuse, treating people like dogs!”

“Do you think Yan Xun can achieve these things?” Zhuge Yue slightly raised his eyebrows, smiling disdainfully, “Or do you think those old fellows of the Da Tong Guild will truly be as selfless as their slogan suggests? People who have tasted power will not easily let go of what they’ve already obtained. Even if one day Yan Xun overthrows Da Xia and ascends the throne, it will merely be the succession of one dynasty, certainly not the end of an era. Xing’er, if you can’t accept the fact of Yan Xun’s ambitious power struggle, you might as well say he’s avenging his family. That sounds a bit better. Don’t put such a grand, righteous hat on his head, making him sound like a saint or Buddha. It’s truly sickening.”

Chu Qiao’s expression changed slightly. After a long time, she still firmly said, “I believe in him.”

Zhuge Yue frowned, staring steadily at her.

“I believe he won’t disappoint me.” Chu Qiao smiled faintly, “I will be by his side, helping him, watching him accomplish this great undertaking with his own hands. Zhuge Yue, you just watch.”

At that moment, it was as if a lamp had lit up in the darkness, so dazzlingly bright in this dark place. Zhuge Yue suddenly felt that the woman before him was very fragile and foolish, but he no longer wanted to mock her stubbornness.

He just wanted to ask, “If one day he truly disappoints you, what will you do?”

But he didn’t voice it, feeling it would be a bit cruel. Yes, very cruel.

This girl is not even seventeen years old yet. What were his sisters at home doing now? What were those young ladies in Zhen Huang City doing now? Applying rouge and powder, enjoying tours and flower viewing, discussing young talents from various noble families, or perhaps, secretly in some luxurious private room, engaging in passionate affairs with men who couldn’t see the light of day…

And she, through years of bloodshed and carnage, all for this one belief. With no power, no influence, no family, and no relatives, this was probably her hope to live on.

Alright, Xing’er, I’ll just watch. I’ll just watch if that man can ultimately fulfill your wishes.

If such a day truly comes, I, Zhuge Yue, would be willing to spend all my wealth, light a million festive fireworks, to celebrate your wish coming true!

“Yan Bei,” Zhuge Yue tilted his head back and drank a cup of strong wine. The spicy wine rolled down his throat, painful like a knife cutting through. The man gazed westward, saying softly in his heart, “I’m watching you.”

Chapter 104: Lifelong Faith
The next morning, despite Zhuge Yue going out early, despite his lavish spending of gold coins, after searching the entire city, he couldn’t buy a single horse or hire a single carriage. The entire horse market, even the mounts of the traders themselves, had been completely bought up overnight. In frustration, Zhuge Yue tried to buy other means of transportation, such as donkeys, and mules, or even condescended to inquire about oxen.

The result, however, was the same everywhere.

At the same time, Chu Qiao sat in the superior room on the second floor of the inn, watching the escort agency’s people coming and going, shouting. Her brows furrowed slightly, sensing something wasn’t right.

When Zhuge Yue returned, they exchanged a glance, but neither spoke.

When the convoy left the city, it was far from the four to five hundred followers that Escort Leader Yu had mentioned. The people at the front had already left the city while those at the back hadn’t even mounted their horses yet—altogether over two thousand people. Large quantities of supplies, provisions, gold, silver, jewelry, and goods were loaded onto more than three hundred carriages. Behind them was an endless line of women and children, dressed in luxurious clothes, bustling about in a complex throng. One carriage after another surrounded them front and back, creating a magnificent spectacle.

Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue were arranged at the very back of the entourage, in a relatively worn-out carriage that had obviously just been purchased, with an unpleasant smell inside.

Their concerns were completely unnecessary, as their current status gave them no opportunity to approach the young master of the Liu family.

In the morning, Chu Qiao followed behind several servants who were carrying luggage and saw from a distance a man in a lake-blue brocade robe boarding a carriage under the escort of many guards. The weather in Amber was already very hot, but the man wore a large cape. He was somewhat thin, his hood half-covering his face. Yet that figure, half-hidden in the morning mist, immediately startled Chu Qiao.

She unconsciously stopped in her tracks, watching that silhouette gradually move away and then board a magnificent, spacious carriage. She remained motionless for a long time.

“What’s wrong?”

Zhuge Yue, walking in front of her, turned back and asked in a deep voice.

“Oh, nothing,” Chu Qiao smiled self-mockingly and shook her head as if trying to throw some impractical thoughts out of her mind. “Let’s go.”

The carriage slowly drove out of Amber City. Chu Qiao leaned at the window, lifting a corner of the curtain, and looked outside through a light veil.

“Oh, right,” suddenly remembering something, Chu Qiao took out a small package and handed it to Zhuge Yue, saying calmly, “I asked the waiter to buy this when he went out this morning.”

Zhuge Yue took the package and opened it to find a windproof hood to protect against sand. Although wearing it at this time was somewhat inappropriate, it was finely crafted, made of thin material, and wouldn’t be too hot to wear.

“It’s always good to be careful,” Chu Qiao said softly, then smiled faintly, “Although there probably won’t be much chance to use it.”

With over two thousand people and hundreds of carriages of supplies stretching endlessly along the post road, it was impossible to see the vehicles at the front from where they were.

Zhuge Yue placed the hood aside but didn’t withdraw his hand, keeping it pressed on top.

“The merchants of Xian Yang are fleeing.”

Chu Qiao smiled slightly, turned her head, and said, “You figured it out.”

“War between Yan Bei and Da Xia is imminent. These old foxes are all fleeing to Bian Tang together. They dare not depart from Xian Yang in large groups, so they can only split up and then gather in Amber before heading to the Tang capital together. Those carriages probably contain all their life savings.”

Chu Qiao nodded lightly and said softly, “Yes, they want to stay out of it all.”

Unlike Zhuge Yue, Chu Qiao suddenly felt a sense of panic in her heart. She knew the identities of several major merchants in Xian Yang and knew how they had made their fortunes over the years. Now, they were about to flee.

Remembering the figure she had seen earlier, Chu Qiao’s heart suddenly felt as if it was on fire. She wanted to jump off the carriage and run up to see. But then she laughed self-mockingly, shook her head, and leaned back on the swaying carriage, slowly closing her eyes.

Chu Qiao, are you too tired? Since the Zhen Huang uprising began, you’ve been through so much along the way. Are you starting to falter, which is why you’re having such unrealistic fantasies?

Yan Xun, they’re about to flee, right before my eyes. What should I do? How can I stop them?

What should I do?

It was now midsummer, with long days. The group traveled until the sun was tilting westward before setting up camp, lighting fires, and cooking in a valley.

Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue were assigned a small tent—short and small, where they would bump their heads if they sat up.

Sharing the outer camp with them were some servants. Upon inquiry, they learned that this convoy included not only the Liu family from Xian Yang but also the Wang family, the Jia family, the Ouyang family, and others.

After a day of jolting travel, Chu Qiao’s body grew increasingly weak. The air in the tent was poor, so Zhuge Yue helped her out and leaned her against a short tree stump. He bought a freshly caught rabbit from one of the guards, lit a fire, and roasted the meat. In no time, the delicious aroma of meat wafted through the air, whetting everyone’s appetite.

Tearing off a piece of meat, he held it to Chu Qiao’s mouth. As she opened her mouth to take it, she felt a pain on her forehead as Zhuge Yue flicked her. The man said with a stern face, “It’s hot!”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao smiled understandingly, puffed her cheeks, and blew gently twice. Then, with her fingers raised, she took the meat. It was delicious, and Chu Qiao couldn’t help but give a thumbs up, saying, “I didn’t expect you to have this skill.”

“Learned it during those years on the mountain,” Zhuge Yue said casually, drawing a dagger to cut the rabbit into small pieces, and handing them to Chu Qiao one by one.

Night had fallen, and sunlight was gradually swallowed by darkness. She sat in a patch of green grass, under a starry sky, with crickets chirping and occasional nightingales returning. The valley was peaceful, with a large number of guards bustling about in the distance, creating a clamor, yet filled with calm warmth.

Chu Qiao took a deep breath and smiled with delight, like a pure child, suddenly exclaiming, “I miss this so much!”

Zhuge Yue casually responded, “Miss what?”

“Miss this feeling,” Chu Qiao leaned against the tree stump, her face serene, still smiling, and said quietly, “Miss the tall grass, green trees, camping in the wilderness, a group of people gathering to cook by the fire, and after dinner, lighting a bonfire to sit together, chat, drink a little wine, eat the wild rabbits we caught. I miss the days when we didn’t have to worry about tomorrow or fighting for survival.”

Zhuge Yue looked at her quietly and asked, “Have you ever lived such days?”

“Of course,” Chu Qiao raised her head, smiling gracefully, “It was a long time ago. Me and three good friends, in a valley just like this, eating roasted rabbit just like this, though our cooking skills were better than yours, and we had more seasonings too.”

“Hmph!” Zhuge Yue snorted disdainfully and turned his head away.

“Xiao Shi learned cooking from a French chef, her skills were first-class, especially at roasting meat.”

Zhuge Yue raised his eyebrows and asked in a deep voice, “French? Is that a restaurant?”

“Hmm?” Chu Qiao smiled and nodded, “Yes, it’s a restaurant.”

Zhuge Yue snorted contemptuously, “Never heard of it. Must not be a famous one.”

In the distance, large bonfires were lit, with roaring sounds creating a lively atmosphere.

“Continue.”

“Hmm?” Chu Qiao was startled.

“Continue talking. We’re idle anyway,” Zhuge Yue lowered his head and continued cutting the rabbit. “Tell me about your friends.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded. For some reason, her mood was a bit heavy tonight. Perhaps because the actions of the Da Tong Guild elders had hurt her heart somewhat, and she needed to think about other things to divert her attention. With grass swaying and night falling in the west, she spoke in a calm tone, “Their martial skills were all better than mine.”

Zhuge Yue raised his eyebrows, “They were all women?”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao glanced at him sideways, “You look down on women, don’t you?”

Zhuge Yue didn’t respond, and Chu Qiao continued, “But that was then. If we were to compete now, I would probably be about their equal.”

“Xiao Huang was good at shooting, well, archery too. Xiao Shi was best at hand-to-hand combat; she once defeated seventeen agile men single-handedly. Mao’er’s skills weren’t as good as those two, but when it came to the art of killing, she was the best.”

Zhuge Yue slightly raised his eyebrows, “And you?”

“Me?” Chu Qiao chuckled, “I was an all-rounder.”

The man glanced at her impatiently, “Boastful.”

Chu Qiao wasn’t angry. She turned her head and asked, “Zhuge Yue, do you have any wishes?”

Zhuge Yue frowned as he looked at her, finally snorting coldly, “I hope you go back immediately, never let me see you again, and stay in that mountain valley in Yan Bei for the rest of your life without ever coming out.”

“That’s impossible,” Chu Qiao smiled as if they were discussing something ordinary, “Even if you don’t attack Yan Bei, we will still come down to attack.”

“Then I hope Yan Xun is utterly defeated, Yan Bei is annexed by the Batuha family, and you wander everywhere until you have to beg at my doorstep.”

Chu Qiao glared at him, “Such a vicious man.”

“But that’s impossible too,” Chu Qiao smiled lightly, “If such a day ever comes, I would probably have died in battle. I would never go out begging.”

Zhuge Yue was stunned and immediately fell silent.

“Back then, the four of us also asked this question,” Chu Qiao’s gaze was distant, quietly recalling those memories in her mind. With her hands cupping her cheeks, she said softly, “Xiao Shi looked cold on the outside, but she was the most fragile one among us. She liked collecting dolls, expensive ones, always making her monthly expenses very tight. Her biggest wish was to receive a large severance payment after leaving the organization, then marry an ordinary good man and be a good wife. She had a childhood friend, and if not for what happened later, she might have fulfilled her wish.”

Chu Qiao’s smile suddenly turned somewhat sorrowful. She pursed her lips slightly and said, “Xiao Huang was the most adventurous, from a good family, with a spirit for adventure. She was planning to climb a high mountain at that time, and her wish was to carve her name at the summit.”

“Mao’er’s wish was always simple—to make money.” Saying this, Chu Qiao suddenly smiled lightly and said, “She was the most money-hungry, and bold too, willing to take on any job. She never had much loyalty to the organization. In her words, it was just a way to make a living.”

Zhuge Yue raised his eyebrows slightly, “And you?”

“Me?” Chu Qiao was slightly stunned. After a long time, she slowly said, “I don’t know. I was planning an operation at that time. I only hoped that the operation would go smoothly and that I would complete the mission soon.”

Zhuge Yue snorted, his voice quite disdainful.

Chu Qiao turned her head, smiling faintly, “Actually, I’ve always been like this. I have no wishes. I’m very dogmatic and rigid in my conduct. I only hope that my faith is correct, worthy of having as a lifelong goal to strive and work for.”

“For example…” Chu Qiao thought for a moment, then said, “What you owe me, I will take back. What I owe you, I will repay.”

“I rather admire that Mao’er,” Zhuge Yue said lightly, “The organization you mentioned is the Da Tong Guild, right? If there’s a chance, you can introduce her to me.”

Chu Qiao quietly shook her head, smiling bitterly, “I find it strange that I would tell you these things.”

Zhuge Yue snorted, “It’s not like I forced you to tell me.”

At this moment, careful footsteps suddenly came from the distance. Both of them were highly alert and raised their heads simultaneously. They saw a little girl, no more than five or six years old, wearing a little red jacket, her hair in two small braids, with chubby cheeks, eagerly staring at the rabbit meat in Zhuge Yue’s hands while biting her fingers.

They knew that besides the masters of several wealthy families, there were also many family servants here, some of whom brought their own families. This child must be a servant’s child.

Zhuge Yue frowned, about to speak, when Chu Qiao suddenly beckoned, saying, “Come here!”

The little child suddenly brightened up, opened her small hands, and toddled over.

The little girl’s eyes were like grapes, big and bright. Chu Qiao smiled and asked, “How old are you?”

The child looked nervously at Zhuge Yue, then timidly said, “I’m six years old.”

“What’s your name?”

Seeming to find this older sister very approachable, the child lowered the finger she had in her mouth and said, “My name is Xing Xing.”

As soon as the child finished speaking, both of them were slightly startled.

Zhuge Yue looked at the child impatiently and said in a deep voice, “Go back and tell your parents that you’re not allowed to use this name anymore!”

The child was startled. Seeing Zhuge Yue’s stern face, her lips suddenly quivered, and her eyes blinked rapidly, as if about to cry.

“Why are you scaring the child!” Chu Qiao frowned, pulled the child closer, and spoke to her softly. In no time, she had made the child laugh.

Zhuge Yue sat to the side, watching Chu Qiao and the child giggling together, and suddenly felt something strange. The Chu Qiao in his memory shouldn’t be like this. She was calm, silent, composed in the face of change, clever, and cunning. She seemed to never have had such normal female emotions. But in this reunion, he saw more and more things in her. Perhaps, he smiled self-mockingly, she had always been acting before. Treating him as an enemy, never showing any truth, and even now, she might not be completely genuine. Otherwise, why would she still keep weapons on her, cautiously guarding against danger even when severely injured?

There had never been any trust between them. Perhaps, as she said, what one owes, one must repay.

Zhuge Yue’s lips curled in a cold smile, but his eyes gradually grew gloomy.

But damn it, he was captivated by the current feeling.

At this point, the child suddenly came to his side, persistently tugging at his sleeve, pointing at the remaining half of the roasted rabbit in his hand, and asking in a childish voice, “Are you still eating that?”

Zhuge Yue impatiently handed her what he was holding. The little girl immediately beamed with joy and said to Zhuge Yue, “You’re so nice!” Then she returned to Chu Qiao’s side, stretched out her chubby little legs, sat down on the ground, and very generously shared the piece of rabbit meat with Chu Qiao.

Zhuge Yue was slightly stunned. The child said he was nice. The man smiled coldly. He hadn’t deserved the word “nice” for a long time.

After a while, someone came calling the child’s name. The child sprang up and ran towards that person, turning back to say goodbye to Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue as she ran. Her smile was sweet, and her giggle echoed in the evening breeze.

Chu Qiao pointed at the child in front and turned back to Zhuge Yue with a determined smile, enunciating each word, “My wish is that someday, all children in the world can smile like this.”

The night breeze brought the light fragrance of grass. In the learning institutions of Da Xia, with various schools of thought contending, he had heard such words thousands of times. But at this moment, he suddenly didn’t know how to refute her. Not because of the intrinsic meaning of these words, not because of her firm tone and hopeful expression, but because he suddenly felt that perhaps she really could achieve it.

However, immediately afterward, he negated this thought.

But he didn’t know that many years later, the world would undergo earth-shattering changes because of these words. A fire would be lit on the old system, blazing fiercely, and the person holding the torch would walk step by step toward her ideal. Blood would flow underfoot, countless people would fall like wheat, becoming the sacrificial victims of the old powers.

At that time, the person on the high platform would have a pale face, and the corner of her mouth would no longer have the hopeful smile she had now.

On the road ahead lay so many mountains of swords and seas of fire. To reach the other shore, one had to break through wind and waves, wade through cold waters, endure the baptism of storms, the tempering of fire, being ground down, beaten, walking through betrayal, walking through killing, walking through despair, walking through all the weaknesses and kindness in one’s character, finally becoming a sharp sword. Only then could one ultimately stand at the peak of royalty.

Chu Qiao looked at the retreating figure of the child and suddenly remembered many years ago, in front of the Nine Abyss High Platform, with heavy snow falling, when she raised her head and looked at the Sacred Golden Palace hidden in layers of shadows, taking that poisonous oath.

“I’ve always been like this. I have no wishes. I’m very dogmatic and rigid in my conduct. I only hope that my faith is correct, worthy of having as a lifelong goal to strive and work for.”

…

Just in this quiet moment, a panic-stricken scream suddenly rang out, like a thunderclap exploding in everyone’s ears!

Zhuge Yue sprang to his feet, but at that moment, countless cold battle blades were suddenly drawn from their sheaths, followed by over a hundred archers who charged into this poorly defended outer camp with bows and arrows at the ready.

In an instant, cold blades gleamed, with swords and arrows poised!

“You!”

Chapter 105: Playing Father and Mother
That night, not only did this valley echo with the sounds of killing but a thousand miles away in Xianyang City, thunderous sounds of slaughter also erupted. A handsome young man in a purple-gold robe reclined on a long couch with two enchanting dancing girls nestled in his arms. Their eyes were seductive as water, their bodies soft and pliant as they pinched translucent grapes with their snow-white fingers and placed them in the man’s mouth.

“Fourth Master!”

A guard dressed in black night-traveling clothes stood outside, his face speckled with fresh red spots. Though the color of his clothes concealed much, he still brought with him a nauseating smell of blood when he entered. The man knelt on the ground and said in a resolute tone, “The matter has been taken care of.”

The renowned Fourth Master of Xianyang City slightly raised an eyebrow and said indifferently, “Since it’s done, everyone goes home and gets some sleep.”

That night, all the powerful factions in Xianyang City suffered a massive purge. Countless streams of blood flowed into the Chishui River channels, and screams accompanied the sleepless night of every Xianyang citizen. The city guards seemed dead, suddenly transformed into deaf and mute old men, closing their eyes and ignoring those who had desperately fought their way out and now knelt covered in blood before the military government office.

As a result, those people became increasingly violent, and the government office had no choice but to notify some “local protective forces.” When Fourth Master Wind heard that someone dared to disturb the crystal-clear slumber of the City Guardian, he immediately dispatched a large group of his men to bring those people back, intending to “reason with them” properly.

Early the next morning, the dawn sunlight pierced through the long darkness. The citizens of Xianyang walked out of their homes to find that nothing had changed. The markets were still bustling, Zhang San next door still collected protection fees from house to house, Li Si from across the street still paraded around with seven or eight concubines, and Wu’s Bun Shop was still crowded with people queuing to buy buns…

Nothing had changed, so the common people suddenly realized with delight: that last night’s events had nothing to do with them. Life would continue day by day as usual.

However, attentive observers secretly noticed some small abnormalities.

Landlord Liu’s grain shops all had new managers, and except for a few servants, even the accountants had disappeared.

It seemed that Boss Jia’s salt warehouse had caught fire last night. Even though the fire was extinguished quickly, the salt purchased today had a smoky smell.

The Ouyang Commercial Bank opened an hour later than usual, and the chief cashier wasn’t at the counter. Reportedly, he had fallen seriously ill last night.

…

At noon, Fourth Master Wind received messages delivered by his subordinates. After reading them for a while, he walked to his writing desk and contemplated for a long time before writing down a few sentences.

After sealing the message, he handed it to his most trusted subordinate. The young Fourth Master Wind rarely revealed a solemn expression.

“Deliver this to the master’s hands. There must not be the slightest error.”

The east wind blew catkins; flowers and willows turned red and green. It was another good season of the year.

At this moment, in the deathly silent valley, wisps of cooking smoke also rose. After the large-scale slaughter, the camp had shrunk considerably, with fewer than seven hundred people remaining. The rest had already lost their lives in the night’s massacre.

Zhuge Yue brought a bowl of white porridge to Chu Qiao’s side. His face still looked awful, but he had calmed down. The tent was very small; he couldn’t stand upright and had to squat down to help Chu Qiao sit up. He said in a low voice, “Eat something.”

Chu Qiao’s face was deathly pale, obviously growing weaker, but she still asked in a deep voice, “How’s the situation outside?”

“How could it be?” Zhuge Yue said disdainfully, “Those who should have died all died, and those who shouldn’t have also died with them. The Liu family took possession of these wealthy families’ properties without lifting a finger. A very cliché drama.”

Chu Qiao frowned slightly and said slowly, “So you’re saying that Liu Xi has seized the properties of the other wealthy merchants? Isn’t he afraid of retaliation from their main families?”

Zhuge Yue shook his head and said, “The main families of these wealthy merchants might no longer exist in this world.”

“You mean…”

“Yes,” Zhuge Yue nodded and said solemnly, “If it were me, I would ensure the matter was settled once and for all. Although the properties of the Ouyang, Jia, and Wang families cannot compare to the Liu family’s, once united, they would be a force the Liu family couldn’t resist alone. Since Liu Xi decided to swallow these assets and capture all these family members in one sweep, Xianyang City must have been restless last night.”

Chu Qiao frowned, “Would Liu Mingjun agree to Liu Xi doing this? This way, their foundation in Xianyang City would be destroyed.”

“You still think this matter was ordered by Liu Mingjun?” Zhuge Yue smiled lightly. “Xing’er, you’re intelligent, skilled, and quick to react, but you don’t understand human nature. Liu Xi has rebelled. If I’m not mistaken, the first person to meet the King of Hell last night would have been Liu Mingjun.”

“Liu Xi rebelled?” Chu Qiao was slightly stunned. She tried hard to recall the young man she had met in Xianyang City before—smiling with a mouthful of white teeth, skilled in horsemanship. At that time, when Liu Mingjun introduced his nephew to her, he laughed heartily, proudly patting the young man’s shoulder and claiming he was half a son to him…

“Why would Liu Xi rebel? Perhaps he wasn’t content with being just a wealthy household and wanted to step into officialdom. However, the Great Xia regime excludes outsiders, with aristocratic families holding dominant positions. He has no foundation in the court, and even after thirty to fifty years of climbing, he might not succeed. So he gambled everything, gathering the wealth of all Xianyang merchants as a stepping stone, wanting to enter the Biantang upper echelon. With such a large fortune as a foundation, no one would dare look down on Liu Xi during this Biantang journey.”

Zhuge Yue murmured, analyzing bit by bit. But these words sounded increasingly jarring to Chu Qiao’s ears. Her thoughts weren’t as simple as Zhuge Yue’s, because she knew the identities of those who had died. What she worried about most now was whether this Liu Xi was a Great Xia person who had eliminated the foundation of the Datong Alliance in Xianyang and seized the wealth that the Datong Alliance had accumulated over many years. As for why they were going to Biantang, she couldn’t guess.

Zhuge Yue was indeed a highly intelligent person, because at this moment, based on information rapidly transmitted back by Biantang’s scout camp, Biantang officials had also reached an almost identical conclusion.

Liu Xi had eliminated the forces of several other factions, merged them into one, and now came to Biantang to pledge allegiance and seek an official position.

“Ce’er,” the Tang Emperor’s face was somewhat grave as he heavily patted his son’s shoulder and said solemnly, “This Liu Xi is difficult to control. If we’re not careful, we might get bitten. The Liu family of Xianyang, mere merchants, how could they produce such talent?”

Li Ce narrowed his eyes, smiled slightly, and said, “Father, I most enjoy spirited horses.”

However, what they didn’t know was that several days earlier, Liu Xi whom everyone deeply feared had already been put in a sack, tied to stones, and sunk deep into the Chishui River.

In this chaotic situation, some hastily retreated, some remained ignorant, some watched coldly, and others controlled everything.

The common people could only see the surface commotion, naively believing it was either bandits robbing or enemies pursuing vengeance. Clever people like Zhuge Yue and Li Ce could unravel the threads and strive to perceive the reasons behind it all. Only those truly in control of everything could clarify the intricate, multilayered relationships and press down on the final puzzle, waiting for the day when all could be revealed to the world.

In the main tent of the valley, a man in white robes sat on a heated couch. Outside the door stood guards as straight as spears.

A young man in his twenties, wearing leather armor, entered and knelt, saying in a resolute tone, “Young Master.”

Yan Xun wore a pure white fur coat, sitting on a couch warmed by charcoal fires. His forehead was slightly beaded with sweat, but his face remained somewhat pale. Sitting there, he didn’t even open his eyes when he heard the arrival, merely letting out a faint “Mmm” to indicate he was listening.

“The property has been counted and verified, with Left Court overseeing it. The masters and servants from the other families have also been dealt with. I’ve had people dig a pit in the back mountain, and they’ve been buried.”

Yan Xun still said nothing, as if he had fallen asleep. The young man slightly licked his lips and continued, “However, the young master of the Ouyang family still hasn’t been found.”

Yan Xun frowned slightly but still didn’t open his eyes, merely saying indifferently, “Then go find him.”

“Yes, yes!”

The young guard quickly said, “The child is only four years old. Outside are steep mountains and forests; he couldn’t have run far.”

“Cheng Yuan,” a deep voice suddenly sounded, startling the young man, who quickly responded. Yan Xun finally opened his eyes, which were black and wise, his tone very calm: “Do you know why Great Xia has fallen into its current state?”

The man called Cheng Yuan was stunned, opening his mouth twice but saying nothing.

“It’s because when they killed my entire family, they weren’t resolute enough to eliminate me as well, cutting the grass and removing the roots. Do you understand?”

A sound of “bang, bang” immediately came as the young man knocked his head on the ground, saying in panic, “I understand, I understand.”

“Good, now go handle it.”

Yan Xun lightly waved his hand, and the man carefully stood up, just about to retreat when Yan Xun indifferently said:

“After completing the task, remember to receive military discipline. It seems you need a deep impression to remember my current identity.”

Cheng Yuan was immediately alarmed and quickly said, “Yes, I remember, Young Master.”

The tent grew increasingly quiet. Young Yan Xun leaned back on the soft couch, with thick fur almost burying his entire body. He slowly frowned, somewhat disgustedly muttering, “Damn southern barbarians…”

……

The next day, the entire camp showed no intention of leaving. Zhuge Yue went out for a look around and saw that except for the Liu family’s servants, basically all the attendants from the other families had disappeared. He felt somewhat anxious, but given Chu Qiao’s current condition, he couldn’t recklessly take her away at this time.

After fetching some dried food from the carriage, on his way back, he saw that little girl called Star again. The child was hiding beside a small tent, timidly poking out her little head. Her face was somewhat grimy, and she was quietly observing him while looking around, seemingly searching for the kind-hearted Chu Qiao.

Seeing that Zhuge Yue had noticed her, the child tried to please him by squinting her eyes. Missing two front teeth, she still foolishly smiled at him.

Zhuge Yue immediately darkened his face, not looking at the child, and turned to walk toward the tent.

After just a few steps, he heard rustling footsteps behind him. Looking back, he saw the child still following him carefully with small steps.

What does she want? Still, wants meat to eat?

Zhuge Yue frowned and said in a deep voice, “Keep following, and I’ll break your legs!”

“Wah!”

A terrifying burst of crying suddenly came, startling Zhuge Yue. The child wailed with her mouth wide open, crying and running in the opposite direction. Other servants in the camp looked at Zhuge Yue with strange gazes. Those looks seemed to collectively say: Look at him, acting all proper, yet picking on a child.

Zhuge Yue immediately felt depressed; he had only meant to scare her a little.

When he returned to the tent, Chu Qiao was still asleep. Lately, she seemed to sleep a lot; even while talking, she would doze off.

Zhuge Yue began to worry, but seeing that when she wasn’t sleeping, she could barely walk, he felt somewhat relieved.

At the very least, this period of hardship had made her trust him somewhat. For instance, right now, he was sitting beside her, and she wouldn’t suddenly jump up and press a dagger against his throat.

As the sky gradually darkened, Zhuge Yue sighed, feeling extremely depressed.

A tiger fallen to the plains is bullied by dogs—at this moment, he couldn’t even leave such a miserable camp.

“Hmm…”

A lazy, soft hum sounded, and Chu Qiao slowly opened her eyes. Suddenly seeing Zhuge Yue sitting beside her, she felt somewhat embarrassed. She unconsciously smoothed her hair, her voice still thick with nasal tones, asking somewhat unnaturally, “What time is it? Oh, I’ve slept for so long.”

Zhuge Yue didn’t speak but handed her a water pouch.

Chu Qiao took the water pouch and had just taken a sip when she noticed Zhuge Yue still watching her. For a moment, she wasn’t careful and choked.

“Cough, cough, cough!”

“Such a fool.” Zhuge Yue rolled his eyes, but his hand gently patted her back.

After coughing for a while, she felt more energetic. Chu Qiao glared fiercely at Zhuge Yue, then snatched the water pouch, took two big gulps, and then said casually, “I’m hungry!”

Zhuge Yue had just gone out to get food, but seeing her poor attitude now, he didn’t want to give it to her anymore. He coldly snorted, “Am I your servant?”

“Servant?” Chu Qiao glanced at him sideways. “Just you? What can you do? If someone like you were sold in the slave market, you probably wouldn’t even be worth one gold piece.”

Zhuge Yue glared at her sideways and then snorted, “You’re worth more?”

“At least more than you.”

The two were engaged in their daily required program—bickering. Suddenly, footsteps sounded from outside, heading straight toward their tent. They were both startled; Zhuge Yue immediately stood up and drew a dagger.

Just as he was about to go out, there was a sudden “bang,” and two small figures burst in, nearly pulling down the tent curtain!

Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue were stunned. They looked at each other, and then Chu Qiao spoke first, asking softly, “Little one, what do you want?”

Little Star’s face was pitch black, her eyes red. She was holding the hand of an even smaller child. Hearing Chu Qiao’s voice, the little girl’s lips immediately trembled, and tears fell like raindrops, becoming increasingly profuse.

Zhuge Yue’s face darkened as he impatiently looked at these two children who appeared as if they had rolled in a coal pile. He said in a deep voice, “Who let you in? Get out quickly.”

“Wuwu…”

The small child, who looked only four or five years old, suddenly raised his head. His little face was black, his eyes large and round, clear with distinct black and white, looking tearfully at Zhuge Yue. His lips trembled, making “wuwu” sound like a small animal. His chubby little hands crawled on the ground as he moved toward Zhuge Yue.

Zhuge Yue had fought in battles and made strategic decisions. In all these years, he had never known fear. But at this moment, he suddenly felt somewhat panicked. Pointing at the little one, he said loudly, “You, you stop, don’t come over! I command you, get out right now!”

“Wah!” A cry that could move heaven and earth immediately sounded. The small child pounced like a fierce dog, grabbing Zhuge Yue’s leg. Tears and mucus smeared onto Zhuge Yue’s clothes as the child cried loudly, “Father!”

In an instant, Zhuge Yue’s handsome face seemed to fill with blood, becoming fiery red. His expression could only be described as panic-stricken. Making eye contact with the equally dumbfounded Chu Qiao, Zhuge Yue quickly said, “Who’s your father? Let go! Or I’ll beat you!”

“Father!” The little one wasn’t even as tall as Zhuge Yue’s thigh. Though small, his strength was considerable. Using both hands and feet, he desperately clung to him, hanging on his leg, crying and calling out, “Father, Father.”

Such a small child would probably die from one kick, but Zhuge Yue didn’t dare to hit him. Unable to push him away, he finally turned his head, looking very aggrieved as he said to Chu Qiao, “I’m not his father.”

He didn’t know why he felt the need to explain to Chu Qiao, but seeing her somewhat surprised and slightly gloating expression, he became increasingly angry.

Though Chu Qiao was amused, she also felt something odd about the situation. Seeing that she couldn’t get anything from the little one, she turned to look at Little Star and asked, “Star, who is he? What’s going on?”

Before Star could answer, the crying, confused little child suddenly turned his head, as if only now noticing Chu Qiao in the room. He saw this woman with a gentle smile, a kind appearance, looking very tender.

The child’s little mouth quivered, looking very aggrieved as he reached out to Chu Qiao, sobbing and calling, “Mother…”

Boom!

The entire world descended into chaos.

Chapter 106: Storm Approaching
“Are you the Ouyang family’s child?”

In the cramped tent, four people sat formally together. Zhuge Yue looked the child up and down, examining his luxurious silk clothing, and said in a deep voice.

The child seemed terrified, like a frightened little rabbit. Chubby and sitting on the ground, he even swayed slightly from side to side. He shrank his head, timidly stealing glances at Zhuge Yue from the corner of his eye, then reached out a small hand to pull Zhuge Yue’s sleeve, pitifully calling in a soft voice, “Father…”

“I’m not your father!”

With a slap, the child’s hand was knocked away. The little one’s mouth quivered, looking as if he might cry again, but he forced himself to hold back his tears.

Chu Qiao frowned and turned to look at the other child, saying seriously, “Star, did you bring him here?”

Little Star appeared very young, but her big eyes were quite clever. Hearing this, she secretly glanced at Chu Qiao, then lowered her head and remained silent.

“If you don’t speak, I’ll send both of you out right now.”

Star quickly raised her head, blinking her big eyes, and asked in a childish voice, “If I tell you, can you just send me out alone?”

At these words, Chu Qiao was momentarily stunned, her brow relaxing slightly, then she asked, “Star, don’t you know bringing him here will cause trouble?”

“I… I know.” The little girl pouted, her small brows tightly furrowed, saying helplessly, “I couldn’t take him back to my family’s tent. My father would tell Manager Lin.”

“So you brought him to me?”

The little girl nodded dejectedly, “Yes.”

“Do you know each other?”

“We’re good friends!” Little Star raised her head, her little scribbled face very serious. She puffed up her small chest and declared righteously as if taking an oath, “We’ve been playing together the whole way!”

“Father…” The child beside her again tried to pull Zhuge Yue’s sleeve, pouting pitifully, “Mo’er is hungry.”

After being glared at by Zhuge Yue, the child turned to Little Star for help, but his expression showed mostly the discomfort of hunger and the bewilderment of being bullied, with no trace of understanding what the term “friend” meant.

“Wait a bit longer!” Star patted the child’s shoulder, her gaze very clear.

Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao suddenly seemed stunned. This servant girl, just because she had played with someone along the journey, dared to take such a risk and do everything possible to save him. The word “friend” from her mouth was so firm, so resolute that it commanded respect from the two adults facing her, leaving them unable to utter a single word of objection.

Such unwavering loyalty, in the adult world, had perhaps long since become extinct.

Chu Qiao’s expression softened, and she asked in a deep voice, “Where did you find him? Where have you been hiding all day?”

Seeing Chu Qiao’s softened expression, Little Star grew much bolder, saying proudly, “Last night when so many soldiers came, I was scared and hid in the meadow behind. Then I saw an uncle whom I recognized as Mo’er’s family uncle with a big bird on his back—I had seen him before. I saw he was covered in blood, lying in the meadow, holding Mo’er in his arms. He was already dead but still clutching Mo’er tightly. Mo’er was so frightened that he wanted to cry but didn’t dare; his face was white. So I pulled him out. After the soldiers left, I took him home.”

“Home?” Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, but my mother wouldn’t let us in, and when my father saw Mo’er, he frantically wanted to report it. I knew if those soldiers found out, Mo’er would be killed like his uncle, so I grabbed him and ran away. We’ve been hiding in the meadow behind all day today.”

Mo’er sat on the ground, his head drooping, lips protruding, looking listless, seemingly unaware of what the other three were discussing about him. The child was too exhausted. He had been hiding and fleeing for so long, being hunted down, hungry and thirsty. Now this “father” before him was also fierce, and he had no interest in listening to these people talk. Dazed and confused, he was about to fall asleep.

“But why did you bring him to us?”

“I… I…” Little Star frowned, gathering courage for a long time before saying quietly, “Sister is kind, and this… this uncle is fierce and formidable…”

“Uncle?” Zhuge Yue immediately glared, slapping Little Star on the head, “Little one, don’t call me that!”

Chu Qiao glared at Zhuge Yue. She naturally knew why. Last night when those people rushed into the outer camp, they argued with Zhuge Yue and even wanted him to kneel. But who was Zhuge Yue? How could he endure such humiliation? With two quick moves, he knocked down two guards who charged at him. Fortunately, the Liu family’s manager was astute, knowing they were just ordinary travelers introduced by Escort Yu, with unclear backgrounds but clearly of noble bearing. The matter here was unrelated to them, and the Liu family didn’t want trouble, so they didn’t pursue it further.

Last night, Wang, Jia, Ouyang, and other families all perished, with only this young master fortunately escaping. It seemed an Ouyang family servant had protected him and fled desperately, but died on the way before leaving the camp, coincidentally discovered by this little girl who hid him. The Liu family’s people thought the child had been rescued away and pursued outward, never imagining he was hiding openly in the outer camp. Star’s parents knew their daughter had saved the child, but didn’t dare report it.

Chu Qiao sighed and said, “Star, don’t you know what you’re doing is very dangerous?”

“I know,” the little girl’s face was very troubled. In her mind, she probably couldn’t understand why her wealthy friend had fallen into such a state overnight. She scratched her head and said, “But what else could I do?”

Yes, what else could she do? Should she have betrayed her friend?

“So you brought him to us and taught him to call us father and mother to win our sympathy, right?”

The little girl’s head drooped even lower, seemingly aware that her actions weren’t particularly honorable. Chu Qiao heaved a long sigh, reached out to pull Little Star into her arms, and sighed, “You are a good child.”

At that moment, there was a thud as the child’s head tilted to one side, and he had fallen asleep just like that. His entire body collapsed into Zhuge Yue’s arms, his head resting on his leg, drool continuously flowing from the corner of his mouth. His little stomach rose and fell, with light snoring as he slept soundly.

“Get up! Who said you could sleep here? Get up, you…”

The child opened his eyes very grievously, only to see Zhuge Yue’s fiery face again. Feeling wronged, he rubbed his eyes and said in a small, pitiful voice, “Starving…”

Just then, a sudden commotion of footsteps sounded outside, and the two children immediately jumped up like startled birds. Little Star, like a mother hen, quickly embraced the trembling Mo’er. Looking around, with nowhere to hide, they finally ran behind Chu Qiao, clutching her clothes and squatting down.

Even though they were just tugging at her clothes, Chu Qiao could still feel their panic and fear. It reminded her of many years ago when she carried little Seven with his broken arm, and the child trembled all over as he asked her, “Sister Yue’er, is little Seven going to die?”

Back then, she told him no, she promised him he would never be harmed again. But less than an hour after those words, the child was thrown into the cold lake waters, never to be seen again.

The footsteps passed by the tent without stopping, continuing straight ahead. They weren’t looking for them.

“Sister, I need to go back now.”

Star said timidly, “I’m afraid my father might say something wrong. I need to go back and check.”

Chu Qiao looked at Star, then down at the Ouyang family’s young master who was staring at her expectantly. She suddenly made a decision and said to the child, “If you want food, go beg him.”

The child was stunned, then looked somewhat fearfully toward Zhuge Yue, seeing his unfriendly gaze, which intensified the fear on his face. He timidly took two steps forward, then with a thud, knelt down and began to cry, his speech incoherent and unclear. Only the crisp sound of repeated kowtowing echoed in the tent. The child foolishly knocked his head, his voice gradually becoming clearer, crying and calling out, “Please, please…”

Even a four-year-old child probably knew what kind of situation he was facing.

Family destroyed, hunted down—even though he was so small, he probably knew his future didn’t look good.

At first, Zhuge Yue could still maintain a frown, ignoring him, but gradually his expression softened. He almost roughly pulled the child up from the ground, then angrily looked at him.

The child was terrified, his lips quivering as he called, “Father…”

“Stop calling me father!” Zhuge Yue shouted angrily, but as soon as he finished, he saw the child looking like he was about to cry again. Zhuge Yue immediately sighed, saying helplessly, “Don’t call me that, and… and I’ll let you stay.”

Star was quick-witted and immediately delighted. She hurried forward and said, “Mo’er, call him uncle, call him uncle and you can stay here!”

“Un… uncle…”

The child seemed to not understand what “uncle” meant, but he followed the instructions. Seeing Zhuge Yue’s expression softened slightly, he suddenly cried out, rushed forward, and hugged Zhuge Yue’s neck, wailing, “Uncle, big people… killed… father mother… set fire… kill Mo’er… blood… woo… dead people…”

Just this one change in title, and he treated Zhuge Yue as family, crying as he complained. In his voice, there was no trace of deep hatred. Perhaps he didn’t yet understand what hatred was. He was simply afraid, sad, and also disliked and resented what had happened. However, these emotions that now seemed quite mild would surely change, take root, and sprout in the years to come, growing into a lush tree bearing seeds of revenge.

Just like Yan Xun now.

And the enemies he remembered now were just some adults, unknown in identity, background, status, or even surname and name. He only knew that those who killed his parents and relatives weren’t children but a group of adults. And now, these adults were hunting him, not letting him eat, sleep, or go home. They wanted to eradicate him, to kill without mercy.

This time, Zhuge Yue didn’t push the child away. The child’s small body trembled with crying, tightly hugging his neck as if he were family.

Star’s eyes reddened, then she said, “Sister, I’m leaving now. I’ll come back tomorrow.”

Just as the child was about to leave, Chu Qiao suddenly grabbed her, took out a small dagger, placed it in her hand, and said very seriously, “Star, be careful. If anything happens, come find me.”

The child immediately broke into a big smile. She waved to Mo’er, then carefully glanced at Zhuge Yue before walking out.

The wind outside was very cold. The child’s small figure hopped and skipped away. Chu Qiao stood up and blocked the doorway, seeing the child turn back to wave at her even from far away. In the darkness, she couldn’t see her face but could sense she seemed to be talking to her. The wind was so strong that she couldn’t hear what the child was saying. She could only raise her head to look at the dark sky, where stars were scattered, each one plotting the trajectory of every person’s fate.

Everything seemed like a cycle; watching this departing child, it was as if she saw herself.

As time passed, something collapsed deep in her heart. The wind howled across the wilderness, and she suddenly felt very cold.

“Feels familiar, doesn’t it?”

A calm voice sounded behind her. Chu Qiao turned back to see the child still nestled in Zhuge Yue’s arms, his small shoulders shaking continuously, seemingly still crying. Zhuge Yue looked at her, his gaze so sharp that time seemed to rapidly reverse in their eyes. Everything seemed to return to the beginning when they too were once this small yet had endured much more.

Chu Qiao smiled gently, “She is a strong, good child.”

“Yes,” Zhuge Yue nodded, then said, “I’ve seen someone even stronger than her before.”

With a “whoosh,” a strong wind rose from the ground, stirring up the dull yellow earth. The wilderness was so quiet, with no night birds flying overhead, only a dark cloud drifting in from afar.

“Uncle, I’m hungry.”

The child had grown tired from crying, his blackened little face streaked with tear-washed strips of brightness, looking quite comical. He rudely broke the silence here, biting his finger and reasonably protesting to his newly acknowledged relative.

“Mo’er is starving.”

Very well, temporarily setting aside those melancholic reflections and memories, Zhuge Yue looked with a troubled expression at this little one who wasn’t even as tall as his leg and frowned, saying, “Hungry? What do you want to eat?”

“Hmm…” The child frowned, thinking hard, then asked, “Do you have abalone soup?”

Zhuge Yue’s mind went blank, and he frowned, “No!”

None of this? The child continued asking, “Do you have golden broth roasted squab?”

Zhuge Yue’s expression grew somewhat displeased as he said in a deep voice, “No.”

“Do you have steamed shark fin?”

“…No…”

“None of these?” The child frowned in dissatisfaction, eyeing suspiciously at this newly acknowledged relative, somewhat depressed as he doubted the other’s financial capacity. “Then… then surely you must have a golden roasted suckling pig? Uncle, Mo’er doesn’t eat vegetarian food…”

Zhuge Yue’s face was about to darken. The child could read expressions, so he immediately sighed and reluctantly said, “Then… then… then some braised meat is fine too, but… but it has to be venison. I don’t like braised pork; beef is barely acceptable.”

Damn!

Zhuge Yue immediately became furious, grabbing the child and saying angrily, “You little brat! Are you toying with me?”

“Woo…” The child cried on command, crying while saying pitifully, “Alright, pork is fine too. Uncle, you’re so poor!”

This was possibly the first person in the world—the first person to say to Zhuge Yue’s face that he was poor.

Chu Qiao watched them, and her mood suddenly improved. She lowered the curtain, smiled as she bent over to walk in, picked up a bowl of white porridge nearby, and said, “You haven’t eaten all day. Have some porridge first.”

The child picked up the bowl dejectedly, then stuck out his little tongue and lightly licked it, as if the porridge might be poisoned.

But after one sip, he suddenly paused, then lifted the bowl and began to eat in big gulps.

“Sister, this porridge is delicious!” The child smiled, very happy.

Chu Qiao sighed. What delicious? This porridge was cooked by Zhuge Yue; how could it be delicious? He was just hungry.

“Hey! Kid, don’t call her sister.”

Zhuge Yue stood by with a dark face, saying in a deep voice.

“Hmm?”

The child glanced at him, then ignored him and continued drinking his porridge.

“Sister, it’s delicious.”

“I told you not to call her sister.”

The child frowned, somewhat annoyed at the man interrupting his meal, and asked with a frown, “Then what should I call her? Mother?”

“What mother?” Zhuge Yue was somewhat angry, getting upset with a four-year-old child. “I told you not to call her that, so don’t!”

“Then what should I call her?”

“Call her, call her Xing’er…”

“Xingxing?”

“It’s Xing’er…”

“No,” the child firmly shook his head, saying with character, “Mo’er can’t remember, will get confused.”

“You little stinker!”

…

This child was truly clever; they all suspected they were being played…

Traveling away from home in bad circumstances, many things had to be improvised.

For instance, at night, spreading mats on the ground, Chu Qiao lay on one side, Zhuge Yue on the other, with the little one right in the middle. Although Zhuge Yue was separated from the two by a large box, it still seemed somewhat intimate. Before lying down, the child smiled very satisfactorily and said something that made them want to spurt blood.

“Father said he had things to do with Mother at night, and he hasn’t let Mo’er sleep with them for a long time.”

“Cough, cough, cough, cough!”

Zhuge Yue, who was drinking water, immediately choked and began coughing loudly.

Chu Qiao’s face also turned bright red as she lightly tapped the child’s head, saying, “So talkative, go to sleep quickly.”

“Yes!” The child knew she wasn’t angry, and tilted his head with a giggle, diving under the covers in a few movements, happily closing his eyes.

The wind was very strong at night, making the tent rustle loudly.

Suddenly, a cold breeze blew in from outside. Chu Qiao hadn’t fallen asleep; a hunted little one had suddenly appeared beside them, and there were many things to plan.

Feeling that the child’s blanket had been kicked off, Chu Qiao reached out her hand, intending to pull the blanket up for him.

But as her hand stretched out, it suddenly touched a slender finger. In that instant, as if electrified, Chu Qiao quickly withdrew her hand. Her fingertips were ice-cold, but her face reddened.

Zhuge Yue also seemed stunned. He reached around the box to cover the child properly. The air in the tent felt strange; no one spoke. Only slightly deep breathing could be heard softly in the tent, and occasionally, the child’s lip-smacking sounds.

Life truly was a wondrous thing.

“Not asleep yet?”

Zhuge Yue’s voice was somewhat deep but very clear, obviously, he too had been awake all along.

“Yes,” Chu Qiao nodded, saying softly, “A bit worried.”

The wind grew stronger, howling like a beast. Chu Qiao worried that it might rain tomorrow.

“Sleep now.”

Zhuge Yue said slowly, then turned over and said no more. Chu Qiao thought he had fallen asleep, but then his voice sounded again, deep, rich, and gentle, yet very firm and reassuring: “I’m here.”

Outside, the wind was so strong, but suddenly, the narrow tent felt so warm.

As long as the tent remained, no matter how strong the wind, it couldn’t blow inside, right?

Later that night, a fast horse quickly galloped in, charging directly into the camp, bringing news from Fourth Master Wind in Xianyang.

At that time, Yan Xun was sleeping but couldn’t rest peacefully. Even before the scout entered the camp, he suddenly awoke from his dream. Cold sweat dripped from his forehead; he had dreamed of the Ouyang family’s child. Throughout the journey, he had seen the chubby child several times, smiling, and had been curious a few times, wanting to approach him.

But in the dream, he saw the child looking at him with a bloodied face, holding a knife, his eyes red.

Then, the child suddenly raised the knife, but instead of stabbing him, he plunged it firmly into Chu Qiao’s heart as she sat beside him. The child was killed with blood all over his face, yet still looked at him with gloomy eyes, smiling like a demon crawling up from hell, fiercely saying, “I will destroy you, destroy everything you have!”

“A-Chu!”

Yan Xun was drenched in sweat, his white robe soaked. His breathing was so rapid as his mind continuously replayed the nightmare.

“Cut the grass and remove the roots, cut the grass and remove the roots…”

Yan Xun seemed half-trapped in the nightmare, constantly muttering, then suddenly raised his head and shouted, “Someone!”

“Young Master!”

“Find the Ouyang family’s child immediately, at any cost. I want to see his corpse before dawn!”

The servant was slightly stunned, but in a flash, answered in a voice as cold as ice and snow: “Your servant obeys!”

“Young Master!”

At this moment, another attendant ran in, knelt, and said in a deep voice, “Fourth Master Wind’s messenger has arrived.”

“Feng Mian?” Yan Xun slowly frowned and said in a deep voice, “It’s about time.”

Striding down from the bed, he grabbed his robe. Yan Xun’s expression changed, discarding all his agitation, transforming back into that calm and wise King of Yan Bei, saying in a deep voice, “Come, let’s see what good news Xianyang has brought us.”

Chapter 107: Battle in the Torrential Rain
Before dawn, rain suddenly began to fall outside. Dark clouds pressed down from above, strong winds howled, torrential rain poured, and thunder rolled across the sky.

The forests on both sides of the valley shook violently in the downpour, making rustling sounds. Yellow mud covered the ground, and the world was illuminated by flashes of white.

Chu Qiao’s brows furrowed as she immediately opened her eyes. A hand suddenly covered her mouth, and she looked up to see Zhuge Yue kneeling on the ground with a grim expression. He held his long sword in hand, tilting his ear outward, seemingly listening carefully for something.

Under the cover of the pouring rain, muffled hoofbeats could be heard. Large numbers of footsteps rustled, gradually approaching the small tent.

“Someone’s coming,” Zhuge Yue said in a deep voice, then turned around and quickly prepared a small bundle, packing some gold and food. He asked Chu Qiao, “How are you? Can you walk?”

Chu Qiao nodded. “I can.”

Drawing his dagger, Zhuge Yue tore open the blanket in a few moves. Not caring that the child was still asleep, he picked him up and carried him on his back, binding him securely in place.

The child woke up groggily, rubbing his eyes with his small hands, and asked in confusion, “Uncle, where are we going?”

“Kid, the people who want to capture you have come,” Zhuge Yue said calmly, his expression unchanged.

“What?” The child was startled and instinctively wrapped his arms tightly around Zhuge Yue’s neck.

The torrential rain howled as the hoofbeats outside rapidly approached like a gale. The child trembled slightly on Zhuge Yue’s back but forced himself not to shake too violently.

“Kid, are you scared?”

The child’s face had turned pale with fear, but he still gritted his teeth and said loudly, “I’m not afraid!”

“Haha!” Zhuge Yue laughed heartily, his laughter containing a unique self-confidence and pride. “Good boy. Remember, those people outside don’t have what it takes to make us afraid.”

In the darkness, pine oil torches were lit, remaining unextinguished despite the wind and rain. Someone shouted in a gruff voice, “Hand over the person and we’ll spare your lives!”

In the darkness, the man turned his head, his eyes so bright, his eyebrows slanting upward to his temples, his handsome face like a sculpture. His lips were red as if he had drunk blood-red wine. He looked at Chu Qiao, his gaze very calm as he asked in a deep voice, “Can you manage?”

Time flowed, passing urgently between them. She seemed to see once more that evening many years ago when he sat high on his horse, lowering his head, asking her the same question: “Can you manage?”

The path had been rough, filled with swords and blades. They had drawn weapons against each other, been at odds several times, and nearly lost their lives to each other’s brilliance. Yet amid life-and-death struggles, the bright red blood had not blinded their eyes. After countless experiences, they still hesitated to deliver that final killing blow. In their hesitation and indecision, there was even unwilling heartache and uncertainty. On countless deep nights, they questioned themselves, yet still chose to fight side by side on such a night as this.

Not questioning the future, not questioning the past, not questioning the two people’s political views and positions.

There was only one reason: they could not die. Neither of them could die here.

Chu Qiao drew a short knife and smiled lightly. “I won’t hold you back.”

Zhuge Yue smiled, his smile sliding into his eyes. This was the first time Chu Qiao had seen him smile like this, and she was somewhat dazed.

“Stay behind me.”

His expression was gentle, but his words were very serious. Chu Qiao nodded and said, “Be careful.”

Suddenly, several sharp sounds rang out. Zhuge Yue frowned and immediately stood up. The child on his back, seeing him stand up so carelessly, was afraid he would hit his head on the low tent and reached out with both hands to cover his head.

But with a whooshing sound, a violent wind suddenly blew in. Chu Qiao’s long hair was immediately scattered, dancing wildly like black butterflies.

The child opened his eyes and saw that the large tent had already been dismantled with hooks. The three of them stood in the open wilderness. In front were more than thirty war horses surrounding them. The men on horseback wore brown martial attire, all of them fierce warriors.

“Put down the child,” the leading man holding a spear said coldly, staring at the three of them as if they were already his captives. He said to Zhuge Yue in a deep voice, “Don’t put up pointless resistance.”

But what answered him was a cold, sharp glint. A sharp sound rang out in the pouring rain. The man was quite agile and dodged in an instant, but his warhorse didn’t have such good qualities. The horse was startled and suddenly reared up. The sharp dagger plunged into the horse’s neck with a swoosh. The warhorse immediately let out a shrill neigh, and fresh blood sprayed out, splashing a misty rain of blood!

The man was thrown from the horse’s back, landing heavily on the ground. But before he could get up, the frightened horse stomped hard on his stomach.

In an instant, agonizing screams echoed through heaven and earth!

But before his subordinates could rescue him, the warhorse let out a pitiful neigh and collapsed on top of the man with a rumbling sound.

The sound of crushing bones and flesh was audible in the heavy rain. The crowd could even imagine the terrible state of the man beneath the horse. However, they had no time to think about these things, because during this brief incident, the man opposite them had instantly risen like a leopard, fiercely charging forward.

A sword gleam suddenly emerged from its scabbard, and suddenly, it seemed to let out a dragon-like roar!

Lightning split the sky, followed immediately by rolling thunder. Bright red blood splashed across the ground.

Sword qi and cold light instantly came from all directions. Zhuge Yue surged with overwhelming spirit, coldly snorting in disdain. He opened his stance and attacked fiercely, his momentum sharp, his techniques fierce.

Chu Qiao had originally found it difficult even to walk, but she knew this was a matter of life and death, and there was no room for retreat. She had initially thought these were merchants from Xianyang, expecting some fraternal feelings from the trading guild. But now that Liu Xi had rebelled and killed the elders and relatives of other families, if she revealed her identity, she would likely invite even more deadly attacks. So she staked everything on one throw, mustering her strength. Her nimble figure suddenly charged into the crowd, fresh blood howling and spraying. The woman in lake-green finery had a sharp gaze and a frost-like pretty face, like a rakshasa demon. Her methods were ruthless, each move aimed at the enemy’s vital points!

After a clash of weapons, Zhuge Yue forced back three guards with his sword, but both sides were bloodied. The opponent had one dead and two wounded, while Zhuge Yue’s chest had been slashed open by a war blade, blood flowing freely.

“Uncle!” the child cried out in fear. “You’re bleeding!”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao forced back a guard with her knife, leaped up, and with a sideway flying kick, her foot struck a guard squarely in the chest. The man staggered back and fell to the ground with a thud.

“How are you?” Chu Qiao grabbed Zhuge Yue’s arm. The opponents knew his prowess, which was why most of their attacks had been directed at him. Now she could see that Zhuge Yue had injuries on his chest, arm, and calf.

Zhuge Yue spat out a mouthful of bloody phlegm, and shook his head, his gaze gloomy, his face cold. His already red lips became even more vividly red. He licked the blood on his lips with his tongue and said in a deep voice, “I won’t die.”

Suddenly, the sound of a weapon cutting through the air came from behind. Zhuge Yue wielded his sword and turned around, fiercely chopping down on the opponent’s war blade.

The rain was now pouring down, everything a blinding white, making it hard to see even with eyes open. Chu Qiao simultaneously spun forward, her petite body passing under Zhuge Yue’s arm. Her knife struck straight into the opponent’s heart, piercing it, then dragging across and finally flicking upward!

A fatal move—they could almost see the opponent’s beating heart in that instant.

Thunder rolled. The group hadn’t expected these two to be so difficult to deal with. They hadn’t brought many people, and already more than ten were dead or wounded at first encounter. Everyone was shocked. Amid loud shouts, they could hear a large group of cavalry approaching from the distance!

And on the outer side of the camp, more guards stood like steel in the darkness, blocking their escape route.

“Xing’er, we can’t escape.”

Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows slightly, and surprisingly, there was a hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth as she calmly asked, “What should we do then? Surrender?”

“Haha!” Zhuge Yue laughed loudly. The guards who had been circling, waiting to rush forward and deliver a fatal blow, were suddenly terrified as if their courage had been broken.

“What do you think?”

Then, the two turned their heads together, their gazes like lightning bolts shooting toward the huge tent hidden in the thick darkness!

There was the central camp of the Liu family, and inside lived Liu Xi, the new head of the Liu family who had orchestrated this massacre!

Capture the leader first—their thinking was always unexpectedly in sync!

“Kid,” Zhuge Yue smiled carelessly, “are you afraid?”

The child on his back had lost his initial fear. He seemed to recall the bloody turmoil of last night, when his parents died before his eyes, and all the relatives who had once smiled kindly at him had turned into cold corpses. Uncle Meng had carried him out of the encirclement, but so many swords had cut into his body, and the blood that sprayed out was like scalding oil. The child gritted his teeth, his eyes reddening. He stretched out his tender little finger, pointing at the people opposite them, his voice carrying a hint of intense hatred.

“Uncle, it’s them!”

The child said slowly, emphasizing each word, “It was they who killed Mo’er’s father and mother, who killed Mo’er’s sister. It was them!”

“The Liu family of Xianyang?” Zhuge Yue snorted coldly. “They’re not worthy of my attention.”

He reached into his robe and took out an exquisitely crafted small firework, then opened the hook. A brilliant light instantly shot up into the black night sky, exploding into a golden blaze.

The attackers were suddenly alarmed, thinking he was summoning reinforcements.

But Zhuge Yue turned to Chu Qiao and said, “Even if we die here today, someone will surely avenge us.”

Chu Qiao shook her head and smiled. “We won’t die here.”

Zhuge Yue was startled, then laughed loudly, saying, “Good, then let’s fight our way out together!”

“Xing’er! Take a horse!”

The two instantly switched from defense to offense, repeatedly striking outward, seizing horses, and swiftly mounting them.

Both warhorses neighed. Zhuge Yue’s precious sword was piercing a man’s neck. Nearby, another man, seizing the opportunity, attacked the child on his back. Zhuge Yue snorted coldly and cursed, “Despicable!” He swung his scabbard with his other hand, and with a bang, struck the attacker’s head.

The sound of a skull shattering suddenly came. Zhuge Yue shouted fiercely, kicked away a soldier who was closely following, and called out, “Xing’er, follow me!”

Then he kicked the horse’s flank hard. The warhorse neighed, like a bloodthirsty, wild tiger, instantly breaking through the encirclement.

The encirclement formed by these guards’ flesh and blood was as fragile as a sheet of paper under his sword. Zhuge Yue rode forward, leaving a bloody storm wherever he went. The strong wind danced wildly, the world was dark yellow, and everywhere was filled with earth-shaking roars and war cries!

“Protect the main camp!”

A series of urgent shouts suddenly rang out, and some people ran in panic toward the central camp.

“Protect the young master!”

“His target is the young master. Kill him! Take down his horse!”

“Archers! Archers prepare!”

Everywhere was filled with battle cries, with panicked shouts. One might think they were being ambushed by a large army, but they knew their enemies numbered only three—or more accurately, just two.

Blood gushed wildly, rain poured down. Chu Qiao followed behind Zhuge Yue, protecting the child on his back, her agile figure wielding weapons. Most of the attacks were blocked by the man in front. At this moment, she had not received even the slightest injury. This night seemed unusually long, and even now showed no sign of passing. The strong wind blew and howled. They approached the silent large tent little by little. The night wind whistled, blowing up the tent’s curtains. She could even see the white fur carpet inside, and there was still the pleasant scent of golden-winged incense in the night, so luxurious, making one drowsy.

In the darkness, the treacherous laughter of the heavens spread across the entire earth amid the thunder.

Heaven and earth formed a furnace, all things were fuel, and thousands of common people suffered in boiling oil, their flesh separated from their bones, fathers separated from sons. The nobility was like heaven, the common people like dirt, and slaves like weeds, with no justice to speak of.

In the thick fog, a belief suddenly rose in her mind like a bright lamp. Chu Qiao gritted her teeth. Seeing they were getting closer and closer to the large tent, a burning heat suddenly rose in her heart.

Overthrow everything, and afterward, someone would uphold a clear sky, returning peace to the world.

“Slash!”

A knife cut into a guard’s arm. Chu Qiao fearlessly pressed forward.

Half a lifetime of wandering in storms, yet she remained steadfast as ever!

“Boom!”

A thunderclap exploded on level ground. Everyone’s scalps tingled. Fluttering torches were lit, and the smell of pine oil filled the entire area.

At this moment, the child lying on Zhuge Yue’s back suddenly cried out. Chu Qiao looked up and instantly felt as if she had fallen into an icy abyss. Her entire body went cold, her face instantly turned pale, her brows tightly knit, unable to utter a single word. Her hand gripping the knife grew tighter and tighter.

All calmness suddenly collapsed. At that moment, hatred, like a huge wave breaking through a dam, came surging like an avalanche.

Chapter 108: Meeting Yan Xun
The rain poured down in torrents, wild winds howled, and the world was shrouded in desolation. The cold wind cut to the bone, sending chills down one’s spine. The lonely firmament loomed overhead, and the oppressive, low, howling rain madly washed away everything in the world like roaring magical beasts. The blade edges reflected fiery red light, carrying a bloodthirsty desolation, coldly illuminating those different faces.

Mo’er’s voice had gone hoarse. The child had gone mad, desperately pounding on Zhuge Yue’s back. This child who had lost his family finally tore away his childish innocence. Like a small beast driven to desperate straits, he stared with bloodshot eyes and howled in despair.

“Xingxing! Xingxing!”

The child shouted desperately, tears streaming down his face. His voice was like that of a wolf cub abandoned by its mother. He stretched out his hand toward the little girl lying limply on the ground, his chest heaving as he gasped for breath. The pouring rain beat down on his face, his eyes, his body. Everything was crimson red. The winding fresh blood pooled into a red whirlpool on the ground. The rain continuously washed it away, but the bloody smell lingered in the air, permeating the tumultuous cold wind.

At that moment, Chu Qiao gripped the knife in her hand tightly. Lightning after lightning exploded in the sky, illuminating her face with a stark white light. She breathed deeply but still couldn’t control her body’s trembling. Her face was ashen, her lips bloodless, but her eyes were black and bright. She suddenly remembered the timid look on the child’s face when she left, her pure smile with a hint of careful ingratiation. She had said, “Sister, I’m leaving now, I’ll come back tomorrow.”

I’ll come back tomorrow… I’ll come back tomorrow… I’ll come back tomorrow…

A surge of grief and anger rose to her throat. She slowly raised her head, then jumped off the horse, discarded the scabbard, and held the war blade high above her head with both hands. Her gaze was so cold as she stared at the golden-yellow large tent.

“Bad people! Bad people!”

The child was still crying out. Zhuge Yue also jumped off the horse. The man was very calm. He patted the child on his back and said in a deep voice, “Kid, save your strength. Showing tears to your enemies is the behavior of a coward.”

Ouyang Mo reached out his small hand and wiped away the tears on his face, but in his eyes, there was no longer any trace of childish innocence and naivety.

Little Xingxing’s body had been casually thrown into a ditch in front of the large tent. There was only one fatal knife wound on her body, which had already been bleached white by the rain. Her eyes were wide open, but there was no hatred in them, only panic, fear, terror, and disbelieving worry. Her body was so small, and she wasn’t wearing shoes. Her pale little feet were exposed outside her small skirt, along with a section of thin little legs.

And in her hand, she was still holding a dagger.

It was the one Chu Qiao had given her at their parting.

Two middle-aged people lay beside her, a man and a woman, presumably Xingxing’s parents.

The cold wind blew, lifting Chu Qiao’s lake-green robe. The luxurious dress was already soaked through, clinging tightly to her body. She raised her head, took a deep breath, then suddenly stepped forward. In an instant, her eyes showed no hesitation or sadness, only courage and persistence that pressed forward without retreat, and a belief and fierce energy that could destroy everything!

At that moment, the bright blade light and terrible killing intent instantly filled the entire area. Chu Qiao leaped up, a bright white blade light cutting through the darkness, fiercely chopping down, slaughtering all questioning voices and gazes with her war blade.

Ah!

A sharp scream broke the silence of the rainy night. The wounded soldier let out a beast-like cry of pain. The young woman cast aside all feminine weakness. At this moment, she was a warrior, a cold-blooded, fearless killing machine. Her knife was lodged in the soldier’s chest. She exerted force with her feet, suddenly moving forward, the blade pressed relentlessly against the soldier’s body as she ran forward rapidly.

“Surround them! Protect the master!”

In the chaos, someone shouted. Everyone’s gaze instantly became frenzied. Now that they were like fish in a jar, if they could kill these intruders, it would be a great achievement.

But this frenzy only lasted for a moment. In the next second, people were horrified to find how ridiculous their thoughts were, because, during their hasty defense, the opponents had already begun a mad slaughter!

From beginning to end, they had never thought of escaping!

An elegant blade light cut through the void. The two soldiers charging at the front both screamed and retreated, one of them even had a leg cut off. Blood sprayed, and screams arose. A soldier sneaked up from behind, intending to ambush. Chu Qiao didn’t even look back, she stabbed backward with her knife, fiercely piercing the man’s heart. The young woman stood slightly hunched in the pouring rain, her figure frozen. Then she suddenly pulled out the knife, and a jet of blood instantly gushed out, completely splashing onto her.

She didn’t even frown. Her gaze, like that of an eagle, coldly surveyed the surroundings, causing terror wherever it fell. She slowly straightened up, and then, dragging her war blade, walked forward slowly.

“Catch her!”

A guard leader shouted again. Zhuge Yue snorted coldly, swung his arm, and with a whooshing sound through the air, the scabbard of his Breaking Moon sword suddenly whistled through the air, and then, terrifyingly, fiercely pierced through the guard’s stomach!

“Uncle, kill them!”

The child showed no fear at all; instead, he shouted with red eyes.

After the cruel massacre, even a young child had lost his original compassion and kindness. He waved his little fists, shouting and roaring, like a war-crazy person who had been through many battles.

“The young master orders, whoever can take the heads of these three people will be rewarded with a thousand taels of gold!”

An attendant walked out from the large tent and ordered everyone, but before he could finish speaking, Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue instantly charged forward, leaping into the crowd. In a moment, large numbers of men and horses surged from all directions. Countless hands, feet, and war blades struck at them. However, screams instantly rose to the sky. Almost in an instant, countless howls echoed through heaven and earth. Broken limbs and fresh blood shot outward. People fell to the ground like wheat, the cruel massacre making hands and feet tremble. No longer concerned about money, the crowd fled in all directions. Many people fled almost crawling and rolling. In a cleared area, only Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao stood side by side, looking at the dark crowd with contemptuous eyes.

The man was bathed in blood. He calmly asked, “Still alive?”

“Not dead yet.”

Chu Qiao coldly looked at the crowd in front, saying slowly and firmly, “You hold these people back, I’ll enter the tent.”

Zhuge Yue frowned, just about to object, when he saw Chu Qiao’s figure instantly shoot out like an arrow released from a bow.

Another round of brutal fighting ensued. Zhuge Yue cursed under his breath but still took a few steps to catch up and clear a brief opening for her.

…

In the spacious large tent, Yan Xun frowned as he leaned against the warm couch. Only A Jing, who had retained his original appearance, stood nearby with a knife, listening to the commotion outside. He said in a deep voice, “Master, let the Yan guards take action. These two people’s kung fu is very strong.”

Yan Xun gently rubbed his temples with his hand and said coldly, “No need, these minions of the Liu family, it’s good to leave them here.”

“But,” A Jing frowned and said, “We can’t have a single local person from the Liu family. This way it will be difficult for us to operate in Bian Tang.”

Yan Xun waved his hand and said indifferently, “Wait a little longer.”

…

At this point, Chu Qiao had charged to the front of the large tent. Blocking her way were only five personal guards of the Liu family. But she just looked at them coldly, then slowly licked the fresh blood on her cheek. That casual attitude and arrogance that placed nothing in her eyes instantly destroyed these few people’s confidence.

Then, she once again raised her blade, showing no mercy, the most perfect killing machine of the cold weapon era.

There was dead silence inside the large tent, with only the constant sounds of fighting coming from outside. A Jing’s forehead was slightly sweaty, and he finally couldn’t help asking again, “Young master…”

Yan Xun’s brows were tightly knitted. For some reason, a trace of annoyance rose from the bottom of his heart. It seemed like he had forgotten something, like a voice was frantically shouting in his heart, but he couldn’t hear clearly what the voice was saying. The killing sounds outside were so loud, making him recall many memories he didn’t want to recall. Finally, he lightly waved his hand and said, “Go ahead.”

A Jing took a deep breath, just about to speak.

But at this moment, a voice as cold as snow suddenly rang out, instantly like a long sword cutting through the void, breaking this deathly silent night, casting a terrifying sharp light across the world!

“Liu Xi! Come out here!!!”

On the day he fled from Zhen Huang City, standing under the vast black sky, Yan Xun had told himself that he would never fear anyone again, would never fear anything again. All forces that stood in his way would be mercilessly torn apart by him. He would use his knife, his fists, and his strength to announce to the whole world: The king of Yan Bei has returned, and all the crimes and humiliations that had been inflicted upon him, he would repay tenfold a hundredfold.

However, at this moment, he was afraid. He hadn’t even put on his shoes but jumped off the warm couch suddenly, and then, staggering forward, he rushed toward the door like a madman who cared about nothing.

“Young master!”

The guards inside the large tent were shocked and all rushed forward. A Jing grabbed Yan Xun, not having heard that voice clearly, but simply thinking his master was angry and wanted to rush out to fight the enemy head-on.

“Master! Don’t be impulsive! That kind of person isn’t worth your intervention!”

The sounds of weapons clashing rang out, the sharp sounds of metal colliding. Chu Qiao’s voice once again echoed in their ears: “Liu Xi! Come out!”

And this time, even A Jing froze in place.

The strong wind blew, and a breaking sound came. The curtain of the large tent was cut open with a knife. Lightning suddenly flashed across the sky, exploding behind the woman. The world was a sheet of white, and her blood-soaked figure was so upright at that moment.

She stood at the door, her brow showing faint disdain. She proudly held up her war blade, the blade pointing directly at Yan Xun, coldly snorting, “Liu Xi, you didn’t expect it was me, did you?”

Indeed, unexpected, how could he have expected?

The candlelight in the large tent was blown out by the wind and rain outside. The dim light shone on the woman’s pale face. At this moment, language was insufficient to express Yan Xun’s feelings. He stood there like a wooden statue, wanting to speak but not knowing what to say, only frowning deeply, looking at her deeply, yet unable to utter a single word.

Chu Qiao looked at him coldly, her tone neither humble nor overbearing, without any emotional fluctuation. She simply pointed her blade at him: “Betraying Yan Bei, betraying Da Tong, slaughtering your kind. Tell me, should you die or not?”

At this moment, the Yan guards who had been hiding outside the large tent all moved at once. These soldiers who had experienced countless battles were naturally incomparable to the Liu family’s guards. Everyone was dressed in black, their heads and faces wrapped, holding sharp weapons as they rushed out from the two adjacent tents, immediately surrounding Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao tightly. The archers had already prepared, but when they saw the woman standing in the middle, everyone was shocked and forgot to attack.

Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao naturally couldn’t see this. The Liu family’s guards had already retreated, and the camp was dead silent.

“Xing’er!” Zhuge Yue rushed forward, holding his sword in front of her, his other hand blocking her, afraid she would impulsively rush out to fight to the death. Just a simple posture, but the protective meaning needed no words.

Chu Qiao looked at Liu Xi in the darkness, saying slowly and firmly, “Liu Xi, I represent the Da Tong Guild to take your life.”

Chu Qiao coldly pointed at him, her expression very calm: “Even if I can’t kill you today, someday Yan Xun will avenge me! Betrayers will be slaughtered, with no way to survive!”

With a “boom,” lightning flashed across the sky. The white-clothed man in the large tent suddenly smiled lightly. He raised his head to look at the pouring rain outside, the chaotic shadows, the black sky, his smile full of mockery and bitterness.

Should he be grateful? She finally stood safely before him, and still completely trusted him.

But how could he face this chaotic situation before him?

Heaven had never seemed to favor him!

Chu Qiao was slightly stunned. His expression, his demeanor, seemed so familiar, but after such a slaughter, her mind was somewhat rigid. Some things, she simply wouldn’t think about or doubt.

She just frowned at the man in the darkness, then, holding her knife, slowly, slowly took a step forward.

With a “swoosh,” the Yan guards all stepped forward.

At this moment, the man suddenly extended his hand and lightly waved to the left and right.

Instantly, everyone was shocked, because that gesture meant to let them go!

“Young master!”

The steward of the Liu family anxiously stepped forward and said in a deep voice, “How can you…”

The man’s gaze was instantly as sharp as ice and snow, coldly staring at the steward. With anger, disgust, and even frenzied killing intent.

Steward Lin’s spine went cold, and he quickly followed his instructions, turning to Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue, saying, “The young master has agreed to let you go.”

Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue were stunned, with no joy in their eyes, but rather looking at the man strangely, as if looking at a monster.

Steward Lin impatiently cursed, “Get out quick! Do you want us to escort you out?”

“Xing’er, let’s go.”

Chu Qiao frowned, still looking puzzled at the dark large tent. Zhuge Yue grabbed her arm and said in a deep voice, “Come with me!”

Attacking the central tent earlier was just for tactical reasons. Since they now agreed to let them go, regardless of the reason, there was no reason to hesitate.

Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao mounted two masterless warhorses. Zhuge Yue looked back at the dark large tent and said in a deep voice, “Liu Xi, if you fall into my hands someday, I’ll also give you one chance to live.”

There was no sound in the darkness. Just as Chu Qiao was about to ride away, a sigh suddenly sounded softly, so tired, so helpless, as if all the strength in his body had been expelled.

The man said quietly, “Be careful.”

The sound was so small, so faint, but Chu Qiao still heard it. Her body immediately trembled, and then, she suddenly turned her head.

Dense soldiers stood between them, hiding the man’s figure. All she could hear was the sound of pouring rain. Thunder followed thunder, echoing across the vast land.

The cold wind blew her cold, wet hair, which still had a thick smell of fresh blood, so pungent, so unpleasant.

“Go!”

Zhuge Yue shouted coldly, riding away at a gallop.

Chu Qiao’s brows were tightly knit. Finally, she turned her head and followed behind Zhuge Yue, treading through the mud and silt, galloping toward the outside of the camp.

The wind and rain grew heavier. Everywhere there was heavy breathing. The soldiers looked at each other, watching the enemy just leave like that. For a moment, everyone was briefly stunned.

“Young master!”

A Jing turned around and anxiously called out, “That was the young lady! How could you let the young lady go with Zhuge Yue?”

“What else could I do?” Yan Xun turned around, smiling bitterly. “Should I take off my mask and tell A Chu that everything was done by me?”

The clouds were black, and the rain was continuous. The sun was dim yellow at the horizon. This long, cold night was finally coming to an end.

Chapter 109: I Cannot Do It
In a cave, the three people had struggled to gather some dry firewood. Outside, the heavy rain continued to fall. After lighting a fire, the cave became slightly warmer.

The three removed their outer garments and placed them near the fire to dry.

The night of fighting had left them exhausted. Even the child now sat quietly hugging his knees, not saying a word.

Chu Qiao’s expression was calm. The child leaned against her side, his small back so frail. She seemed to be thinking about something, yet also seemed to be thinking of nothing. She just sat there, her head resting against the cold stone.

Zhuge Yue seemed unable to bear the awkward silence and gloom. His brows furrowed tightly. Finally, with a sigh, he stood up and said in a deep voice, “The firewood is almost gone. I’ll go out to gather some more.” Then he walked toward the exit.

“Zhuge Yue!”

Chu Qiao suddenly cried out as if startled.

Zhuge Yue was surprised and turned back to look at her strangely, asking, “What’s wrong?”

“No… nothing,” Chu Qiao’s expression was somewhat flustered as she hurriedly shook her head. “It’s nothing.”

Zhuge Yue raised his eyebrows slightly and asked curiously, “Are you all right? Weren’t you uninjured?”

Chu Qiao forced a weak smile and said, “I’m fine.”

Zhuge Yue nodded. “Wait here.” Just as he was about to leave, he turned back to instruct, “Watch the little one, don’t… don’t wander off.”

“Mm,” Chu Qiao nodded and smiled. “Go ahead.”

Zhuge Yue turned and walked out, but after just two steps, Chu Qiao called out again, “Wait.”

Zhuge Yue stopped, and Chu Qiao rushed forward, placing the Breaking Moon sword in Zhuge Yue’s hand. Then she examined his wounds, which weren’t too serious. Her eyes bright, she looked at him and said softly, “Be careful.”

Zhuge Yue was stunned. He looked at Chu Qiao strangely for a moment, then nodded and walked out of the cave with an expressionless face.

But as soon as he left the cave, a smile appeared at the corner of the man’s mouth, as if he could no longer hold it back. He childishly rubbed his nose, his facial features gradually softening, his eyes so bright.

Zhuge Yue had already gone far, but Chu Qiao still stood in place. Her expression was strange, as if she were very tired, yet also full of regret.

She sat back down by the fire, stroking the child’s head, and asked softly, “Your name is Mo’er, right?”

The child nodded but didn’t speak.

“You’re very sad, aren’t you?”

The child still didn’t speak. Chu Qiao sighed softly. She gently embraced the child’s small body and said softly, “I know you’re hurting.”

A tear suddenly fell, landing on Chu Qiao’s hand. The child sobbed, saying brokenly, “Xingxing… Xingxing…”

Chu Qiao’s heart was instantly filled with grief. Thinking of the small girl with a bright smile was like having a knife carving at her heart.

“Mo’er, do you hate those people?”

The child might not yet understand the meaning of the word “hate,” but he suddenly clenched his small fists tightly and said fiercely, “Mo’er will grow up quickly, learn kung fu like uncle, and then kill those bad people.”

Chu Qiao suddenly didn’t know what to say. What could she say? That revenge begets revenge without end? That violence cannot solve everything? She didn’t even dare to look into the child’s eyes. Her hands trembled uncontrollably, the sorrow in her heart so deep. She could only gently pat the child’s trembling back, nodding with a choked voice, “Then you must work hard. Even if you can’t kill your enemies, you can at least protect yourself.”

“Mo’er will kill them!” The child raised his small fist with determination, then turned to look at Chu Qiao innocently, asking, “Will sister teach Mo’er skills?”

Chu Qiao smiled bitterly and said, “In the future, you must follow that uncle well, listen to him, and be a good child. He will take care of you and also teach you skills.”

The child blinked his eyes and asked incisively, “What about sister?”

Chu Qiao was stunned. She took a deep breath and said with feigned ease, “Sister will come to see Mo’er when she has the chance.”

This child was truly clever. He was instantly alarmed and grabbed Chu Qiao’s sleeve tightly, asking loudly, “Are you leaving?”

Chu Qiao shook her head and embraced the child’s small body. It seemed as if she was speaking to him, yet also as if she was speaking to herself, her tone so gentle: “Mo’er, you are very unfortunate, but you are also very lucky. Your parents died at the hands of others, and your enemies are very powerful. You could never fight against them on your own. Originally, you were supposed to die too, but someone was willing to save you. Although your home is gone, someone will take care of you and protect you in the future. In this respect, you are fortunate.”

“But in this world, there are some who are more unfortunate than you. Their grudges are deeper than yours, and their enemies are more powerful. They endured humiliation for many years, with no one willing to help them. They could only rely on themselves, being bullied and insulted by others. So, the resentment in their hearts is even heavier than yours.”

Chu Qiao smiled quietly. Her hand rested on the child’s head, her smile so kind, even somewhat compassionate. She said softly, “Therefore, no matter what you do in the future, sister will forgive you, because sister knows what you’ve been through and why you’ve become what you are. But when you do something wrong, sister will try to stop you.”

“Sister,” the child said loudly, “Mo’er won’t do anything wrong. I’ll listen to sister in everything.”

“Good child,” Chu Qiao embraced the child, sighing softly, “I hope you will remember your words today in the future.”

The fire crackled, and the child grew sleepy. Chu Qiao found some dry grass for Mo’er to lie on. Soon, the child’s soft snores could be heard.

Chu Qiao’s expression was calm as she quietly looked at the sleeping face of the child. For a moment, she seemed to return to many years ago, after that massacre, in that dilapidated, leaking house. The pale face of the youth, his tightly knit brows, and their low growls together with lowered voices:

“Survive, even if like a dog.”

In the blink of an eye, so many years had passed.

She picked up a twig and wrote a few words on the ground, her strokes so heavy, as if she had poured her entire heart and soul into them.

Finally, she took one last look at the cave, one last look at the small child, then took a deep breath and walked out of the cave without looking back!

The sound of a horse’s neigh immediately rang out, followed by the rumble of hooves in the pouring rain.

Zhuge Yue returned quickly. He had even caught a rabbit. Smiling, he walked into the cave, about to speak, but immediately froze.

“Kid! Kid!”

Zhuge Yue hurriedly woke the child. Mo’er rubbed his eyes and looked at him drowsily, saying, “Uncle.”

Zhuge Yue’s face turned ashen as he hurriedly asked, “Where is Chu Qiao? Where is she?”

“Sister?” The child frowned in confusion, pointing to the direction where Chu Qiao had been sitting. “Sister was there, ah? Where is sister?”

Zhuge Yue released him and ran out of the cave in a few steps. Sure enough, one horse was missing.

“Uncle! There are words here!”

Hearing this, Zhuge Yue hurried back to find several lines of delicate small characters near the fire. The strokes were deep, showing how complex the writer’s emotions had been.

“I’ve left. Don’t look for me. I won’t go back to seek revenge and get myself killed. Take care of Mo’er.”

Below these words was another line in slightly messy handwriting: “Zhuge Yue, thank you.”

Thank you, for what?

For sparing her life, for the assistance along the way, or for the friendship in caring for this child?

Zhuge Yue suddenly let out an angry shout and kicked away the fire that had been so difficult to light. Mo’er was startled and shrank back, afraid to approach.

Zhuge Yue strode forward, about to run out of the cave.

“Uncle!” The child, afraid of being abandoned, cried out, “Where are you going?”

Yes, where was he going? To chase after her? What right did he have?

Zhuge Yue suddenly laughed coldly, then threw away the things in his hand and stood in the spacious cave, raising his head, his breathing deep. He mocked himself in a low voice, “Zhuge Yue, you fool!”

Outside, the rain poured down heavily, enough to cause another flood along the banks of the Red Water River.

Chu Qiao galloped through the cold rain. Her mind was blank, but all the events had connected. She cursed herself silently for being so foolish, needing to see with her own eyes to understand everything.

Her blood suddenly grew hot, her eyes bright, her breathing rapid.

The sound of hoofbeats echoed as she raced madly through the wilderness.

The gray sky was cold. After riding for an unknown length of time, she finally saw the low-lying valley again.

All her strength seemed to leave her at once. She sat dazed on horseback, looking at the empty valley, her blood cooling inch by inch.

Jumping off the horse, she walked through the mud, one foot deep, one foot shallow. Sure enough, in that place, she saw little Xingxing’s small body once again.

Two hours later, a new grave was hastily erected. Below it were buried three innocent lives.

Chu Qiao stood before the grave. With a swish, she thrust her knife into the ground beside it, then, disregarding the filth on the ground, knelt.

“Xingxing, I’m sorry.”

Chu Qiao spoke in a low tone, her voice carrying a hint of powerless grief. “Sister can no longer avenge you.”

“Bang!”

A head struck heavily on the ground, splashing mud in all directions. She just knelt there silently. It seemed there was so much she wanted to say, yet she knew that whatever she said would sound like an exquisite irony. Her hands clutched tightly at the withered grass on the ground. Her gaze was resilient, yet tears gradually flowed out. She didn’t know if she was crying in sorrow for the child’s death or something else.

“I’m sorry! I cannot do it!”

Her voice choked. Then she suddenly stood up, climbed onto the horse, and rode quickly toward Tang Jing.

It should have been afternoon, but the sky was so dark, with pitch-black clouds pressing down from above, making it almost impossible to breathe.

The wind blew through the forest, making rustling sounds. Everything watched the gradually disappearing figure, including the small new grave.

The wind and rain were desolate, leaves fell one after another. When would this damp, cold weather clear up?

At the same time, a hundred miles away, the gates of Tang Jing city opened with a rumble. An elegant carriage sped out like lightning. The driver, only eighteen or nineteen years old, grimaced as he said to the person inside, “Your Highness, we can’t go any faster. The horses are about to collapse!”

“Hurry, hurry!” The person in the carriage urged loudly, then stuck out a face as bewitching as a demon. Dressed in bright red brocade robes as if attending a wedding, with a pair of phoenix eyes slightly upturned, he quickly said, “If I get caught again this time, I’ll order both your sisters to enter the palace to serve in bed.”

Upon hearing this, the young man’s face instantly showed alarm. He immediately became energetic, vigorously raising his whip and striking the horse’s flank with a swish.

The horse let out a long neigh and immediately galloped forward frantically.

Chapter 110: Li Ce Escapes Marriage
At the top of Yuping Mountain, beside Lake Bonan.

After a heavy downpour, all the lotus flowers in the pond had fallen, leaving only black stems tangled on the water’s surface. Occasionally, birds would lightly touch down, creating elegant ripples. Cold winds swept across the lake surface, where a long wooden bridge built of rope and planks stood. Though crude in appearance, it was designed to blend with nature, possessing a certain poetic charm.

A gentle breeze blew, flowers bloomed in profusion, and white blossoms adorned the lakeshore. In the water, curious fish surfaced, gently swishing their tails as they examined everything above. The sky was a clear, deep blue without a single cloud after the earlier downpour. The sun dazzled one’s eyes, and despite approaching dusk, it still shone brilliantly.

The wooden bridge followed a winding path to a small pavilion in the middle of the lake. Standing alone in the water pavilion was a young man dressed in red. His clothes fluttered lightly, wide sleeves slightly spread as the clear breeze lifted his jet-black hair and dark red hems. His red garment was embroidered with large crimson roses, like extraordinary flowers blooming in the wind. The man’s face was as beautiful as a painting, with a high, straight nose and slightly upturned eyes. His appearance was exceptional, almost mistakable for a woman at first glance. His narrow, elongated eyes swept casually over the people outside the pavilion. Then, his lips curled slightly in a manner that exuded three parts elegance, three parts nobility, three parts cold beauty, and one part genuine inscrutability.

But then…

“Everyone stand back! Or I’ll kill myself right in front of you!”

A shrill and extremely noisy voice suddenly rang out, instantly destroying the image of a secluded mountain dweller. Indeed, the red-clothed man was struggling to raise a heavy-backed sword to his neck, but his small frame lacked the strength. His two arms trembled for a long time without managing to lift the blade.

“Sigh, Your Highness, we don’t care about your life or death right now. The Emperor has spoken—alive we need to see the person, dead we need to see the corpse. If you don’t return with us, we’ll have to report to the King of Hell ourselves.”

A young guard in a dark blue robe leaned nonchalantly against a pillar outside the pavilion, wearing a bitter expression as he addressed the man inside.

Hearing this, the red-clothed man turned his head and said hatefully: “Fine, Lü Yunxi! Despite how much I’ve valued you, today you kick me when I’m down. When I return to the capital someday, I’ll capture your sisters and bring them into the palace to serve me in bed.”

“Oh, Your Highness,” Lü Yunxi said dejectedly, “As soon as I was unfortunate enough to accept this mission, my eldest sister took my three unmarried younger sisters to live at Nian’an Temple. The moment you set foot alive in Tang City, they’ll shave their heads and become nuns. The razors are already sharpened.”

“What?” The man was momentarily stunned, then displayed an angry expression and shouted: “They would rather enter a nunnery than share a spring night with this prince? This is outrageous!”

As soon as he finished speaking, the man turned toward a large man in brown clothing and said: “Tie You, are you also going to be my enemy?”

“Your Highness,” the big man crouched listlessly on the wooden bridge, his head drooping, almost falling asleep. He mumbled: “I don’t have any sisters.”

“I know that!” the man said viciously. “But you have a daughter!”

Tie You sighed again, staring with unfocused eyes, and said helplessly: “Your Highness, my daughter just turned one month old yesterday. Isn’t it a bit too early to threaten me with her?”

After speaking, Tie You shook his head helplessly and said gloomily: “I couldn’t even attend my little darling’s full month celebration because I’ve been chasing you around this month.”

“Well, you’re all planning to rebel now!”

The man frantically looked around and fixed his gaze on another handsome young man with a jade-like appearance, saying with a stern face: “Sun Di, are you also against me?”

Sun Di smiled seductively, his smile extremely alluring. Blinking his bright eyes, he said to the man: “Your Highness, although I have no sisters, my mother has arranged four concubines for me. I enthusiastically look forward to you taking all of them to the palace to serve you in bed. That would be this humble servant’s greatest honor in life.”

“Your Highness,” a weary voice sounded. A seventeen or eighteen-year-old youth whose body was covered in defined muscles, resembling a sturdy little leopard, spoke while yawning: “Are you done with your posturing? If we go down the mountain now, we can still make it back before the city gates close, and we’ll have seats at the Yuhua Pavilion tonight.”

“What Yuhua Pavilion!” the man angrily said. “I tell you, my determination to escape this time is very firm.”

Everyone looked at him helplessly, with a level of mockery in their eyes sufficient to make the Emperor of Great Xia run in shame to bow at Yan Shicheng’s grave. The meaning was very clear: When have you ever not been determined?

But the man still showed no trace of guilt or embarrassment. He frowned and said righteously: “I will not submit to my father’s tyrannical authority!”

Tie You sighed and, taking an elder’s posture, kindly advised: “Your Highness, the Great Xia Princess has already entered the city, and envoys from various countries have also arrived successively. If you escape at this time and the Emperor of Great Xia finds out, his nose will be bent with anger.”

“Exactly, if not for the monk then for the Buddha. At worst, you can marry her and just not see her, wouldn’t that work?”

“Yes, endure for a moment of peace, take a step back for a broader view. Your Highness, don’t be stubborn.”

“Silence!” the man shouted loudly, and like a moralist, he raised his face to the sky and cried sorrowfully: “I already have someone I admire, and I must keep my position vacant, waiting for her arrival.”

The other four men curled their lips in disdain. He has someone he admires? Unless Great Xia voluntarily acknowledges itself as a vassal to Bian Tang.

Lü Yunxi looked up at the sun, sighed, and said in a deep voice: “Your Highness, it’s getting late. Let’s not waste any more time.”

The man in the exaggerated red robe cautiously took a step back: “What are you going to do? I’m telling you, I mean what I say. Don’t push me too far.”

Tie You clapped his hands twice and stood up from the ground, casually walking forward while saying: “Let’s get to work, finish the job so we can go home early for dinner.”

Sun Di took out a long rope and shook his head helplessly: “It seems this is our only option now.”

…

“What are you doing? Don’t forget who took you in back then. Little Lü, when you lost money at the gambling house, I was the one who ransomed you. Alright, I admit I set up the trap to trick you, but at least I didn’t have someone cut off one of your hands!”

“And you, Sun Di, have you forgotten how miserable you were when your mother threw you out? You even had debts at the brothel, and all the girls in the city looked down on you. If it weren’t for me, you’d still be locked up in the basement of Yihong Pavilion… well, although your mother threw you out because I forced you to admit Qiutao’s child was yours, you also benefited—Qiutao, such a beautiful woman, is now your concubine.”

…

A miserable cry suddenly rose, piercing through the clouds. Birds and beasts within twenty li were startled and scattered in all directions. Bian Tang’s most noble Crown Prince Li Ce let out a heart-wrenching cry on Yuping Mountain, loudly cursing: “A bunch of ungrateful bastards! I’ve been so open-hearted with you, yet at this critical moment, you drag me down. Just wait—sooner or later, I’ll have all the women in your families serve me in bed!”

After quickly subduing and binding him, just as everyone was breathing a sigh of relief, they heard a fine horse casually strolling up the mountain path from below, like a tourist taking in the sights. The horse walked until it suddenly noticed them, then stopped and looked over curiously, seemingly very interested in them. Most importantly, the horse was carrying a person on its back.

Everyone was startled and looked toward that person together.

They saw it was a woman who, though disheveled, was still clearly wearing very luxurious clothing. She wore a lake-green long dress with layered skirts and emerald flowers clustered around, both exquisite and not ostentatious. Her long hair was black and shiny, spread across her back, appearing somewhat messy. Long-legged with a slender waist, she had a tall figure—clearly a beauty with an excellent figure.

However, this beauty’s current situation didn’t seem very good, as she was lying prone on the horse’s back, apparently having fainted.

“Hey? It looks like a young lady who’s sleeping.”

Though tightly bound, someone’s sharp eyes immediately spotted the key issue. He promptly signaled to the others with his eyes: “There’s a woman present, give me some face. Quick, untie the ropes.”

Tie You looked at him and raised his eyebrows: “No way.”

Just then, a mountain breeze blew, lifting the woman’s long hair. Sharp-eyed Li Ce saw clearly, then froze momentarily before opening his mouth wide and shouting: “Lady Hero! Qiao Qiao! Come save me! I’m Li Ce!”

His voice was so sudden that everyone was startled, especially the horse. It had been wandering around the mountain for half a day without seeing anyone, and now with his shout, it thought wolves had come. Immediately frightened, it reared up on its hind legs and neighed shrilly.

The young woman lying on her back innocently fell to the ground with a thud, rolling over before she could stabilize herself. The heartless, faithless horse had already fled for its life!

“Ah!”

Li Ce was shocked, his expression immediately changing. He hurriedly shouted: “What are you staring at? Go save her!”

The Bian Tang royal carriage sped away from Yuping Mountain. From a grove on the mountain emerged several middle-aged men in short blue martial attire, all dressed as woodcutters. One of them said in a deep voice to another: “Go back and tell the Lord, the Crown Prince has escaped marriage for the sixth time. He’s reckless and crazy, even more absurd than the rumors suggest, not worth worrying about. Everything will proceed according to the original plan.”

“Yes!”

The man agreed, immediately blowing a whistle. Soon, a completely black warhorse galloped over. The woodcutter-dressed man mounted the horse and quickly disappeared in a cloud of dust.

The wind blew, and the trees on both sides of the mountain path were lush green. After a heavy rain, everything was renewed, presenting a fresh scene.

And Chu Qiao, who had intended to go to Tang City to find Yan Xun, had entered this commercial heart of the entire continent in such a manner after fainting from poison.

Sometimes, coincidences can be so extraordinary that you might think they’re fake.

So when Chu Qiao woke up in that instant, she also thought she was dreaming, which is why she immediately threw a punch and angrily said: “Why am I dreaming about him?”

Chapter 111: Night Tour of Tang City
It was the height of summer, with emerald lotus flowers in full bloom. A cool breeze carried the fragrance of the green lotuses into the waterside pavilion.

Two maids knelt on the ground, one on each side, fanning. In the four corners of the pavilion were boxes containing freshly made ice, emanating a cooling chill. A translucent pearl curtain hung in front of a couch, where a woman in a goose-yellow soft gauze palace dress lay softly. Her black hair was spread out, her eyelashes long, her brows slightly furrowed, and her complexion somewhat pale, yet this did not detract from her beauty. A silken blanket as thin as gauze covered her chest, embroidered with large roses. The embroidery was done in a pale white thread interwoven with silver, which gleamed like flowing water under the setting sun.

Her brows furrowed slightly, and her slender, fair hands began to move slowly. Her eyelashes fluttered like butterfly wings, and finally, she opened her autumn-water-like eyes. Chu Qiao felt momentarily disoriented, looking around in confusion, not knowing where she was.

“Oh! You’re awake!”

This maid, only thirteen or fourteen years old, was very happy to see her awake. She immediately got up and ran out, shouting to someone outside, “She’s awake! She’s awake!”

“Madam, please lie down and wait for the imperial physician to take your pulse.” As she spoke, the other maid went to untie the cord on the bed, seemingly wanting to lower the thick curtain.

The bed was covered with cool blue silk mats that felt cold to the touch. Her clothes were already damp with sweat, and a few wet strands of hair clung to her temples. Chu Qiao frowned at the maid and said in a deep voice, “Who is ‘Madam’?”

“You are,” the little maid replied, puzzled.

Chu Qiao’s expression darkened as she carefully examined her surroundings. “Where is this place? Who are you? Why am I here?”

The little maid seemed frightened and mumbled for a while before finally saying, “This is the imperial palace. I… I am Qiusui. His Highness brought you back, Madam.”

“The imperial palace?”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, suddenly remembering a dream she had where that face was smiling in an infuriating way.

Could it be?

She pushed the little maid aside, jumped off the couch, swept aside the jingling curtain, and ran outside.

“Madam! Madam, you haven’t put on your shoes yet!”

The little maid was so anxious she was almost in tears as she hurried after her.

Under the fiery sunset, by the blue waters, Chu Qiao ran barefoot along the ancient corridor, holding up her skirt. In the distance, lotus leaves covered the blue lake like a canopy, a lush green expanse. An exquisite yet ancient-looking building stood in the center of the water, constructed entirely of unpainted square timbers. It was plain and unadorned, with the natural grain of the wood still visible, showing the concentric annual rings. The water pavilion was open on all eight sides, without railings. The wind from the lake blew through the crisp lotus leaves, passing through the pavilion, stirring the layers of blue gauze curtains that seemed ready to fly away.

As the endless blue gauze fluttered, in the center of the water pavilion, a young man was leaning against a square wooden pillar, sitting with his legs bent. Beside his hand was an exquisite silver wine pot, but no cup, only a few freshly peeled lotus pods, their tender white seeds scattered on the ground like pearls. In his hand was a completely cyan flute. He wasn’t playing it, just rotating it back and forth between his fingers, skillfully flipping it and spinning it like a dance. A thin mist rose over the lake, hiding the man’s eyes, and one could only see his bright red robe hems moving lightly in the breeze, like butterflies about to take flight.

“Madam! Madam…”

About a dozen young women in pink palace dresses followed behind Chu Qiao, holding shoes, vermilion hairpins, cloaks, and other items, their voices soft as cotton.

As she drew near, the man suddenly grinned and laughed. His smile was very handsome, like a finely colored painting. His eyebrows arched slightly, his eyes like willow threads. He suddenly put down the flute, opened his arms, and said with a beaming smile, “Come, Qiao Qiao, give me a passionate embrace of reunion!”

With a “thud,” a fist struck the man’s chest hard. Instantly, a pig-slaughtering scream echoed in the beautiful evening. Chu Qiao grabbed the man’s collar and angrily said, “Li Ce! What are you up to?”

“Ah! Protect His Highness!”

“There’s an assassin! Protect His Highness!”

…

Chaotic screams immediately rang out. Li Ce coughed while waving his hands at those around him: “It’s fine, it’s fine, no need to panic, everyone withdraw!”

After the suspicious onlookers gradually dispersed, Li Ce looked at the young woman before him with a bitter face and said pitifully, “Qiao Qiao, can you please not express your feelings for me in this way every time? It hurts.”

“What are you plotting? Why did you bring me here?”

Li Ce sighed helplessly, blinking his misty eyes: “Qiao Qiao, is this how you treat the person who saved your life?”

Chu Qiao was not moved at all and demanded sternly, “Tell the truth!”

“I am telling the truth,” Li Ce sighed helplessly. “I found you unconscious from poison while I was escaping my marriage. If it weren’t for saving you, I wouldn’t have been caught and brought back by my father all tied up. Qiao Qiao, I’ve sacrificed so much for you, yet you treat me like this. I’m very hurt.”

Chu Qiao stared at him suspiciously, her expression softening slightly. “Really?”

Li Ce immediately raised his hand in a pledge: “Absolutely true!”

After frowning and thinking for a moment, Chu Qiao slowly released her grip and said in a deep voice, “I’m sorry.”

“It’s alright,” Li Ce smiled freely and said with a grin, “I’m used to beautiful women getting physical with me.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Li Ce suddenly jumped up like a monkey, pushed Chu Qiao behind a pillar of the water pavilion, and then resumed his previous posture, his expression instantly becoming melancholic. Yet he whispered, “Don’t come out, just a moment.”

In the gentle breeze, by the blue lake, Li Ce in his wide-sleeved robe raised the flute to his lips and then parted them slightly.

Just as Chu Qiao thought he was about to play, she only heard a few unpleasant exhaling sounds. Behind her, a melodious flute sound immediately began to play wonderfully, the notes flowing and soothing to the heart.

Chu Qiao immediately turned around and saw an old man with white hair crouching on the ground, playing loudly in an extremely uncoordinated posture.

While Chu Qiao was still confused, a chorus of girlish giggles suddenly came from afar. Chu Qiao looked up and saw a group of elaborately dressed young women passing by under the distant willow trees. Hearing the flute, they all looked over, pointing at Li Ce with expressions of amazement, clearly captivated by his charm.

Li Ce remained unmoved, steadily maintaining his flute-playing posture, his gaze distant, looking at nothing in particular. The gauze curtains rose with the wind, making his figure appear even more ethereal, like an immortal banished to the mortal world.

After about half a cup of tea’s time, the young women finally ambled away. A man in the distance waved a red flag twice, and only then did Li Ce heave a sigh of relief and say to the old man hiding behind the pillar, “Alright, alright, you can stop playing.”

The old man had been crouching and hiding for so long that his legs were numb. He stood up tremblingly, sweating profusely, and said, “Your Highness, the Crown Prince…”

“Fine, Master Yu, you may go now. I promise your son won’t have to serve at the southern border. Instead… instead… yes, instead your old rival Master Lu’s son will go. Who told him he can’t play the flute or zither, and his daughter is ugly too.”

“Yes, yes, thank you, Your Highness, for your kindness.”

The old man quickly expressed his gratitude and then withdrew with the help of servants.

Chu Qiao looked at Li Ce strangely, frowning slightly, and asked in confusion, “What are you doing?”

“Did you see her?” Li Ce’s eyes immediately lit up, and he said excitedly, “Among that group of women who just passed by, there was one in a green dress. Did you see her?”

Chu Qiao frowned and said, “I was too busy watching you make a fool of yourself. How could I notice any woman in green?”

“Ah, what a pity, what a pity,” Li Ce shook his head and said, “She’s the daughter of Minister He from the Ministry of Revenue, who was recently transferred back to the capital. She plays the flute beautifully, and she’s very pretty too. The key is that I’ve seen her twice, and both times she didn’t even look at me properly.”

“Is not looking at you properly such a rare thing?”

“Of course it is!” Li Ce said naturally. “Enough about that. Regardless of why you came to Bian Tang, it’s not easy to get here. Today I’ll be your host. Come, I’ll take you out to have some fun.”

Chu Qiao was stunned and asked foolishly, “Fun?”

Li Ce extended his hand, put his arm around Chu Qiao’s shoulders, and smiled freely: “Qiao Qiao, don’t be so rigid. Besides revenge, besides grand unity, besides fighting and killing, there are many pleasures in life.”

The gentle wind blew, the blue waves rippled, and a man and a woman struggled with each other on the ebony bridge. From a distance, only a noise of quarreling could be heard.

“No, I have matters to attend to. I must leave immediately!”

The man impatiently explained, “You’re suffering from a severe poison. You can’t go anywhere for at least ten to fifteen days!”

Chu Qiao frowned and said in a deep voice, “My affairs are none of your concern.”

“Qiao Qiao, how can you be so heartless? I gave up my escape plan to save you and fell into this terrible political marriage. Don’t you think you should accompany me through this last period of freedom in my life as compensation?”

…

“Li Ce, I need to find someone. Will you help me or not?”

Li Ce snorted lightly: “A man or a woman?”

“…A man…”

“No help.”

“Do you have to be so blunt!”

“Anything else is fine, but on this matter, there’s no negotiation! I cannot allow a woman beside me to still have the capacity to think of another man.”

“What kind of joke are you making? What relationship do I have with you?”

“Whatever the relationship, this is an insult to my masculine charm.”

A helpless groan: “Li Ce, apart from women and your masculine charm, can’t you think about anything else every day?”

Li Ce immediately defended himself righteously: “Of course I can. I also care about some national affairs and academic questions, such as the female population and average quality of women in my Tang Dynasty, as well as female body structure and composition. I’ve also pledged to use my efforts to improve the social status of women in our country.”

Chu Qiao, who was restraining the urge to beat him up after hearing the last sentence, asked through gritted teeth, “Oh? How do you plan to improve the social status of women in the Tang Dynasty?”

“Well, I’ve been thinking,” Li Ce looked around furtively and then said in a low voice, “If all women in the world became relatives of the royal family, then the status of women would naturally improve significantly.”

“Relatives of the royal family?”

“Yes, such as serving the royal family in bed themselves, or having their daughters serve the royal family in bed, or having their sisters serve the royal family in bed, or acting as matchmakers to introduce beautiful women to serve the royal family in bed, or… Ah! Qiao Qiao! This is my territory. How can you just start hitting me!”

…

As the lanterns were just being lit and night fell, the prosperous Tang City was filled with noise and excitement.

Chapter 112: The Amorous Crown Prince
A slender crescent moon hung in the sky, its radiance pearly white, pouring down like liquid silver across the ground. The entire Gold Wu Palace was bathed in its glow, like misty waters, shrouded in haze. Bian Tang was located south of the Red River, with a pleasant climate. Along the way were artificial mountains, flowing streams, small bridges, and flowering trees. The continuous palace halls and pavilions rose and fell like mountain ranges, layered endlessly.

Li Ce was like a half-grown wild child, pulling Chu Qiao along as they raced through the moonlit palace halls and imperial chambers. The night wind was quite strong, blowing Chu Qiao’s loose long hair so that it flew wildly behind her, several times nearly getting into her eyes.

Moonlight poured like water, and those red walls and green tiles—some magnificent, others elegant in their simplicity—resembled sparkling ripples beneath the brilliant starlight. Li Ce’s bright red robe danced in the wind like a kite. All along the way, palace maids, attendants, and officials knelt fearfully on both sides of the road, allowing the two to run past. Behind them followed a large group of palace maids and attendants, holding battle knives and lifting their skirts, following in a line like butterflies chasing the wind. The palace’s unique blend of fragrances drifted lightly in the air, and luxurious gold dust swayed and twirled in the night breeze, glittering beneath the light of the eight-treasure palace lanterns, like fireflies by the riverside in the height of summer.

“Wait… wait…”

Chu Qiao, weakened by poison and having gone many days without proper food, was already out of breath after running just a few steps.

“Wait,” she finally managed to stop, slightly winded. With one hand pressed against her waist and the other pointing at Li Ce, she asked breathlessly, “Li crazy-boy, where are you trying to go?”

After this exercise, Chu Qiao’s pale cheeks showed a hint of rosiness. She wore a long goose-yellow robe embroidered with large water-patterned roses, with flowing silk ribbons on the hem. Her hair was somewhat disheveled as it scattered down her back, occasionally lifted by the playful wind, releasing a subtle fragrance.

Li Ce bent at the waist, standing very close to her, staring at her without speaking. Suddenly his eyes brightened, and he straightened up, looking left and right. With a clap of his hands and a smile, he walked directly to one of the palace maids following behind and took a hairpin from her hair.

It was a rather gaudy butterfly hairpin with blue butterflies on it, the kind commonly worn by palace servants. However, the pin was made of purple jade and looked quite exquisite. Li Ce casually untied a string of jade ornaments from his waist—priceless treasures—and handed them to the palace maid, smiling as he said, “I’ll trade with you.”

The young palace maid was terrified, falling to her knees with a thud, her face pale as she said, “This servant wouldn’t dare.”

Li Ce wasn’t annoyed. He simply tossed the ornaments to her and said, “You have no choice. I like this one.”

Then he turned and walked toward Chu Qiao, pulling the two butterflies off the hairpin as he walked. The craftsmanship of the pin was surprisingly good; one butterfly couldn’t be pulled off, so he opened his mouth and bit it hard with his teeth, then spat with a “pui” sound. Looking back at the little palace maid, he said, “Don’t use jasmine fragrance in the future. I don’t like the smell.”

The magnolias on both sides of the courtyard had just bloomed, half-open and half-closed, looking quite elegant. It had just rained heavily, and water had accumulated in the flower beds, making the soil very soft. Li Ce didn’t care about his expensive boots and boldly walked right into the flower bed, causing the eunuchs and palace maids behind him to squeal in alarm. He picked and chose carefully before finally breaking off a purple magnolia bud that was just beginning to bloom, shaped like a small lotus. With long, nimble fingers, he tied the magnolia stem to the hairpin, then held it up to examine it closely, revealing a mouthful of white teeth in a happy smile.

“Your Highness…”

“Crown Prince…”

Chu Qiao looked at the terrified palace servants kneeling all around, a mass of dark figures, while Li Ce seemed not to notice them at all, merely examining the magnolia flower with a smile on his face, his eyes curved into lines, like a—yes, like a fox.

“Beautiful!”

Walking to Chu Qiao’s side in a few steps, Li Ce moved quickly, his technique extremely nimble. In a few movements, he had loosely pinned up Chu Qiao’s long hair with the hairpin, the magnolia hanging by her ear. Her hair carried a faint, dreamy fragrance. Chu Qiao was stunned, and the next moment, she heard the flattering, pleasing exclamations of the palace servants. Li Ce stood before her, smiling triumphantly, his lips pursed, the corners of his eyes slightly upturned, his chin slightly raised, looking very pleased.

“Li Ce, what are you doing?”

Chu Qiao felt somewhat embarrassed; it seemed she had never been looked at like this before in her life. She reached up to remove the orchid from her hair.

“Hey! What are you doing?” With a crisp sound, Li Ce knocked Chu Qiao’s hand away, frowning very seriously as he said, “Qiaoqiao, you’re a girl, can’t you act a bit more like one?”

Chu Qiao was startled, suddenly feeling that these words were very familiar. After thinking for a moment, she remembered that at the Tian City Governor’s mansion in Wu Peng, Zhuge Yue had also once drawn her eyebrows and arranged her hair, then angrily scolded her: “Every day it’s either white or black like you’re attending a funeral.”

Her face suddenly reddened, and she was slightly dazed, when she heard Li Ce laugh beside her ear: “Let’s go, I’ll take you out to play.”

Then the man turned back very seriously and said in a deep voice: “No one is to follow us. If any man follows, I’ll jump into the river. If any woman follows, she’ll never have the chance to serve in the bedchamber in this lifetime.”

Hearing such an outlandish threat, Chu Qiao was stunned, but she was surprised to see that those people clearly changed their expressions, kneeling motionless on the ground, not one daring to follow. Only a few at the back quietly stood up and left, seemingly going to report the news.

“Let’s go!”

Li Ce leaned close to Chu Qiao’s ear, snickering, then pulled her to the city gate, mounted a horse, actually sitting in front of himself and letting Chu Qiao sit behind him, and happily shouted, “Qiaoqiao, quick, don’t let them catch up!”

It was then that Chu Qiao remembered this man wasn’t very good at horseback riding, so she shook the reins and gave a clear shout, and the horse began to gallop on the bluestone road.

“Oh!”

Li Ce spread his arms, shouting joyfully. The night wind was quite strong, his robe flying silently, pressed tightly against his body by the wind. Li Ce shouted, “Qiaoqiao! Faster!”

“Hiya!”

Chu Qiao shook the reins, and the horse galloped quickly along the Great Purity Road. In the vast palace complex, guards knelt in rows on both sides, palace lanterns flickered, the night breeze was cool, and there was a faint scent of lotus flowers. The echo of hoofbeats reverberated across the square, and Li Ce laughed heartily, his laughter bright and full of carefree vigor.

Chu Qiao’s long depressed mood lightened for a moment. The flower petals at her temple occasionally brushed against her ear, causing a slight tickle. She shrugged her shoulders but continued to let the horse run, breathing deeply, feeling the stagnation of these past days dissipate, her entire body refreshed.

The fast horse galloped, gradually leaving the inner city. Chu Qiao looked far back and saw a large number of palace lanterns lighting up behind them, with the sound of hoofbeats, as if someone was coming in pursuit. Li Ce, however, didn’t care at all, clearly an old hand at such situations, gesturing wildly to direct Chu Qiao’s escape, threading through streets and alleys, soon losing the figures behind them.

Now the night air was clear, and before them was a still lake. Flower boats drifted quietly on the lake’s surface, with the melodious sounds of songs and string music echoing above. The clear water was like ink, the moonlight desolate, gently reflecting white light, the rippling waves shining on both their faces, like countless blooming white pear blossoms.

Chu Qiao swung down from the horse and tied the reins to a tree.

“Qiaoqiao, give me a hand, help me.”

Li Ce called out, his voice very light-hearted. Chu Qiao supported his hand, and Li Ce clumsily jumped down, then ran to the lakeside in a few steps, scooped up a handful of water, and said with a smile, “So cool!”

Chu Qiao also walked over, crouched by the lake, and stirred the water with her fingers. The water was pleasantly warm.

Both sides of the lake were very lively, with storytellers, acrobats, street singers, and various vendors selling goods. There were also several brothels and taverns with warm-colored signs, the scent of the courtesans’ rouge and powder drifting across the lake surface, echoing melodiously with those sensuous songs.

Chu Qiao suddenly didn’t want to talk. In this kind of environment, she always felt at a loss for words, lazy yet awkward. For many years, this kind of life seemed to be very far away from her, so far that she seemed unable to merge into it anymore.

Li Ce tilted his head to look at her, the corners of his mouth curved. He suddenly stood up, grabbed her wrist, and called out, “Come with me, come with me, I’ll take you to a good place!”

This wasn’t one of Tang Capital’s main streets, and the commercial establishments and taverns weren’t as prosperous as those on the main street, but they had more of the simple folk customs. Many commoners in hemp clothes moved among them, and children from who-knows-where ran about playing. Li Ce seemed very familiar with this place, pulling her through the crowds, not minding that those mud-legged, mud-footed poor fellows might dirty his robe.

The two of them were dressed nobly, and their appearances were even more youthful and beautiful, attracting the attention of many people within a short time. Some small vendors came forward to peddle hairpins and cosmetics, persuading Li Ce to buy rouge for his beautiful young lady.

After running for a while, they suddenly saw a large elm tree ahead, with a small stall beneath it. The stall’s owner was a young woman, not very pretty, but fair and clean, with large, watery eyes, dressed in blue clothes. Beside her was a young man about the same age. There weren’t many people at the stall, but from far away, one could smell a rich aroma.

“Madam!”

Li Ce shouted before they had even reached the stall.

The woman heard the voice and turned her head, saying with a smile, “It’s the young master, you’ve come again?”

“Yes!” Li Ce pulled Chu Qiao to find a small seat in a corner and said, “I’ve brought a friend. Two bowls of noodles, a plate of beef, half a plate of shrimp dumplings, with extra vinegar.”

“Alright,” the young proprietress agreed with a smile. The young man beside her smiled awkwardly at Chu Qiao and Li Ce but didn’t speak. The proprietress said, “This is the first time you’ve brought a friend.”

Chu Qiao looked curiously at Li Ce, frowning, “You know her well?”

“Yes,” Li Ce said with a smile, “I used to come here often when I was little. I would always sneak out of the palace. Once I was being chased hard by the guards, so I took off my clothes and gave them to a child to help me lead the pursuers away. But I forgot to take my money pouch off my clothes. I wandered around all day and got hungry, and I happened to meet this stall’s proprietress—oh, she wasn’t much older then, working at the stall with her parents. She saw how hungry I was and invited me to eat noodles. After that, I came often.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded, though her gaze remained somewhat strange as she looked at him.

“Qiaoqiao, are you moved? Do you think I’m not just beautiful on the outside, but also splendid on the inside?”

Chu Qiao rolled her eyes, propping her chin on her hands, too lazy to even answer.

A fragrant aroma wafted over as the young man brought the noodles, gesturing and making sounds to indicate they should eat. It seemed he was mute. The young proprietress followed behind, her eyes looking strangely in their direction. Chu Qiao was startled and stared fixedly at her. The proprietress seemed to sense she was being watched and smiled slightly, saying, “The young lady is right, my eyes are blind, I cannot see.”

As soon as the noodles were served, Li Ce began to eat with his head down.

Chu Qiao immediately felt awkward and said apologetically, “Oh, I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right,” the proprietress smiled peacefully and said softly, “I’ve been blind since I was little, and I’ve never felt it was a problem, except it’s a bit inconvenient when I go shopping.”

Chu Qiao ate a couple of bites; the noodles were fragrant. She suddenly remembered something and looked up to ask, “If you can’t see, how did you know I was a young lady?”

“I smelled the magnolia fragrance on you, and it’s fresh, must be from a newly picked bud.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded and said, “Your nose is sensitive.”

“When the eyes can’t see, the other senses become more useful.” The proprietress smiled, and at that moment, a four or five-year-old child ran out from behind, standing beside her, staring at Chu Qiao. Chu Qiao smiled at her, and the child immediately grew bolder, running over to say, “Will you tell me a story?”

The proprietress’s face tensed, and she said, “Qian’er, come back, don’t disturb the young lady’s meal.”

“It’s fine,” Li Ce said while eating, “She’s not hungry anyway.”

Chu Qiao had not eaten for a very long time, and it was untrue to say she wasn’t hungry. She glared fiercely at the man, but couldn’t bear to refuse this exquisite little child, stroking her head and saying, “I don’t know how to tell stories.”

“Then I’ll tell you one.”

The child climbed onto the stool in a few movements, sitting properly on the other side of the table. At this time, other customers arrived, and the proprietress went to attend to them. Chu Qiao saw her husband draw something on her hand, and she nodded and walked toward those people, showing that the two communicated in this way.

At this moment, the child said very seriously, “You eat, you eat while I tell you the story.”

Chu Qiao nodded and being truly very hungry, she began to eat.

The child took several small clay figures from her pocket, all very crudely made. She picked up one holding a small sword, bare-chested with only a tattered cloth around his waist, and said, “He is the Great Emperor.”

“Poof!”

Li Ce was drinking tea, and when he heard her words, he sprayed it out in one mouthful. Chu Qiao dodged in time, but the child suffered. Li Ce hurried to wipe the child’s face, smiling apologetically, “Looking at your mother, I know that even at your young age, you’re a little beauty. I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

The child didn’t seem to mind. She wiped her face, continued unconcerned, and picked up another clay figure, a clay figure wearing red clothes, saying, “This is a very famous beauty.”

“I know, she must be the Great Emperor’s consort.”

“No, they don’t know each other. One day, they met on the street, but neither saw the other, so they walked away.”

Li Ce frowned and said, “What kind of story is that? The two go up the street together, neither sees the other, and they walk away?”

“You have no experience,” the child said. “Great Emperors always sit in big carriages with many officials following before and behind. Can they meet people casually? Would someone like you, casually sitting at a food stall eating, be a Great Emperor?”

Chu Qiao was embarrassed, then saw Li Ce giggle and say, “That makes sense, that makes sense.”

“Later one day, they walked on the street again, and again they didn’t see each other. Then, after another year, they walked on the street together again, but still they didn’t see each other.”

The child held one clay figure in each hand, repeatedly making them meet and then separate.

Li Ce sighed helplessly and said, “Your story isn’t just like this, is it?” He made a gesture with his hand: “Just like this, meeting? Neither sees the other, and they separate again?”

“No,” the child shook her head very seriously, “Later, the Great Emperor’s country was conquered, and he became a wanderer on the streets. He met the beautiful woman again, and just then, someone was trying to kill the Great Emperor. The woman saved him, and they fell in love.”

The child’s little face was very serious, even carrying a hint of sacredness. She said slowly and deliberately, “He loves her, and she loves him very much too.”

“But the Great Emperor wanted to restore his country, and he was unhappy all day. To make the Great Emperor happy, the woman decided to help the emperor restore his country.”

“Wait,” Li Ce asked again, “She’s just a woman, not a high official. How can she help the emperor restore his country?”

“I said she’s a very beautiful woman, and high officials are all very lustful.” The child looked very impatient and took out two more clay figures, one draped with a black cloth strip and holding a small handmade broom as a horse. Chu Qiao thought it looked very much like Harry Potter from a movie she had seen in her previous life, and then heard the child point to this broom man and say, “This is the Great General, the one who led people to destroy the Great Emperor’s country. But he also loves this woman very much, and seeing the woman sad, he feels very regretful.”

The child took out another clay figure. This figure was dressed more neatly, with several cloth strips hanging on it: “This is the Great Emperor of another country, who also loves this woman very much.”

The child placed the four clay figures together, gesturing as she said, “He loves her, he also loves her, and he loves her very much too. But she doesn’t love him or him; she only loves him. But he is not confident; he feels he has nothing left, so he thinks she might have fallen in love with him or him, and so he is very sad. And the other two men both know she loves him, so they are also very sad.”

Chu Qiao and Li Ce listened with black lines all over their heads, watching the child continue very seriously, “Later, the Great Emperor set an ambush and had the woman invite the Great General to negotiate. The woman didn’t know, but the Great General knew, yet he still came, so he was killed by the Great Emperor.”

“Ah!” Chu Qiao’s eye twitched, and her heart suddenly went cold.

The child placed the broom man draped in black cloth face down on the table, and continued, “So the Great Emperor regained his country. The woman was very sad and left the Great Emperor, but then she met the other emperor. The Great Emperor was very angry, so he sent troops to attack the other emperor. The other emperor wasn’t powerful, and he was eventually killed by the Great Emperor too.”

The other cloth-strip man was also laid down, indicating that he too was dead.

“The woman was very sad. She walked and walked until she fell ill, and then she died too.”

The red-clothed woman was laid down, and the child, holding the clay figure that had only a ragged cloth around his waist like a savage, said, “So in this world, only the Great Emperor was left.”

Li Ce stared blankly with foolish eyes and asked, “Is it over?”

The child nodded, saying very frankly, “It’s over.”

“What kind of story is that?”

The child said, “This is a love story.”

Chu Qiao, however, had no heart to watch Li Ce and the child quibble. She looked at the lonely clay figure left on the table and was somewhat dazed. The night wind blew, and the cloth strip around the little clay figure’s waist fluttered as if about to fall off. He was waving a small iron rod, seemingly a sword, in a threatening manner, but looking across the table, there was nothing else—not even anyone to fight with.

After finishing their meal, the two wandered the streets. The story that the child had told made Chu Qiao feel a bit low-spirited. She couldn’t grasp her thoughts, only feeling a bit sad, but not knowing exactly why.

There were many people on this road, and many temples too. Bian Tang was an open country with various religious sects—there were kind, chubby Buddhas, beautiful and charming water gods, and exorcists with symbols painted on their foreheads. Fortunately, the local customs were simple, and people would never fight to the death just because “you believe in the Buddha and I believe in the River Goddess.” As Chu Qiao walked along, she received many wooden tablets given to her by devotees, just like modern flyers.

At the roadside, a crabapple tree was in full bloom, its flowers a coquettish red. When Chu Qiao and Li Ce passed by, a breeze rose, and the flowers scattered one by one like rain, falling on their clothes like spots of rouge.

Li Ce happily pointed at the crabapple tree and said with a smile, “This tree is nice. I’ll have someone transplant it back later.”

A passerby overheard and carefully sized them up, seeming to think this young man had quite a grand attitude, looking at them with somewhat peculiar eyes.

“Look quickly, there are acrobats ahead!”

Li Ce suddenly called out with great interest, pulling Chu Qiao as he began to run. The crowd was packed like a mountain of people, and the two couldn’t squeeze in from the outside.

Li Ce’s eyes rolled, and he reached into his robe, then pinched a large handful of silver notes, exchanging them for a pile of copper coins at a nearby stall, carrying them in the hem of his clothes. Then he clumsily climbed onto a step beside the acrobatic performance, stood on it, and suddenly called out loudly, “Free money! Come and grab it quickly!”

Then he scattered the coins out by the handful.

At first, people were stunned for a moment, but after a while, seeing that there was a fool throwing money, suddenly people from the entire street crowded over, picking up money all over the ground, pushing and shoving, creating a lively scene.

Li Ce poured out all the money from the hem of his clothes and then pulled Chu Qiao through the gaps in the crowd. But when they squeezed into the middle, they were immediately dumbfounded—the acrobatic performers had all gone to grab money too, leaving just the two of them standing there like fools.

“Li Ce, Bian Tang is really good.”

People all over the ground were picking up money, but there was no fighting. Chu Qiao stood dazed, suddenly saying this.

Li Ce smiled, shaking his head and saying, “It’s all right, but you’ve only seen the good parts. However, it is a bit better than Da Xia.”

Unable to watch the acrobats, the two wandered the streets, chatting casually.

Li Ce bought some snacks—honeyed sugar cubes, dates, osmanthus cakes, and chestnuts—packed in two bags, one for each of them, eating as they walked.

Chu Qiao’s mood relaxed, and the fatigue of many days gradually receded. She asked, “Li Ce, you know that Da Xia is hunting me down, right? I’m now the most wanted criminal in the world.”

“Wanted criminal?” Li Ce was stunned, then laughed heartily, “That’s a fresh way of putting it.”

“So you won’t hand me over to Da Xia?”

Li Ce frowned curiously and asked, “Hand you over to Da Xia? What’s the benefit? A thousand reward? Hmph, I’d rather keep you to accompany me.”

“But,” Chu Qiao shook her head, “I still need to return to Yan Bei eventually.”

“Ah, Qiaoqiao, you’re deliberately breaking my heart.” Li Ce said, swaying his head, “But it’s fine, I know you didn’t specifically come to Bian Tang to see me.”

Chu Qiao thought for a long time, and finally asked somewhat awkwardly, “Li Ce, your marriage alliance with Da Xia, does that mean you’ll be enemies with Yan Bei?”

Li Ce turned his head, looking Chu Qiao up and down, and finally sighed, “Qiaoqiao, on such a night, you still can’t forget about Yan Bei and Yan Xun for a moment? Can’t you live a little more freely?”

Chu Qiao didn’t speak, and Li Ce continued, “The war between Yan Bei and Da Xia is your affair. Besides, why would I travel thousands of miles to kick down Yan Xun’s tent? He’s so fierce—what if he hits me? I’ve also heard that the Yan Bei plateau is very cold, with strong winds, and the women there have skin that’s turned red and rough by the wind. I’m not willing to do things that have no benefit.”

The wind wrapped the thin sleeves against her wrist bones, like the light touch of butterfly wings. Chu Qiao smiled slightly, looking at Li Ce, and suddenly said, “Li Ce, although I can never fully understand you, I feel you’re not a bad person.”

Li Ce snorted coldly, raising his chin, and said, “This Crown Prince has a noble status, golden appearance, and a brocade heart. If you could easily see through me, wouldn’t that be losing face?”

As soon as he finished speaking, he leaned forward, smiling and saying, “Qiaoqiao, I’ll give you a chance to see through me, do you want it?”

Chu Qiao turned her mouth, “You’d better keep it to yourself.”

“Alas,” the man sighed, “a woman who doesn’t understand romance.”

They passed a fish vendor’s stall on the road, and Chu Qiao paused slightly, curiously going over to take a look. In a large water tank were many red-tailed goldfish, crimson-like rosy clouds, adorably plump.

Chu Qiao was quite skilled at keeping fish. She had always liked small animals and had once thought about keeping a puppy, but when she was in the army, she had no time to care for it, and the dormitory didn’t allow it either. So she could only secretly keep a few tropical fish. Later, when the dorm head discovered them, they didn’t interfere, and her habit of keeping fish remained. Now, so many years had passed, and just staying alive was difficult—how could she have the energy to keep fish?

Seeing that she liked them, Li Ce immediately pulled out money to buy them. The vendor, rarely seeing such a generous customer, also gave them a porcelain urn to hold the fish.

By now it was very late, and Chu Qiao, not yet recovered from her serious injuries, felt somewhat tired. The two discussed returning.

When they returned to the lakeside, the horse was still leisurely grazing. Several children were squatting nearby, repeatedly trying to grab the reins, presumably wanting to steal the horse, but fearing it might kick them. They hesitated and were unwilling to leave, but when they saw the owners return, they scattered in an instant.

Chu Qiao and Li Ce mounted the horse, and because they now had an urn of goldfish, they walked slowly along the wide street.

Chu Qiao suddenly felt something strange, thinking back to the days in Da Xia when it was hard to tell if she and Li Ce were friends or enemies—it felt like a previous lifetime. Indeed, as Yan Xun had once said, Zhenhuang City was like a huge cage, lifeless; anything inside it would eventually become stifled.

Ah, Yan Xun, who knew where he was now? He had disguised himself as Liu Xi, taking Da Tong’s wealth in Xian Yang, presumably intending to transport the goods back to Yan Bei via the southern border. Now they were traveling under the banner of defecting from Da Xia to Bian Tang, which made it easier to understand why Yan Xun needed to disguise himself as Liu Xi. Looking at it this way, he would come to Bian Tang. As for what other reasons or purposes lay behind this, she did not know.

The sound of the night watch drum was getting closer, and Chu Qiao’s spirit grew increasingly drowsy. Ever since she had been poisoned by that female assassin from the caravan, she had become increasingly sleepy. She sat on the horse, her body growing softer, her forehead resting against Li Ce’s back, and she gradually fell asleep.

The man sitting in front was momentarily startled. He turned his head curiously and saw the young woman’s forehead pressed against his shoulder, her breathing shallow, having fallen asleep just like that.

The night breeze blew, and the magnolia in the young woman’s hair gave off waves of fragrance. The man’s face no longer showed his usual casual, carefree smile. He simply gazed quietly at Chu Qiao, allowing the horse to move forward without pulling the reins.

Bian Tang was a country of flowers, with flowering trees lining both sides of the road. As a gentle breeze passed, occasional petals fell, like fluttering butterfly touches. Chu Qiao, in her goose-yellow brocade dress, had thousands of ribbons swaying in the wind among the colorful flowering trees, like an immortal or a sprite, not resembling a mortal.

The horse kicked lightly, and Chu Qiao suddenly frowned, slightly jostled, her body involuntarily falling backward.

Li Ce was quick, immediately wrapping his arm around her waist. Then, the man, usually not skilled in martial arts, suddenly whirled around, one hand pressing on the saddle, his body leaping up, and in the next second, he had jumped from the front to the back, both arms encircling Chu Qiao’s waist, letting her sleep leaning against his chest. Then he gently shook the reins, and the horse moved forward with steady steps.

The night wind blew, and there was still some rainwater scattered from the flowering trees, falling with countless petals.

The cold moon was misty, the spacious bluestone road elegant in its simplicity. On a slender horse, a man and woman rode together. The man held the reins, embracing the soundly sleeping young woman, while his other hand pulled out a bamboo umbrella from the horse’s saddlebag to shield them. Cold dewdrops pattered on the umbrella surface, making a crisp, moving sound. The man’s clothes were dark red, with the hem blown up by the wind, like a fiery rose.

“Bian Tang is about to become unsettled,”

From a distance came the man’s low sigh. Li Ce exhaled deeply, then smiled gently, a smile that didn’t seem relaxed or happy, but rather as if he were accustomed to smiling while speaking: “When you’re better, I should send you to meet your old flame.”

“In this world, where is there any paradise, you little fool.”

The moonlight spread like frost and mist, and the vast Gold Wu Palace gradually appeared before them.

—*—*—*—*—*—

When she woke up, it was already well into the day. The little maid called Qiu Sui was still sitting on a small stool waiting for her. Seeing her awake, she smiled happily and quickly brought over a bowl of tea, saying, “You’re awake, would you like some water?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, and the little maid continued, “The Imperial Physician is waiting outside to take your pulse. The Crown Prince has instructed that they should be called in when you awake.”

Chu Qiao washed up simply, rejecting the maid’s well-intentioned desire to elaborately style her hair, and casually tied up a bun. She wasn’t from a wealthy family and had never lived in luxury, so now seeing the spectacle of having more than a dozen people surrounding her just to wash her face, she was inevitably dazed. Instinctively refusing, she then saw more than twenty Imperial Physicians enter in sequence, taking turns to check her pulse.

The little maid had prepared a large table of food, with soups, desserts, and dishes—meat and vegetarian—totaling more than thirty varieties. Maids knelt on either side, and Chu Qiao didn’t even need to move her hands. As the physicians checked her pulse, the maids fed her. They would pick up a mouthful of food and look at her; if she nodded, they would bring it to her mouth, and if she shook her head, they would put it down and try another. Chu Qiao felt too embarrassed to keep shaking her head, so by the end of the meal, she was uncomfortably full.

Finally, the Imperial Physicians finished their examination, and more than twenty old men collectively went to a side hall to discuss a treatment plan.

At this moment, there was a clanging sound from outside. Chu Qiao asked, “What’s happening outside?”

Qiu Sui, clearly the head of this group of maids, answered sweetly, “They’re fixing the pond.”

The pond was just below Chu Qiao’s window. She was somewhat puzzled and asked, “What pond are they fixing? What was wrong with the original one?”

“The original pond was too low. His Highness ordered a water wheel to be set up here, creating a high elevated pond with flowing water to raise the goldfish that you brought back.”

Chu Qiao was stunned and quickly walked to the window. Outside, about two or three hundred men were working hard, sweating profusely, yet careful not to make too much noise. All the components were assembled elsewhere and then carefully transported here. Hearing that so many people had been working half a day just to raise a few inexpensive goldfish, Chu Qiao was dumbfounded. She had heard that Bian Tang was wealthy, but she hadn’t imagined that the royal family would be extravagant to this extent.

She would only be staying here for a few days, and Li Ce’s actions made her feel somewhat embarrassed.

She turned and asked, “Where is the Crown Prince?”

“After the morning court, His Highness hasn’t returned.”

Chu Qiao nodded. She didn’t even know how she had returned last night; it seemed her body had serious problems. Since she was going to wait for an opportunity to find Yan Xun in Bian Tang anyway, she might as well first recuperate here. Thinking of this, she slowly sat down on the cool couch.

“Miss, are you from Da Xia?”

Chu Qiao looked up and asked, “Who told you that?”

“I heard it from Guard Tie. He was the one who brought you into the palace with His Highness that day. He said that Miss is a noble from Da Xia, and told us to serve you well.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded, thinking it must be Li Ce’s guard.

“At first, I thought you were another consort, but last night His Highness specifically instructed that you are his friend. Come to think of it, you’re the Crown Prince’s first female friend.”

The little maid, seeing that Chu Qiao was amiable and easy to talk to, fanned her gently while saying, “His Highness is truly kind to Miss. I have never seen him treat any consort so well.”

“Does your Crown Prince have many consorts?”

Qiu Sui answered, “Yes, the entire Autumn Splendor Hall, Evergreen Hall, and Autumn Water Pavilion are all… Well, there are probably… ah, this servant can’t say clearly, but there are many, many.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded, “so the rumors are true.”

The little maid smiled and said, “His Highness just loves to have fun and play around. We all like His Highness; he’s the Crown Prince but still very friendly with us little maids, with no airs at all.”

At this moment, a maid suddenly walked in from outside and said, “Miss, Consort Hong Luan has arrived and is waiting outside. She says she wants to see you.”

Chu Qiao was surprised, and Qiu Sui quickly explained, “Consort Hong Luan is a new consort the Crown Prince brought in, a dancer gifted to the Crown Prince from Huai Song.”

Chu Qiao nodded, naturally knowing what this person was coming for. She asked solemnly, “Can I refuse to see her?”

Qiu Sui said, “Of course you can. When the Crown Prince left, he said that if Miss is unwilling, no outsiders are allowed to disturb you casually.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao said, “Then tell Consort Hong Luan that I am seriously ill and cannot receive visitors. Thank her for coming to visit.”

The maid withdrew.

Within half a day, there were more than a dozen consorts who came to visit, many of them noble daughters from prestigious families. It seemed that Li Ce’s reputation for debauchery was indeed well-earned. With so many women, she truly wondered if he could even remember their names.

In the afternoon, the weather grew increasingly hot. Chu Qiao was drowsy, and Qiu Sui prepared a bowl of ice cubes mixed with cherries, honeydew, and other fruits. Just as she was about to give it to Chu Qiao to eat, someone suddenly came to report that Consort Tang Guo wished to see Chu Qiao.

Chu Qiao was about to make an excuse not to see her when Qiu Sui was suddenly startled, stammering, “Miss, Consort Tang Guo is… is the Empress!”

Phoenix Grace Hall was the Empress’s residence. Chu Qiao had been sitting in the side hall for half an hour without being summoned by the Empress. She was very tired, so tired that she could barely keep her eyes open. While trying to sit up straight, she was inwardly cursing that caravan woman. The poison seemed to not affect her except to make her increasingly weak, wanting to sleep all day.

Ah, she wondered if Li Ce could cure her. What was the name of that famous doctor that Zhuge Yue had mentioned before? She had forgotten.

After waiting for who knows how long, a court attendant suddenly came out saying the Empress was unwell today and told Chu Qiao to return first.

Chu Qiao was furious inside but still knew her place and performed a salute before walking out with heavy steps.

She knew that the Empress was probably hiding in the inner chamber observing her. Now that she was in Bian Tang and her body was in poor condition, it was unwise to have a conflict with her.

As soon as she walked out the door, Chu Qiao yawned, and suddenly her vision blurred as a figure stood up abruptly. Chu Qiao was startled, only to find Li Ce with drowsy eyes.

Chu Qiao’s drowsiness was immediately preceded by three parts, and she asked in confusion, “Have you been squatting outside the door the whole time?”

Li Ce yawned while saying, “I heard you were called by my mother to talk, so I came to listen.”

Chu Qiao was surprised, “Couldn’t you go inside to listen?”

“It’s hot inside,” Li Ce gave a completely made-up excuse, then raised his eyebrows, “I was afraid you two might start fighting in the middle of your conversation, so I waited here to break it up if needed.”

Chu Qiao didn’t banter with him, and walked outside, saying, “I’m very tired. I want to go back to sleep.”

Li Ce chimed in, “Perfect, I’m tired too. Let’s sleep together.”

Chu Qiao turned back and raised her fist, “Come if you’re not afraid of death.”

Li Ce laughed heartily and said, “What I fear least in life is a woman’s threat.”

At this moment, a young guard suddenly ran up to Li Ce and called out, “Crown Prince, Minister He’s daughter has entered the palace and gone to visit the Fourth Princess.”

Li Ce immediately became energetic, quickly bidding farewell to Chu Qiao, calling out, “Qiaoqiao, I have urgent matters to attend to. I can’t accompany you now.”

Then, he hurried away following that guard.

Urgent matters?

Chu Qiao couldn’t help but laugh. This was good though; being with such a person, she didn’t need to worry about developing any complicated feelings that would cause future concerns.

Boarding a small sedan chair, Chu Qiao had barely sat down before she drowsily fell asleep.

In the middle of the night, she was suddenly awakened by a burst of weeping. Chu Qiao fumbled to get up, put on a cotton-white outer robe, and softly called Qiu Sui’s name.

Qiu Sui was staying in the outer room and hadn’t been sleeping either. She ran in within a few steps, saying, “Miss is awake. Don’t worry, it’s Consort Hong Luan outside. This servant has already sent people to drive her away.”

Chu Qiao was somewhat puzzled, “What happened?”

“This afternoon, when Miss returned, Consort Hong Luan and her sister, Consort Qiu He, encountered Miss’s sedan chair on the road. Consort Qiu He deliberately had her people push the sedan, almost pushing Miss’s sedan into the lake. Guard Tie happened to see it and told His Highness, so His Highness ordered Consort Qiu He to be confined in the punishment chamber. Consort Hong Luan is now crying and begging you to show mercy, but this is not something you can control, nor is it worth getting involved in such murky waters. This servant will drive her away now.”

It seemed these people had considered her a potential rival. It was just a case of women competing for favor, and Chu Qiao didn’t take it to heart. She was only secretly alarmed that the poison seemed to be getting deeper—she hadn’t even noticed someone trying to push her sedan chair. She had been far too careless.

When she woke up early the next morning, the waterside pond had been completed. Several goldfish were swimming freely in this expensively built elevated pond. Chu Qiao sat leaning by the pavilion window, reaching out to lightly touch the water in the tank.

Then she heard maids talking softly outside. With Chu Qiao’s keen hearing, she could tell it was Qiu Sui and another maid called Zi Chan.

Qiu Sui said, “She’s ignorant of the gravity. How many consorts are there in this palace? Such a person, even if she doesn’t cause big trouble now, will eventually die.”

Zi Chan sighed, “She probably thinks the Crown Prince is easily fooled. Now look what’s happened—the dancers from Huai Song are either dead or injured, and now none are left.”

“Didn’t you hear what Auntie said? The Crown Prince’s alliance with Da Xia is meant to exclude Huai Song. These dancers from Huai Song wouldn’t last long, and now it’s come true.”

“Ah? Are we going to war with Huai Song?”

“I don’t know, but didn’t fighting break out in Tiger Mountain recently? Although it was a small-scale conflict, I heard many people died. Lord Luo has just returned from battle and is about to return to the capital.”

“His Highness is angry this time. I’ve never seen him so furious. Consort Hong Luan is doomed this time, isn’t she? Sigh, anyone can see His Highness cares about this miss, yet she can’t see it.”

…

Had Bian Tang been at war with Huai Song recently?

Chu Qiao frowned slightly. So that was it; no wonder Bian Tang had chosen to form a marriage alliance with Da Xia at this time. Li Ce might appear easygoing and playful, but no matter what, he was still the Crown Prince of the country. It was best not to underestimate him.

Chu Qiao reminded herself to leave as soon as possible. She didn’t know if Yan Xun had arrived yet, but she had a feeling that trouble was brewing in Bian Tang. Although she had no evidence, she still felt alarmed. This was purely a sixth sense, a heightened instinct developed through years of battle experience that had saved her many times in dangerous situations. The most urgent matter now was to recover, neutralize the poison, then find Yan Xun and persuade him to return to Yan Bei immediately.

Yan Bei was now in full spring bloom, the perfect time for Da Xia to launch a military campaign against Yan Bei. Once the marriage alliance here was completed, the war between Da Xia and Yan Bei would likely break out. They should return early to prepare.

Her spirit had been much better in recent days. She hadn’t seen Li Ce all day, and she hadn’t gone out either. This place seemed peaceful, but she didn’t like the atmosphere. A group of women hiding in the deep palace, competing for favor and opposing each other made her feel somewhat uncomfortable, especially since they had completely mistaken their target.

She wanted to ask about her condition when the Imperial Physician came in the evening, and then bid farewell to Li Ce and leave here in a day or two. She hoped to find Yan Xun before he entered the city, and then leave this place with him.

Unexpectedly, the Imperial Physician didn’t come in the evening but only sent medicine. After drinking the medicine, Chu Qiao took Qiu Sui out for a walk. When she reached the water pavilion by the lotus pond, she felt somewhat tired and sat down to rest. Just as she had been sitting for a moment, she suddenly heard footsteps behind her. She stood up and saw in the distance a jingling of pendants and jade ornaments, a wave of fragrance, and a group of maids and attendants surrounding a young woman dressed in rich brocades, approaching with a haughty expression.

The woman also saw Chu Qiao. At first, she didn’t pay much attention, but after looking carefully for a moment, she was suddenly startled. The young woman’s brows immediately furrowed, and then with a cold snort, she said in a deep voice, “What are you doing here?”

“Why can’t she be here?”

The flippant voice immediately sounded. Li Ce strolled into the water pavilion, alone, unusually dressed in a green-colored court robe, and said to the young woman, “You haven’t even entered my home yet, Princess, and you’re already eager to manage my household affairs?”

“This Princess—”

“Well, well, this Crown Prince remembers that it’s not auspicious to meet before the wedding. Princess, although my longing for you flows endlessly like rivers and seas, for the sake of my Great Tang’s future fortune, please return to the palace to rest.”

The Ninth Princess of Da Xia turned pale, suddenly gave a cold snort, and left with her entourage.

Watching her leave angrily, Li Ce suddenly sighed, lamenting, “Ah, political marriage, political marriage…”

Chu Qiao turned her head, smiled, and said, “I’m sorry to have affected the relationship between you and your future consort.”

“I don’t like this little princess at all. Not even fourteen years old yet, what should be big isn’t big, and what should be there isn’t there. I don’t know why they brought her back—just touching her would turn my stomach.”

Chu Qiao was stunned, then said with a smile, “You can wait a few years.”

“Ah, you don’t understand.” Li Ce shook his head and said, “Even the most beautiful face becomes tiresome after seeing it for too long. So, a man’s interest in a woman is just during that initial period when they first meet, and afterward, it gradually disappears. She appears before me now and I can’t touch her; by the time I can touch her, I’ll be tired of looking at her. What can be done?”

Chu Qiao shook her head and said, “Is mutual affection only about physical attraction? I don’t think so.”

“Of course, you think that way.”

As soon as the words fell, Li Ce grinned mischievously, then leaned forward and said, “To be honest, your injury—was it a setback suffered in the Ping Gui Wasteland?”

Chu Qiao was surprised and asked, “How do you know?”

“Of course I know,” Li Ce smiled smugly, then said, “I’m getting married in a few days, and dignitaries from various countries are arriving. Only the Fourth Young Master of the Zhuge family hasn’t arrived yet. I only found out today that Zhuge Four is preparing a grand gift for me.”

Chu Qiao was startled, “What gift?”

“Haha,” Li Ce laughed heartily, “He spent a fortune hiring the largest group of mercenaries within Bian Tang’s borders and has swept through the caravans on the Ping Gui Wasteland several times. From now on, the trade route between Bian Tang and Huai Song is completely clear.”

Chu Qiao was immediately stunned. The water pavilion was open to the breeze on all sides, with lotus leaves covering the sky. A fine layer of sweat formed on her body. She stood there quietly, then gave an awkward smile, covering up by saying, “Is that so?”

“The young master of the Zhuge family is furious, absolutely furious!”

Li Ce, fox-like, narrowed his eyes, sitting on a wooden block, smiling as he looked at her. Chu Qiao felt his gaze was very sharp as if attempting to pierce through something she desperately did not want to think about.

She stepped back and said, “It’s windy here. I’ll go back first.”

Then, ignoring whatever Li Ce said, she turned and returned to the pavilion.

Even when she had walked far away, she could still feel Li Ce’s gaze like a sharp needle, almost piercing through her shell. Sitting by the window overlooking the water, dipping her hand in the clear pond water, she felt the touch was ice-cold, penetrating to the bone.

Those narrow phoenix eyes echoed in her mind once again, along with the man’s somber gaze, his slightly pale face, and crimson lips…

And his final words before leaving.

Don’t run around, don’t run around—how could she be considered running around? She was just returning to find Yan Xun, she had her matters to attend to, and, he also had his own family.

Forget it, her spirit was good today, she should be able to leave tomorrow. Staying in the palace inevitably caused some inconvenience, especially after meeting the Ninth Princess of Da Xia today. Even if Li Ce wasn’t afraid, she shouldn’t cause more trouble for him. After all, she was a wanted criminal from Da Xia, and Li Ce’s open protection of her was not good.

Thinking this way, she gradually fell asleep. Before sleeping, she still thought of Li Ce’s words. Zhuge Yue was angry, probably partly because of her. Was her departure this time considered deceiving him again?

It should, it shouldn’t count, right?

Chu Qiao turned over. They were originally in an adversarial relationship.

Zhuge Yue’s temper had always been fierce!

Chu Qiao thought this way—perhaps he just couldn’t stand being tricked, so he went back to seek revenge.

Yes, yes, it must be like that…

Chapter 113: Night Talk by Star Lake
Chu Qiao was awakened by an intoxicating fragrance.

The moon hung high in the sky, with sparse stars scattered about. Moonlight spilled like liquid silver, streaming through the latticed windows and gently falling upon the cool couch, resembling clusters of snow-white pear blossoms in full bloom. Chu Qiao wore a pearl-colored soft indoor gown, her jet-black hair spread across the couch. She slightly furrowed her delicate brows and slowly opened her eyes to see the shimmering water outside the window reflecting the gentle moonlight, making her appear all the more ethereal and elegant against the sparse shadows.

Having slept too much during the day, she now found herself wide awake at night.

Chu Qiao sat up, careful not to disturb the maids outside, and walked to the window, gently lifting one corner.

Before the window stood a crabapple tree in full bloom, its branches extending at an angle, with flowers as red as cinnabar, like splashes of rouge against the cold, quiet night breeze. They swayed gently, their fragrance wafting over, enveloping her. The petals clustered tightly; when touched lightly with a finger, red pollen fell, scattering among the wide sleeves of her robe.

Not far away on the clear pond, palace servants gently rowed boats. The sound of flutes whispered, as serene as in a secluded mountain valley, lulling one to sleep.

In that moment, the hardships of eight years seemed to vanish. Chu Qiao stood by the window, like a mischievous child who had stumbled into a realm of immortals, unaware of what night this was.

Not wanting to disturb the maids outside, she lifted her skirt, and with her pearl-embroidered soft-soled shoes, lightly stepped onto the tall tree branch. She nimbly climbed over, following the newly built waterwheel, and descended from the second floor. With a twist of her body, she landed steadily on the ground.

The soil around the crabapple tree was freshly added, clearly having been transplanted from elsewhere. Recalling what she had seen earlier on the street, Li Ce had joked about moving that flowering tree into the palace. She hadn’t expected him to remember.

For some reason, her heart stirred slightly. She turned her head, unwilling to look further, as if afraid to disturb certain ripples in her heart.

It was now late summer, and the night no longer held the sweltering heat of daytime, bringing instead a slight coolness. Chu Qiao lifted her skirt, wearing palace embroidered shoes that didn’t quite fit, and walked slowly on the ebony bridge surrounding the clear pond. The gentle breeze over the water made her skirt rustle softly. The sky was vast, stars sparse, and beneath the veiled clouds and mist, a crescent moon wandered quietly among the palace halls. Its light was hazy, scattering white radiance on the ground like a clear pool of water breaking through ice.

The shore was filled with fragrances, large blooms of white, red, and light pink intertwined, layered densely, and shrouded in a tranquil silver glow.

Chu Qiao’s expression was peaceful. It had been a very long time since her mind had been this calm. The night breeze caressed her face, everything seeming like a dream within a dream. As she walked, a koi fish suddenly leaped up, splashing back into the spring waters with a plop, creating ripples that only emphasized the serenity of the moment.

With no one around, Chu Qiao simply sat down on the wooden bridge, her hand resting on the ebony railing, gazing at the slight ripples on the lake’s surface, and resting her head lightly against the annual rings of the raw wood.

She couldn’t remember how long it had been since she had felt such peace.

The recent journey to Bian Tang seemed to have washed away all the hostility and fatigue from her body. This serene landscape, the garden full of summer flowers, the graceful eaves, and the bracket arms of the buildings—all displayed the charm and gentle harmony of Jiangnan’s misty rain. She could finally take a deep breath and tell herself that this was not Zhenhuang, not Da Xia, far from killing, free from pursuit—she was temporarily safe and could, just slightly, take a deep breath.

Eight years had passed. Even if she didn’t speak of it, even if she remained strong, she had finally grown somewhat weary.

She wondered if the winds of Yan Bei were as warm as those here.

At this thought, Chu Qiao suddenly gave a slight laugh.

How could they be? Yan Bei was covered in snow year-round, with cutting winds. Only in the Hui Hui Mountain region were there grasslands and valleys where horses could gallop freely. She had heard Yan Xun say that on Hui Hui Mountain lived the fairy of Yan Bei, a goddess who protected the people of Yan Bei. She stood eternally on the coldest peak, gazing at the star map of the earth, watching the multitudes of life below with vast, selfless eyes, contending with heaven for sunlight and warmth, fighting for her people’s survival.

Yan Bei, Yan Bei—even its deities were mother-like warriors. Every inch of Yan Bei’s land was stained with the blood and tears of common people fighting against natural disasters, human calamities, and the blades of warfare. It was a nation reborn from white bones; at the root of every flower lay the blood and bones of warriors who had defended their homeland. In every breeze dwelled the spirits of those who had sacrificed their lives for freedom.

That was Yan Bei, a land full of suffering, yet one that had never bowed in submission.

She had never personally seen that high plateau covered with tall grass. She had only heard others speak of it repeatedly. In those dark, unbearable days when they were treated worse than pigs and dogs, talking about Yan Bei, about its snow-capped mountains and grasslands, was the greatest pleasure for her and Yan Xun. They huddled in dark corners, imagining herds of wild horses and surging rivers as if seeing great hope in the cold winter night.

Those who had not experienced it could not comprehend their bond of mutual dependence.

In that suffocating, nauseating, maddening imperial city, they were two hairless little wolves, back to back, extending their inconspicuous claws. There was no wall to lean against, no coal for warmth; they had nowhere to rely on and no source of comfort. They could only depend on each other, tightly, finding the courage to survive in each other’s gaze and body heat.

They were inseparable comrades, intimate allies, and irreplaceable family.

This complex relationship had long transcended simple love between man and woman, becoming part of their blood and body. Many times, Chu Qiao had no time to ponder over matters of womanhood. Her brief life seemed to have been spent running, fighting, and meticulously planning. Thus, she had buried many things deep within. But at this moment, as she tried to reflect, she couldn’t find any thread to follow.

She was a rational person, always had been.

She knew what she wanted, what she shouldn’t become entangled with, what awaited in the future. So she walked carefully according to these principles, not allowing herself to stray. Perhaps such a personality was uninteresting, dull, and dry, but that was who she was—stubborn and inflexible as a water buffalo.

Chu Qiao slowly closed her eyes and took a deep breath. He was about to arrive; she could already smell the distant wind. She knew it was him thinking of her.

“How long are you going to sit there alone?”

Chu Qiao was startled and quickly turned around. Li Ce was wearing a pine-green robe loosely tied at the waist, his collar slightly open, revealing half of his robust chest. His hair was lightly bound at the back with silk, with loose sideburns floating gently. His eyes were like willow strands in March, narrowed slightly in the moonlight, like a sleepy fox. He smiled at Chu Qiao, then extended his slender hand and lightly yawned.

Chu Qiao slowly frowned. “How long have you been standing there?”

“Just a moment.” Li Ce swayed as he walked over and sat down casually beside her, passing her a silver wine flask. “Want a drink?”

Chu Qiao shook her head. “I never drink.”

Li Ce shrugged slightly. “You live such a boring life.”

“Did you come out in the middle of the night just to mock me?”

Li Ce took a sip of wine. His tolerance was not great; after just a few sips, his cheeks began to flush slightly. His gaze lightly swept over Chu Qiao, and then he pointed to a small island in the middle of the lake. “Do you know how many years that tree has lived?”

Chu Qiao was stunned, not expecting this sudden topic. She remained silent.

Li Ce answered his question: “More than four hundred years already. Surprising, isn’t it? Even older than the ancestors of Da Xia.”

Then he pointed to a small flower by the ebony bridge: “Do you know what flower this is?”

The small flower was light purple, with an extremely small disk, swaying in the wind, looking quite pitiful, as if it might be carried away by a strong gust at any moment.

“It’s called Youyan. It blooms at midnight and withers at dawn, blooming only once in its lifetime for just a few hours, yet it takes an entire year’s worth of energy.”

The silver wine flask was engraved with patterns of small delicate flowers that looked remarkably similar to the Youyan. Li Ce tilted his head back for another sip of wine, then turned to Chu Qiao with a smile. “Qiaoqiao, life is short. Morning dew and epiphyllum flowers turn to white hair in the blink of an eye. One must seize joy when possible, not waste precious time.”

Chu Qiao slowly shook her head, saying in a low voice, “But if given a choice, I would rather be the Youyan flower with its brief bloom than the ancient tree leading a mediocre existence forever.”

“Hehe,” Li Ce laughed casually. “All things have their way of living. The Youyan laughs at the ancient tree’s lifelong mediocrity, unable to dazzle, not knowing that enduring existence is itself a kind of brilliance. Standing firm through the years, unharmed by wind and rain—that is a kind of strength. The beauty of the ages is not something that mayflies can comprehend.”

Chu Qiao turned to look at him. Li Ce’s eyes were bright, his smile carefree. She gazed at him intently and asked solemnly, “And you? Would you rather have the brilliance of morning and evening or the beauty that comes with time?”

“Me?” Li Ce turned to look at her, his smile suddenly radiant. “My ambition is greater. I hope to be like the ancient tree, enduring year after year, and also to be as brilliant and varied as the Youyan at every moment, haha.”

Chu Qiao shook her head slightly, saying softly, “Seize joy in life when you can, don’t let your golden cup face the moon empty.”

“Good poem!” Li Ce laughed, tilting his head back to drink, saying casually, “I didn’t expect Qiaoqiao to be such a talented woman.”

Chu Qiao smiled faintly without replying or refuting.

“Qiaoqiao, there’s something I don’t know if I should say.”

Chu Qiao smiled gently. “If you consider me a friend, just speak freely.”

Tonight’s Li Ce was completely different from his usual self. Though his conversation was still filled with laughter and many unorthodox words, sitting quietly in the moonlight surrounded by flowering trees, his voice and words had less of the usual absurdity and more of the clarity of the bright moon. The gentle breeze swept over their sleeves, tangling the pearl-colored skirt with the pine-green robe, reducing the sense of discord and adding harmony.

Chu Qiao raised her hand to brush aside her messy hair. Li Ce looked at her, his eyes suddenly becoming more serious.

“Though Da Xia is in chaos now, with various lords restless and rebels rising, its roots run deep. The foundation of a hundred years remains stable. Though storms may come, as long as the helm is held steady, recovery is as easy as turning over one’s hand. By contrast, the Yan Bei regime, though appearing formidable, forcing Da Xia to relocate its capital in retreat, is internally unstable with fragmented power. To the north, the Dog Rong covet it; to the south, Da Xia watches like a tiger. Moreover, it’s not recognized by other political regimes—truly like sailing against the current. With the slightest carelessness, both boat and people could perish.”

After saying this, Li Ce suddenly smiled, plucking the Youyan flower, and with a bewitching smile, said, “Yan Bei and Da Xia are like the Youyan and the ancient tree. The night is only temporary. When daylight comes, the high and low will be immediately apparent, victory and defeat instantly decided.”

A gust of wind blew, and the purple flower was carried away, quickly scattered into the clear green lake, disappearing with the ripples.

Chu Qiao looked at Li Ce and suddenly felt as if a thick fog had risen before her eyes, making everything unclear and impenetrable.

Much later, when she related Li Ce’s words to Yan Xun, the man was sitting on horseback. The piercing Yan Bei wind swept across his brow and eyes, with fine snowflakes brushing his sideburns. The man didn’t show the momentary surprise she had felt that day; he just remained silent for a long while. After a long time, he finally spoke in a low voice, “If that’s the case, then let this long night never end.”

At that time, she didn’t understand Yan Xun’s words. She just quietly thought that Li Ce ultimately didn’t understand Yan Xun. Da Xia was indeed like an ancient tree with deep roots, sprawling across the entire Red River Plain. However, besides having the advantages of an ancient tree, it also had too many branches and leaves. These branches and leaves needed nutrients, moisture, and sunlight. Like vampires, they depended on the tree’s roots, each with its flourishing branches and multiplying offspring, creating separate competing regimes.

And Yan Bei, though fragile, had the tenacious vitality of the Youyan flower. It could grow with just an inch of soil, quietly hibernating in both severe winter and scorching summer, waiting for the right moment. And Yan Xun himself, how could he wait quietly for dawn to watch his destruction, to observe himself turn to ashes?

But these were all matters of much later. On that cold moonlit night, Chu Qiao gazed at Li Ce, suddenly feeling that she had never truly seen through him. Beneath that exterior that laughed at worldly affairs and defied conventions, too many things were hidden, so deep like a thousand-fathom pool, with water shimmering mysteriously, impossible to fathom. And it was just now that this man had slightly opened the door to his heart for a moment, allowing her shadow to enter shallowly.

She asked softly, “Li Ce, are you my friend?”

Li Ce laughed like a fox, seemingly irrelevantly replying, “I am the Crown Prince of Bian Tang.”

Chu Qiao remained unmoved and continued to ask, “Will you help us attack Da Xia?”

Li Ce shook his head, answering softly, “No.”

“Then will you help Da Xia attack us?”

Li Ce was slightly taken aback, then smiled, “Pei Luo Zhenhuang once took eighteen prefectures of Red River from Bian Tang. For a hundred years, the two countries have been in constant conflict. No matter how shameless or reckless I may be, I can’t sit by and become a criminal in my family’s history.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow. “So?”

“In the war between Da Xia and Yan Bei, Bian Tang will help neither side. Even if Zhao Zhengde married his daughter to me, or even his mother, it would be useless, haha!”

Li Ce suddenly burst into laughter as he spoke. Chu Qiao’s lips curved slightly, and she smiled slowly. “In that case, you are my friend.”

The girl slowly extended her hand, her eyes bright, her lips curved in a smile.

Li Ce was laughing heartily, but seeing her expression, he was momentarily startled. But in an instant, the man smiled lightly, and like Chu Qiao, slowly extended his hand, clasping hers firmly!

Then Chu Qiao smiled gently. She looked at Li Ce with bright eyes, her smile suddenly so dazzling. She tilted her head slightly, her chin pointed, and the moonlight fell on her face like fine silk, creating a dizzying, translucent glow.

She smiled and said, “Li Ce, Yan Bei is not the Youyan flower, and we are not mayflies. The tree of Da Xia, though large enough, has roots that have begun to rot. A few aspiring princes alone cannot support it. Haven’t you heard? He who wins the hearts of the people wins the world.”

At that moment, Li Ce suddenly felt blinded. He frowned slightly, murmuring, “He who wins the hearts of the people wins the world?”

Chu Qiao began to laugh softly. For these regimes that had been ruled by slave systems for too long, such words might truly seem inconceivable. She nodded, looking ahead, and slowly said, “The monarch rules the people, and the power of the people is unlimited. All armies, weapons, silver, and grain come from those slaves and commoners who are despised and belittled by the nobility. They are the most tolerant people; just for a mouthful of food, just for a plot of land, they are willing to give up most of their grain to support others. But what if they can no longer survive?”

Chu Qiao turned to look steadily at Li Ce, saying solemnly, “No one is willing to wait helplessly for death, Li Ce. If all the people in the world oppose you, can your rule remain stable?”

Li Ce was stunned, frowning as he said, “How is that possible?”

Chu Qiao smiled. “Why not? Do things that have never happened before never occur? Three hundred years ago, did you ever imagine that a foreign tribe from beyond the border would rise, cross the Yin Mountains, occupy the eighteen prefectures of Red River, and establish themselves as kings, standing as equals with Bian Tang? Did you ever imagine that the family leader Nalan would rebel against the empire and establish Huai Song independently?”

Li Ce immediately fell silent, his brows tightly knit.

Chu Qiao smiled lightly. Perhaps the current empires were like China’s Xia Dynasty in history. Because they had never been questioned by the common people, they believed their authority was divinely granted, believing that those lowly people would submit and endure for thousands of years.

“Li Ce, you’ll see, everything has already changed, and clinging to past glory won’t work. Sooner or later, you’ll see how powerful angry masses can be. That power is enough to move mountains and fill seas, to summon wind and rain, to turn the world upside down. Da Xia, Yan Bei, Bian Tang, Huai Song, and even the foreign Dog Rong tribes beyond the border—before this power, they will all be as weak as ants. Whoever can adapt to the situation will be the final winner.”

Li Ce’s face no longer showed the slightest smile. He frowned, staring at Chu Qiao without saying a word.

Chu Qiao turned to face him, smiling as she said in a deep voice, “Li Ce, you are my friend, so I hope that when the great wave comes, you won’t be the first to be swept away.”

A cold wind blew, and the man’s eyes suddenly grew distant, followed by a flash of sharp brilliance, like a piercing arrow. He stared at Chu Qiao without blinking or speaking. The wind blew between them, cold, carrying the desolation of the night. After a long time, he softened. He laughed lightly, then said, “Qiaoqiao, I’ve never heard such words before, but I find them interesting. I’ll consider them carefully.”

Chu Qiao knew that at that moment, Li Ce had harbored thoughts of killing her.

But ultimately, he didn’t act.

Although they represented different powers, different positions, and different regimes.

As she had said, they were friends, or perhaps something else. Only, they couldn’t quite define it themselves.

Suddenly, Chu Qiao understood something that had puzzled her for many years—why, among so many vassal kings, the Emperor of Da Xia had targeted Yan Bei first, why he had killed Yan Shicheng, who was most loyal to him. If the emperor wanted to reduce the power of vassal states, shouldn’t he have started with other kings? Like the Duke of Ling, or the Duke of Jing, or those defiant iron-capped nobles?

But now, she suddenly understood. The reason was simple: it was because the Da Tong Association had entered Yan Bei, and Yan Shicheng had accepted new ideas. Different flowers had bloomed on the cold Yan Bei plateau, bearing different fruits. From a standpoint of position, Yan Bei had already diverged from the empire.

It was like a capitalist country suddenly having a political party loudly advocating that all property should be communized—it was impossible to accept or allow.

It was open hostility, an unforgivable betrayal.

Although at that time, the King of Yan Bei might not have anticipated this outcome, and even today, he still might not know what he had done wrong.

Chu Qiao sighed gently, her voice soft, slowly dissipating in the quiet wind.

What Chu Qiao didn’t know was that on that night, those words had changed the fate of many people. Sometimes, she was like a seed, unintentionally sowing green sprouts. These seeds lay hidden beneath the covering of ice and snow, quietly waiting for the right moment. By the time spring arrived and flowers bloomed, they had already set their roots very deep.

“Qiaoqiao,” Li Ce suddenly turned to her. He frowned slightly, seeming to have deliberated for a long time, before asking, “Can you tell me? Why are you so confident? You’re different from those brainwashed members of the Da Tong Association I’ve met. What makes you so certain? Is it because… of Yan Xun?”

“No,” Chu Qiao shook her head. She smiled lightly, then said, “Because I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”

Li Ce was immediately stunned. “What?”

“You wouldn’t understand.” Chu Qiao gazed at the tranquil green lake, her lips curving into a light smile.

No one would understand. Yes, she had seen it with her own eyes. She knew how this world would develop. The old system would inevitably die, and a new system would be born.

I believe that all we need is a guide.

“Li Ce, do you understand? This is my faith, the meaning of my existence.”

Chapter 114: Late Summer Tenderness
“Ganzi incense, Suhe incense, Musong incense, Qinghuo incense, Dinglan incense one qian each, Jigu incense, White Sandalwood incense, Black Fennel incense, Golden Sleeve incense one and a half qian each, Kouzhi incense, Tongue Orchid incense, Niangxi incense two qian each, Cypress Sage incense, Lazuli incense…”

Young palace maid Qiumei was murmuring the list of items to bring along, carefully storing the incense and medicinal prescriptions specially prepared for Chu Qiao by the imperial physicians close to her body. Outside the door were cartloads of fine silks, precious furs, valuable ornaments and utensils, everything one could possibly need, as if they were moving house.

Last night she had told Li Ce about her plans to leave, and Li Ce didn’t try to stop her, only saying that the imperial physicians should examine her once more today and prepare all necessary medicines before she could set out. Most of the senior physicians from the Imperial Medical Academy came today. Medical Director Elder Du gave thorough instructions for quite some time and wrote down all the matters Chu Qiao should pay attention to in the future on paper for Qiumei to keep safe. After bustling about for half a day, they finally left.

Illness comes like an avalanche but leaves like pulling silk. The poison had penetrated deeply for a long time, and a complete cure would not be simple. It required careful nurturing and attentive care, using mild medicines to gradually drive out the poison. Li Ce selected several palace maids without relatives to accompany Chu Qiao to Yan Bei and dispatched fifty guards to escort them, led by Li Ce’s chief guard Iron You, carrying Li Ce’s gold token to clear the way.

“Miss, is Yan Bei very cold?” asked little maid Qiumei.

Since learning this morning that she would accompany Chu Qiao to Yan Bei, the young maid had been in a state of unusual excitement. Having grown up in the palace with no parents or relatives left, the girl kept finding opportunities to question Chu Qiao, her large eyes full of anticipation and hope for the journey.

“Yes, it’s very cold. It snows there for six or seven months every year, much colder than here.”

“Really?” Qiumei started, eyes wide open, and quickly said, “Then we must bring more furs.”

With that, she hurriedly turned to pack things again. In no time, she had not only gathered many furs but also collected hand warmers and braziers of various sizes.

Chu Qiao couldn’t help but smile at the sight and said, “That’s enough. With so many things, we’d have more than enough for the North Pole, let alone Yan Bei.”

“North Pole?” The little maid asked curiously, “Where is the North Pole?”

“The North Pole is a place even colder than Yan Bei,” Chu Qiao explained with a smile. “It’s covered in snow year-round, cold enough to freeze your nose off.”

“Ah!” Qiumei gasped, covering her nose as if it might fall off, then exclaimed admiringly, “Miss is so knowledgeable, you know everything.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes curved into crescents as she smiled gently, “Reading ten thousand books is not as good as traveling ten thousand miles. The distance from here to Yan Bei is ten thousand miles. Once you reach Yan Bei, you’ll have read ten thousand books, and then you can apply to take the scholar’s examination.”

All the maids in the room burst into laughter. Qiumei’s cheeks turned red as she fidgeted with the fur in her hands, saying shyly, “Miss is just teasing me.”

At that moment, someone suddenly arrived outside. Chan’er quickly ran out and soon returned escorting a middle-aged eunuch in his forties. The eunuch carried a feather duster, had a pale face without a beard, and said respectfully, “Miss Chu, His Highness the Crown Prince requests your presence.”

“Looking for me?” Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows and asked, “May I ask what His Highness wants with me?”

“This servant doesn’t know.”

Chu Qiao nodded, put down the fruit bowl in her hand, passed it to Qiumei, and said, “I’ll go for a while.”

Qiumei immediately stood up, “Let this servant accompany you, Miss.”

“No need, I’ll be back soon.”

It was high noon, the weather was fine, shadows were cast at oblique angles, and the vast imperial garden was quiet and empty. Chu Qiao wore a soft, tender green gauze dress, its delicate fabric cascading down in gentle layers like cotton wool. With the breeze, the skirt swayed gently, light as smoke. Stepping onto the bluestone bridge, her embroidered shoes with soft soles touched the stone slabs that had weathered hundreds of winters and summers. Sparse willows hung on both sides, and warm golden sunlight poured like water through the branches, casting fragmented, scattered shadows on the sun-warmed stone bridge. Chu Qiao’s silhouette was faintly reflected on it, also broken into many pieces, large and small, impossible to piece together.

“Sir, where are we going?” she asked.

“In response to Miss’s question, His Highness the Crown Prince is in Yushui Pavilion, and we are heading in that direction.”

Chu Qiao nodded and spoke no more. After all, Bian Tang was an ancient Eastern nation with a thousand years of history. The extent of the Jin Wu Palace far exceeded that of Da Xia’s Sacred Gold Palace. Although she had stayed here for several days, she had seen barely one or two percent of it. Walking amid flowers and willows, she saw in the distance an exquisite water pavilion standing on a small island in the middle of a lake. White pear blossoms floated on either side, and the cyan palace seemed to disappear among the layers of pear blossoms, difficult to see clearly.

A small boat approached. The eunuch bowed, extended his hand, and said in a deep voice, “Miss, please board the boat.”

Chu Qiao nodded, lightly raised her leg, and stood steadily at the bow. The boatwoman was a young girl wearing light lake-green clothes, with her trouser legs rolled up, revealing two sections of fair calves. She was quite pretty and occasionally stole glances at Chu Qiao from the corner of her eye.

The boat docked, and Chu Qiao jumped ashore ahead of the eunuch. Several young guards were standing on the shore, and upon seeing Chu Qiao and the eunuch arrive, everyone’s eyes turned toward them at once. Then two guards walked forward and, without speaking, made a gesture of invitation.

The eunuch did not follow, and as Chu Qiao turned around, she saw the old eunuch let out a long sigh, take out a silk handkerchief from his robe, and gently wipe his forehead.

“Where is His Highness?” Chu Qiao asked, turning slightly toward one of the guards.

The guard replied in a wooden tone, “Just ahead.”

Chu Qiao nodded, then asked, “Where are you from? Your accent doesn’t sound local to Tang Capital.”

The guard replied, “I’m from the northern border army, under General Xu.”

“I didn’t expect Bian Tang’s imperial guards to include northern border soldiers. I am truly ignorant,” Chu Qiao remarked.

“Bian Tang’s military system differs from Da Xia’s. Outstanding soldiers from border garrisons across the country are stationed in the imperial guard,” the younger guard explained.

“Oh?” Chu Qiao turned her head and said with a faint smile, “This guard brother seems very familiar with Da Xia’s military organization.”

The man’s expression changed, and he smiled awkwardly, saying, “Just a little knowledge.”

“Miss, please hurry, His Highness is getting impatient,” urged the older guard.

Chu Qiao nodded, then suddenly exclaimed “Oh!” and stopped in her tracks, saying with frustration, “I forgot to bring His Highness’s cloak that he left with me this morning.”

The two men were startled, and the older one quickly said, “It’s alright, we’ll send someone to fetch it later.”

“How could I trouble you? I should go back and get it myself.”

The younger guard immediately said anxiously, “That won’t be necessary. Iron Guard has already gone back to the Crown Prince’s quarters to retrieve it. Please go see His Highness first.”

“Oh, I see. That’s good then.” Chu Qiao smiled brightly, then followed behind the two men toward the palace hidden among the layers of pear blossoms.

A gust of wind suddenly blew past, sweeping over an old pear tree behind them. Petals fell, floating lightly onto the slender shoulders of the young woman.

Just then, a sudden gust of wind cut through the air, and the light green figure leaped up in an instant. With a loud “bang,” Chu Qiao’s foot landed heavily on one guard’s lower back. Her body rebounded backward, crashing into the guard behind her. The young woman curled her hand into a claw and with a fierce twist, broke his wrist with a “crack.” Following with an elbow strike and a sidekick, the once charming young woman instantly transformed into a bloodthirsty Rakshasa. In a flash of lightning, she had already landed five zhang away, sprinting wildly toward the small boat!

“Swish, swish” sounds immediately rang out as several guards drew their swords, running and shouting, “Catch her!”

Chu Qiao sneered coldly. If she had shown mercy earlier because she wasn’t clear about their identities, now there was no need for that.

She shook her arm, and the dagger bound to her upper arm immediately slid down.

A cold light flashed, and Chu Qiao didn’t even look at it. Her whole body soared into the air, kicking the chest of the man coming toward her. The man howled in pain and fell back violently. Chu Qiao, however, maintained her running posture and continued to sprint toward the small boat.

“Catch her!”

More than a dozen guards, near and far, quickly rushed toward Chu Qiao, surrounding her. Everyone held weapons, not attempting to hide their intentions.

Battle blades flashed, carrying the scent of blood. An older soldier in his thirties charged forward, his blade techniques clean and ruthless. Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, her body elegantly sidestepping along the blade. The sword came down from above with a whoosh, cutting through a silk ribbon fluttering in the wind. Chu Qiao’s expression remained unchanged as her body slipped close like a loach, her movements nimble and flowing like water. Her knee struck with hidden power to subdue the opponent, and the dagger in her hand immediately pressed against the man’s throat.

Spin, sidekick, seize the blade, slash the throat!

Her movements were connected and decisive. When she unhesitatingly ran five steps away, the man finally collapsed to the ground, his eyes full of disbelief!

Flowers exhaled fragrance in the wind, and beautiful trees flourished. Under such beautiful scenery, Chu Qiao’s movements were like a dance. Even killing in her hands seemed to become an art.

Fall! Somersault! Break bones! Screams!

Chu Qiao no longer showed mercy. Faced with the opponent’s clear intention to kill her, she no longer concealed the killing intent and sharp teeth hidden beneath her light clothing. The clanging sound of falling metal was incessant. Chu Qiao blocked two battle blades with her hands crossed, her body immediately darting in like an agile cat. Her lower leg kicked forward ruthlessly, striking the man’s vital point.

The crowd surged in like a tide, growing larger and larger. Chu Qiao’s entire body leaped up, grabbing the head of a guard, her knee flying up to strike, and a line of blood instantly shot skyward!

The small boat was just ahead. The young boatwoman, seeing such a terrifying battle scene, was already scared stiff, her face pale and bloodless. Seeing Chu Qiao rushing toward her like a demon, she hurriedly picked up the oar and was about to leave in haste.

Closer! Getting closer!

Chu Qiao suddenly exerted force, taking three steps forward, kicking forcefully on a man’s hip, then using the momentum to fly up. In an instant, she was like a large bird crossing the sky, and with a bang, she landed steadily on the bow of the boat!

The boatwoman stared at her foolishly. Chu Qiao’s gaze was cold, her body untouched by even a trace of blood, but the shore was a mess. The young woman turned around in everyone’s terrified gaze and said in a deep voice, “Start the boat!”

The boatwoman stared at her blankly, not daring to make any movement.

With a “whoosh,” a cold light flashed. Chu Qiao placed the dagger firmly against her neck and said coldly, “Start the boat.”

The small boat began to sway away, getting farther and farther. People on the small island ran around, seemingly shouting something.

Chu Qiao was initially unconcerned and was about to breathe a sigh of relief when suddenly a great unease rose from the bottom of her heart. Almost simultaneously, without any hesitation, Chu Qiao immediately jumped off the boat. At the same time, a thunderous explosion sounded. The boatwoman screamed, and a massive stone weighing over two hundred jin crashed down heavily. The small boat was instantly shattered into pieces, along with the boatwoman’s bloody remains, all floating back and forth on the water’s surface.

A tremendous bloody smell suddenly assaulted her. Chu Qiao almost didn’t need to look back to know what weapon it was. She gritted her teeth, blue veins bulging on her forehead. If the earlier confrontation was just an attempt to capture her, this attack was undisguised murder.

Her eyes immediately showed a wolf-like ferocity!

She stretched her arms and quickly swam. There were no boats on either side, and she was confident she could swim to the opposite shore before they caught up. Once ashore, she was certain she could escape alive!

However, just as she was vowing to settle this score, a dark shadow suddenly appeared before her eyes. Chu Qiao was startled and then heard a splashing sound. Before she could dive to avoid it, Chu Qiao felt her body lighten, as if caught in something, involuntarily rising to the surface!

A fishing net? Was she caught in a net?

This thought took only a hundredth of a second. Chu Qiao flipped her wrist, and the dagger instantly slashed horizontally, tearing through the fishing net in a few strokes. With a splash, her body rapidly sank, plunging once more into the cold lake water.

However, there was no time for even a moment’s relief. The feeling of weightlessness assailed her again, and everything before her eyes turned upside down. When she broke the surface, she was once again tightly caught in a fishing net.

“Damn it!”

Chu Qiao couldn’t help but curse. Just as she was about to cut through the fishing net again with her dagger, several sharp, cold gleams were immediately aimed at her head. Looking up, she saw several small boats sailing toward her from the willow trees not far away. The guards on the boats were fully armored, each holding a close-range crossbow, their arrowheads a deep blue, aimed directly at her.

On both sides of the lake shore, large numbers of troops were hidden in trees, with long ropes stretched across the lake surface, tightly wrapped around the fishing net she was in.

It seemed the other side had made thorough preparations.

“Drop your weapon!” shouted a guard from a small boat, his finger on the crossbow trigger. Chu Qiao knew that judging from their readiness to deploy a small catapult earlier, if she dared to show even the slightest resistance, she had no doubt those poisoned arrowheads would pierce her chest without hesitation.

So she wisely let go. With a splash, the dagger fell into the water, slowly sinking to the bottom of the lake.

“Bring her over!” someone on the small island shouted.

Chu Qiao resignedly allowed herself to be tied securely, then placed on a small boat that slowly sailed toward the pear blossoms in the distance.

Today’s weather was exceptionally good, clear as a still pond, with golden sunlight and white willow catkins flying all over the lake. Escorted by two strong men, passing through flowers and willows, she arrived at a very quiet palace. The palace gates were wide open, and a woman was lounging lazily on a soft couch, wearing luxurious clothes adorned with pearls and jade, dazzling to the eye at first glance.

Da Xia’s Ninth Princess Zhao Yan looked at her with cold eyes and said lightly, “Inviting you for a talk has proven quite difficult.”

“As the host, so the guest. Can Princess Highness blame others for not following the rules of etiquette when this is how you treat your guests?” Chu Qiao replied.

“Such a sharp tongue!” Zhao Yan snorted coldly, immediately sitting up, looking coldly at Chu Qiao, and said in a deep voice, “I want to see if you can remain so stubborn later!”

Chu Qiao showed no fear at all. Her lips curled in mockery as she said, “That depends on your skills, Princess.”

Zhao Yan was furious and called coldly, “Come here and give this new noble from Yan Bei a proper welcome!”

Chu Qiao slowly closed her eyes. Having fallen into the hands of the Zhao family, she had no other thoughts, only hoping that this woman, blinded by hatred, would not kill her immediately. If Qiumei and the others were clever enough, there might still be time to seek help from Li Ce.

After the time it took to burn a stick of incense, Chu Qiao was once again dragged into the hall, though by now she could no longer stand on her own.

Her legs had been struck with wooden clubs, and her body had been severely beaten. These soldier men, facing such a delicate young girl, showed no mercy at all. Everyone seemed to have a deep grudge against her, their attacks vicious, as if they wanted to beat her to death.

Chu Qiao’s clothes were stained with blood, and blood from her forehead flowed down, obscuring her vision. She weakly opened her eyes, but there was not a trace of fear in her gaze. She merely looked coldly at Zhao Yan, at Da Xia’s Ninth Princess, her expression very calm, even carrying a hint of arrogance and pity.

Zhao Yan’s face remained cold as she mocked, “How does it feel now? Surprising, isn’t it? The person my seventh brother and the others couldn’t find even if they turned the world upside down has fallen into my hands. Such a heinous criminal, what should I do with you?”

Zhao Yan snorted coldly, drew a precious sword, and walked forward with a cold smile. The Da Xia princess, raised on horseback, had a cruel hatred in the corner of her mouth: “I truly hate that I didn’t kill you two commoners earlier!”

Chu Qiao’s consciousness was somewhat hazy; someone had just struck her head with a club, and her eyes kept blinking in and out of the darkness. She looked at Zhao Yan but couldn’t see her face. Her face seemed to ripple like water, gradually rewinding to her childhood appearance, standing haughtily among the crowd. Back then, Zhao Yan, because of a quarrel with Zhao Chun’er, always tried to bully Yan Xun, whom Zhao Chun’er cared about. That was their most difficult time in the Sacred Gold Palace, almost daily bearing injuries. In those days when even resistance was not allowed, they made so many vows that were gradually forgotten over the years.

She smiled gently, her eyes full of disdain. She looked at Zhao Yan and said coldly, “I will remember this day.”

Zhao Yan flew into a rage, “How dare you! Even at this point, you still dare to threaten me!”

Chu Qiao sneered, looking at Zhao Yan with such contempt. She breathed slightly and said lightly, “Given our current situation, if you want to kill me, you have many ways. Officially, you could notify Da Xia, pressure Bian Tang, force Li Ce to let me leave the palace, and then intercept and kill me on the road. Privately, you could bribe my maids, bribe the imperial physicians treating me, and kill me invisibly. But you didn’t do that. You made it ostentatious, you made it blatant. You think you’re intimidating those who might underestimate you, you think this is the first fire you’re setting in the Bian Tang imperial palace, and from now on, those women of the Crown Prince will have to fear you, and you, the Da Xia princess, will rise in status within Jin Wu Palace. But have you thought about how this puts Li Ce in a difficult position? How does it affect Yan Bei? You’re not representing Da Xia but have purely become a jealous woman. You’ve lost your originally justified stance and become overbearing and unreasonable, throwing Bian Tang’s face into the mud. Are you still proud of such actions? Are you still pleased with yourself?”

Chu Qiao snorted disdainfully, her eyes sweeping contemptuously over Zhao Yan’s changing face, and said coldly, “Zhao Yan, you are a fool, as you were before, and still are now. It seems the pain of Da Xia’s lost capital has not awakened you; you still haven’t made any progress.”

“Shut up!”

Zhao Yan suddenly shouted, slapping Chu Qiao hard across the face.

Chu Qiao slowly turned her head back, her eyes fierce, and said in a deep voice, “This slap, I have noted. Someday, I will make you repay it tenfold!”

“I’m afraid you won’t have the chance!”

Zhao Yan raised the precious sword in her hand. Chu Qiao crouched on the ground, and as everyone’s attention was focused on Zhao Yan, her fingers secretly reached for the last dagger on her thigh.

This was her last resort for survival. If she could subdue Zhao Yan, she would have a chance to escape. Even at the cost of taking a heavy blow, she had to strike decisively!

The sword revealed its sharp edge, gleaming coldly. Just as the sword was about to pierce Chu Qiao’s chest, a thunderous shout suddenly came. The door panels split with a crack, and two guards instantly flew in, crashing heavily to the ground!

“Smack!”

A crisp sound immediately echoed throughout the hall. No one even saw clearly how the newcomer had entered; the figure was too fast, almost beyond the eye’s ability to distinguish. There were auspicious cloud patterns on the dark red hem of his clothes and light golden boots strode onto the soft South Si carpet. The man struck down the sword-wielding princess with one palm, and the guards behind him charged into the great hall like wolves and tigers, pinning down the frightened Da Xia attendants in a few moves.

Li Ce crouched in front of Chu Qiao, his eyebrows, which usually appeared lighthearted, tightly furrowed, his eyes seeming to contain ice. He showed no particular anger, nor did he reveal any emotion, but the usual pretense and concealment had completely receded. He extended his fingers, wanting to lift Chu Qiao up, but not knowing where to start. His fingertips trembled slightly, revealing a hint of lack of control.

Zhao Yan got up from the ground, covering her face in disbelief and shouting, “Crown Prince Li! How dare you…”

“Shut your mouth.”

The deep voice slowly sounded no longer the usual flippant tone, but cold, calm, and even tinged with angry bloodthirst. He didn’t turn around but said slowly in an almost cruel tone, “Before I lose control and kill you, get out.”

Zhao Yan’s eyes were red, her hairpins in disarray. Her angry voice trembled slightly as she pointed at Chu Qiao and shouted, “How dare you speak to me like this? What is her status? A lowly commoner! I am a princess of Da Xia, your future wife, how dare you…”

“Someone, throw her out.”

“Yes!”

A deep voice immediately responded. Two strong guards stepped forward and seized Zhao Yan. The entire room was instantly filled with Zhao Yan’s hysterical screams, like a crazed night owl or a cat with its tail cut off.

With a dull thud, accompanied by Zhao Yan’s scream, she was thrown out the door by Li Ce’s attendants.

The door was closed, and the Da Xia attendants on the ground were also dragged out like dead dogs.

Li Ce still crouched in front of Chu Qiao, his brows tightly furrowed, his expression very serious, silent for a long time.

Chu Qiao looked at him and finally sighed helplessly, “Aren’t you going to help me up?”

“You can still talk, which proves you won’t die.”

Still his usual tone, but looking into his eyes, Chu Qiao could not detect any mockery or playfulness. He looked at her very seriously, his expression so tense that, although he was trying hard to conceal it, Chu Qiao could still sense his anxiety and trepidation.

She had to nod. There was an inexplicable feeling surging in her chest. She responded with a slightly heavy voice, very affirmatively and seriously, “Yes, I won’t die.”

“Phew…”

They were so close that Chu Qiao could almost feel Li Ce’s long exhale of relief. The man’s tense expression immediately relaxed. He looked at Chu Qiao and suddenly lowered his head, as if he were the injured one, irresponsibly resting his forehead on Chu Qiao’s shoulder, but so lightly, without any pressure.

Yet Chu Qiao could still feel that the strength in his body seemed to be drained in an instant.

“Thank goodness…”

The man murmured, his voice so low that Chu Qiao couldn’t make out the rest.

The afternoon wind was still so stuffy, and sunlight shot through the window, casting a bright patch of light. Li Ce wore a dark red robe with densely embroidered dark black roses in tiny stitches. His skin was somewhat pale, with neat sideburns, only slightly damp, as if there were tiny drops of sweat.

Li Ce raised his head but didn’t look up. He simply knelt on one knee on the ground, then reached out to gently lift Chu Qiao’s neck and the crook of her legs. Chu Qiao’s body tensed, and the wounds immediately burned with pain. Her fine eyebrows frowned slightly, and her face immediately paled.

Li Ce saw this but didn’t show it on his face. He just quietly looked at her, waiting for her pain to pass, then more carefully moved closer, taking her into his arms.

“Bear with it a little.”

The deep voice sounded in her ear. Chu Qiao nodded slightly, and Li Ce immediately exerted force, standing up in one motion.

The guards on both sides bowed respectfully with lowered heads. The door was opened, and the outside sunlight was blindingly bright. As soon as they went out, they saw Zhao Yan standing stubbornly in the courtyard. The girl of only fourteen or fifteen had a particularly sharp demeanor, looking imposingly at Li Ce and Chu Qiao, her eyes as if she wanted to dig a hole in them.

Li Ce’s gaze swept lazily over her face, and then he said to the attendants behind him, “Before nightfall, send the Ninth Princess away from Tang Capital. Within seven days, I want her out of Bian Tang territory. After that, she is never to set foot in Bian Tang again for the rest of her life.”

Upon hearing this, Zhao Yan raised her eyebrows and stepped forward to speak, but was firmly held back by her personal maid behind her.

Sun Di, in an elegant long robe, with a different kind of grace, frowned slightly and said in a deep voice, “Your Highness, this may not be appropriate. The Ninth Princess is, after all, Da Xia’s official marriage envoy. Although not the primary wife, the betrothal has been sent down. Doing this might affect diplomatic relations between the two countries.”

Hearing this, Zhao Yan’s expression softened slightly. She looked at Li Ce provocatively, as if she thought he couldn’t do anything to her.

“Do you think Da Xia is still the northern tiger that could dictate terms six months ago?”

Li Ce snorted disdainfully, his narrow eyes coldly sweeping toward the Da Xia attendants prostrating on the ground, and said lightly, “Tell the Emperor of Xia, if he wants a marriage alliance, send someone with better home training. This woman, I, Li Ce, dare not accept.”

With that, he carried Chu Qiao forward. Sun Di was startled and followed behind, asking, “What about these people…”

“Kill them all.”

Li Ce’s voice echoed lightly in the breeze: “Coming to my Bian Tang territory and still daring to be so arrogant and presumptuous, how could we let them leave the royal domain? The Ninth Princess would be lonely traveling alone. Sun Di, find some ruffian soldiers to escort her.”

A huge gasp immediately sounded from behind, followed by a moment of silence, then desperate roars and pleading cries rang out.

The sound was so sharp it almost pierced through the high clouds of the afternoon.

Willows hung low along the shore of the azure lake, their branches and leaves stretching out like newly drawn eyebrows. Li Ce carried Chu Qiao horizontally, walking in front, thousands of silk ribbons swaying in the wind, blowing through their entwined hems and thick black hair. The cool breeze from the lake carried a refreshing, lush green water vapor that cleared the mind. The emerald waves seemed to pour out, rippling brilliantly. Chu Qiao suddenly felt dizzy, not knowing if it was from her old wounds acting up or from exhaustion. She could barely keep her eyes open.

“Sleep for a while.”

The man’s voice sounded in her ear, carrying a reassuring taste, different from his usual laughter and curses. His arms holding her tightened slightly, and then he said softly, “It’s alright now.”

Yes, it’s alright now.

Chu Qiao slowly exhaled. She had known all along that nothing would happen, hadn’t she? This was, after all, Li the Fox’s territory. Who could be more cunning than him? He would come to save her.

She seemed to have always thought this way, even when facing Zhao Yan’s sword, she didn’t panic weakly.

Her head was heavy, resting heavily on Li Ce’s chest. She had once thought this man must be like cotton, unable to withstand wind and rain, but now, lying in his arms, this feeling was instantly shattered. He was also a man with strong shoulders, warm, and able to block many external frosts.

Shallow breathing sounded from his arms. Li Ce looked down, his gaze momentarily dazed.

Azure waves rippled, willow branches swayed. The man’s tightly furrowed brows gradually relaxed. He thought he should immediately summon the imperial physicians, use the best medicine and the best doctors, and then, the journey to Yan Bei would have to be delayed.

The summer breeze was gentle. At the tail end of summer, a hundred flowers gave off a subtle fragrance, the warm wind caressed gently, and in the distance, lotus leaves covered the sky—the last remaining lotus of the season.

Chapter 115: The Long and Difficult Path
At dusk, a light rain began to fall. The moon rose from behind the willow trees, just a sliver of silver-white, weaving through wisps of clouds, as delicate as a beautiful woman’s eyebrow.

The imperial physicians departed from Mihe Residence in groups, a procession of blue umbrellas swaying, their wide blue official robes dragging across the ground. Their cyan boots stepped in shallow puddles, splashing fine droplets of water. Medicine boys carrying large medicine boxes bent at the waist as they attended at one side, dressed in light blue robes, looking like graceful plantain leaves drifting in the rain.

Outside the window, the remaining lotus flowers finally scattered in this rain, disturbing the last clear pool of water. A little maid ran lightly into the outer chamber, the hair on her forehead already wet. Qiusui quietly called to her, and the two young children gathered under the corridor to whisper. Though their voices were low, they still drifted faintly into the inner chamber.

“The lotus flowers have all been scattered. The rain is ice-cold. Summer Aunt said the Crown Prince loves lotus flowers the most, so she asked us to hold umbrellas over them.”

Qiusui sighed with the wisdom of someone older: “What’s the use of doing that? What’s meant to wither will still wither. The people from Jinse Palace are going too far with their flattery.”

“Indeed, it’s September already, autumn has arrived.”

…

The maids left together, their voices growing fainter until they could no longer be heard. Outside the ebony window, a strip of twilight hung delicately on the treetops, soaked in cold moonlight, smooth as silver. All around was silent, with only occasional birds flying past, quickly calling strangely as they flew away.

This room had not been lived in for a long time. The chamber was extremely large, and somewhat empty, with a huge sandalwood bed facing north, layered with green gauze embroidered with golden phoenix birds. When the wind blew, it resembled a mass of lotus leaves swaying in the breeze, or like layers of misty pavilions, floating and spiraling.

The south-facing windows were wide open. Beyond the railings was a pool full of clear lotus. Now the wind and rain outside suddenly intensified, and the lotus leaves moved with the wind, already showing signs of decline after reaching their peak. Servants eager to please their master paddled small boats, holding large umbrellas over the last pool of green lotus in the cool rain.

Li Ce sat in a chair, his fingers lightly tracing the seat. The red lacquer with five blessings and longevity was already mottled. The servants had hurriedly prepared this room but hadn’t had time to repaint it. His fingertips felt the uneven bumps on the surface. Li Ce didn’t mind; his eyes seemed both closed yet open, narrowed into a slit, watching the woman lying on the bed.

Chu Qiao wore a light cyan phoenix robe with a white silk lining. The cyan gauze was embroidered with light gray daisies, blooming one by one prettily, restrained and modest, quietly blossoming. Her face was very pale, her brows tightly furrowed, her small face no bigger than a palm, with a pointed chin. She curled up, looking somewhat pitiful.

The imperial physicians had already left, having repeated reassuring words thousands of times, yet the air still seemed to float with tense particles, making people feel depressed.

Moonlight spilled onto the ground, making the spacious hall seem so empty. There was no furniture, no decorations, just a large bed and a chair. The floor was made of ebony wood; stepping on it felt solid, very hard.

In such a place, even speaking a word seemed to echo responses from all directions, so spacious, so desolate, and decayed.

But this place was closest to Li Ce’s Crown Prince’s Palace. Many years ago, Li Ce grew up right here, and Mihe Residence once had its days of glory with visitors coming and going. But at some point, this place was sealed off, with crimson ribbons bearing the rose insignia symbolizing royal dignity. Since then, it has never been opened again.

In the blink of an eye, more than six years had passed.

Chu Qiao moved slightly, feeling a bit cold as the breeze blew by.

Li Ce stood up, his embroidered boots stepping on the slightly damp floor, walked to the window and closed it, then returned to the bedside. Extending his long fingers, he lifted the green gauze curtains layer by layer, and the woman’s face gradually became clear.

Long eyelashes, a pretty nose, cherry-red lips, delicate ears, a slender neck…

His hand extended toward the woman’s body, seemingly wanting to pull up her blanket, but the wind and rain outside suddenly grew stronger, pattering against the window frames. The moon was dim, its pale light falling on Chu Qiao’s jet-black hair at her temples, revealing a glossy yet cold luster, so thin, yet with a hint of icy indifference.

His fingers stopped an inch away from her body, gradually stiffening, finally freezing in a suspended gesture.

The moonlight was still, casting a long shadow beneath him, dim and so thin.

The night watch drums sounded softly. In this picturesque imperial capital of Biantang, even the watch sounds were played with vermilion zithers, sounding so crisp and melodious, like a gentle breeze.

After an unknown length of time, the moon rose, hung high, then tilted away again. The sound of rain gradually disappeared, and the man finally withdrew his frozen gaze, slowly turned around, and stepped out of that secluded palace gate. His dark red embroidered robe dragged across the heavy ground, like an aged hand turning yellowed book pages, inch by inch, recalling so many bygone days.

The door opened, and Sun Di stood with his arms folded, leaning against a pillar. Seeing him come out, he suddenly looked up and smiled lightly.

Li Ce seemed not to see him, just walking straight ahead.

“Your Highness, Jade Dress Pavilion’s Lady Yu has come twice. Hearing that Your Highness caught a cold in the rain, she specially prepared ginseng soup and is waiting in the palace.”

Li Ce did not answer, continuing to walk forward as if he hadn’t heard.

Sun Di’s voice became increasingly cheerful, smiling as he said: “Liufu Pavilion’s dancer Liu Liu has specially sent a maid with many valuable medicines for injuries, saying they’re for treating Miss Chu’s wounds.”

“Tang Ran Palace’s Lady Tang is said to have gone to South Buddha Temple to pray for Your Highness and Miss Chu. After hearing this, the ladies of several other palaces also followed. Now the monks at South Buddha Temple probably have no place to stand. These ladies suddenly worshipping Buddha together is quite a spectacular scene.”

“Also…”

The night breeze was cool, and the fine rain had also retreated. Behind the two men followed a large group of guards and palace maids, all trailing far behind, not daring to come forward.

Sun Di suddenly seemed to remember something, exclaiming: “Oh! Minister He’s daughter also entered the palace this afternoon. After hearing about the palace incident, she resolutely stayed in the Fourth Princess’s chambers, saying she wanted to wait for Your Highness to have time to pay respects.”

“What exactly are you trying to say?” a deep voice slowly sounded, completely lacking the usual laziness and frivolity.

Sun Di smiled, saying with a grin: “This servant was thinking, with so many interesting things happening, isn’t Your Highness curious to take a look?”

Li Ce remained silent. Sun Di raised his eyebrows, smiling as he said: “Your Highness, this isn’t like you.”

“Me?” Li Ce chuckled, yet his voice contained not a trace of joy: “I can barely remember what I’m like anymore.”

Sun Di laughed heartily as if he had heard the funniest joke in the world: “Such dejected words don’t sound like they’re coming from your mouth, Your Highness.”

“Fingers touching thousands of tender backs, tongue-tasting crimson lips from all directions. My Crown Prince, when have you ever been so absent-minded, when have you been so lost?”

A fresh breeze blew by, with large rain-blackened begonias lining both sides of the path. Li Ce stood under a tree, his gaze becoming very distant. There seemed to be a struggle, yet also a calmness. Finally, he turned around, all dejection gone from his face, returning to the unrestrained appearance of the Great Tang Crown Prince. With a hearty laugh, he loudly said: “You’re right. One must seize the day’s joy, not let the golden cup face the moon empty. Sun Di, summon all the ladies and dancers to attend collectively at the Crown Prince’s Palace. Call back those who are praying too. Tomorrow, tear down that temple and build a new one… just to enshrine… just to enshrine a Joyful Buddha, haha!”

“One must seize the day’s joy, not let the golden cup face the moon empty.” Sun Di murmured for a moment, then smiled: “Your Highness, what fine poetry!”

Li Ce gave a casual laugh, shamelessly claiming others’ work as his own.

In no time, sounds of jubilant songs and dances came from the direction of the Crown Prince’s Palace, voluptuously flamboyant, with swaying skirts, and waists flowing like water. The gentle fragrance of wine drifted away, spreading in all directions to the clear pools and pavilions. The women’s tender songs and dances followed the water’s flow, spreading across the entire palace, floating and swaying between every eave and bracket.

Flowers nod on branches, golden cups never empty—another night of revelry and peace.

Under a small pavilion at Mihe Residence, two senior imperial physicians were on night duty. One stood by the window, gazing at the clamor of the Crown Prince’s Palace in the distance, sighing: “I thought when the Crown Prince reopened Mihe Residence and summoned all the imperial physicians for consultation, he must truly care about this Miss Chu. But now it seems, not so much after all.”

The other physician held a small hand warmer. Now that autumn had arrived, the nights were cool. The elderly man was dressed warmly, with his aged eyes slightly closed. Hearing this, he didn’t look up, but just said faintly: “Still hoping for red rain from heaven? Don’t dream. After Princess Fu’s passing, alas…”

The physician by the window clearly understood and sighed helplessly.

The night breeze was thin and cool, blowing through layer upon layer of embroidery. This luxurious palace buried how many people’s silent heartaches, and carried how many sorrows.

The sound of zither strings broke through the midnight mist, disturbing the dust of the splendid palace. Beneath the accumulated ancient charm of a thousand years lay boundless luxurious splendor and desolate loneliness of decaying dust.

After two days of continuous rain, flowers fell from trees, but the air was refreshingly clear.

Because of this unexpected disaster, Chu Qiao’s journey was also delayed. Now it seemed she would have to wait until after Li Ce’s wedding before her injuries would heal enough for her to set off. And Li Ce’s impulsive dismissal of Zhao Yan that day had spread throughout the capital. Although there were no official documents yet between Biantang and Da Xia, the fact that Da Xia’s Ninth Princess was driven out of the Tang capital by the Biantang Crown Prince was indisputable.

In an instant, all eyes were focused on Da Xia, everyone quietly waiting to see how Da Xia would respond.

After just suffering a heavy blow from Yan Bei, how would this wounded tiger deal with the enemy who boldly challenged its authority?

The wind filled the tower as the mountain rain approached; people’s breathing became careful and quiet, fearing that one careless move might disturb this pool of tranquil water.

The darkness before dawn remained terrifyingly quiet.

That afternoon, Chu Qiao was taken out by the little maids to bask in the sunshine. She had not suffered internal injuries, only flesh wounds, but they still somewhat limited her mobility. Qiusui and others made a great fuss, not allowing her to walk anywhere, carrying her back and forth, making her drowsy all day, and becoming quite lazy and plump.

She was not to the point where she couldn’t walk at all, and could completely set off back to Yan Bei. But Li Ce didn’t mention it, and she couldn’t initiate it either. After all, Zhao Yan being driven back to Da Xia might trigger what chain reactions, but Chu Qiao still wasn’t sure. If Li Ce were implicated because of her, she would feel uneasy, so without seeing the outcome, she couldn’t persuade herself to leave in peace.

The sun outside was very bright. Chu Qiao lay on a lounger, feeling drowsy. Most of the cicadas in the trees had died, with only a few stragglers calling intermittently. She was nodding off, hazily about to fall asleep.

After an unknown amount of time, everything around her suddenly quieted down.

Chu Qiao was startled and abruptly opened her eyes, but immediately froze. She saw a noblewoman of about fifty standing before her, with a kind face and very calm eyes, carefully examining her, looking very attentively.

Seeing Chu Qiao wake up and staring at her in surprise, the noblewoman nodded, as if greeting her, and then asked: “Do you want some water?”

Chu Qiao frowned as she looked at her. This person was dressed plainly from head to toe, yet the fabric was still visibly luxurious. Her hairstyle was simple, the colors subdued, but there were no accessories to indicate her status. She seemed like a high-ranking court lady, yet had an otherworldly nobility beyond that. But if she were someone who had long held power, she lacked some of the authority of a ruler. On her wrist, she wore a string of sandalwood prayer beads, very old, looking somewhat mismatched with her status.

Seeing that Chu Qiao didn’t speak, the woman walked directly to the shade of a nearby tree, took a teapot from a small table poured a cup of clear tea, then walked back slowly, saying: “Drink it. Early autumn is when people are most likely to feel thirsty. Young people should take care of their health.”

“Mm,” Chu Qiao took a sip of tea, indeed feeling refreshed. She looked awkwardly at the woman a couple of times, then cautiously said: “I’m sorry, I’ve just entered the palace and don’t know much. I don’t know how to address you.”

“Me? My surname is Yao.”

Yao was a common surname in Biantang. In the palace, from the Empress down to ordinary palace maids, one or two out of ten were surnamed Yao. In just a few days, Chu Qiao had already met no fewer than seven or eight aunties surnamed Yao.

“May I sit down?” the woman pointed to a chair nearby, asking very politely.

Chu Qiao quickly nodded, saying: “Please sit.”

Seeing Chu Qiao looking around, the woman spoke: “The Empress has come. Your maids have all gone to receive her.”

Chu Qiao looked at her, expression doubtful, clearly wondering who she was and why she wasn’t going to receive the Empress if the Empress had arrived.

But the woman just smiled slightly. She seemed to be someone who rarely smiled; there weren’t even wrinkles at the corners of her eyes. Her smile looked somewhat stiff. She looked at Chu Qiao and said: “I’m fine. I just wanted to come see you.”

Her words were so abrupt that they left Chu Qiao unsure how to respond. The palace had many rules, and people were complex. Everyone spoke keeping seven or eight parts to themselves, leaving two or three parts for others to guess. As Chu Qiao was pondering the woman’s identity, the woman spoke again: “You are good.”

Chu Qiao smiled faintly, saying: “Thank you for your praise.”

“I’m not praising you. You are indeed good, but I feel you’re not suited to living in the palace.”

Chu Qiao immediately understood. Was this another jealous spokesperson mistaking her for Li Ce’s new favorite?

“Don’t worry, I won’t stay here long.”

“No, that’s not what I meant.” The woman shook her head, saying: “Everyone starts unsuited, but gradually adapts. I think you’re not bad. If you were to move in, perhaps this palace would change a little.”

Chu Qiao frowned, looking at the woman in confusion, not knowing what she meant.

“Sigh, the Crown Prince wants to tear down the palace’s temple, did you know?”

She spoke with great leaps in topics. Chu Qiao was taken aback, shook her head, and said: “I didn’t know.”

“He wants to enshrine a Joyful Buddha in the palace. Sigh, I really…” The woman’s brows were tightly knitted, seeming very troubled. She looked at Chu Qiao, slowly saying: “When you have time, please advise him against it. He is, after all, the Crown Prince of Great Tang. He shouldn’t be too frivolous.”

“I have to go now,” the woman stood up, saying to Chu Qiao: “You’re injured, don’t see me out.”

Then she slowly walked out through the side door of Mihe Residence.

This person came suddenly, said a bunch of confusing things, and then left, leaving Chu Qiao quite puzzled.

Soon after, Qiusui and others returned. The little maids all had strange expressions, with some uneasiness.

“Qiusui, what happened? Did the Empress come? Why didn’t you call me?”

Qiusui said: “Auntie Xi came with a message saying the Empress had reached the palace gate, but seeing you asleep, she said you were ill and didn’t need to receive her. So we all went together.”

“And the Empress?”

“We waited for a while but the Empress didn’t get out of her carriage. Later she said she wasn’t feeling well and went back.”

“Oh.”

Chu Qiao nodded, her eyes bright, seeming to understand something.

“Help me go back inside.”

The little maids agreed, and attendants came forward to lift Chu Qiao’s soft couch back through the palace gates.

Speaking of which, Chu Qiao hadn’t seen Li Ce for a full two days. These past few days, she had heard from Qiusui and others about what happened. In his rage, Li Ce had driven away the Da Xia Princess, executed more than thirty of the Princess’s attendants, and then summoned all the imperial physicians for a joint consultation. Most importantly, he had reopened Mihe Residence where he lived as a child for Chu Qiao to stay. The deeper meaning behind this—who in the court wouldn’t understand?

But what followed made the servants of Mihe Residence somewhat depressed. The Crown Prince, who had just shown signs of devotion, summoned all the palace ladies that very night to drink and make merry in the Crown Prince’s Palace. It was said that eight women attended him that night. And these days, he hadn’t set foot in Mihe Residence but instead held grand feasts. It was said that he was about to undertake major construction to build a pavilion for a newly favored palace girl.

Ah, the hearts of these royal nobles were truly difficult to understand.

Qiusui sighed as if she had been neglected.

But Chu Qiao secretly breathed a sigh of relief. Thank goodness, thank goodness it was Li Ce. She carefully recalled the scene when Li Ce rushed into the lakeside pavilion that day, and couldn’t help feeling startled. If it were…? Never mind, fortunately, everything wasn’t as she had imagined. With her willow-like appearance, she would hardly catch this man’s eye.

She smiled self-mockingly just as the little maids brought in a rich assortment of dishes for dinner. Chu Qiao looked at it, suddenly smiled, and said to Qiusui: “The way you all are spoiling me, you’ll make me lazy. How will I manage when I return to Yan Bei?”

“That’s not a problem, we’ll be following you to Yan Bei anyway.”

Qiusui replied matter-of-factly, but Chu Qiao secretly shook her head. Even with you all, how could Yan Bei have such exquisite delicacies? Perhaps as soon as we reach Yan Bei, you girls will regret following me.

She smiled lightly, picking up a slice of lotus root.

After dinner, the sky outside had already darkened. She stood by the window when suddenly a melodious flute sound drifted over. Across a misty lake, coming from afar, it had a faint sense of entanglement, plaintive yet moving, with turns and twists, like the cold moon’s melancholy in the quiet night, yet without the sorrow and trembling of young love. Instead, it carried a hint of cold solitude and arrogant loneliness.

Chu Qiao listened carefully, turned back, and asked: “Do you know who’s playing the flute?”

The little maids shook their heads, saying they didn’t know. Chu Qiao stood up, wanting to go out and see, frightening Qiusui and others who desperately held her back, fearing she might hurt herself if she moved about carelessly.

Chu Qiao had to promise to stay, quietly lying on the couch until everyone had left the room. Only then did she come to the window, nimbly climbing out. When her feet touched the ground, there was a slight pain, but no serious damage.

She wore only silk indoor shoes, stepping on the stone path, feeling a bit cold.

The flute sound was melodious and graceful, the power in the tune even, moonlight quiet, dew glistening, shallow clouds drifting, begonias still standing, pear blossoms rustling in the distance, a magnificent brocade.

She didn’t encounter anyone along the way. The white gauze skirt dragged softly on the ground, dampened by dew but free of dust. The moonlight was shallow, and she was getting farther from Mihe Residence.

Again it was that lakeside pavilion, open to the wind on eight sides, standing far out over the water. A man in white clothes like snow, holding a purple flute, stood facing the wind, his sash floating lightly as he played melodiously. His silhouette was tall and lonely, standing in the cold moonlight, his slender form adding a tranquil gentleness rarely seen in him.

Chu Qiao slowly stepped onto the ebony bridge, and the man turned his head. The music stopped abruptly. Seeing Chu Qiao, he wasn’t surprised, but smiled mischievously, flipping the flute playfully in his hand, saying: “Wandering around in the middle of the night instead of sleeping—no wonder people say you’ve been sleeping like a pig during the day. So you’re addicted to nighttime excursions, saving your sleep for daytime.”

Chu Qiao laughed naturally, teasing him: “I’m fine, but I hear you’ve been singing and dancing night after night, exhausting yourself thoroughly. After such consumption of energy, you still have the strength to play the flute?”

“Haha,” Li Ce laughed heartily, saying: “You’re a young lady, ‘exhausting thoroughly’—I’m surprised you can say such things.”

Deep autumn brings heavy frost and dew, imperceptibly dampening long sleeves. Chu Qiao hadn’t worn an outer coat when she came out, and now as the night wind blew, she couldn’t help feeling cold.

Li Ce smiled and walked forward, naturally taking off his outer robe and putting it around her shoulders, saying: “Silly, aren’t you cold?”

Chu Qiao raised her head, smiling slightly, saying: “I’m allowing you to show our great fearless friendship.”

Li Ce smiled, his eyes narrowing into a slit, just like a happy fox.

The night wind blew through the water pavilion, stirring ripples in the lake. Chu Qiao sat beside him on a wooden pile, asking softly: “What about Da Xia’s alliance marriage?”

Li Ce snorted: “What can they do to me? If Zhao Zhengde sends a decent beauty, this Crown Prince will let bygones be bygones. If not, hmph…”

After saying this, seeing Chu Qiao still looking expectantly at him, not having taken his nonsense to heart at all, Li Ce couldn’t help sighing, saying: “Qiao Qiao, you’re no fun. You can’t even take a joke.”

Chu Qiao stubbornly said: “Because I’m worried. This is no joke.”

Li Ce chuckled, leaning closer, asking: “Qiao Qiao, are you worried about me?”

Chu Qiao ignored his playfulness entirely, instead nodding seriously, saying word by word: “Yes, Li Ce, I am worried about you.”

Such words embarrassed Li Ce. He smiled foolishly, not knowing what witty remark to make to ease the atmosphere. Finally, he raised his hand, saying: “Alright, I surrender.”

Seeing that Chu Qiao still wasn’t smiling, he finally sighed helplessly: “You don’t need to worry. Now it’s harvest time, and three-tenths of Da Xia’s grain has to be purchased from Biantang every year—they’re highly dependent on us. Before, because Da Xia was powerful and had Huai Song on the side to balance power, we had to bow our heads. But now, thanks to you and Yan Xun, Da Xia’s grain production this year is less than four-tenths. They’ll need to rely on Biantang to survive next year. To be our enemy at this time would be digging their own grave. With the Xia Emperor’s temperament and intelligence, he surely won’t become my enemy over a foolish daughter. You’ll see, within five days, Zhenhuang City will send others for the alliance marriage. The wedding date will just be slightly delayed, nothing serious.”

“Really?” Chu Qiao asked worriedly: “You drove away Zhao Yan, essentially giving the Xia Emperor a hard slap in the face. Will he let it go?”

“In the past, he certainly wouldn’t just let it go, but now, hehe, Qiao Qiao, power determines everything. Da Xia doesn’t have that power now, so he doesn’t have the leverage to speak to me as an equal. If the Xia Emperor can endure his daughter being my secondary consort, then he will surely swallow this anger too.”

Seeing Chu Qiao still frowning, Li Ce smiled: “Come on, Qiao Qiao, am I a fool? Do you think I would throw caution to the wind and go to war with Da Xia in a fit of rage over a beauty? Hmph, besides, you’re not my beauty. This Crown Prince doesn’t have the leisure to inquire who that little head of yours is thinking about.”

Chu Qiao laughed at his words, turning her head to punch his shoulder, saying: “So unserious.”

Li Ce rolled his eyes: “Only Yan Xun is serious, always with a stern face, as if everyone in the world owes him money and won’t pay it back. I’m telling you, Qiao Qiao, do you plan to spend your whole life with him like this? I guarantee this man will be very dull in daily life. As a woman’s lifelong matter, you should consider carefully.”

“You’re so boring,” Chu Qiao glared at him: “Only you have a sense of fun.”

“That’s right,” Li Ce smiled proudly: “This Crown Prince is elegant as a jade tree in the wind, learned as five carriages of books, unrestrained and graceful, unparalleled in handsomeness. Wherever I go, unmarried maidens flock to me, and married noble ladies send me autumn glances. From three-year-old girls to eighty-year-old grannies, all are enchanted, prostrating themselves before this Crown Prince’s knees.”

Chu Qiao covered her mouth, laughing: “Yes, you’re as handsome as Song Yu, godlike as Pan An, with countless charms like Long Yang.”

“Who’s Song Yu? Who’s Pan An? Long Yang, is that a person’s name?”

Chu Qiao laughed: “They’re famous beauties. Haven’t you heard of them?”

“Beautiful men?” Li Ce snorted disdainfully: “I must meet them if I have the chance.”

The moonlight was like water, spilling silver light all over the ground. The night wind suddenly rose, and Li Ce stood up, saying: “Let me take you back. The wind is strong at night, and you’re injured.”

“Alright,” Chu Qiao stood up.

Li Ce’s gaze swept over her embroidered shoes, which were merely soft silk slippers now dampened by water. His brows slightly furrowed, saying: “How could you come out wearing these? Weren’t your feet injured? How could you run out?”

He seemed to have just thought of this, immediately frowning.

Chu Qiao said nonchalantly: “It doesn’t matter, it’s not a serious injury.”

“Qiao Qiao, remember, you’re a woman, not a warrior.”

Li Ce’s face suddenly became serious, his voice carrying a hint of anger: “What’s wrong with Yan Xun? Aren’t there some things he can do himself? You’re a woman, why don’t you stay properly at home instead of wandering around everywhere? You have no regard for your own body, not speaking up even when you’re badly injured. In the future when your body is covered in scars, let’s see how you’ll get married. I want to see who would want you.”

Chu Qiao exclaimed: “You’re the one who won’t get married. Mind your own business.”

“Hmph, mind my own business? I insist on minding yours!”

Chu Qiao frowned: “Hey, Li Ce, you look down on women!”

“So what if I do? What about it?” The man narrowed his eyes, looking like a rascal with his cocky demeanor.

Chu Qiao walked ahead, ignoring him, saying: “I don’t want to talk to you. I’m going back.”

As soon as she finished speaking, a sudden dizziness came over her. When she came to her senses, she was already held tightly in Li Ce’s arms.

“Hey! What are you doing? Put me down!”

Chu Qiao was startled and immediately pushed against him.

Li Ce half-closed his eyes, looking at her sidelong, snorting through his nose: “I won’t put you down.”

The young girl’s eyes had small flames rising in them, her voice crisp: “Are you going to put me down or not? If not, I won’t be polite.”

Li Ce was unconcerned, stretching his neck, saying: “You have a knife tied to your arm, and another on your leg, I know. Go ahead, cut here. If you can’t break my neck, I’ll despise you.”

Chu Qiao puffed her cheeks angrily, her chest heaving, exclaiming: “Li Ce, how can you be so unreasonable!”

Li Ce looked at her impatiently, as if to say, “You’re only realizing this now?” The night breeze sighed, gently blowing their robes, like fluttering butterfly wings.

The night was slightly cool, with clear lake water all around. Li Ce carried the woman in his arms, strolling on the ebony bridge. Willow branches hung low on both shores, with occasional golden carp leaping from the water, stirring ripples across the pond.

As Li Ce walked, he hummed a cheerful little tune. The melody was extremely joyful, like the smile on his face, always very bright.

Chu Qiao didn’t ask why, despite his excellent martial skills, he hadn’t shown them at all during the dense forest battle. Nor did she ask why, despite playing the flute so well, he had found an old master to pretend to play the flute to seduce those girls. She especially didn’t ask why he hadn’t come to see her once in these days, instead drinking and making merry night after night.

Every person has their own thoughts, and aspects they don’t want to show to others, especially these royal nobles. Under the imperial yellow silk, they bear too many heavy burdens. Those reasons were too weighty; she didn’t want to uncover them, nor could she understand them.

The moonlit night was cold, but the breeze was gentle. They walked quietly, neither speaking a word.

This evening was destined to be a sleepless night, tossing and turning, with whose shallow heartache lost above the jade-green lakeside pavilion?

However, just the next day, shocking news broke the tranquility of the Tang capital. A woman in a bright yellow cape, like a horse’s hide in the wind, delivered a document and slowly walked into this ancient walled city under the alarmed gaze of the city guards.

Chapter 116: Gathering in the Ancient Capital
That night, Chu Qiao had a dream. She dreamed again of that snowy evening years ago when the corridors of the Sacred Golden Palace were so long and silent. Songs from the front hall were carried by the wind, lively yet gentle. The melody was bright, with luxurious chimes resounding throughout the entire palace.

In her dream, someone held her hand, warm and firm, as if they would never let go for a lifetime.

Fresh red blood flowed from his severed finger, yet he smiled and told her: “It’s nothing, it doesn’t hurt at all.”

That smile was like a mist, enveloping her heart, making her feel such warmth for many years, even when outside was covered in snow across a thousand mountains, or pouring with heavy rain.

When she awoke, tears had soaked half her pillow, leaving faint water stains on the rose-colored cushion, as red as blood-stained rouge.

Chu Qiao sat there anxiously for a very long time. Suddenly, she felt she couldn’t wait any longer.

Even though palace servants had been busy holding umbrellas half the night, they couldn’t prevent the decay of the lotus leaves. Each layer of autumn rain brought another layer of coolness. By early morning, an entire pond of green lotus had completely withered. Black stems and leaves tangled together, bumping against each other, seemingly making even the pond water murky.

The golden chrysanthemums, however, bloomed too early. Despite continuous rain, the cold wind was fierce, and yellow flowers piled up on the ground, withered—whose beauty from which palace or hall, no one knew.

During breakfast, she heard that the newly appointed palace maid had become arrogant with her favored status and offended Li Ce’s taboo. She had been thrown into the cold chamber. Although Li Ce hadn’t ordered her execution, this woman had been quite domineering during her days of favor, and now that she had fallen from grace, the ladies from several palaces had joined forces to play some tricks. With autumn’s chill and the cold chamber being remote without fire or candles, after such torment, heartbreak, and worry, she would likely not survive.

The palace maids discussed this matter only briefly, without much concern such incidents were commonplace here and not particularly surprising.

Chu Qiao felt slightly gloomy. She didn’t know much about Li Ce, and mostly saw only his playful, smiling face. Although she knew this man wasn’t simple, she inevitably let her guard down.

He was, after all, the Crown Prince of Tang, the future ruler of a nation.

After breakfast, she wanted to find someone to arrange a meeting with Li Ce. But before Qiu Sui could leave, Chan’er came running back, panting and exclaiming: “The Princess of Great Xia has entered the city!”

Chu Qiao was startled. Qiu Sui quickly asked: “Which Great Xia Princess? Wasn’t she just driven away? Has she returned so soon?”

“Not that princess,” Chan’er hurriedly waved her hand and said: “It’s the Eighth Princess of Great Xia. She came alone on horseback and had already arrived at Qin’an Palace. The Emperor and Crown Prince have both rushed there. They say she has come for a political marriage!”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao’s mind immediately tensed. Something seemed to snap in her heart, causing an uncontrollable tremor.

That once delicate and fragile golden branch and jade leaf had now become so brave.

Hardship is truly the best catalyst for growth in this world.

Many years later, when historians of future generations opened the heavy historical records, they would still furrow their brows and sigh at this turn of events from that year. Anyone with even slight knowledge of that period of history would not forget this name: Zhao Chun’er, the Eighth Princess of Great Xia. This woman, who had no previous records of brilliance or extraordinary talent, rose to power at a speed that would make any man sigh in admiration. Her resolute and ruthless methods eventually plunged the entire society into a disaster of blood and fire. Her life was like a brilliant meteor, suddenly illuminating heaven and earth, then suddenly fading and dissipating.

People often wondered, if many years later, without the rise of the Beautiful Wang, would the situation of the world have taken a different path because of this woman?

However, history is ultimately history, and no one can change it. Regardless of how future generations evaluate right and wrong, merits and faults, no one can deny the fact that Zhao Chun’er was the only female power holder on the Ximeng Continent who could stand shoulder to shoulder with the Beautiful Wang. Of course, this does not include Nailan Hongye, the Princess of Huai Song, who eventually retreated. In short, this blood and fire scroll of the Ximeng Continent was too long, with countless stars of generals gathered, brilliant and dazzling, filled with love and hatred, flesh and white bones, and Zhao Chun’er was undoubtedly a shining stroke within it.

Let us collectively remember this day: the first day of the ninth month, the Chongming Festival of Tang. People climbed high to gaze far, offering sacrifices to deceased relatives, and reminiscing about distant homelands. On the long streets, the fragrance of wine wafted, goods were displayed in abundance, blue and white robes spread throughout the city, solemn and austere, heavy and ancient. On this day, the city gates opened with a rumble. Great Xia’s Eighth Princess Zhao Chun’er, on the fourth day after her sister was driven out of the imperial city, rode her horse day and night, galloping frantically, entering this ancient walled city alone. Holding the golden imperial decree of the Great Xia Emperor, she declared loudly: “I am Zhao Chun of Great Xia, I request an audience with the ruler of Tang!”

Time had passed sparsely. The young girl with hanging tassels had long since grown into an elegant young woman. Today, her sharp and noble features were like the mist and clouds in a painting, with such brilliant and magnificent eyes that made people dizzy upon seeing them.

Yet, who still remembered that long ago, she was once pure and kind, with a clear smile, wearing a lotus-colored long dress, holding a rabbit’s tail, charmingly smiling: “Brother Xun, thank you, Chun’er is so happy…”

Time is so hasty, past events disperse like smoke and clouds. Some things will eventually become the past, some emotions will eventually be buried by white bones, some blood will eventually flow between heaven and earth, and some grievances will eventually gain immortality in death.

—*—*—*—*—*—*—

The continuous cold rain fell on the wide, thick leaves of the phoenix tree, creating a flowing water-like sound. Yan Xun sat on horseback, wearing a rain cape, his clear brows and eyes holding a cold loneliness. A Jing, one horse positioned behind him, quietly reported the newly arrived news.

The sunlight was dim and gray. Yan Xun’s face had an almost transparent paleness, but his back remained straight, like a javelin. His gaze was distant, looking at the city that appeared and disappeared in the thick fog.

That ancient city was hidden among layers of mountains and water mist, like a majestic beast, quietly lurking, waiting for the footsteps of those daring to offend its dignity.

“Master, Li Ce has driven Zhao Yan out of Tang’s borders. The Great Xia military is in an uproar. Several Xia prefectures near Tang’s borders have prepared for battle, but the Xia Emperor has not issued any statements about war and is still preparing for the capital relocation.”

“Mmm,” Yan Xun responded softly, without replying further.

“The Eighth Princess of Great Xia received a pigeon message three days ago and set out overnight, seemingly without obtaining the Xia Emperor’s consent. She is about to enter the city now.”

Yan Xun still didn’t respond. A Jing became somewhat anxious and asked: “If so, the Eighth Princess doesn’t have the royal family’s approval or letter. Should we try to make something of this?”

Yan Xun slightly raised his eyebrow, then slowly turned his head, his eyes like a frozen mirror lake, staring at A Jing, yet with unreadable emotions.

A Jing felt somewhat awkward, but more so nervous. He had followed Yan Xun for many years, but since leaving Zhen Huang, Yan Xun’s temperament and gaze seemed increasingly sharp. This man was like a sharp sword—previously, he was kept in a box, but now, without the box blocking his radiance, his brilliance became increasingly unbearable to look at directly.

“The Xia Emperor will approve. Great Xia will not go to war with Tang. The letter agreeing to Zhao Chun’er’s political marriage will arrive soon.”

Yan Xun’s tone was light, as if making casual conversation, but in that voice was such firm confidence. He looked toward the misty rain of Tang again, slightly furrowing his brow, softly saying: “The Tang Crown Prince drove out the Xia Princess for the sake of a woman. What deep meaning could be behind this?”

A Jing continued: “I heard it’s a woman extremely favored by the Tang Crown Prince.”

“Do you think Li Ce is a fool?” Yan Xun coldly snorted, saying sternly: “There must be some reason behind this, I just haven’t figured it out yet. Li Ce, how could he be someone who would lose his composure over a beauty?”

Yan Xun didn’t know that this time he was overthinking. A person has many facets and can be irrational at times—he was the same.

“Also, according to our scouts, the Fourth Young Master of the Zhuge family has fought over a dozen rounds on Pingui Wasteland, making the caravan there cry out in misery. I heard that a few days ago, one of his friends suffered a sneak attack from those bandits, and he went to settle the score. He should be returning now, but we still haven’t seen the young lady. That little brat from the Ouyang family has appeared several times, always following Zhuge Yue.”

“Keep following them. Where that child is, A Chu is likely to be as well. She has always been stubborn. Once we reach Tang Capital, we’ll have a chance to meet her.”

After speaking, Yan Xun sighed lightly and slowly said: “Knowing where she is puts my mind at ease.”

“Also, Zhuge Yue being so angry must mean he suffered a great loss on Pingui Wasteland. Caravan Leader Yu said A Chu was previously injured. Could it be from those people?”

A Jing was startled and said: “This, your subordinate is not clear about.”

Yan Xun frowned slightly, with a hint of cold ruthlessness in his eyes. He stretched out his slender fingers to rub his temples, saying softly: “Go investigate. If it’s true, then eliminate the caravans in that area. Finish up for Zhuge Yue, and consider it a wedding gift for Li Ce.”

“Yes!”

The air after the rain was very fresh. Yan Xun looked at the misty, majestic city walls and smiled faintly, saying slowly: “Long time no see.”

His smile was faint, but there wasn’t a hint of laughter in his eyes. His words were extremely vague—long time no see—but it wasn’t clear who he was referring to. The ancient city of Tang? Or the people inside the city?

In the rainy ninth month, among the overlapping mountains, the ancient capital inherited for thousands of years once again exuded the vitality of youth. Yan Xun, leading a group of people under the name of Liu Xi, a wealthy household from Xianyang, approached this ancient city with luxurious carriages, horses, gold, silver, and brocade.

He didn’t know that the light sigh he had finally let out that day had already exposed his identity. The young woman had changed her route after parting, following behind him all the way. Now, she was already inside those city walls, quietly waiting for him.

Affairs of the world are always so wonderful. Fate, like a giant hand, forcibly brought everything together, waiting for the joy and awkwardness of reunion after separation. All emotions seemed to be waiting for a breakthrough point, seeking the greatest degree of explosion.

The wheels turned, and in the blink of an eye, Tang Capital was just at hand.

At the same time, on the ancient road less than a hundred miles behind Yan Xun, a cavalry of more than two hundred people was galloping rapidly.

The purple-clad man leading them had sword-like eyebrows and star-like eyes, crimson lips, and a gaze as sharp as an eagle, galloping at the forefront.

The cavalry stopped at the foot of a mountain. Zhu Cheng came forward and said in a low voice: “Fourth Young Master, we should arrive by evening.”

Zhuge Yue nodded and said: “Go prepare.”

Just as Zhu Cheng withdrew, a small head peeked out from the arms of one of Zhuge Yue’s subordinates, shouting: “Uncle, have we arrived?”

Zhuge Yue turned his head to see Mo’er’s hair blown into a mess, his little face flushed red, but his eyes no longer as young and innocent as before.

He nodded: “Almost.”

The child turned his head to look at the somewhat muddy road ahead, suddenly raised his finger, and shouted: “Uncle, there’s a rainbow!”

Zhuge Yue focused his gaze and saw a rainbow emerging through the clouds on the horizon, with floating light, like a woman’s dazzling smile.

Zhuge Yue’s hand brushed the Moon-Breaking sword at his waist, severely whipped his horse’s back, and coldly shouted: “Hya!”

Hooves rolled, dust flew, and in the blink of an eye, people were already a hundred paces away.

At this moment, on the streets of Tang Capital, a man wearing scholarly blue clothes with a book sack on his back and sweat all over his forehead was being frantically chased by a group of officials.

The man was panting, not running very nimbly, obviously a scholar who didn’t exercise much. As he ran, he shouted, dropping books all over the ground, looking quite miserable.

A passerby stopped a street vendor and asked puzzledly: “Shopkeeper, what crime did that man commit to be chased like this by officials?”

“Oh, him!” The vendor’s expression brightened, immediately becoming animated. He spoke volubly in an extremely loud voice, attracting passersby from all around.

“This bookworm is from out of town. He seems to have lost his wife and has been posting pictures on the streets looking for her these past few days. The Crown Prince is about to have his grand wedding, and the authorities don’t allow him to post randomly. Yet he repeatedly disobeys. He’s already been thrown in jail twice. He was just released today, and look, his old problem has recurred.”

Hearing this, the surrounding people immediately began discussing, some saying the scholar was pedantic and foolish, some saying this person valued relationships deeply, and others saying the authorities were too strict and unreasonable.

The scholar’s movements weren’t very agile, but his mind was quite clever. Having been caught many times recently, he had somewhat summarized some experience. After running for a while, the officials found the person they were chasing had disappeared, which made them somewhat resentful, cursing as they walked back.

Just then, the vendor suddenly felt someone pulling behind him. He turned around and immediately found someone crouching in his vegetable basket, looking furtive, yet still trying to communicate with him. Covering his mouth, the person said softly: “Brother, what you said is incorrect. The person in the picture is my friend, not my wife. Saying such things casually damages my friend’s reputation. She is unmarried, and her reputation is extremely precious. You cannot speak without basis!”

“Ah!” The vendor immediately changed color, as if bitten by a dog, suddenly shouting: “He’s here! Officers, that person is here!”

In an instant, the long street was once again in an uproar…

Chapter 117: Farewell at the Cold Lake
For two full days, Li Ce hadn’t stepped into the imperial harem at all. The momentum in the front palace gradually grew stronger. Various forces seemed intentionally hiding in the shadows, just waiting for someone to break the tranquility first, before rushing into the palace gates together. Fortunately, Zhao Chun’er’s arrival finally disturbed the still waters of the Tang capital, and Li Ce’s grand wedding ceremony drew ever closer.

Just as Li Ce and Chu Qiao had predicted, Great Xia made no statement regarding Li Ce’s rude dismissal of Ninth Princess Zhao Yan. Instead, they promptly dispatched a marriage alliance delegation. Various dowries like flowing water were delivered by excellent horses galloping day and night, arriving just one day after Zhao Chun’er. The spectacle was even more magnificent, with several hints of solemnness compared to before. The envoys of both countries held grand banquets in Tang’s National Academy Hall as if everything before had never happened. The prosperous and bustling scene immediately eliminated the public’s worries and speculations about war.

However, only a few people clearly understood that Li Ce’s rash action wasn’t without consequences. The peace and tranquility were only temporary. That slap on Great Xia’s face left lingering pain and hidden troubles, which might only become clear after a very long time.

Thus, Chu Qiao stayed in the Tang Palace for two more days. Her body had recovered by more than half, and her spirit was gradually becoming refreshed. Li Ce had found many medicinal herbs for treating wounds. The wounds left no scars, and even her old injuries had healed seven or eight parts out of ten. After many days of recuperation, her complexion looked much better, no longer skeletal and frail as before, seeming about to fall with the wind.

Zhao Chun’er coming to Tang for a political marriage was truly beyond Chu Qiao’s expectations.

The Xia Emperor had numerous offspring, with six or seven princesses of marriageable age. Sending a princess who had been separated in a chaotic battle to marry seemed quite forced. But Tang’s hundred officials were pleased with Zhao Chun’er’s arrival. The hundreds of writers from the Censorate all waved flags and shouted, greatly praising the historical significance of the marriage alliance between Tang and Great Xia. The battle-avoiding civil officials spoke eloquently, writing articles full of flowery praise, directly saying that the friendship between Great Xia and Tang could be traced back to ancient times, completely forgetting who had shattered Tang’s national gates, seized eighteen prefectures of Hongchuan, forcing the Tang royal family to retreat in haste, with the emperor trapped at the national gate, losing the entire northwestern barrier.

After all, for Tang, which emphasized bloodlines and the distinction between nobles and commoners, Zhao Chun’er’s identity as the only biological daughter of Great Xia’s Empress Muhe still earned her considerable attention.

But there was one thing that others didn’t know. Chu Qiao slowly frowned, her white fingers gently pinching the green gauze of the window curtain, with a small gold-foil flower at her brow, adding a touch of beauty.

Zhao Chun’er had been violated amidst the chaos of war and was no longer pure. As a princess of Great Xia, she might not need to undergo the physical examination required of ordinary concubines before selection, but once they shared a bed, someone as experienced as Li Ce would inevitably discover it.

Of course, even if Li Ce discovered this, he couldn’t blame Great Xia afterward. After all, once Great Xia’s princess was in Li Ce’s bed if this philanderer went around saying the woman wasn’t a virgin, probably no one would believe him. Moreover, Li Ce had always strongly opposed this marriage. This issue might be seen as another of Li Ce’s acts of mischief. With Li Ce’s intelligence, he wouldn’t embarrass himself by widely publicizing that he had been given an enormous green hat. Zhao Chun’er would successfully marry and obtain a title. But as an unclean princess in a political marriage, her future destiny was quite predictable.

Given Zhao Chun’er’s personality, would she willingly endure all this humiliation?

Chu Qiao secretly remained somewhat cautious. Unfortunately, this concern couldn’t be spoken aloud. Although she knew all the improprieties of this situation and had a deep bond with Li Ce, she couldn’t expose Zhao Chun’er’s vulnerability. Even though Zhao Chun’er had been ruthless toward her, she still couldn’t bring herself to use such underhanded tactics.

The situation in Tang became increasingly chaotic, yet Chu Qiao grew more careful and restrained, no longer in a hurry to leave the palace.

After all, if she couldn’t depart quietly, it was better to safely remain here and wait for an opportunity. For now, she could only remain unchanged while adapting to all changes, waiting for Yan Xun’s arrival.

At night, a cool breeze arose. Chu Qiao wore a soft garment, leaning against the carved window frame. The night breeze gently lifted her clothes, making her feel somewhat cold.

Footsteps slowly sounded in the corridor outside. Just one person. The only one who could come here at this time could be none other than one person. Sure enough, after a moment, Li Ce appeared in a dark blue robe, his face slightly flushed, carrying the smell of alcohol, standing at the doorway looking at her, but not entering.

Chu Qiao turned to look at him and saw that his steps were slightly heavy as if he could barely stand. She quickly rose to go to his side, intending to support him. However, just as she reached out, Li Ce suddenly pulled her to sit on the doorstep, then lowered his head, pressing his forehead heavily on her shoulder, muttering tiredly: “Qiao Qiao, I’m exhausted.”

Chu Qiao was momentarily stunned, her hand suspended in midair, suddenly not knowing what to do.

The night breeze brought the faint fragrance of calamus drifting between breaths. Li Ce’s sleeves were embroidered with faint gold patterns, with fine stitches as smooth as water. Chu Qiao took a deep breath, then softly asked: “Li Ce, what’s wrong?”

Li Ce shook his head without speaking.

Chu Qiao tentatively asked: “Is it because of the marriage alliance with Great Xia? You don’t like Zhao Chun’er?”

Li Ce still didn’t speak. Chu Qiao sighed helplessly, then sat beside him on the doorstep, allowing Li Ce to lean on her shoulder, also remaining silent.

In early autumn, the sparse evening grass filled the air with a subtle sense. The new moon outside the window was like a new eyebrow, faintly shining through the window, spilling silver-white light all over the ground. The palace lamps were dark purple, flickering, with candle tears dripping slowly down the silver-white candlesticks.

The chirping of autumn insects made the room seem even more desolate. This spacious palace had indeed been uninhabited for a long time.

“Qiao Qiao, did you send someone to find me the other day?”

Li Ce suddenly said, his voice somewhat deep, but no longer as tired as before. He sat up straight, his eyes darkly bright, as if the previously soft man wasn’t him at all. Chu Qiao knew his moment of weakness had passed, and now he was once again the invincible Crown Prince of Tang.

“Yes,” Chu Qiao nodded: “I want to leave.”

“Good, I’ll send people immediately. Tomorrow they’ll escort you to Yan Bei,” Li Ce nodded without hesitation, saying in a deep voice.

“No, I don’t want to return to Yan Bei yet. I still have unfinished business here.”

Li Ce’s brow immediately frowned slightly. He stared at Chu Qiao, habitually with a hint of inquiry and contemplation. Chu Qiao said: “You don’t need to guess. I’m waiting for someone, and you needn’t ask who this person is.”

Li Ce smiled slyly and said: “You’re probably planning to cheat on Yan Xun. Zhuge Yue is about to arrive, are you perhaps going to find him?”

Chu Qiao impatiently rolled her eyes at him: “Guess all you want.”

“You’d better be a bit careful,” Li Ce leaned against the doorpost and said: “Under my watch, I can still protect you, but once you’re out, it’s hard to guarantee. Great Xia’s people have entered the city. They’ve learned from Zhao Yan that you’re in the palace. How much the Xia people hate you, I don’t need to remind you.”

Chu Qiao nodded, suddenly remembering the one-armed Zhao Song, her expression momentarily desolate. She said softly: “I understand.”

Li Ce looked at her sideways, seeing her silent, he suddenly stood up, grabbed her hand, and said loudly: “Come, I’ll take you somewhere!”

The night mist was gray-white, the dim palace lamps submerged in the darkness, like warm, bright flames. Li Ce in his plain elegant clothes, holding her hand, strode forward rapidly. The night wind passed through their hair, light and floating, like the finest cloud brocade curtains.

They arrived at a courtyard Chu Qiao had never visited before. They passed through flowers and willows, stepped on the early autumn dew, turned through several small gates, pushed aside a cluster of green willows, and suddenly a clear emerald lake appeared before them. The lake was covered with lotus leaves, reaching to the sky. The pure white lotus flowers in the moonlight were like snow carvings, with an intense fragrance that made one feel intoxicated.

Chu Qiao was momentarily stunned. She turned her head and asked: “How did you do this?”

Li Ce smiled, pulled her hand to squat down, and reached into the lake water. Chu Qiao let out a light cry, very surprised.

Li Ce smiled proudly and said: “Aren’t I clever? I had people bury lotus roots underneath early on, then divert hot spring water. In one night, all the flowers bloomed.”

Chu Qiao covered her mouth and laughed: “Impressive. Money can make ghosts turn millstones, power can make millstones turn ghosts. You have both money and power, so even the flower god must listen to you.”

“Money can make ghosts turn millstones? That’s a fresh saying.”

Li Ce laughed: “Come, follow me.”

The two followed the stone path to the lakeside. Li Ce was very familiar with this place. Under the faint moonlight, he led Chu Qiao onto a small boat, then stood at the bow, lightly pushed an oar, and the small boat slowly left the shore, gradually sliding into the emerald lake.

A gentle breeze came softly, carrying the faint fragrance of the newly bloomed lotus. The misty water stretched for miles, with countless lotus flowers hidden among the mist. The moonlight was like washing, with a clear glow, moving like a mirror breaking ice.

The small boat shuttled between the blue-green lotus leaves, with large lotus flowers pushing on both sides, having an almost extravagant sweet fragrance. Chu Qiao, being a woman, brushed past several white lotus flowers, her eyelashes curved, smiling quietly.

Li Ce put down the oar, sat at the bow, and didn’t speak, just silently watching her. The distant palace lamps reflected in the pool water, with large patches of silk red and yellow floating on the clear water surface, as beautiful as a rainbow after rain.

Chu Qiao turned her head, smiled slightly at Li Ce, and said: “Li Ce, thank you.”

“Thank me? For what?”

The man’s eyes curved slightly upward, with a hint of the deep and cunning nature unique to men. His eyes were half-closed, with flickering dim light, seemingly hiding many things, and also covering many things.

“Thank you for taking care of me these days. If not for you, I might already be dead.”

Li Ce smiled slightly: “Then you really should thank me properly. Saving a life is no small matter. Why don’t you just stay and dedicate yourself to me in Tang?”

The water flowed softly, with faint sounds passing by, merging with their sparse conversation, disappearing among the miles of wind and lotus. Chu Qiao raised her head, her eyes bright, and said: “The beauty of the lotus lies in emerging unstained from the mud, being washed by clear ripples without becoming bewitching. I feel that being with you for so long and still being able to think and speak with a normal person’s mentality is the spirit of the lotus.”

Li Ce clutched his heart and sighed: “Qiao Qiao’s poetic talent truly makes me increasingly infatuated.”

Chu Qiao looked up at the gentle moonlight: “You’re infatuated with too many things. Being too greedy isn’t a good thing.”

Li Ce stood up, his light robe and big sleeves floating with the wind, his tone casually saying: “Some things, no matter what cannot be forced into one’s hands, so one can only try to look a few more times.”

Chu Qiao was slightly startled, but her face remained unchanged as she said: “Withered lotus can bloom again. You’ve managed to make them bloom an extra pool, which is already remarkable.”

Li Ce nodded and sighed lightly: “Yes, they will bloom again next year.”

The small boat rocked, the duckweed separated and gathered, light as goose feathers, slowly drifting with the waves.

“Yan Bei must be very cold,” Li Ce suddenly sighed softly: “I heard it snows all year round there, rarely seeing flowers, a place of ice and snow.”

Chu Qiao raised her head, looking at his tall figure, her tone cheerful as she said: “Spring orchids and autumn chrysanthemums, each has its own specialty. Yan Bei’s vast plains like snow, ice mountains washed clean are also rare sights. If one day you tire of the misty rain of the south, you might consider riding to the frontier, stepping on the snow. The beauties on the Yan Bei plateau will surprise you beyond your expectations and capture your heart.”

Li Ce was slightly taken aback, his expression momentarily lost, then he immediately laughed loudly and said: “You understand me best, always thinking of me.”

At this moment, with a bang, the small boat touched the shore. The pool wasn’t large, and in this short time, they had already reached the end.

The two disembarked and slowly walked toward Mihe Residence. The moonlight shone on them, so pure and desolate, with a hint of bleakness. Their shadows fell on the ground, overlapping, then separating, overlapping, then separating again, eventually growing further apart. After all, they were two shadows, and they had never been connected as one.

In the blink of an eye, they had arrived at the entrance of Mihe Residence. The two stood there, with a moment of hazy awkwardness. Li Ce lazily leaned against a pomegranate tree, with crimson petals like rouge, fluttering all over his body. His forehead and sideburns were stained with light red. The distant lamplight shone over, making it increasingly momentarily hazy.

Li Ce seemingly lazily yawned and said: “It’s too late, probably won’t be able to get up early tomorrow morning.”

Chu Qiao nodded: “You’re just lazy. This morning, Qiu Sui said you hadn’t even put on your boots after the morning court, and the Tang Emperor was angry about it.”

“Why talk about those things?” Li Ce waved his hand, then said: “I don’t want to get up early. Why can’t the morning court be moved to the afternoon? Troublesome. Let’s do this: early tomorrow morning, I’ll send someone to escort you out of the palace, and then you can fend for yourself. I won’t see you off.”

Chu Qiao nodded: “No need to trouble your grand presence.”

Li Ce smiled and said: “That’s good. This journey is long, take care of yourself. If…”

At this point, his words suddenly became difficult to express. Li Ce laughed self-mockingly, then turned away, the corner of his mouth showing faint lines: “If someday, you find the cold of Yan Bei unbearable, you can consider returning to the south to recuperate. Although this place lacks the magnificence of the great desert and the openness of the grasslands, it’s warm and suitable for living.”

Chu Qiao’s lips were bitter as she smiled lightly: “People have joy and sorrow, partings and reunions, the moon has cloudiness and clarity, waxing and waning. The affairs of the world depend on destiny.”

Li Ce shook his head and said softly: “I also hope you never have that day. You… take care of yourself.”

Suddenly, there was an inexplicable sadness in her heart. Li Ce’s figure grew increasingly distant, and Chu Qiao also slowly turned away. The moonlight shone between them, that patch of uninhabited brightness gradually spreading, finally enveloping the entire lonely palace.

Chapter 118: Deep Phoenix Trees
In early autumn, the night suddenly turned cold. Li Ce’s figure gradually disappeared among the fiery red pomegranate trees. On the slender bluestone path, only the faint fragrance of calamus remained, lingering in the breath, like the clear glow of a cold moon. The lotus flowers in the clear pond in front of Mihe Residence had all fallen, leaving a mass of black tangles. Weeds had regrown, and as the autumn wind rose, the courtyard appeared increasingly desolate.

Chu Qiao, dressed in light silk, walked slowly toward the sleeping palace. The wind scattered her long hair, like a flying butterfly, spreading its wings in the air, dancing chaotically.

Mihe Residence occupied vast grounds, with more than thirty connected buildings and pavilions of varying heights, dense with trees, offering excellent scenery. One could imagine how magnificent it was during its heyday. Chu Qiao walked quietly along the serene path. Occasionally, flower-laden treetops would lower their branches, gently touching her brow. Her embroidered shoes were extremely thin, and stepping on the bluestone slabs gave a slight chill. A gust of wind blew in, carrying a faint smell of alcohol gently into her nostrils. Chu Qiao looked up and saw a man in blue clothes standing indifferently under a phoenix tree beneath the second-floor water pavilion, his head slightly raised, gazing directly at her chamber.

“Who’s there?”

The woman’s crisp voice broke the silence of the cold night, startling a line of white egrets above the clear pond. The man turned his head in surprise. Chu Qiao looked at him and was immediately stunned, unable to speak.

This person’s appearance was so similar to Li Ce’s that at first glance in the night, they seemed almost identical.

But in the next second, Chu Qiao dismissed this ridiculous thought, simply because their auras were vastly different, beyond comparison.

The man’s hand rested on the phoenix tree as he stood quietly in the autumn night’s moonlight and flower fragrance. His beautiful face was covered with a layer of faint moonlight, so cold, with a light, elusive melancholy. Like the frost on the eaves at the end of autumn, he quietly looked at her, then slowly frowned.

“Who are you?”

The light and shadows were sparse, and the distant clear pond reflected a dim luster. The man’s voice was extremely cold, like water breaking through ice, flowing quietly without a hint of emotion.

With just one look, Chu Qiao knew this person was extraordinary. She politely stepped forward and said softly: “I am the resident here. May I ask who you are?”

The man seemed startled, with a moment of confusion in his eyes. He sighed and then, as if talking to himself, said: “Oh, so someone already lives here.”

The moonlight shone on the man’s clothes, revealing a transparent, white glow. Chu Qiao knew that at this moment, she should say something and then turn away to avoid trouble. But some words were stuck in her throat, making her unwilling to interrupt the man’s thoughts. She could only remain silently quiet, allowing the cold autumn wind to pass through the leaves, leaving only a rustling sound, like rippling water.

The man walked slowly from beside the phoenix tree, stepping one by one on the stone steps. The breeze came gently above the platform, blowing up the fallen phoenix tree leaves on the ground. Light dust rose, forcing Chu Qiao to half-close her eyes and raise her white hand to shield her forehead.

“This place is backed by Taiqing Pond, and the wind is always very strong. Remember to wear a wind cap when you come out.”

Chu Qiao was slightly startled. For an instant, they looked at each other, but she only saw the deep sea-like profundity and silence in the man’s eyes.

“Thank you. I’ve been out for a while, and the maids are probably looking for me. I must bid farewell. The night is cool and the wind is fierce; sir should also return early.”

Chu Qiao knew there was no need to further inquire about the other’s identity. Even if she asked, he might not tell her. So she politely bid farewell, intending to leave.

Unexpectedly, the man seemed not to hear half of what she said and remained standing in place, quietly looking at her. His voice was like a misty fog: “The Crown Prince must favor you greatly?”

Chu Qiao knew he must be like others, mistaking her for Li Ce’s favored concubine. She didn’t contradict him, quietly gave a bow, and said: “Farewell.”

“But you haven’t answered my question.”

Chu Qiao frowned slightly and turned back to see that he had no frivolous intent, but was very persistently waiting for her response.

“Do you know that if I were truly the Crown Prince’s favored concubine, your current behavior would be very inappropriate?”

The man was slightly startled, then said: “I haven’t returned to the palace for a long time and didn’t know someone was living here. I apologize.”

Chu Qiao replied clearly: “Those who don’t know can’t be blamed. But now that you know, shouldn’t you withdraw, sir?”

The man was at a loss for words, then laughed and nodded: “Indeed, there is some resemblance.”

Chu Qiao frowned and said: “Sir comes here late at night, speaks vaguely, and is unwilling to reveal his identity. If I didn’t see your noble demeanor and extraordinary bearing, I would likely have bound you as a trespasser. Yet you still linger here. Aren’t you afraid of causing trouble for yourself?”

The man was stunned for a moment, then said: “I’m sorry, longing for someone from the past, I was too carried away.”

“A momentary lapse is fine, as long as you remember to restrain yourself in time. This is, after all, the imperial palace. Tang places great emphasis on etiquette. Being cautious is never a bad thing.”

The man nodded with a faint smile, then gave a slight bow and walked toward the exit of Mihe Residence. After taking just a few steps, he suddenly turned back, pointing at the high eaves, and said: “There’s a string of wind chimes there, covered by dust. If the lady has time, you might have the palace staff clean it. The autumn wind is cool, and the chime sound is crisp and pleasant.”

“Thank you for the reminder, sir.”

The man smiled faintly, his eyes very soft. He nodded and said: “I am the King of Luo.”

The moon had moved westward a few more degrees. The blue garment passed like a floating cloud over the dusty jade steps. Chu Qiao watched as he gradually moved away, her heart growing colder inch by inch.

The King of Luo?

The King of Luo…

When she returned to the palace, Qiu Sui was waiting for her with drooping eyelids, clearly aware of Li Ce’s visit.

“My lady, you’re back!”

Seeing Chu Qiao, the little maid jumped up happily and said: “I’ve prepared lotus seed soup. Would the lady like a bowl before sleeping?”

Holding the warm white jade soup bowl, Chu Qiao suddenly lost interest in tasting the delicacy. She looked up and asked: “Qiu Sui, do you know about the King of Luo?”

Qiu Sui was startled, frowning slightly, and said: “My lady, why do you ask about this?”

“Nothing, just asking casually. If it’s inconvenient, there’s no need to speak of it.”

“Ah, there’s nothing inconvenient, it’s just…” Though the hall was empty, the little maid still looked around, then leaned close to Chu Qiao’s ear and said: “This is a scandalous matter in the palace, and people generally don’t dare to discuss it.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow: “Scandal?”

“Yes, the father of the King of Luo, the King of Lushan, was the emperor’s uncle. When the emperor ascended the throne, the King of Lushan, for unknown reasons, fell ill and died. It’s said that in his youth, the emperor was even more unruly than the current Crown Prince. At that time, despite the remonstrations of the entire court, he defied convention and forcibly married his uncle’s wife. Two years later, the king consort gave birth to a son for the emperor, who is now the Crown Prince. The emperor then established the king consort as the empress. I heard that on the day of the empress’s enthronement, eight senior ministers of the court committed suicide in protest by crashing into Fengming Terrace, but even this didn’t change the emperor’s mind. For more than twenty years, he favored only the empress, making her position in the central palace as solid as steel, with no one able to shake it.”

“So that means…?”

“It means the King of Luo is both the Crown Prince’s royal uncle and his maternal half-brother. The King of Lushan died early. When the empress married, the King of Luo had just turned a hundred days old and entered the imperial palace along with the empress. Until he was twenty, he grew up in the palace alongside the Crown Prince.”

“My goodness,” Chu Qiao lowered her head, sighing lightly, thinking of the plainly dressed noblewoman, feeling a wave of emotion.

“Did the Crown Prince and the King of Luo grow up together in this palace?”

“Not exactly,” Qiu Sui bit her lower lip lightly and said: “The Crown Prince and the King of Luo initially lived with the empress in Yanhua Palace. This Mihe Residence was Princess Fu’s sleeping palace.”

Chu Qiao slightly raised her eyebrow: “Princess Fu?”

“Yes, Princess Fu wasn’t a true princess. She was the granddaughter of General Murong, the old general of the State Guardian. The Murong clan was a great military family in our country. The old General Murong served the country all his life, and all four of his sons died on the battlefield for the nation. The old General Murong also died on the frontier in the last northern expedition. At that time, traitors were at work, and Great Xia’s army broke through Baizhi Pass. Meng Tian, who led Great Xia’s troops, ordered the massacre of our country’s 30,000 surrendered soldiers. To protect the entire city’s people, the already sixty-year-old Lady Murong, along with her four daughters-in-law, led the Murong clan’s family army to resist the enemy and delay time, eventually waiting for the border town’s reinforcements. But the Murong clan was annihilated in this battle. The family’s soldiers protected eleven young masters of the family during the escape. By the time they reached the gates of the imperial capital, only four-year-old Princess Fu remained. The emperor praised the Murong clan’s loyalty and bravery, posthumously conferring the title of State Guardian Duke on the old General Murong, First Class Huarong Lady on Lady Murong, and all the sons were made marquises. And Princess Fu was conferred as Princess Zhangyi, raised in the palace, enjoying the same provisions as the Crown Prince, the King of Luo, and others.”

This brief account made Chu Qiao secretly alarmed. The Murong clan could be considered the modern equivalent of the Yang family of the great Song. She listened intently and asked: “What happened afterward?”

“Afterward…” Qiu Sui bit her lower lip, pondered for a moment, then whispered: “Afterward, Princess Fu died.”

Chu Qiao was shocked: “Died?”

“Princess Fu was the same age as the Crown Prince. They played together since childhood. The emperor and empress intended to bestow special honors on the Murong clan, disregarding their decline. So in the year when the Crown Prince and Princess Fu were seventeen, they arranged their marriage, conferring Princess Fu as the Crown Princess, with her family worshipping at the royal ancestral temple.”

Chu Qiao listened quietly, but inwardly disagreed. The Murong clan was loyal and brave. Although the entire clan had declined, they still held irreplaceable influence and appeal in the military. Princess Fu’s marriage to the royal family could also be seen as a consolidation for the royal family.

“But later, on the very day of the wedding, Princess Fu hanged herself.”

“What?” Chu Qiao’s face changed immediately, and she frowned, asking: “Suicide?”

“Yes,” Qiu Sui’s face also turned somewhat pale as she said in a low voice: “The royal decree stated that Princess Fu died of illness, but having grown up in the palace since childhood, I witnessed everything. At that time, the Crown Prince’s wedding carriage had already arrived at Mihe Residence. The Crown Prince, wearing a bright red brocade robe, and holding a rose-colored ball, followed the ritual officials eagerly into the sleeping palace, but didn’t see Princess Fu. Everyone panicked and searched everywhere. In the end, it was the Crown Prince who first found Princess Fu. Everyone followed him to the rear hall and saw Princess Fu in her wedding dress, hanging from a three-foot white silk rope on that phoenix tree outside the window.”

The night wind blew in, carrying faint moonlight, ice-cold.

“The Crown Prince cried out and fainted. I was with my mother that year, a little flower girl in the wedding procession. My mother and other palace aunties rushed to take down Princess Fu. I was scared and backed away, stumbling on a stone and falling to the ground. Crying for help, I caught a glimpse of the King of Luo in a blue-purple robe under the pomegranate tree at the foot of the stone steps, his face as white as a ghost, standing quietly behind the crowd, looking at that phoenix tree with red eyes, saying nothing, his fists clenched as if about to squeeze out water.”

Qiu Sui’s eyes reddened as she sniffled lightly: “Afterward, all the ritual officials, palace maids, and aunties in the wedding procession were secretly executed. I was spared only because I was not yet nine years old. After my mother died, I continued to serve in the palace, but from then on, I never saw the King of Luo again. He only returns to the palace once a year for the empress’s birthday and rarely goes out. I heard he was sent to Meishan, supposedly to keep vigil for the emperor. In the blink of an eye, it’s been more than six years.”

Chu Qiao nodded slowly, feeling a wave of depression in her heart. Another palace secret? She had seen too many.

“The Crown Prince wasn’t like this before. It was only after Princess Fu’s death that he gradually became despondent. My lady hasn’t seen Princess Fu. She was truly like a fairy, not only of noble birth but also extremely kind to people, with a very gentle character. There wasn’t one of us little female officials in the palace who hadn’t received her kindness. It’s just hard to imagine that such a gentle person would ultimately have the courage to take such a path.”

Chu Qiao shook her head lightly: “How could a descendant of such a loyal and valiant family be as gentle as water? I fear the blood flowing in her bones was boiling. She was a person who would rather be broken jade than intact tile. It’s just a pity that she couldn’t protect herself at that time, nor did she entrust herself to someone capable of protecting her.”

Qiu Sui listened with partial understanding. Chu Qiao patted her shoulder and smiled, saying: “Qiu Sui, do you like the imperial palace?”

The little maid showed a moment of bewilderment. She murmured: “I don’t know either. My mother was a female official in the palace, assigned by the Empress Dowager to the father who was the director of the Literature and History Hall, and then gave birth to me. I was born here and have never been outside. I’ve seen the empresses and ladies of various palaces competing for favor and deceiving each other. In my life, the only two masters different from them are you, my lady, and Princess Fu. I can’t say whether I like it or not, but whether I like it or not, don’t I still have to live this way?”

Chu Qiao was slightly startled, then smiled lightly: “You’re right. Whether one accepts it or not, life must go on. Because you haven’t seen anything else, you can only choose to be content with the status quo.”

She lowered her head, gently stroking the little maid’s head, and said: “Qiu Sui, the outside is different from here. You can speak loudly, and walk with big steps. You can go wherever you want to go. As long as you work, you can receive payment and live the life you want to live. Outside, even the wind is free.”

The little maid seemed confused. She murmured: “Then if I don’t want to get up in the morning and want to sleep in, will no one care?”

Chu Qiao laughed: “Of course, but you’ll have your wages deducted.”

“Wow!” Qiu Sui suddenly became excited, grabbing Chu Qiao’s hand, and asked: “My lady, is Yan Bei like this? Is it?”

Chu Qiao looked at her, her gaze so distant, far beyond what a seventeen-year-old girl should have, as if looking through Qiu Sui to something far away, seeing the green evening grass of Yan Bei, seeing the pure white sheep, seeing the sacred snow mountains…

“I don’t know if it’s like that now, because I haven’t been there either, but I promise you, someday, everything will become real, so you must live well.”

Chu Qiao stood up, looking at the densely leaved phoenix tree outside the window, thinking of the desolate man in blue robes.

“Flowers of the phoenix tree for thousands of miles, continuous morning conversations. In the next life, let’s not be born into an imperial family.”

—*—*—*—*—*—*—*—*—

Early the next morning, the sound of escort carriage wheels shattered the sweet dreams of dawn. Chu Qiao didn’t disturb anyone, packed her simple belongings, and boarded the carriage.

Tieyo smiled at Chu Qiao and said: “My lady, the weather has turned cold. There are dry rations in the carriage. You haven’t eaten yet, have you?”

Chu Qiao nodded: “Thank you.”

Tieyo knew her true identity and smiled honestly, saying: “The battles Miss Chu fought in Great Xia have become examples taught in the military academy. My son likes you very much and talks about you every day.”

Chu Qiao looked at the man, slightly startled, and asked: “Your son? How old are you this year?”

Tieyo smiled and said: “I’m twenty-five this year, my son is eleven. I got married at fourteen, and I just had a daughter.”

Chu Qiao was secretly astonished. Fourteen years old…

Li Luo was right, the wind here was indeed very strong. Chu Qiao wore a wind cap and lifted the carriage curtain, feeling the wind howling in, like a windmill. The morning sunlight carried a golden warmth, spilling over the entire Jinwu Palace. The distant pavilions and terraces, the majestic palace, seemed like a magnificent dream, gradually disappearing. The clouds drifted slowly, nestling shallowly together. The garden was full of peach colors, and scarlet and green willows, embracing a pool of clear emerald water. The mist revealed the royal auspiciousness. The marble square was quiet, with only this one carriage slowly moving forward in the morning light, casting a mottled shadow.

Chu Qiao raised her head, looking at the floating clouds on the horizon, remembering Li Ce’s appearance leaning against the begonia tree, her eyes gradually becoming misty.

“May you travel freely by day, eastward in the morning and westward in the evening.”

The carriage moved farther away, finally disappearing among the many palace buildings. Li Ce, unable to rise early, was now standing on a rockery in Lanque Palace. The rockery was extremely high and covered with green bamboo. When the breeze blew, it moved gently. On the mountain was a bamboo pavilion, ingeniously designed and exquisitely built. Li Ce wore a green robe, a gold crown on his head, holding a purple flute horizontally at his mouth. Several times he wanted to play, but no tune emerged.

Above, the clouds were faint, covering the thousands of pavilions below, and in the distance, a line of carriage axles raised faint dust.

“Your Highness,”

A man in blue quickly walked up the rockery, his expression unusually serious, and said in a deep voice: “There’s an issue at the morning court in the front hall. Please go see.”

Li Ce turned around, his face no longer showing the previous gentle calmness. He frowned slightly and asked in a deep voice: “What’s the matter?”

Sun Di’s expression was also serious, his brow tightly knit, as he said word by word in a deep voice: “Something has happened to the marriage alliance princess from Great Xia.”

Chapter 119: Li Ce’s Battle of Words
The event that occurred in the ninth month of year 775 of the White Cang calendar, with its inherent complexity and the attitudes of various powers toward it, was destined to become the greatest unsolved case in later days. Historians argued endlessly, even establishing different schools of thought, spending their entire lives combing through historical records, trying to brush away the dust and fog of history to see the final truth.

However, such thinking was inevitably unrealistic, because even at that time, few could truly understand everything. Even those in power at the center of the vortex were merely observing and probing with the flow. But no one could deny that everything that happened on that day opened the prelude to the Crown Prince of Bian Tang’s grand wedding. Subsequently, a bloody storm swept through the ancient Tang capital, like a farce, dragging the long-peaceful citizens of Jiangnan into this grand play of the Ximeng land in such a blundering manner.

Long after, the Ximeng Chronicles recorded such blood-stained and tear-marked words:

“On the third day of the ninth month, the Eighth Princess of Great Xia, Zhao Chun’er, was raped in her outer palace residence. Before her death, the victim shouted the slogan of the Great Northern Alliance of Yan Bei. Both Xia and Tang countries were in an uproar. Suddenly, calls to destroy Yan spread across the north and south of the great river, sweeping across the entire land.”

In the spacious Imperial Academy Hall, it was filled with Bian Tang’s civil and military officials. Emperor Li Yizhou sat high in the shadows of the splendid golden hall. The monarch, over fifty years old, displayed an age beyond his years—white hair and beard, deep wrinkles, with long narrow eyes that had long lost the sharpness and fierce spirit of youth, like a deep ancient well, dimly reflecting all inquiring gazes from outside.

A seventy-year-old Confucian official knelt on the ground in grief and loudly proclaimed, “The northern barbarians are outrageously audacious, disregarding our Great Tang’s heavenly authority. With merely a tiny territory, they deliberately provoke the orthodox power of the Eastern Continent. If we do not teach them a lesson with thunderous force, where is our national prestige? Where is our military might? How can the Great Tang stand in Ximeng? How can we stand among the three kingdoms?”

As soon as these words were spoken, everyone rushed to agree. But then a young official stepped forward and earnestly said, “Great Xia is currently at war with Yan Bei. This humble official believes that our country should not rashly join in.”

The seventy-year-old Confucian official immediately became furious and shouted, “Xue Changling! You keep saying we shouldn’t send troops, what exactly are your intentions? Our Bian Tang has been established for a thousand years. When have we ever suffered such a strange and great humiliation? Once this matter spreads across the continent, how will our country stand and conduct itself? You keep defending Yan Bei, have you been secretly colluding with them? Do you have unspeakable connections?”

“Your Majesty!” A cry suddenly came from another white-bearded elder, who sorrowfully exclaimed, “Such a strange and great humiliation is unprecedented! Our ancestors founded the country over a thousand years ago, establishing it with virtuous governance, ruling the court with filial piety and honesty, pacifying the world with Confucian principles, and subduing all directions with education. We can be called first among the three kingdoms. When have we ever been provoked like this? If this trend starts, our Great Tang will lose face, be unable to face friendly nations, and our national honor will be ashamed!”

Xue Changling stepped forward and passionately said, “Your Majesty, there are many suspicious points about the humiliation of the Great Xia Princess. We cannot risk our national strength to get involved in another country’s internal strife based solely on the word of Great Xia officials!”

“You bold, treacherous little man, how dare you speak such nonsense in the Imperial Academy Hall! How important is a nation’s princess’s chastity? The palace matrons have verified it. The Eighth Princess of Great Xia had just been betrothed to our Great Tang. Now, on our territory, even within the capital, she has been humiliated. We cannot shirk responsibility! If we do not give Great Xia an explanation, how can this matter be resolved? Is it merely based on the suspicious points mentioned by your untrustworthy tongue, Xue Changling?”

“Lord Luo! This official is not saying we shouldn’t punish this matter. I’m just afraid we might act too hastily and fall into the trap set by those with ulterior motives!”

“Trap?” General Qi sneered. “What trap? The trap is that Yan Bei fears our alliance with Great Xia through marriage and attempts to sabotage it!”

“I don’t rule out that possibility, but I cannot exclude other possibilities either. If it truly was Yan Bei’s doing, why would they shout to reveal their identity before dying? Such self-incrimination would anger Bian Tang. What benefit would that bring to Yan Bei?”

Lord Luo coldly snorted and said, “The Great Alliance death soldiers have always been unpredictable in their actions. How can we judge them by common sense?”

A young general beside General Qi said, “Perhaps they did it specifically to confuse us, making us suspect it was a frame-up. See, Minister Xue is already suspicious.”

Xue Changling angrily retorted, “In matters of national importance, we naturally need to consider all angles thoroughly. How can we conclude with just one sentence about not judging by common sense? I serve as an official in the court, receiving the court’s salary, so I naturally need to consider all situations thoroughly!”

“Is that so? This official feels that Minister Xue has considered things thoroughly enough. If we consider it any further, Great Xia’s border army might attack us!”

“Lieutenant Xu, you…!”

“Your Majesty! The central army’s thirty thousand troops are ready for battle, willing to fight for the country!”

“Your Majesty! Blood debts must be paid with blood. Issue the order! It’s been many years since we’ve fought, and this old general’s sword has rusted!”

“Your Majesty! We officials earnestly request to fight!”

The entire hall was densely filled with kneeling ministers of Bian Tang, with only Xue Changling standing alone. The young official’s face turned purple-red with anger, his lips trembling, but unable to speak.

Just then, a carefree laugh suddenly came from outside the hall. Everyone turned to look. Li Ce appeared in bright green royal attire, wearing a golden crown, a jade belt around his waist, and narrow eyes like a fox’s. Laughing, he walked up to the hall, carelessly saying, “Everyone is so gathered today, even Elder Liu is here. What’s the fresh news? Did the Western Regions send precious horses? Or did Southern Qiu offer beautiful women again?”

The crowd parted like water as Li Ce, with Sun Di, walked proudly through the crowd, bowed at the lower seat, and said, “Your son woke up late and pays respects to Imperial Father.”

“Hmm,” the slightly aged voice slowly sounded from above. The Tang Emperor said faintly, “Do you know about the matter here?”

“Here? Oh!” Li Ce suddenly realized and his face immediately became angry. He stood up and said angrily, “This is outrageous! I came specifically for this matter!”

The court officials, afraid this unconventional crown prince might have some new trick, immediately rejoiced upon hearing his words and quickly agreed, “Yes! Outrageous! The Crown Prince’s words are right!”

Li Ce nodded angrily and said, “Great Xia sent two princesses, the first lacking wifely virtue, the second not upholding wifely conduct, giving me a large green hat. This is truly absurd! Father Emperor, your son feels that Great Xia shows no sincerity in this marriage alliance. We should send their princesses back. I think the Imperial Princess of Huai Song is not bad. I heard she also has a younger sister who is a beauty…”

The entire court was stunned. The seventy-year-old Elder Liu immediately cried out in grief, stepping forward to kneel and say, “Your Highness the Crown Prince, this absolutely cannot happen!”

Li Ce turned and frowned, “Oh? Why not?”

“Great Xia has sent princesses twice for marriage alliances, showing their sincerity. Now, with the Great Xia Princess suffering such a great humiliation within our borders, if we do not pursue Yan Bei’s responsibility, we will surely be condemned by thousands, cursed by tens of thousands, and despised by all directions. The current situation blames the Yan Bei traitors, not the Xia Princess. I hope Your Highness understands clearly.”

Li Ce slightly raised his eyebrows and said, “Oh? You make a good point.”

Elder Liu wiped the cold sweat from his forehead and sighed in relief. “Your Highness the Crown Prince is wise.”

Li Ce said indignantly, “If that’s the case, Father Emperor, my future consort has been humiliated by Yan Bei. Although I am unworthy, I cannot sit by and watch my woman be bullied. I request Father Emperor to send troops to Yan Bei. I am willing to lead the army personally and swear to destroy Yan Bei under our blades!”

With these words, the entire hall rejoiced. Everyone looked at each other excitedly, their eyes all revealing great happiness.

After so many years of the Crown Prince’s frivolity, who would have thought that at this critical moment, he would still have the demeanor of a ruler of a nation? The great nation of Bian Tang should display such spirit!

“Additionally, Father Emperor, I have a small request.”

The Tang Emperor frowned slightly but did not say much, just gesturing for him to continue.

Li Ce spoke eloquently, standing in his magnificent embroidered robes in the great hall, with sword-like eyebrows and star-like eyes, handsome and elegant, saying loudly, “Since the Eighth Princess has already been betrothed to me, she is already a citizen of our Bian Tang. I hope to reject Great Xia’s request for joint military action. Yan Bei is but a tiny territory. Just give me one hundred thousand elite troops, and capturing Yan Xun and eliminating the remaining Yan Bei rebels is no challenge for me.”

Upon hearing this, everyone was stunned, but before they could speak, Li Ce’s bombshells continued to fall one after another.

“Additionally, to send troops from our country to Yan Bei, we must pass through Great Xia’s territory for thousands of miles. I remember that our army once reached Zhenhuang, which required three hundred thousand troops and two million civilian laborers. Although our current military strength is not half of what it was then, the journey is extremely far. Therefore, I request the Ministry of Households to mobilize three million civilian laborers, two hundred thousand war horses, two hundred thousand sets of weapons and armor, winter cotton clothes, accompanying medical officials, medicines, and fodder for horses. The Grain Department should gather three hundred thousand dan of provisions for the northern expedition.”

The Minister of Households, Qiu Shihai, immediately felt his head swell like a gourd as if burned by fire. He jumped up hurriedly and said, “Your Highness, this humble official believes that Yan Bei is Great Xia’s rebellious subject, and the cause of the conflict involves Great Xia’s princess. Great Xia should reasonably provide military assistance as the main force. Although we should send troops, we can only serve as auxiliaries, and Great Xia should also provide provisions and military supplies for us.”

Li Ce turned around with a smile, blinking his narrow eyes, and said, “Oh? Wasn’t Minister Qiu just shouting about national integrity and Tang’s prestige quite loudly? How is it that our magnificent Great Tang Crown Prince has been given a green hat, yet we need others to fight for our justice? Elder Liu just said it well; our Bian Tang has been established for a thousand years and has never suffered such a strange humiliation. Being beaten by Great Xia to the point of retreating to Jiangnan, ceding territory, paying reparations, and offering tribute are all minor matters, and the eighteen states of Hongchuan need not be taken to heart. Those bandits in the north are too arrogant now. If we don’t teach them a lesson, they won’t know who’s in charge on the continent. I believe that all the generals share my thoughts and would never loudly proclaim wanting to punish Yan Bei while secretly hoping to follow behind Great Xia, waving flags and cheering with such cowardly ideas. Moreover, Great Xia has just experienced a great war and can barely feed themselves, yet they need to buy provisions from our country. What do you all think they will do to support our food supplies?”

Li Ce stood in the great hall with a smile, and those generals and commanders who had been righteous moments ago now looked uncomfortable, glancing at each other, grunting in agreement, but none could speak a word.

“I’ve heard that Yan Bei has numerous soldiers and generals, and Yan Xun even has world-changing talents. Previously, with just one person’s strength, he managed to turn the Southwestern Garrison Commander and capture Zhenhuang City which our three hundred thousand troops couldn’t take in a hundred years, forcing Great Xia to relocate their capital northward for the first time in three hundred years, nearly causing the nation’s downfall. Later, he fought his way back to Yan Bei, and none of the northwestern border armies and various feudal lords and county governors could stop his blade. He’s been called the new Yan Bei Lion King of this generation. Our Bian Tang has had no warfare for many years, and except for a few border armies in the south that cannot be withdrawn, most soldiers who have seen blood are over fifty or sixty years old. Moreover, our military organization is incomplete, and most weapons in the armory are rusted. But I believe that as long as we unite as one, we will be able to cross the entire territory of Great Xia, travel thousands of miles, and behead the madmen who dare to offend our Bian Tang.”

As Li Ce spoke, he walked around the great hall, becoming more and more excited, gesturing expressively as he said:

“After all, everyone has seen that in our annual military reviews, our soldiers march very neatly and shout. Even if they haven’t killed people, most have killed chickens, and they are very experienced in fighting over jealousy in brothels, with skilled practical combat experience. The young generals from our Military Academy are all young talents, and most of your sons and grandsons are there too. These are all treasures of our empire. Although these young men have never been on the battlefield and probably haven’t even killed chickens, I think they all have very high combat awareness, and their daily slogans are very loud. I believe I can bring them with me, and with some battlefield experience, they will surely become an invincible elite force! Moreover, we have many treasures that Yan Bei doesn’t have. Although I’ve recently heard that generals like Bai Cang, Xi Rui, Wu Daoya, and others have some abilities, leading three to five thousand Great Alliance warriors to bloodily wash away armies of tens of thousands, and still retreating unharmed. But our Bian Tang will not be afraid. They are only a few years old, too young. Among our commanders, we have many experienced generals like Old General Dou and Old General Bai who have rich life experiences and combat skills that those people cannot compare with. As long as they oversee the battlefield, I guarantee they will be invincible, with enemies fleeing at the sight of them. By the way, Old General Dou, I saw your dentures at the door when I came in. I heard you had a stroke recently and your speech isn’t fluent anymore. No worries, I’ll send someone to make you a new pair of agate dentures right away.”

The court officials’ faces turned ashen, almost unable to speak, while Li Ce’s enthusiasm grew even more. As he strolled around, he spoke eloquently, with a heroic and vigorous demeanor, gesturing boldly, righteously saying, “Moreover, Yan Bei is a barbaric place, uncivilized, with no understanding of filial piety and honesty. Its people are all ignorant. Our Great Tang has tens of thousands of learned scholars. If Yan Bei’s people dare to help the rebels resist, we’ll send out hundreds of our learned censors from the Censorate to explain the great principles to them. I believe they will surely submit to the words of the sages and feel ashamed of their actions, turning to embrace us instead. Although I’ve heard that the Xia Emperor once spent eight years trying to assimilate the Yan Bei people, making them loyal to the empire, they still attacked the empire’s armies and newly appointed officials like locusts, without interruption for eight years. But everyone need not be afraid. How can Great Xia compare to us? When we were accepting the teachings of the sages, Great Xia’s ancestors were still not wearing pants on the grasslands, haha!”

“And, and, most importantly,” Li Ce turned around with a smile, suddenly kneeling on the ground, saying to the Tang Emperor, “Father, this point is crucial, related to the prosperity of our Great Tang, and must not be overlooked.”

The Tang Emperor, with a hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth, looked at his son and said, “Speak.”

Li Ce raised his head, very seriously saying, “Your son boldly requests to relocate the capital.”

“What?”

With these words, the court officials finally could no longer hold back and cried out in shock.

“Alas,” Li Ce sighed deeply, helplessly saying, “There’s no choice. To maintain our Great Tang’s dignity, this war must be fought. But after the war, although we know we will certainly be victorious, the losses will likely be significant. Military strength, financial resources, food, weapons, personnel, civilian laborers, and countless losses. Importantly, this war will be prolonged and extremely drain national strength. With our army deep in Great Xia territory, it’s hard to guarantee the Xia Emperor won’t harbor small-minded intentions. Even if the Xia Emperor is truly as righteous as everyone thinks, after the war, with our significant losses, won’t Huai Song take advantage of the situation? Everyone hasn’t forgotten, that we are currently at war with Huai Song. Everyone should prepare mentally that soon our Bian Tang will face the historical new situation of fighting on two fronts, with uncertain outcomes and unpredictable futures. Therefore, I propose we immediately relocate the capital, moving to the barren lands of the southern frontier, and burning the imperial capital to the ground. Even if in the future we are pursued by Great Xia or breached by Huai Song, they will gain nothing. We’ll hide in the southern frontier jungles where no one can find us, frustrating them to death, haha!”

By now, the officials’ faces could not look any worse, but Li Ce suddenly became excited again and said, “Moreover, I just thought of an excellent strategy. If we, fortunately, survive this war and maintain Great Tang’s supreme glory and dignity, after this matter, we can send a royal princess to Great Xia for a marriage alliance, and then dispatch many eloquent officials to accompany her. After arriving in Great Xia, we’ll use the same trick, saying the princess was humiliated by Huai Song’s spies. Taking advantage of the public outrage, we’ll send our officials with large amounts of wealth to bribe Great Xia’s officials. Haha, this way, Great Xia will have no choice but to go to war with Huai Song. Then we can sit on the mountain to watch the tigers fight, reaping the benefits as the fisherman. What do you all think of my idea?”

Everyone remained silent, and a deathly stillness fell over the entire Imperial Academy Hall. Suddenly, a pfft sound was heard as someone laughed out loud.

Everyone immediately turned around, glaring at that person.

Xue Changling shook his robe, stepped forward, knelt on the ground, and said loudly, “Your Highness the Crown Prince is brilliant. This official sincerely admires you. I was blind just now, but now I deeply believe this war is necessary. If Your Highness doesn’t reject me, this official is willing to follow Your Highness, serving like a dog or horse.”

“Well said, I remember you.”

Li Ce said with a smile, then suddenly turned around, knelt with a loud thud, and said, “Father Emperor, please issue the order. Your son’s mind is made up, not to be a man if I don’t destroy Yan Bei. Even if this expedition means certain death, I swear to perish together with Yan Bei to maintain our Great Tang’s prestige. The officials’ words just now have made your son’s blood boil. Your son requests to bring along those who spoke the loudest just now, allowing these officials to achieve merit and have their names recorded in history. Please grant your son’s wish!”

With that, he kowtowed deeply.

The Tang Emperor pondered slightly, about to speak, when suddenly someone shouted “Your Majesty” and knelt with a thud.

Elder Liu suddenly said with a serious expression, “Your Majesty, this old official suddenly feels that what Minister Xue said earlier has some merit. It’s too hasty to send troops against Yan Bei based solely on the words of the Great Xia Princess. We should conduct more investigations before deciding on this matter.”

“Oh?” The Tang Emperor’s voice rose, saying, “Didn’t Elder Liu just say Minister Xue was a treacherous little man whose words weren’t credible?”

Elder Liu’s forehead was covered in cold sweat, but he forced himself to say, “Well, it was this old official’s oversight. Thinking about it now, Minister Xue’s words… well, they do have some merit.”

The Tang Emperor turned to look at the old general, General Qi: “Qi, what do you think?”

“This old official also believes Elder Liu’s words are right. Dispatching troops is a matter of national importance and, should be done with caution.”

The Minister of Households rushed to say, “This humble official also feels that currently sending troops would mean the Ministry of Households doesn’t have enough provisions to support such a large-scale military mobilization. It should be discussed in detail.”

“Yes, yes, yes, moving the cavalry from the Ministry of War to the northern frontier isn’t a matter of a day or two, and since our country has had no warfare for many years, even if we want to fight, we need to make more preparations.”

Li Ce frowned angrily and said, “What do you officials mean? Are we not allowed to retaliate even when we’ve been bullied like this? If it’s as you all say, where is the face of our Bian Tang? Even if we die, we should take Yan Bei down with us.”

“Crown Prince,” Lord Luo said anxiously, “What is Yan Bei? How are they worth dying for? This matter, let’s delay it.”

“That won’t do,” Li Ce resolutely said, “My consort has been humiliated, which is a major matter. As the crown prince of a nation, I cannot tolerate others bullying my country. As a man, I cannot tolerate others bullying my woman. If I remain silent, won’t I be ridiculed by the entire country and become the laughingstock of the world?”

Elder Liu quickly said, “Crown Prince, please calm your anger. If the Crown Prince can endure this momentary righteousness, it will be a sacrifice for the Great Tang citizens, preserving the lives of countless soldiers who would die on the battlefield. No one will blame the Crown Prince; they will only be grateful to you.”

“Indeed, and the Great Xia Princess hasn’t officially married into Bian Tang yet. Although this matter involves us, their guards also cannot escape blame. Moreover, Yan Bei is Great Xia’s mortal enemy; what does it have to do with our Bian Tang? At worst, we can replace the princess with another one. After all, the Xia Emperor has so many daughters.”

“Right! They created such a scandal within our imperial capital, and we haven’t pursued it yet. If they dare to make a fuss, we will demand an explanation from the Xia Emperor.”

Li Ce frowned in difficulty, slowly saying, “But, can you officials endure such humiliation? You are all important ministers of the country. Aren’t you afraid history books will record you heavily in the future?”

“No problem!”

Everyone collectively shook their heads, “For Bian Tang, what is this small grievance?”

“Alas,” Li Ce shook his head and sighed, “Seeing how deeply principled you officials are, I feel ashamed. Since everyone can remain so calm, what more can I say? Scribe, draft a letter to comfort the Great Xia Princess, and then, send her back.”

Soon, the morning court session ended, and the officials withdrew. The Tang Emperor instructed Li Ce briefly before returning to the inner palace.

Sun Di followed behind Li Ce, quietly giving him a thumbs up, saying, “Your Highness’s Tai Chi skills have become increasingly refined.”

Li Ce snorted dismissively, laughing, “Just a bunch of decrepit useless old men.”

“But sometimes these decrepit useless old men can play very important roles.”

Li Ce sneered, then said, “That Xue Changling is not bad. Keep an eye on him. We can’t use him for now, but let’s see.”

“Yes.” Sun Di nodded and said, “Your Highness, what next?”

Li Ce extended his slender fingers, massaging his temples, saying, “I haven’t decided yet. Zhao Chun’er caught me off guard. I didn’t expect her to be so ruthless, using her reputation to create a conflict between Bian Tang and Yan Bei. Did you see the palace matron who examined her? Was her chastity violated? Also, who saw the person claiming to be a Great Alliance death soldier?”

“There were three palace matrons in total, all old matrons from the palace. Their testimonies were consistent, so it seems to be true. As for the Great Alliance warrior, it’s said that when the imperial guards rushed into the princess’s residence, he had just gotten off the princess’s body, then shouted ‘Yan Bei Great Alliance’ and committed suicide.”

Li Ce shook his head and sighed, “Xia Emperor, to gamble with such a matter, truly willing to pay a heavy price!”

“Your Highness, are we sending Zhao Chun’er back to Great Xia?”

“What else can we do? Keep her here?” Li Ce snorted coldly, saying, “By sending Zhao Chun’er back, the Xia Emperor should know his plot has been exposed. He still needs to rely on Bian Tang and dare not break face with me. As long as we suppress the ministers, Great Xia cannot cause much trouble.”

Sun Di nodded and said, “Indeed, let the wind blow fiercely and the waves rise high, we remain unmoved.”

At this moment, a guard suddenly ran up from a distance, with chaotic steps, gasping for breath, his forehead covered in sweat, his collar already half soaked, shouting along the way, “Your Highness! Terrible news!”

Li Ce frowned immediately, quickly stepping forward, asking in a deep voice, “What happened?”

The man knelt with a thud, his face terrified, saying, “The Great Xia Princess has committed suicide by smashing her head at the Rose Square in the center of the imperial city!”

“What?”

Sun Di immediately exclaimed, but the guard quickly said, “But fortunately, she only broke her head and is not in danger. However, the local people crowded around, causing a small commotion.”

Li Ce snorted coldly, disdainfully saying, “A show of misery? Playing the sympathy card? Trying to stir up the Tang capital citizens to make a scene for her?”

Sun Di frowned and said, “Such a small matter and you’re so panicked. Whose subordinate are you?”

“Your Highness, the main issue isn’t this,” the guard said urgently, his face red, gasping while saying, “The key is, just now, the central army was training in the Central Garrison next to Rose Square. Those soldiers witnessed the entire incident. The lower officers couldn’t control those young noble soldiers. Now, the central army’s thirty thousand troops have gathered at Central Street, clamoring to attack Yan Bei. They are now heading towards the palace gate!”

“What did you say?”

At this moment, not just Sun Di, but even Li Ce’s expression changed. However, just then, another guard rode over from a distance, completely disregarding palace etiquette, running and shouting, “Urgent report! Urgent report!”

“What is it?”

Li Ce’s face was cold, with no trace of playfulness.

“Your Highness,” the man fell from his horse with a thud, his clothes stained with blood.

Sun Di angrily said, “Has the central army gone mad? Attacking their comrades for a foreign princess?”

The man knelt on the ground, loudly saying, “Your Highness, the central army did not attack the imperial guards, but they surrounded Lord Tie You’s carriage. The thirty thousand central army soldiers went crazy. According to Great Xia officials, there is a planner of this incident in the carriage, a rebel from Yan Bei. Over twenty of our vanguard brothers have died, mostly at the hands of Great Xia attendants, but the central army has seen blood and is more difficult to control.”

Li Ce’s face turned pale, his eyes narrowing like a fox’s, showing a blood-thirsty cold light. After a long time, he coldly snorted, “Well played, Great Xia, well played, Zhao Chun’er!”

Chapter 120: You’re Too Green
The morning mist had lifted slightly, and sunlight pierced through the fog, showering down on Rose Square paved with marble. Silver-white armor gleamed brilliantly in the sunlight. Thirty thousand Central Army soldiers stood densely packed on the stone steps of the square. Their faces were still young, having the naivety of newborn calves unafraid of tigers. These imperial noble sons who had grown up in the comfort of the Tang capital glared with bloodshot eyes, staring viciously at the carriage forced up onto the high platform, gripping their weapons so tightly they creaked.

The sky was azure blue, the morning glow red as blood. Standing high on Rose Square, looking out at the magnificent Tang capital, those majestic city walls, the splendid golden palaces, the countless rows of civilian homes and merchant shops, soldiers with gleaming sabers, and the commoners standing at the bottom of the square, looking up in expectation…

Chu Qiao suddenly felt a calmness in her heart. The wind was strong, blowing her cloak, making the hem of her garments flutter wildly in the morning breeze, flapping like a great bird about to spread its wings. She reached out her hand and removed the hood from her head, revealing a beautiful and resilient face, and a pair of calm, steady eyes!

Instantly, a tremendous clamor erupted from all directions. A month ago, Chu Qiao’s portrait had been brought from Da Xia and plastered all over the streets and alleys. The students from the Military Academy had also repeatedly studied her ghostlike battle strategies, but now, seeing this young girl not yet eighteen years old before their eyes, everyone was stunned.

This was the Yan Bei bandit who single-handedly charged into Da Xia’s capital and took away the Southwestern Garrison Commander.

This was the new-generation military commander who led four thousand desperate troops across thousands of miles without a single defeat.

This was the newly prominent battlefield noble who fled ten thousand miles, breaking through Da Xia’s encirclements and blockades hundreds of times, the spiritual leader of Yan Bei.

Could this be the mastermind behind the secretly planned shocking “Nine-Zero-Three Incident” in Bian Tang?

“Yes! It’s her!”

Someone in the crowd shouted, and the entire scene instantly boiled over. Everyone’s fingers pointed at her, pointing at this war-crazed woman who had insulted the future Crown Prince’s consort of Bian Tang and schemed to provoke conflict between Da Xia and Bian Tang!

“It’s her! The majesty of Great Tang cannot be violated, the blood and iron of the Tang army cannot be trampled upon! Kill her! Defend the empire’s dignity!”

“Kill her! Defend the empire’s dignity!”

Frenzied roars came from all directions. The entire Central Avenue had been completely sealed off, with crowds pouring in endlessly. The long-suppressed hot blood of the young soldiers began to boil. Like madmen, they waved their weapons with bloodshot eyes, unleashing their youthful battle spirit recklessly. And those ignorant commoners, also shouting for the spectacle, raised their malnourished faces, waved their pale, thin wrists, and howled along with the soldiers in front: “Defend the empire’s dignity! Defend the majesty of Great Tang!”

Chu Qiao suddenly felt cold. Blood stains the battlefield yet unable to get a complete corpse, facing the yellow earth all day yet unable to eat a full meal, bodies covered with hoof prints of nobles and marks from blood whips, receiving small favors yet being sincerely grateful to tears. These simple commoners under slave rule, had not realized that what they loyally supported was not their interests!

Facing this passionate but ignorant anger, Chu Qiao suddenly felt so heavy. A sadness impossible to conceal rose from the depths of her heart, making her unable to utter a word in the face of those thunderous shouts.

“I am Tie You, commander of the Imperial Guard under the Crown Prince. Call out your superior to see me!”

Tie You had sustained multiple wounds, but still stood firmly with sword in hand before Chu Qiao. The young man was like a towering mountain, his gaze so steadfast, his eyebrows thick and black, standing upright. Pointing his sword toward the seething Central Army, he shouted angrily: “Tell Lu Fangshan to come see me!”

He did not know that at this moment, the high-ranking leaders of the Central Army had all entered the National Academy Hall in Golden Wu Palace to request the empire to dispatch troops to Yan Bei, leaving only mid and lower-level officers in the army.

His sword was heavy and sharp, carrying a bloodthirsty chill. More than ten soldiers who had tried to charge up were at his feet. They wore Central Army uniforms, but the sword techniques they displayed were the chopping style of the Xia State. But it was too late to mention these things now. Tie You shouted in anger: “Why are you gathered here? Are you planning a rebellion?”

More than two hundred Imperial Guards protected Chu Qiao’s sides. Most were already wounded, one with an arrow pierced through his chest, yet he did not fall but stood propped against his spear at the rear, using his body to shield Chu Qiao from the range of arrows.

“The Crown Prince has been deceived by traitors, foolishly protecting Yan Bei remnants. We are the nation’s soldiers, the empire’s blade edge. We cannot sit by and watch the empire suffer such humiliation while letting traitors escape!”

From the crowd, someone suddenly shouted, and the young soldiers who had just slightly calmed down immediately boiled over again, everyone shouting: “Right! Don’t let her go!”

“The Crown Prince is fond of women, he must have been bewitched by this enchantress!”

“Yan Bei bandits dare violate the majesty of Great Tang, they must be executed!”

“Kill her!”

The howling wind swept through, and people’s eyes had a strange light. Chu Qiao knew that at this moment, anything said would be useless. The soldiers’ anger was enough to ravage and burn everything. In Zhenhuang City, on the northwestern battlefield, she had witnessed this and knew its dangers.

She called out Tie You’s name loudly, but Tie You did not turn around. Her voice was very loud, but it seemed so feeble amidst the overwhelming shouts.

“You go! Find Li Ce! Only he can turn the situation around now!”

Tie You didn’t look back, but his voice carried the iron-blooded persistence of a soldier. At this moment, he was no longer that young father who smiled with squinted eyes when talking about his son, but a resolute soldier. He replied word by word: “The Crown Prince told me to protect you.”

With a swish, Chu Qiao drew the sword from a fallen Imperial Guard, coldly looking at the soldiers charging forward, slowly saying: “Very well, then we shall fight side by side.”

“Haha! To fight alongside the famous general who terrified Da Xia, even if I die, I, old Tie, have no regrets!”

Footsteps rumbled like muffled thunder, and the young elite soldiers of the empire let out deafening roars. Although the enemy before them numbered only a little over two hundred, they seemed to be marching onto the northwestern battlefield or the eastern plains of Liao. The silver-white armor spread across Rose Square like an avalanche so that vast one couldn’t see its end. They raised their sabers and moved forward step by step, the ground trembling violently beneath their feet. The orderly troops were like a high mountain, pressing forward inch by inch.

Tie You’s arm muscles knotted tightly as he stood firm. Drawing energy to his core, he shook his sword and shouted deeply: “Final warning, one step further, and we will destroy you!”

Over two hundred wounded soldiers raising swords against thirty thousand fully armored troops, yet still roaring about destroying them – it was truly a ridiculous scene, but no one dared show any contempt.

Tie You joined the army at fourteen, and participated in the Eastern Liao Defense War and the Southern Hill Extermination Campaign, once crossing several thousand miles of blockade lines alone to deliver war reports. He had always been a model and idol for Bian Tang soldiers. Now, standing there alone, he was like a sharp blade. People had reason to believe that any force crashing into him would pay a devastating price!

“For the honor of the empire!”

The Central Army immediately erupted with a unified charge cry. As Li Ce had said, their battle cry was indeed loud. The wave-like soldiers instantly charged forward!

Suddenly! A row of blood spray shot into the air as Tie You swung his arm, and three heads rose with the wind, falling into the crowd like rotten cabbages, trampled to human paste!

The two forces collided head-on, like two surging waves instantly splashing together, raising bloody sprays. The piercing sound of weapons clashing penetrated the clouds, shooting across the sky. The two hundred Imperial Guards formed a line, standing firm with steady steps, protecting their mission.

Although the young Central Army soldiers were numerous, most were on the stone steps, and those on Rose Square’s high platform were less than one-tenth. They crowded upward, but they were no match for the Imperial Guards led by Tie You, falling apart like paper dolls.

The first row, the second row, the third row, the fourth row…

The young soldiers fell row after row. Those young eyes were all fanatic, their blood boiling. The Imperial Guards gradually revealed desperate expressions facing their comrades. Some had softened swords, some had hesitant eyes, some were desperately shouting: “Don’t come up! Don’t come anymore!” But in that moment of hesitation, a sword was placed across his neck, and the next second, his throat was cut by his comrade.

The Central Army had gone mad. These noble soldiers who had never even killed a chicken in their lives swung their swords, charging up the high platform like locusts, stepping on their brothers’ severed limbs and blood, fearlessly offering up their lives.

Eagles screeched in the sky, huge clouds gathered, and the clear sky of early morning instantly changed to stormy. The commoners had scattered in terror, but the entire Central Avenue was blocked. How could there be any possibility of retreat or escape?

People could only shout frantically, push, trample, and search for their lost family members. All around were shouts, husbands calling for wives, wives looking for sons, children crying for mothers. Everywhere were cries of grief and wailing. In just the time it takes to burn a stick of incense, the flower-filled Central Avenue had instantly transformed from a paradise to a hell of carnage!

At this moment, Li Ce had already led the Imperial Palace Guards out of Golden Wu Palace, galloping down Golden Wu Street. The Bian Tang Crown Prince, who never rode horses, rode with his long robes fluttering in the wind, his eyes sharp like a fierce eagle.

“Crown Prince!”

A scout quickly came, shouting: “Central Avenue is blocked by commoners, the Imperial Guards cannot get through.”

“Blocked?” Li Ce raised an eyebrow, coldly saying: “If they can’t get through, then walk over the corpses. Kill them all if they don’t make way!”

“Your Highness?” The scout was stunned, forgetting his place, murmuring: “Those are all commoners of the Tang capital.”

“Commoners…” Li Ce slowly narrowed his eyes, speaking in a cold tone: “Every moment we delay breaking through, one more Central Army soldier will die, one more Imperial Guard warrior will fall. They are the true wealth of the empire.”

The scout awakened to understanding, saying harshly: “Yes, please wait a moment, Your Highness. I will lead our Imperial Guard brothers to clear the way for you.”

Li Ce placed his palm on his chest, saying quietly: “Thank you for your trouble.”

“Sun Di, immediately go to the Ministry of War and mobilize fifty thousand Wolf Army soldiers to enter the city and quell the riot. Also, light the wind fire and send fast horses to notify the Northern Camp to monitor Da Xia troop movements at all times. And…” He slowly pondered for a while, as if extremely difficult to say, his brows tightly furrowed, finally speaking with difficulty: “Send scouts to the Southern Frontier to monitor the southern waterways around the clock for twelve hours, to prevent invasion from Northwestern Yan Beiern troops.”

Sun Di was startled, raising her eyebrows, asking deeply: “Yan Bei? Would Yan Bei go to war with Bian Tang?”

“Would they not?” Li Ce snorted coldly, his tone is as cold as winter night water: “If she unfortunately dies, dies on Bian Tang soil, then we’ll wait to bear the heavenly rage of Yan Xun. The lion of Yan Bei will suicidally devour those cowards.”

“And,” Li Ce slowly closed his eyes. In the clear pool among lotus flowers, the woman’s beautiful bare face like a lotus flower appeared in his mind, with sea crab apple blossoms fluttering everywhere. His voice suddenly became as thin as a mosquito’s, his brows tightly knitted, sighing lightly, his voice ethereal but firm as iron: “I will not spare them either.”

“Yes, I will attend to it immediately.”

“Also, investigate thoroughly for me!” Li Ce suddenly opened his eyes, his previous weakness and fatigue instantly vanishing. His eyes burned with angry flames, his fists clenched so tightly they creaked, saying in a cold tone: “I want all the data from this Central Army training exercise, I want confidential reports on all Central Army commanders’ backgrounds, regardless of rank, position, or the magnitude of matters. Who they’ve met these days, whom they’ve spoken with, where they’ve been, even if it’s which day they had diarrhea and spent extra time in the latrine, I want to know it all!”

Sun Di was quick-witted and immediately grasped the key point of Li Ce’s words. Her expression suddenly changed dramatically as she exclaimed: “Could Your Highness mean this mutiny is not accidental?”

“Accidental?” Li Ce laughed coldly in extreme anger. He turned his head, looking fixedly at Sun Di, and said coldly from the corner of his mouth: “Zhao Chun’er’s palace chambers attacked, all officials at the court meeting unanimously siding with Da Xia, the self-inflicted injury scheme to incite the commoners at Rose Square, the Central Army happening to be training at Rose Camp, the high-ranking military officers coincidentally all absent from their troops, the imperial family’s sons so easily provoked, and they coincidentally knew Tie You’s itinerary and also knew Chu Qiao was in the carriage! With so many coincidences, don’t you find these events suspiciously coincidental?”

Sun Di stood with her mouth open, unable to say a word. Li Ce’s expression grew increasingly grim as he continued coldly: “From beginning to end, we didn’t receive even the slightest hint, not a trace of intelligence, even that old fool Dou Mingde who had long faded from politics knew while we remained completely ignorant! Such a tightly sealed scheme, such an exquisite deployment, such a step-by-step encirclement, and you still think it’s coincidental?”

The long wind blew past, and the roars ahead intensified. The Imperial Guards began to disperse the commoners vigorously, while the Feathered Forest troops with bows and arrows began shooting wildly into the sky. The commoners fled in terrified clamor. Everything seemed like a huge farce, carrying a mocking, cold smile beneath the joyous atmosphere of the Bian Tang Crown Prince’s wedding.

Sun Di and Li Ce stared at each other, dark thoughts emerging from the depths of their hearts, impossible to suppress no matter how they tried.

Li Ce nodded, saying heavily: “You guessed correctly. Death’s footsteps have entered Bian Tang. An invisible hand has already laid this net, hanging it above our heads when we weren’t paying attention. Someone has infiltrated the Central Army, infiltrated the Tang capital, even infiltrated the National Academy Hall!”

“Is it Da Xia? Or Huai Song?”

“Nalan Hongye isn’t among the guests. For such a major move, she couldn’t possibly not be present. And Da Xia’s Zhao Chun’er, her palace intrigue tactics might be adequate, but for such a precise scheme, she doesn’t have that capability.”

Sun Di frowned: “Then who is it?”

“I don’t know.” Li Ce raised his head, looking at the thick black clouds rolling in the sky above, slowly shaking his head, saying softly: “I truly don’t know, but I’ve already caught the scent of conspiracy. It’s not far from us, perhaps, right beside us.”

The long wind howled, and chaos spread like ripples in a lake after a stone was thrown, expanding outward circle by circle.

Li Ce didn’t know that just as he worried about Yan Xun’s suicidal retaliation if anything happened to Chu Qiao, Yan Xun’s carriage had just left the Tang capital. Two hours earlier, he had led the Yan Bei forces through the Tang capital, heading towards the eastern highway.

For three hundred years, Bian Tang’s emperors had guarded the national gate. Tang capital was close to the border cities of Huai Song and Da Xia. Not far to the east was the Eastern Liao battlefield, currently at war, which was Yan Xun’s true destination for this journey.

On the desolate ancient road, a team of horses galloped quickly. Yan Xun sat in the carriage, with A Jing guarding at his side, saying deeply: “Zhuge Yue has already entered the city. The lady must also be in the Tang capital.”

“Yes,” Yan Xun nodded: “After meeting Nalan Hongye, we’ll return to Tang capital. A Chu is with him, temporarily safe.”

“Will Huai Song agree to our requests?”

Yan Xun said lightly: “If she didn’t agree, she wouldn’t meet me. As long as Huai Song restrains Bian Tang and refuses to stop the war, consuming Bian Tang’s provisions, then Bian Tang cannot assist Da Xia, and we’ll have a three-fold chance of victory.”

After saying this, Yan Xun sighed helplessly, slowly leaning back in the carriage, saying in a low voice: “Winter is coming, and Yan Bei’s days are not easy either. Provisions are scarce, I fear we can’t even last a month. Fortunately, we have the gold from the Xianyang wealthy households; otherwise, I truly wouldn’t know what to do. Warriors need to eat, and Yan Bei’s commoners are watching me. As long as we can purchase food and military supplies from Huai Song and open this trade route, Yan Bei will have breathing room. Just give me three years, and Yan Bei will no longer need to accommodate others.”

The wind outside was a bit cold. A Jing pulled up a blanket to cover Yan Xun, saying deeply: “Young Master, don’t worry, there will be a way when we reach the mountain. Rest now. You haven’t slept for three nights, arranging for people to stay in the Tang capital to search for the lady.”

Yan Xun leaned in the carriage, his face somewhat pale, closing his tired eyes, saying in a low voice: “For matters like provisions, A Chu is more adept. Fortunately, we’ll soon see her.”

The ancient road was desolate, with early autumn’s wild grass growing waist-high, trembling in the cold wind.

—*—*—*—*—*—*—*—*—*—

An arrow suddenly broke the deathly silence of Rose Square, like a sharp wolf’s claw instantly seizing a fatal wound. The entire army suddenly fell silent. People turned their heads back, seeing on the high imperial carriage a young woman in bright yellow robes, wearing a golden crown, her face cold as ice, standing upright, holding a golden bow, coldly pointing at the blood-red Rose Platform. Her forehead was wrapped in layers of white gauze, with fresh red blood seeping through.

“Swoosh!”

Another arrow was instantly released, shooting straight at the blood-red woman’s chest.

At that moment, Tie You let out a fierce shout, with staggering steps, leaping up violently to stand before Chu Qiao. He swung his sword horizontally but was too weak and slow. With a “thud,” the arrow instantly pierced through his chest, reflecting a cold, chilling light.

“Tie You!”

Chu Qiao shouted, about to rush forward, when a row of arrows instantly shot over, firmly embedding in the stone slabs before her.

Guards beneath the woman’s imperial carriage aimed their bows, shooting in unison.

The woman’s lips curled into a cold smile as she stepped down from the imperial carriage one step at a time. Her noble golden boots stepped on the blood-soaked ground without the slightest concern. She walked forward with a faint smile, ascending the platform step by step, finally standing before Chu Qiao. Across the sea of corpses, in a voice only Chu Qiao and her guards could hear, she smiled: “Does it hurt? But it’s still not enough.”

Having said this, she took the sword from her guard’s hand and thrust it into the abdomen of Tie You, who was already covered in wounds, exhausted but still standing before Chu Qiao!

“Puff!” Blood instantly gushed from Tie You’s mouth, his knees weakened, and he collapsed with a thud!

“Aren’t you very righteous? Don’t you hate seeing others suffer for you? Then why don’t you die now? If you die, I’ll let him go.”

Chu Qiao bit her lower lip hard, her brows furrowed tightly. She looked at the woman opposite her, her expression like an ice-sealed deep sea, quiet and frigid.

The woman laughed coldly, suddenly swinging her sword: “I can’t stand that fake benevolent look of yours!”

The wind howled overhead, vision almost blinded by blood. Chu Qiao gripped the sword in her hand tightly, every inch of muscle in her body trembling frantically. Not from fear, but from the spasms of exhaustion. But in the next second, she had already leaped up like a leopard, forcing back the woman with one sword stroke, thrusting toward her chest!

However, the opponent had not swung down that sword. Just as she made her move, the guards beside the woman instantly swarmed forward. The woman deliberately fell, her bright yellow clothes stained with blood from the ground, her golden crown falling off. She raised her head, with a pitiful expression, crying loudly: “I am the Imperial Consort of Great Tang, my body defiled. I am willing to die for my country. Kill me!”

The soldiers who had just calmed down once again burst into rage. Seeing countless swords flashing before her eyes, Chu Qiao finally could no longer hold on and collapsed to the ground.

If given another chance, would you do the same? Would you let the tiger return to the mountains? Would you still be soft-hearted?

Unfortunately, in this world, there is never an “if.”

In the last moment before losing consciousness, Chu Qiao vaguely saw Tie You’s rising figure again, and heard his words that he kept repeating: “The Crown Prince told me to protect you.”

You fool…

A tear flowed from the corner of Chu Qiao’s eye. She collapsed helplessly on the vast Rose Square. Under the scorching of blood and fire, she once again remembered the face of the young girl who cried loudly in the cave.

“Kill them! Kill them! Kill them!”

The roars were still in her ears, and today, she had truly accomplished it.

—*—*—*—*—*—*—*—

After sleeping for who knows how long, a bucket of cold water was thrown on her face. Chu Qiao slowly awakened to see Zhao Chun’er’s coquettish smiling face suddenly enlarged before her eyes.

“Where is Tie You?”

Her deep voice seemed to have been scalded by boiling oil. Zhao Chun’er smiled faintly, saying lightly: “Dead, I suppose. Seems he was cut into seventeen or eighteen pieces by the enraged Central Army. Strangely, back in Zhenhuang, whenever people mentioned the Tang army, they always said they were weak and incompetent. I never expected such a big difference between rumors and reality.”

Chu Qiao slowly closed her eyes, forcibly swallowing the grief rising in her chest. She nodded lightly, saying slowly: “You will pay for everything you’ve done today.”

“Really?” Zhao Chun’er smiled: “Too bad you won’t see that day.”

Chu Qiao opened her eyes, staring hard at Zhao Chun’er, saying word by word: “Yan Xun will avenge me.”

“Don’t mention him to me!”

With a “bang,” Zhao Chun’er kicked over a chair, standing up abruptly, looking at Chu Qiao tied to the pillar with fiery eyes, shouting angrily: “Mention one more word, and I’ll kill you!”

Chu Qiao looked at her contemptuously, her stiff face pulling into a faint smile: “You’re afraid?”

Zhao Chun’er’s eyes were cold, glaring venomously. Chu Qiao’s eyes slowly narrowed, like a cat, as she said in a low voice: “Even if you kill me, how do you plan to conclude this?”

Zhao Chun’er laughed coldly: “That’s not for you to worry about, but I’m still happy to tell you what spectacular events will happen in the future because you definitely won’t see them. If all I’ve done doesn’t have a good audience like you, that would be a real pity.”

“Do you know? Bian Tang will split, Li Ce will die miserably, and the court will undergo a massive purge. All stubborn forces will be eliminated. Da Xia has already surrounded Yan Bei, winter is coming, and you have no food or money, how will you survive the winter? When you’re exhausted and worn out, when you’ve depleted your ammunition and provisions, Da Xia’s army will invade Yan Bei together with Bian Tang’s army. By then, Yan Bei’s commoners will be collectively buried, Yan Bei’s army will be annihilated, and Yan Bei’s land will be submerged in blood. Whatever Great Unity Association, whatever Yan Bei Iron Eagle Army, all will bow under the empire’s feet. We will use our swords to tell you what fate awaits those who betray the empire!”

Zhao Chun’er’s eyes reddened, her expression wild as she looked at her, continuing: “By then, I will capture Yan Xun, I will make him kneel at my feet, weeping and begging me for mercy. I will gouge out his eyes, break his legs, I will use every method to torture him, I will destroy everything you built with your own hands! What, are you afraid now?”

Chu Qiao looked at her, quietly asking: “Do you think you can do it?”

“Of course, I can,” Zhao Chun’er smiled arrogantly, saying: “Of course, I can! Do you know where we are now? Let me tell you, we’re in the chamber beneath Rose Square. Soon, a pyre will be built on the square above, and you will be tied to a pillar, and burned alive by the fire. How about that, do you still hope Li Ce will come to save you? Give up that hope, he can’t come. Someone will stop him. What do you think Yan Xun’s reaction will be when he learns you were burned to death by the Bian Tang Central Army? He loves you so much, will he go mad and lead Yan Bei’s army to retaliate? Will he go to war with Bian Tang along the Southern Frontier waterway? Will he suicidally make enemies with the world?”

“Haha!” Zhao Chun’er’s eyes emitted a crazy light as she spoke in a dreamy tone: “I will stop at nothing to deal with you all, I will use every method to eliminate you. For that day, I will endure, I can bear all humiliation and torture, just to see the day you fall and die! You ruined my life, what you gave me, I will take back a thousand times, ten thousand times! How about it, do you hate me? Do you regret saving me back then? Do you regret it so much you want to hit your head against the wall? But what can you do? You are such a kind person, men all over the world are enchanted by you, but so what? Won’t you still die by my hand?”

“What? Why is there cold sweat on your forehead, are you afraid? Do you know fear too? Why don’t you cry? Why don’t you scream for help? Perhaps Yan Xun can hear your last words from the Yan Bei plateau! Haha…”

However, at that moment, her voice suddenly stopped. Her pupils instantly dilated in terror as a hand gripped her face with lightning speed, and with just a light twist, a cracking sound, her jaw was dislocated!

Chu Qiao threw away the ropes she had just untied. This kind of binding, she could undo twenty of them in three minutes with her hands behind her back.

She stood up, looking at Zhao Chun’er who had fallen to the ground with eyes wide open, slowly crouching down.

“You’re right, I do regret, regret why I was so soft-hearted to save you back then. But I never harbor useless grudges. If I know I’ve made a mistake, I correct it immediately.”

The woman’s face was so cold, but her eyes were calm. She tore open Zhao Chun’er’s clothes, saying coldly: “You might have misjudged me. I’m indeed not one who kills indiscriminately, but I’m not a kind person. If you threaten me, I will show no mercy. You think you’ve scared me? Do you think you’ve succeeded? Do you think with such petty tricks you can manipulate me and Yan Xun? Can destroy us? You’re too naive and too presumptuous. In this world, countless people want to kill us, we don’t care if there’s one more of you. I don’t know if the person who can take my life has been born yet, but I tell you, that person definitely won’t be you.”

Zhao Chun’er opened her mouth, trying to shout in panic, but couldn’t utter a word.

Chu Qiao removed Zhao Chun’er’s clothes, then put her clothes on Zhao Chun’er, messing up her hair, and untying the white gauze from her forehead. Finally, she looked at her once more, saying word by word: “Zhao Chun’er, admit it, you are just useless! You can’t beat me, not before, not now, never. You shouldn’t have provoked me, because you’re too green, you simply don’t qualify!”

Having said this, Chu Qiao raised her fist and smashed it down on Zhao Chun’er’s face!

Muffled groans rose from her throat one after another. Chu Qiao’s punches were slow but powerful. In an instant, Zhao Chun’er’s nose and mouth streamed with blood, and in just a moment, her original appearance was unrecognizable.

Zhao Chun’er could no longer cry out; her throat could only make wheezing sounds, like a defeated rooster. She collapsed powerlessly on the ground, her hair falling over her blood-stained face, like a fish out of water.

Then she watched as Chu Qiao stood up, casually shaking her blood-covered hands, draping Zhao Chun’er’s bright yellow fine clothes on herself, messing up her hair, then wiping her face several times with her hands, covering it with blood. Suddenly she knelt on the ground, crying out in a shrill voice: “Someone help! Protect the Imperial Consort!”

A large number of soldiers immediately rushed into the inner chamber. Chu Qiao covered her face with blood-stained hands, pointing at Zhao Chun’er and shrieking: “She dared to ambush this palace! Kill her! Burn her to death!”

The rough soldiers grabbed the limp Zhao Chun’er, who was wearing Chu Qiao’s bloody clothes, her face covered in blood and unrecognizable, with her jaw dislocated. As they passed by Chu Qiao, Zhao Chun’er turned her head and saw the sharp eyes hidden within her thick black hair.

Chu Qiao parted her lips, silently saying: “Farewell.”

“I’m injured, take me back to the palace!”

The great wind howled in with a whoosh, dark clouds pressed down, leaves fluttered, and on the vast Rose Square, a high pyre had already been erected.

The cold wind blew on her face as Chu Qiao, covering her face, sat in the rapidly departing imperial carriage, looking back from afar, watching her formidable enemy slowly fade away.

Chapter 121: Men’s Conflict, Women’s Battle
The sky was pitch black, with clouds hanging low, making the air extremely stuffy. Wild winds swept leaves and stones in swirling patterns across the ground, emitting beast-like growls. Trees shook violently as if about to snap in half. Though it was noon, the sun was nowhere to be seen, only a grayish light enveloping the entire Tang capital.

A torrential downpour was brewing.

The carriage raced forward as the driver shouted vigorously. Soldiers on horseback surrounded the carriage in a thunder formation, escorting it along the road near the city wall, moving swiftly through the vast imperial city.

The strong wind hurled sand and stones against the carriage, creating a rustling sound. Chu Qiao’s hands were covered in blood, with white silk concealing half her face. She discreetly surveyed her surroundings, waiting for the best moment to escape.

She needed to find Yan Xun immediately. He probably hadn’t entered the city yet; otherwise, he would have appeared today. He might be outside the city. But once this matter reached his ears, she dared not imagine what might happen. Though Zhao Chun’er was foolish, she was right about one thing: she and Yan Xun were not only each other’s strength but also each other’s fatal weakness.

As for Li Ce, she didn’t believe anyone could so easily outmaneuver him. He was a fox; those who didn’t get schemed by him should count themselves lucky. Even if something happened, she believed Li Ce could easily turn the situation around.

Hoofbeats shattered the tranquility of the long street. The autumn wind whistled, sand and stones flew, creating an even more desolate atmosphere.

As the carriage was about to turn onto the main road leading into the inner imperial city, Chu Qiao made a decisive move. If she didn’t leave now, it would be difficult to find another opportunity. She bit her lip slightly, her hand reaching for the dagger on her calf, quietly waiting for the right moment to strike.

…

…

Just then, a clear whistle cut through the rhythmic hoofbeats. The sound of crossbows followed instantly!

The war horses let out painful cries. In an instant, the Da Xia troops fell into chaos, with men tumbling and horses collapsing, angry shouts and painful screams unceasing. From the tall trees and walls on both sides, deadly assassins leaped down, with flying knives, crossbows, bows, and sharp blades, their strikes precise and flawless. These Xia soldiers, who had just experienced a major upheaval, had no chance to resist under the sudden attack. Half of them were injured and fell from their horses. The formation of over three hundred men immediately disintegrated!

“Heaven helps me!”

Chu Qiao was overjoyed. It seemed Zhao Chun’er had many enemies indeed. With such a heaven-sent opportunity, she would be a fool not to seize it.

She nimbly jumped from the carriage and was about to escape when a cold flash appeared before her eyes. Two black-clothed masked men blocked her path. Chu Qiao gritted her teeth; it seemed these people’s target was the unfortunate Princess Zhao Chun’er.

Twisting her body, she took a step forward and confronted them head-on, testing who was faster!

With two dull thuds, Chu Qiao kicked both men hard in the groin. Piercing screams immediately echoed, sounding particularly horrifying on this eerie street. Chu Qiao had no time to admire her handiwork and ran without looking back. Considering they were also Zhao Chun’er’s enemies, she didn’t strike with full force, but whether they could still function as men after her kick was beyond her concern.

A murderous aura filled the air, with sword and blade flashes everywhere. The black-clothed men were extremely brutal, seemingly intending to leave no survivors. The men following behind each carried a cleaver, hacking at anyone still alive. All around were gruesome blood stains and exposed brain matter—enough to make any ordinary person vomit at the sight.

Such brutality!

Chu Qiao narrowed her eyes, channeling all her strength into running at an astonishing speed. At this point, if she could reach the main street, she would succeed. She didn’t believe these people would dare to commit violence openly on the main street.

The enemy seemed to see through her plan. Suddenly, a black shadow darted up from behind, moving extremely fast, with agility no less than Chu Qiao’s. In an instant, it closed in, only five or six steps away, running parallel to her. While running, it drew a crossbow from behind, aimed while in motion, and shot an arrow!

Chu Qiao’s head was wrapped in white silk at this moment, her face covered with blood, her long hair messily falling over her forehead, looking like a madwoman. But none of this hindered her movements or vision. Seeing the enemy’s arrow flying toward her thigh, she grabbed a protrusion on the wall and used it to leap upward.

With a crisp crack, the arrowhead hit the wall and broke instantly, showing how powerful the shooter’s force was.

What skill!

Chu Qiao glanced sideways and saw that the attacker, undeterred by missing the shot, was already pulling out another arrow.

She wouldn’t let him succeed again. Chu Qiao snorted coldly, reached into her pocket, and then shouted, “Flying darts!”

After the battle with the central army, Chu Qiao was already at her limit, drained of energy. Now, pushed to the edge of danger, she erupted with her final burst of potential. Although her voice was hoarse beyond recognition, in this life-and-death struggle, the man still heard her. The black shadow reacted with extreme agility, making an eerie somersault to dodge, but where were the flying darts?

By the time he looked back, Chu Qiao was already far gone. The man snorted in dissatisfaction and chased after her again.

This area was remote, full of small streets and alleys. Chu Qiao ignored the shadow following her like a ghost, rushing through the small lanes, turning left and right.

However, she quickly sensed something wrong. The opponent’s reactions were too quick. When she was fast, he was fast; when she slowed down, he slowed down; when she turned, he followed without even needing a moment to react. His pace, speed, and movements matched hers perfectly, following her like a shadow, and throughout it all, he remained completely silent!

What kind of person had that idiot Zhao Chun’er offended?

Chu Qiao was extremely frustrated. In a flash of thought, a large banyan tree appeared in the middle of the path. Chu Qiao narrowed her eyes, quickly ran toward the tree, then suddenly stopped abruptly, her silhouette flashing as she hid on one side of the banyan tree. According to normal reasoning, no one could stop suddenly without preparation. Even if that person was agile, by the time he stopped, he would inevitably be a step ahead of Chu Qiao. Calculating this, Chu Qiao swung out her dagger.

But at that moment, a sharp sense of crisis immediately swept over her. Chu Qiao almost instinctively crouched down. Then, she felt a flash of a blade passing over her scalp from the other side of the banyan tree. A few strands of her hair even floated down!

Damn it!

Chu Qiao could barely resist cursing out loud. The opponent had seemingly anticipated her move, with his pace and steps perfectly calculated. When she was confidently waiting to outwit him, he had already prepared his counterattack!

So damn frustrating!

In a flash, Chu Qiao had already activated all the battle neurons in her brain, adjusted her posture, and immediately prepared for optimal combat.

If she didn’t take him down, she would not be worthy of her modern instructors and would tarnish the reputation of modern special agents.

But just then, a whooshing sound suddenly rang out overhead, approaching violently, carrying a large gust of wind. Chu Qiao was startled, and before she could react, her back was hit by something with tremendous force. The immense pain almost made her spit blood!

But what happened next really made her want to vomit blood.

Following closely was a high-pitched crying sound. A seven or eight-year-old child was straddling Chu Qiao’s back, wiping his colorful face, and crying loudly!

It turned out that before they ran here, a child had been playing in the tree. She, who prided herself as a super commander of the intelligence department, didn’t even know someone was hiding in the tree. During their fight, the child was so frightened that his hand slipped, and he fell directly onto Chu Qiao!

Could anything be more infuriating?

Chu Qiao pushed the child away and was about to counter-attack with desperate hope when a battle blade was already at her neck.

Hurried footsteps rapidly approached, immediately surrounding her. Several battle blades were pointed at her. Chu Qiao raised her head fiercely and glared at the still-crying child. Then she heard someone behind her say quietly, “I didn’t expect the Princess to have such good skills.”

Another person added, “The Zhao family was raised on archery and horsemanship; being skilled in martial arts is natural. I just didn’t expect the Princess to be so skilled.”

What did they call Zhao Chun’er?

Princess? Were they from Da Xia?

A war horse galloped from afar. The man on the horse jumped down; his head and face were also wrapped in black cloth. He ran up quickly and said, “Our people are still delaying them; there’s still time.”

The black-clothed man who had fought with Chu Qiao nodded. Another person beside him said, “Capture her, go to the square.”

A black-clothed man restraining Chu Qiao said, “Drop your weapon.”

When under someone’s roof, one must bow one’s head. She had no choice but to listen.

With a thud, she dropped her dagger. Chu Qiao was considering whether to reveal her identity to these mysterious people and tell them she wasn’t Zhao Chun’er. At this moment, the highly skilled black-clothed man suddenly stepped forward, reached out with his long, powerful hand, and grabbed Chu Qiao’s chin.

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, filled with malice. She violently shook her head and bit down hard on the man’s tiger’s mouth!

The sound of flesh tearing could almost be heard. Blood immediately flowed from the man’s wound. Chu Qiao’s small face was pale and thin, her eyes wide open, with a stream of blood winding down her chin. Her eyes looked like those of an unyielding wolf, fiercely staring at the man.

“Ah!”

A loud exclamation rang out simultaneously, but no one came forward to respond to Chu Qiao’s defiant and audacious action.

The man looked at Chu Qiao, seemingly stunned, letting her bite him without saying a word or moving. The black cloth was wrapped around his head, revealing only a pair of eyes whose shape was concealed. But these eyes, after initial shock, gradually showed signs of amusement.

Chu Qiao was also stunned. These eyes were too familiar. She slowly released her bite, staring up dumbfounded.

“Hahaha!”

The man suddenly burst into laughter, pulled down his head covering, pulled Chu Qiao up, then opened his arms and embraced her tightly.

“I knew you wouldn’t die so easily!”

Zhuge Yue, like a happy child, laughed loudly. His eyes were so joyful, but his face was still pale, with blue stubble on his chin. His voice sounded so delighted, but his arms were so tight, as if wanting to knead Chu Qiao into his body!

Chu Qiao’s head was pressed against his chest. Through his solid chest, she heard his strong heartbeat. Recalling everything that had happened before, Chu Qiao’s vision suddenly blurred. After escaping death, some emotions rampaged through her chest, causing her to momentarily lose composure. She opened her arms, hugged Zhuge Yue’s waist, buried her head in his embrace, and let tears flow freely.

—*—*—*—*—*—*—*—

The entire place was silent. The wind swept the large flag, making a whooshing sound.

Everyone raised their heads to look at Rose Square. Three hundred years ago, this square first became famous throughout the world when, on that high bronze platform, the first imperial traitor of grave crimes—He Lanye—was burned to death.

As the highest official of the Red River Plateau at that time, he watched as the Red River Plateau was occupied by the Zhao clan without making any effective counterattack. Even when the Zhao clan’s wolf soldiers attacked Zhenhang, he fled the city overnight with his entire family, abandoning the northern shield of Greater Tang, giving up tens of thousands of miles of national territory, forcing Greater Tang to retreat to the Biansu Plain, making the only ruler of the continent become history, and initiating the collapse of Greater Tang. They were even forced to change their name to Bian Tang under the threat of the Xia and Song countries, writing the greatest shame in history books.

Starting with him, the Bronze Bird Platform in Rose Square became the place to execute criminals. At this moment, the blood-covered woman was tied to the high bronze platform, her clothes torn, her black hair flying, her face covered in blood, completely obscuring her original appearance.

At her feet were piles of firewood. Soldiers holding torches stood to one side. Much time had passed. There had just been a small-scale riot with people trying to rescue her. These people looked like ordinary civilians, but keen observers discovered that they all carried hidden weapons.

The noise grew louder and louder, with countless people waving their arms and shouting. Zhao Chun’er opened her weak eyes. Her multiple struggles and screams had only earned her several resounding slaps. Those rough soldiers’ hands were covered with calluses, making the pain on her face intense. The indescribable humiliation and anger almost completely overwhelmed her.

Her jaw was dislocated, preventing her from uttering a word. Her eyelashes were stuck together with blood, and she could only look down through a blurry, blood-red vision. Everywhere were excited crowds, unfamiliar faces, and angry expressions.

She suddenly felt so afraid, trembling all over.

Was she going to die? Was she going to be burned to death?

At this moment, a name suddenly flashed through her mind like lightning. That woman’s sharp gaze, cold words, and disdainful expression swept through her heart like a raging fire.

Chu Qiao! Chu Qiao! Chu Qiao!!!

Her expression gradually turned ferocious. Such hatred—enough to destroy heaven and earth, ravaging everything. Even searching the highest heavens or the deepest underworld couldn’t reduce it by half.

It was she who stole her lover, took away her happiness, overthrew her country, violated her dignity, and caused her to wander and suffer. She was even insulted by those despicable, lowly, disgusting commoners!

Now, it was she again who caused her to be about to die here!

She couldn’t let her go!

Even as a ghost, even down to the eighteenth level of hell, even as a vengeful spirit, she would never let her go!

Zhao Chun’er gritted her teeth, looking like a ferocious ghost. She must kill her, must kill her, must!

“Execute!”

A loud shout suddenly rang out, but just then, there was a sudden commotion in the crowd—it was the same group of troublemakers from before!

Zhao Chun’er’s heart suddenly rose with a desire to live. Her eyes looked over with burning hope. However, another strange thought immediately emerged.

Anyone who dared to come to rescue her at this time must be coming to save Chu Qiao!

She suddenly, perversely, hoped no one would come. She couldn’t help but laugh coldly, her voice like a night owl, full of self-mockery. Even if she were saved today, it would be thanks to Chu Qiao?

The people below saw her laughing madly and thought she had gone insane, pointing and discussing among themselves.

The long wind howled, carrying all sounds far away. The crowded central avenue was packed, like flowing water. Someone seemed to be deliberately guiding the chaos here, preventing people from outside from rushing in.

Situ Yu looked at the chaotic central avenue with furrowed brows. More than ten young Yan Bei warriors quickly approached. Zuo Tinglin said in a deep voice, “General Situ, there are too many central army soldiers. We simply can’t break through. Even if we could, we wouldn’t be able to rescue the young lady.”

Xiao He frowned and said, “I’ve already sent a carrier pigeon to notify the young master.”

“It’s too late to notify the young master now,” Situ Yu said in a deep voice. “Have you found out who those people delaying time are?”

Zuo Tinglin said, “No, they’re very secretive. But in my view, among the young lady’s friends, those who could provide aid at this time would either be the fourth young master of the Zhuge family or the Crown Prince of Li Tang.”

“It should be the Zhuge family’s people,” Situ Yu nodded. “The Tang Crown Prince is still outside the central avenue.”

“What do we do now? Since the Zhuge family is buying time, they must have a plan of action.”

“We can’t just rely on them,” Situ Yu shook his head, looking at the central avenue. He suddenly raised his finger and said, “We’ll go there!”

“The central avenue?”

“Yes!” Situ Yu nodded. “We’ll go clear the path for the Li Tang Crown Prince!”

However, just as the Yan Bei warriors rushed into the chaotic crowd, someone in the crowd suddenly cried out in terror. In an instant, everyone looked up, revealing incredible shock!

Under the dark clouds, high above the rooftops, a snow-white steed was galloping across the roofs, leaping and rushing as if on flat ground. The man on the horse wore pine-green brocade robes, with features like a painting, handsome beyond mortal men!

The horse was a divine steed with cloth wrapped around its hooves. Wherever it passed, the rooftops cracked and collapsed, dust rising, in complete disarray. Amidst the swirling dust, the man’s figure was like a ghost. After a few jumps, the horse suddenly reared up, gave a long neigh, and leaped down into the grand square below. Dust clouds rose all around, and countless voices shouted in unison. Thousands of central army spearmen from the perimeter rushed forward, holding long shields uniformly pointed at the solitary horseman!

“Who dares to stop me?”

The man raised his eyebrow slightly, his eyes cold and indifferent as they swept over everyone. His cold shout wasn’t particularly loud, but it instantly made everyone shudder with fear.

“It’s… It’s His Highness the Crown Prince…”

In the crowd, someone trembling said these words. Then, like a plague, everyone immediately panicked. The sound of thumping was incessant. The shield-bearers in the front row were so scared their hands trembled. No one knew who took the lead, but suddenly they all threw down their spears and knelt on the ground!

“His Highness the Crown Prince!”

“It’s His Highness the Crown Prince!”

“His Highness has come!”

The huge shouts rose like a tidal wave. Even the bravest central army soldiers didn’t dare to directly confront the Crown Prince of Da Tang. Once the psychological defense collapsed, these people immediately knelt like sheep at Li Ce’s feet. On the clean white Rose Square, countless figures densely knelt on the ground. Those heads that had earlier been righteous and just finally shrank down, wishing they could bury their heads in the earth!

Li Ce was dressed in fine brocade, his eyes indifferent, not even glancing at these people.

He held his head high, looking at the Bronze Bird Platform, then lifted his foot and steadily stepped forward.

The officials beside Zhao Chun’er, unable to bear seeing all their efforts wasted, actually stepped forward to try and stop him. But before they could speak, before anyone could see Li Ce’s movement, a flash of silver instantly cut through the man’s throat. As he crossed paths with Li Ce, the man fell with eyes wide open.

With a “boom,” a cloud of dust rose.

Li Ce took out a clean white handkerchief, casually wiped his bloodied wrist, then discarded it on the ground.

The spotless handkerchief with dots of fresh blood immediately flew away with the wind, tumbling violently in midair.

No one dared to speak, no one dared to look up, no one even dared to make any sound, not daring to breathe.

The usually muddleheaded, lustful, and unrestrained Crown Prince Li Ce suddenly appeared in this dazzling manner before all eyes, carrying immense thunder-like anger, with an aura of killing intent enough to make ferocious beasts within a hundred miles retreat.

Facing such a person, even the proud and unruly soldiers of the central army found it difficult to summon even a bit of courage to resist.

“All of you, disperse!”

The road of the central avenue was finally cleared. Li Ce’s followers rushed in like a tide from afar, each holding a wolf blade, with fierce expressions. People only needed to glance at them to feel a chill down their spines.

Those were the continent’s renowned number one rogue soldiers, with only an impressive name, yet would lose to the central army’s imperial wolf soldiers even in brothel fights—Li Ce’s private army. At this moment, they were serious, in orderly formation, holding sharp blades, charging into the crowd with determined faces, like a sharp knife!

Li Ce stood on the Bronze Bird Platform, glancing sideways at the central army soldier holding the torch, his lips slightly parted as he coldly said, “Scram!”

The man was startled, his legs immediately giving way, and he rolled down from the Bronze Bird Platform.

“I’m sorry I’m late.”

The long wind blew, and Li Ce’s expression carried an indescribable apology. He frowned, looking at the blood-covered woman whose face was unrecognizable, feeling as if his heart was being slowly sliced, cut by cut, until it bled.

He untied the ropes binding the woman, then held her in his arms.

Through the blurry blood and messy hair, Zhao Chun’er watched as Li Ce approached step by step like a descending god, and the wild joy of escaping death instantly swept over her.

Is this the man I’m supposed to marry?

She was confused for a moment, her mind unclear. She only knew she was about to die, and now, the man she was to marry had come to save her.

Her tears immediately poured out, and she wept sorrowfully.

Li Ce’s brows furrowed as he picked her up at the waist and walked down from the platform.

Freed from restraint, Zhao Chun’er clung tightly to Li Ce’s waist like a wounded animal, her body trembling.

But in the next second, the man well-versed in the ways of romance stopped in his tracks. He looked at her, seeming a bit dazed. Then, he crouched down, half-holding her in his arms, reached out his finger, and gently brushed aside her black hair, but there was still so much blood.

He was so gentle, as if afraid of frightening someone, his tone like the lake water in March, asking softly, “You? Who are you?”

Zhao Chun’er made ah-ah sounds but couldn’t speak.

Only then did Li Ce realize her jaw was dislocated. Using some technique, there was a snap, and Zhao Chun’er’s jaw immediately went back into place. The woman’s tears gushed like a spring, and immense sadness rose from her heart. She cried and said, “I am the Eighth Princess of Da Xia, I am Zhao Chun’er.”

Li Ce was completely stunned. He raised his head, looked down to where the wolf soldiers were facing off against the central army, with some ready to fight. The commoners knelt trembling on the ground, looking at him in panic. Heavy clouds hung in the sky, and strong winds raged everywhere.

Li Ce suddenly smiled. He smiled so gently. He lowered his head, looked at Zhao Chun’er, and said something Zhao Chun’er didn’t understand:

“I knew it. Who could bully her?”

Then, with a “thud,” the Crown Prince of Da Tang stood up, completely disregarding the flower-like princess in his arms, letting Zhao Chun’er roll on the ground like a ball.

He even stepped right over Zhao Chun’er, striding toward the two armies facing each other. Waving his arms exaggeratedly, he shouted to the central army soldiers, “Don’t get excited, don’t get excited, everyone stay calm.”

In the blink of an eye, he turned back into that nonsensical, troublemaking crown prince. He stood in front of the wolf soldiers, grinning casually: “I heard there was something big happening here, so I came to join the fun and brought them along to watch. Don’t mind us, continue, continue!”

And the fifty thousand wolf soldiers behind him, seeing their master’s change in expression, also instantly relaxed, immediately reverting to their usual behavior. They were all casual, arm in arm, with no semblance of formation whatsoever, as if what everyone had just seen was an illusion.

They happily came up, patted the central army’s shoulders, blinking their eyes saying, “Hey brother, wasn’t our formation just now powerful? We practiced for several months. Haha, was it neat?”

The entire scene was in uproar, with soldiers running towards Zhao Chun’er, who had fallen to the ground.

The woman raised her head and cried out in grief and anger, “I am the Princess of Da Xia!”

The Da Xia officials, suddenly hearing the princess’s voice, were startled and all ran forward. A moment later, the entire scene was in chaos.

Zhao Chun’er was helped up by Da Xia officials, all hands and feet. Through layers of people, she only saw Li Ce happily mixing with the soldiers, laughing exaggeratedly without dignity, arm in arm, completely unlike a crown prince.

Recalling his actions just now, and that sentence, everything seemed like a sharp arrow piercing Zhao Chun’er’s heart. She let her subordinates wrap her in blankets, her teeth tightly biting her lower lip, almost drawing blood.

Chu Qiao, Chu Qiao, how can I not hate you?

The grief and anger in her chest almost overwhelmed her. Her tears had already dried up. She slowly raised her head, looking at the black clouds in the sky, but didn’t even have the strength to shout.

Zhao Chun’er swore here today that in this life, she must personally see you abandoned by all, see you with nothing, see you die miserably. I swear I will not rest until then!

The long wind howled, and this farce finally slowly came to an end. The chaotic crowd gradually dispersed. Who would cast even a glance at that defiled princess?

“Heaven is fair.”

On the way back, Li Ce, riding his war horse, smilingly said softly, “Those who scheme against others will be schemed against. Until the end, no one can determine who will win.”

“Your Highness,”

Sun Di stepped forward and said, “We’ve found Tie You.”

“How is he?”

“Severely injured, but not fatally. The central army soldiers haven’t completely lost their minds.”

Li Ce nodded and said, “Good, they’ve saved themselves once again.”

“Zhao Chun’er…”

“No need to worry about her,” Li Ce laughed coldly. “She’s caused such a big mess. Let’s see how Da Xia handles it.”

Sun Di nodded, “What do we do now?”

A cold light flashed in Li Ce’s eyes, like a sharp knife. He seemingly casually lowered his head, smiling gently: “Others have given me such a big gift. It would be impolite not to reciprocate. I’ve never been willing to accept such anonymous goodwill.”

The long wind blew, and the man’s voice was so gentle, yet so cold.

“It’s my turn to make a move now.”

Chapter 122: Blood Purge in Tang Capital
The evening of the third day of the ninth month in the year 775 of the Bai Cang calendar marked a watershed moment in Bian Tang history. From this day forward, Crown Prince Li Ce officially stepped onto the empire’s political stage, quickly quelling the day’s rebellion in a manner completely contrary to his usual appearance and behavior. Later generations gave this day an interesting name—the Fox’s Transformation.

That night, the imperial forces of Bian Tang underwent an unprecedented purge. A bloody political coup descended without warning upon the Bian Tang land, which had been dominated by noble clans and aristocrats.

Escorted by the imperial wolf soldiers, the Crown Prince returned to the Jinwu Palace and held a banquet to appease the central army commanders who had supposedly been loyal to the country that day. This banquet included not only all the officers of the central army but even veteran soldiers who commanded respect within the military.

No one doubted, not even a whisper of suspicion was raised. Compared to Crown Prince Li Ce’s previous lawless behavior, what was a mere banquet in the palace after a major disturbance?

However, Li Ce himself did not attend this extravagant banquet that evening. He merely issued a casual written order. When Lu Yunxi, who had temporarily assumed Tie You’s position as the commander of the imperial guards, received it, his eye twitched slightly and his brow furrowed, but he still solemnly said, “I will not fail the mission!”

Afterward, Sun Di frowned and stepped forward, suggesting in a low voice, “Perhaps burning down the Crown Prince’s palace would be more convincing than this excuse.”

Li Ce let out an exaggerated cry of surprise, then turned around and shouted, “Sun Di, do you plan to pay for rebuilding my palace afterward?”

Sun Di’s face immediately paled as he straightened his expression and declared loudly, “This subordinate said nothing just now!”

…

…

Soon, the splendidly dressed central army leaders were led into Jinwu Palace by palace servants. However, instead of fine wine and delicacies, what awaited them was a volley of arrows once the palace gates closed. These soldiers, who received the highest salaries in the imperial army, bid farewell to their young lives, truly living up to their previous motto: everything for the empire’s honor!

That night, all the central army commanders died collectively at the banquet. The cause of death… food poisoning…

When Sun Di once again couldn’t help complaining about Li Ce’s terrible idea, Li Ce just laughed coldly, like a cunning fox.

“No matter how they die, it will point to one conclusion, so I might as well be more dramatic and directly tell others that I eliminated these bastards.”

As he said this, Li Ce was eating grapes—juicy, crisp grapes with a sweet taste that had been delivered by fast horse from South Hill. A beautiful palace lady knelt on the ground, peeling the translucent, tender green fruit for him one by one. The palace lady maintained a lovely smile on her face, as if she couldn’t hear their conversation—and indeed, she couldn’t. These palace ladies in the imperial palace were deaf-mute orphan girls raised to be the most obedient and best playthings.

“After all, our ability to rule the empire doesn’t depend on the people’s democratic election, but on the forces in my hand and the swords of the warriors loyal to me.”

After saying this, Sun Di was nodding slightly, but suddenly another voice rang in his mind, so unexpectedly, like an alarm bell!

“Killed is killed. These people were good at eating, drinking, and causing trouble, but they were all useless in warfare, relying on their family influence to act recklessly every day. With the central army in their hands, sooner or later, they would cause major problems. It’s just that these people are all from aristocratic families, and those old fellows will be troublesome if they stir up issues. Let’s follow the original plan. Clean out anyone who dares to make trouble. The court needs fresh blood, and we can’t miss this opportunity.”

Sun Di said in a deep voice, but Li Ce’s expression was slightly dazed. He suddenly turned his head and asked, “Sun Di, have you ever heard that he who wins the hearts of the people wins the world?”

Sun Di was stunned, slowly frowning. After a long time, he muttered, “Are you joking? If that were the case, wouldn’t the monks in the temple be ruling?”

Li Ce was momentarily stunned, then suddenly grinned: “Haha, you’re right!”

That night, the blood purge proceeded as scheduled. Whether they were involved or merely maintaining a wait-and-see attitude, all such forces were mercilessly eliminated. However, after the operation began, Li Ce made a slight modification to the plan, changing the original executions to stripping of official positions, confiscation of property, and exile. Though to outsiders, this change didn’t seem to alter the results much, it made a world of difference to the common people.

“This is merely the empire’s dismissal of officials who enjoy high salaries but don’t do real work, definitely not some authoritarian purge!” cried the lower-level officials at the Censorate, who represented the voice of the common people. Although their voices were quickly drowned out by the roars of the nobility, the stance of the common people was already very clear. Seeing the noble lords driven out of the imperial capital with broken families and lost fortunes excited them more than the New Year’s celebrations.

No blood was shed, and except for the central army that had caused great trouble, no military forces were involved. Thus, this upheaval evolved into a political issue, giving the remaining civil officials at court another topic to argue and shout about.

The Tang Emperor sat on his high throne, glumly cleaning up the mess his son had made, watching the old men below glowing with excitement as they kicked and pinched each other in delight. Finally, he simply closed his eyes and fell asleep. Elder Liu had been crying loudly for more than two hours and finally decided to stop for a drink of water. As the court quieted down, loud snoring was heard.

When Elder Liu heard this, he nearly tumbled headfirst down the steps. Just as he was about to rush up and start crying again, he heard someone behind him say softly, “His Majesty is diligent in state affairs and exhausted from his labors.”

So everyone immediately fell silent, waiting uncomfortably for the great Tang Emperor to wake from his deep sleep. Poor Elder Liu, still kneeling on the steps. To avoid disturbing the emperor’s good dream, he could only remain kneeling there. By the time the court dismissed, this elder statesman of three dynasties, this pillar of the Great Tang, could no longer stand up.

In the misty rain of Bian Tang, everything appeared peaceful and scenic, even a political coup proceeded with gentle ripples and calm waters.

With autumn leaves turning red, Li Ce sat among thousands of golden chrysanthemums, in flowing robes, drinking tea. At this moment, a palace servant suddenly ran up, respectfully kneeling on the ground, presenting a gold-covered imperial edict bearing the emperor’s seal.

Li Ce leisurely opened it, glanced at it once, and nearly spat out his water, his expression suddenly changing dramatically.

Sun Di asked from the side, “What is it? What did His Majesty say?”

Li Ce looked miserable, almost in tears: “Father told me to wait.”

Already accustomed to the nonsensical relationship between this father and son, Sun Di laughed heartily: “Then Your Highness should wait.”

That afternoon, Li Ce fled the palace with bundles of luggage, his carriages and horses stretching over a hundred paces, and shamefully moved into the residence of Sun Di, Secretary Sun.

The elder statesmen of the court gathered at Elder Liu’s mansion, chattering about their latest achievements. Elder Liu, leveraging his seniority, stroked his beard and said profoundly, “His Majesty must be furious and will punish the Crown Prince, which is why the Crown Prince fled the palace. This proves our strong remonstration has achieved a preliminary victory. Gentlemen, we must press on, strike while the iron is hot, and advance to the next level!”

Everyone nodded in agreement, clenching their fists with solemn pledges, looking like martyrs with deep grievances.

That evening, these pillars of the court bid farewell to Elder Liu, each declining offers to travel together, inventing various reasons to go alone.

Half an hour later, the residence of Secretary Sun Di suddenly became lively. These officials snuck in one by one like thieves, speaking in hushed tones: “I have important intelligence, please let me see His Highness the Crown Prince!”

What a joke. After this incident, who would still treat this deeply hidden Crown Prince as a mere figurehead? Only old-fashioned people like Liu Rucheng would fail to see the reality. Wanting to make oneself the scapegoat? Dream on!

One could be a loyal official, one could be straightforward, but if it meant sacrificing one’s life for reputation, forget it. If you want to be a martyr, excuse me for not joining you.

Fortunately, this young Secretary Sun, who followed the Crown Prince daily, was quite reasonable. He brought these officials into the mansion one by one. He responded to their nervously whispered intelligence with sweet smiles and maintained high respect for these officials who verbally proclaimed absolute loyalty to the Crown Prince.

So when they once again shamelessly requested that their visit to the mansion tonight not be made public, Sun Di also maintained good manners, without showing any contempt or disdain.

These fence-sitters were touched. The people around the Crown Prince were indeed reasonable!

They promised they would continue to infiltrate the side of the suspicious hardliners, constantly relaying messages to the wise Crown Prince.

Sun Di happily agreed to their request and invited them into the hall for tea, saying the Crown Prince was resting and would come to meet them soon.

However, when these secretly informing ministers entered the hall, they were horrified to discover that the spacious hall was already filled with people—all the great loyal ministers who had just sworn oaths and curses at Elder Liu’s mansion.

Even the steward from Elder Liu’s household had arrived and was now waiting with Liu’s letter for an audience with the Crown Prince.

Everyone’s expressions instantly became as awkward as possible.

They exchanged embarrassed laughter:

“Oh? You’re here too?”

“Yes, the weather is so nice tonight.”

“Indeed, I couldn’t sleep, so I came out for a stroll. Didn’t expect to meet so many acquaintances.”

“Haha, the imperial city is so small, what a coincidence…”

…

Like the wind silently entering the night, moistening things without a sound.

A dim political transformation thus concluded under such circumstances.

That night, Li Ce did not meet those elder statesmen who sat in Sun Di’s side hall drinking cold tea and chatting all night. He and Sun Di huddled outside the window, poking a hole in the window paper to peek inside, holding their stomachs and laughing like two quails.

Almost simultaneously, the Tang Emperor was having a late-night snack. His old eunuch, who had followed him for many years, mustered up courage to advise softly, “Your Majesty, please don’t be angry with His Highness anymore. He has fled and dares not return.”

The Tang Emperor was drinking porridge. Upon hearing this, he raised his head slightly in surprise: “Who said I was angry? Didn’t he say he was going to see friends and it would be more convenient to leave the palace?”

The old eunuch was stunned and immediately speechless.

Early the next morning, over five hundred imperial wolf scout soldiers, disguised as various ordinary civilians, moved throughout the city searching for a woman from a portrait.

Li Ce drew the final stroke and handed out another portrait.

After the servant left the room, he slowly leaned back in his chair, slightly closing his eyes, as if seeing again the pure white, beautiful smile of the woman among the lotus leaves of the clear pond.

He gently raised the corner of his mouth in a faint smile: “Winning the hearts of the people to win the world… not without reason.”

The sky was blue with white clouds. The heavy rain from that day never came. After a period of overcast skies, it was once again a bright, sunny day.

—*—*—*—*—*—*—*—

Little did Li Ce know that while he was secretly searching for someone throughout the city, Chu Qiao was right under his nose, less than three hundred paces from Secretary Sun Di’s mansion.

In the quiet guest house, there was a tranquil atmosphere. The night was cool as water, the moonlight pure and clean. The exquisite small Jiangnan-style building was hidden among layers of crabapple blossoms. With the bamboo window slightly open, Zhuge Yue sat at his desk, drafting something, then sealed the envelope and handed it to Moon Seven, who stood at his side. He glanced at him sideways and said in a cool tone, “Who has objections to the orders? Send them in so I can see.”

Moon Seven’s face immediately paled, and he lowered his head in silence. The subtext was obvious: who would dare to come in? Wouldn’t that be seeking death?

Zhuge Yue lowered his head, showing no emotion, and merely said faintly, “Go out.”

Moon Seven felt as if he’d received a great pardon and hurriedly opened the door and retreated.

Soon after, a rustling sound slowly arose. Zhuge Yue put down his pen and turned his head to see Chu Qiao standing by the moon gate of the inner chamber, holding onto the doorframe. She wore a white male scholar’s robe, appearing even thinner, her face still somewhat pale, with her hair loose, standing there quietly.

“You’re awake.”

Zhuge Yue said, pointing toward the inner chamber: “There’s warm food there. Go eat something.”

Seeing Chu Qiao not moving, he frowned slightly and said, “Your illness isn’t fully recovered. Go back and lie down.”

Chu Qiao still didn’t move. The azure cicada-wing window gauze was as thin as smoke. In this early autumn season, it seemed particularly cool. The wind blowing through the leaves made a rustling sound, like a light drizzling rain. Chu Qiao looked at him, silently, without saying a word.

Zhuge Yue stood up and walked toward the inner chamber. As he passed by her, he grabbed her wrist, feeling how thin and bony it was, barely filling his grasp. His brows furrowed as he pulled her inside.

“Zhuge Yue,” Chu Qiao called softly, her voice carrying a hint of pleading. Zhuge Yue’s footsteps immediately stopped, but he didn’t turn around. Then Chu Qiao’s voice slowly rose from behind him: “I need to leave.”

The night wind blew, making Chu Qiao’s clothes flutter. Though she was tall, Zhuge Yue’s clothes still looked oversized on her. Zhuge Yue paid no attention to this and said in a deep voice, “The situation outside is tense right now. I have no female attendants here, so just wear these clothes for now.”

“Zhuge Yue, I need to leave.”

Zhuge Yue turned to leave, completely ignoring her words: “Did you drink the medicine the doctor prescribed? If the fever hasn’t subsided, you should rest more.”

“Zhuge Yue, I really…”

“If you don’t want to eat this, just say so. I’ll have someone prepare something else.”

“Listen to me…”

“You’ve been in Tang Capital for some time now. Have you gone out? There are several places with good food outside. I’ll have someone buy some for you.”

“Zhuge Yue, listen to me,” Chu Qiao grabbed him, saying urgently, “I’m grateful that you saved me, but I must leave now. I need to find Yan Xun. Our Yan Bei is politically unstable now, and I must return immediately. And Li the Fox—someone is trying to harm him. He’s been good to me, and I need to warn him. I…”

Before she finished, Zhuge Yue shook off Chu Qiao’s arm and turned to leave.

Chu Qiao was shocked. She grabbed him again and shouted, “Zhuge Yue, I…”

“Zhuge Yue, Zhuge Yue! Will you ever stop? Do I owe you money? Must you call me like that?”

The man suddenly turned around, his eyebrows raised, his lips crimson, his eyes as sharp as stars, shouting angrily, “You and Yan Xun, your Yan Bei, you and Li the Fox—your head is full of others. Have you ever thought about yourself? Have you ever thought about me?”

Chu Qiao was stunned. Zhuge Yue glared at her fiercely, his eyes seemingly able to spit fire. They stared at each other. Something that had been carefully hidden suddenly broke through the ice, revealing the tip of the iceberg. The atmosphere froze instantly, and their breathing became heavy, yet neither could speak.

After a long while, Chu Qiao avoided the uncomfortable topic and said softly, “If I don’t call you Zhuge Yue, what should I call you? Fourth Young Master Zhuge? Zhuge? Yue?”

As soon as she said this, Chu Qiao felt a chill. She uncomfortably rubbed her arms, as if goosebumps were falling off.

“Perhaps I should call you Fourth Brother?”

Zhuge Yue didn’t look at her, turning to walk away as if desperately wanting to leave this troublesome place.

Seeing him about to leave, Chu Qiao hurriedly followed, but accidentally caught the tablecloth on the square table. All the soup and dishes fell, splashing all over her with a splash.

Chu Qiao groaned and fell onto the thick carpet. Zhuge Yue quickly turned back and moved away the hot bowls. He saw that Chu Qiao’s arm was already red and swollen from the burns, yet she was enduring the pain without making a sound.

Zhuge Yue’s expression was as dark as if he wanted to kill someone. He picked up Chu Qiao in his arms and strode out of the room, running through two corridors, rushing into the bathhouse. Completely disregarding that his clothes were soaked, he scooped up cold water and poured it over Chu Qiao’s arm.

“Does it hurt?”

Chu Qiao bit her lip and shook her head silently.

Her fair arm was now red and swollen. Zhuge Yue said angrily, “Even like this, it doesn’t hurt?”

He poured cold water scoop after scoop, but the swelling didn’t subside. Zhuge Yue was about to call for medicine when he looked up and saw that Chu Qiao’s upper clothes were completely wet, revealing her curves. Her snow-white neck and the undulations below, with her long hair scattered, presented a delicately charming, alluring appearance.

Chu Qiao also noticed Zhuge Yue’s gaze and immediately covered her chest with both hands, shouting angrily, “What are you looking at?”

Zhuge Yue felt slightly embarrassed but still teased sarcastically, “With your figure that can’t distinguish between male and female, looking at you doesn’t give me any feeling.”

Chu Qiao frowned, anger rising in her heart. Seeing that Zhuge Yue was about to stand up, she mischievously grabbed the hem of his clothes, and with a sudden clever move when he wasn’t paying attention!

The bathhouse floor was slippery. With a splash, Zhuge Yue fell flat on his back, all dignity gone.

Seeing this, Chu Qiao immediately burst into laughter. But her joy was short-lived as Zhuge Yue grabbed her leg during his struggle. Weakened after her illness, she lost her balance and fell—coincidentally right into the man’s arms.

The night was boundless. This bathhouse was surrounded by bamboo nodes open to the sky, connected to hot springs below. Looking up, one could see the brilliant stars in the sky. The lights on both sides weren’t particularly bright, creating a dim glow in the autumn wind, while the moon was exceptionally silver-white and clear, hanging distantly in the sky. The night breeze carried the fragrance of crabapple blossoms, gently wafting over with an intoxicating aroma. Curtains hung to the ground, with pale blue silk ribbons drooping on both sides. The moonlight was desolate, and all around was silent.

After a long while, the faint sound of a copper water clock seemed to break someone’s dream.

Zhuge Yue’s hand was warm on Chu Qiao’s shoulder. The fine arrow pattern on his sleeve occasionally brushed against Chu Qiao’s neck, creating a ticklish sensation.

The night breeze gently caressed them, and in the distance, the crabapple blossoms were a patch of bright red, as if they had fallen into a brief dream. Zhuge Yue’s eyes were like black gemstones. He locked onto Chu Qiao’s eyes, then moved forward slightly. Chu Qiao was startled and immediately struggled to leave, pushing against him, but suddenly her lower abdomen stiffened, as if something was pressing against it.

Both their faces instantly turned as red as blood with embarrassment!

Chu Qiao quickly sat up and retreated to one side. The autumn wind whistled, passing between them. An awkward silence, like endless darkness, engulfed them.

Trying to break the awkward silence, Chu Qiao spoke with anger in her voice: “I thought you couldn’t tell if I was male or female. How can you still be like this?”

As soon as she said this, Chu Qiao immediately wanted to dig a hole and bury herself. This was making things worse.

Zhuge Yue’s expression wasn’t pleasant either, but he still stubbornly snorted, “I can’t tell if you’re male or female, but clearly, I am male.”

Chu Qiao finally exploded in anger: “You are too shameless!”

Zhuge Yue glanced at her sideways: “You haven’t seen even more shameless behavior yet.”

They exchanged insults to save face, making the situation slightly more bearable. By now, the night wind had grown cold. Unless they wanted to jump into the hot spring, it wasn’t a place to linger.

Zhuge Yue stood up and asked, “Can you walk?”

Chu Qiao’s clothes were half wet, and walking wasn’t a problem, but saving face was inevitably awkward.

The man cursed under his breath, took off his outer robe and threw it to her, then led the way, striding forward with a stylish posture. But after a few steps, he found that the person behind hadn’t followed at all. He immediately turned back angrily, “Are you coming or not?”

Chu Qiao was putting on the clothes. With her arm burned, her movements were inevitably slow. Hearing him shout, she felt annoyed and shouted back, “Why are you yelling?”

Seeing her state, Zhuge Yue frowned and walked back, crouched down, quickly helped her put on the clothes, then pulled her by the sleeve toward the bedchamber. Chu Qiao stumbled as he pulled her and said impatiently, “Can you slow down? Did you eat gunpowder?”

“Try saying one more word to me.”

“I will. So what?”

…

After bringing the medicine, Zhuge Yue sat in a chair, pulled over Chu Qiao’s hand, and used a medicine brush to apply layers of milky ointment on her arm.

“Apply it once in the morning and once in the evening. It will heal in two days. Don’t get it wet, avoid spicy food.”

The medicine brush was made of fine animal hair, creating a layer of tiny bumps when it touched the skin. Zhuge Yue’s chair was slightly higher than the bed. Sitting there, his clothes gleamed in the lamplight. His handsome features were somewhat blurred, but his expression was extremely serious as he dipped the ointment, layer after layer.

“Zhuge Yue, I really must leave now.”

Zhuge Yue looked up and stared at Chu Qiao. The woman’s expression showed no trace of joking. She looked at him very seriously, her gaze so clear.

“I know a simple ‘thank you’ doesn’t mean much. You’ve helped me several times, even opposing your own country, disregarding your family’s interests. I understand all the risks you’ve taken, the pressure you’ve borne, the price you’ve paid.”

Zhuge Yue didn’t speak but put down the medicine brush and slowly put the lid back on the ointment.

“But I have no other way to repay you, and I can’t repay you adequately. So I can only say thank you, do you understand?”

Zhuge Yue’s expression remained unchanged. He stood up and turned to leave. Chu Qiao grabbed his hand and said loudly, “Zhuge Yue, please, let me go. I suspect this matter won’t end so simply. This incident couldn’t have been designed by Zhao Chun’er alone. There must be a master manipulator behind it. They deliberately used Yan Bei and Da Xia as shields and spears to provoke, using me as an excuse. If Yan Xun knows I’m in Tang Capital, regardless of the circumstances, he’s very likely to fall into someone else’s trap. It might also provoke Bian Tang and Da Xia, using the opportunity to start a war. This person is very calculating. Zhao Chun’er is just a front. She has now caused such embarrassment to Da Xia that if the Xia Emperor is enraged, a great war will arise. I must return to Yan Bei immediately. Winter is coming, Yan Bei lacks clothes and food, the Da Tong Guild is internally unstable, and the Southwestern Garrison Commander would easily rebel without my suppression. With so many complicated matters, I must…”

“Are you crazy?”

Zhuge Yue suddenly turned around, his eyes seemingly bloodshot. He tightly held Chu Qiao’s chin and said fiercely in a low voice, “Look at yourself! You were surrounded by so many people and nearly died in battle several times. Your body is covered in wounds, and you’ve been seriously ill. Now outside, everyone is looking for you—Li Ce, officials with ulterior motives in Tang Capital, Da Xia spies in Bian Tang, people Zhao Chun’er brought, feudal lords from Da Xia who came to celebrate, and even bounty hunters, all wanting to take your head to Da Xia for rewards! At this time, do you still want to go out? Do you believe Li Ce can protect you against the voice of the entire nation? Don’t you know that once you’re exposed, even the Tang Emperor can’t ignore the relationship with Da Xia? Once you fall into others’ hands, you have absolutely no chance of survival! Are you crazy?”

“I’m not!” Chu Qiao shouted, “I know what I’m doing.”

The woman’s chest heaved, but her eyes carried indescribable resilience: “I’ve always been like this, with the whole world as my enemy. I anticipated such a day from the moment I followed Yan Xun into the Holy Gold Palace. But so what? So many people want to kill me. Should I hide forever in fear? If I hide, I’ll only become weaker, and they’ll hunt me down more vigorously. I’m going out now so that one day I’ll have the ability to protect myself!”

“Zhuge Yue, I’ve told you, I have my own beliefs.”

“To hell with your beliefs!” Zhuge Yue growled, his voice filled with immense anger and undisguised suppression. His eyes were pitch black as he stared at Chu Qiao, almost gritting his teeth as he growled, “Beliefs? Are they important? Important? More important than life?”

“Yes, they are,” Chu Qiao looked at him and said word by word, “You don’t understand. This is my only wish to live on. Someone needs me, and I must go.”

In an instant, like a wild wind sweeping through an already chaotic mind, Zhuge Yue let out a roar, like a suppressed beast. He suddenly moved forward, immediately pressing Chu Qiao beneath him, kissing her lips with angry, passionate, unwilling force!

It was as if a raging fire was burning in his chest and abdomen. His kiss was so deep, so forceful, that Chu Qiao was completely dumbfounded. The familiar taste filled her nostrils. The man’s scent was like vine branches, penetrating everywhere, enveloping her, sweeping her, surrounding her. His body was hot, his blood was hot. It was no longer just a kiss; there were too many indescribable emotions collapsing and pouring out, raging and flowing forth.

Chu Qiao frantically pushed and resisted in terror, with a strong taste of blood between their lips. Finally, that force gradually softened, departing with such helplessness, such despair, such desolation. The man looked at her with pitch-black eyes, laughing coldly in self-mockery: “Don’t you feel it? I need you too!”

Chu Qiao was stunned. A deep dimness circulated in the room. The large candle on the candlestick had burned half the night, with wax tears flowing down line by line, congealing and accumulating like red coral.

Her throat seemed blocked, congested, making even breathing difficult.

Zhuge Yue’s gaze was so gloomy. He looked at her without speaking. In his eyes, countless scenes flashed by—those past years, the youth, the awkwardness of not knowing how to express oneself, and after that arrow was shot, the happiness missed while gazing across the horizon.

Chu Qiao took a deep breath, gradually hiding all the shock, weakness, and reluctance in her eyes. Finally, she swallowed all the congestion and said softly, “Please…”

The candle flame still burned brightly, but it seemed as if a dim light had descended. Under layers of blue gauze, the man’s face had a dark silhouette. His features were clearer than usual, but now looking at him, there was such a heavy, gloomy aura covering him.

He rose nimbly and laughed coldly: “In the end, I’ve debased myself. The main gate is open; stay or leave as you wish. Goodbye.”

With that, he left without any lingering attachment.

The moon was cool as water, the stars bright and clear. Chu Qiao sat on the bed, with blue gauze flying and candlelight warming her face. She suddenly felt so tired, exhaling a breath full of bitterness and vicissitudes.

“Stay strong!”

In the silence, a woman’s voice slowly rose, so faint, heartbreaking.

“Time will wash away everything. If you can hold on, everything will pass.”

She nodded, as if trying to convince herself, then stood up, looking toward the northwest, and nodded firmly: “I must go to Yan Bei.”

Chapter 123: The Deadly Scholar
Chu Qiao wandered around the streets, snatching a money pouch from a powdered-faced young gentleman. Wearing Zhuge Yue’s clothes, which fluttered in the night breeze like Taoist robes, she leaned against a large tree and opened the pouch. The heavy silver coins gleamed brilliantly, making the young woman’s eyes light up. She happily whistled and then briskly walked up the street, turning into a clothing shop.

Shortly after, a handsome young gentleman emerged from the shop. His eyes were like autumn water reflecting cold stars, his lips red like cardamom. He held an elegant folding fan, the perfect image of a noble family’s son.

As Li Ce had said, Tang capital was now in chaos. The central army had been instantly marginalized, many noble families completely uprooted and driven from the capital. People were anxious, with many migrants on the move. Those hunting for Chu Qiao were numerous—apart from Li Ce, various factions were secretly searching for this woman who was extremely important to Yan Bei, Da Xia, and the Bian Tang Crown Prince. Because of this, all inns and taverns had become mandatory checkpoints, with many spies deployed.

After careful consideration, Chu Qiao decided that instead of staying at an inn, she would hide in a brothel or gambling house. Though crowded and chaotic, these were the best hiding places. No one would imagine that a severely injured woman, hunted by various forces, would brazenly hide in a gambling house.

It was already very late. The central boulevard and several main streets were silent, but Smoke Flower Street was bustling with excitement. The street was rather narrow, yet lined with numerous brothels standing shoulder to shoulder. Lanterns burned brightly, and on the balconies, courtesans in gaudy attire giggled and flirted. The scent of powder on their handkerchiefs was suffocating. The street was filled with prostitutes actively soliciting customers, grabbing and touching them.

“Young master, are you alone? Why not come in and sit for a while?”

Someone grabbed her arm, and Chu Qiao stopped, feeling instantly disgusted. This woman was not young anymore, at least thirty-five years old. The cheap powder on her face had a pungent smell, almost falling off in flakes as she moved. Her scarlet dress was also cheap, her breasts already sagging, with the exposed half showing a dismal grayish-white color. One glance revealed her profession. Her eyes, however, showed the shrewdness of a seasoned veteran. Seeming to notice Chu Qiao’s youth, she placed her soft hand on Chu Qiao’s shoulder, leaned in close, and asked with a smile, “Would you like some company?”

Chu Qiao was slightly startled, not expecting such openness in Bian Tang. In Da Xia, such public solicitation wasn’t permitted. Though Da Xia also had brothels, they were mostly government-run, and ordinary people couldn’t enter them.

Despite her surprise, Chu Qiao concealed it well. As a former high-ranking commander of the 21st century Intelligence Department, she had seen all kinds of situations. She smiled knowingly and asked playfully, “Sister, what’s your price?”

The prostitute was taken aback. Seeing that Chu Qiao, though young with a slightly immature voice, carried herself with experienced manners, she dared not quote an outrageous price. She smiled and said, “Lake touring is five wei zhu, two qian silver for each time. Since you’re such a handsome young master, I’ll give you a good deal for the whole night—five qian silver.”

Ten wei zhu equaled one qian, ten qian equaled one zhu, and ten zhu equaled one gold zhu. When Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing were sold as slaves, they cost only a few gold zhu. This woman knew her declining value and wasn’t asking for much.

Chu Qiao smiled slightly and shook her finger.

The prostitute thought she was haggling and quickly said, “Then one qian silver per time, two qian for the whole night. Young master, you come here often and know the rates. I can’t go any lower.”

Chu Qiao shook her head and said, “I’m not saying it’s expensive. We’re just not compatible. How about this: introduce me to a quiet, good place, and I’ll give you one gold zhu. What do you say?”

The prostitute was overjoyed upon hearing this. One gold zhu was probably half a year’s earnings for her. She happily led the way.

Chu Qiao had originally planned to go to a gambling house, but such places were crowded and chaotic, not suitable for rest. She knew that prostitutes like this would be familiar with renowned brothels. Sometimes when customers were dissatisfied with them, they would refer them to brothels they knew, earning a commission. This arrangement saved her much trouble.

Following the prostitute, Chu Qiao soon arrived at a brothel. This establishment had a large front and appeared to have some class, though its location was somewhat remote, not as bustling as the others further up the street.

A man who looked like a manager came running out, bowing and scraping before Chu Qiao, addressing her as “young master” and “sir” with honeyed words. His expression changed when he turned to the prostitute. Although they tried to lower their voices, Chu Qiao could hear them.

“Master Zhuang recently gave orders not to accept strangers. Don’t you know that? The authorities seem to be looking for someone.”

Money truly could make ghosts turn millstones. The prostitute said, “He’s not a stranger. He’s a regular customer of mine.”

The man didn’t believe her. “With you? He actually would? You could almost be his mother!”

“Get lost! What’s wrong with him appreciating my enduring charm? This customer is exceptionally generous. If you don’t want him, I’ll introduce him to another place!”

“Fine, since you’ve already brought him. But if something goes wrong, I’ll hold you responsible.”

“Don’t worry!”

Chu Qiao maintained a neutral expression. She didn’t know who this Master Zhuang was, but it seemed he was either an official or someone with local influence bought by a faction. Indeed, several burly middle-aged men stood at the entrance, their eyes scanning the passersby like knives. They looked at Chu Qiao twice but didn’t pay her much attention. Instead, they focused on passing women, especially those who appeared to be single prostitutes.

They truly were thorough!

Chu Qiao smirked coldly.

“Young master, it’s settled. I’ve arranged everything. Recently, the authorities have been arresting people. They say someone committed a crime, and all inns and brothels aren’t allowed to accommodate unfamiliar outsiders. I had to work hard to arrange this.”

Seeing the woman’s exaggerated, fawning smile, Chu Qiao understood. She took out a gold zhu, placed it in her hand, and said with a smile, “Thank you. It’s yours.”

The prostitute left with profuse thanks. The pimp-like man approached, bowing and scraping, and casually asked, “Young master, you have such a distinguished bearing. Where are you from?”

Chu Qiao deliberately put on a mysterious air and said solemnly, “What I tell you, you must not tell others.”

The pimp stopped in his tracks, and Chu Qiao continued, “I’m from the palace, here to select women for my master.”

The pimp was shocked and looked Chu Qiao up and down. Seeing her youth, generosity, and exceptional good looks, yet with a subtle effeminate air, he suddenly realized, “Could you be from the Crown Prince’s palace, a eun—”

“Shh!” Chu Qiao quickly interrupted, “You absolutely cannot tell anyone, or you’ll face grave consequences.”

The pimp nodded eagerly, saying with delight, “I’ve heard that the Crown Prince often visits the courtesans at Jade Flower House and other major brothels. I never expected our establishment to have such fortune.”

Chu Qiao shook her head and sighed, “Always going to those places gets tiresome. It was Lord Sun who recommended me here, saying your place is good.”

“Lord Sun?” The pimp was puzzled, then suddenly understood. “Sun Di, Secretary Sun! Yes, yes, he’s a regular on this street, though we were too blind to know he had visited us.”

“Haha, the court doesn’t allow officials to visit prostitutes. When they come, they do so discreetly, not openly. So you must be careful with your words.”

The man nodded repeatedly, “You can rest assured, I guarantee to handle everything with utmost secrecy.”

Chu Qiao took out two gold zhu and tossed them generously, “A reward for you!”

The man accepted with a thousand thanks, thinking to himself that people from the palace were indeed different.

This brothel was called Fragrant Pavilion, and it was decorated with elegance. The man led her to a quiet, small guest room and then hurried out. Throughout most of the night, the brothel sent four or five young, beautiful prostitutes to entertain the guests. Believing Chu Qiao to be a eunuch, the women were fully dressed, merely playing chess or music. Chu Qiao sat there bored, nearly falling asleep. Seeing this, the owner withdrew the women and arranged for Chu Qiao to rest, saying they would continue the selection tomorrow.

Lying on the bed, Chu Qiao finally dared to relax. Zhuge Yue hadn’t exaggerated at all; the situation was even more serious than he had described.

Since she knew Yan Xun was disguised as Liu Xi when entering the city, she only needed to inquire about Liu Xi’s whereabouts to find Yan Xun. Liu Xi was from a great family in Xianyang and couldn’t have entered the city without any news. She would rest tonight and make inquiries tomorrow.

Chu Qiao awoke early the next morning when the entire brothel was still quiet. These prostitutes had a habit of sleeping late, and it was indeed too early now.

As soon as she stepped out, she met the pimp waiting at the door. Chu Qiao smiled and said, “I’m going out for a while. I’ll be back tonight.”

The pimp understandingly said, “Yes, yes, you’ve finally come out, you should have a good look around. Would you like me to find someone to accompany you?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, “No need. I know this place well.”

Then, under the pimp’s watchful eye, she left the Fragrant Pavilion. The two big men were still standing at the door and looked at her fiercely as she came out. Chu Qiao looked at them challengingly and even snorted disdainfully. Seeing her arrogant demeanor, they didn’t dare to question her.

Chu Qiao left the Fragrant Pavilion and walked boldly down the street. The wanted posters of this era were crude. Back in Da Xia, she had seen those so-called wanted notices. She had squeezed in with a crowd to look at them for a long time, but still felt they looked nothing like her. Now, dressed as a man and strolling on the street, she was even more confident that no one would recognize her.

She decided to find a place to eat first, then make inquiries at leisure.

Just as she was thinking this, a commotion suddenly erupted at the end of the long street. Chu Qiao stopped to look and saw someone running desperately with seven or eight people chasing behind—local ruffians, waving their arms, cursing and running.

Chu Qiao looked, and her mind went blank. By the time she wanted to turn around, it was too late. The person being chased spotted her with sharp eyes and called out in a desperate voice, “Xiao Qiao! Xiao Qiao! Save me!”

Chu Qiao quickly glanced around and saw that this shout had attracted the attention of more than a dozen people with varying expressions, their eyes sharp, looking nothing like ordinary passersby.

“Xiao Qiao! I’m here, help me!”

Liang Shaoqing, carrying a tattered book bag, hair disheveled, rushed over like a child seeing his mother. His mouth was grinning almost to his ears.

A group of people surged forward. Liang Shaoqing grabbed Chu Qiao’s arm and laughed, “Xiao Qiao, I’ve been looking everywhere for you. This is wonderful! Heaven rewards the diligent; I’ve finally found you! Where have you been? You seem thinner. Have you been mistreated out here? Huh? Why is your expression so strange?”

Chu Qiao was almost in tears. She saw a group of burly men surrounding them menacingly, but even more deadly was that the name “Xiao Qiao” had attracted countless suspicious glances. At this moment, she could almost feel the dense, rapidly approaching footsteps.

“Who are these people?”

Chu Qiao had to interrupt Liang Shaoqing, who was rambling on as if he wanted to announce his birth date and year. The man who had previously been chased like a stray dog now suddenly found his courage. He angrily pointed at those people and shouted, “It’s them! They’re bullying me!”

“You little punk! Where do you think you’re running to?”

A group of burly men shouted angrily.

Liang Shaoqing visibly trembled, but remembering Chu Qiao was beside him, he found courage again and shouted, “Xiao Qiao, help me teach them a lesson!”

His arrogant attitude angered the group. The men roared and charged forward.

In that instant, Chu Qiao faced what seemed like the biggest choice of her life!

Should she beat others or be beaten? That was indeed a question.

Should she continue hiding or completely expose herself? Hiding meant getting beaten, but exposure could mean losing her life. Ah, she sighed silently in her heart, and then at the last moment, before Liang Shaoqing could react, she crouched down and covered her head with her arms.

Liang Shaoqing quickly followed suit, and rain-like punches immediately fell on his head. The bookworm shouted incomprehensibly, “Xiao Qiao, beat them up!”

Bystanders sighed helplessly. A down-and-out scholar and a delicate youth, yet they talked about beating others up—it was truly absurd.

After what seemed like an eternity, when the group finally left, cursing and grumbling, Liang Shaoqing was barely alive. Even the spectators had gone about their business. Fortunately, those men had clear grievances and didn’t harm innocent bystanders. Chu Qiao, unharmed, ran to his side and asked, “Are you okay?”

Liang Shaoqing was tearful and complained, “Xiao Qiao, why didn’t you beat them up?”

Just as Chu Qiao was about to speak, a sudden angry shout came from nearby. Several Bian Tang officials stood beside them, one of them pointing at Liang Shaoqing and shouting, “It’s him! It’s this kid, incorrigible, posting notices everywhere. Arrest him!”

“Ah!” Liang Shaoqing was shocked. His injuries suddenly seemed half-healed as he jumped up nimbly to run, but was quickly caught.

“Xiao Qiao! Save me!”

The official was furious. “Well, well! An accomplice too! Arrest them both!”

If not dying in silence, then transforming in silence. Chu Qiao’s eyes no longer showed flames; they were shooting high-purity sulfuric acid. She glared at Liang Shaoqing but couldn’t utter a word.

With their hands tied behind their backs, the two were taken away by officials under the watchful eyes of a crowd of onlookers.

The bounty hunters took out the wanted posters from their waists and looked at them. There was some resemblance, but wasn’t the target supposed to be alone and highly skilled in martial arts?

It didn’t match, they all shook their heads and dispersed with tacit understanding, each hurrying off to pursue this once-in-a-century opportunity to make a fortune.

Chapter 124: A Savior Arrives
The dark prison cell stank horribly, with nauseating odors everywhere.

As soon as Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing entered, whistles came from all directions with people calling out: “Hey! Look! That kid is back again!”

The jailer lashed his whip at each cell, shouting angrily: “All of you behave yourselves! Itching for a beating?”

Chu Qiao turned her head to see Liang Shaoqing smiling awkwardly at her: “Hehe, they’re all… all acquaintances. I’ve been wandering around here for a few days recently.”

At moments like these, Chu Qiao always deeply marveled at the Creator’s wonders. She looked at Liang Shaoqing but couldn’t say a word, feeling that even getting angry would be a waste of energy. Fine, she admitted it—she had killed people and robbed goods, committed too many sins, and Heaven was finally beginning to punish her.

Pushed into a cell, the jailer yelled a few times, locked the door, and went off cursing to drink. Chu Qiao looked around and saw more than ten people in the cell. Although it was still daytime, the entire prison had only one skylight in the main hall. It was pitch dark inside, and even with Chu Qiao’s good eyesight, she could only make out vague shapes.

The inmates inside looked at the newcomers with hostile eyes. Some even deliberately moved to occupy what little space remained.

Liang Shaoqing was very familiar with this place. The scholar who usually spoke righteously and morally now seemed to lack courage. He naturally shrank beside Chu Qiao and whispered: “Xiao Qiao, the people here are very fierce.”

However, as soon as he finished speaking, several piercing screams suddenly rang out. Chu Qiao stepped forward, and when one person tried to trip her by extending his leg, she kicked in response. With a crack, the person’s leg bone immediately dislocated. The man curled up in a ball, howling in pain.

“Move aside!” Chu Qiao said to the shadowy prisoners without even looking at them as she walked straight ahead.

Prison was just such a place—bullying the weak and fearing the strong. Seeing this young man in luxurious clothes and displaying remarkable skills, who would dare provoke him? In moments, a space opened up against a wall. Chu Qiao sat down on her knees without speaking. Liang Shaoqing hurriedly ran over, sat down right next to Chu Qiao, and then, with an arrogant air, pointed at the people around them and said in the tone he’d learned over the past few days: “Behave yourselves! Don’t think about bullying people!”

Ah!

Chu Qiao almost wanted to cry. She buried her head in her hands, depressed to the point of wanting to die.

“What exactly did this guy eat growing up?” the young woman groaned painfully.

But Liang Shaoqing had sharp ears. He turned his head and politely answered: “The five grains, every grain obtained through the commoners’ hard work. I’ve never been picky about food since childhood. I eat everything, just to fill my stomach, no need to be choosy.”

Eyes darkening and head spinning, Chu Qiao strongly resisted the urge to slap him and was completely speechless.

“Who? Who’s causing trouble?”

The jailer, hearing the screams, immediately rushed over, waving his club as if his backside was on fire, shouting: “Who’s causing trouble? Don’t want to live anymore?”

The prisoners in the cell immediately looked at Chu Qiao with tacit understanding. The young woman’s face was cold, her eyes like frost, slightly raised at an angle. She gave the jailer a cold look but didn’t speak.

The jailer had lived in the capital his whole life and was accustomed to seeing high officials and nobles. He had developed a discerning eye. Seeing this young master who was not old, dressed in fine clothes, with an extraordinary temperament, cold to everyone, and appearing fearless, he secretly thought: Could he be the son of some great family? Though face was important, life was more so. Seeing Chu Qiao’s appearance, the jailer immediately deflated, grumbling neither harshly nor softly: “You, that one, behave yourself.”

Then he slunk away.

Liang Shaoqing immediately expressed profound admiration for Chu Qiao, saying: “Xiao Qiao, you’re more fierce. Even he fears you.”

Chu Qiao didn’t like responding to him. When they had just entered, she had already roughly surveyed the layout. Escaping from this place wouldn’t be difficult, as it was just a low-security prison holding petty thieves. The problem was how to bring along this idiot Liang Shaoqing.

The sky gradually darkened. The jailer came to deliver food once. Chu Qiao nearly vomited at the sight, but Liang Shaoqing ate happily. It seemed he truly wasn’t lying about not being picky with food. This bookworm always had an unusual ability to adapt. No matter what environment he was in, he could quickly integrate and find a tenacious will to survive.

As the sky gradually darkened, Chu Qiao sat there with her eyes closed. She was waiting. Two inmates were still awake, and since she didn’t want to hurt anyone, she had to wait until the dead of night to pick the lock and escape. For poorly made locks like these, she could pick two hundred in the time it takes to burn a stick of incense.

Liang Shaoqing slept contentedly, with a rather decent sleeping posture. This bookworm seemed to look somewhat human only when asleep, though he was sleeping, leaning on Chu Qiao’s shoulder.

At midnight, the entire prison was quiet, filled with the unpleasant smell of men’s sweat and the sound of thunderous snoring. Chu Qiao carefully nudged Liang Shaoqing’s arm and covered his mouth before his incessant talking could begin. She lowered her voice and said: “Shut up, don’t speak, follow me.”

Liang Shaoqing’s eyes showed a moment of confusion. He rubbed his eyes, looking at Chu Qiao in bewilderment, slightly furrowing his brows, seemingly not understanding what she wanted to do.

Seeing him not making a sound, Chu Qiao carefully approached the door, moving as lightly as a cat, without making any noise. A dagger, a thin copper wire, and a hook lock were the three items Chu Qiao always carried on her person. In any environment, she would find ways to quickly replenish them, never allowing herself to be at a disadvantage. And when they had entered the prison, seeing her dressed luxuriously and composed, the guard hadn’t dared to search her.

With a soft “click” in the darkness, the lock opened. Just as Chu Qiao was about to turn back to pull Liang Shaoqing along, she heard the man behind her suddenly let out an “Ah!”

Fortunately, the sound wasn’t loud and didn’t wake the others. Only one fellow prisoner turned over. Chu Qiao turned back, glaring at the scholar. Liang Shaoqing pointed at her, stammering for a long time before finally accusing in a low voice: “Xiao Qiao, you can’t do this! This is breaking the law!”

Chu Qiao nearly fainted. She fiercely lowered her voice and demanded: “Are you coming or not?”

Liang Shaoqing complained pitifully: “Xiao Qiao, we’ve only committed a minor offense. We’ll be released in a few days. But once we break out of prison, it becomes a major crime.”

The young woman was so angry her teeth itched. She turned to leave alone, but Liang Shaoqing immediately panicked and lunged forward. The straw on the ground crackled under his feet as he grabbed her, saying nervously: “I’ll go, I’ll go, don’t leave me behind!”

However, by now it was too late to leave. The sound of chaotic footsteps suddenly echoed in the corridor. Shadows flickered, suggesting that a large group of people was approaching.

Liang Shaoqing immediately turned pale with fear. The people were coming so quickly that there was no time for any action. Chu Qiao pulled Liang Shaoqing back to their original place and sat down. Sure enough, the next moment, many prisoners heard the noise and opened their eyes groggily.

“Sir… please come this way.”

The jailer’s voice rang out flatteringly. Subsequently, about twenty soldiers in dark red official uniforms entered, carrying swords. They walked directly to Chu Qiao’s cell and stood firm. Each held a sword in one hand and a bright torch in the other. An official in his forties with a long beard walked in, standing before the cell door. He appeared quite imposing and asked in a deep voice: “Is it here?”

The jailer immediately bowed repeatedly, saying: “In response to Your Excellency, yes, it is.”

Chu Qiao vaguely knew that these people must have come for her. Perhaps it was Li Ce looking for her, or perhaps the pro-Xia faction from the Bian Tang court. Of course, it could also be local officials bribed by Da Xia, wanting to abduct her secretly.

She sat there quietly, lifting her head, her fingers slowly moving toward her boot where a cold dagger was hidden. Her entire body tensed as she calculated the terrain for escape and her chances if she had to fight.

At this moment, the official suddenly bowed towards the other side of the corridor and smiled: “Young Master, the person you’re looking for is inside.”

Then, the sound of rustling clothes slowly arose, footsteps neither hurried nor slow. A dark shadow first revealed its head in the torchlight, followed by an azure-white embroidered boot, a deep purple robe embroidered with dark gold auspicious cloud patterns, a white jade belt, and a tall figure. The man had slanting sword-like eyebrows, a face like white jade, crimson lips, and eyes like deep snow, looking calmly at Chu Qiao. That expression, that gaze—Chu Qiao could almost hear his unspoken subtext: “You fool!”

The Bian Tang official addressed Zhuge Yue flatteringly: “Young Master Zhuge, my subordinate was negligent and disrespectful.”

Zhuge Yue courteously nodded and said: “It’s just that they didn’t identify themselves. It was merely a misunderstanding, Your Excellency need not be concerned.”

The official breathed a sigh of relief and turned to the jailer, saying sternly: “Release them immediately!”

The old man hurriedly entered, but just as he was about to unlock the door, the lock fell open on its own, though he hadn’t even taken out the key yet.

The expressions of both the jailer and the official immediately became extremely ugly. The official quietly cursed: “Useless fellow!”

The jailer looked as if he had eaten bitter herbs, his face contorted with misery.

Zhuge Yue naturally knew what had happened. His gaze passed lightly over Chu Qiao’s face, the corner of his mouth twitching as he let out a faint snort.

Chu Qiao lowered her head, wishing she could bury it in her chest. This was truly humiliating.

Liang Shaoqing walked out of the cell in a daze amid the jailer’s more than ten pleas for forgiveness. Zhuge Yue was heard saying to the official: “Let me introduce you. This is the son of Magistrate Liang Shutang of Shangyu County in Da Xia, Young Master Liang Shaoqing. Magistrate Liang is an old friend of mine, and Shaoqing is also my friend. He came to Bian Tang to study but unexpectedly became involved in this misunderstanding.”

“So he’s Magistrate Liang’s son. Please forgive this official’s neglect.”

Liang Shaoqing suddenly realized and pointed at Zhuge Yue, saying: “Oh! So you’re a friend of my father’s. But why haven’t I seen you before?”

Zhuge Yue and the official immediately turned pale. Chu Qiao couldn’t help but helplessly want to bang her head against the wall and kill herself. Couldn’t he understand what they meant?

Zhuge Yue hadn’t expected to encounter someone so skilled at playing dumb, throwing punches completely without regard for proper form. He coughed lightly and said with a serious face: “Magistrate Liang and I haven’t seen each other for many years. When I visited his residence, Young Master Liang was still young and didn’t remember me, which is understandable.”

Poor Liang Shaoqing—he didn’t look much younger than Zhuge Yue, and might even be a year or two older, yet in their conversation, he had already been relegated to the younger generation. Zhuge Yue pointed at someone of similar age to himself while repeatedly claiming “you were young back then,” without even blushing or breathing hard—his composure was truly extraordinary.

Seeing that Liang Shaoqing was about to speak again and fearing he might say something even more earth-shattering, the perceptive official quickly said: “Since that’s the case, please come with me. Reminiscing in this place is hardly pleasant.”

Zhuge Yue smiled and said: “Indeed.” Then he turned to Liang Shaoqing and said: “Young Master Liang, shall we?”

Liang Shaoqing politely cupped his hands and smiled, straightened his tattered clothes, shook the straw from his sleeves, and strode forward.

Seeing Chu Qiao still standing in place, Zhuge Yue slowly looked over, his eyes carrying their usual mockery and ridicule, and said in a deep voice: “Aren’t you coming? Haven’t you embarrassed yourself enough?”

With that, he turned and left.

It was indeed embarrassing enough.

Chu Qiao sighed helplessly and followed behind.

The jailer wiped away sweat in terror, never expecting that young man to have such powerful connections. Fortunately, he hadn’t mistreated him much. Still, it was strange—why had no one come to rescue him during his previous stays?

In the dim light, prisoners peered out through the cell doors, their eyes still heavy with sleep. Seeing no further excitement, they returned to their slumber.

It was nearly dawn when they left the prison. A faint whiteness showed at the edge of the sky. The sedan chair stopped in a long alley, and Zhuge Yue stood in the middle of it. The morning mist fell on his shoulders, giving him an additional air of elegance through the haze.

The man’s gaze was indifferent, as if looking at nothing in particular. Chu Qiao stood before him, slightly awkward. After thinking for a long time, she finally said softly: “Thank you…”

Before she could finish, Zhuge Yue suddenly laughed coldly and turned his head away, as if unwilling to hear more.

Chu Qiao took a deep breath and said: “I know it’s boring to say this every time we meet, but I’m truly grateful. You’ve helped me again.”

Zhuge Yue slightly lowered his head, narrowing his eyes, and said in a cold voice: “Weren’t you going to Yan Bei? Why are you still lingering here?”

Chu Qiao lowered her head and remained silent.

Irritation flashed in the man’s eyes as he said in a deep voice: “I’ll send people to escort you immediately.”

“No need!” Chu Qiao hurriedly said.

Zhuge Yue’s brow slowly furrowed. He looked deeply at Chu Qiao, his gaze like a sharp knife piercing her, as if wanting to cut through flesh and blood.

Chu Qiao’s voice was small, carrying a hint of difficulty: “I still have something to do…”

“What thing?”

“I’m sorry… I can’t say.”

Indeed, how could she say it? Should she tell him that Yan Xun had already come to Bian Tang, that he was the one called Liu Xi?

Zhuge Yue’s gaze gradually turned icy. Chu Qiao quickly explained: “I’m sorry, it’s a matter of great importance. You and I stand on different sides. I really can’t…”

“Enough!”

Zhuge Yue frowned tightly and turned away, unwilling to hear more. With his back to them, he said in a deep voice: “Anyway, you always have many reasons. I’ve never been anyone important to you, so there’s no need for me to inquire about your affairs. You may leave.”

At this moment, Liang Shaoqing, who had been following behind, suddenly stepped forward. This man, whose heart was so broad he could fall asleep in the sedan chair, emerged with sleepy eyes just in time to witness Zhuge Yue’s cold words to Chu Qiao. Immediately feeling a sense of shared indignation, he righteously stood before Chu Qiao and said solemnly: “Young master! Although you helped us, we could have gotten out without you—we would just have stayed inside a few more days. You may be an old acquaintance of my father, but how can you be so rude to my friend?”

Zhuge Yue frowned, glancing at him sideways, and asked Chu Qiao questioningly: “He is your friend?”

Even a fool could hear the mockery in Zhuge Yue’s voice. Chu Qiao steeled herself and nodded, saying: “Haven’t… haven’t known him for long…”

Heaven knows, Chu Qiao wasn’t trying to hide anything—she simply thought this man was too embarrassing.

“Xiao Qiao! What are you saying? We’ve shared hardships and joys, slept and suffered together. Have you forgotten? What do you mean by ‘haven’t known him for long’?”

Liang Shaoqing was displeased with Chu Qiao’s apparent disregard for their friendship.

Shared hardships and joys? Chu Qiao glared at him. Wasn’t it more like she had been dragged down by him and suffered misfortune because of him?

Before she could speak, a cold voice came from the side. The man in deep purple finery suddenly had a gloomy look in his eyes: “Slept together?”

“Young master! What kind of look is that? Although you helped me, you cannot insult Xiao Qiao with your gaze!” Liang Shaoqing said loudly. “I’ve already decided to return to Shangyu immediately. After reporting to my parents, I will marry Xiao Qiao.”

The bookworm’s attitude was resolute, his gaze seeming to say: See, I am a responsible man.

“Marry?” Zhuge Yue’s expression could no longer be described merely as murderous. He looked coldly at Chu Qiao and said in an icy tone: “You’re staying in Tang capital instead of leaving because of him?”

Chu Qiao quickly shook her head: “No, no…”

“Xiao Qiao, don’t deny it.” Liang Shaoqing patted Chu Qiao’s shoulder and said: “Don’t worry, I will marry you.”

Chu Qiao’s headache intensified. The words “grief” and “indignation” were completely inadequate to describe her current feelings. She looked at Liang Shaoqing, no longer able to contain her rage, and suddenly raised her fist, smashing it down on his head:

“Who wants to marry you?! Is there something wrong with your brain?! Why am I so unlucky whenever I meet you? You idiot! Did I owe you something in my past life?!”

A piercing scream immediately echoed throughout the long alley. The grief and indignation that had been suppressed in Chu Qiao for a day and night finally erupted, gushing forth like a tsunami!

Zhuge Yue quickly stepped back to avoid becoming collateral damage. Liang Shaoqing cried out while being beaten: “Do not speak improperly, do not look improperly, do not act improperly!”

“A gentleman should be open and forthright! We can talk this through! Ah! Xiao Qiao, calm down! If you don’t marry me, who will you marry? My family is very wealthy! Ah! Xiao Qiao, have mercy!”

Zhuge Yue stood with his arms folded, leaning against the wall with a slanted gaze, watching with great interest as Liang Shaoqing was beaten.

Fortunately, Chu Qiao still retained a shred of reason and didn’t use her full strength. But by the time Yue Qi and the others rescued Liang Shaoqing from Chu Qiao’s hands, the resilient man—as tenacious as a cockroach—was barely half alive. He was still mumbling: “Xiao Qiao, your shyness is a bit excessive…”

Chu Qiao stood there panting, her cheeks flushed, her eyes filled with lively vigor.

Zhuge Yue looked at her in the thick morning mist. Though dressed as a man, her disheveled hair gave her a girlish charm.

For a moment, the narrow, deep alley was silent. Their gazes were eloquent, like spring mulberry leaves being nibbled by cicadas in the season of blooming flowers.

“When will you leave?”

Chu Qiao was startled, then replied: “Soon, I suppose.”

“Come see me before you go.”

Chu Qiao was immediately taken aback. She raised her head, but Zhuge Yue had already turned away, saying: “Mo’er wants to see you.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded, “I’ll try, but I might not have the chance. You know, in my current situation…”

“Alright, say no more.” Zhuge Yue immediately interrupted her, then said: “Next time if officials like these cause trouble, you can mention my name.”

Chu Qiao shook her head. Seeing Zhuge Yue’s expression change with signs of anger, she quickly said: “I’m afraid I would implicate you.”

These simple words immediately dispelled his displeasure.

Zhuge Yue turned around, his expression hidden, but his voice was unusually calm: “Those people? I don’t consider them worth my attention.”

Staying any longer seemed pointless. Chu Qiao said softly: “Well then, I’ll go.”

Zhuge Yue remained silent. Just as Chu Qiao was about to speak again, a faint voice came from ahead: “Go then.”

Chu Qiao called Liang Shaoqing, who had quickly recovered his vitality. The two passed in front of Zhuge Yue.

Chu Qiao said in a low voice: “It seems major events are brewing in Bian Tang. They’re unstable internally. Be careful in your actions.”

Zhuge Yue’s expression didn’t change. His handsome face had a kind of bewitching beauty in the sunlight. He didn’t speak.

Having met with this gentle rebuff, Chu Qiao stepped back and walked forward.

Liang Shaoqing immediately followed, but Zhuge Yue suddenly said to him: “You, be careful.”

“Huh?” Liang Shaoqing was stunned, then thought Zhuge Yue was cautioning him to be careful in his actions. He quickly nodded and smiled kindly: “You too. Be careful of pickpockets when you’re out. Bian Tang’s laws are lenient, and Tang capital is full of thieves. I’ve encountered them several times already.”

Completely exasperated and unwilling to see Zhuge Yue’s expression, Chu Qiao grabbed Liang Shaoqing and stomped hard on his foot, saying angrily: “Can’t you talk less?”

“Ah! Xiao Qiao, that hurts!”

“Let’s go!”

Liang Shaoqing was pulled by Chu Qiao and nearly fell. Even when they were far away, he kept turning back to wave enthusiastically at Zhuge Yue, calling out: “Come visit me in Shangyu sometime! Until we meet again! Watch out for pickpockets!”

The morning sunlight finally pierced through the thick mist, spilling onto the ground in a flash of golden radiance!

Chapter 125: Not Just a Pedantic Scholar
The sun shone brilliantly. Another day had passed. The Liu family of Xianyang had indeed entered the city five days ago, but had then taken the route through South Yin, heading straight for the vast lands of Liaodong to donate large quantities of grain and fodder to supply the military.

Chu Qiao didn’t know what Yan Xun was planning, but rather than waiting in the tension-filled Tang capital, it would be better to go to Liaodong to find him.

That morning, Chu Qiao bought horses and dry provisions. She and Liang Shaoqing ate noodles by the street, both dressed as men and prepared for a long journey. No one came to question them.

After eating and drinking their fill, Liang Shaoqing looked up and said, “Xiao Qiao, when are we leaving?”

“I’m leaving now. You do as you please.”

Chu Qiao spoke while putting down her chopsticks and taking out her money pouch to pay.

“Don’t joke,” Liang Shaoqing smiled and said, “If you go to my home alone, my father won’t let you in.”

Chu Qiao sighed helplessly, feeling that her patience had improved greatly these past few days. She slowly turned her head and asked in an extremely calm tone, “Who told you I was going to your home?”

“Does anyone need to tell me? I understand in my heart.”

Liang Shaoqing blinked, his eyes suddenly showing a trace of emotion: “I could tell that the young master who rescued us has feelings for you.”

Her body suddenly went cold, and she shuddered violently. Chu Qiao was stunned and momentarily speechless.

“Stop talking nonsense.”

After a long while, she finally scolded him softly. Liang Shaoqing sighed and said, “Don’t deny it anymore. But don’t worry, I won’t mind. Although he seems to have a good family background and some status, you still chose to leave with me, didn’t you? Xiao Qiao, I understand your intentions. You’ve suffered a lot lately.”

The man was still immersed in his reflections: “Though my parents may not approve of your family background, they will surely compromise if I insist. Although our family is a prominent clan in the area, my parents aren’t stubborn people. My mother is very kind; you’ll like her. Hmm? Xiao Qiao, what’s that expression? You look like you’re about to cry. Are you moved? Huh? Where are you going? I haven’t finished eating yet. Wait for me…”

Then, just as Liang Shaoqing had panted his way to catch up from behind, he saw a group of men wielding clubs, eyeing them fiercely, slowly walking toward them.

“Xiao… Xiao Qiao…”

“What is it?” Chu Qiao slowly frowned and asked in a deep voice.

“I’ll count to three.”

“What are you doing now?”

“One…”

“Hey, hey, bookworm, don’t tell me we’re in trouble again?”

“Two…”

“Who are those people?”

“Three! Run!”

Liang Shaoqing grabbed Chu Qiao, and the two turned and started running wildly. The people behind saw this and chased after them, cursing loudly.

Chu Qiao’s face turned red with anger as she shouted, “Who are those people?!”

Liang Shaoqing looked frail, but he ran extremely fast, even Chu Qiao had trouble keeping up. “My enemies!”

“FUCK!” Chu Qiao cursed. This idiot had even more enemies than she did. If this continued, perhaps one day, even if she climbed a high place and shouted, “I am Chu Qiao of Yan Bei,” no one would believe her.

The bookworm was very familiar with the streets and alleys of the Tang capital. After twisting and turning through more than ten small alleys, they finally escaped their pursuers. Chu Qiao was so frustrated that she wanted to kill someone. She, a modern special agent and a current rebel leader, had been chased through the streets by a group of commoners armed with hoes, shovels, and sticks! If this got out, her reputation would be ruined forever!

“Bookworm, let me tell you, we’re parting ways right now. If you dare to follow me, I’ll break your legs!”

Liang Shaoqing was stunned. While catching his breath, he said, “Don’t be like that. If you go alone, I’ll worry.”

Chu Qiao was truly angry: “I’m only unlucky when I’m with you!”

“No way!”

Liang Shaoqing became anxious and suddenly threw the sage’s teachings he had been constantly thinking about to the winds. He stepped forward and hugged Chu Qiao from behind, shouting, “You can’t go!”

Chu Qiao struggled but couldn’t break free. She angrily said, “You idiot, let go!”

“I won’t!”

“If you don’t let go, I’ll hit you!”

Liang Shaoqing showed unusual resolve this time: “I won’t let go even if you beat me to death!”

However, just as Chu Qiao was about to give this guy a vicious shoulder throw, a black shadow suddenly covered her head, and everything went dark. Chu Qiao was startled and wanted to react, but found that the idiot was still holding her tightly. In that brief moment, the best opportunity for counterattack had passed. She felt a sudden increase in force around her, and with several thuds, it seemed that a large group of people had pounced on them from above, pinning the two of them down firmly!

“Boss! I’ve caught that kid! And an accomplice too!”

In an instant, Chu Qiao was in despair. This battlefield escape dragon who had crossed through the entire southern blockade of Da Xia, escaped hundreds of pursuits and encirclements, and even escaped with her life from the encirclement of tens of thousands of Bian Tang central army troops, had finally, once again with Liang Shaoqing’s “assistance,” fallen into the net.

—*—*—*—*—*—*—*—

“Thump! Thump!”

With two dull thuds, Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing were dumped out. This place seemed to be a dark vegetable cellar with an extremely large space below but only a narrow exit above. There were already quite a few people inside. The ladder had been pulled up; to climb out, one would have to scale the wall that sloped at thirty degrees like Spider-Man. Chu Qiao knew she had neither Spider-Man’s hands nor life-saving spider silk for emergencies, so she decided not to attempt such a high-difficulty feat.

After about an hour, a sliver of light suddenly appeared above. The people inside quickly covered their eyes. With a rumbling sound, a pile of things was thrown down. The people immediately rushed forward to fight for them—it turned out to be a heap of moldy steamed buns.

With no way up and no way down, Chu Qiao’s dejection was beyond words. She rubbed her temples in frustration and leaned against the wall, only to find it wet and slippery. As soon as she leaned on it, she felt a chill penetrate her body. She frowned, hugged her knees, and straightened up.

“Tap, tap.” Liang Shaoqing patted his shoulder. In the darkness, his face couldn’t be seen clearly. She could only hear the man’s voice saying beside her ear, “Xiao Qiao, lean on me and sleep.”

Chu Qiao was very angry but couldn’t be bothered to lose her temper with him. She sighed helplessly, then slowly closed her eyes, buried her head in her knees, and waited quietly.

“Xiao Qiao, are you angry with me?”

Did he need to ask? Still, at least he had some self-awareness. Chu Qiao didn’t even bother to raise her head, preparing to rest for a while and wait for an opportunity to escape from this wretched place.

“Don’t be angry. I’ll get you out of here.”

She pretended not to hear.

“Well, this isn’t so bad. If we hadn’t been caught, you would have left again.”

Liang Shaoqing mumbled, and Chu Qiao felt somewhat touched hearing this. She cursed in her heart: “This stupid bookworm.” But that trace of anger gradually dissipated.

“Xiao Qiao, it’s cold. Let’s talk for a while.”

Chu Qiao didn’t speak but listened, giving a soft “Mm” in response. Around them were the loud chewing sounds of people eating steamed buns. These people seemed to have been here for a long time, devouring the food as if they had been starving for ages.

“I heard a few days ago that Bian Tang is going to war, going to war with Yan Bei, and Da Xia will join too. Is that true?”

Chu Qiao was slightly startled. After thinking for a moment, she asked, “Who did you hear that from?”

“Everyone on the street is saying so.”

“Oh?” Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow slightly. “What do those people think? Who do they think will win? Who do they hope will win?”

“That goes without saying. Of course, Da Xia will win. For so many years, when has Da Xia ever been defeated on the battlefield?”

The young woman pursed her lips slightly. “That’s not necessarily true. Didn’t Da Xia suffer a crushing defeat in the recent Battle of Zhenhuang?”

“Ah, you only know one part of the story, not the whole picture.” Liang Shaoqing sighed. “Da Xia has numerous soldiers and generals, deep roots like a great tree. Established for a hundred years, with over a million mercenaries, thousands of miles of fertile land, countless good fields, commanding tens of thousands of miles of territory, and tens of millions of people, their military personnel are inexhaustible. Moreover, they are the legitimate rulers of Hongchuan. Although due to internal oversight, Yan Bei found an opportunity, Yan Bei’s advantage is only temporary. Once Da Xia catches its breath, stabilizes the power of the local vassal kings and the aristocratic families in the court, and marches north, how can Yan Bei resist? To be honest, if Da Xia hadn’t just eliminated the Muhe clan’s power, do you think Yan Bei could have withstood Da Xia’s Imperial Guards? That’s laughable.”

Chu Qiao was surprised, not expecting such words to come from this bookworm’s mouth. She asked with interest, “Why do you say that?”

Seeing Chu Qiao engage, Liang Shaoqing immediately became proud and eloquently explained, “The Muhe clan had extremely deep influence in Da Xia, almost able to single-handedly oppose the other six great families of the Council of Elders. After removing this force, many official positions in various departments of the Da Xia court became vacant, with some departments even temporarily paralyzed. The Military Department, the Senate, the Discipline Inspection Commission, the Law Academy, the Military Law Office, and the Capital Security Bureau all had a vacuum of unfilled positions. Even though other families actively seized these official positions, the royal family was unwilling to let go. The result of their scrambling was that officials in various places were still undecided, with power fluctuating among multiple parties. Thus, when the internal rebellion erupted, the empire couldn’t make accurate and powerful defenses and counterattacks, nor could it make rapid deployments and responses. This is the first point.”

Chu Qiao became increasingly surprised and asked, “And the second?”

Liang Shaoqing said, “The second is that after seeing the royal family sweep away the Muhe clan like autumn wind clearing fallen leaves, the great families developed a sense of shared fate—’ when the rabbit dies, the fox grieves’—and intentionally allowed Yan Bei to grow powerful.”

Chu Qiao was stunned: “What do you mean?”

“Xiao Qiao, do you know how many years the Imperial Council of Elders has existed?”

Chu Qiao frowned slightly: “It’s said to have risen at the same time as the empire.”

“Yes, at the time of the founding of the country, apart from the Zhao family, Da Xia had nineteen clans, all former subordinates of Peiluo Zhenhuang. After establishing the country, because the power of the Peiluo clan far exceeded that of the other clans, they honored the Peiluo clan as king. Peiluo Zhenhuang revered Eastern Continent culture and later changed the national surname to Zhao, which is the current Zhao family. But after the founding of the country, whether in military power or political power, the other nineteen clans occupied important proportions in the court. Even the royal family did not dare to directly confront them until the appearance of Peiluo Zhenhuang’s legitimate grandson, Peiluo Hehe, which somewhat alleviated the situation. Peiluo Hehe was a great emperor with outstanding talents and strategies. He sent his descendants to various places as vassal kings. After decades of effort, he finally gradually established the power of the royal family. Later emperors followed suit, and the practice of enfeoffing vassal kings became a traditional custom of Da Xia.”

Liang Shaoqing paused slightly, then sighed: “However, no matter what kind of policy, as it is gradually implemented, its inherent flaws and shortcomings will be exposed. Take this enfeoffment system for example: not only did it gradually strengthen the power of the vassal kings, but it also made the noble families band together for survival. They can fight internally, but never to complete extermination, because they know that once the power of the great clans declines, it will be the time of their demise. So, when the royal family demonstrated such great power by destroying the Muhe clan with lightning speed, how could it not make the other clans wary? Otherwise, the family armies of just the Zhuge clan and the Wei clan alone would have been enough to save the collapsing edifice of Zhenhuang. But why was there no action that night?”

The man’s voice gradually deepened as he said quietly: “They were watching the tigers fight from the mountain, hoping that Da Xia and Yan Bei would fight to mutual destruction. This way, the royal family would need to continue relying on the clans, and the clans could take the opportunity to swallow Yan Bei, thus gaining their lands. So, it’s not that Yan Bei was too formidable, but rather that the royal family’s strength touched the interests of third parties. The clans intentionally allowed it, allowing Yan Bei to gain this territory. This is the second point.”

Chu Qiao retorted: “What you say may not be entirely correct. I heard that when the chaos first erupted that night, the clan leaders were all inside the inner city palace and couldn’t leave to summon their family armies.”

“Do you think the great families only have one leader?”

Liang Shaoqing smiled and said: “Let me put it this way. Our family is just an ordinary noble family. But besides my father, the uncles, great-uncles, and half-brothers in the family all have a say. Once the head of the family is away, there will certainly be others who can handle major affairs. Each noble family is like a small empire, having a monarch and a council of elders, having finance and household departments, and having armed forces. Among the six remaining great families of the empire, the Zhuge clan has flourished continuously. Although they’ve never been as glorious as the Muhe clan, they’ve never declined either. For three hundred years, they’ve controlled the empire’s power. Do you know how vast their wealth is?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, then realized that in the darkness the other couldn’t see her gesture, so she quickly said: “How vast?”

“The wealth of the Zhuge clan might be dozens of times more than that of Huaisong, the richest of the three kingdoms.”

“How is that possible?”

“Why wouldn’t it be possible?” Liang Shaoqing said. “The state collects taxes, but it has to pay the salaries of court officials, support officials big and small across the country, maintain rivers and waterways, support the army, and even deplete the treasury to buy grain from other countries to appease disaster victims in times of calamity. In contrast, the noble families not only receive salaries from the state each year, but even their family armies are supported by the state. The aristocracy doesn’t pay taxes or contribute grain, occupying the most fertile land for nothing, operating businesses tax-free, and monopolizing various economic lifelines of the empire. After three hundred years of this, with money only coming in and not going out, calculate how much they would have.”

Chu Qiao was secretly astonished. Liang Shaoqing continued: “My father once said that the empire’s greatest flaw isn’t in the division of power, nor the vassal kings’ mercenaries, but in the noble families’ hoarding of wealth. When wealth is concentrated in the hands of a few, it becomes a great calamity. But the empire now has no way to shake its foundation without risking backlash. Noble families are unlike vassal kings. Da Xia would rather fight ten Yan Beis than dare to move against one clan. That’s because the vassal kings’ power is independent and also belongs to internal royal family matters. If the noble families are provoked, they can unite in opposition. In the worst case, they could overthrow and reestablish. After all, there are so many vassal kings in the Zhao family, and installing a puppet wouldn’t be a big deal.”

“From what you’re saying, the empire’s power is held in the hands of the noble families.”

“You could say that,” Liang Shaoqing nodded. “But most noble families keep a low profile. They’re like rocks on the riverbank, while the vassal kings and royal family are like flowing water in the river. Although the flowing water is turbulent and impressive, magnificent and commanding in its glory, have you ever seen a river that flows forever? Water eventually flows east, and political figures cannot flourish eternally. While the rocks are silent, they are absolutely firm. They develop quietly, accumulating vast wealth generation after generation. Therefore, when vassal kings rebel, it’s earth-shattering and known to all, but when noble families rebel, it’s subtle and changes dynasties silently.”

Chu Qiao couldn’t help but see Liang Shaoqing in a new light. She sighed: “So you’re saying that either this war won’t happen, or if it does, Yan Bei will certainly be defeated.”

“No,” Liang Shaoqing shook his head. “The war will happen, and Yan Bei will certainly be defeated. In the previous conflicts with Da Xia, there might have been wins and losses on both sides, but once the clans deploy their troops, it signals the end of Yan Bei.”

Chu Qiao nodded slowly, then said: “You’re right, very reasonable. I didn’t expect you to say such things.”

Liang Shaoqing chuckled upon hearing this and scratched his head: “I read it in books, and often debated with other scholars during my travels.”

“But you’ve overlooked one thing.”

Liang Shaoqing was startled and quickly asked: “What have I overlooked?”

“You’ve calculated the power of the imperial royal family, the vassal kings, other countries, and the noble clans, but you’ve ignored the greatest force of all.”

“Who?”

“The common people.”

“The common people?”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao nodded. “Those who are most numerous in the world, who occupy the most land, who possess the most potential power—the common people.”

Liang Shaoqing waved his hand dismissively: “Don’t joke around. The common people? You might as well say slaves. They have no freedom, no weapons. What would they fight with? Hoes? Besides, do you think the common people would be bold enough to support Yan Bei? That’s unprecedented.”

Chu Qiao’s gaze became piercing. She said slowly: “Why not? Liang Shaoqing, you’ve been taken as a slave before. You should understand a slave’s thoughts best. They aren’t dull-witted animals or mindless pieces of wood. They are people, just like you nobles, people with thoughts. They also want to survive, to have their land, their own houses, their own families. Why should they be beasts of burden for others? Perhaps they don’t dare now, but that’s only because they have no hope. But if one day a regime raises the banner of the people, what will these people do? Will they take up arms to protect their interests, or continue to bow down and lick the toes of the nobility?”

Liang Shaoqing was stunned. This was a topic that those scholars had never discussed. It was pitch dark around him, but he seemed to see a glimmer of light.

“The people are the foundation. The interests of the common people are the rightful trend of the world. The direction of the people’s hearts is the rightful path. Bookworm, sooner or later, you will see the tremendous power that angry citizens possess. Before this power, what are noble clans, what are tribes, what is the imperial royal family? They will be as vulnerable as withered trees in September.”

The entire cellar fell silent. Liang Shaoqing’s breathing became rapid. He repeated the words “the people are the foundation” over and over, as if possessed.

At this moment, a crying sound suddenly came from nearby. Gradually, the crying grew louder. Those who had been frantically grabbing steamed buns stopped. They looked towards them, and though they couldn’t see anything, it was as if a fire had been ignited in their hearts.

“Young lady, will we have our land?”

An elderly voice slowly rose, with a slight tremor of excitement. In the darkness, Chu Qiao no longer concealed her identity as a woman. Those people, hearing her voice, naturally recognized her as female.

Listening to those cries, Chu Qiao felt an indescribable grief and indignation in her chest. She nodded firmly and said resolutely: “Yes. In Yan Bei, as long as you get there, you will be your master.”

“Yan Bei… Yan Bei…”

Someone was murmuring, like travelers at sea who had spotted a lighthouse, silently gazing in the northwestern direction.

There, amidst heavy snow and constant battles, a new regime was rising on that snow-white land, raising the banner of the people, illuminating those in darkness.

“Xiao Qiao, I know who you are now.”

A firm voice suddenly sounded near her ear. Chu Qiao was startled. She heard Liang Shaoqing say word by word: “You are a believer of the Great Unity Association, aren’t you?”

Chu Qiao smiled and said: “No, I don’t believe in Great Unity.”

“Huh?” Liang Shaoqing was puzzled and frowned: “But what you say sounds very similar to Great Unity.”

“Yes, it’s very similar, just a bit more realistic.”

Chu Qiao smiled and said: “I only hope that the poor can have their land, have clothes to wear, houses to live in, a place to express grievances, a place to speak of hardships, and laws that are a bit more just, representing the interests of most people. Murderers must pay with their lives, debtors must repay their debts. That’s all.”

Liang Shaoqing was silent for a while, then suddenly said: “I’m sorry, Xiao Qiao, I can’t go with you anymore.”

Chu Qiao was startled and asked: “What did you say?”

“I want to go to Yan Bei. I can’t go with you anymore.”

“You want to go to Yan Bei?”

“Yes,” the bookworm said solemnly. “Although I don’t know if what you say is true, I want to go and see for myself.”

Chu Qiao immediately smiled and patted his shoulder: “I hope to see you in Yan Bei.”

“You’re going too?” Liang Shaoqing was delighted and quickly said: “That’s great! We’ll go together.”

“No,” the young woman slowly shook her head. “I still have very important things to do.”

Just then, the lid of the vegetable cellar was suddenly opened by someone. Strong light shone in, and a woman’s cold voice was heard: “Bring out everyone inside.”

Chu Qiao was startled upon hearing this, because the voice was so familiar!

Chapter 126: The Summit of Jin Wu
The sunlight was piercing. When Chu Qiao first saw that person, she only felt a helpless amusement. Zhan Ziming’s gaze naturally fell upon Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing, two people whose dress and appearance were strikingly different from the others. She looked at them silently for a moment, then suddenly seemed to remember who they were.

“Fifth Young Lady, these people are all escaped slaves from our mansion. Five are still on the run, but this old servant has already captured the rest,” said the elderly servant.

“So they’re all escaped slaves from the Zhan residence?” Chu Qiao was slightly taken aback. Slaves rarely escaped because, without money or travel documents, they would quickly be recaptured. How had so many escaped from the Zhan residence at once? What had happened?

“Keep these two here, send the others away,” ordered the elderly servant, who acknowledged with a sound and then led the people away. Zhan Ziming wore a sky-blue dress, dressed quite simply. She glanced at Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing, then said, “You two aren’t slaves. You may leave.”

Chu Qiao was startled and asked, “You’re just letting us go like that?”

“What else would I do?” Zhan Ziming replied coolly. “With your skills, I couldn’t keep you here anyway. Rather than having you escape on your own later, I might as well be generous and let you go.” After speaking, Zhan Ziming turned and left, not sparing them another glance, displaying quite a strong character.

Chu Qiao and Liang Shaoqing looked at each other in astonishment, never expecting that they could leave so easily, completely beyond their expectations. A servant approached them and, seeing they were not poorly dressed, spoke respectfully: “This way, you two. Since the Young Lady has allowed you to leave, you should hurry on your way.”

“Thank you, sir,” Liang Shaoqing politely asked, “May I ask where we are?”

“This is the Zhan residence,” the servant replied. “This is our Zhan family’s mansion in the Tang capital, located in the east of the small city. If you head west after leaving, you’ll soon see the central square.”

Chu Qiao nodded. This place was quite remote; it seemed the Zhan family didn’t have much influence in Bian Tang.

“Sir, do you know what happened here? Why are there so many escaped slaves?”

“I know about this,” Liang Shaoqing suddenly said. “I was also among those who escaped.”

Chu Qiao was startled and turned to ask, “What happened?”

“The Crown Prince of Bian Tang is getting married. The Zhan family, to curry favor with those above, offered one hundred slaves as human sacrifices. When they found out, they all fled.”

“Human sacrifices?”

“Don’t you understand? It means using living people as sacrificial offerings. There are earth sacrifices, fire sacrifices, and sky sacrifices—burying alive, burning alive, and feeding people alive to eagles to summon the souls of ancestors, burning incense and praying to announce joyous events.”

“What?” Chu Qiao suddenly stopped walking, her face drastically changing, almost unable to speak. Pointing at the direction where the group of people had just been taken, she exclaimed loudly, “You’re saying those people…”

“Yes, they all fled after learning they would be sacrifices. We’ve been searching for them for a long time,” the old servant said with a smile. “Fortunately, we caught them all. Otherwise, even old servants like me would have been used as sacrifices. You two are quite lucky.”

Chu Qiao’s face turned ashen, her lips pale blue. Suddenly, as if remembering something, she grabbed the servant’s sleeve and asked urgently, “What about Jing Zisu? Where is she? And the other two called… called… right, called Jin Lian and Cai Ka. Have they been used as sacrifices? Have they been sent away?”

The old servant’s face showed panic as he stammered, “The… the three sisters from the Jing family were sent away early. They were in the first batch. By now, they’re probably already at the Meishan Imperial Tomb.”

A thunderous boom echoed in her mind, as if lightning had exploded inside her head.

Chu Qiao’s mind went blank, her vision blurring, unable to utter a single word in her haste.

The Great Xia had lost face this time. Zhao Chun’er had created a loss of chastity incident herself, but it hadn’t achieved the expected effect of capturing Chu Qiao, nor had it successfully provoked the Tang officials to advocate for war. Instead, she had ruined her reputation. It was a case of “losing the chicken and the rice ladle too”—despite all her calculations, she had achieved nothing. Fortunately, the Xia Emperor was a formidable ruler with many children, and he quickly sent another princess for a marriage alliance. This time, both Great Xia and Bian Tang were careful, fearing another incident.

On the sixth day of the ninth month, the Meishan Holy Temple was filled with commotion. According to Tang custom, before marriage, the Crown Prince must pay respects to ancestors, setting up an altar for live sacrifices and proclaiming to the world, to display his filial piety. Although the content of these live sacrifices seemed heinous to Chu Qiao, to the locals it was an extremely ordinary matter. Just a few thousand slaves, altogether worth less than a good horse—no one would truly care about it. However, what no one knew was that as the royal carriage gradually approached the Meishan Imperial Tomb, a massive conspiracy was slowly enveloping the empire.

Estimating the distance to the shore to be no more than a thousand meters, Chu Qiao, carrying her backpack, slowly moved to the stern of the boat. Taking advantage of the crew’s inattention, she secretly slipped into the river.

It was already autumn, and the river water was very cold. A thousand meters wasn’t far, but by the time Chu Qiao swam to the shore, she was already slightly out of breath. She had been sick and injured for some time, and her body hadn’t fully recovered, making such strenuous activity inadvisable.

The moon was bright, the stars sparse. This was the necessary waterway to Meishan County. For secrecy, Chu Qiao had boarded a cargo ship heading to Meishan. Taking advantage of the waterway’s speed, it took less than a day to reach this southernmost imperial tomb of Bian Tang. Choosing a secluded spot to swim ashore, hidden behind the shadowy trees, Chu Qiao quickly changed her clothes and opened her backpack, taking out everything she had brought. Grappling hooks, steel needles, throwing knives, daggers, ropes, lock-picking tools, soul-befuddling incense, as well as some dried food and travel money.

The best scenario would be to meet Li Ce and then get the people from him without having to fight. That would be ideal.

But dealing with minor officials could be more difficult than seeing the king himself. Chu Qiao knew well that in her current predicament in Bian Tang, where every step was fraught with difficulty, she might still have to rely on herself. Whether out of moral duty or conscience, she couldn’t let Jing Yue’er’s sisters be buried alive. This was something she had to deal with. After putting everything away, Chu Qiao stood up, looked at the stars in the sky, determined her bearings, and then ran quickly eastward along the river.

Meishan, also known as South Meishan, was a mountain peak in the south of Bian Tang. To call it a mountain wasn’t entirely accurate. From a distance, Meishan was just a huge cliff. The cliff was no more than a hundred meters high, towering and majestic. It looked like a giant rock, forming a ninety-degree angle with the ground, straight up and down, with no obvious protrusions, as if it had been cut with a knife. The interior of the cliff had been completely hollowed out. Bian Tang had invested enormous human and material resources to build the holy temple inside the cliff. Below the temple were the tombs of Bian Tang ancestors from thousands of years. At thirty meters above the ground, there was a terrace built of marble, protruding outward, very spacious, easily accommodating over a thousand people. The top of the cliff had been completely flattened into a huge square.

Chu Qiao squatted far away in the dense forest, holding paper and pen, carefully drawing the geographical environment of the Meishan Imperial Tomb and the surrounding guards. After a full day, as night gradually descended again, she had made up her mind to attempt. Because she knew that live sacrifices would be carried out the night before the formal ancestral worship. If Li Ce didn’t come tonight, those people would surely die unjustly.

And she couldn’t take that risk. Silently eating two pieces of dried food, time passed minute by minute. The sunset faded, the crimson at the edge of the sky gradually dimmed, and finally, night fell.

Chu Qiao slowly stood up. Tonight’s moon wasn’t good; the clouds were thick. She slightly narrowed her eyes, then limbered up her muscles and joints, crouching as she quickly headed toward Meishan under the cover of night.

At this moment, she had no idea that at the same time, a world-changing event was occurring fifteen miles away in the wilderness. The empire was in turmoil from all four directions, with galloping horses and soldiers with bloodshot eyes rushing toward her location!

After traveling for more than half an hour, she finally arrived at the foot of the Meishan Imperial Tomb. Looking from afar, several guards were patrolling back and forth. Major events would take place here tomorrow, so the people here couldn’t help but be cautious. Chu Qiao quietly observed for a while and discovered several not-so-obvious sentries. She silently noted them in her mind, then took a deep breath and began to sneak forward carefully.

Taking advantage of the darkness of night, Chu Qiao carefully avoided several spots monitored by hidden sentries and quickly reached the foot of the mountain. Without further hesitation, she took out the grappling hook from her waist, its tip wrapped with sound-dampening cloth, held it in her hand, and waited quietly.

A sudden gust of wind blew, making the leaves rustle loudly. Chu Qiao hesitated no longer, threw the grappling hook with a whoosh, and with a faint clack, the hook firmly latched onto the second-level terrace. At this time, the leaves were still swaying, completely covering the sound of the grappling hook. With a series of quick movements, Chu Qiao gripped the hook with both hands, rapidly pushing off against the stone wall with her feet. Agile and nimble, moments later, she had silently landed on the second-level terrace.

Facing downward, body bent, with a forward roll, Chu Qiao had already escaped the moonlight’s illumination. The woman quietly opened the door, slipped in, and thus easily infiltrated the most heavily guarded imperial tomb in Bian Tang territory.

Chu Qiao half-crouched on the ground, carefully observing her surroundings, which were silent and quiet. Since the holy temple was built by hollowing out the rock wall, the structure inside presented a spiral-like ascending architectural pattern, somewhat in the ancient Roman style. But Chu Qiao’s goal was very simple: the place where the slaves were held captive. She just needed to head toward the smelliest, dirtiest, most dilapidated place.

Chu Qiao didn’t dare to be careless. This imperial tomb had a special terrain, and there must have been many soldiers inside. If she alarmed them, she might not even be able to escape, let alone rescue anyone. She carefully crawled forward, blending her body with the dark corners, not daring to reveal herself at all.

About half an incense stick’s time later, she successfully avoided five guard patrols and arrived at the underground first level. Just then, a deadly sound of footsteps rang out from the corridor on the left. Chu Qiao immediately stood up, pressing her body tightly against the wall in the corner. There was nothing here that could provide cover. If the other person lit a torch, she would be immediately exposed.

The footsteps drew closer, but Chu Qiao felt a glimmer of hope—only one person was coming, not too troublesome. The iron door opened, and a head peered out from inside. The person was quite young, holding a torch, seemingly on patrol. The person’s eyes scanned around, then immediately spotted Chu Qiao. The young woman wore a tight black-gold combat outfit, and when she saw him, she smiled, her smile clear and bright, momentarily causing him to freeze. Then, a throwing knife flew out, hitting him hard on the head with a bang. The soldier’s eyes rolled back, and he immediately collapsed. Chu Qiao rushed forward and caught his body, letting him slowly fall to the ground without making a sound.

For Li Ce’s sake, Chu Qiao didn’t deliver a fatal blow, but the strike with the knife handle was enough to make this person sleep until morning.

Still not at ease, Chu Qiao administered a large dose of soul-befuddling incense before turning to leave. After walking for more than half an hour, she finally heard faint crying sounds. Following the sound, she heard the crying grow louder, interspersed with women’s furious screams and struggles. She frowned and hurried forward a few steps. Just then, two soldiers seemed to hear the noise and came forward to check. The two came together, and there was no time for niceties. Chu Qiao struck first, stabbing fiercely with her dagger, while her other hand formed a claw. Before the two could make a sound, she sent them to hell.

The pungent stench was everywhere, with the air filled with nauseating odors.

Chu Qiao pushed open the door and was immediately shocked by what she saw. In the huge stone chamber, there were over a thousand young girls, the oldest no more than twenty, the youngest only eleven or twelve. Their hands and feet were bound together as they crouched fearfully on the ground. Two half-naked soldiers were each holding down a completely stripped woman, moving vigorously, letting out beast-like, satisfied growls.

The surrounding women were all crying, but none dared to stand up. Chu Qiao looked on angrily and saw that one of the women had a very familiar face—it was Jing Cai’e, one of the women from the Jing family. Anger immediately surged to her head. Chu Qiao slowly walked forward. The surrounding women seemed to notice her entrance only now, all looking at her in terror. But the two soldiers remained oblivious, still indulging in their pleasure.

Chu Qiao drew her dagger and plunged it into the side of one soldier’s carotid artery. His eyes immediately bulged, blood spraying out in an instant. The man, like a convulsing fish, fell to the ground in panic, unable to make a sound.

Chu Qiao didn’t even look at him and walked directly to the other man. This man’s companion was already on his way to the netherworld, but he was still at the peak of excitement, wildly moving. Almost without needing any technique, she brought down her dagger, leaving a trail of blood.

“Ah!” The slaves immediately screamed out, but they had been screaming and crying all along, so it wouldn’t arouse the suspicion of the soldiers above.

Chu Qiao helped Cai’e up. The young woman was mentally confused, shaking all over in fear. She stared blankly at Chu Qiao, her eyes bewildered, unable to say a word.

“Cai’e, Sister Cai’e,” Chu Qiao’s heart ached as she held the girl’s thin shoulders and said in a deep voice, “I am Yue’er. I am Jing Yue’er. I am your sister. I’ve come to rescue you.”

“Yue’er?”

Cai’e seemed dumbfounded. She stared blankly at Chu Qiao, and suddenly, tears and mucus streamed down her face. She threw her arms around Chu Qiao and cried loudly, “Yue’er! Yue’er!” Perhaps she didn’t have much feeling for Jing Yue’er, but in this environment, her sadness and fear suddenly burst forth. Chu Qiao hugged her, gently patting her back, her throat choked with emotion as she comforted her: “It’s alright now, it’s alright.”

“Yue’er?” From among the crowd, a young woman ran forward with a shocked expression, yet hesitated to come closer. Chu Qiao looked over and saw it was Jin Lian, who had once met her with Jing Zisu. The young woman’s upper clothes had been torn off, leaving only a bright red undergarment. She stood there, her skin showing an unhealthy paleness, her eye sockets red, with tears streaming down her face.

“Sister Jin Lian.”

“Yue’er,” Jin Lian bit her lip, sobbing uncontrollably. Chu Qiao picked up tattered clothes from the ground, but couldn’t properly dress the two. Fortunately, as the weather had turned cold, Chu Qiao was wearing multiple layers. She took off her outer coat and middle garment and put them on the two women. She reached out to wipe the tears from their faces, forced a smile, and said, “Don’t cry anymore. I’ve come to take you away. Where is Sister Zisu?”

Jin Lian’s tears fell again in a cascade as she said sorrowfully, “Sister Zisu was taken away yesterday. They said she was sent to the upper level to serve someone. I don’t know where she is.”

Chu Qiao frowned and said firmly, “If she’s serving someone, she should be safe for now. Let me take you two away first.” After cutting the ropes binding Jin Lian and Cai’e, the three were about to leave. Just then, a thunderous chorus of cries suddenly erupted from behind. The woman cried out loudly, “Miss! Save us, please! We don’t want to die! Save us!”

Chu Qiao hesitated slightly. The woman looked desperate, kneeling on the ground and kowtowing to her. Their tender white foreheads were bleeding from the kowtowing, the blood flowing on the ground like little red worms.

“Yue’er?” Jin Lian cautiously held Chu Qiao’s hand, seemingly wanting to say something, but when Chu Qiao looked at her, she was too frightened to speak.

Chu Qiao suddenly strode forward and spent a full half incense stick’s time cutting all the ropes. Looking at the roomful of women, she said slowly and emphatically: “Listen to me. I cannot possibly save all of you, but I can tell you that there are fewer than two hundred guards outside, while there are over a thousand of you. If you gather your courage and run, they may not be able to capture all of you. You might die, you might escape, but you’re meant to be sacrificed anyway. Since you’re facing death either way, you might as well take this chance. Now, this is the underground first level. After going out, turn left onto a staircase. After going up, keep turning right, pass three intersections, and you’ll reach the main gate where you can rush out. Those who are afraid, fear death, or lack courage, stay here and wait to die.”

As soon as she finished speaking, the group suddenly stood up with a whoosh and then ran out like madwomen, afraid of being left behind. The foul stench from their bodies wafted past Chu Qiao’s nose, so unpleasant. Chu Qiao stood still, took a deep breath, and suppressed the anger and sadness in her heart.

“Li Ce, come and see what your country and your people are doing.”

“Yue’er, aren’t we leaving?” The room had quieted down, with no one else left. Jin Lian came forward and asked softly.

Chu Qiao slowly shook her head: “We’re not going that way. With so many people, they’ll alert the guards. Follow me.”

“I’m sorry, it’s not that I don’t want to save you all, but I can’t. I don’t have that kind of power. I’m sorry.”

With a stinging sensation in her nose, Chu Qiao took a deep breath and led the two Jing family members toward the direction she had entered from. An hour later, Chu Qiao finally managed to get the two Jing sisters out. After making some arrangements, she returned once more to the Meishan Imperial Tomb. With her previous infiltration experience, this time seemed much simpler, especially since the women’s escape had nearly alerted all the guards in the entire imperial tomb.

Chu Qiao didn’t know how many had escaped, nor did she have time to care. She now had to find Jing Zisu and rescue her. Because if people escaped or died, she might be taken back as a sacrifice. Chu Qiao still had strong feelings for her sister.

Sneaking all the way, the chaos below provided Chu Qiao with an excellent opportunity to move. She almost walked openly all the way up without anyone stopping her. It seemed that important figures hadn’t arrived yet, and the defense here wasn’t as tight as expected.

Just as she reached the top level, a woman’s sobbing suddenly came through, and the voice sounded very familiar. Chu Qiao stepped forward and saw a woman in white carrying a basin of water, walking slowly while sobbing, her tears dropping into the basin, splashing small and large water bubbles.

“Searching everywhere without success, but finding it without effort!”

Chu Qiao’s heart leaped with joy, and she stepped forward, about to stop Jing Zisu, when she suddenly heard a woman coldly say, “What are you crying about? Do you want to die?”

Chu Qiao froze, stunned!

“Princess!” Jing Zisu knelt with a thud and cried out loudly, “Please, save my two sisters! They are about to be sacrificed alive! Please, save them!”

Zhao Chun’er snorted coldly, not even looking at her as she walked past, saying coldly, “If I didn’t need more people by my side, do you think someone as lowly as you could serve me? Don’t daydream. Say another word, and I can send you back to join your two sisters anytime.”

Why was Zhao Chun’er here?

Chu Qiao’s mind raced. Wasn’t she supposed to have returned to Great Xia? Why was she in Bian Tang’s Holy Temple? Why was she staying here, and what was her purpose?

However, before she could think further, a rush of hurried footsteps suddenly approached. Zhao Chun’er turned around, with several guards protecting her. A middle-aged general in his thirties, dressed in military attire, walked over to Zhao Chun’er’s side. Zhao Chun’er greeted him with a flowery smile. The man had thick eyebrows and a fierce look, with a ferocious expression. He grabbed Zhao Chun’er’s waist and then reached out to roughly fondle her chest, sneering, “The little slut is getting plumper.”

Zhao Chun’er’s eyes flashed with anger, but she quickly concealed it. She smiled and hooked her arm around the man’s neck, asking, “How did it go?”

“Mission accomplished.”

“Really?” Zhao Chun’er was immediately delighted. The man leaned in and asked with a lewd smile, “Don’t you want to give me a reward?”

Zhao Chun’er dodged slightly and said, “There are people around.”

“So what? I like being watched.” With that, the man tore open Zhao Chun’er’s clothes, revealing the red undergarment beneath. The man let out a low growl, then pushed Zhao Chun’er down in the corridor and pressed himself upon her, ripping off the undergarment and biting at the whiteness of her chest.

“Mmm,” a soft moan immediately followed. The man’s rough actions were like those of a savage beast. The soldiers and guards on both sides didn’t withdraw but watched with great interest. Jing Zisu knelt on the ground, constantly kowtowing, seeming to have been frightened out of her wits.

Just as Chu Qiao was considering whether to step forward and eliminate this pair of despicable people, a sentence suddenly drifted to her ears, exploding like thunder!

Zhao Chun’er gasped forcefully while asking, “Li… mmm… is Li Ce really… dead?”

“Louder!” The man bit hard on the red bud on Zhao Chun’er’s chest, his teeth grinding forcefully. “Scream louder!”

“Ah!” Zhao Chun’er arched her body suddenly and cried out, “Quick, tell me!”

“He’s dead! You little slut, your husband is dead. Are you sad?”

A muffled thunderclap sounded in Chu Qiao’s mind. Her vision blurred and darkened, her thoughts momentarily frozen.

Li Ce. Dead? DEAD!!!

After their carnal act, the man stood up. Zhao Chun’er, despite being a princess, knelt on the ground to dress the man. The man laughed smugly and said, “With you and Li Ce both dead, and those fearless fools from the Datong Association as scapegoats, Bian Tang will have no choice but to wage war against Yan Bei. The manifesto has already been distributed throughout the country. Soon, the armies from the four major military districts of North Shu, South Qiu, Liao Dong, and Xin Yang will all converge on Meishan. Those idiots in the Central Army are also firmly under our control. When the war starts, I’ll hold military power. Then, let’s see who in Bian Tang can stand against me!”

Zhao Chun’er said sinisterly, “I only want the heads of those two people.”

“Rest assured, if he promised you, I will make it happen.”

The man laughed heartily. Just then, a scream suddenly came from below. Jing Zisu’s face changed, and she staggered to her feet, kneeling beside Zhao Chun’er, crying out loudly, “Princess, General Zhong Peng, save my sisters! The live sacrifice has begun! Please, save my sisters!”

The North Shu military commander, Bian Tang’s the murderous King Zhong Peng! General Zhong Peng, who had buried alive a hundred thousand Southland Yi people at the Battle of South Qiu! It was him?

“Who is she?” Zhong Peng narrowed his eyes and asked deeply.

“A servant.”

The man chuckled, “Not bad looking.” With that, he stepped forward, pulled up Jing Zisu, his fingers sliding across her neck, and then with a “rip,” her clothes were torn open, revealing the white skin beneath!

“Beast!”

Chu Qiao shouted coldly and immediately sprang forward. Her mind was still occupied with the news of Li Ce’s death, her eyes bloodshot. She swung the dagger in her hand, immediately taking down a guard. Rolling on the ground, she delivered a fierce kick to Zhong Peng’s knee. The man’s body weakened, and he fell to the ground with a thud.

“Assassin!”

Almost simultaneously, many guards appeared. Chu Qiao showed no fear, her moves vicious, her speed astonishing. In a short time, she had taken down four people.

But just then, an angry shout suddenly rang out. Zhao Chun’er held a long sword against Jing Zisu’s neck. The blade had already cut into Jing Zisu’s neck, with blood trickling down. The woman coldly looked at Chu Qiao and said in a chilling voice, “The world is truly small. We meet again so soon.”

In just one day, the situation changed dramatically. Under Yan Bei’s instruction, the Datong Association killed Crown Prince Li Ce, who was halfway to the Holy Temple, and also killed Princess Zhao Chun’er, who was hastily returning to Great Xia. The Emperor in the palace was assassinated, and though not fatally wounded, he was bedridden. Bian Tang’s power center instantly collapsed. Everything was like a massive tornado, leaving Bian Tang in ruins wherever it passed.

Subsequently, as if everything had been predicted, the five major armies of South Qiu, North Shu, Xin Yang, Liao Dong, and the Central Army rushed to the Holy Temple overnight to participate in the bloody military protest presided over by North Shu military commander Zhong Peng. The terrain was flat, with an open view.

On the high second-level platform of the Holy Temple, a desolate autumn wind blew. The giant bronze cauldron was already red-hot. The Datong warriors sat on the ground, each with a calm expression. Their arms were tied, but their backs were straight. Below, the various armies were shouting to “Kill the Yan Bei dogs,” “Kill the Datong traitors,” “Eliminate the treacherous officials.” Those voices were so loud, flying fiercely in the north wind, breaking through layers of sky.

For the Datong warriors, all those in power across the continent had an indescribable disgust.

At this moment, the nobles were sneering, the soldiers were roaring, and everyone in the scene had bloodshot eyes, as if congested with blood. Zhong Peng stood before the crowd, both hands raised to signal for quiet. His voice was very rough, like metal, coldly shouting aloud: “Kill!”

“Kill!” The soldiers shouted in unison, their voices breaking the sky. Several Central Army guards seized a Datong warrior, pressed him before the bronze cauldron, making him kneel with his neck bent. The furnace was blazing, the red light scorching the man’s hair and beard. An executioner raised his battle blade high, suspending it over the warrior’s neck, and shouted: “Do you admit your guilt?”

The warrior was in his thirties, with bronze skin. He turned his sorrowful gaze toward the endless square, suddenly opened his mouth and shouted: “Datong will not perish!”

With a “swish,” a stream of blood shot skyward, immediately staining the white marble steps red. The warrior’s head was immediately cut off, falling into the boiling, burning bronze cauldron. Instantly, a cloud of black smoke rose, with a sizzling sound echoing in the ears. The troops began to cheer, numbly celebrating the death of a “treacherous” Datong rebel.

“Next!” Zhong Peng said coldly. Another Datong warrior was brought to the cauldron’s side. Blade raised and fallen, the shout “Datong will not perish…” was only half completed, but the cheers below were like a tidal wave, so fervent and intense that one could hardly bear to hear.

Another person was brought up. The man’s eyes were as cold as ice and snow, looking with such disdain at the Bian Tang soldiers. The man suddenly broke free from the soldiers behind him, shouting Datong’s slogan, and headfirst crashed into the scorching cauldron. Brain matter splattered, blood sprayed, flowing like a stream. People were shocked, and the cheers diminished a bit. A young woman in her early twenties was brought before the cauldron. She was very beautiful, with clear eyes, looking kind and harmless. But she, too, let out a sharp cry, and then died.

Gradually, people’s voices grew hoarse, while the believers of the Datong Association still came forward one by one, without fear, without crying out. They were as calm as if going on a journey, their eyes not fanatical like in textbooks, but very calm, very determined, walking forward one by one, dying for their beliefs.

Chu Qiao felt as if all the sensory cells in her body had died. Her eyes were bloodshot, her arms rigid, her fists tightly clenched. She fumbled for the dagger tied to her arm, quietly waiting for an opportunity, but the suffocation in her chest seemed about to burst through her body and explode her chest. The killing continued, but the cheers below grew fainter and fainter. Each dying warrior showed no fear. They were like martyrs, fearlessly shouting their slogan, so calm, so confident, so unstoppable.

“Datong will not perish!”

“Datong will not perish!”

“Datong will not perish!”

Would it truly never perish? Yes. For thousands of years, dynasties had changed, emperors had turned to dust, noble families had washed away, and powerful factions had dissipated like smoke. Yet, only the Datong Association—an organization that arose from farm fields and emerged from suffering—passed down from generation to generation, from one lineage to another. No matter how the government tried to exterminate them, no matter how many bounties the nobles issued, they could still rise from ruins and stand tall amid seas of corpses. It was an organization like a plague, impossible to eradicate, forever attached to the decaying empire like a shadow to its form.

People in the crowd began to grow restless. Among the nobles, some even vomited. Zhong Peng’s gaze gradually darkened. He felt he should find a submissive warrior to stabilize morale. Then he turned to look through the crowd and suddenly spotted a very young child. The child was no more than twelve or thirteen, bound hand and foot, huddled behind the other warriors, his face already white with fear. Seeing Zhong Peng looking at him, he became even more frightened, his lips trembling.

Zhong Peng was delighted. He grabbed the child, quickly brought him to the bronze cauldron, pressed down his head, and asked with a cold smile: “Child, if you just admit your guilt, I’ll spare your life.”

The scene instantly quieted down. All eyes focused on the child. He was small and thin, with a very delicate appearance. Around him lay more than ten headless corpses, scattered haphazardly, their blood flowing out and soaking his pants. His eyes were red, as if he wanted to cry. He fearfully raised his head and looked at the dense army, countless people. He suddenly became so afraid, so afraid that his whole body was trembling.

Zhong Peng’s voice once again sounded nightmarishly in his ears: “Child, the princess was killed by your people, the Crown Prince died by your hands, and the one commanding the wolf troops is someone disguised as one of your people. You’re about to attack Bian Tang, aren’t you?”

The child was terrified, trembling too much to speak.

“Speak!” An explosive, angry shout suddenly came. The child was so frightened that his knees went weak. He was like a terrified rabbit, mouth wide open, but unable to make a sound. General Zhong Peng, like a demon, shouted fiercely: “Speak!”

“Datong will not perish,” the child suddenly cried, shouting loudly while weeping: “Datong will not perish. Everyone in the world should have food to eat.”

In an instant, like an arrow, accompanied by the child’s tender voice, it pierced through the barriers in people’s hearts.

The noblewomen began to cry, their voices growing louder and louder, not knowing if they were sad or afraid, or perhaps it was the fear of one faction showing weakness before another. But how ridiculous—weren’t they the ones who controlled destiny? Weren’t they the ones high above? But why, amid this child’s trembling cries, as the Datong Association warriors fearlessly went to their deaths, was the entire dynasty trembling?

With a clang, the executioner’s blade fell to the ground. The longtime executioner was trembling. He howled like a broken beast and turned to flee. The supervision soldiers immediately shot arrows. The man hadn’t run ten steps before he was shot into a sieve.

“Go build your Datong in the underworld!” Zhong Peng snorted coldly, grabbed the child, and threw him whole into the bronze cauldron.

“No!”

Chu Qiao cried out in grief. The child’s figure flashed once before disappearing into the raging fire. A piercing scream rose to the heavens, like a demon’s night owl, making even battle-hardened old soldiers cover their ears.

“You madman!”

Chu Qiao shouted: “I will not let you go!”

“So impatient already?” Zhong Peng snorted coldly and strode forward. The man’s muscular arm grabbed Chu Qiao’s collar and said cruelly, “Are you in such a hurry? Then let you go first.”

“Soldiers! Do you know who this woman is?” Zhong Peng lifted Chu Qiao and shouted: “This is one of the rebel leaders from Yan Bei. It was she who released the Great Xia princess, conspiring to provoke war between us and Great Xia. It was she who bewitched the Crown Prince and then ruthlessly killed our prince. Tell me, should this woman be executed?”

“Execute her!” Angry roars echoed across the open plain before the temple. Zhong Peng’s eyes almost shot fire as he proclaimed: “Good! Today, we will use her to consecrate our military banner!”

“Wait!” A clear, crisp shout suddenly rang out. The crowd was startled and turned to look. In the wild, overgrown plain, dozens of horsemen galloped quickly toward them. The man in the lead wore a blue robe with ink-splashed bamboo designs, holding a sword on horseback, shouting loudly: “Hold your blade!”

The newcomer moved with extreme speed, had sword-like eyebrows and star-like eyes, and held a long sword. It was none other than the Great Xia noble from the Zhuge clan, Zhuge Fourth Young Master, who had recently come to Bian Tang to offer birthday congratulations.

Zhong Peng silently cursed his bad luck and was about to strike, when suddenly Chu Qiao nimbly darted away, sliding the knife along her arm, the sharp blade cutting through the ropes binding her arms.

“Catch her!” Zhong Peng shouted, and the Central Army soldiers immediately rushed forward.

“Young Master!” Yue Qi shouted, bent his bow, and shot an arrow that hit the cliff wall hard. Zhuge Yue spurred his horse forward, leaping nimbly like a monkey, grabbing the arrow and jumping up. Following closely, Zhuge Yue’s subordinates fired arrows one after another, their archery skills astonishing, using strong bows and crossbows, creating a laddered path of arrows in the cliff wall.

The tide-like army immediately boiled over, rushing forward to prevent Zhuge’s people from approaching. Three thousand imperial guards swarmed forward, protecting Zhuge’s subordinates, holding off the five allied armies. Bows were drawn, and the horses’ nostrils puffed out warm white mist. A great battle was about to erupt.

“Everyone stop!” In an instant, Zhuge Yue had leaped onto the second-level terrace. Holding a gold jade token, gathering his breath, he shouted: “I have the Tang Crown Prince’s token in hand. The Tang Crown Prince orders all armies to stand down. He will arrive shortly!”

The autumn wind was fierce, the gale howling. The man stood with his blue robe fluttering, jade face with star-like eyes, proudly standing on the terrace, looking indescribably heroic and handsome. And what he said shocked everyone. Elder Liu was startled and immediately stepped forward to ask loudly: “What did you say? His Highness the Crown Prince will arrive shortly?”

“Yes,” Zhuge Yue turned around, coldly glanced at Zhong Peng, and said solemnly: “Li Ce is not dead. He will soon arrive with troops.”

“You’re talking nonsense!” Zhong Peng shouted harshly, afraid he would say more, and loudly ordered: “Kill him!”

The Central Army soldiers on the second level rushed forward. Zhuge Yue sternly shouted: “Are you rebelling?”

“Young Master Zhuge, as a subject of Great Xia, instead of avenging your princess, you forcefully speak for Yan Bei and repeatedly interfere in our Great Tang’s internal affairs. What exactly is your intention?”

“Zhong Peng! As a subject, you don’t think of loyal service to your country, but instead conspire to disrupt governance and lead troops to pressure the palace. What is your intention?”

Zhong Peng wiped his bloody mouth and coldly shouted: “I see you’re like the Crown Prince, both bewitched by this little demon!”

Zhuge Yue’s face turned cold, and he immediately wielded his sword with unbelievable speed! The Central Army warriors could hardly believe their eyes. Blood splashed, and figures tumbled. Zhuge Yue quickly fought his way to Chu Qiao’s side, picked up a battle blade from the ground, and threw it to her, shouting, “Follow me and charge!”

Zhuge Yue moved like a ghost, leading the way into the mass of people. Cold light flashed, and the tide-like soldiers had already gone blood-crazy. In the cruel melee, enemies were everywhere. Chu Qiao followed behind him, her arms numb from the recent binding, but she still quickly adjusted herself, staying close behind Zhuge Yue. Her breathing became heavy as her strength gradually depleted.

Yue Qi and the others were protected below by the imperial guards. Seeing the danger above, they wanted to rush up, but the narrow path at the base of the cliff was heavily guarded by the North Shu army. The imperial guards had to guard against the five allied armies that outnumbered them twentyfold while also confronting the North Shu army behind them, making it difficult to even protect themselves.

The strong charge caused the crowd to continuously scatter. Just as they were about to enter the interior of the Holy Temple, Zhuge Yue let out a long sigh. His sword traced a circle, and a streak of blood immediately splashed up. The man grabbed Chu Qiao’s arm, leaped, and jumped into the Holy Temple. Zhong Peng and others were greatly shocked that they could break through such tight defenses and hurriedly attacked from behind.

“Zhuge Yue! Great Xia will punish you!”

With a large number of pursuers behind them, Chu Qiao shouted as they ran. Zhuge Yue’s face was ashen. With one hand holding his sword and the other tightly gripping Chu Qiao’s hand, he navigated through the narrow, maze-like corridors, avoiding answering.

“Your family will punish you!”

Chu Qiao continued to shout: “Leave immediately. They won’t do anything to you. Don’t accompany me to your death!”

With a bang, the two rushed into a spacious hall. Zhuge Yue kicked the door shut and bolted it. Immediately, violent door-pounding sounds came from behind. Fortunately, every door here was made of iron, and it was impossible to break down in a short time.

“Are you crazy? What are you doing here? Have you forgotten what you said before? Why do you keep interfering in my affairs again and again?”

Chu Qiao punched Zhuge Yue in the face, like an enraged lioness, her eyes blood-red, shouting: “You’ll die, don’t you know you’ll die?”

“And don’t you know that if I had come a moment later, you would already be dead?”

The man finally erupted in anger. His mouth corner swelled from Chu Qiao’s punch, oozing a few streaks of blood. He pressed Chu Qiao against the wall, his tone low but filled with immense anger: “What do you think you are? A savior? Buddha? You stupid woman, you’re an idiot, a fool, a moron!”

Chu Qiao’s eyes were red, too emotional to control herself. “So what if I’m an idiot? So what if I’m a fool? Then why did you come back? I would rather have died fighting on the terrace just now than watch you accompany me to death!”

Zhuge Yue’s gaze suddenly calmed down. He heavily closed his eyes, then slowly turned his head away, laughing self-mockingly: “Because I’m even more foolish than you.”

The air suddenly became quiet. Just outside the door, wolf-like pursuers were approaching. Massive crashing sounds came one after another, and the soldiers’ shouts and curses continued to rise. Chu Qiao’s eyes stung. She suddenly felt like crying. She turned her head away helplessly and said word by word: “I don’t want to owe you a favor.”

“You already owe me a lot.”

Chu Qiao immediately turned back and shouted: “I don’t want to owe you a favor!”

“If you don’t want to owe, then stay alive to repay!” Zhuge Yue turned around, his eyebrows raised, shouting fiercely: “Didn’t you hear me? If you dare to die, I’ll hunt you down to King Yama’s palace in hell!”

Would one still fear pursuit after death? Chu Qiao cursed silently to herself, resisting the urge to cry. She turned away and calmly said, “I know where Zhao Chun’er is. If we find her, the rumors will collapse on their own.”

“Good, I’ll draw away the pursuers, and you go find her.”

Chu Qiao nodded, about to turn away, when Zhuge Yue suddenly grabbed her.

The man’s gaze was profound, as if something was hidden beneath, so deep, so deep that one couldn’t see clearly. He suddenly opened his arms and gently embraced Chu Qiao’s shoulders, then placed the Broken Moon sword in her hand, saying solemnly: “Be careful.”

Chu Qiao’s nose tingled, and her voice was muffled. She nodded heavily: “If you die, I’ll set off a hundred strings of firecrackers, celebrating that I no longer need to constantly remember to repay your favor.”

Zhuge Yue smiled freely and lightly turned his fist: “I’m afraid you won’t have the chance to set off those firecrackers.”

“Take care.” Zhuge Yue nodded. “You go first. After you leave, I’ll open the door and lead them in the opposite direction.”

Chu Qiao nodded, glanced at him, then turned and ran away.

The corners of her eyes were moist, but no tears flowed down.

“It’s all right, nothing will happen.”

Chu Qiao said softly, then quickly ran up the Holy Temple stairs toward where she had heard the sounds earlier.

With a bang, dust swirled as the door was kicked open. The young woman nimbly rushed in, swinging her dagger and plunging it into a guard’s neck. Another guard drew his sword, but before he could fully unsheathe it, a gleaming silver sword flew over and pierced through his chest.

Chu Qiao was covered in blood, her black-gold robe making her tall, slender figure appear even more striking. She dusted off her hands, picked up the dagger and sword, and coldly looked at Zhao Chun’er, whose face had changed dramatically as she sat on the bed. With a cold smile, she said, “I didn’t expect we’d meet again so soon.”

High on the mountaintop stood Bian Tang’s majestic imperial tomb, and atop the royal family’s Holy Temple was a vast, open platform. Chu Qiao pushed Zhao Chun’er along, kicked open the platform’s main door, walked out, and locked the iron door behind them. On the plain below the Holy Temple were thousands upon thousands of Great Tang soldiers, standing by and awaiting orders from Commander Zhong Peng. When they suddenly saw Chu Qiao walk out from inside, everyone was shocked and shouted in unison.

“Soldiers of Great Tang! Open your eyes wide and look at this person. Who is she?” Flinging aside the huge cloak, Zhao Chun’er’s grief-stricken face was instantly exposed to the sunlight. There was a moment of shocked silence from the noisy crowd, but almost immediately, cries of disbelief broke through the eardrums, rising like a mountain flood’s reverse flow.

Thunderous crashing sounds came from behind, and the huge iron door emitted beast-like muffled roars. Dust flew, and wood chips fell. Zhao Chun’er trembled slightly, her face as pale as a ghost. Chu Qiao, gripping Zhao Chun’er’s collar, called loudly to the soldiers below Meishan: “Soldiers, your country is vast, your army immensely powerful. You occupy the most fertile lands on the continent and have the hardest-working people! You have ruled this continent for thousands of years, defending the orthodoxy of the Eastern Continent with your blood and sweat, resisting foreign barbarians, and protecting the people of Xi Meng. You are knights of supreme glory. But today, right here, you have been blinded. You have been deceived. Conspirators and ambitious people have used you. They have set up a shameless trap, trying to shift disaster eastward, trying to provoke war between Bian Tang and Yan Bei, wanting to let the flames of evil burn on the soil of Great Tang!”

A wave of bewilderment rippled through the crowd. These dust-covered soldiers didn’t know how to respond to everything they faced. Some shouted, some questioned, but more people were calculating in their hearts: what was all this about?

“You are soldiers. A soldier’s responsibility is to protect the interests of the motherland and safeguard people’s lives. So, tell me, what are you fighting for?”

The long wind swept across, and the endless withered grass made wolf-like howls. The sunset was like blood. Chu Qiao stood against the wind and said in a deep voice: “Soldiers bleed to protect their country, to protect their hometown, to protect their parents, wives, and children! And you, what are you fighting for? For so-called dignity, or for this Great Xia princess who is alive but has repeatedly deceived you?”

The crowd instantly boiled over. Chu Qiao shouted: “Wake up! Think about what consequences you’ll face! Yan Bei’s iron cavalry will charge into Great Xia, and your peaceful, vast territory will be ravaged by war. Your property will be confiscated, your parents slaughtered, your wives and children violated. Your houses, your fields, everything you have will turn to ashes in the flames of war! Eventually, both you and Yan Bei will be severely weakened, and at that time, the powerful enemy lurking in the north, the butcher’s knife waiting vigilantly on the side, will hang over your heads. Then, Great Tang will repeat the catastrophe of three hundred years ago. And this time, it won’t just be Jin Wu, but also Liao Dong, Bian Shu, South Qiu, and East Ling. You will fight to the death until you lose your last foothold!”

“Boom!” A muffled explosion suddenly burst overhead. A massive thunderclap exploded in the sky. In the soldiers’ eyes flashed lightning-like brilliance, red like a bloodthirsty glow.

The iron door behind emitted a collapsing, dying scream. The sunset was like blood, the wilderness like iron. The majestic peaks were like a sword through the sky, and the snow-white imperial tomb Holy Temple stood tall. Chu Qiao, in her black-gold robe, stood tall, sword in hand, facing the blood-eyed Central Army soldiers with just two people, and below the mountain, that vast, ocean-like mighty army.

The sunset cast golden rays, illuminating her pure, beautiful face. The woman pointed her sword diagonally and coldly addressed the richly dressed Bian Tang elders standing in the square: “Soldiers! You have been betrayed!”

In an instant, like a volcano erupting, a raging flood mingled with fierce reefs broke through the fragile dam. The soldiers’ clamor was like roaring thunder. The slender woman called out loudly: “Great Xia is not benevolent, its monarch is tyrannical by nature. For a hundred years, their desire to destroy Tang has never died. We have a common enemy! We share a blood feud. Yan Bei is a friend of Great Tang, and we will never kill each other!”

“We will never kill each other!” Suddenly, a shout rang out from the crowd. The soldiers who had traveled thousands of miles only to find they had been tricked roared in anger, waving their battle blades and shouting: “Kill all Xia dogs! Fight! Fight! Fight!”

“Don’t shout! Don’t shout!”

The deputy commander of the South Qiu army, Bai Bi, shouted: “Shoot her dead! Shoot this witch! Kill her!”

However, before he could finish, soldiers raised their bows, and dozens of sharp arrows suddenly shot forth, instantly piercing through Bai Bi’s wide-open throat!

“Soldiers! Return to your camps, obey your leaders, support your monarch, and don’t be fooled by those with ulterior motives. Bian Tang has no war, firmly resist!”

“Bian Tang has no war!”

“No meaningless wars!” The crowd was in a madness, with tens of thousands of arms waving in the air. Zhao Chun’er’s eyes were red, filled with grief and indignation. She slowly turned her head, glaring at Chu Qiao, saying viciously and coldly: “You lowly woman! You bewitching demon!”

Chu Qiao turned to look at her coldly and said slowly: “I told you before, you are not my match. You never will be.”

“Don’t leave! Don’t leave!” On the tide-like square, officers still desperately shouted, trying to persuade: “We have military orders! For the honor of the empire, for the dignity of the army!”

“To hell with military orders!” The soldiers exploded in anger. The earlier inexplicable troop deployment had already made these people uncertain. Now, seeing the supposedly dead Great Xia princess standing perfectly fine before their eyes, who would believe the so-called conspiracy theory that Yan Bei was plotting against Great Tang? Especially after witnessing those Datong warriors who faced death without fear, hearing Chu Qiao’s inflammatory words, the soldiers’ reluctance to go to war completely erupted. These people were not the idle Central Army dandies of the imperial capital, not those fantasy-obsessed people who dreamed of a great empire but had never experienced war. They came from South Qiu, North Shu, Liao Mang, and Xin Yang, all ordinary poor people. They joined the military only for three meals a day and that little salary for their families. If the country were truly in danger, men would not shirk their duty. But if war started for no reason, what difficulties would it bring to the families of these commoner soldiers? People wouldn’t forget the several unbearable northern expeditionary wars, wouldn’t forget the villages full of widows and orphans after several battles against Huai Song. War had become the most detested thing, the most hated matter in the heart of this nation. Years of continuous failures had destroyed their confidence in war. If at the beginning they could still be motivated to march thousands of miles, vowing to die in military protest, now they had completely lost faith in a decisive battle.

The supervising soldiers trembled as they raised their bows and arrows, wanting to shoot those dispersing soldiers, but the next second, they too threw down their bows and arrows and followed the crowd.

In an instant, an open space was completely cleared. The soldiers threw down their battle blades to express their determination not to fight. In the square, except for the bewildered Central Army, the four allied armies of South Qiu, North Shu, Liao Dong, and Xin Yang all withdrew. The Central Army soldiers held their battle blades, faces pale, hesitating before the three thousand black-armored imperial guards.

Just then, with a thunderous boom, dust flew to the sky. The heavy iron door was broken open, and Central Army Acting Military Commander Zhong Peng, holding a blood-stained battle blade, followed by many pro-war faction forces, angrily approached Chu Qiao.

“Capture this witch!”

The sunset was like fire, and the woman’s robe fluttered in the wind like burning flames. She looked at the approaching Central Army soldiers, slowly drew her battle blade, and revealed a contemptuous smile at the corners of her mouth.

The Central Army soldiers had directly faced this beautiful swordswoman before and knew her prowess. For a moment, no one dared to charge forward.

Am I going to die?

Chu Qiao’s lips curled slightly into a faint smile. Her eyes were so bright, like the blue sky in June. There was no fear, no intimidation, just a bit of concern, and more than that, an immense belief.

It’s a pity that until death, I still can’t see you once. Until death, I still can’t see Yan Bei once, the place I’ve fought for all my life.

Chu Qiao turned her head and looked to the northwest. The clouds on the horizon were fiery red, as if a great fire was burning. The wind blew the banners on the flagpoles. The crimson rose flowers were splashed ferociously on the white and blue-edged flag, like scalding blood, burning hot, flowing in the howling north wind. From the peak of the mountain came the sharp cry of a hawk, a sound so piercing, just like the Yan Bei war hawks that Yan Xun spoke of so many times. Their gray-brown wings spread out, striking the high sky.

“Yan Xun, I’ve done everything I could. Now, I’m about to die. I’ve never feared death; I only fear that I cannot die as I’ve imagined. Now, I’m giving my life for my belief. I have no regrets because I know you will surely inherit our belief, keep our promise, and walk forward strongly, unyieldingly, and steadily. I love you. I’m willing to give you everything. Now, I’m leaving a step ahead of you, but my eyes will forever watch you, my heart will forever accompany you, watching you raise the golden battle flag high, leading the people of Yan Bei out of that barren land, leading the people of Xi Meng out of that confining cage. You will not disappoint me! May you be brave! May you be strong! May you be safe! May you fulfill the revenge in your heart and realize what you and I hope for!”

The fierce wind rose violently, raising clouds of withered grass in the sky. The pines and cypresses swayed, and the earth was ferocious. The North Shu army, seeing their commander, let out a low gasp. Zhong Peng’s eyes swept sharply toward the North Shu soldiers, like a ball of fire.

“Capture her alive!”

Zhong Peng’s voice was deep, mixed with tremendous, indescribable anger.

Zhao Chun’er turned her head, looking coldly at Chu Qiao, sneering viciously: “You’re finished.”

“Am I?” Chu Qiao smiled disdainfully, then looked at those wolf-like Central Army commanders: “I said before, I never allow myself to be in a passive situation.”

“Oh? What else can you do?”

Indeed, what else could she do? She had fought to this point, completely exhausted, with no possibility of fighting her way out. Her arms were trembling, barely able to hold the thick-backed battle blade. Her throat burned with pain, and her injuries were severe. But she still stood there, looking contemptuously at those who wanted to capture her alive to use as leverage against Yan Bei, smiling coldly.

“I cannot choose how to kill you, but at the very least, I can choose how I die.”

As soon as the words fell, Zhao Chun’er suddenly cried out in alarm, reaching out to grab the hem of Chu Qiao’s robe. But Chu Qiao moved faster, leaping from the high platform of the mountaintop. Her elegant robe spread like an eagle’s wings, fluttering magnificently under the blue sky!

“Ah!”

Terrified screams echoed throughout the scene as everyone covered their gaping mouths in shock.

Zhao Chun’er was completely stunned. She stood there with her hand outstretched, only tearing off a fragment of cloth. The South Qiu imperial silk was soft and smooth, like fine white jade, caressing the skin of her fingertips with snow-like coolness.

Zhong Peng roared in fury, his eyes bloodshot, kicking down a Central Army soldier and rushing forward two steps, only to shout in rage, helpless to change anything.

The nobles of Bian Tang were stunned. Standing on the second-level stone platform, watching the woman’s resolute descent, certain thoughts slowly emerged in their minds. What exactly was right, what was wrong? Had they truly been blinded, deceived, and manipulated? Was everything this woman, who would rather die than surrender, said true? Had they been wrong?

Thousands upon thousands of Great Tang soldiers stood dumbfounded, the entire scene completely silent, as if everyone had turned to stone. The anger that had built up in their hearts during the days of pursuit suddenly subsided. What were they fighting for? The army was the nation’s sword, but could it not have its thoughts? If the army were merely a weapon, what disaster would befall the country if this weapon fell into the hands of conspirators?

Silence fell across heaven and earth. The people’s screams and gasps instantly distanced themselves from her. Chu Qiao’s body fell decisively from the mountain peak, down the cliff that seemed carved by a knife. Eagles cried out in mournful rage, the sound so shrill, as if howling loudly.

Time was incredibly slow yet incredibly fast. The wind blew past her ears, and the fluttering military banners resembled a surging tide. There were South Qiu’s crimson battle flags, North Shu’s jet-black battle flags, Liao Dong’s earth-yellow battle flags, Xin Yang’s light blue battle flags, and Bian Tang’s fire rose.

But at that moment, Chu Qiao seemed to be dazzled. Her body fell rapidly through the air, but that golden-based, black-eagle-emblazoned Golden War Eagle flag pierced her eyes like lightning!

“Look!”

A soldier suddenly shouted. Almost at the same moment Chu Qiao leaped from the mountain peak, a black line appeared on the horizon!

That line was like a small stream, but in an instant, it transformed into a rushing river, from a line to a face, magnificent and howling like a hundred rivers converging into the eastern sea. In a flash, it became an endless black ocean!

Fight for freedom!

With a thunderous boom, Yan Bei’s Black Hawk Army charged in perfect formation. Battle cries rose to the heavens as thousands upon thousands of cavalry surged from the horizon, advancing with an overwhelming momentum, roaring and galloping. They waved their battle blades, clad in armor, like an angry ocean. They roared, fierce as a storm, their hooves stomping hard on Bian Shu’s land, raising huge clouds of dust.

That was Yan Bei’s Army of Freedom! The Yan Bei iron cavalry swept across the northwestern lands, forcing even the fierce Bahama family to bow and retreat! The continent’s number one elite army that even the iron-blooded Great Xia Military Police Brigade could not withstand!

In an instant, all of Meishan was in an uproar. People were so terrified they could hardly believe their eyes. At this turbulent moment, when Great Xia had clearly prepared to attack Yan Bei with vanguard troops already deployed, and Bian Tang had also rebelled to fight Yan Bei to the death, the most formidable military corps of the northwestern continent, the number one enemy of the entire Xi Meng land—the Yan Bei Black Hawk Army—appeared on Bian Tang’s border territory.

“My goodness!”

Elder Liu immediately collapsed to the ground, murmuring.

“The demon of Yan Bei has come!”

A surge of hot blood instantly rushed to her head. Her body suddenly burst forth with its last bit of strength. The woman, still rapidly falling through the air, pulled out the grappling hook from her waist and quickly threw it out! With a click, the hook firmly caught an ancient tree on the cliff wall. The intense vibration nearly tore Chu Qiao’s arm apart, but she still firmly controlled her falling momentum.

Zhong Peng cursed loudly, drew the battle blade from his waist, and hurled it forcefully at Chu Qiao.

Chu Qiao hurriedly turned in mid-air to dodge, but Zhong Peng, as the number one military figure in Bian Tang, had an astonishing accuracy. With a cracking sound, the rope above the grappling hook broke, and Chu Qiao’s just-stabilized body instantly fell again!

At that moment, a sharp whistling sound broke through the sky. The black legion had reached the foot of the mountain. A black-robed man in the lead held a powerful crossbow, bent it, and nocked arrows. Three powerful arrows were released in rapid succession, with an astonishing skill, as if the arrows had eyes. With three sharp thuds, they incredibly and skillfully embedded themselves from top to bottom in the rope at the upper end of the grappling hook!

Zhong Peng was furious, his gaze fierce as he grabbed a guard beside him and hurled him down at Chu Qiao.

The black-robed man shouted coldly, drew the thick-backed battle blade from his waist, raised it diagonally with one hand, and then with lightning speed shot it toward the wildly screaming soldier.

A wave of terrified screams erupted from the crowd. The battle blade plunged into the soldier’s skull with a muffled sound, then firmly embedded itself in the rock face of the cliff. But the soldier’s falling momentum was not reduced; instead, he was split in two along the blade that cut through iron like mud. The blade cut through his skull, neck, torso, and abdomen. The crowd could even hear the sound of bones and flesh crushing amid the piercing screams. Large amounts of blood dripped from above, falling on Chu Qiao’s shoulders. Then the man, split in two, fell rapidly past Chu Qiao’s left and right sides, hitting the ground hard, with blood splashing everywhere, a bloody mess!

The crowd was boiling with excitement, countless people’s jaws trembling violently. During this time, the Black Army troops got closer and closer. Zhong Peng had completely lost his mind. He raised his battle blade high, shouting angrily at the soldiers: “Kill! Kill! Shoot her! Shoot her dead!”

People were stunned, no one was following his orders.

Zhong Peng was enraged. With one swing of his blade, he cut off half of a guard’s head, shouting: “Shoot her dead! Shoot her dead!”

The Central Army troops, as if awakening from a dream, bent their bows and nocked arrows. Arrows instantly swarmed like locusts.

Chu Qiao was still in shock when she heard someone from the Black Legion shout: “Jump!”

Without thinking, she let go, and her body instantly fell like a cloud riding the mist. Dense arrows shot above her head, the cold killing intent making her scalp tingle. The weightless wind seemed about to tear her lungs apart; her breathing was difficult, and she could hardly catch her breath. The ground was getting closer and closer. She could see how many pebbles, how many blades of grass were on the ground. The previous soldier’s flesh and blood were like a muddy pulp, and she could imagine what she would look like if she fell.

But she wasn’t afraid. There was a belief in her heart supporting her, making her unhesitatingly make this series of decisions. She was even full of joy, that fulfilling happiness, immense delight, uncontrollable joy, spilling from the corners of her mouth. In this life-or-death moment, she completely lost all fear and worry, like a child returning home, smiling happily.

The warhorse neighed fiercely, its hoofbeats like thunder!

The man’s black cloak fluttered in the wind. The warhorse reared up, and the man stretched out his hand, embracing her waist. The warhorse, unable to bear the weight, immediately knelt, but he firmly and steadily held that slender figure!

Under the blood-red sunset, their hands firmly gripped each other. The man placed her on the horse’s back, then spoke to the horse in a deep voice: “Black Wind, stand up!”

The jet-black warhorse, as if possessing intelligence, immediately leaped up. The black flag legion behind shouted in unison, their voices jubilant, like a surging black wave!

“A Chu.”

The man lowered his head, his features still as they were at parting, only thinner, but something different seemed to have come alive. It was the spirit from many years ago, in the hunting ground outside Zhen Huang City, on the banks of Chi Shui Lake during the Lantern Festival, behind the rockery cliff wall at the Zhuge mansion—the pure smile that the young man once possessed.

Free, unrestrained, and filled with unwavering confidence in the future.

After breaking out of Zhen Huang, this young hawk finally spread its wings. No more shackles could hinder its flight. The world was so vast, and he could finally fly freely.

“Yan Xun.”

Chu Qiao smiled, genuinely happy from the bottom of her heart. She tightly gripped his hand, feeling her blood seemingly flowing hot. His chin was bluish, clearly he hadn’t shaved for a long time, dusty and weary. But his expression was still so familiar. This was the person who had fought alongside her for eight years without betrayal. This was the person who had endured humiliation with her for eight years without abandonment. This was the person for whom she had given almost everything, without regret.

In the moment between life and death, who can you truly trust?

Chu Qiao smiled brightly, then opened her arms and tightly embraced Yan Xun’s broad chest. She smiled at the corners of her mouth, but tears streamed down, moistening the man’s cold armor, wetting the man’s steady heartbeat. Through countless brushes with death, countless endurances of humiliation, countless displacements, she never felt bitter, never would give up, because she knew she was never alone. In her most desperate moments, that person would always stand up, sheltering her from the storm, fighting alongside her, never giving up.

Yan Xun’s chin rubbed against her smooth forehead. His voice was still as calm and peaceful as ever, but within it seemed to be surging, burning emotions about to burst forth: “I’ve come.”

Upon hearing the terrible news, setting aside all matters, he traveled day and night without rest, rushing back thousands of miles to his homeland. Leading soldiers, crossing mountains and rivers, swift as a cunning rabbit, leaving no trace. In eight days, he created a record for rapid marching across the continent, establishing a new military legend. Thousands of troops howled, myriads of horses galloped, seizing Yaguan Pass, breaking enemy camps, through many dangers, many twists, but when he saw her, he simply said lightly, “I’ve come.”

After experiencing magnificence and returning to simplicity, between them, not many words were ever needed.

“A Chu, we fight side by side.”

Yan Xun proudly raised his head, looking at those trembling Bian Tang soldiers. Chu Qiao sat in front of him, also raising her head, her eyes still glistening with tears, but it did not diminish her matchlessly beautiful appearance.

The young woman shook her blade, pointed at those pale-faced Central Army soldiers, and proclaimed loudly: “Good, let those petty people witness Yan Bei’s iron cavalry!”

Zhong Peng’s eyes immediately twitched. He hurriedly looked toward the crowd of nobles but did not see the eyes he wanted to consult. Desperate, he wanted to commit suicide.

Just then, the sound of hooves suddenly thundered from the distant north. Great Tang’s blood-red rose battle flags howled across the sky. The man at the front wore silver-white armor, leading fifty thousand wolf soldiers, galloping on horseback, arriving in a single breath.

“Li Ce is here! All conspirators and rebels, show no mercy!”

The autumn wind rustled, sweeping across the turbulent land. Bian Tang’s army was in complete uproar. At this moment, Li Ce and Yan Xun simultaneously bent their bows, their arrows pointing directly at the conspiring rebel Zhong Peng. In an instant, arrows shot forth like meteors. The man roared, still trying to wave his blade in defense, but with two muffled thuds, two sprays of blood burst open simultaneously on his chest.

Zhong Peng staggered back, seeming to want to escape. At the same time, the iron door behind was kicked open. A man in bright green attire emerged with a sword. With a flash of sword light, he cut the general’s throat.

Blood and foam sprayed out. The man made a gargling sound, then fell heavily to the ground, his eyes still open in death!

Dust rose, blood splattered, and the setting sun’s remnants were like flowing crimson tears.

The wilderness was like iron, the mountain passes like blood. Chu Qiao leaned in Yan Xun’s embrace, looking at the majestic Meishan Imperial Tomb, looking at the endless vast plain, looking at the boundless sorrowful wild grass, looking at Li Ce’s military attire, looking at Zhuge Yue’s fluttering robe corners. Suddenly, she felt so tired.

Red clouds filled the sky, on a desolate, barren plain, and only the eternal wind slowly blew.

—

I’ve been sick these past few days. The “Bian Tang Volume” is now complete. The next volume will be the “Yan Bei Volume.” I hope everyone continues to support.

Chapter 127: Yan and Chu Return Together
On the morning of the eighth day of the ninth month in the year 775, a strong wind swept across the Nanqiu Plains. The endless withered grass swayed in the breeze like a golden ocean. The landscape stretched out in a vast expanse, and looking as far as the eye could see, only a single withered tree stood in the distance at the edge of vision. The first great peak of the Nanqiu territory, Mount Haqi, revealed only a gray silhouette, appearing like a sleeping lion under the dawn shrouded in thick fog.

Li Ce wore a bright yellow cape with the imperial entourage following behind him, rarely displaying a measure of royal dignity. He sat on horseback, the hair at his temples slightly disheveled by the wind, strands repeatedly brushing against his face. Finding it irritating, the man impatiently brushed it away with his hand and pointed at the imperial guards closely following behind him: “You all, go stand over there on your horses and block the wind for me.”

Lu Yunxi frowned with a pained expression and said, “Your Highness, Yan Bei’s army is watching us from the front.”

“So what?” Li Ce raised an eyebrow, still maintaining his indolent tone. “What does Yan Bei’s army watching have to do with me asking you to stand over there?”

Tie You’s injuries had not fully healed, with bandages still wrapped around his shoulder, but this barely affected his seemingly dull yet sharp senses. The Commander of the Imperial Guard rolled his eyes impatiently and said in a gruff voice, “Your Highness, Young Master Yan is right ahead; you ought to be more careful.”

Lu Yunxi continued, “We came here secretly with just a few people. If they attacked, we wouldn’t even be enough to go around.”

“How strange, what are you talking about? I just asked you to stand to the side so the southern barbarian wind doesn’t damage my skin. What does that have to do with Young Master Yan?”

…

…

Sun Di spoiled the mood with a light snort: “You truly just don’t want us to disturb your romantic conversation, isn’t that right?”

“What? Is that what you all think? Do I look like someone who would disregard the bigger picture?”

Everyone’s eyes turned to him simultaneously, with a look that clearly said: Very much so.

“Your Highness, Miss Chu is coming,” a guard suddenly called out, raising his hand.

When Li Ce heard this, he quickly turned his head and said, “Go quickly! Anyone who doesn’t leave immediately will have half a year’s salary deducted.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, the area around him was so clean that not even a ghost’s shadow remained. Chu Qiao galloped over on horseback, pulled on the reins with a “whoa,” and asked puzzledly, “Where did they all go in such a hurry?”

“They all have upset stomachs and are looking for a latrine.”

Chu Qiao smiled and said, “Li Ce, thank you this time.”

Li Ce raised an eyebrow, with a faint light in his fox-like, slender eyes: “Thank me for what?”

“Thank you for your help during this time, thank you for not taking advantage of people’s misfortunes, thank you for maintaining neutrality at this moment and not kicking Yan Bei when they’re down.”

Li Ce held up one finger and shook it: “Regarding what happened at Meishan, I should be thanking you. Although we were somewhat prepared, if it weren’t for you, the soldiers would likely have mutinied. Once they had gone down the path of rebellion and raised their battle flags, Zhong Peng would have gained control of the military. By then, even if I had arrived, it would have been difficult to control troops who had already decided to fight with their backs against the wall. This matter concerned Bian Tang’s life and death, so it had nothing to do with you. As for the conflict with Yan Bei, you needn’t worry about that either. At present, going to war offers no benefit to Bian Tang. Even without you, I wouldn’t be stupid enough to be Da Xia’s pawn, haha. Besides, I’ve always been a person who advocates for peace. The battlefield is full of blood and flesh, and I wouldn’t want to dirty my robes.”

Chu Qiao chuckled and didn’t argue, saying, “Fine, let’s say we owe each other nothing, so if we meet on the battlefield in the future, there’s no need to show mercy.”

“That won’t do.” The man immediately changed his expression, counting on his fingers: “You stayed at my place for so long, eating my food, living in my quarters, wearing my clothes, playing with my things. Not only did you chase away two of my prospective daughters-in-law, but you also caused discord between me and my wives. The property losses are countless—economic losses, mental damages, marital discord fees, family breakup fees, and so on. We need to calculate each one. We’re all adults, and I see you as someone who acts honorably, so I trust you won’t default on your debts. In the future, I’ll send someone to Yan Bei with the list. Since Yan Bei isn’t wealthy, let’s say that for the next five years, if you see my banner on the battlefield, you must turn around and flee immediately. Yan Xun is so fierce, I wouldn’t dare to face him. What if he bites me?”

With a “thump,” Chu Qiao swung her fist and hit Li Ce on the shoulder. The man cried out, “Ah! Qiaoqiao, can’t you express your feelings differently?”

The corners of Chu Qiao’s mouth turned up in a warm smile. She knew that Li Ce’s words meant that for the next five years, Bian Tang would not use military force against Yan Bei under pressure from Da Xia. And after five years, Yan Bei would surely have established its firm power base, making it difficult even for Da Xia to launch an attack against Yan Bei with absolute confidence.

Her nose felt a bit sour, and her voice was somewhat muffled, yet she still smiled and said, “Lucky you. Why don’t you prepare an itemized list, converted to cash and silver, to see how much I owe you?”

“Ah,” Li Ce sighed, slightly lowering his head, but with his eyes looking upward, the corners of his eyes gleaming with hidden meaning as he quietly looked at her. “What I mentioned earlier was just the minor part. The main issue is that you’ve made me unable to forget you, yet you can’t stay by my side so I can see you often. In the endless years and quiet moments to come, this endless yearning and suffering of mine—can that be measured in money?”

A gust of wind blew by, sweeping up large patches of withered yellow grass with a whoosh. The man’s robes fluttered, his eyebrows and eyes like water, his expression carrying a hint of desolation and solitude. He tugged at the corner of his mouth in a faint smile, a smile that was helpless and bitter. He shook his head slightly, as if mocking himself, the curve of his lips holding a clear loneliness, like snow on a mountaintop, cold and desolate.

Chu Qiao was stunned, her gaze freezing like molten steel meeting cold. She wanted to say something but didn’t know where to begin.

“Haha!”

Li Ce suddenly pointed at Chu Qiao with one hand while covering his stomach with the other, laughing so hard he nearly fell off his horse. “Look at your expression, Qiaoqiao! Did you think I’ve lost my mind like that fellow Zhuge Yue?”

Chu Qiao, tricked by him, became furious and raised her fist to hit him. Li Ce nimbly dodged and said proudly, “If I let you hit me every time, wouldn’t I lose face as a Crown Prince?”

“You jerk!”

Li Ce laughed and said, “You shouldn’t be too confident. Yan Xun is unfortunate, having been with you since childhood, he probably feels there are no other women in the world besides you. Zhuge Yue is even more foolish. I suspect he’s used to seeing thousands of beautiful, mature women catering to his every whim, and suddenly, when a dry little weed like you appears, he’s amazed and treasures you like a jewel. Do you think I would be like those two? Haha!”

Chu Qiao angrily said, “You’re still talking?”

“I’ll stop, I’ll stop. Qiaoqiao, let me ask you something important. You must answer me honestly.” Li Ce’s facial expression changed faster than turning a page, immediately becoming serious.

Seeing his gravity, Chu Qiao also spoke solemnly, “Ask away. If I can tell you, I’ll hold nothing back.”

“You promise?”

“I promise. Go ahead and ask.”

“Well, well, I want to ask…” Li Ce looked around mysteriously, then frowned and said, “I want to ask…”

“What exactly do you want to ask?” Seeing him lean forward, Chu Qiao was secretly puzzled. Li Ce had never been like this before. What could it be? Could he want to ask about Yan Bei’s military plans? Or perhaps the strategy for the next battle?

“I want to ask…” Li Ce’s mouth twitched slightly, and suddenly he said loudly, “I want to ask if Yan Xun is still a virgin!”

“Li Ce! You’re asking for death!”

“Huh? If you don’t want to say, just don’t say it. Why get so angry?”

“I think today you sincerely want a beating!”

“Ah! Qiaoqiao, calm down, calm down! I didn’t mean any harm! Ah! Sun Di! Tie You! Protect me! Protect me!”

Screams like a slaughtered pig immediately rang out. The most noble voice of the Great Tang Dynasty carried far across the wilderness, but unfortunately, none of his followers came to his aid. Under Sun Di’s leadership, a group of the empire’s most elite guards was crouched on the leeward side of a mound, enthusiastically engaged in some legally questionable activities.

“Come on, place your bets! I bet His Highness doesn’t dare to fight back. I bet ten taels.”

A young man in his twenties said dismissively, “His Highness can’t be that weak. Being hit by a woman is too embarrassing. I bet His Highness will retaliate. I’ll match your ten taels.”

Everyone’s eyes immediately turned to him with sympathy. Lu Yunxi asked, “You’re new here, right? Not originally from the imperial capital?”

“That’s right,” the young soldier replied, his face full of righteous glory, obviously a loyal warrior of the empire. His young eyes, full of vitality, said, “I was the squad leader of the Seventh Column of the Fifth Battalion of the Thirtieth Army of Northern Shu. Because I didn’t join the rebels and report intelligence to superiors in time, I was promoted by His Highness. I hope you, senior officers, will look after me in the future.”

“No problem. Since we wear the same uniform, we’re brothers from now on,” Tie You said heartily. “To support you, I’ve decided to bet that His Highness won’t dare to fight back. This way, if you win, you’ll win more.”

“That’s right, expenses in the capital are high, brother. We support you too.”

The imperial guards all placed their silver on Sun Di’s side, declaring righteously, “We’re practically giving you money, kid. Work hard and contribute to this united team!”

The north wind howled, the wilderness was sprinkled with gold, and the morning breeze was cool, lifting their capes with a whistling coldness.

“Alright, I won’t see you off then. Have a safe journey.”

Chu Qiao nodded and said, “You be careful too. I always feel these recent incidents aren’t as simple as they seem. The court of Bian Tang is unstable, and someone is hiding even deeper. Also, those old ministers of yours shouldn’t be as muddleheaded as they appear on the surface. You need to be vigilant.”

“Don’t worry. Whoever dares to provoke me, I’ll confiscate their property and steal their wives.”

Chu Qiao smiled, “Never half-serious.”

Li Ce grinned with his bruised lip, his eyes narrowing into slits: “Life already has too many worries. If one spends all day with a formally stiff face, wouldn’t that be too boring? Qiaoqiao, I should also advise you, some things don’t require too much persistence. Live and let live, turn a blind eye sometimes, learn to be flexible and self-comforting. You live too hard because you always like to carry all those messy things on your shoulders. You should always remember, you are a woman. In this world, besides your beliefs and convictions, there are many important things.”

Li Ce rarely spoke like this. Chu Qiao unconsciously followed his words and asked, “What important things?”

Li Ce counted on his fingers, “Like going shopping, buying clothes, playing with rouge and powder, listening to music, putting on makeup… During the long nights, find some healthy entertainment activities, create some life early on to enrich your life. Hey? What are you doing? I’m being very serious with you about these things.”

“A dog’s mouth can’t spit out ivory!” Chu Qiao spat.

Li Ce laughed, “This is your fault. We’ve said goodbye more than ten times, and you still won’t leave. You’re just lingering here listening to my nonsense. What? Can’t bear to part with me?”

“Get lost! I just, I just want to stand here a little longer, take one more look at the mountains and waters of Bian Tang. Is that not allowed?”

“Of course it’s allowed. How could it not be? You go ahead and look.” Li Ce smiled like a fox, provocatively looking at Chu Qiao, yet surprisingly closing his mouth and not speaking anymore.

Chu Qiao bit her lower lip, her brows furrowing tighter.

“The air in Bian Tang is nice.”

“Is it? I’ve heard Yan Bei is covered in snow year-round, making the air even purer.”

“Have you decided to marry the Da Xia princess?”

“Whatever. The two countries still need to negotiate. I’ve handed it over to my subordinates to handle. Given the incidents of previous attempts, this time we’ve decided to invite renowned feng shui masters from both countries to properly examine the feng shui and calculate the national fortunes of both countries. Starting from the octagonal burial grounds of the Da Xia princess’s maternal ancestors eight generations back, all the way to our birth dates and eight characters, then collectively vote on a decision. I estimate it won’t be settled without three to five years of discussion. By the time the discussions are complete, that princess will be past marriageable age.”

“You’re too cruel, delaying the princess’s marriage.”

“How can you say that? I’m considering the prosperity of both countries.”

“Where did Zhao Chun’er go?”

“I don’t know. Da Xia took her away, but she didn’t return to Zhen Huang. She might have been banished.”

“Have your previous injuries healed? No major issues?”

“Nothing serious. If you hadn’t beaten me just now, I might have recovered even faster.”

“Your hairstyle looks nice today.”

“Does it? It’s been scattered by the wind. There’s no hairstyle left.”

“Your clothes look nice today, too. What fabric is that?”

“Palace regret gauze. You’ve worn it before.”

“Your belt looks nice too. Is that jade from Heluo?”

“No, you’re mistaken. This is just a stone I picked up from the riverside. I lost a bet to Tie You, and having no money to pay him back, he pried the jade off my belt.”

“The fragrance on you smells nice too. Is it a secret formula?”

“No. Actually, before coming here, I was hungover. Sun Di drank too much and vomited on me. I didn’t have time to change clothes before coming.”

“You’re going back to Tang capital soon, right?”

“I didn’t plan to go to Yan Bei with you.”

“How is he?”

“Very well. He’s already gone back.”

The wind on the plain suddenly grew stronger. Chu Qiao’s expression turned cold. She sat quietly on horseback, saying nothing for a long time.

Li Ce looked at her, maintaining a gentle smile, as if they had been discussing the weather, clothes, and other trivial matters all along.

“Li Ce, do you think I’m shameless?”

Li Ce smiled slightly: “I have three thousand beauties and countless women. Does that make me more shameless?”

Chu Qiao shook her head: “It’s not the same.”

“Qiaoqiao, don’t overthink it.” Li Ce suddenly reached out and gently patted her shoulder: “And don’t feel guilty. He’s a very smart person. He’ll be fine.”

“I hope so.” Chu Qiao smiled bitterly: “When did he leave?”

“That evening. As soon as you and Yan Xun left the Imperial Tomb, he took his people back to Da Xia, without even saying a word to me.”

“Are you two close?”

“Not really. We knew each other before, but our real interaction has only been during this period.”

Chu Qiao lowered her head, no longer speaking. Li Ce smiled and asked, “Qiaoqiao, have you developed feelings?”

Chu Qiao raised her head, with a faint smile, and said, “If I said no, would you believe me?”

“I would.” Li Ce nodded with a smile.

Chu Qiao’s voice suddenly lowered, saying solemnly, “I owe him a lot, perhaps with no chance to repay in a lifetime. I’m afraid he might face reproach from his family because of this. I don’t like owing favors.”

“If you truly don’t want to owe favors, then don’t meet again in the future. Even if you know the other person is in trouble, don’t get involved. Trust that without your help and concern, he will safely overcome everything. Some favors can’t be repaid; they only get more tangled the more you try.”

Chu Qiao was slightly startled. Looking up, she saw Li Ce’s thin smile, like a light mist. She nodded and said, “You’re right.”

“Qiaoqiao, Yan Bei’s situation is unpredictable and complex. I’m far away in Bian Tang, unable to help. You must be very careful.”

Chu Qiao smiled, “Thank you. Don’t worry. Besides, I’m not alone. I still have Yan Xun.”

Li Ce was momentarily stunned, then laughed freely: “I’m so foolish. You’re about to get married, and I’m still trying to please you.”

He shook his head, then said seriously, “Well, let me know when you get married. I’ll send you a grand gift.”

“Haha, of course! You’re so rich, you must give me a big red envelope. There’s no way you can escape!”

“Hey, hey! Don’t be too greedy. I’m a poor man. The monthly allowance my father gives me isn’t even enough for one drinking session at the Drunken Phoenix Pavilion.”

The young woman chuckled: “You’re just boasting.”

The wind picked up, and the sun slowly rose from the horizon. The mist on the grassland gradually dispersed. Li Ce pointed at Yan Bei’s army and said, “You should go now. If Young Master Yan gets impatient, he might come at me with a knife.”

Chu Qiao pursed her lips. The morning sunlight shone on her face, giving it a pale golden glow. She smiled quietly, very sincerely saying, “Li Ce, thank you. I’m leaving.”

Just as Chu Qiao was about to turn her horse around, a hand suddenly reached out in front of her. The man’s expression seemed somewhat strange, carrying emotions different from his usual demeanor. Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow slightly: “Is there something else?”

“Oh, nothing,” Li Ce shook his head, slightly dazed, and smiled faintly: “If someday Yan Xun suddenly becomes enlightened and no longer values you because of having many wives and concubines, you can come to me for shelter.”

Chu Qiao smiled and said, “That day will never come.”

She reached out her hand and made a gesture across her neck: “If he dared to do that, I would first finish off those women, then finish him off, then establish myself as queen and seize his inheritance!”

Li Ce clicked his tongue, patting his chest with a frightened look: “Such a vicious woman.”

“I’m off!”

“Go quickly! It’ll be dark if you don’t leave soon.”

Chu Qiao smiled, then pulled the reins and shouted. The horse snorted and darted forward.

“Qiaoqiao! Be more cautious in everything, don’t trust others easily!”

The young woman waved her arm and shouted back, “Stop nagging!”

“You stubborn girl, eat more meat! Your figure is too poor, it’s off-putting!”

On the Nanqiu Plain, the wind suddenly grew stronger. Birds in the sky flapped their wings and soared across the horizon. The sun finally fully emerged from the horizon. The woman’s silhouette gradually faded away, heading toward that patch of darkness in the distance.

Yan Bei’s army stood silently in formation. A man in black robes sat upright on horseback. Even from such a distance, one could still feel the man’s cold demeanor, like a sharp-edged sword.

“Poker face with good fortune,” a petty man muttered under his breath, then turned around irritably, taking a deep breath. The strong wind blew through his bangs, his long robes dancing in the wind like a winding kite.

I hope you’ve chosen a path that suits you.

Li Ce shouted, whipped his horse, and galloped away without looking back again, taking the lead and disappearing in a cloud of dust.

Sun Di and the others were startled, hurriedly collecting the silver on the ground and climbing onto their horses to chase after him.

“Your Highness! Wait for us!”

“Why is Your Highness running alone? And so fast?”

Lu Yunxi cursed, “How stupid! Didn’t you hear what His Highness just shouted? If we don’t run, are we waiting to be torn to pieces by Yan Bei’s army?”

“Ah? Right! Everyone run quickly!”

“Hurry up!”

…

Chu Qiao galloped back to Yan Xun’s side and pulled her horse to a stop. The man wore a black robe, his sword-like eyebrows extending to his temples, slightly furrowed, his expression quite unpleasant. He looked askance in the direction Li Ce had departed, only able to see a yellowish cloud of dust. In a low voice, he slowly asked, “What did he shout at the end?”

Chu Qiao was immediately embarrassed, her face reddening as she pretended ignorance: “Huh? I don’t remember. I didn’t hear clearly.”

Trying to get away with it?

“Why did you talk for so long? Are you close with him?”

Having spent time with a certain someone, her tongue had become quite glib: “Not that close. We were just discussing the bright prospects of cooperation between our two countries and envisioning a beautiful future blueprint.”

Unfortunately, the Yan Bei Young Master was not so easily fooled. The man snorted coldly, turned his horse around, and waved a hand at the troops. The battalion immediately set off. Then he said, “Tell me everything that happened during your time away, regardless of size, leave nothing out, and don’t conceal anything.”

“Huh?” Chu Qiao immediately felt guilty. She urged her horse to catch up with Yan Xun and said, “But it’s a long story.”

“No matter,” Yan Xun turned his head, smiling gently, though no longer with the amiable manner of the Zhen Huang city days. There was a vague, unfathomable slyness: “It’s a long journey from here to Yan Bei. We’ll be traveling together, so there’s plenty of time.”

“Yan Xun,” Chu Qiao’s face immediately fell: “Why do I feel you’re a bit different this time?”

“Really?” With the smoothness of a tai chi master: “That’s because I’ve discovered someone wants to steal what’s mine. This thing is quite popular. If I don’t keep an eye on it, I might lose my investment entirely.”

“Huh? Really? Who’s so bold as to steal from you? That’s too much!” Chu Qiao immediately feigned righteous indignation and ignorance.

“Hehe, so you think so too?” Yan Xun chuckled, then nodded solemnly: “Yes, it’s too much. I’ve tended an iron tree for over ten years, and it’s finally bloomed. How could I let others pick its flowers? Although the bloom isn’t particularly impressive, and its posture isn’t as graceful as other flowers, it has been with me for so long. Even a toilet develops sentimental value after long use. I am a person who values relationships deeply. Isn’t their behavior simply too arrogant?”

Chu Qiao, red-faced, shouted: “Hey! Yan Xun, you’ve gone too far, comparing me to a toilet!”

“Haha!” Yan Xun extended his long arms, grabbed Chu Qiao around the waist, and with a clever move, lifted her from her horse to sit in front of him on his own. Laughing, he embraced her waist and murmured: “Whoever dares to steal from me, I’ll fight them to the death.”

His voice was very soft, his breath gently blowing on Chu Qiao’s fair neck, causing her skin to develop tiny goosebumps.

“Don’t worry, no one will steal from you. This flower always knows where it should bloom.”

The strong wind howled, blowing the golden banner overhead, fluttering wildly. Chu Qiao leaned in Yan Xun’s embrace, and all worries and concerns instantly vanished. Li Ce was right; a person only has one pair of legs. Having decided to go west, the scenery on the northern path—whether it rains or blows—no longer matters.

She was happy. This time, she had seen a different Yan Xun—not the frustrated Young Master in Zhen Huang city, not the man full of hatred trapped in a cage, not the madman who killed with bloodshot eyes the day they escaped from Zhen Huang city. He was warm, even lighthearted, as if the eloquent, bright-eyed youth from many years ago by Lake Chishui had come back to life.

Away from the lifeless prison of Zhen Huang, they were no longer who they once were.

The sunlight was dazzling, all golden. Two eagles circled above the troops—their war eagles, with massive wings, shrieking as they flew.

“Hya!”

Yan Xun suddenly whipped his horse, and the warhorse immediately reared up. Behind them, the army surged forward with a roar, churning up yellow dust that rose high behind them.

“A-Chu!”

The wind was so strong that even though they were close, they had to shout to be heard.

Chu Qiao tried hard to turn her head, shouting, “What did you say?”

“I’m taking you home!”

The man raised his hand holding the whip, pointing at the northwestern horizon, his eyes sharp as he said, “Back to our kingdom!”Of course it’s allowed

Chapter 128: Modern Military
This is a magnificent land!

The sky was clear blue and pure, the air carried winds of freedom, the heavens high and distant. Snow-white eagles flapped their wings, circling and screeching overhead. Looking out, October’s tall grasses stretched endlessly toward the horizon. The wind was cold, blowing fiercely, lifting the flying fur cloaks of warriors. Heavy armor clattered against sword sheaths, creating crisp sounds. In the far distance stood Beishuo Pass, Yan Bei’s first military stronghold. This was the gateway from the Eastern Continent into Yan Bei. The towering city walls resembled a silent dragon, quietly coiled at the edge of the horizon.

Before Beishuo Pass lay the famous Fire Thunder Plain. It was on this land that the Lion King of Yan Bei, Yan Shicheng, and his sons had fought to the death against the Great Xia army, ultimately resting eternally with the soil of Yan Bei. The vast Fire Thunder Plain was covered everywhere with bright red fire cloud flowers. Legend had it that these flowers grew from decomposed flesh, typically only seen in graveyards and burial grounds—the more corpses piled up, the more brilliantly the flowers bloomed. Yet after that great battle years ago, the fire cloud flowers on Fire Thunder Plain had bloomed for nine consecutive years, crimson year after year, regardless of spring or summer, autumn or winter.

In that moment, Chu Qiao seemed to see that bloody and tragic war from many years ago.

Iron cavalry across the wilderness, vast earth, blood-red clouds, battle flags everywhere. On the boundless sea of grass, in the lush dense forests, on the solitary towering snow peaks, on the endless bloody sand seas—everywhere were warriors’ sabers and bloodthirsty roars. Brave soldiers in armor died in every corner of Yan Bei. Women and children also took up arms to defend their homeland. Everywhere were sorrowful dirges, everywhere the majestic Yan Bei ballads. A generation had perished, but their eyes had never closed. Their hearts yearning for freedom had never stopped beating. Their bloodlines still pulsed hot. They transformed into crimson flowers, blooming fiercely like blood on every inch of soil, using this method to remind and watch over the next generation of Yan Bei children, interpreting the sanctity of this land with hot blood and loyalty!

This was a magnificent land! No language could adequately describe even one ten-thousandth of it. Every blade of grass, every tree, every stone, every grain of sand here had witnessed the disasters of this place. More importantly, they had witnessed how, after each disaster, the people here had stubbornly and unyieldingly stood up again!

Yan Bei! Yan Bei!

During these nine years, how many times had she silently repeated these two words in her heart? She and Yan Xun had endured humiliation, survived several life-and-death situations, all for the sake of returning to Yan Bei on this day. Now, she finally stood on Yan Bei soil, breathing in the cold, dry wind, gazing at the herds of cattle, sheep, and horses. Suddenly, she began to cry.

…

…

She had always been so strong, no matter what difficult circumstances she faced. But at this moment, tears flowed freely like an unstoppable flood. Chu Qiao sat on horseback, wearing a snow-white fox fur cloak, head held high, back straight. She wasn’t sad, nor was she disappointed. Rather, too many complex emotions surged within her chest—the excitement of wishes fulfilled, the weariness of returning from countless battles, the stirring of mixed feelings. She knew that from now on, they would no longer live day to day in uncertainty, need to plan each step carefully, worry about losing their heads at any moment, and no longer need to guess the intentions behind everyone’s glances around them. No one could kill them arbitrarily anymore. No one could easily threaten them anymore. They finally didn’t have to take turns sleeping out of fear. They had finally escaped the fate of being manipulated and slaughtered at will. They had truly stood up!

Yan Bei, I’ve finally arrived!

A horse’s hoof slowly stepped forward. The man wore a black fur cloak, his sword-like eyebrows slanting upward.

He hadn’t spoken, just quietly stood behind her, leading the entire army, silently watching her—watching her remain silent, watching her tremble, watching her quietly shed tears.

In this world, only he could understand her. Only he knew what she was feeling now, because they were the same. When he first saw Beishuo Pass, he had also lost control in the same way. He hadn’t shed tears in front of Yan Bei’s people and army, but after returning to his tent, as soon as the curtain fell, his tears came down—silent but scalding, burning his face that had remained stoic for many years.

That day, for the first time in nine years, he allowed himself to get drunk. In his hazy state, he seemed to see his father again, his broad hand patting his shoulder forcefully, laughing loudly: “Brat, you’re almost as tall as your old man now!”

“This is Beishuo Pass.”

The man rode his horse to her side, pointing at the gray city walls under the setting sun, and spoke in a calm tone.

Chu Qiao turned her head, looking at Yan Xun with bright eyes.

The sun was setting, shedding golden light. The man sat on horseback, his gaze steady, his voice calm. He wore a black combat uniform—military clothes, boots, trousers, and an outer cloak of the same style as his soldiers’ black fur cloaks. He looked simple and sharp. He was only twenty years old—young, thin, straight-backed, handsome. His black eyes were full of contained brilliance, like a well whose depth couldn’t be discerned.

Years do not age people; experiences shape one’s maturity.

Looking at him, Chu Qiao suddenly recalled the young man who had missed his shot at the hunting grounds many years ago, the young lord strolling on Zhenhuang Street, and the youth smiling at her beside the shimmering Chishui Lake. Above his head had been a bright, clear moon, its light pure and misty. She also remembered the dark prison cell in the imperial city, cold snowflakes drifting in through the skylight, the north wind howling. Separated by a thick wall, two children’s hands clasped tightly together…

At that moment, looking at Yan Xun’s resolute profile, Chu Qiao seemed to relive the tumultuous eight years once more—a man slowly rising from mud and blood, moving his feet with difficulty, beginning his long and arduous journey.

The wind was so cold, the eagle flags above fluttered loudly. The Yan Bei plateau welcomed its new master. Chu Qiao’s blood gradually began to boil. She could almost foresee: one era had ended, and another era would begin from here!

She was very grateful that she would be the most direct witness to all this because she had always stood by that person’s side, never wavering!

Yan Xun turned his head, urged his horse forward a step, and said to Chu Qiao with a faint smile: “Achu, welcome home.”

An eagle’s cry suddenly rang out in the sky. From ahead came the sound of many horses’ hooves in unison. The ancient city gates of Beishuo slowly opened. Yan Xun raised his head slightly. The sunset shone on his forehead with a light like fresh blood.

The troops began to move. Chu Qiao gently urged her horse forward, staying one horse-length behind Yan Xun.

Let history remember this day. This day was the first day of the tenth month in the year 775 of the Baicang Calendar. On this day, the sound emanating from Beishuo city would shake the entire world.

Chu Qiao was escorted by guards to a luxuriously decorated room in the city lord’s mansion. Four young maids were kneeling nervously in the inner chamber. Seeing her enter, they hurriedly came forward to serve her.

The former city lord’s mansion now served as Beishuo’s wartime military command center. As soon as they entered the city, Yan Xun had hurriedly left, without even time for a word. The officials and commanders of Beishuo City were only superficially polite about Chu Qiao’s arrival, without excessive warmth or impolite coldness. But from their expressions and conversation, Chu Qiao could sense the tension in this city.

After a simple wash, Chu Qiao said to A Jing: “Take me to see His Highness.”

A Jing was startled and quickly said: “Miss has had a tiring journey. It’s better to rest first. The kitchen will soon send food, and I’ve already ordered hot water to be prepared for you…”

“If you can’t make this decision, you can ask for instructions first.”

A Jing immediately fell silent, then nodded: “His Highness instructed that everything should follow Miss’s directions. Since Miss insists, please follow me.”

Chu Qiao took the large fur cloak from the clothes rack and put it over her shoulders. The four maids hurriedly ran forward when they saw this. Chu Qiao waved her hand lightly, saying softly: “I’ll do it myself.”

The wind outside was strong, and Chu Qiao had to put on her hood. Although Beishuo City was known as the first major city on Yan Bei’s eastern defense line, Chu Qiao had to admit that she was very disappointed when she first saw the city. Not even comparing it to capital cities like Zhenhuang or Tang Jing, nor to important border cities like Xianyang or Baizhi Pass, even some second-tier small cities within Great Xia’s Bian Tang, such as Wupeng City, were far superior to Beishuo City.

The city walls were low and ancient, having endured too many battles. The place was a mess of ruins and dilapidation. Clearly, during these eight years, the Great Xia had not attached much importance to this desolate land, rarely even providing basic repairs. Several major breaches in the city wall showed signs of repair, but the materials used were mostly cheap mud bricks. It was foreseeable that if they went to war with Great Xia’s regular army, such walls might not even withstand a single hour of attack. Just one wave of catapults, and the city would crumble.

Moreover, there were few residents in the city. The original 300,000 permanent residents had secretly left Beishuo upon learning of Yan Xun’s return to Yan Bei. The better-off ones had moved to the inner regions of Yan Bei, while more had fled directly to Great Xia territory. So now within the city walls, apart from a few residents who were reluctant to leave or had lost the opportunity to leave, everyone else was part of Yan Bei’s army. The main streets were desolate, with withered yellow leaves and dry grass everywhere.

This was far too different from the peaceful, hopeful Yan Bei that Chu Qiao had imagined.

Inevitably, she felt somewhat discouraged. But quickly, she stabilized her emotions. After all, in the face of so-called national loyalty, most people first considered the lives of their own families. Beishuo was closest to Great Xia and had once been territory occupied by the Batuha family. Most residents here were merchants who had moved from inland areas, lacking a sense of belonging and loyalty to Yan Bei. Although they had once eagerly hoped for the Yan bloodline to return to Yan Bei, under the threatening blade of Great Xia, no one would consistently maintain such fervor. These people were, after all, ordinary civilians. How could one expect them to maintain such loyalty to the military?

Chu Qiao shook her head, casting those thoughts from her mind. She quickly integrated the intelligence she had gathered along the way, hoping to offer Yan Xun some advice later.

After all, in this seemingly not-so-powerful Beishuo City, they were not the only dominant force.

“Who goes there?”

A cold, harsh challenge suddenly came. A Jing stopped, gesturing for Chu Qiao to halt, and replied: “Imperial Guard Commander He Jing, seeking an audience with His Highness.”

“Today’s password.”

“Let Zhao Che eat shit.”

A Jing said with a straight face. Chu Qiao was slightly startled upon hearing this, not expecting Yan Xun to set such a password. She smiled inwardly—how mischievous. As soon as he returned to Yan Bei, his true character was gradually revealing itself.

Chu Qiao was wrongly blaming Yan Xun. Just before the meeting, when a soldier came to ask for today’s password, the Beishuo Infantry Deputy Commander had been briefing them about Great Xia’s intelligence. He happened to mention that recently, Great Xia’s envoys had come with diplomatic persuasions to surrender. Zhao Che, as Great Xia’s current military system representative, had addressed all citizens in Zhenhuang, saying that Great Xia was a peace-loving nation. For thousands of years, they had always faced the world with broad-minded generosity. Regarding Yan Bei’s repeated provocations, Great Xia had maintained a father-like tolerance, hoping this lost child would repent in time and return to the empire’s embrace. After hearing this, Yan Xun had contemptuously snorted, saying: “Let Zhao Che eat shit.”

The guard at the door, upon hearing this, had rashly taken the sentence as today’s password. By the time Yan Xun realized what had happened, this famous saying had already spread throughout the entire city.

The guard at the door heard the password and also inquired about A Jing’s unit number before allowing passage, not relaxing his vigilance despite A Jing’s identity.

As they walked past, Chu Qiao realized that the soldier was someone she knew. Back in Zhenhuang City, he had helped Lady Yu deliver messages multiple times. Originally from the capital, he had served as a guard in the imperial city. Later, when Yan Xun fled Zhenhuang, he followed all the way.

It felt good to see a familiar face. The soldier smiled at Chu Qiao, showing his white teeth, his young eyes full of vitality. He said with a smile: “Miss, it’s great to see you.”

Chu Qiao nodded and smiled: “Me too. Is His Highness inside?”

“Yes, His Highness is meeting with the generals.”

“Mmm, I’ll go in then. Thank you for your hard work.”

Gratitude immediately showed in the soldier’s eyes. He knew Chu Qiao’s status. For someone of her position to say so many words to an ordinary soldier like him was indeed a great honor. The soldier immediately stood at attention, gave a beautiful military salute, and said in a resonant tone: “Everything for Yan Bei!”

Chu Qiao smiled and walked in. She passed through a long corridor and arrived at the conference room door at the end. After explaining her purpose to the guard, the soldier carefully knocked on the door. After a moment, the soldier returned and said: “His Highness invites you in.”

“Thank you.”

The door opened a crack, and Chu Qiao walked in slowly. Immediately, several sharp gazes shot towards her. The large rectangular conference table was filled with Beishuo commanders wearing black uniforms. Unlike the systems of Great Xia and Bian Tang, where during meetings only the General would sit while other commanders stood on both sides. In the imperial city, Yan Xun had heard Chu Qiao talk about some modern military systems. Influenced by these advanced theories, today’s Yan Bei army displayed the brilliance of advanced military management everywhere.

“Achu, come here.”

Yan Xun sat at the head of the long table, wearing white gloves, beckoning to her.

Chu Qiao nodded slightly to the others and walked to Yan Xun’s side.

“Everyone, please allow me to formally introduce this person. This is Chu Qiao, who once led four thousand soldiers and officers to escape from Zhenhuang alone, resisted the strong forces of the Northwest, crossed nineteen provinces, and defeated forty-seven imperial allied armies. She is also my best partner and comrade.”

Yan Xun stood up and introduced her proudly. The commanders on both sides of the long table immediately rose, looking at Chu Qiao with various expressions. Their faces showed more or less surprise, although they all concealed it well. For a moment, the entire room was filled with voices saying “long admired.”

“Chu Qiao, this is General Xia An, the commander of the Beishuo army. He is a first-class elder of the Great Harmony Association, active in the Yan Bei continent for many years, leading the sons and daughters of Yan Bei to fight against the imperial armies, without pause for nine years. He is a meritorious official of our Yan Bei.”

“I’ve long heard General’s name. It’s my great fortune to meet you today.”

General Xia An was in his forties, with a short beard, looking very kind. He smiled warmly: “Miss Chu is the one with a widespread reputation, known as a first-class female general of our time, on par with Princess Huaisong Nalan Hongye. I just didn’t expect you to be so young. Truly, heroes emerge from the young!”

“General Xia flatters me. One fortunate victory can be attributed to three parts to the bravery of the soldiers, three parts to the strong support from all of you in the rear, three parts to His Highness winning the hearts of the people, and the remaining part to the fortune belonging to our Yan Bei. My achievements are not worth mentioning, and cannot be compared to the General’s years of dedicated service fighting in the Northwest.”

Chu Qiao stood beside Yan Xun, speaking with appropriate courtesy. Her words made General Xia An beam with joy, waving his hand saying: “You’re too kind, too kind, it’s nothing.” However, he was very pleased, showing that what Chu Qiao said was not so trivial after all, although just moments ago, Chu Qiao had never even heard of someone called Xia An.

“This is General Cheng Yuan, General Xia An’s deputy. He is the commander of the First Cavalry Corps and a loyal warrior of the Great Harmony Association.”

“This is Wei Dian, the Staff Guard Chief of the First Restoration Army. He is representing the First Restoration Army at this meeting.”

“This is Junior General Yu Xin, the deputy commander of the Second Restoration Army.”

“This is Deputy General Liu Ou, the logistics officer of Beishuo. He is in charge of the logistics, supplies, recruitment, and training of new soldiers in Beishuo camp. He is also a veteran member of the Great Harmony Association.”

“This is Deputy General Chen Xi, the commander of the Second Cavalry Corps…”

…

After introducing everyone, Yan Xun smiled and said, “Everyone should interact more in the future. From now on, we are comrades in the same trench, fighting side by side for the early restoration of Yan Bei and the free thought of Great Harmony.”

Everyone responded in unison: “Everything for Yan Bei!”

“Please sit down, don’t be so tense. Achu, you sit beside me. You’re not familiar with the military, so listen first and learn from the generals.”

Yan Xun said amicably. Chu Qiao nodded: “Yes.”

“Where were we just now? General Liu, it’s your turn, right?”

Chu Qiao sat behind Yan Xun. She saw that General Liu Ou stood up, cleared his throat slightly, and formed a half-fist with his right hand, placed it near his mouth, and lightly sniffed. It was a very simple action, but Chu Qiao keenly noticed that as he did this, he quickly glanced at General Xia An. The Beishuo army commander was drinking tea and didn’t even look at him, but his right ring finger tapped the table lightly.

As for Yan Xun, his expression was calm, unusually genial. Since Chu Qiao entered, the smile had never left his face, making him look just like an extremely amiable young man.

“Your Highness, the situation is not good. Our food reserves are almost depleted. The uprising in August did not go smoothly. Although the Xia army was defeated, they burned down the granary of the Northern Camp at a critical moment. The grain supplies in Baixi, Mohe, Anda, and other towns were also destroyed. Now, most of our grain has been sent to support General Wu Daoye of the First Restoration Army and General Cao Mengtong of the Second Restoration Army, as they must resist the main offensive from the Batuha family and the Xia soldiers holed up in Meiling Pass. But other army corps, such as Junior General Lu Jie of the Third Restoration Army, have urged several times, saying that if we don’t support them with grain, his troops will have to eat their trousers.”

“Yes,” Chen Xi of the Second Cavalry Corps stood up and said: “That’s indeed the case. Currently, we are severely short of grain. Medical supplies are almost exhausted. We have less than 30% of our arrows left, and most of them are broken. If we don’t replenish supplies soon, it will be difficult to face the upcoming eastern front battle.”

“Your Highness, I’ve received information that Great Xia has issued a statement. Several routes of the Northwest army have been prepared for battle. The entire old Batuha territory is on war footing. Provinces like Suolun have received battle preparation documents and are actively recruiting new soldiers. The Great Xia has recently completed its capital relocation. The next step will be to wage war against us soon. According to reliable sources, the Fourteenth Prince Zhao Ying has returned to Zhenhuang. The 100,000 troops under his command have completed their assembly and will merge with the Seventh Prince Zhao Che’s Xiao Qi Camp to become the main force of the northern expedition. It is not yet certain who will lead them, but the staff department predicts that this offensive will be unprecedentedly powerful. Perhaps tomorrow, or the day after, but certainly no later than November. This means that even if heaven favors us, we only have less than a month to prepare for war.”

Wei Dian from the First Restoration Army spoke with a gloomy expression. He was a young man in his twenties, still somewhat impulsive and passionate. Unlike the other corps commanders present, he displayed his concerns very clearly. With a worried face, he said: “Regarding how to meet this Xia army, please make adjustments promptly, Your Highness. Should we withdraw troops attacking Meiling Pass and gather them in Beishuo to await the Xia army?”

“No!” Junior General Yu Xin said decisively: “Our army has fought all the way to recover thirteen northern prefectures. If we withdraw now, all our previous efforts will be wasted, and it will give the Xia soldiers in Meiling Pass a chance to recover. Then when we fight Great Xia in the future, we will face a two-front battle.”

All eyes instantly focused on Yan Xun’s face. Yan Xun did not answer directly. He slightly contained his smile but did not appear particularly tense or worried. He turned his head slightly to look at Xia An and said: “General Xia, you have distinguished achievements and rich experience. Do you have any views or opinions on the current situation?”

Xia An smiled kindly. If he weren’t wearing a military uniform, Chu Qiao might have mistaken him for a gentle old village head teaching children to sing at the village entrance. He slowly said: “The current situation is perilous, but our determination to resist is firm. I think if we withdraw troops from Meiling, we will form a greater force. This way, we will have a better chance against the Xia army. If we don’t withdraw from Meiling, the Xia soldiers stubbornly resisting inside Meiling Pass will not survive this winter. In that case, next spring we won’t have to face such a two-front predicament. So, withdrawing has its benefits, and not withdrawing has its benefits. It’s truly difficult to decide. Your Highness is young and talented, victorious in battle after battle. Heaven has blessed Yan Bei with great talent. I believe you must have a method to defeat the enemy. Whatever Your Highness decides, I am willing to swear loyalty unto death, with no second thoughts.”

Yan Xun and Chu Qiao exchanged a glance, their eyes conveying the same message: “Old fox.”

This old fellow had rambled on for so long, but said nothing important. Everyone knew that the current two major military forces in Yan Bei were Wu Daoye of the First Restoration Army and Cao Mengtong of the Second Restoration Army, representing the new and old factions of the Great Harmony Association, respectively. Although the Third Restoration Army also had a military roster, they had fewer than 30,000 soldiers, mostly old and weak, mainly responsible for either escorting grain or transporting winter clothes. They weren’t even trusted with tasks like attacking the flanks to support operations. Xia An, though nominally the commander of a major city’s army corps, didn’t dare to easily offend the other two forces.

Chu Qiao frowned slightly. Her heart felt somewhat cold. It seemed her previous imagination was too simple. Wherever there are people, there are struggles. Even within the Great Harmony Association, there were various factions. The road to Yan Bei’s restoration was truly full of obstacles.

“I understand all your difficulties. Regarding the supplies and military provisions General Liu Ou mentioned, they will be resolved in the short term. There’s no need to worry.”

Upon hearing this, everyone was stunned. Even Xia An’s eyes flashed with a momentary gleam. Deputy General Cheng Yuan cautiously asked: “May I ask how Your Highness plans to resolve the grain supply issue, and how long is this ‘short term’? To be frank with Your Highness, we’ve already made the best preparations. If things don’t work out, we’ll have to slaughter our horse herds to survive the winter, because we simply cannot imagine who would support Yan Bei at this time.”

Yan Xun smiled slightly and said: “I’ve been in Zhenhuang for many years and still have some friends. Within ten days, grain, medicine, and weapons will all be resolved. We can move past this issue.”

Knowing that Yan Xun would not reveal the source, everyone stopped asking questions. However, they didn’t immediately express joy either. Only Wei Dian happily said: “That’s wonderful! I must immediately relay this news to Mr. Wu. The entire army will be encouraged. Your Highness, you’ve solved a major problem for us.”

The Yan Bei regime was hastily established. Although Wu Daoye was titled General, his subordinates were still accustomed to calling him Mr. Wu, unable to change their habits.

“Now, the next issue is how to prepare for war. Your Highness, we have a proposal.”

Yan Xun turned his head and saw it was Lei He, the Beishuo Army Chief of Staff, sitting at the end of the table. He was Xia An’s nephew, nearly thirty years old, with a scar on his face. He had remained silent throughout the meeting, appearing rather dull. Now he held a notebook, clearly prepared in advance, and read verbatim: “In light of the previous First Fire Thunder Plain Battle and the First Huihuizhe Battle, where our military fighting capacity was low—100,000 of our men were no match for 30,000 Great Xia troops—I propose that the army undergo reform.”

“Reform?”

Yan Xun’s gaze sharpened slightly. He said: “General Xia, why wasn’t this matter discussed with me?”

Xia An smiled: “It’s just a minor issue. Besides, Your Highness has not been in Yan Bei for a long time, and the military situation is tense, so we took the initiative. The main issue is that Yan Bei’s newly raised armies are composed of militia. They haven’t undergone formal military training, and their combat ability is extremely poor. So we hope Your Highness can extract a portion of troops from your Black Hawk Army and insert them into various other corps to boost military morale.”

Yan Xun’s smile became increasingly gentle as he said lightly: “In that case, would the Black Hawk Army have its designation canceled and be disbanded on the spot?”

“Of course not!” Xia An said righteously: “We will reorganize troops from elsewhere to replenish the Black Hawk Army. The Black Hawk Army is Your Highness’s guard and must maintain full strength to represent the glory and honor of our Yan Bei.”

Indeed, extracting, dividing, and reallocating these troops that had followed Yan Xun, then bringing in some elderly and infirm to form a “stronger” army—this way, Yan Xun would be like a toothless tiger, with the empty title of Yan Bei Prince but no real military power. Truly, it couldn’t be a better proposal.

Yan Xun’s eyebrows raised slightly, the smile at the corner of his mouth faint, carrying a hint of indescribable killing intent. These old fossils were becoming increasingly presumptuous. Yan Xun’s gaze grew cold, vaguely revealing some hostility.

“Yes, our military structure is large and cumbersome. Though numerous, our combat effectiveness is low. I agree with reorganizing the military structure!”

A crisp voice suddenly rang out. Everyone was stunned and turned their heads in unison. They saw Chu Qiao smile apologetically, stand up, and bow to apologize, saying with a smile: “I’m sorry for interrupting everyone.”

Having spent many years with Chu Qiao, Yan Xun knew her character well. Knowing she rarely offered opinions lightly, he immediately encouraged her: “Achu, if you have any good suggestions, please share them.”

“Yes, Your Highness, General Xia, various deputy generals, and chief of staff. I am insignificant and speak boldly. If there’s anything inappropriate, everyone can offer feedback.”

Seeing the young woman’s gentle smile, Xia An immediately felt some tension in his heart. His brows furrowed slightly, but he remained silent.

“General Xia is right. Our army’s combat capacity is poor. Most soldiers are militia or even of peasant origin, lacking combat experience. The military structure is bloated—large in numbers but weak in fighting capacity. Each focuses on its core forces. The army is huge and sluggish, with extremely poor efficiency. These are all reasons why our army has repeatedly been defeated by Xia troops that were numerically inferior to us.”

Chu Qiao stood up and spoke eloquently: “Moreover, such a large army puts tremendous pressure on logistics and supplies. From the August uprising until now, just two months, we’ve recruited one million soldiers, and the army continues to expand without limit. This number is terrifying—almost one-tenth of Yan Bei’s population. And the quality of troops varies greatly. Along the way, I even saw several white-haired old men in their sixties wearing uniforms and leaning on canes in the ranks. I wonder, I would like to ask General Liu Ou, since you are responsible for recruiting new soldiers, what use are such soldiers? They can neither lift nor carry, they need assistance even to run. Can they fight with sabers against the Great Xia? Or can they draw bows? Besides eating, what else can they do?”

Liu Ou was stunned. He hadn’t expected that Chu Qiao, who had just entered Yan Bei and barely had her footing, would dare to question him like this. He was momentarily at a loss, thinking for a long time but unable to come up with a decent excuse. With an ugly expression, he could only say: “The people’s enthusiasm is high. As a Yan Bei soldier, I…”

“That’s enough, General Liu, no need to say more. I’m sure everyone understands what you want to say. But the fact is this: we are forming an army to fight, not to go on a picnic. The common people can have enthusiasm, but we cannot accept their enthusiasm indiscriminately. If a three or four-year-old child waves his arms and shouts that he wants to join the army, should we also give him a battle sword and encourage him by saying: ‘Go! Everything for Yan Bei! Fight those Xia dogs to the death?”

Liu Ou’s expression turned ugly, while the others had various reactions. Yu Xin from the Second Restoration Army even laughed softly.

Chu Qiao continued earnestly: “The liberation of Yan Bei is a long-term war. From a long-term perspective, an excessively large army is a devastating disaster for us, especially since Yan Bei is not a grain-producing region. So, I agree with General Xia An’s proposal to reform the army, but the primary point is not to integrate the military structure, but to reduce troops!”

“Reduce troops?”

Cheng Yuan immediately exclaimed, his expression displeased: “With Xia troops about to invade, instead of actively recruiting new soldiers, we should reduce troops?”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao said calmly, “Facts prove that a hundred sheep are no match for one wolf. What we need is an army capable of fighting, not a mob of civilians. Our equipment is outdated, our combat effectiveness is poor, so in the past, we always adhered to human wave tactics against the enemy. After each battle, we suffered huge losses, so we drafted more civilians, resulting in even lower fighting capacity. This forms a vicious cycle that will eventually not only drag down Yan Bei’s economic system and exhaust our last resources but also turn our army into a complete peasant organization. Remember, our slogan is to liberate Yan Bei, to create a Great Harmony world for the common people, not to make them all die.”

Chen Xi’s brows furrowed tightly. He snorted coldly and said in a deep voice: “Is Miss Chu being overly alarmist? We’ve always fought this way in the past. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have had Yan Bei as a foothold under the pursuit of the entire Eastern Continent.”

These words were extremely impolite, but Chu Qiao merely smiled slightly and said: “Times have changed. Before, the Great Xia ruled Yan Bei, and you led the militia in guerrilla warfare. Of course, I greatly admire your courage to confront Xia troops carrying poles. But facts prove that relying on carrying-pole soldiers cannot contend with a regular military system. One charge from the opponent can completely disrupt your formation. An army must have an iron-blooded system and high-quality professional soldiers. We need men between eighteen and forty years old, not twelve or thirteen-year-old youngsters and men in their fifties and sixties.”

“Miss Chu is an expert in military matters, leading four thousand elite troops to repeatedly defeat strong enemies. No wonder she looks down on our primitive methods.”

Xia An chuckled and spoke slowly. His expression was very kind, but it instantly aroused the hostility of all the commanders present toward Chu Qiao. Even the representatives from the First and Second Restoration Armies showed unusual expressions.

Chu Qiao, however, paid no attention and continued: “General Xia overpraises me. But from a long-term perspective, troop reduction is imperative. We hold the geographical advantage in Yan Bei. Two hundred thousand elite standing troops are entirely sufficient to face the Great Xia. Yan Bei is our heartland; a scorched earth policy will only make Yan Bei increasingly weak. Now the common people support us only because we promised them a bright future. If they gradually discover that following us is no better than Great Xia’s rule, when their loved ones die one after another, and we lose the hearts of Yan Bei’s people, what else will we have to contend with Great Xia?”

Upon hearing this, everyone fell silent. They all knew what they relied on to be sitting here today. Though Chu Qiao’s words were somewhat exaggerated, they weren’t unreasonable.

“Moreover, the reduced troops don’t necessarily have to be disbanded on the spot. They can be sent back to their homes for food and livestock production. However, we can appropriately organize militia, establish local armed forces, set up urban and rural self-defense teams, and form small-scale guerrilla units to sweep the Xia troops entrenched in Yan Bei’s interior. This way, we not only solve the grain supply problem but also greatly enhance our combat capability, allowing militia to gain experience in actual combat for future contingencies.”

Chu Qiao mentioned several modern, high-quality dispersed combat methods. Everyone listened in astonishment, unable to interject for a moment.

“Second, regarding General Xia’s proposal to integrate the military structure, reorganize the Black Hawk Army, and place Black Hawk Army’s elite leaders in other corps to enhance military quality, I find it quite feasible. However, in terms of approach, a small adjustment is needed.”

Chu Qiao smiled slightly. Xia An suddenly felt his heart tremble. Then he heard Chu Qiao say: “The Black Hawk Army consists of battle-hardened excellent warriors with rich combat experience. I propose inserting them into the middle and upper leadership structures of various armies to help those corps with military training and integration. However, given the current tight troop situation, there’s no need to extract forces to fill the vacancies in the Black Hawk Army. Let’s do this instead: the military personnel dispatched from the Black Hawk Army will not change their designation. They will still be called core leaders of the Black Hawk Army. They will enter various corps as friendly forces. This way, not only can we save manpower, but we can also gain acceptance from lower-ranking soldiers by leveraging the title of His Highness’s guard. The work of Black Hawk Army soldiers will be more effective this way.”

Upon hearing this, everyone was dumbfounded. Xia An felt a stabbing pain in his heart, as if he had been cut with a knife. His fox-like eyes scrutinized Chu Qiao up and down, inwardly exclaiming “brilliant” several times.

Chu Qiao’s proposal seemed almost identical to Xia An’s on the surface, but upon careful examination, there was a fundamental difference.

According to Xia An’s proposal, the Black Hawk Army would be hollowed out, becoming a team of the old, weak, and infirm, and Yan Xun’s actual power would be further stripped away. Chu Qiao had merely slightly altered an organizational issue by not depriving the Black Hawk Army’s core soldiers of their designation. This way, they would be dispatched to the lower corps with the identity of His Highness’s guards. With this identity, they would essentially become Yan Xun’s eyes for monitoring and supervising below, possessing great authority and becoming Yan Xun’s important force within the military.

But these words precisely could not be spoken aloud. Xia An was so furious that he ground his teeth. He could almost imagine what kind of impeachment he would face from the elders when he returned to the Great Harmony Association. If this decree were implemented, Yan Xun would openly grasp the major supervisory power over all armies. Combined with his prestige in Yan Bei, how could the Association still control him?

Looking at the two young people before him, Xia An suddenly felt a sense of powerlessness. The organization had desperately brought him back, wholeheartedly cultivating and supporting him for years—was it correct? But he didn’t consider that without Yan Xun’s prestige, how could the Great Harmony Association establish itself on the Yan Bei plateau?

However, Chu Qiao naturally didn’t know his complex psychological state. She walked to the map and continued: “Additionally, I believe that apart from integrating the army, reducing forces, arranging logistics and supplies, and training an elite force, our primary task is to accelerate the end of the Meiling Pass campaign. Before Great Xia launches its attack, we should eliminate the enemies in the north, then concentrate our energy to fully confront the eastern front.”

“That’s impossible!” Deputy General Yu Xin flatly rejected: “Meiling Pass is the continent’s largest pass, mainly used to resist the northern Quanrong people. The walls are high and thick, a full twenty or thirty times the size of Beishuo Pass. Although there are only 20,000 rebel troops inside, to break through would require more than twenty times the military power. Even if we exhausted all our current forces, we wouldn’t have that many elite troops. So we can only choose to besiege them. As long as we get through this winter, everything will change.”

“But after this winter, perhaps the entire Yan Bei regime will have been destroyed by Great Xia.”

Chu Qiao coldly refuted, hitting the nail on the head: “Whether in terms of financial or human resources, we can’t fight on two fronts.”

“But Meiling Pass is the greatest pass under heaven…”

“Enough, Deputy General Yu Xin. Let’s not discuss whether Meiling is the greatest pass. Even if it is the greatest pass, it’s not unconquerable. Think about it—this year we have a poor harvest; what about the Quanrong side? Yan Bei is cold, but Quanrong is colder. I heard they’ve had several heavy snowfalls in a row, and all their sheep have frozen to death. How will they get through this winter?”

The young woman smiled slightly and continuously outlined her plan. The expressions of those present gradually changed from fear to stupefaction. They looked at each other, unable to interject. Chu Qiao kept producing strategic military theories one after another, leaving the Great Harmony Association members, who had risen from peasant soldiers, dumbfounded. Even Yan Xun raised his eyebrows slightly. He knew Achu was skilled, knew she was quick-witted, but didn’t know her military theory was so solid. For a moment, he was also somewhat stunned.

“Just like this, within twenty days, Meiling Pass will fall. Of course, that’s if they can survive twenty days.”

The young woman spoke with a charming smile. Seeing that there was no response from the crowd, she was slightly stunned and looked toward Yan Xun, asking: “Is there a problem with what I said?”

“No problem,” Yan Xun shook his head, forcibly suppressing the urge to burst into laughter, and gestured: “Continue.”

Chu Qiao cleared her throat and continued: “Additionally, we need to hurry to repair the Beishuo city walls. When I arrived, I saw them—are those even walls? A strong wind could probably blow them down. It’s foreseeable that within two months, Beishuo will become an important battlefield for Yan Bei. The rise and fall of Beishuo is related to the survival of the Yan Bei regime, so we must immediately reinforce Beishuo.”

Xia An finally found an opportunity to interject and quickly said: “Building city walls is not something that can be done overnight. We have been working on it recently, but Fire Thunder Plain lacks stone materials, and the soil structure is fragile, unsuitable for establishing major city walls.”

“I know, I know,” Chu Qiao rubbed her temples slightly and said slowly: “There should be a way. I know a method for building city walls that is very simple and effective. Most importantly, it’s fast enough. We have sufficient manpower. I estimate that in ten days, we should be able to renovate a city wall perimeter and raise it twenty meters high.”

“Ten days?”

Everyone exclaimed in unison. Quartermaster Liu Ou said loudly: “That’s impossible.”

“General Liu, please stop saying things like ‘impossible.’ Nothing in this world is impossible as long as you’re willing to open your eyes and do it.”

Yan Xun smiled faintly and said in a drawn-out tone: “If something like the merchants of Xianyang taking away Yan Bei’s entire annual tax revenue can happen, what else is impossible?”

Upon hearing this, Liu Ou was greatly shocked. Liu Ou was Beishuo’s quartermaster. When Elder Liu and others from Xianyang passed through here, he couldn’t have been completely unaware and must have taken some benefits. Now hearing Yan Xun mention it, how could he not be alarmed?

Yan Xun inwardly sneered, thinking he probably didn’t know about the Xianyang affair yet. Was this the so-called “Great Harmony”? Yan Xun smiled slightly. Because of Chu Qiao’s Black Hawk Army reorganization proposal, today’s meeting had already perfectly achieved its goal. He leaned back in his chair leisurely, his smile very calm.

Chu Qiao continued to speak eloquently for a full two hours. When she finished, the young woman immediately resumed her humble and cautious demeanor, saying softly: “I’m sorry for getting carried away. Just some shallow views, please forgive me.”

Everyone was silently wailing—if these were shallow views, it was truly cursing without obscenities.

Yan Xun smiled warmly: “Achu’s insights are truly brilliant, enlightening us all. I propose appointing Chu Qiao as the Assistant to the Director of the General Staff Office. Does anyone have any objections?”

Everyone looked at each other speechlessly. What exactly was this General Staff Office? They had never heard of it before.

Xia An’s forehead was covered in cold sweat as he asked quietly: “Your Highness, what kind of institution is this General Staff Office? And what position is the assistant? What affairs does it manage?”

“Well,” Yan Xun was taken aback. He had only heard Chu Qiao mention it before and couldn’t explain it well on the spot. So he said: “It’s a newly established institution, just for offering suggestions.”

Everyone immediately nodded, realizing it was just an advisory role, and agreed one after another.

Chu Qiao looked at them sympathetically. If they knew the specific powers of the General Staff Office, would they collectively drop dead tomorrow?

After the meeting, Xia An and others left dejectedly. Chu Qiao followed behind Yan Xun, returning to their room. As soon as the door closed, Yan Xun picked her up in his arms. Chu Qiao was startled, her cheeks immediately turning red as she exclaimed: “Ah! Put me down!”

Yan Xun laughed heartily, his eyes joyful, and set her down. He gave a thumbs up and said: “Achu, well done!”

Chu Qiao smiled shyly: “It was nothing.”

She then asked: “Yan Xun, why are all the major positions occupied by people from the Great Harmony Association? What exactly is your relationship with Great Harmony? Are they trying to marginalize you?”

Yan Xun smiled and said: “They wouldn’t dare.”

“Then they…”

“Don’t worry, I have it under control. I won’t be at a disadvantage. We’ve just returned, and it’s not yet appropriate to have major conflicts with them. After some time passes, we’ll deal with them one by one.”

Yan Xun’s smile was extremely cold. Chu Qiao felt a slight chill in her heart. She thought that she might have been redundant; Yan Xun likely had been prepared all along.

Just as she was about to speak, suddenly there was a commotion outside the door. It seemed to be the guards, along with a sharp female voice.

“Move aside! You dare to obstruct me? Who are you? Which army are you from? Who is your superior?”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. His Highness instructed that no one is to disturb him. You…”

“Move aside!”

The girl’s clear voice rang out fiercely. Yan Xun frowned, walked forward a few steps, and pulled open the door. A girl in military attire stood gracefully and spiritedly at the door, arguing angrily with the guard.

“His superior is me. What do you want?”

The girl saw Yan Xun and immediately brightened, exclaiming happily: “Brother! I heard you had returned, so I rushed over. You…”

Just as she said this, the girl caught sight of Chu Qiao standing behind Yan Xun. The girl’s voice stopped abruptly. Her gaze, sharp as a sword, shot over, carrying even a hint of hostility. Pointing at Chu Qiao, she asked in a deep voice: “Who is she?”

Chapter 129: The Winds of North Shuo
“Chu Qiao, this is Jiao Jiao.”

The setting sun looked like blood. A young woman wore a neat riding outfit, with white camel wool surrounding her fair chin. Her dark eyes resembled two grapes in water, crystal clear and sharp as stars. Upon hearing Chu Qiao’s name, a flash of surprise crossed her eyes as she looked the tall girl up and down, finally exclaiming in amazement: “You’re Chu Qiao?”

“Princess Jiao, the most dazzling blade of the Yan Bei Plateau. Meeting you is Chu Qiao’s honor.”

The wind blew in from outside, rustling the loose strands of hair at the young woman’s temples. Jiao Jiao examined Chu Qiao carefully, her gaze bright, her features somewhat similar to Yan Xun’s, yet not entirely the same. She was only eighteen or nineteen, inheriting the Yan family’s tall stature. Her skin was as white as snow, her features pronounced, carrying a refreshing handsomeness. She suddenly broke into a brilliant smile: “So it’s you who has come. No wonder, no wonder.”

Yan Xun frowned and gently scolded: “Jiao Jiao, don’t be so impolite.”

“Alright, brother,” Princess Jiao smiled, patting Yan Xun’s shoulder like an old friend, saying with a grin: “That wretched place Zheng Huang City has truly ruined you, always talking about rules and manners.”

“I’ve heard about you.” Jiao Jiao turned her head, revealing a row of white teeth, saying very kindly: “You accompanied my brother in the imperial capital for eight years, enduring many hardships. Recently, you even fought a great battle against the Great Xia to save the army. Well done!”

“The Princess leading the Fire Cloud Army sweeping through Yan Bei, driving Ba Tuo’s son to flee in all directions, has already become a famous tale,” Chu Qiao replied.

“Hehe, I am a descendant of the Yan family. If I don’t kill others, they’ll come to kill me. I can’t compare to you—you’re a great hero of our Yan Bei.” Jiao Jiao smiled: “I just heard my brother brought back a woman, and I was worried he was being unfaithful to you. Since it’s you who has come, I won’t interfere!”

The young woman gave a mischievous smile, made a face at Yan Xun, and darted out in a flash.

The wind outside was strong, blowing up the large fur coat that trailed behind the young woman. A neigh of horses suddenly rang out, followed by the sound of hoofbeats gradually fading away. Servants chased after her, running and shouting: “My lady! That’s His Highness’s horse!”

“She’s been wild since childhood, growing up alone,” Yan Xun said with a smile, looking in the direction Jiao Jiao had gone. Chu Qiao gazed at his profile and noticed a tenderness in the man’s eyes that she had never seen before. She knew it was the long-absent feeling of family affection, something she hadn’t seen on Yan Xun’s face for a very long time.

The sun concealed its last ray of light. The earth grew dark, and the stars seemed to be just overhead, like pairs of cold, sharp eyes overlooking everything on the Yan Bei Plateau. Chu Qiao took a deep breath, the cold air rushing into her lungs like a block of ice.

“I’m more fortunate than she.”

The man suddenly sighed softly. He didn’t turn his head, still gazing into the distance, his eyes as deep as the sea. His left hand gently grasped Chu Qiao’s palm.

The next day, the army headed toward Lü Yi City near North Shuo Pass. The report from yesterday’s meeting had been communicated, and the Yan Bei regime took the matter seriously. In just one night, they decided to hold a general meeting of all military commanders in Lü Yi. Both Chu Qiao and Yan Xun knew what awaited them, but they had no choice. To establish themselves in Yan Bei, this was a necessary step.

Lü Yi was only a little over 120 li from North Shuo. By noon that day, Yan Xun’s army had entered the gates of Lü Yi. The city was guarded by a plump, fair-skinned man who smiled good-naturedly, looking just like a chef from a restaurant.

Later, Chu Qiao learned that she had guessed correctly. This city guard, Tong Hua, had once been the owner of a restaurant in Lü Yi, and had indeed been a chef. Years ago, he had joined the Great Unity Association, passing on messages and battle reports for them. After Yan Bei’s independence, when merits were rewarded, he had surprisingly become the city guard here.

Chu Qiao followed behind Yan Xun, riding slowly along the way. Though it was already very cold in Yan Bei in October, the streets of Lü Yi were still prosperous. The streets were bustling with people coming and going, a steady stream of vehicles and horses, and shops lined up on both sides. The common people gathered on both sides of the street, cheering loudly when they saw the troops approaching. They didn’t know whose troops had come; for safety’s sake, Yan Xun’s departure from Yan Bei to Bian Tang had been a top secret of Yan Bei, known only to a few at the top, so naturally the news of his return was also sealed.

A festive atmosphere permeated the city. Although the lax defenses and disorganized formations at the city gate of Lü Yi still occasionally flashed before her eyes, seeing a city so intact amidst the fires of war, Chu Qiao had to admit that this former restaurant owner, Tong Hua, was not entirely useless.

The other high-ranking military officials had not yet arrived due to the long journey. Chu Qiao and Yan Xun were arranged to stay in the main residence of the city guard’s mansion.

After dinner, Chu Qiao sat in the temporary study, reviewing recent battle reports. She knew that the situation in Yan Bei was not optimistic. To coordinate with the uprising in Zheng Huang, Yan Bei had staged a coup on the same day. The Great Unity Association and the former subordinates of the Prince of Yan had quickly occupied the important cities on the eastern and western lines of Yan Bei. However, the Mei Lin Pass in the north had always been a heavily garrisoned area for the empire to guard against the Quan Rong. With high and thick city walls and over ten thousand troops, it was not easy to capture. Moreover, due to insufficient personnel and strategic errors, news of the eastern turmoil spread quickly. By the time the rebel army reached Mei Lin Pass, the Xia army had already prepared for battle.

Although the Great Unity Association claimed to be full of talent, there were few people with superior strategic skills. Their tactics remained at the most superficial level. Their victories relied entirely on a fierce spirit, and Chu Qiao knew that this spirit would not sustain them indefinitely against the elite troops of Great Xia. War was an art, and there were simply too few people here who understood this art.

She quickly integrated all the battle reports, using a vermilion brush to note points that needed attention. By the time she had finished reviewing everything, darkness had fallen.

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door. Chu Qiao responded, and the door opened a crack. Jiao Jiao poked her head in, looking around like a thief, and whispered: “Is my brother here?”

“No,” Chu Qiao stood up: “He’s receiving guests in the front hall. Does the Princess have business with him?”

“Good that he’s not here.” Hearing that Yan Xun wasn’t present, Jiao Jiao suddenly walked in cheerfully, striding up to Chu Qiao and saying: “I came to find you. Come, let me take you out for a stroll.”

Without waiting for Chu Qiao’s opinion, she grabbed her and pulled her out. In her haste, Chu Qiao only managed to grab her fur coat before being dragged away.

“Princess, what did you want to see me about?”

They passed through streets and alleys, all the way to the western side of Lü Yi. Lü Yi was situated on high ground, with a small hillside to the west where most of the troops were stationed. Before dusk, bonfires were lit all around, and the aroma of cooking food filled the air. The soldiers didn’t recognize Chu Qiao, but upon seeing Jiao Jiao approaching from a distance, they greeted her cheerfully, calling out loudly: “Hey! The commander’s here. Have you eaten? Would you like to sit and have something?”

Jiao Jiao laughed boldly: “Get lost! I’ve already eaten abalone, lobster, and pork hock over there. Why would I want your dry noodle soup?”

The soldiers laughed heartily, not taking offense, and made way for the two women. However, they paid a bit more attention when they saw Chu Qiao.

“That… this is what I’m giving you!” Jiao Jiao smiled, pushing Chu Qiao forward. Chu Qiao’s eyes immediately brightened.

She saw a dark red warhorse quietly tied to a large tree, with red fur all over its body and glossy black hooves. It had a patch of white hair on its nose, was well-fed and healthy, with bright eyes—clearly a fine horse. Chu Qiao slowly reached out her hand, gently stroking the horse’s nose. The horse obediently snorted, blowing hot air into Chu Qiao’s palm, warm and a bit ticklish.

Chu Qiao chuckled, and Jiao Jiao laughed beside her: “A Tu likes you.”

“A Tu?”

“Yes, his name. I named him” Jiao Jiao Patted the horse’s head, smiling proudly: “He’s the king of horses from the foot of Hui Hui Mountain. It took me seven days to hunt him down, and I’ve trained him for over a year. Now he’s yours.”

Since losing her warhorse, Chu Qiao hadn’t had a regular mount. Seeing that this was indeed a fine horse, she felt a warmth in her heart and smiled: “Thank you, Princess.”

“Can you not call me Princess?” Jiao Jiao said: “I’m not born from the main family line. Even when my father was alive, no one called me by that title, and now it’s even less appropriate.”

“Then, what should I call you?”

“Just call me Jiao Jiao. I’ll follow my brother’s example and call you A Chu. Neither of us will take advantage of the other.”

Chu Qiao smiled: “Jiao Jiao.”

Jiao Jiao smiled, her eyes narrowing into long, thin lines. Chu Qiao felt somewhat moved by the sight. This young woman wasn’t yet twenty. When the Yan family was massacred, she, as the only daughter of Yan Shi Cheng’s younger brother Yan Shi Feng, had fortunately escaped death because she was born to a dancing girl. While being taken to Zheng Huang as a slave, she was rescued by warriors from the Great Unity Association. Over the years, she had been a spiritual leader in Yan Bei, taking Yan Xun’s place as the only Yan bloodline in Yan Bei, gathering former subordinates and anti-Xia righteous people. Especially in recent years, as she grew older, she had gone to the front lines several times, becoming one of Yan Bei’s foremost generals.

In these chaotic times of war, anyone’s experience could almost be written as a legend.

“A Chu, is Zheng Huang fun?” After all, she was still a girl of eighteen or nineteen. After chatting with Chu Qiao for a while, the topic shifted: “I heard it’s especially prosperous there, with people from across the sea, from Florence, coming to trade. The people there have red hair and blue eyes. Have you seen them?”

Chu Qiao smiled and said: “I have, but not many. Speaking of prosperity and foreigners, Bian Tang has even more.”

“Bian Tang?”

“Yes,” the two women walked with the horse for a while, then sat down on a high slope, shoulder to shoulder. Their fur coats dragged on the ground, and the moonlight shone brightly on their shoulders.

Chu Qiao slowly said, “It’s a beautiful country. It never snows there, and there’s no winter. The four seasons are as warm as spring, with flowers blooming everywhere and thriving commerce. The city of Tang Jing alone has a population of over three million, almost one-third of our entire Yan Bei.”

“Wow!”

The young woman who had never left Yan Bei widened her eyes: “That’s incredible!”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao smiled, remembering Li Ce’s proud expression: “It’s quite impressive.”

“I must go see it someday,” Jiao Jiao waved her small fist, her face full of determination: “After we win the war, I’ll go.”

Chu Qiao said: “Yes, after we win, we’ll go. I’ll accompany you then.”

“Oh, oh, oh, you promised! You can’t go back on your word later.” Jiao Jiao immediately raised her voice and called out, turning to point at the horse that was quietly grazing nearby: “A Tu heard it, he’s my witness.”

The horse was very intelligent and clearly heard its name being called by its owner. It looked up, but its eyes revealed a hint of confusion.

Chu Qiao smiled: “Alright, A Tu will be our witness.”

At that moment, a sound suddenly came from below. Jiao Jiao energetically jumped up to look down, her face brightening as she waved and called out: “Xiao He, Xiao He, over here, over here!”

Soon, the sound of horse hooves echoed, and a handsome young man in his early twenties jumped off his horse, ran up a few steps, and asked breathlessly: “What’s the matter, calling so urgently for me?”

“I want to introduce a friend to you.”

Jiao Jiao pointed at Chu Qiao, saying proudly: “Do you know who this is? I’ll tell you, and it’ll shock you to death. Hehe, this is Chu Qiao, the one who, alongside the Southwest Garrison Commander, defeated a large group from the Northwest Army.”

“Ah?” Xiao He was immediately stunned, looking very surprised. His eyes widened, and his face full of disbelief, he exclaimed: “So young?”

Jiao Jiao gave him a look of disdain, as if mocking his lack of experience. She said to Chu Qiao: “A Chu, this is Xiao He. His full name is… Hey, Xiao He, what’s your full name again?”

Xiao He’s face immediately darkened, and he said glumly: “You don’t even remember my name?”

“Who bothers to remember that?” Jiao Jiao frowned, speaking righteously: “Nobody calls you by your full name anyway, so it’s completely useless.”

Xiao He gave her a look, then turned to Chu Qiao and said: “Miss Chu, my surname is Ye, Ye Ting He. I’m a secretary of the First Legion. Everyone calls me Xiao He, and you can call me that too.”

Chu Qiao smiled and said: “General Xiao He, pleased to meet you.”

“Pah, pah, him a general? Hehe, maybe in his next life,” Jiao Jiao scoffed.

“Hey! Jiao Jiao, speaking of me like this in front of a new friend, you’re being very disloyal!” Xiao He protested.

Jiao Jiao put her hands on her hips: “So what if I’m disloyal? You see a beautiful woman and can’t even walk straight. Let me tell you, A Chu is my brother’s wife, so don’t get any ideas.”

Xiao He’s face turned red: “When did I get any ideas? You’re spouting nonsense!”

Jiao Jiao pointed her finger at Xiao He’s chest, jabbing at it forcefully, and said domineeringly: “I’ll spout whatever I want, what can you do about it?”

Xiao He looked sullen: “Shrew! There’s no reasoning with you. Miss Chu, I have matters to attend to, so I’ll take my leave.”

“As if you have anything important to do! Secretary, huh? Who even knows what kind of official that is? Master Wu just gave you a random assignment to be nice.”

“You!”

Seeing that the two were getting red-faced and almost ready to fight, Chu Qiao quickly mediated: “With the new army being formed, a secretary bears heavy responsibilities. It’s natural to be busy.”

“A Chu, don’t speak up for him.”

Chu Qiao smiled and said: “I’m not. With the war at the frontlines, secretaries play a decisive role in the rear. Recruiting and training new soldiers, establishing military law, creating order, integrating the limited strength of the militia, organizing reinforcements to the frontlines, arranging for the security of newly occupied areas and new governing bodies, stabilizing the hearts of the people, gathering provisions and military supplies, organizing laborers, horse teams, and cart teams to transport provisions—these affairs are complex and not something an ordinary person can handle.”

As soon as she finished speaking, she saw the two of them staring at her blankly. Chu Qiao was slightly taken aback and asked in surprise: “What’s wrong? Did I say something incorrect?”

“No, no,” Jiao Jiao turned her head to Xiao He and asked: “Are you doing all of this now?”

“No,” Xiao He shook his head: “I’m just responsible for recording battle reports. Sometimes, I also help soldiers write letters to their families.”

Chu Qiao was immediately embarrassed. This wasn’t the job of a secretary at all; it was the work of a camp scribe.

“Xiao He, it seems you’ll need to visit A Chu frequently from now on.” Jiao Jiao blinked her eyes: “She’ll teach you many things.”

Xiao He nodded hurriedly: “No wonder she could achieve such a great victory. She’s truly remarkable and knowledgeable.”

Chu Qiao sighed helplessly. It seemed that the Yan Bei army truly needed a thorough reorganization.

After chatting for a while, they parted ways. Chu Qiao looked back from a distance and could still see Jiao Jiao and Xiao He walking together, playfully pushing and hitting each other. She couldn’t help but find it amusing.

Xiao He had been the son of a gardener in Yan Shi Feng’s household. When Yan Bei was attacked, he was captured along with Jiao Jiao. According to Jiao Jiao, she had heroically saved Xiao He, who was scared out of his wits and crying, leading him to escape from the clutches of Great Xia. However, Chu Qiao had heard that a child had rescued Jiao Jiao and carried her on his back through the snow for over a hundred li before finding the rescue team from the Great Unity Association. It seemed that this child was none other than Xiao He.

Vast snow, two children with their homes destroyed and families lost, a child of just over ten carrying another child on his back, trudging through the snow for over a hundred li—it was truly unimaginable.

Upon returning to the study, Chu Qiao found that Yan Xun was not in the room. She went to his room and looked around but didn’t see him. When she asked the servants guarding the door, a soldier said he had just seen the Young Master heading towards the back mountain.

Lü Yi was situated on high ground, and the city guard’s mansion was located at the highest point of the city, with a small hill behind it. Chu Qiao, wearing a heavy fox fur coat, trudged up the hill step by step. From a distance, she could see only a solitary tree on the hilltop, with stones piled on both sides, barren of any grass. Yan Xun sat on a stone, and in the night, the dead tree appeared somewhat fierce. Chu Qiao’s footsteps startled him. Yan Xun turned his head, stretched out his hand to Chu Qiao from a distance, and smiled: “You’re back.”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao walked forward a few steps, slightly out of breath. She took Yan Xun’s hand and sat down beside him, smiling: “Jiao Jiao gave me a horse. She said it’s the horse king from Hui Hui Mountain. It’s very beautiful.”

“Don’t believe her,” Yan Xun smiled, “These days, she’s given war horses to many people, telling everyone it’s the horse king from Hui Hui Mountain. Yesterday, she even gave me two, saying they were the male and female kings. According to her, it seems all the horses at the foot of Hui Hui Mountain are independent groups, and each one is a horse king.”

Chu Qiao was stunned, then shook her head and laughed lightly. Remembering Jiao Jiao’s mysterious manner, she couldn’t help but say: “She’s just a child.”

Yan Xun looked at her sideways: “Aren’t you younger than her?”

Chu Qiao was noncommittal: “I’m mentally mature.”

Yan Xun turned his head away. The moonlight shone on his face, creating a faint luminous haze, making his face appear somewhat pale. Chu Qiao asked: “Are you feeling better? It’s so cold here. Why don’t we go back?”

“It’s nothing. I just want to sit for a while,” Yan Xun shook his head, gazing at the city below and saying softly: “When you weren’t here recently, I felt restless. Now that you’re back, I can finally settle down and take a good look at Yan Bei.”

Below the mountain, countless lights flickered, and everything was peaceful and harmonious. From a distance, military songs with long, drawn-out tunes carried over, sounding somewhat desolate and solemn. Eagles and hawks soared in the sky, their sharp eyes scrutinizing the vast lands of Yan Bei. Yan Xun suddenly sighed: “A Chu, Yan Bei is very poor, and there’s constant internal strife. It’s no longer the Yan Bei of the past. These days, have you been disappointed?”

Chu Qiao turned her head but saw that Yan Xun wasn’t looking at her. She said softly: “If Yan Bei were still the same as before, then we wouldn’t need to work so hard for it.”

Yan Xun’s body trembled slightly, but he didn’t speak.

Chu Qiao held Yan Xun’s left hand. His hand was very cold, as cold as ice. His little finger was gone, leaving only four fingers that were long and rough, covered with calluses—calluses from practicing martial arts and wielding swords, and calluses from doing heavy labor, not at all like those of a nobleman. Chu Qiao held his hand tightly, brought it to her mouth, and gently blew on it, then rubbed it. Looking up with a smile, she said: “Speaking of poverty, was there anyone poorer than the two of us back then?”

Yan Xun turned his head to see the young woman’s bright eyes and white teeth, her smile like a flower glistening with dew in the night. Thinking of the past, he suddenly felt a pang in his heart. How could he forget the first New Year they spent in Zheng Huang City? The entire imperial city was filled with the festive sound of firecrackers, and brilliant fireworks lit up the sky. The palace was filled with the sound of string and wind instruments, like a tidal wave of music. In the most remote, dilapidated residence in the northwest part of the Sacred Gold Palace, two children huddled in a drafty, broken room, covered with everything that could keep them warm—tattered cotton wadding, sheets, window curtains, and draperies—looking like two little beggars.

A small pot was set up in the middle of the ground. They warmed themselves by the fire, continuously adding firewood. The girl’s cheeks were flushed red as she stirred the pot with a small ladle.

Half a bowl of white porridge and a few frozen, icy salted radishes were their New Year’s Eve dinner at that time. Yan Xun felt miserable and refused to eat out of spite. Chu Qiao then held the bowl, coaxing him, and lectured him on reason after reason. Later, Chu Qiao fell asleep leaning against Yan Xun’s shoulder. Yan Xun looked down at her and saw that her hands were covered with chilblains. Even though she had eaten, her stomach was still growling audibly. She was thin and sallow, looking as if she would never grow tall. At that time, the young boy had sworn to himself that one day, he would give her a good life. But now, so many years had passed, and she was still following him around, experiencing life and death situations.

“Oh no!” Chu Qiao suddenly cried out, looking very alarmed.

Yan Xun was slightly startled and asked: “What’s wrong?”

“The wine we buried in the palace—we forgot to drink it when we left.”

Yan Xun smiled, a flash of sharp coldness immediately passing through his eyes as he said in a calm tone: “Don’t worry, there will be opportunities.”

It was a simple sentence, yet it could not hide the sharp edge within. The man gazed forward as the cold wind blew through the black hair at his temples, across his cold features, and gently towards the vast lands of Yan Bei.

“Yan Xun, you said the issue of provisions and weapons would be resolved in the short term. Are you confident? Although Li Ce said he would turn a blind eye to our access to the Bian Tang black market, our needs are too great. I’m afraid it will alert the upper echelons.”

After thinking for two days, Chu Qiao finally voiced her concerns. Yan Xun’s eyes flickered slightly, and after a long while, he said softly: “Huai Song.”

“Huai Song? Why would Huai Song help us?”

“I met with the Imperial Princess of Huai Song.”

“Na Lan Hong Ye!” Chu Qiao was immediately shocked. She stared at Yan Xun with widened eyes, and after thinking for a long time, she said in a deep voice: “So what you told Li Ce earlier about wanting to obtain military supplies through the Bian Tang black market was just a cover? Your real purpose was to use the southern border waterways, to find an official protection that would allow free access to and from Huai Song, isn’t that right?”

Yan Xun nodded: “You’re correct.”

Chu Qiao frowned: “Bian Tang and Huai Song are at war. By doing this, aren’t we indirectly supporting Huai Song’s iron mines and gold, which means we’re siding with Huai Song against Li Ce?”

“Then what should we do?” Yan Xun turned his head, his gaze somewhat sharp: “Bian Tang doesn’t want to openly oppose Great Xia and doesn’t dare to support our provisions and military needs. I have no choice but to seek a third party. Surely you don’t expect me to buy food from Great Xia?”

Although she felt somewhat uncomfortable with the idea, Chu Qiao had to admit that Yan Xun was right. She should be grateful that Huai Song dared to help; otherwise, they might have had to open the Mei Lin Pass to trade with the Quan Rong people.

“A Chu, do you think Li Ce doesn’t know my intentions?” Yan Xun sighed and slowly said: “No matter how careful we are or how flawless our plan seems, thousands of supply carts safely passing through Bian Tang’s territory and going through the black market—do you think Li Ce would be completely unaware?”

Chu Qiao looked up, her gaze slightly flickering.

“He’s just pretending not to know. From Bian Tang’s perspective, it’s best if Great Xia and Yan Bei fight to the death, ideally for ten or eight years until both are destroyed. Huai Song supporting us with provisions aligns with Bian Tang’s interests, which is why they turn a blind eye. After three countries standing in a triangle for so many years, Bian Tang’s enemy isn’t just Huai Song—the biggest tiger is lurking in Hong Chuan. This point, Li Ce understands much better than you do.”

Yan Xun sighed slightly, his gaze distant as he looked at the thousands of lights below the mountain.

“Besides, we really can’t hold out much longer. Between us and Great Xia, it’s a long-term war. We must have a far-reaching perspective and can’t exhaust all resources at once. Yan Bei has suffered years of warfare, and the north is constantly threatened by the Quan Rong knocking at the gates and raiding the borders. Every autumn and winter, the common people suffer plundering. The people have endured the ravages of war, with great losses. They all look forward to my return to Yan Bei, not knowing that as soon as I return, full-scale war will erupt, and their suffering will only intensify. You said earlier in the meeting that the common people are the foundation of the Yan Bei righteous army. I’ve heard that many families don’t have enough food for the winter. If there are no supplies this year, people will die in large numbers from cold and starvation, making our already difficult situation even more challenging. I must give them a signal, a belief that as long as I return, their lives will improve. Only in this way will they loyally follow me.”

Chu Qiao nodded, feeling somewhat sad, and said softly: “You’re right.”

“A Chu, don’t think too much. It will all pass.”

Yan Xun patted Chu Qiao’s shoulder, the man forcing a strong smile: “We’ve overcome so many hardships. Is our current situation worse than before?”

The night wind was a bit cold, blowing on Chu Qiao’s face. Her eyelashes were long, black, and dense, like two small fans. She smiled and said: “Yan Xun, I believe in you.”

“Yes.” Yan Xun put his arm around her and gently kissed her forehead. His lips were cold and moist. Chu Qiao leaned against his chest, which was hard and broad. Through the thick fur coat, she could still hear the steady heartbeat, one after another, so determined. Their movements were natural; for eight years, it seemed they had always been like this. Neither of them spoke, some understandings like aged wine occasionally releasing a rich fragrance.

Some feelings are like the levees of a riverbank, so silent, guarding wordlessly year after year. Perhaps without intense waves, perhaps without scorching sparks, but that is the most steadfast place. Many people might overlook the power of the levee because of its silence, but once it’s gone and the flood waters rage, the scene would be incredibly wild and terrifying.

Supporting each other through thick and thin often seems too plain, perhaps unsuitable for their age. But their painful experiences had matured them early. Excitement and passion were still there, just well hidden.

“Yan Xun, who will Great Xia send to attack Yan Bei? Meng Tian? Zhao Che? Or someone else?”

“Meng Tian is already old,” Yan Xun’s voice carried a hint of heavy vicissitudes. In the night wind, it sounded somewhat hoarse: “As for Zhao Che, he’s likely to face trouble soon.”

“Oh? Why is that?”

Yan Xun smiled slightly, lowered his head, and gently flicked Chu Qiao’s forehead, deliberately frowning as he said: “A Chu, are you doing this on purpose? Asking me about such things?”

Chu Qiao grumbled as she rubbed her forehead, wrinkling her nose and saying: “When I’m with you, I don’t want to think too hard.”

Yan Xun was both amused and exasperated, realizing that no matter how wise a woman is, she always has a girlish side.

“After the rebellion in Zheng Huang, bandits across various regions seized the opportunity to make their moves. Some local lords also carefully tested the strength of the Zhao family. Additionally, with the plague spreading in Zheng Huang, the Zhao family had no choice but to relocate the capital. This is the first time in a hundred years that the Zhao family has shown such weakness, almost becoming the laughingstock of the world. But only Zhao Che did not retreat. Instead, he stayed behind to independently guard the capital, protect the people of Zheng Huang, resist bandits, and intimidate the local lords, establishing high prestige in both military and political circles. Think about it—with the temperament of the Emperor and those covetous royal family members of Great Xia, along with the group of old fellows in the Empire’s Elder Council, would they tolerate him?”

Chu Qiao nodded: “You’re right.”

Seeing that Chu Qiao could barely keep her eyes open, Yan Xun chuckled and said: “Right, indeed. Look how sleepy you are.”

“No… I’m listening carefully.”

Chu Qiao yawned, and Yan Xun stood up, lifting her in his arms: “Let’s go. Don’t worry about others. Whatever comes, we’ll wait and see who will be the first to stick their neck out.”

Chu Qiao, nestled in Yan Xun’s arms, mumbled in agreement. With her arms around his neck, she soon fell fast asleep.

Under the moonlight, the distant military camp sounded the lights-out signal, and thousands of lights extinguished at once, creating a magnificent scene.

Looking at the woman in his arms, Yan Xun suddenly felt his heart filled with strength. For the first time in his life, he felt such certainty in life. He would protect everything that was his and reclaim what was rightfully his.

At this moment, thousands of miles away on the land of Hong Chuan, beneath the majestic Cang Mu Mountain, a sea of lights shone brightly. Countless torches at the foot of the mountain formed a long dragon. The neighing of war horses and the songs of marching soldiers continuously echoed. The wilderness rustled, with grass reaching half the height of a person. On the grim earth, the soldiers’ armor and swords clashed together, producing the crisp sound unique to cold iron.

Zhao Che stood on the high ridge, the cold wind blowing against his resolute face, which bore traces of frost and wind. His black battle cloak billowed in the northern wind behind him, revealing the dark red lining beneath. His hand rested on the war blade at his waist, like a cold sculpture. He watched his army pass before him, like rolling tides, raising clouds of dust. Weapons, war horses, armor—an endless flow gradually moving away, disappearing on the distant postal road. In the darkness, his silhouette was tall and resilient, like a sharp war blade. Yet after the strong wind passed, his robes trembled, revealing his loneliness and solitude.

“Your Highness, please mount your horse. We need to return to Zheng Huang within two days. His Majesty misses you greatly.”

An official from the Imperial Law Institute stood behind him. Not far from them were over two hundred soldiers from the Institute, fully equipped in military attire. Although their swords remained sheathed, their expressions were cold and unapproachable.

The atmosphere in the air was extremely awkward. People’s breathing was somewhat rapid. Facing this renowned Seventh Prince of the dynasty, no one dared to show the slightest disrespect.

Zhao Che slowly turned around, his expression calm, showing none of the agitation the officials had anticipated. He raised his eyes, with cold corners, silently looking around. Wherever his gaze fell, there was only cringing fear.

On the second day of the tenth month, at the foot of Cang Mu Mountain, the Seventh Prince of Great Xia, Zhao Che, was urgently recalled to the capital. His command of the 200,000-strong Southwestern Army was unexpectedly transferred, placed under the leadership of the Third Prince, Zhao Qi. Three days later, Zhao Qi joined forces with the Fourteenth Prince Zhao Yang, who had rushed from the northwest. The two armies were reorganized and renamed the Northern Expedition Army. After resting for just one day, they quickly advanced into the northwest. Provincial and county governments along the way actively supplied military provisions. Thus, the first Northern Expedition War in the history of the Great Xia against Yan Bei slowly began to unfold.

The day Zhao Che returned to Zheng Huang, the capital city of Great Xia, instantly boiled over. Commoners collectively left the city and rushed to Luo Ma Slope, thirty li away. People pressed against people, squeezing together in a magnificent, jubilant scene. Wherever Zhao Che’s carriage passed, there was an ocean of exuberance. For this prince who had stayed alone to guard the imperial capital while the entire royal family fled, the common people gave him their heartfelt support. People loudly called out his royal title. The road was lined with foreheads smeared with dust, and pairs of passionate eyes gazed at the dust-covered carriage. Women and children shouted: “Your Highness, come out, come out and see us!”

The crowd was so enthusiastic and excited. They seemed as if they had taken opium, waving their hands and shouting: “Our Prince has returned!”

Among the crowd were even soldiers who had secretly run out, changed out of their uniforms, and come to welcome this prince who had been stripped of his military power, behind their superiors’ backs. They enthusiastically cheered: “Your Highness, we salute you!”

The soldiers of the Imperial Law Institute looked displeased. Despite the escort of the capital guards, the cold stares from the crowd shot at them like arrows, like knives that wouldn’t rest until they drew blood.

Zhao Che sat in the carriage, his face ashen. He heard the crowd’s calls outside, but he dared not look out. He didn’t know what attitude or expression he should use to face those commoners who sincerely supported him. Before this, he had never truly cared about these people. He had treated them as slaves of the empire, as pigs and dogs that could be slaughtered at will, as worthless weeds. Although he had stayed behind alone to guard the imperial capital and protect the empire, it was only because he wanted to protect his country, his bloodline, the dignity of Great Xia, and not to guard the homes of those commoners.

But after near-death experiences, after returning from hundreds of battles, after stabilizing the situation, what the empire gave him was suspicion and exclusion. Even his father was wary of his abilities. The Elder Council did not mention his achievements at all. Documents impeaching him filled the files of the Imperial Law Institute. They feared the strength he had accumulated during the war, feared the support he retained among the people, feared his formidable reputation within the army. Stripping his military power, essentially placing him under house arrest—everything from years ago was happening again. And when he returned to square one with nothing, those who continued to give him love and support, as always, were these commoners who had nothing.

For their enthusiasm and gratitude, Zhao Che suddenly felt deep sorrow.

They did not understand that it was precisely the empire’s tyranny that had caused this disaster, and they, who had silently borne all the consequences, still had to shed tears of gratitude for a bit of kindness from the primary culprits.

He suddenly remembered something Chu Qiao had said to him when she was in his army not long ago:

“The common people are the most generous in this world. For thousands of years, they have silently endured everything. Tyranny, taxation, forced labor, oppression—they endure hunger, live in uncertainty, work hard, and even live without dignity. They hand over everything they have earned through hard work, keeping only a tiny fraction to feed their families, never complaining. But if you show them just a little goodness, a little mercy, they will silently remember it in their hearts and sincerely support and love you.”

At that time, he had merely laughed it off. To use this woman who then seemed unremarkable, he had even been magnanimous enough not to openly despise or contradict her.

But now, he suddenly understood. Some intense emotions had taken root in his heart, like a seed finally breaking through the soil and slowly growing.

In the Qingshan Villa of the Zhuge Mansion, the fourth young master of the Zhuge family, now idle at home, was drinking tea in the flower hall. For many years, he had always been a person who knew how to take care of himself. Although his family had lost power, he had not become dejected and abandoned himself as people outside had expected. Instead, he leisurely enjoyed tea, cultivated orchids, practiced calligraphy, and read books. Occasionally, he would also go to the stables to ride horses.

Seeing him like this, no one would imagine that not long ago, this man had just been defeated in the family’s power struggle. A serious mistake had caused him to step down completely with no chance of recovery. Now he could not even leave the gates of the Zhuge Mansion and was almost completely under house arrest.

Yue Qi entered the flower hall and whispered: “Young Master, I have returned.”

“Mm,” Zhuge Yue lazily lifted his eyes, acknowledging with a sound, while carefully using the tea cup lid to skim the tea leaves inside.

“The Seventh Prince has returned to the capital and is now heading towards the Sacred Gold Palace. Soldiers from the Imperial Law Institute are following him on both sides. None of the officers and soldiers from the Southwestern Army are with him. I heard that they have already been taken over by the Third Prince.”

Zhuge Yue’s movements paused slightly, then he chuckled lightly, his emotions indiscernible.

“The major provinces and counties in the northwest have all prepared provisions for support. The Batuga family has sent 100,000 elite troops to accompany the army. The Fourteenth Prince is also rushing to join forces. This time, the empire has deployed forces totaling 600,000, all elite cavalry and heavy infantry, with very formidable military strength.”

Zhuge Yue hummed lightly while drinking his tea, saying in a flat tone: “A pack of dogs cannot defeat a lion. Sending such a bunch of cowards—I think Great Xia’s days are numbered.”

Yue Qi was slightly startled and said: “Young Master, the Third Prince is from the Military Academy. The Fourteenth Prince has recently conquered several Yan Bei armies in the northwest. The Batuga family is also strong in soldiers and horses. How can they be called useless?”

Zhuge Yue slowly raised his head, his eyes black as ink, and said slowly: “Discussing warfare on paper is one thing, real combat is another. If this war were completely commanded by Zhao Qi or Zhao Yang or whoever, there would be a fifty percent chance of victory. But now with three armies marching, led by three self-important figures who think highly of themselves, what do you think the outcome will be?”

Hearing this, Yue Qi was immediately at a loss for words.

Zhuge Yue frowned slightly and said in a low tone: “An army can only have one voice to ensure effective implementation of strategy from top to bottom. Now with three powers standing in balance, restraining and checking each other, if Yan Xun doesn’t know how to take advantage of this, then he truly is an idiot.”

The man was tall and slender. He slowly stood up and walked towards the inner hall, saying as he went: “Notify Zhu Cheng to withdraw all our businesses from the northwest. This war will be prolonged; there’s no more money to be made in the west.”

The autumn air was crisp, and the sunlight was piercingly bright. The man in his blue robes slowly disappeared among the many flower pots and orchids. Yue Qi looked at his retreating figure, suddenly feeling puzzled. There were questions he wanted to ask but didn’t dare. He wanted to know: Young Master, who do you hope will win?

On the sixth day of the tenth month, there was a strong wind.

The Northwestern Army led by the Fourteenth Prince Zhao Yang, the Southwestern Army led by the Third Prince Zhao Qi, the Golden Sun Legion led by Tuba Guli, the eldest son of the Batuga family, and the Northern Alliance formed by the major provinces and counties of the northwest—these four armies simultaneously advanced into the northwest. The Southwestern Army and the Golden Sun Legion launched a frontal attack, the Northwestern Army flanked from the left, and the Northern Alliance flanked from the right, like a sharp knife, rushing forward like a tsunami. The total force amounted to 700,000 troops. Including the logistics and supply transport auxiliary forces responsible for the rear, a total of over one million troops were hurrying towards the land of Yan Bei.

On the postal roads from within Great Xia to the northwest, vehicles, horses, and people flowed day and night without stopping. Countless provisions, materials, manpower, and war horses continuously poured into the Northern Expedition camp. Great Xia had been sharpening its weapons and feeding its horses, and now the anger accumulated over half a year was released at once, with an arrogance that seemed invincible.

The fires of war were about to ignite, blades had been sharpened. With nowhere to retreat, nowhere to hide, the Yan Bei army gathered at the border city of North Shuo, on high alert, ready for battle.

A world-shaking war was about to begin.

Chapter 130: Yan Bei Awakens
On the thirteenth day of the tenth month, the first heavy snow of winter fell upon the Yan Bei plateau. The snowfall continued for three days and three nights, accumulating over a foot deep. The north wind howled as cold currents swept across the entire northwestern territory. The world turned bitterly cold, with water freezing instantly. Fierce winds carried snow particles like hailstones. Despite being midday, looking up revealed no sun in the sky—only a dim yellow line. The cold wind cut into faces, making every step forward a struggle.

This rare blizzard killed countless cattle, sheep, and strong horses across the Yan Bei plateau. It toppled innumerable tents and dwellings, leaving countless Yan Bei citizens homeless. At the same time, it forced the aggressive Great Xia military forces marching northward to halt their advance. They had to set up camp in Bailin Province in the northwestern interior, waiting for the blizzard to pass. The two armies, previously poised for battle, found themselves in a frigid standoff.

Through the vast snowfall, a group of over twenty riders galloped along the post road outside North Shuo City. Their warhorses were robust and healthy, heads covered with leather armor, completely unfazed by the blizzard. The horses danced through the snow, moving with incredible speed. Soon, the riders approached the city, where a squad of scouts met them, shouting: “Who goes there?”

No one in the group responded. The flag bearer at the front raised a small red flag, causing the scouts to immediately startle, then step back in unison, clearing the path.

The mounted company continued their gallop, disappearing across the snow-covered plain in an instant.

“Brother Xun, whose troops are those? They seem so formidable,” asked a young scout wearing a bearskin hat, his face frozen bright red.

“Watch your mouth,” the scout leader immediately scolded, carefully looking left and right, as if afraid the riders ahead might turn back and overhear their conversation. “That was the Blood Slaughter Flag of the Second Army.”

…

…

Though the scout leader’s voice was very low, the men in the squad heard him. Everyone suddenly felt a chill down their spines. They all turned their heads to look in the direction where the Second Army had disappeared. There, North Shuo City’s lights glimmered everywhere, shining dimly through the vast snowfall.

Given Great Xia’s overwhelming military might, seven days earlier, the new Prince of Yan Bei had issued a mobilization order from North Shuo City. Now, even the last troops stationed at Meilin Pass had arrived.

Despite the imminent battle, a large number of refugees had gathered before North Shuo City’s gates. The blizzard had destroyed people’s homes and livestock. In just three short days, several hundred people had already died from freezing or starvation. Now they waited at the city gates, hoping to enter and escape this sudden disaster. However, with war against Great Xia imminent, North Shuo City had entered a level-one state of war preparedness. Although refugees continued gathering at the city gates in increasing numbers, Yan Xun had ordered strict guarding of the entrances to prevent spies from entering. Over a thousand soldiers guarded in rotation, while the majestic gates of North Shuo echoed with the screams of commoners and the cries of women and children.

“Make way!”

Suddenly, the urgent sound of hoofbeats rang out, accompanied by someone cracking a whip repeatedly to drive away civilians on both sides. The Second Army’s advance cavalry rapidly galloped to North Shuo City’s gate. A general in a dark red fur coat waved a blood-red military flag, shouting: “We are the Second Army’s advance team. I am Xue Zhiyuan. Open the gate!”

Soon, a line of torches like a dragon moved along the city wall. Someone called out loudly: “General Xue, do you have General Cao’s letter?”

Xue Zhiyuan replied: “The letter is here!”

A bamboo basket was slowly lowered from the city wall. One of Xue Zhiyuan’s cavalrymen rode forward, placing the letter in the basket. Soon after, torches on the city wall blazed brightly, and with a creaking sound, the main gate slowly opened, completely unguarded.

“Ah! The gate is open!”

A cheer suddenly erupted as over a thousand refugees immediately rejoiced, shouting in unison. Moving their already-frozen hands and feet, they rushed chaotically toward the city gate like a surging flood, instantly scattering the Second Army’s advance team.

“Fools!” From within the crowd, the general in the dark red fur coat cursed angrily, immediately jumping off his horse.

“Quick! Stop them!” The city’s guard commander Cui finally realized something serious had happened. He hurriedly shouted, and his soldiers immediately rushed out from the city gate, yelling loudly: “Anyone who dares cause trouble will be shot dead! Step back! Everyone step back!”

The north wind howled, making the soldiers’ voices as faint as mosquitoes in the crowd. Staying outside the city meant certain death, and the refugees had already grown desperate. Now seeing hope for survival, who would willingly wait outside to die? They immediately charged forward fearlessly, shouting as they rushed: “Let us in! We are citizens of Yan Bei! Let us in!”

“General Xue! General Xue!” Commander Cui, afraid the friendly troops might come to harm in the chaos, shouted in panic.

At that moment, a streak of blood suddenly shot into the sky. A young military officer smoothly drew his war blade, striking the shoulder blade of a refugee with one slash. The blade was sharp, the force merciless, instantly cutting the person down. Blood sprayed everywhere, falling onto the pristine snow, forming tiny red whirlpools. The refugees were all poor civilians who had never witnessed such scenes. Faced with the soldier’s bloody sword, everyone immediately cried out in terror, moving away and keeping their distance.

Commander Cui was startled, not expecting anyone would dare to actually use violence. Just as he was about to speak, he saw the young military officer coldly walk out from the crowd with an indifferent expression, saying calmly: “I am Xue Zhiyuan.”

Commander Cui was shocked and was about to speak when suddenly a cry of grief arose from among the civilians. A woman sobbed loudly: “Husband! Husband, wake up!”

“Murder! Murder! The army is killing people!”

One stone stirred a thousand ripples. The civilians immediately erupted in fury. People pushed to their limit roared together. A seventy-year-old elder rushed to the front, shouting: “By what right do you kill people? By what right? My three sons all serve in the army, all following you to fight the Xia dogs. Now you won’t let me enter the city? I want to enter! We want to live!”

“Let us in! We want to live!”

Despite the extreme cold, Commander Cui’s forehead was covered in cold sweat as he stood helpless, not knowing what to do.

Xue Zhiyuan’s young brows slightly furrowed as he said gravely: “Time is short. Please make your decision quickly.”

“What?” Commander Cui asked stupidly. He used to be an ironsmith before becoming a soldier. Because he fought bravely and killed more than ten enemies, he became a small squad leader. Tonight happened to be his squad’s turn for guard duty, but he had no real military strategy. He stared foolishly at the young, upright man before him and asked: “What did you say?”

Seeing the refugees charging forward, with North Shuo’s garrison soldiers showing unbelievable incompetence—more than a dozen guards had been overpowered by refugees who now controlled the entrance—Xue Zhiyuan’s gaze turned cold as he said sternly: “Archers, prepare!”

At this command, more than twenty Second Army soldiers immediately dismounted, skillfully readying their bows and arrows. Before Commander Cui could even blink his wide eyes, arrows shot forth, targeting legs rather than heads. Instantly, wails of pain erupted as refugees were struck with terror, their screams filling the air.

“Charge!” The young officer’s voice was like a low growl of a leopard. The soldiers, having fired a volley to intimidate the distant civilians, discarded their bows and grabbed their war blades, rushing forward. Though they struck with the flat of their blades rather than the edge, every blow drew blood. The heavy, cold iron scabbards crashed down on heads, and soon more than a dozen civilians lay on the ground.

“Everyone move back!”

The soldiers and refugees fought in a chaotic melee. Seeing this from the city wall, Yan Bei soldiers urgently sounded their horns. Large contingents of troops rushed out from the city, but they were blocked by the chaotic crowd at the gate, unable to advance.

Just then, from the distant snowy plains came the sudden sound of rapid hoofbeats. It seemed a large cavalry force was approaching. The horses came extremely fast. A small black-clothed warrior jumped down from horseback at the front. The voice sounded slightly feminine but carried an imposing presence, shouting: “Who is causing trouble?”

Over a hundred soldiers dismounted after the leader. The small-statured commander immediately rushed forward, eyes sharp, scanning the scene. Drawing the sword at the waist, the commander said coldly: “Attack! Beat those soldiers!”

This group of fresh troops displayed extraordinary skill, with practiced movements and swift actions—all formidable experts. They charged into the crowd like tigers and wolves, surrounding the Second Army soldiers who were slashing at civilians. Three to five surrounded each soldier, subduing them in moments. Seeing someone standing up for them, the civilians cheered in unison, and the situation was quickly brought under control.

On the ground lay thirty or forty injured civilians in disarray, some motionless, their fate uncertain. The small-statured commander frowned deeply, wrapped completely in an iron-gray fur coat. Turning around, the commander said in a low voice: “Summon military doctors immediately to treat the wounded.”

“Who are you to dare—”

Xue Zhiyuan was furious, striding forward, but before he could finish speaking, the small commander delivered a crisp slap to the man’s face with a loud “smack!” Before Xue Zhiyuan could react, another backhand slap followed!

“You are a Yan Bei warrior! Your blade should face Great Xia, not the citizens of Yan Bei!”

The clear voice cut like breaking metal. The small commander shouted severely. Xue Zhiyuan became enraged, his eyes seeming to spout fire. He roared, swinging his fist forward, but the small commander’s form suddenly moved like an agile leopard, leaping up. The scabbard flashed deftly, crashing onto his shoulder with a boom, followed by a side kick that knocked the young general harshly to the ground.

“Bind him! Take him to His Highness for judgment!”

A cheer immediately erupted from the refugees. The small commander turned toward the civilians, shouting: “Citizens, North Shuo is about to go to war, and it’s too dangerous for you here. Our prince has built temporary shelters at the foot of Sunset Mountain to the west for everyone to escape the snowstorm. There’s food and warm clothing there. Please follow my subordinates there immediately.”

The crowd rippled with movement. Several soldiers who had arrived with the small commander walked into the crowd, restoring order. Soon, several military doctors hurriedly ran out of the city. The small commander stepped forward for a closer look and found that thirteen civilians had died in the recent chaos. The commander’s brow furrowed slightly, expression grim.

After about half an hour, the civilians finally followed the soldiers westward. The small-statured commander entered the city, and the gates slowly closed, blocking out all the commotion outside. Even the blizzard seemed less fierce. After exchanging a few words with the terrified Commander Cui, the commander walked toward the carriage holding Xue Zhiyuan and his men.

“General Xue, I apologize for the offense earlier.”

The small-statured commander removed the hood, revealing a thin, sharp face with delicate features and bright eyes—a very beautiful young woman.

“Who are you?” Xue Zhiyuan’s cheeks were still swollen, and the place where she had kicked him still hurt. He hadn’t wanted to speak with her, but upon seeing her appearance, he was immediately startled.

“This is Lady Chu from the Staff Department,” Commander Cui quickly introduced. “My lady, this is the captain of the Second Army’s advance team sent to support North Shuo, General Xue Zhiyuan.”

Chu Qiao’s cheeks were frozen red, her lips somewhat chapped. She nodded and said kindly: “General Xue, you’ve traveled a long way in such terrible weather. Thank you for your hard work.”

Xue Zhiyuan frowned deeply, having no idea where this Lady Chu had appeared from. He glared at Chu Qiao fiercely, then suddenly snorted coldly, saying gravely: “Today’s matter will not end here.”

“Of course not. More than a dozen people died at the city gate, and over forty were injured. Such a matter naturally cannot be easily dismissed,” Chu Qiao smiled slightly, though her eyes held not a trace of humor. She said coolly: “However, General Xue was just anxious to protect the city, and with battle imminent, I’ll temporarily refrain from reporting to the Military and Political Institute to hold you accountable.”

“You—!”

“General Xue, you rushed here so urgently; you must have important matters to attend to? If you’re free, however, I must take my leave.”

Xue Zhiyuan took a deep breath, then shot Chu Qiao a fierce glare. With a cold snort, he led his subordinates away in anger.

Commander Cui wiped the cold sweat from his forehead and asked Chu Qiao: “My lady, are you alright?”

Chu Qiao’s brows slowly furrowed as she sighed helplessly and said softly: “Had I known he was from the Second Army, I wouldn’t have slapped him twice. Now we’re in trouble.”

“Huh?” Commander Cui was puzzled.

“What do you mean ‘huh’?” Chu Qiao turned around, saying angrily: “If it hadn’t been the Second Army just now, the city gate would have been breached. Do you know what consequences would follow if spies entered the city at this time? The entire army of Yan Bei—over a million soldiers—would perish without graves! North Shuo is Yan Bei’s gateway, yet you were so careless. While Xue Zhiyuan’s arbitrary slaughter of civilians was wrong, you were gambling with the fate of all Yan Bei!”

Commander Cui turned pale, his legs trembling with fear. His eyes darted back and forth like a thief caught in the act. Suddenly, he fell to his knees with a thud, crying loudly: “My lady, I deserve to die! I deserve to die ten thousand times over! Please spare this dog’s life!”

Chu Qiao slowly frowned. That such a person could rise to become a squad leader in charge of guarding the city, she didn’t know whose responsibility to question. At this moment, she felt only profound helplessness.

“Report to the Military and Political Institute yourself.”

Dropping these words lightly, Chu Qiao turned and left. The heavy snow continued to fall, showing no signs of stopping.

Opening the door, a wave of warm air rushed toward her. Chu Qiao removed her fur coat and looked around, but didn’t see Yan Xun. She turned toward the study and met Ajing hurrying back. Before she could speak, Ajing said breathlessly: “Miss, His Highness is calling for you.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow: “Where is he? What happened?”

“Representatives from the Second Army have arrived. His Highness is waiting for you to join the meeting.”

Before entering the room, she heard a voice like a drake shouting: “We have over a million troops, why should we fear Great Xia? We can certainly charge against them on the plains!”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao’s brows immediately furrowed tightly. Frowning seemed to be her most common expression these days.

“Right! We Yan Bei are a righteous army, we don’t fear the Xia dogs!”

“Report!” the soldier outside the door called: “Lady Chu from the Staff Department has arrived.”

“Enter.”

Chu Qiao entered the room, greeting everyone with a bow. Today’s meeting had many more attendees than last time. Besides the previous participants, there were military representatives from the First and Second Armies, the deputy general of the Third Army, the Dark Hall masters from the Great Unity Association, powerful elders from the Great Unity Association, and representatives from other border troops, civilian militias, and self-defense forces. There were also chieftains from small tribes of the Yan Bei plateau. The room was packed with people, nearly filling the entire conference hall. Chu Qiao knew that almost all of Yan Bei’s armed forces had assembled today. She walked in with her head held high and sat down beside Yan Xun, smiling at everyone: “I apologize for being late.”

“How did it go?” Yan Xun’s expression was not good, clearly upset by this group of people. He looked at Chu Qiao and asked gravely.

“Everything went smoothly. The civilian residences have been built and are sufficient to weather this period.”

“I object!” a sharp voice suddenly rang out. North Shuo’s Quartermaster Deputy General Liu Ou stood up, his face unpleasant as he said: “Why should we use our military materials to supply those refugees? These resources could have raised the city wall by ten feet, which would be very useful for defending against the Great Xia. Also, why distribute our rations to refugees? Does Lady Chu understand our current situation? Great Xia’s army is at our borders, war is about to begin, and we can’t even guarantee food for our troops, yet you’re using rations to support refugees?”

“Deputy General Liu Ou, if I remember correctly, when I started making bricks ten days ago, you didn’t offer me the slightest support. The entire North Shuo army didn’t provide a single soldier. Instead, nearby civilians eagerly helped. Otherwise, your city wall wouldn’t be twenty feet higher now. Additionally, I must remind you that the city wall height has regulations. Our current wall is high enough. If it were any higher, our soldiers’ archery accuracy would suffer, greatly reducing our defensive advantage. Therefore, I request that those unfamiliar with military matters be cautious when speaking on military issues.”

Chu Qiao’s expression was cold, no longer showing her former good temper. She coldly regarded this quartermaster, saying icily: “Furthermore, I want to add that we liberated Yan Bei to fight for the freedom of its people. If all the common people die, then the war becomes meaningless.”

Liu Ou’s face turned ashen as he argued: “This is how we’ve always survived. Every year brings severe snowstorms, and the Great Xia never deducted military rations to support civilians. For thousands of years, we haven’t seen civilians starve to death.”

“You’re right, that’s why Great Xia was driven out of Yan Bei,” the young woman shrugged, saying: “The Great Xia soldiers stationed in Yan Bei were all transferred from inland and received military pay from the army. May I ask Deputy General Liu Ou, when did you last pay your subordinates? Why do your subordinates follow you without compensation? Are you expecting them to risk their lives for you while letting their parents, wives, and children freeze and starve at home?”

The conference room immediately fell into an awkward silence. No one spoke; only the sound of the wind howling like a beast outside could be heard.

Yan Xun’s voice was cool as he slowly said: “Let’s get back to the main topic. Who was speaking just now?”

“It was me.” The Third Army Corps Commander, Lu Jie, said gravely. He wasn’t old, around thirty, with a heavy beard and typical highland features. His face was red as he said in a deep voice: “I don’t understand why we must hide everywhere, why we must shrink inside North Shuo City like turtles. We have over a million troops, while Great Xia’s advance force has only three hundred thousand. How could we lose when we outnumber them four to one?”

North Shuo City’s Second Cavalry Corps Commander Chen Xi also chimed in: “Who made this plan? It’s an insult to our glorious Yan Bei warriors. We need war, we need to face the enemy in honorable combat!”

“Right!” the tribal chieftains also shouted excitedly: “Yan Bei men are all heroes, not cowards who hide!”

Chu Qiao suddenly felt a wave of disgust. Remembering the miserable scene outside the city gates earlier, she felt these people were as annoying as screaming eagles. She raised her head, her gaze sharp as a hawk’s, and said gravely: “I made the battle plan. Who has objections?”

The crowd immediately fell silent. After ten days, no one dared to look down on this young woman as they had initially. In just a few days, she had not only reorganized the military structure and coordinated the management system of the headquarters, greatly improving efficiency, but had also miraculously created a type of red stone called brick. Although not as solid as stone, these bricks allowed for much faster construction of city fortifications. To further strengthen the city walls, she had also retrieved large amounts of ice from the nearby Chishui River, quickly building a second thirty-foot-high outer wall. This not only made the city walls more solid but also effectively prevented enemy troops from scaling them.

Using her exceptional military skills, she had set up numerous horse traps and pitfalls outside the city. Today’s North Shuo had become an iron-blooded fortress, no longer resembling its former state where it seemed a gust of wind could topple it.

Therefore, even though some were dissatisfied with her, no one dared to speak out. Especially since she had just achieved another great accomplishment by resolving the refugee issue, her prestige within the military was now far greater than before.

“I have objections,” a deep voice slowly rose. Everyone turned their heads in unison to see that it was the vanguard representative of the Second Army.

Xue Zhiyuan looked coldly at Chu Qiao, his tone low as he said: “We have prepared for eight years for this war. During these eight years, we actively mobilized, gathered manpower and resources, secretly trained troops, and integrated military strength. We will never forget the humiliation of Huolei Plain. The fire cloud flowers growing from the flesh and blood of our ancestors still bloom, waiting for us to avenge their disgrace. Yet after silently waiting for eight years, what have we earned? Hiding and cowering?”

His gaze was gloomy and icy, his eyes faintly turning toward Yan Xun sitting in the main seat as he said coldly: “Where has the fearless spirit of the Yan family gone? Has the splendor of the imperial capital already burned away His Highness’s backbone?”

As soon as he finished speaking, the meeting room plunged into a terrifying silence. Yan Xun wore a black robe, with long eyebrows and calm eyes. He had been leaning back in his chair all this time. Hearing this, he slightly raised his eyebrows, glancing at Xue Zhiyuan from the corner of his eye. His lips curved into an indifferent light smile, though the sound was as bone-chilling as ice in the twelfth lunar month, making people’s spines go cold.

Yu Xin, the Deputy General of the Second Army who sat at the same table, immediately stood up and hurriedly said: “Zhiyuan has a rash personality, but please forgive him for his concern for Yan Bei and his dedication to the public good. Please don’t blame him.”

Xia An, the city lord of North Shuo, also rose and said: “Although General Xue’s words were inappropriate, everything was for Yan Bei’s war situation and victory. Please consider his years of risking life and death, his brilliant military achievements, and his meritorious service for Yan Bei’s independence. Spare him this once.”

Hearing this, other commanders also stood up one after another to plead for Xue Zhiyuan. Only the military representatives of the First Army remained seated, their expressions somewhat gloomy, seemingly undecided.

“I appreciate General Xue’s straightforwardness,” Yan Xun’s narrow eyes slightly narrowed as he said calmly: “Everyone, please be seated. You are all meritorious officials of Yan Bei. It is my blessing, Yan Xun’s blessing, to have all of you assisting me. How could I groundlessly blame someone of merit? Moreover, General Xue was merely expressing his thoughts and had no intention of disrespecting me. What crime is there in that? Isn’t that right, General Xue?”

Yan Xun’s voice was extremely detached, the corners of his eyes sharp, carrying a restrained edge. Xue Zhiyuan had no choice but to stand up, saying in a low voice: “Your Highness is wise. This humble officer is dull-witted and poor at expression. I had no intention of offending Your Highness. Please forgive me.”

Everyone hearing this praised His Highness’s wisdom as they tremblingly rose and returned to their seats.

At this moment, Xue Zhiyuan did not sit down but turned to face Chu Qiao, saying gravely: “I would like Lady Chu to kindly address my previous question.”

As soon as he spoke, even Yu Xin of the Second Army frowned. He had just defied Yan Xun, and though Yan Xun had overlooked it, he persisted. After all, Yan Xun was now the nominal leader of Yan Bei. Continuing like this would be greatly disadvantageous to the Second Army.

Before he could stand to smooth things over, Chu Qiao slowly rose with a cold expression. She looked at Xue Zhiyuan with icy eyes and said calmly: “General Xue, I didn’t expect that such a childish question would come from you. I am truly disappointed.”

Xue Zhiyuan’s gaze turned cold, and just as he was about to speak, Chu Qiao’s expression suddenly hardened as she said sternly: “War is not an arithmetic problem. In regular combat, the power comparison between two sides is not simply a comparison of numbers! Many factors determine victory—numbers are just one advantage. The morale of both sides, the fighting capacity of soldiers, overall strength, weapons comparison, intelligence accuracy, speed of information transmission, the personal abilities of commanders and leaders, soldiers’ practical experience in major battles, battlefield terrain, logistical supplies—all these factors can significantly impact the overall strategic situation. To judge victory or defeat purely by numbers, to persistently dwell on simplistic questions like how many fighting against how many, is a basic mistake only made by outsiders who have no understanding of war!”

The young woman’s disdainful rebuke fell like a bucket of cold water on everyone’s heads. Her words encompassed almost everyone present. Deputy General Chen Xi snorted coldly, standing up to say: “So we’re all war outsiders, and only you, Lady Chu, are a strategic expert? I’ve campaigned across Yan Bei for over ten years and have never met an arrogant person like you.”

“History has taught us that those who constantly dwell on their past achievements and merits have absolutely no prospects for future development. Moreover, some people’s past accomplishments may not even be worth remembering.”

Chu Qiao said mercilessly: “I ask everyone to recognize the situation we face. We are not simply facing a single battle—the outcome of one battle does not affect the overall situation. For Great Xia, we are merely a local rebellion on their border. They occupy Red River and can dispatch hundreds of thousands of troops to encircle us at any time. A conscription order from Zheng Huang can gather a hundred thousand troops in just two days. What about us? We are risking our entire livelihood and lives in this battle against Great Xia. What path lies before us? Victory means continued survival; defeat means total annihilation. We are not afraid of death, but we cannot die without value. Local victories have no impact on the overall situation. In this battle at North Shuo City, what we seek is not a tactical victory but an opportunity to break open the entire war situation!”

Chu Qiao clenched her fist, forcefully waving it before her as she said with a determined gaze: “What we want is not to defeat the Xia army in one or two battles. What we want is to exhaust them, to wear them down, and then strike decisively to eliminate them.”

A low murmur immediately rose from the crowd. Yan Xun stood up, looking down at everyone present. He wore a black robe with his ink-black hair tied back, his eyes like an eagle’s high in the sky. His tone was low, seeming to contain some suppressed atmosphere. The man spoke slowly and deliberately:

“Ladies and gentlemen, since ancient times, Yan Bei has endured hellish suffering—snowstorms, famines, wars, plagues. To the north, the barbaric Dog Rong people knock at our gates and harass our borders. To the east, Great Xia oppresses us with harsh taxes and labor. We are a land of bitter tears and blood. For a hundred years, we have sought a way out. Until my father introduced the sacred light of the Great Unity ideology, igniting a seed of hope on the land of Yan Bei, wanting to lead everyone out of this disastrous and difficult situation. But he failed. Yan Bei suffered immense losses. We paid a tremendous price. Our warriors fought bravely but ultimately could not escape the fate of dying in battle.

But we will not compromise. A nation that wants to walk toward freedom must pay the corresponding price! We have waited eight years; we don’t mind these final few days. The fate of all Yan Bei rests on our shoulders. The entire Western Mongolia region is watching with bated breath. Yan Bei’s hope lies with us. Our responsibility is heavy. Now, as the people of Yan Bei expected, I have returned. I will inherit my father’s will and lead you to continue fighting. Please support me as you once supported my father. Follow me. Trust me! War is about to begin. Great Xia has raised the butcher’s knife above our heads. Whether to engage in internal strife or actively prepare for war, whether to busy ourselves with seizing power or prepare to meet the enemy—I believe everyone will have a firm belief.”

Yan Xun’s expression was calm as he looked at everyone present. His eyes were like the deep sea, with fierce waves surging within, yet no visible billows on the surface. His voice was steady, yet that steadiness seemed to contain tremendous power: “The life and death of Yan Bei lie in everyone’s hands. Behind us is Yan Bei, our loved ones, our parents, wives, and children, our fellow villagers. Soldiers, we have nowhere to retreat.”

Before everyone, Yan Xun bent over and bowed deeply. Everyone was stunned. Then, a clanging sound suddenly rang out as Yan Hong Jiao, a famous general of Yan Bei, knelt on the ground with tears in his eyes, shouting: “Long live Yan Bei! Long live freedom!”

Following closely, the representatives of the First Army Corps knelt before Yan Xun in unison, shouting together: “We will follow Your Highness to the death!”

Like autumn wind sweeping across fields, the leaders of the Third Army Corps, civilian militias, self-defense teams, tribal chiefs, North Shuo City officers, and even the leaders of the Second Army Corps knelt one by one at Yan Xun’s feet. They shouted in unison: “Long live Yan Bei, long live freedom!”

At this moment, there were no more factional struggles, no more comparisons of vanity. In the face of life and death, in the face of national righteousness, all the armed forces of the entire Yan Bei plateau submitted to Yan Xun. Chu Qiao also knelt on the ground, listening to the leaders’ loud cries for freedom. She suddenly felt her blood surging fiercely.

The north wind howled. This day was the sixteenth of the tenth month. In an inconspicuous small conference room in North Shuo City on the Yan Bei plateau, a group of farmers, peddlers, bandits, merchants, anti-government sectarians, and heads of small tribes gathered together and pledged loyalty to the new generation ruler of Yan Bei, who was wanted by the Great Xia. At that moment, no one knew how powerful this voice would be, but in the years to come, this force would shake Yan Bei, shake Great Xia, and shake the entire Western Mongolia region.

History, perhaps, changed at this very moment. And those who witnessed it all were destined to stand firmly alongside that bright, shining name.

Let history remember this moment, for from this moment on, Yan Bei’s bloodline and power, dormant for eight years, finally awakened.

Chapter 131: Deep Affection
After stabilizing the military’s morale, Yan Xun immediately launched swift and decisive reforms. He first verified the military registers and extracted one-third of the Black Hawk Army, dispersing them among various divisions. These personnel mostly served in administrative positions within the army, hardly interfering with the main combat authority of the military department. The various division commanders who had been concerned about Yan Xun seizing power were greatly relieved by this arrangement. They happily assigned these personnel elegant-sounding titles: Imperial Historiographers (scribes who wrote morale-boosting speeches after military victories), Provisions Registrars (officials recording daily supply movements), Weapons Inspection Officers (managing weapon losses), Camp Correspondence Officers (writing letters home for soldiers and overseeing the distribution of correspondence), and Battlefield Commissary Supervisors (authority limited to managing kitchen utensils in logistics, yet they were the officers with the closest relationships to the soldiers), among many others.

Those poor generals from Yan Bei, born and bred in military service, had no understanding of the strategic significance these seemingly insignificant positions held for an army. Before Chu Qiao, a commander trained in modern military tactics, and Yan Xun, an old hand who had been immersed in power struggles for over a decade, their wisdom was as thin as the membrane of an eggshell. The very evening of the military reforms, the commanders of various divisions gathered in small groups, congratulating each other on yet another victory against the upper echelons, celebrating once more their triumph over Yan Xun—that pretty boy who had returned from the imperial city to reap benefits without effort—and celebrating how the Yan Bei local forces had once again maintained a high degree of autonomous authority. They drank themselves into a stupor, completely dispelling any concerns about Yan Xun seizing power upon his return to Yan Bei. Everyone was flushed with excitement, feeling that their future was bright with hope. Meanwhile, on the desk of that “pretty boy” whom they repeatedly mentioned, there already lay a thick stack of internal documents from various divisions.

The content of these documents covered everything from the actual numbers, composition, combat effectiveness, supply allocation, and weapons status of each army unit, down to the loyalty of each squad leader toward their superiors, the actual distribution of night sentries, which team leader was brave in battle, which was unruly, which would lag, which had tendencies toward instability, and even which division commander kept a mistress where, where they had an illegitimate child, which bank they frequented, which underground gambling den they had a bad record in, who loved to drink, who loved to hoard wealth, who had a bad temper, who often beat people, who was foolish without ambition, and who was unpopular. The intelligence was diverse and all-encompassing. After Chu Qiao led the staff officers in working through the night to systematically analyze and integrate everything, Yan Xun had, through this subtle and imperceptible method, thoroughly mastered firsthand information about the entire Yan Bei armed forces. The completeness and detail of the information would surely leave the subjects themselves in awe.

They had no idea that, in just one night, an invisible hand had already extended over their heads. The power of this hand was immense, and in the years to come, everyone would deeply experience its might.

This was the predecessor of the famous Sparrow Corps, which would later achieve remarkable feats in the Second Northern Expedition, the Third Northern Expedition, and even during the three-year Western Defense War. It was they who repeatedly safeguarded Yan Bei’s regime and dignity, saving the fate of Yan Bei and even the entire continent during critical moments, becoming the most legendary force on the Western plains—a steel-blooded army capable of both offense and defense, charging forward irresistibly at the sound of the bugle with unstoppable war horses, and when lying low, immediately dispersing into invisibility while coordinating all intelligence. Their combat capability was unmatched in the contemporary world, except for the future Beautiful Army and the Seventh Division of the Qinghai King’s secret personal troops.

Of course, at this moment, no one could witness the power of this corps. After the morning military bugle sounded, the soldiers gazed toward Northern Shuo, parted ways, and set off on their respective journeys filled with weapons and bloodshed.

Chu Qiao stood at the gates of Northern Shuo. Directly ahead were three thousand vanguard troops from the First Liberation Army and the remaining twenty thousand soldiers of the Black Hawk Army. Yan Xun was fully armored, wearing a black fur coat with sword and blade ready. The cold wind blew past his temples, lightly brushing against the man’s thin yet resilient profile. She suddenly felt cold, gently pursing her lips, wanting to say something but feeling her throat tighten, as if everything that needed to be said had already been spoken, leaving only deep concern and reluctance.

“Let me go with you.” She finally uttered these words, though knowing it was a futile hope, she still clung to his sleeve pitifully, pleading once more.

…

…

“Ah Chu, be good.” Yan Xun grasped Chu Qiao’s hand, brought it to his mouth and breathed on it, then affectionately rubbed it, saying in a gentle voice: “Meilin Pass is a thousand miles away, the weather is bitterly cold, and the climate is abnormal these days. Your health isn’t good—how could you endure such a long and arduous journey? Moreover, this place needs someone I trust to coordinate everything and send battle reports to me regularly. Great Xia won’t attack for some time, and Northern Shuo is still some time away from becoming the main battlefield. I will send someone to escort you to Lan City in the rear, where Lady Yu’s forces are. You will receive her help and care, and that will set my mind at ease.”

They had gone over these words countless times last night, and Chu Qiao knew there was no hope in asking, but she still felt unhappy. She sullenly lowered her head, hanging it without a word.

“Your Highness, it’s time to depart,” A’Jing approached and said softly.

“Wait a moment,” Yan Xun looked up, his face dark, saying in an extremely unfriendly tone: “Can’t you see I’m discussing important military matters with Director Chu?”

A’Jing hit a major snag and immediately bowed carefully, no longer daring to disturb Prince Yan and Director Chu of the Staff Department as they discussed “important military matters.”

“Ah Chu, don’t act like a child. Ten days at most, and I’ll return.”

Yan Xun bent down, bringing his head under Chu Qiao’s downcast face, gently pinching her cheek, his smile as warm as a mouse that had stolen honey: “I know Ah Chu is incredibly capable. Having you by my side is worth more than ten reinforced battalions, more useful than a hundred military advisors. Just standing at the gates of Meilin Pass would make everyone inside flee and surrender immediately. All resistance would melt away like water, and the Great Xia bandits would weep and beg for mercy, laying down their arms in surrender, prostrating themselves before your divine might. But what can I do? You’re needed here too. Without you here, I can’t eat or sleep properly, and my mind wanders. So please, Director Chu, take pity on this small wish of mine and help me manage this mess in Northern Shuo.”

With a snort of laughter, the sulking person finally turned from anger to joy, landing a light punch on Yan Xun’s shoulder, pouting: “Smooth talker.”

Yan Xun exaggeratedly made a gesture of relief, wiping his forehead with his hand and shaking it off as if he could shake off buckets of sweat, clicking his tongue: “Finally, the storm has passed. It was more exhausting than fighting an entire Northern Expedition.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes widened: “You’re still talking!”

“No more, no more,” Yan Xun hurriedly apologized: “I was talking nonsense, being too talkative. Please don’t nitpick, Director Chu.”

Chu Qiao snorted, with an expression of having just pardoned him, making Yan Xun laugh heartily. In the distance, soldiers were craning their necks, wondering why Prince Yan and Director Chu could discuss military affairs with such animation, sometimes bowing respectfully, beaming with excitement. Perhaps Director Chu had decided to assassinate the Xia Emperor in Zhenhuan City?

“You must be careful, you know. On the battlefield, swords and knives have no eyes. Don’t recklessly put yourself in danger.”

Even the most fierce and powerful woman would become disoriented in certain situations, just like now. After realizing she wouldn’t be able to accompany him, she began to chatter incessantly again.

“Yes, I understand,” Yan Xun nodded obediently, his attitude very good.

“Although the First Army is commanded by Mr. Wu, the internal factions within the corps are complex, with deep infiltration from the Datong Society. You must be careful of fires from the rear and internal instability.”

“Don’t worry, I’ve noted it.”

“Meilin Pass is too far north, and the weather is cold. You also have health issues, so pay attention to keeping warm, wear more clothes, use more blankets at night, and remember to take the medicine prescribed by the medical officer on time.”

“Alright, I will pay attention.”

“Remember to keep a basin of water by your bedside when you sleep. You often cough, and the smoke from the brazier is too strong, which is bad for your health.”

“Yes, I’ll remember.”

“Leave the negotiations with the Quanrong people to others, don’t handle it personally. We don’t understand their attitudes, so we must be vigilant against changes.”

“Don’t worry.”

“Remember to write to me every day. If I don’t receive news from you for three days, I’ll immediately go to Meilin Pass to find you.”

Someone moaned weakly: “Even if I die, I’ll remember to write and inform you first.”

Who knew that the one chattering would immediately become anxious: “Why talk about dying? If you say that again, I’ll pack my bags and follow you immediately!”

Yan Xun hastily declared: “I was talking nonsense, my crime is great. Ah Chu, if we continue talking, it will be dark soon.”

“What does it matter if it gets dark? If it’s dark, then leave tomorrow.”

Yan Xun’s tears were almost flowing down. He could only choose to groan helplessly, not daring to express any reactionary remarks.

“How many overcoats did you bring?”

“Five.”

“What about boots? There’s snow everywhere, and it melts once near a fire. Remember not to wear wet boots.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Did you bring hand warmers? How many? Is it enough?”

“Ah Chu,” Yan Xun was covered in black lines: “You packed my luggage.”

“Oh? Did I? I forgot.” Chu Qiao’s attitude was very natural. “Let me see, did you bring knee protectors? Oh yes. Do you have enough socks? Oh, you brought eighty pairs. Is the hood thick enough? It’s fine, it’s made of bear skin, and I also sewed a fox fur lining on the outside.”

Chu Qiao unloaded the luggage from the carriage, squatted on the ground, and looked through it back and forth. After a while, she seemed to suddenly remember something and jumped up, shouting: “Is there enough charcoal? I only packed one cartload for you.”

Yan Xun wearily replied: “It’s enough, Ah Chu, it’s enough. Don’t worry, our troops are stationed all along the way. Even if it’s not enough, we can replenish from the army.”

“How can that be acceptable?” Chu Qiao frowned: “We use white orchid charcoal, which produces the least smoke. The army only has crude charcoal, which creates billows of smoke when burned and damages the respiratory tract.”

Before Yan Xun could stop her, Chu Qiao had already instructed the guard following behind: “You, yes, you, come here. Go to the military supplies department immediately and bring two carts of charcoal. Remember, it must be white orchid charcoal. Hurry, this is a matter of life and death for our army. His Highness trusts you to give you this task, and you must complete it with the utmost speed, understand? The skies of Yan Bei will remember your loyalty and bravery.”

The young soldier was so excited that his face turned red. After holding back for a moment, he suddenly gave a military salute and shouted: “Everything for Yan Bei!”

With that, he ran off, even though he didn’t understand what the connection was between two carts of charcoal and the life and death of the army. But Director Chu was a military genius, and the tasks she assigned must have deep internal significance. The soldier firmly believed that in future battles, these two carts of white orchid charcoal would play a decisive role in our army’s victory or defeat. So, with passionate valor and revolutionary enthusiasm, he ran off wildly, so excited that he forgot to ride his horse.

The morning sun blazed like fire, golden light stretching for thousands of miles. On the vast snowy plain, two people were reluctantly bidding farewell.

“Yan Xun, you must be careful. This journey is fraught with danger; be wary of everyone around you.”

Yan Xun nodded: “I know. The same goes for you. With me gone, some might try to bully you. Remember their names, don’t confront them directly, and wait for me to return and deal with them one by one.”

“Yes, alright. We’ll confiscate their homes and seize their property then.”

“Good, and we’ll tie them up so you can beat them as you please.”

“Fine, it’s decided then.” Chu Qiao nodded and continued: “The four thousand archers I’ve assigned to you should be kept as your guards. Don’t readily deploy them in battle. Their weapons have been improved by me and have extraordinary combat effectiveness. We should keep them as a secret weapon.”

“Alright, I’ll remember that.”

“Don’t eat cold food; it’s bad for your health. Make sure you rest and don’t overexert yourself.”

“Yes, don’t worry.”

“Ride horses less and stay in the carriage more. The wind is too strong; thick clothes won’t help.”

“Mm.”

“Don’t drink cold water. I’ve packed honey for you. Drink more of it; you’ve lost a lot of weight recently.”

“Mm…”

“If anyone in the army recruits courtesans, behead them. Those women might be diseased. Don’t even look at them, understood?”

“I… I understand…”

“If any local officials dare to send you beautiful women, write down their names and tell me when you return. Those women are probably all spies sent to monitor you. Not one can be kept. I’m saying this for your good.”

“…”

“After capturing Meilin Pass, don’t annihilate the families of the rebels. They can be sent to the mines for labor. As for the women, don’t keep them in the army—just expel them beyond the border. Having a group of women remain in the army is a classic case of disrupting military morale. None of them is any good.”

Chu Qiao spoke eloquently, her expression full of contempt for those women who disrupted military morale. She seemed to forget that she was a woman in the army, and even held a high position with considerable power…

“Yan Xun,” Chu Qiao’s gaze was deep, her expression very sincere as she spoke earnestly: “The purity of an army and a political party depends on guidance from its highest leader. You are the King of Yan Bei. Your quality of life and moral standards will directly influence the direction of Yan Bei’s regime and will directly affect the future fate of Yan Bei, and might even have an immeasurable effect on the entire Western continent. The lifestyle of those playboys in Zhenhuan City—impractical, arbitrary, corrupt, with chaotic and irresponsible relationships—you must not be contaminated by it. Although you are now in a high position with great power, you must remain vigilant against dangers. You must be cautious! This is the most sincere advice from me as a friend who has grown up with you, fought alongside you, and lived with you.”

Yan Xun was thoroughly embarrassed and speechless.

Unexpectedly, Chu Qiao was very dissatisfied with his attitude. She raised her eyebrows and angrily said: “Are you even listening to me seriously?”

Yan Xun almost cried, his expression extremely pained: “Ah Chu, I’m listening.”

Chu Qiao’s anger subsided slightly. She glanced at him sideways, saying with a touch of coquettishness: “Send me a message by falcon after you reach Luo’an City tonight. Don’t make me worry.”

Yan Xun’s heart was bleeding. At this point, even if their war horses suddenly grew four more legs each, they probably wouldn’t reach Luo’an by tonight.

Seeing that the small soldier who had gone to fetch charcoal had returned with excitement, Chu Qiao had no choice but to end her lengthy speech. She felt a bit sad, and her eyes stung a little as she held onto Yan Xun’s sleeve, unwilling to let go. This was so unlike her usual behavior. She knew Yan Xun was probably laughing at her inside, and A’Jing and the others might be laughing hard, but she just didn’t want to let go. The last time they parted, it was for so long. The two of them had never been separated for such a long time in all these years, and she instinctively resisted this separation. She awkwardly tried to make conversation, hanging her head in embarrassment, like a little wife who had been wronged, muttering so softly that Yan Xun couldn’t even hear what she was saying.

“How about…” Yan Xun tentatively asked, his voice particularly small: “You accompany me for a while? But you must return when we reach Sunset Mountain!”

With a “whoosh,” a white figure flashed past him, making Yan Xun think he had seen a ghost. In an instant, Chu Qiao was no longer where she had been. The King of Yan Bei was somewhat dazed. Before he could react, he saw that Chu Qiao had already run to the distant troops, sitting straight on horseback, waving at him and shouting: “Come on! Why aren’t you moving yet? What time is it? So slow!”

Other soldiers were looking at Yan Xun with sidelong glances, their expressions seeming to say: His Highness has probably never been on a battlefield before, he’s scared and reluctant to leave!

In that moment, Yan Xun wanted to cry but had no tears.

“Miss! Are you coming with us too?”

The troops finally set off. The soldiers of the Black Hawk Army were familiar with Chu Qiao and asked with smiles.

“No, I’m only escorting you to Sunset Mountain.”

“It would be great if the miss came along. The miss is formidable in battle!” an old soldier who had been following Yan Xun since Zhenhuan said simple-mindedly.

“Indeed, I saw it the other day. The miss alone could defeat more than a hundred men. Those men were each as tall as small mountains with eyes as big as bronze bells. Their fists could shatter a skull with one blow. I, Old Liu, couldn’t handle even one of them. But the miss, in no time at all, took them all down without getting a drop of blood on herself.”

“Really? That impressive?” The uninformed young soldiers widened their eyes.

“Absolutely! You didn’t see it. That scene, hey, I’m not exaggerating.”

Chu Qiao modestly replied with embarrassment: “Haha, not that impressive, just average, really just average.”

“It would be great if the miss came with us.”

The soldiers collectively sighed again, and Chu Qiao immediately turned her head back haughtily, looking expectantly at Yan Xun. Her expression seemed to say: “Did you hear that? Did you hear that? This is the voice of the masses!”

“Just walk properly! Stop with so much nonsense!”

Yan Xun reprimanded them with a dark face, pretending not to see Chu Qiao’s gaze and pretending that all those words were praising today’s food and weather.

In less than an hour, the army arrived at Sunset Mountain in the west. The main force went ahead, while Yan Xun and his guard unit stopped briefly. Seeing Chu Qiao with reddened eyes, lowering her head and fidgeting with her fingers, Yan Xun had to sigh, jump off his horse, walk forward, and gently embrace her, saying softly: “I promise you, I guarantee I’ll take care of my health, be very careful, retreat immediately if the battle situation becomes unfavorable, never be recklessly brave, and return to you intact in ten days. If I fail to do any of these, you can beat or scold me as you wish when I return. Don’t be like this. How can I leave with peace of mind when you’re like this? Ah Chu has always been the strongest. You need to support me, help me, and be my closest comrade and most trustworthy lover, right?”

“Mm,” the girl’s head rested against Yan Xun’s chest, her voice somewhat muffled and particularly aggrieved as she said: “You better keep your word.”

“Absolutely!” Yan Xun promised solemnly: “A man of his word cannot be stopped by four horses. Anyone who doesn’t keep their promise doesn’t deserve to walk on two legs.”

“Alright then, you can go.”

“Not yet, there’s one more thing.” Yan Xun suddenly grew serious: “This is very important. You need to remember it carefully.”

“Hm?” Chu Qiao immediately looked up, blinking her misty eyes: “What is it?”

“As a friend who has grown up with you, fought with you, and lived with you, I have one most sincere piece of advice for you that you must always remember.”

Chu Qiao frowned. Clever as she was, she seemed to have already detected a hint of conspiracy. She asked suspiciously: “What exactly do you want to say?”

“You need to be more straightforward with me!”

Yan Xun shouted sternly, suddenly bending down and kissing Chu Qiao on the lips. His domineering aura immediately invaded as the man pressed his hand against the back of the young woman’s head. Their lips and teeth met, and his tongue entered forcefully, dominating and assertive, instantly breaking through the young woman’s fragile defense, catching her completely off guard. Her breathing immediately became irregular, her chest heaving violently. On the vast snowy plain covered in silvery white, in front of five hundred guards, the King of Yan Bei was French kissing Director Chu of the Staff Department, with no sense of embarrassment despite the public spectacle.

Only when Chu Qiao was about to pass out did Yan Xun finally release her slightly. Seeing her blushing and looking around, just like a thief caught in the act, Yan Xun immediately burst into laughter and said loudly: “What are you afraid of? All of Yan Bei is mine.”

Chu Qiao immediately exploded, shouting with a red face: “Ah! You scoundrel! You’ve ruined my reputation!”

Yan Xun held Chu Qiao by the waist, slightly raising the corner of his eye with an alluring smile: “Ah Chu, don’t you know? From the moment you followed me into the Sacred Jin Palace, the word ‘reputation’ had already waved goodbye to you.”

“Bastard!” Chu Qiao’s words failed her. Seeing everyone around smiling at her, she became even more furious and pointed at A’Jing and others, shouting: “Don’t laugh! Don’t tell anyone! I’ll beat you! And you, you, who are you? Your teeth are all showing when you laugh! What’s your name? Which unit? Still laughing? I’m talking to you!”

“Ah Chu! Don’t change the subject!” Yan Xun grew serious, pulling her over: “You need to be more straightforward. You’re worried I’ll flirt with other women, so why come up with all these long speeches, acting all righteous? I think you’re the one who deserves a beating.”

“Hey, hey!” Chu Qiao was thoroughly embarrassed, her face red as she stamped her foot: “Surname Yan, have I not disciplined you for too long? You still want to beat me? Can you even defeat me?”

Yan Xun snorted: “I’ve been going easy on you. Do you think you’re invincible?”

“Fine, crossing the river and tearing down the bridge? If you’re not convinced, let’s have a match!”

Yan Xun immediately laughed: “Ah Chu, are you reluctant to see me leave? Deliberately wasting my time to delay me?”

Chu Qiao’s eyes widened as she shouted angrily: “Who’s reluctant to see you leave? Get out quickly! Even looking at you for one more moment annoys me!”

“Are you sure I should leave?”

“Go, go, no one wants to look at you.”

“Don’t regret it!”

“I’ll never regret it.”

“Don’t cry in secret after I’m gone!”

“Are you leaving or not? So much nonsense!”

“Haha!” Yan Xun mounted his horse, laughing loudly: “Ah Chu, I’m off! In ten days, at Minlan Plain, wait for my triumphant return!”

“Hya!”

Over a hundred war horses immediately galloped away, leaving behind a straight line of white snow foam in their wake. War eagles flew together in the sky, with the wind rolling in the distance. The fierce sun shone like gold, illuminating the departing silhouettes of the warriors, like a magnificent painting. In a flash, only faint shadows remained.

Chu Qiao stood in place, watching Yan Xun’s departing figure, her heart filled with tender emotions. She silently pressed her palms together, slowly closed her eyes, and spoke in a calm voice, filled with deep affection and sincerity: “Almighty deity, please bless my beloved, bless him with smooth sailing and a safe return.”

On the eighteenth day of the tenth month, Yan Xun made a shocking military move that was considered suicidal but caught everyone by surprise. He led the vanguard of the First Army Corps to Lanque Province to meet up with Wu Daoya of the First Army Corps, bringing two hundred thousand troops to attack Meilin Pass, located at the northernmost point of Yan Bei.

Even many years later, when people mention the famous battles of the Beautiful Era, Yan Xun’s division of forces that day remains one of the most renowned contemporary battles. Facing the pressure of a million troops from Eastern Great Xia, he, as the main battle commander, actually led his most elite forces in a flanking attack on the remaining Great Xia garrison in the north. In military terms, this was an unimaginable risk. But it was precisely his action on this day that saved the entire strategic situation of the First Northern Expedition, reversed Yan Bei’s predicament of fighting on two fronts, eliminated unstable factors in Yan Bei’s rear, and even indirectly saved the fate of the entire Yan Bei Plateau.

One can imagine the expression on the faces of the Xia army when the Yan Bei forces suddenly appeared before Meilin Pass with lightning speed. Believing that Great Xia reinforcements had arrived, that the crisis at Meilin Pass had been resolved, they had relaxed their vigilance and loosened their defenses. It must have been quite a spectacular scene.

Facing the history books, people must admit that it was no coincidence or luck that allowed Yan Xun to endure hardship for eight years in the imperial city, eventually break through Zhenhuan’s defense line, march his troops to Yan Bei, and later establish a world-renowned foundation. Whether in politics or military affairs, he was a genius with superb creativity. He possessed a wild imagination and dared to put this imagination into practice. Moreover, he had an indomitable will and endurance. He possessed almost all the qualities a successful king should have. Most importantly, he had an incomparable disgust and hatred for the current rulers. What he lacked now was perhaps just a bit of ambition to swallow the world. Believe it, in the years to come, this too would gradually be remedied.

It was foreseeable that a great figure had been born. His brilliant achievements, which would be looked up to by countless people throughout their lives and praised and worshiped by future generations, from this moment on, began to unfold like a legend…

Chapter 132: Message by Wild Goose
In Yan Bei, the land was frozen with heavy snow falling, while in Huai Song, wind and rain poured down, making the day as dark as dusk.

No lamps were lit in the hall; only candlelight flickered deeply. The spacious Moji Hall was filled with floating azure gauze. The long corridor was paved with white pear wood, appearing simple but worth its weight in gold. Each step on it produced a unique echo, ancient and resonant, as if penetrating through ancient times, singing an old sacrificial tune at the edge of the horizon.

The palace halls had hung pure white lanterns early. Today was the death anniversary of the late Emperor Nalan Lie. Palace attendants had all changed into plain white ceremonial clothes, and even the red chrysanthemums blooming in front of the palace gates were wrapped with white silk. The drizzle fell desolately, creating a bleak atmosphere.

The sound of jade pendants jingled as a woman in palace attire with a phoenix coronet and hair bun walked slowly across the great hall. She had fine eyebrows, thin lips, and bright starlike eyes. Her bearing was elegant and distinguished. Though not stunningly beautiful, she was as serene as an orchid, with a complexion like snow.

At the end of the hall was a small table on the floor. Around it, several palace servants were shouting loudly, their faces flushed with bulging veins. A young man in a deep robe embroidered with coiled dragons was also squeezed among them, gesticulating wildly. Though he was eighteen or nineteen years old, he looked like a mischievous child of six or seven.

The matron on the left frowned, stepped forward, and said: “The Princess Imperial has arrived. Why aren’t you paying your respects?”

Upon hearing this, those who had been playing immediately turned around. Seeing the woman standing in the center, everyone hurriedly came forward, knelt to the ground, and called out loudly: “Greetings to the Princess Imperial! May the Princess live for thousands of years!”

“You may all rise.”

…

…

The woman in plain clothes nodded quietly. Her voice was clear and faint, carrying an ethereal quality as thin as morning mist. She looked at the young man in the deep yellow robe among the crowd and gently beckoned: “Yu’er, come here.”

The young man scratched his head, somewhat reluctantly walking over. The servants beside the woman hurriedly bowed, saying: “We pay our respects to Your Majesty.”

The young Emperor didn’t even look at them, carelessly waving his hand. When he raised his head, saliva was dripping from the corner of his mouth. Like a child afraid of his teacher, he said to the woman in the middle: “Imperial Sister, I didn’t cause trouble.”

In the hall’s candlelight, the woman took out a handkerchief embroidered with orchids and gently wiped away the saliva from the young Emperor’s mouth, saying: “Imperial Sister knows.”

The Emperor lowered his head, muttering something, but others couldn’t hear clearly. The woman sighed and asked: “Today is Father Emperor’s death anniversary. Why doesn’t Yu’er want to go to the temple to offer incense? And why did you have someone beat Attendant Lu?”

The Emperor’s voice was very small as he lowered his head and said: “I… I don’t want to go…”

The woman bowed her head and asked with great patience: “Why? Can you tell Imperial Sister?”

“Because, because,” the Emperor raised his head, his fair and handsome face flushed red as he argued: “Because Prince Changlin and the others always mock me… I don’t like playing with them.”

The rain outside made crisp sounds. A breeze blew through the corridor, bringing in a damp smell. After a long while, the woman nodded and said: “If you don’t want to go, then don’t go.”

She told the group of servants kneeling on the ground: “Keep His Majesty company and play well.”

“Yes!”

A group of half-grown children, around twelve or thirteen years old, responded in unison. The woman turned and left with her attendants. Soon, the sounds of commotion rose again behind her, and the sound was surprisingly joyful.

Who could have imagined that the Emperor of Huai Song, which occupied the most fertile regions of the continent, was a veritable fool? His mental capacity would forever remain at that of a ten-year-old child, never growing up. This matter was the highest secret of the Huai Song royal family. The Princess Imperial of Huai Song had meticulously planned for many years, always concealing this fact from outsiders. But now, as Nalan Hong Yu gradually grew older, the time for him to come of age and take power was repeatedly delayed. Voices of opposition and questioning in the court grew stronger, and she finally began to feel that she could not support everything alone.

Years ago, Nalan Lie, who had campaigned all his life and opened up vast maritime territories in the east, looked at his young daughter and foolish son on his deathbed. He only heaved a long sigh, saying “Too much killing!” before sadly departing from the world, leaving the vast and magnificent empire entirely on the shoulders of the girl who was not yet fifteen at the time. In the blink of an eye, five years had passed.

Looking at the thin figure walking slowly ahead, Lady Cloud felt a moment of daze. Without realizing the passing years, the young girl with twin buns hanging by her shoulders had now passed her twentieth year. Her flowering youth had slowly passed in the deep palace walls. Although outside there were rumors about how astute and decisive the Princess Imperial was, how incredibly wise, and even in recent years, some secretly suspected that the Princess Imperial was usurping power and authority, even imprisoning the Emperor and monopolizing power, only she knew how much bitterness was in the heart of the woman before her.

Five years in a woman’s life, how many five-year periods are there?

“Princess, it’s late. Please return to your palace to rest.”

Nalan Hong Ye gently shook her head: “There are still some official documents in Yuhao Hall that need to be reviewed.”

Lady Cloud hurriedly said, “Then let’s bring them back to your palace to review?”

Looking at the anxious face of the old matron who had taken care of her since she was small, Nalan Hong Ye smiled faintly and said: “Alright.”

Lady Cloud was delighted and immediately ordered someone to go to Yuhao Hall to fetch the documents. In a short while, bright palace lamps were lit in Roufu Hall, creating a dazzling gold and green splendor. Although Nalan Hong Ye was not a person who liked to flaunt her status, everyone in the palace knew who the actual master was, so they naturally served her with extreme care.

It was almost the third watch of the night. Lady Cloud had secretly come in to check several times, and finally saw that the stack of unreviewed documents on the table was gradually diminishing. But in the end, she noticed the Princess Imperial holding a border dispatch for a long time without writing anything. She finally couldn’t help but enter and ask with a frown: “Princess, what matter is so difficult to decide? It’s the third watch already, and you have court early tomorrow morning.”

“Hmm? It’s a commercial report from the border.”

Nalan Hong Ye was slightly stunned, and upon being interrupted, showed a trace of embarrassment. She brushed away the stray hair in front of her eyes, and did not conceal anything from this person closest to her, saying: “Great Xia has already sent troops to attack Yan Bei. Yan Bei urgently needs medicine and provisions, and wants to exchange minerals for our weapons.”

Lady Cloud was not an ordinary woman; she frowned slightly: “Didn’t we just send a batch a few days ago?”

“Mere trifles, a drop in the bucket. Marquis Changle and Prince Jinjiang strongly opposed it, using the excuse that naval wars in the East Sea are imminent. The supplies were greatly insufficient. Moreover, because of the northern war, prices have soared. The gold received from the Yan Heir has almost been spent.”

Nalan frowned slightly, then suddenly heard commotion from the direction of Qin’an Hall. She stood up and asked: “What’s happening outside?”

Lady Cloud hurriedly went out for a moment and returned with a smile: “It’s nothing. The young prince was crying at night. The Empress was worried that the young prince would catch a cold and fall ill, so she sent for the Imperial Physician.”

Nalan raised an eyebrow and asked: “What did the Imperial Physician say?”

“The Imperial Physician said it was nothing, just a child being hungry at night.”

Nalan smiled slightly, her smile plain, her eyes calm, with a trace of wise light: “This child is the hope of our Great Song. No wonder the Empress is so attentive. Auntie, you have experience; when you have free time, please look after him more.”

“Yes.”

Nalan slowly sat down and gently exhaled. It was fortunate that Yu’er had such a child. Since it was already impossible to help him take power, they could only place their hopes on this child.

But how many more years would that take?

She shook her head lightly, not willing to think about these matters anymore. She casually wrote “To be reviewed” on the document and then put it aside.

Lady Cloud frowned, wanting to say something but ultimately didn’t. Over the years, the Princess had always paid close attention to matters concerning Yan Bei. Especially after Yan Bei’s independence, Huai Song changed its usual style and took the great risk of getting involved. She thought that such a wise person as the Princess must have her profound meaning in this that she couldn’t understand.

Just as countless citizens of Great Song said, the Princess was a star descended from heaven, as clear and bright as a mirror.

Nalan came to the window and pushed open the gauze curtains. Rain was striking the banana leaves, making pattering sounds. In the distance, the lotus pond was serene, with oblique waters gleaming. Occasionally, a brocade carp would leap above the water surface, flipping its snow-white belly.

Nalan felt a chill in her heart and stood silently. The servants gradually withdrew, and Lady Cloud also prepared the bed and left the room. For a moment, the entire world seemed to quiet down, and only the sparse raindrops and the croaking of frogs at night could be heard.

She suddenly remembered many years ago, a rainy night under the banana trees when she was just over ten years old, a youth with eyes shining like stars, and their small white hands clapping together…

A sworn friendship, never to be abandoned.

In those years, when Father Emperor was alive and the royal family was prominent, she was showered with countless affections. Following Uncle Prince Anling on a diplomatic mission to Great Xia, she disguised herself and claimed to be Prince Anling’s young son, Xuan Mo. She accidentally met the Yan Bei Crown Prince, who was being held hostage in Zhenhuan. After one month together, they formed a deep friendship and swore brotherhood. From then on, they corresponded between north and south for many years without interruption.

Thinking of those days, she was mischievous and clever, and Yan Xun was bright and unrestrained. The children of the Mu He family, though mischievous and spoiled, had no malice. Zhuge Huai was mature beyond his years, Zhuge Yue was solitary and difficult to get along with, and although Zhao Che was arrogant, he was often teased by Yan Xun, Mu He Xi Feng, and others, becoming furious with bulging veins. Once, he chased Mu He Xi Feng through more than thirty palace gates with a sword, vowing to settle the matter with life and death. And as for the little Zhao Song, he was always dragging his snot, crying and pleading to join the group in their games, but everyone thought he was too young, and no one was willing to take him along.

Ten years had passed in the blink of an eye. Now, things had changed, and the faces from those days had undergone countless transformations. Some wielded great power, some suffered countless hardships, some were ambitious, some were full of sorrow, and others had already turned to white bones and dust, scattered away.

From her bosom, she took out the letter that had just been delivered to the palace this morning. But in just one day, the corners of the letter had already become slightly wrinkled. The paper was warm and carried a faint fragrance of the woman’s body. Upon opening it, upright and thin handwriting immediately came into view:

“Worthy Brother Xuan Mo, a great battle is about to begin in Yan Bei. Your elder brother will soon head to the battlefield. Before leaving, after much consideration, I still need to ask for your help in managing military supplies and provisions. Half a month ago, I went to Song to meet the Princess Imperial of that country. Princess Nalan is noble and promised to support Yan Bei with provisions. However, as your country’s eastern coast is about to face war, I deeply fear that there will be opposing voices in the court and society. If the Princess Imperial’s intentions change, I ask that you mediate and appease the court officials. This matter concerns the life and death of Yan Bei. I have no choice but to shamelessly ask for your help. I hope that, considering our friendship of many years, you will lend a hand. I, your brother, am far away in distant mountains and will certainly be grateful for your kindness.

I heard that you got married a month ago to a good woman from Huai’an. Your brother has no great congratulatory gift, only a jade hairpin to give to your wife, wishing you a harmonious marriage and to grow old together.

P.S.: I finally met the extraordinarily beautiful and unparalleled Princess Imperial of your country, whom you’ve spoken of. However, her face veil was half a finger thick, and her speech was as dull as an old woman’s. She was abundantly dignified but lacking in vitality. I feel that your aesthetic taste is quite unusual. If I have the chance to see her again, I will certainly toast a large cup of wine to your taste.”

Nalan’s brow furrowed slightly as she read the phrases “face veil half a finger thick,” “speech as dull as an old woman’s,” “abundantly dignified but lacking in vitality” several times. The young woman was slightly angry, and her usually calm face showed some annoyance.

The night wind blew in, lifting the hem of her garment, carrying a faint fragrance of orchids.

Taking a sheet of white paper from the desk, she ground the ink, picked up a brush, thought silently for a long time, and then wrote:

“Having received your letter, I know that you will soon leave for the front lines. I am very concerned for you. The battlefield is dangerous, and swords and knives have no eyes. I hope you take great care. I am still waiting for our appointment fifteen years from now, to get drunk with you at Pengrui Tower, appreciate the autumn lake water together, play the white silk zither, and half-sing the Western River Moon. You must not break your promise and grow fat, abandoning me.

The Princess Imperial of my humble country is dignified and elegant, virtuous and good, a model of womanhood and a rare treasure of Huai Song. How could an ordinary person easily see her? You have long been on the battlefield, and your aesthetic sense has been greatly damaged. Hearing your words, I am deeply grieved and extremely worried about your future.

Regarding provisions and military supplies, please do not worry. Since the Princess Imperial has already promised, she will certainly comply. If there are changes, I will do my utmost to mediate and plan for you. With the great battle in Yan Bei imminent, I sit alone on the tower every night, looking northwest, waiting for news of your victory.”

After finishing writing, the light rain outside had stopped. Nalan sat quietly alone, holding the jade hairpin, which felt extremely warm to the touch. It was completely white, with a cold plum blossom carved at the top. The petals and stamens were visible, elegant, and pure. Though not gorgeous, it was exquisitely crafted.

Give it to your brother’s wife? Did she need to send it to Xuan Mo’s new bride?

The Princess Imperial of Nalan rarely revealed a warm smile. She casually took the document marked “To be reviewed” from the desk and wrote: “Approved.”

Outside the window, the sky was turning white. The long night was about to pass. Nalan stood up, walked to the window, and silently looked to the northwest. Clouds and rosy light gradually appeared on the horizon. The air was fresh after the rain. The morning bell rang leisurely, and the sound of the morning court announcement spread from the rear hall in the distance.

Nalan took a deep breath, closed her eyes to rest, and when she opened them again, there was a clear light in them.

She still needed to find a way to persuade those old ministers who opposed interfering in the war between Great Xia and Yan Bei. She rubbed her eyes, thinking that she would have to use the pretense that the Princess Imperial’s maneuvering and far-sighted planning all had deep meaning behind them.

She smiled lightly, suddenly showing a touch of girlish playfulness. People always have moments of willfulness.

Some people, some things, were never possible in a lifetime. She simply wouldn’t hold out hope. She knew that she needed to protect Huai Song, protect the Emperor, protect her brother’s child, protect the Nalan lineage.

The sky was clear. Princess Imperial Nalan’s expression was calm as she slowly lifted the curtain and said softly: “Prepare for my toilette. I must get ready for court.”

Chapter 133: Past Affairs
Late autumn had passed, and the depth of winter approached. After a frost, the air carried several hints of coldness. During early mornings and late evenings, the chill crept in, forcing one to add layers of clothing. Charcoal fires burned in the rooms all day, as time slowly passed through these prolonged, gloomy days.

After midday, someone called at the door, but no one answered for a long while. Huan’er, who was taking an afternoon nap in her room, heard the noise and hurriedly threw on some clothes before running out. She was nineteen this year and had become the senior maid of Qingshan Courtyard. Opening the door, she saw Month Seven standing there, his cloak covered in frost, his features turning bluish from the cold. Startled, she asked urgently, “Why are you in such a disheveled state?”

Month Seven didn’t answer but asked instead, “Where is the Young Master?”

“Young Master went to the plum garden on the back hill this morning. Qing Xi and Jia’er are with him. Is something wrong?”

“Please take me to him quickly.”

Seeing Month Seven’s worried expression, Huan’er slipped her arm into her final sleeve while taking small, hurried steps ahead, repeatedly saying, “Follow me.”

But just as she stepped forward, Month Seven moved aside as a woman entered first. She wore a sky-blue Southern Ring white brocade embroidered with extremely cool, pale green water-dyed patterns. Though simple in style, the cut fit her perfectly, making her appear somewhat slender. Her distant eyebrows were dark as ink, her makeup light. Her beauty was extraordinary, although she appeared somewhat pale, which only added to her melancholy charm against the cold.

“Young Lady, please come this way,” Month Seven said respectfully. Seeing Huan’er still standing dazed, he hurriedly said, “Hurry up!”

“Oh!” Huan’er came to her senses and quickly led the way.

Yesterday’s frost and snow had caused the plum garden’s flowers to burst into bloom all at once. White and red blossoms flourished gloriously, dazzling to the eye. A thin layer of snow covered the ground, reflecting a pure white all around. The sun only vaguely cast weak light, like yellowish willow twigs scattered section by section on the mottled stone slabs.

Qing Xi and Jia’er stood holding cloaks at the corner of an old plum tree, peering into the distance and occasionally whispering to each other.

When Huan’er ran in, a sudden gust of wind rose. Through the dense plum shadows, she caught sight of a young man in blue robes sitting gracefully on a stone bench, holding a wolf-hair brush and gazing at the cold plum blossoms as he painted. A small brazier was placed beneath his water container, with boiling water above it and a fine Hui ink stone. His hood half-concealed his face, his clothes fluttered, his eyes like black jade, his lips like a touch of frost. As the wind passed, plum blossoms scattered onto his shoulders. In that instant, it seemed he could captivate one’s soul.

The silence and the cold in the air momentarily mesmerized the little maid. This time when the Young Master returned, he seemed much thinner. Though he still maintained that aloof, serene demeanor, Huan’er, having served him for so many years, sensitively detected that something was different. The Young Master would drift off while speaking, pause mid-meal without realizing it, and sometimes appear deeply engrossed in a book, yet when she cleaned his study in the evening, she’d find the page unchanged from the previous day.

She had heard that the Young Master had suffered defeat in a family power struggle this time, fallen from favor, and been blamed by the Old Master. He had been punished to kneel in the ancestral temple for three days and nights, then placed under house arrest in Qingshan Courtyard, forbidden to leave.

The Young Master was typically solitary in his conduct and didn’t get along well with his family’s brothers and sisters. When he fell from grace, who knew how many people secretly clapped their hands in delight, yet not one person came forward to speak on his behalf. Now the eldest young master had returned to the estate and had been appointed logistics officer for the northern expedition, clearly showing that the Fourth Young Master was even less favored.

Presumably, the Young Master was troubled by this matter. Ah, such a proud person suddenly reduced to this state. Huan’er frowned, gently biting her lip. The Young Master was quite a good person—far better than many other masters outside. Many people were merely frightened by his exterior.

She grabbed the cloak from Qing Xi’s hands and scolded with furrowed brows, “How foolish! What use are you?”

With that, she ran forward a few steps and draped the silver fox fur cape over Zhuge Yue’s shoulders, saying, “Young Master, it’s so cold. Let’s go back.”

Zhuge Yue looked up, his gaze as clear and quiet as a cold pond. Without speaking, a single glance conveyed all his meaning.

Huan’er immediately retreated, understanding her place, and respectfully said, “Month Seven has brought a young lady to see you, Young Master. She says it’s important.”

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow slightly, put down his brush, and said, “Let them in.”

When the woman entered, plum blossoms scattered and snow flew. As their eyes met, even the aloof Zhuge Yue showed a slight shock. His brow furrowed lightly as he stood up, his hood falling back, watching silently as the woman approached through the deep plum blossoms, walking on the snow.

“Fourth Brother.”

The woman smiled faintly. In this era, she was no longer young, appearing to be twenty-four or twenty-five years old. Life had not been kind to her; fine lines adorned the corners of her eyes. Her voice was tender like water as she slowly approached, standing before Zhuge Yue with a gentle smile. Speaking as if nothing had changed, she said, “Still the same temperament. On such a cold day, when everyone else is warming themselves by the fire indoors, you choose to come here and brave the wind. Is your body made of iron?”

In an instant, the years rewound, time flowed backward. The same people, the same tone, and yet somehow, something had fundamentally changed. Zhuge Yue half-opened his lips, seemingly about to say something, but it froze on his lips. Within a breath, the man’s expression returned to normal, and he calmly stepped back, saying quietly, “Lady Helian.”

The woman’s smile instantly froze on her lips. She gently bit her lower lip, revealing a trace of a sorrowful smile, and finally sighed, “Won’t you invite me to sit?”

Zhuge Yue nodded and said, “Please sit.”

Month Seven and Huan’er promptly withdrew. Warm milk tea sat on the charcoal brazier. Zhuge Yue instructed Huan’er to bring a pot of clear tea instead, and the little maid quickly went to fetch it.

The woman smiled and said, “Thank you for remembering that I don’t like the gamey smell of milk tea.”

Zhuge Yue remained silent. The woman felt somewhat awkward and, after thinking for a moment, said, “I’ve heard everything. How are you now?”

Zhuge Yue smiled faintly, responding with polite courtesy, “Quite well.”

In the quiet plum garden, one could only hear the wind moving through the plum branches and the soft falling of snow. The woman sighed gently: “Fourth Brother, we haven’t seen each other for nine years. Don’t you have anything to say to me?”

Zhuge Yue responded calmly, his tone without a trace of emotion: “I wasn’t aware Lady Helian was coming today. My apologies for not greeting you properly.”

“What’s this ‘Lady Helian’?” The woman snorted lightly, her tone carrying hints of self-mockery and sorrow. “The Helian clan has collapsed, and when the tree falls, the monkeys scatter. If it weren’t for Aunt, I wouldn’t be sitting here alive right now.”

Zhuge Yue’s brow furrowed slightly, and he lowered his head in silence. The woman lifted her head, the corners of her mouth curving into a smile as she said, “I know that Aunt came to beg you for help. You arranged things with the exile office of the Ministry of Justice to get me back from the slave bureau and remove my slave status. Otherwise, otherwise…”

As she spoke, tears suddenly fell from her eyes. Zhuge Yue’s brow furrowed deeper, and he said gravely, “You needn’t dwell on this matter. Even without Second Madam’s request, I would have helped.”

“It’s easy to add flowers to brocade, but hard to send charcoal in the snow. When the Helian clan was prosperous, everyone in the family eagerly sought my favor. Once fallen, I was suddenly abandoned, with people desperate to drive me from the household. Only you extended a helping hand to me at such a time.”

Perhaps out of compassion, Zhuge Yue sighed lightly and asked, “What are your plans now that you’ve returned?”

The woman lowered her head and shook it gently: “I don’t know either. Aunt has grown old, and the Second House has long been empty. Although she adopted me back then, I was never entered into the family register. Moreover, I’m now a criminal’s wife. I’ll take it one step at a time. If one day I have nowhere to go, a white silk cord will end it all.”

Zhuge Yue’s brow deepened slightly: “I have some modest property outside. If you don’t mind, I can have Month Seven make arrangements for you.”

The woman glanced up from the corner of her eye, carefully studying Zhuge Yue, feeling that life turned like a bubble, everything hazy as a dream.

Time had passed in the blink of an eye. The once stubborn, solitary youth had grown into a man. The man before her was elegant and aloof. Even temporarily suppressed, the sharp, dazzling light about him remained hard to conceal. His spirit was as quiet as a deep pool, nothing like those mundane beings outside. Reflecting on all she had seen and experienced over the years, she suddenly felt a deep weariness and disgust. She slowly exhaled and said softly, “I know that even if there’s no place for me in the whole world, you would never turn me away.”

Though spoken so calmly, her words fell like a stone into a deep, frozen lake. In a daze, they seemed to return to twelve years ago, when a small orphaned girl whose family had fallen came seeking relatives, only to be turned away. Second, Madam, her aunt by blood, was too timid to help. A ten-year-old boy returning from military school happened to see her crying at the courtyard gate. The boy stood watching for a long time as his brothers, sisters, and more than ten concubines collectively bullied this little girl whose family had lost power. He watched quietly, his gaze serene, not at all like a child of just over ten years.

Finally, amid everyone’s mockery, the boy suddenly and unpredictably walked into the crowd, grabbed the girl’s hand, and headed straight for his courtyard. The First Madam shouted from behind, but the boy casually tossed a bank note to the steward, saying lightly, “For her food,” and then strode away.

After that, she stayed at Qingshan Courtyard, living peacefully for three years under the protection of that ten-year-old child. Later, through his mediation, she was adopted by Second Madam, gaining the status of a proper young lady of the family. It was precisely because of this status that she later managed to climb socially, becoming the wife of the Helian clan’s eldest legitimate son, even though the husband she married at just fifteen was a man over fifty.

He was still young then, and though somewhat solitary, he was still a child, not as cold as he would later become. Over time, they developed a familial bond of mutual support.

This child was stubborn back then. She still remembered how, to tame a wolf dog, he fought it bare-handed for an entire day. His hands and feet were bitten, but he finally subdued the wolf dog.

When Lord Zhuge asked him: Why didn’t you let the dog trainer handle it?

He countered: “Is this my dog or his dog?”

From then on, his status among the clan’s male children became quite different. He was not looked down upon at all despite his mother’s early death.

The Second Young Master of the First House, Zhuge Yi, had always been the family troublemaker. Relying on his birth from the First Madam and the support of the eldest young master Zhuge Huai, he was typically arrogant and domineering. Seeing that Zhuge Yue was favored by Lord Zhuge, he caused trouble for Qingshan Courtyard several times. Once he insisted on having this dog, but Zhuge Yue refused. He then begged the First Madam to intervene personally, and she took the dog away while Zhuge Yue was at military school. When Zhuge Yue returned and found out, he went directly to Huangshan Courtyard. Upon entering, he discovered the dog eating bones at Zhuge Yi’s feet. Without saying anything, he walked over and stabbed a knife directly into the dog’s neck, splashing blood all over himself. Everyone screamed and ran away, leaving only him, crouching there, stroking the convulsing dog’s head, saying nothing, just quietly accompanying it until the dog took its last breath.

She thought then that he was truly a grudge-bearing child. Later, as she grew up, she gradually understood that he didn’t hold grudges—he simply couldn’t tolerate betrayal.

But she had ultimately betrayed him cruelly, leaving with dreams of wealth and glory, abandoning the vast, cold Qingshan Courtyard entirely to him.

But now, she had returned. She remembered everything from the past, knew all that was hidden beneath his proud, cold exterior. She believed everything would be alright again if she were just given another chance.

She stood up, walked to Zhuge Yue’s side, bent down, and gently adjusted the collar of his fur cloak. She pressed her lips together and said warmly, “It’s too cold outside. Let’s go back after a while. We haven’t seen each other for so long.. I’ll personally cook something delicious for you today.”

Zhuge Yue looked at her expressionlessly. His gaze wasn’t particularly cold, but it carried a distant indifference that unconsciously frightened her. She instinctively sensed something was about to go wrong and hurriedly stood up, saying, “I’ll go back first. Another day, I’ll come see you another day.”

The wind rustled the trees, and snowflakes fell with the cold plum blossoms. The woman turned to leave, but Zhuge Yue suddenly called out, “Wanwan.”

Wanwan didn’t turn around. She hastily said, “No need to see me off. I can go by myself.”

“Wanwan!”

The voice behind her suddenly grew stern, as if seeing through her thoughts. The woman stopped immediately, her face pale.

Zhuge Yue’s gaze was distant as he calmly looked at her thin back, saying quietly, “I don’t remember that you dislike the gamey smell of milk tea. I asked the servants to change the tea only because it makes me nauseous, and I wanted something lighter.”

Nothing could have expressed his feelings more clearly than these words. Wanwan’s delicate body trembled slightly, her face turned pale, and she left without another word, as if she had never been there at all.

Zhuge Yue’s expression remained unchanged as he picked up his wolf-hair brush, dipped it in the ink stone a few times, and continued painting.

Soon, Month Seven came forward. Zhuge Yue didn’t look up but said in a deep voice, “How is it?”

“I don’t know, sir. I just returned from the north and saw the young lady standing at the entrance. The doorman was preventing her from entering, so I brought her in.”

“I’m asking about the situation of the war in the north.”

Month Seven was momentarily stunned, then hastily replied, “The heavy snow has blocked the roads, so accurate information can’t get through. However, I heard from passing merchants that Northern Shuo City is already surrounded. Yan Bei’s internal government is unstable and conscripting heavily. They say even children as young as ten have been issued weapons. Several snowstorms have added to Yan Bei’s troubles. Countless civilians have starved to death, and civil unrest has broken out in many places. The war situation is extremely favorable to our Great Xia.”

Zhuge Yue’s brush suddenly froze, and a drop of thick ink fell onto the white rice paper. He remained silent, but his brow furrowed slightly.

“Young Master, the Young Miss is in Northern Shuo City. We have people in Yan Bei’s interior. Should we help her at this critical moment, at least to prevent her from falling into enemy hands?”

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow slightly, his tone as cold as the snow on the frontier: “Help her? Do I have any standing to do so?”

Zhuge Yue rose to his full height, his tall figure standing amid the red and white plum blossoms with a unique charm and bearing. He quietly stepped forward, then suddenly turned back and said in a deep voice, “Don’t meddle in so many affairs in the future.”

Month Seven’s forehead beaded with cold sweat as he quickly bowed and said, “This servant will obey. I won’t speak out of turn again.”

“I meant about the Young Lady’s matter.”

Zhuge Yue strode away with Huan’er, Qing Xi, and the others hurriedly following behind. Month Seven stood in the plum garden, feeling the clothes on his back nearly soaked through.

The Young Master has been in a very bad mood lately. I must be careful.

Month Seven cautioned himself this way when suddenly a gust of wind blew up, lifting a corner of the rice paper on the stone table. He quickly stepped forward to hold down the painting. Looking at its contents, he was slightly surprised. The Young Master had sat in the plum garden for half a day, and everyone assumed he was painting plums, but unexpectedly, the drawing depicted a bustling, lively street. With light ink and just a few strokes, he had vividly portrayed the merchants and porters on the street—figures moving about, colorful lanterns burning high—creating an extraordinarily prosperous scene.

The Great Xia regulated commerce, and except during festivals, such lively scenes were rare. In the center of the painting was a woman on a tall horse, fading into the distance. Only her gradually receding back could be seen clearly—slender yet straight, incongruous with the surrounding scenery, faintly exuding a melancholy indifference.

The entire painting was roughly sketched with a few ink strokes, not detailed at all, appearing vague and indistinct. But the object in the woman’s hand was very clear. It had a long handle with a thin line, and the suspended object had long ears and round eyes—at first glance, it looked like a rabbit.

The scenery remains the same as in years past, but the people are not those of former days. That bustling street still exists today, still extraordinarily lively during the Lantern Festival, but the child from those years has long since grown up.

Standing in the center of the plum garden, Month Seven sighed softly and carefully rolled up the painting. The east wind blew catkins as petals fell in profusion.

Huan’er followed Zhuge Yue back to his room. As soon as they entered, she hurried to brew tea and boil water. Suddenly, Zhuge Yue called the maid’s name from the inner chamber. The little maid ran in swiftly, panting as she asked, “Young Master? What is it?”

“Take that down.”

“Ah?” Huan’er was startled. She saw that Zhuge Yue was pointing at a painting directly facing his bed. It depicted a young girl, about eleven or twelve years old, with bright eyes and a sweet smile, wearing a tender yellow upper garment and a light green skirt, looking adorable. This painting had been displayed there for over ten years. The paper had already turned slightly yellow. Everyone knew the painting was extraordinarily meaningful to the Young Master and handled it with great care during cleaning. She never expected the Young Master to ask her to take it down today.

“What? Can’t you reach it?”

“Oh? No, I can.” Huan’er hurriedly moved a chair over, climbed up, and carefully removed the painting from the wall. Then, holding it high above her head, she asked, “Young Master, where shall I put it?”

Zhuge Yue took the tea handed to him by Qing Xi, drank a sip, and said casually, “It’s yours now.”

“What?”

The little maid nearly tumbled over. Seeing that Zhuge Yue was not joking, Huan’er nervously rolled up the painting and, with a worried expression, left the room with the other two maids.

Zhuge Yue approached his desk, which was covered by a large lid. When he removed it, an enormous sand table was revealed, complete with mountains, rivers, and geography. Among them were small flags in five colors—red, yellow, blue, green, and black—densely inserted in the northwest corner.

He sat down and pondered in silence. After half an hour, Zhuge Yue frowned slightly and said slowly, “Not Northern Shuo. They’re going to attack Chiyuan Crossing.”

—*—*—*—*—*—

“Not Northern Shuo! The Xia army’s next target is Chiyuan Crossing!”

The fierce woman frowned and said, “For three whole days, the Xia army has conducted no regular charges, only small-scale harassment and skirmishes. This is abnormal, very abnormal. With the Great Xia’s military strength, if they combined their forces, they would have already launched a fierce attack on Northern Shuo. The current situation indicates that the Xia military’s internal command is not unified, and the forces gathered here are not their main strength…”

“Any new battle reports?” General Cao Mengtong, as if not hearing her, yawned while addressing his other subordinates: “Have the Zhao Qi brothers been frightened by our million-strong army? Have they forgotten the task their father sent them to accomplish?”

Everyone immediately burst into laughter. For these three days, the Yan Bei army had won victory after victory. The Xia army seemed like a block of tofu, scattering at the slightest touch. The troops of Zhao Qi and Zhao Ying appeared disunited. The Northwestern Allied Army favored Great Xia’s new favorite, the Fourteenth Prince Zhao Ying, while the Batuha Family Army followed behind Zhao Qi. Each time they charged, either one side disrupted the other’s formation, or one side ran into the other’s flank. They had no absolute formation whatsoever, merely putting on a show, with neither wanting to be the first to sacrifice troops as cannon fodder.

Before the Yan Bei army could even release their first volley of arrows, the Xia army would shout, “We can’t hold! We can’t withstand it!” and hastily retreat. Even a group of teenage soldiers would be stronger than them. Northern Shuo City housed over 600,000 regular troops and over 300,000 militia—truly a million-strong army as claimed. Originally, people had some apprehension and fear facing Great Xia’s iron-blooded strong army, but after several battles, even the peasant soldiers now dared to venture outside with their hoes.

“It seems we don’t need to wait for His Highness to return. The Xia dogs will retreat and flee back to Zhenhuang.”

Everyone laughed heartily. Lu Zhi, a general under Cao Mengtong, called out, “In my opinion, we should split our army in half now and help His Highness take Meilin Pass.”

“That’s not necessary. We might as well pursue the fleeing Xia troops to Zhenhuang.”

“That’s right!”

With these words, everyone responded in unison. They all chattered, as if they had already won a great victory.

“General Cao!”

Chu Qiao stood up abruptly, her eyes flashing like lightning as she said in a low, stern voice: “General, gentlemen, if you didn’t hear clearly what I just said, I don’t mind repeating it! To this day, we haven’t determined where the enemy’s main force is. The charges and attacks we’ve seen have all been small teams of under ten thousand men. Although the central army flag is among the troops, we haven’t seen the enemy’s main cavalry force. The heavy snow has blocked our information channels. We don’t even know where the enemy camp is located. This is utterly farcical! I don’t understand the Batuha Family and the Northwestern Allied Army, but I know Third Prince Zhao Qi, and I’ve directly clashed with the Fourteenth Prince Zhao Ying on the battlefield. Zhao Qi is a cautious person, careful in his conduct and rigorous in his actions. He would never lead troops to attack so boldly without precaution. Even if he did come, his methods wouldn’t be so clumsy. As for Zhao Ying, though young, he is a senior commander from Great Xia’s Imperial Military Academy, deeply strategic and skilled in tactics. His military discipline is strict, his methods unpredictable. He excels in positional warfare and siege warfare, with rich battle experience in commanding large army groups. This man is resilient and adept at ambushes, known as the ‘Viper’ within the Xia military. He would never make such suicidal attack movements!”

“I ask all of you gentlemen to think carefully. How could Great Xia, which has dominated for nearly a hundred years, have only such capability? They are deceiving us, making us complacent! If I’m not mistaken, Zhao Qi and Zhao Ying must not be in the opposing army now. There’s more than one path to enter Yan Bei. If I were the Xia commander, I would cross the Helan Mountains, break through via Changyin Mountain Ravine, and attack Chiyuan Crossing. Once they gain a foothold there, with attacks from both sides, Northern Shuo would fall without a fight! Fortunately, although we’ve wasted three days, there’s still time. If we now reinforce Chiyuan with 200,000 troops, relying on the terrain, we can certainly withstand the Xia army. Military opportunities are fleeting. Please consider carefully!”

Silence. Deathly silence.

Everyone looked up at this woman in military attire. She stood alone in the vast meeting room, her back straight, her eyes blazing, her body slightly leaning forward, her brows tightly knit, looking at everyone with a serious expression, faintly showing traces of hope and anger.

The wrinkles on Cao Mengtong’s face trembled slightly. Suddenly, he stood up and then walked out the door without a word.

This was the perfect way to express a commander’s emotions. In no time, the vast room was empty except for Chu Qiao. She sighed deeply, sat down helplessly in a chair, supporting her forehead with her hand, the corner of her eye twitching repeatedly.

Entrusting nearly a million lives to this mob of incompetents was simply suicidal for the army. That the quality of Yan Bei’s military had deteriorated to such an extent—allowing people with no battle experience to command large military operations—was truly an unimaginable disaster. Did Yan Xun know about this situation in the army? If he were here, he could still use his prestige to control things, but how could she reverse all this?

These old fogies of the Datong Alliance—they were more valiant than anyone when it came to arguing, quarreling, making trouble, and fighting among themselves. Their ability to shout slogans was unparalleled, and their skill at inciting civil unrest was world-class. But to have them lead troops in battle, formulate battle plans, see through the enemy’s shallow military defense—by god! Wouldn’t that be a waste of talent?

The fire in Chu Qiao’s heart surged unstoppably. Seven groups of messengers had been sent to notify Lady Yu, but not one had returned. If someone who could control the situation didn’t come soon, then in this battle, Yan Bei would undoubtedly be defeated!

The setting sun cast a blood-like glow. Outside, the soldiers’ joyful songs could be heard, interspersed with the clear, tender laughter of children. Chu Qiao didn’t know how long such songs would continue, just as she didn’t know how much longer those people outside would live. If she had an army, even just a hundred men, she could immediately bind those vile officers, but she didn’t. The guards Yan Xun had left her had all been sent to find Lady Yu. Now, she didn’t even have a single messenger guard.

“Should I sneak in tonight and kill all those old fogies?”

This thought flashed through her mind. Chu Qiao frowned in frustration; if she had an AK assault rifle, she would consider the feasibility of this method.

The sky gradually darkened. Chu Qiao slowly stood up. The bright moonlight shone through the window onto the ground. In the darkness, her silhouette was thin and lonely, bearing heavy helplessness and desolation.

Just as she walked out of the City Defense Office, several young soldiers came running in panic. The leader bumped right into her, and seeing her luxurious clothes, suddenly realized his error. He immediately knelt with a thud, repeatedly apologizing.

These men were former serfs who hadn’t yet adapted to Yan Bei’s reforms. When they encountered officers on the road, they still habitually knelt and kowtowed. Chu Qiao saw that these young soldiers were all just children, the oldest being only twelve or thirteen, the youngest possibly not even ten, with their entire bodies not as tall as a rifle. Each held a wooden stick with an iron bar inserted at the end, serving as a spear. Such weapons on the battlefield wouldn’t withstand even a single round against the enemy. Great Xia’s military swords were the sharpest weapons in the world, able to easily pierce all armor and effortlessly cut through these children’s so-called “spears.”

To call them soldiers would be less appropriate than calling them beggars, yet they constituted a significant part of Northern Shuo’s million-strong army. Chu Qiao felt a profound sense of helplessness, like falling into the sea with seaweed entangling her feet, unable to swim ashore no matter how hard she struggled.

Chu Qiao’s brow was tightly furrowed, feeling as if her heart was being firmly gripped. After Yan Xun left, Cao Mengtong had been recruiting soldiers indiscriminately. All refugees within a hundred-mile radius were gathered—women forced to become military prostitutes, men conscripted into the army, and the elderly enlisted as laborers. In an instant, Northern Shuo had become a hellish inferno. The officers of the Datong Alliance, like beggars who had suddenly become emperors above thousands, committed atrocities that would make even Great Xia’s nobles feel ashamed. Chu Qiao had attempted to remonstrate several times but was shut out. After killing a few soldiers who had abused civilians, those common people who refused to be enslaved either fled the city or hid in the Advisory Department, which was now filled.

This was Yan Bei’s free regime. These were the leaders who had fought for Yan Bei’s independence for years. These were the future and hope that the people of Yan Bei had eagerly supported!

Chu Qiao took a deep breath. The people suffering from hardships had welcomed their destroyers with drums and gongs!

The woman’s fist was clenched tightly, as if to crush something. When Yan Xun returned, when he came back, she would definitely…

“My Lady,” the leader of the children called timidly, “are you Lady Chu from the Advisory Department?”

Chu Qiao lowered her head and saw that this child was barely eleven or twelve years old. His thin arms looked as if they could break with just a little force. His complexion was sallow, clearly malnourished, with only his eyes still flashing with childlike intelligence—black, round, and darting. He wore a tattered coat with a large padded jacket outside, so worn that the cotton padding was visible.

“How do you know me?”

“There’s only one female officer in the army!” The child soldier said happily. “My Lady, we’ve all heard that you’re a good officer!”

The children behind immediately crowded forward, unafraid and chattering: “My sister is in the Advisory Department. You saved her! Do you know her, My Lady?”

“My mother is there too!”

“My Lady, we saw you cut down that soldier the day before yesterday. You were so amazing!”

“Yes, My Lady, speak to us for a while, teach us a few skills. We’re about to go to the battlefield!”

“Yes, My Lady, talk to us! Teach us how to kill enemies!”

“My Lady, say something!”

Looking at the faces of these children barely in their teens, Chu Qiao suddenly felt as if her heart had stopped. She began to doubt—doubt her beliefs, doubt her values, doubt the correctness of her actions. She even considered turning around and rushing back to the City Defense Office to continue the horrifying thought she’d had in the meeting room. But thinking was one thing; she just stood there, not moving, doing nothing. The torchlight shone on her face, bright and blood-red.

Her voice was low and hoarse, with a suppressed quality. She spoke slowly, emphasizing each word: “When charging, don’t run at the front.”

Then, as if unable to bear it any longer, she immediately turned and walked away quickly, leaving behind a group of dumbfounded children staring at her back. The child soldiers scratched their heads in confusion, watching her silhouette and wondering: Why did the Lady’s words differ from what the officers said?

Just as she reached the corner of the long street, Chu Qiao stopped. She simply didn’t dare to continue facing the children’s eyes, nor could she encourage them to do well, to be loyal to their country and win this battle. She thought she had been hardened by war like steel and iron, but now she knew she was far from it.

“General Cao has finally won such a victory, yet you said in the meeting that Great Xia was deliberately showing weakness to numb everyone’s senses. Naturally, he doesn’t want to believe you.”

A cold voice suddenly sounded beside her ear. Chu Qiao turned her head to see Xue Zhiyuan leaning against a wall with his arms folded, looking at her sideways with an expression that seemed somewhat gleeful at her misfortune.

Chu Qiao now felt complete disgust for these native Datong Alliance officers. She snorted coldly and turned to leave.

“Is His Highness planning to abandon us?”

After just one step, Xue Zhiyuan suddenly asked the shocking question. Chu Qiao immediately stopped and slowly turned back, her gaze as sharp as a knife, her tone low: “What did you say?”

“His Highness and Mr. Wu are rare military leaders from Yan Bei. They took the elite forces of the First Army to attack Meilin Pass, yet left no one to defend Northern Shuo, giving the Second Army’s main force ten days to directly confront the Xia army and wear each other down. Military experts like Lady Yu are merely stationed in Blue City, not reinforcing Northern Shuo. Military strategists like Lady Chu have no power. The entire Northern Shuo City has fallen into the hands of a mob that knows nothing about military affairs. Heh, if I hadn’t seen that Lady Chu hasn’t left Northern Shuo, I would truly believe that His Highness has decided to abandon the Second Army.”

In an instant, it was as if lightning had struck her mind. It wasn’t that she hadn’t thought of it; she just didn’t want to believe it.

Would Yan Xun not know what kind of person Cao Mengtong was, what the Second Army was like, what the Datong Alliance was? What was his intention in attacking Meilin Pass at this time? Was it truly to catch Xia’s army off guard, prevent the crisis of fighting on two fronts, and encircle the Northern Expedition Army from the west? Or was it to allow these ten days for the Northern Expedition Army and the Second Army to fight until both were damaged?

Otherwise, why would he hand military power to Cao Mengtong? Why not leave Mr. Wu to oversee Northern Shuo? Why send her to seek refuge with Lady Yu in Blue City? Why had none of the seven groups of people she sent to find Lady Yu returned?

What was the reason behind all this? Could it be, as Xue Zhiyuan suggested, that everything was Yan Xun’s arrangement? Was the purpose to consume the Second Army’s main force and stabilize his position in Yan Bei using the Great Xia’s hand?

But for such a purpose, disregarding hundreds of thousands of civilians and placing Yan Bei in danger—was it worth it? Could Yan Xun do such a thing?

“But even if His Highness is clever, General Cao is no fool. In ten days, those hundreds of thousands of militia can hold on. When His Highness returns, only the civilian army will have been consumed. The Second Army’s main force will remain intact. His Highness’s plan doesn’t seem to be working out well.”

“In my homeland, unfounded speculation about one’s superior is punishable by military law!”

The young woman glanced sharply and suddenly said coldly.

Xue Zhiyuan was momentarily stunned. Then Chu Qiao continued coldly: “You needn’t try to instigate. Even if Yan Bei’s internal situation is unstable and the Datong Alliance is seriously competing for power, His Highness wouldn’t use the entire Northern Shuo City as a stake in this game of attrition! Even if everything is as you say, I believe he is not someone who would stop at nothing for power and profit. From a strategic perspective, His Highness’s counterattack on Meilin Pass is a perfect ambush, with no tactical problems! Lady Yu hasn’t responded, which must be due to reasons we don’t know. This battle concerns the life and death of all Yan Bei. Only the blind and ignorant are still fighting for power and scheming against each other here. Once Yan Bei falls, its regime will vanish in an instant, and everyone will be on the road to the underworld. With all your spare time, you might as well train the recruits, so at least you won’t die so miserably!”

Xue Zhiyuan’s brow darkened coldly as he said, “If My Lady is so confident, why repeatedly send people to notify Lady Yu? If it’s as you say, three days is enough time to make a round trip from here to Blue City. Why hasn’t Lady Yu appeared yet? If Lady Yu hadn’t received orders from above, do you think she would stand by and watch Northern Shuo being mismanaged without intervening?”

Chu Qiao’s heart sank. Just as she was about to argue, she heard a warhorse rapidly approaching. Everyone on the street made way as the rider shouted, “Lady Chu! Where is Lady Chu?”

“I’m here!”

Seeing the man, Chu Qiao’s face lit up with joy. Standing on tiptoe, she called, “I’m here!”

The warhorse galloped forward. The man jumped down and ran up, shouting, “My Lady!”

“What happened? Why are you back only now? Where are the others? Did you see Lady Yu?”

“My Lady, we encountered bandits on the road. All our brothers were held by the bandits!”

“What?”

Chu Qiao and Xue Zhiyuan exclaimed simultaneously. Chu Qiao asked incredulously, “What bandits are so bold? You had over five hundred men in total. How could you be held by bandits?”

“My Lady, though our numbers weren’t small, they had more—over seven thousand.”

“Nonsense!” Xue Zhiyuan coldly shouted. “You were careless and now blame it on bandits. Volunteer armies are everywhere in Yan Bei now. Where would seven thousand bandits come from? You’re shirking responsibility!”

The guard’s eyebrows shot up as he righteously declared, “General Xue, though we brothers may lack ability, we have fought alongside His Highness north and south as elite troops. Even if we were to die in battle, we wouldn’t flinch. If there’s a single falsehood in what I say today, may I be pierced by ten thousand arrows and die a miserable death!”

Chu Qiao’s face turned pale as she asked, one word at a time, “What about the first group? The team escorting my sisters to Blue City—were they also held up?”

The guard’s expression immediately darkened. He kowtowed to the ground and said sorrowfully, “This servant is incompetent. Please punish me, Young Lady.”

Chu Qiao took a deep breath, thinking of the Jing family women and wondering how frightened they might be. She asked gravely, “How are they now? What demands do these bandits have? Have they harmed our people?”

The guard immediately perked up and quickly answered, “No, not one was harmed. They ambushed us, and even our injured brothers were few. Originally, they were fierce, threatening us to deliver a message, but when they heard we were Lady’s subordinates, their attitude greatly improved.”

Chu Qiao was startled and asked, “What did you say?”

“My Lady, these people didn’t know who we were. They intercepted us only to find someone to deliver a message. They said they wanted to see you.”

“They want to see me?”

“Yes.”

Chu Qiao’s brow furrowed as she asked, “Who is their leader?”

“A man in his thirties, extremely valiant in battle. He’s not an ordinary bandit but seems to have received formal training. Their entire force is of very high quality with excellent individual combat skills. Their weapons and equipment are complete, though they don’t wear regular military uniforms. They refused to reveal their identity, only saying they had no ill intentions. Once you see him, they said, you’ll know who they are.”

Chu Qiao frowned, pondering for a moment before suddenly saying, “Prepare horses. Let’s go meet them.”

“Are you crazy?” Xue Zhiyuan grabbed her hand. Although the two had always been adversaries, they were still in the same trench. The man said gravely, “Leaving the city now—don’t you value your life?”

Chu Qiao turned to look at him, her expression serious: “My sisters and subordinates are all in their hands.”

“So what? Can you alone defeat them?”

“Does General Xue want to provide me with troops? Not many—five thousand would suffice.”

Xue Zhiyuan was immediately at a loss for words. He was only a vanguard commander. Now that Cao Mengtong wanted to preserve the Second Army’s strength, he couldn’t mobilize even five hundred men, let alone five thousand.

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, mounted the warhorse brought by the guard, and, following behind him, coldly commanded, “Hya!”

The warhorse reared up and galloped towards the city gate, leaving only dust behind.

Xue Zhiyuan’s eyebrow arched. Just then, a soldier led a horse over. He seized it and followed behind Chu Qiao, racing towards the West Gate.

Chapter 134: The Beginning of the Northern Expedition
The north wind howled fiercely, as snowflakes like goose feathers fell in abundance, hiding the moon in the sky. Eagles circled above the clouds, emitting shrill cries. All around was a vast white expanse, making it impossible to distinguish east from south, west from north.

Yet, despite the bone-chilling cold wind, an endless stream of people moved slowly like a long dragon. The wind, like a salt-sprinkled knife, roared angrily as it cut across people’s faces. They could barely open their eyes, but this did nothing to dampen their fighting spirit. The common folk of Yan Bei, having received General Cao of the Second Army’s conscription order, came in droves with their homemade curved blades, riding the strongest horses from their homes, rushing toward North Shuo City to offer their loyalty for the great unity they dreamed of.

This was a fierce nation, where people grew up skilled in archery and horsemanship. Chu Qiao knew that with just a little training, on this land, an unparalleled powerful army would be born. But now, watching these confident men singing Yan Bei battle songs against the wind and snow, her heart was filled with grief. She wanted to stop them but only received contemptuous glares. Someone saw her and Xue Zhiyuan heading west with their companion, spat harshly, and shouted: “Deserters!”

“My lady, let’s go quickly,” urged the imperial guard left by Yan Xun anxiously.

Just then, Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows slightly, pulled hard on the reins, and the horse abruptly stopped. The guard galloped twenty steps before stopping, and turning back asked, “My lady, what’s wrong?”

Chu Qiao frowned, tilting her ear, and turned to Xue Zhiyuan beside her saying, “Did you hear that?”

“Boom! Boom! Boom!”

The rolling thunder-like noise gradually approached, growing louder, as if it was under the ground, creeping through the soles of people’s feet, crawling up their spines.

Xue Zhiyuan raised an eyebrow and immediately jumped off his horse. The young officer ran up a nearby slope, looking ahead. In an instant, Xue Zhiyuan froze, gazing westward, motionless for a long time.

Soon, several commoners who also heard the noise climbed up, standing on the snowy plain.

Silence, a deathlike silence. Then someone turned back as if in a nightmare, looking around, stretching out a hand, pointing westward and asking, “Is there an army? Is it our army?”

The sound of hooves came from the west, and a faint black shadow appeared on the horizon, from a line to a mass, numerous, at least a thousand people, thundering from the distant Sunset Mountain Range!

“Run!”

A sharp female voice suddenly rang out. Everyone was startled and turned to see a woman in military uniform sitting on horseback, who had already drawn her sword and was pointing west, shouting, “It’s the Great Xia army! Run! Go toward North Shuo City!”

Chaos immediately erupted among the crowd, but soon someone questioned, “How could the Great Xia army be in Yan Bei’s interior?”

“Yes,” someone echoed, “They’re all outside North Shuo Pass!”

However, it was already too late. The familiar horse control method, and the familiar chopping and charging style, clearly indicated the formally trained Great Xia border defense forces. Chu Qiao turned pale, her palm sweating as she gripped her sword. Who were these people? Why could they break through North Shuo Pass and appear in the heartland of Yan Bei? There wasn’t a single regular unit here. If they charged into Yan Bei’s rear, what would be the consequences?

In an instant, all these thoughts flashed through her mind like lightning. Chu Qiao raised her sword and shouted, “I am Chu Qiao, senior officer of the Yan Bei Staff Department. Everyone follow my orders!”

The howling wind scattered her voice. The black shadows in front advanced in a dense charging formation, thousands upon thousands, like a mountain-toppling sea, with the momentum of a storm!

“How is this possible?”

A scream suddenly erupted from the crowd. The men of Yan Bei, who had traveled far to respond to the call to enlist and protect their homeland, were thrown into panic by the sudden enemy attack.

“Run!”

But it was too late to run. Fleeing in disarray would only lead to slaughter. Chu Qiao turned back, shouting, “Don’t flee! Go intercept them!”

But no one heeded her. The imperial guard rushed forward, grabbing her horse’s reins, shouting, “My lady, run!”

“We must notify North Shuo headquarters immediately!”

“My lady! It’s too late!”

As if to confirm his words, the charge call of “Kill the enemy!” suddenly resounded, undoubtedly the charge call of the Great Xia regular army.

The wild horse hooves suddenly approached, instantly catching up with the panicking fleeing civilians. Swift as lightning, the blades instantly unsheathed, like flashes of lightning. Before the people of Yan Bei could react, a flash of white light appeared before their eyes, blood splattered, and heads immediately separated from necks, flying into the air, blood gushing from the necks, splashing onto the pristine white snow!

In close combat, under the enemy’s swift horseback speed and precise, ruthless blade work, the people of Yan Bei had no chance to counterattack, especially since they didn’t know how to counterattack anyway. Sharp screams were completely drowned out by the clamor of hoofbeats. People fell from their horses one by one, trampled by hundreds and thousands of hooves.

Chu Qiao’s eyes reddened. The sudden enemy encounter had thrown her off balance. In such a fierce assault, the effect of a single individual was minuscule. A young man riding ahead was caught by an enemy behind him, who slashed his neck with one stroke. Blood splattered onto Chu Qiao’s fur coat. She thrust her sword into the chest of that Xia soldier, the blade gleaming, trailing a streak of blood.

“Xue Zhiyuan! Go back immediately! Notify headquarters!”

This cavalry unit had about a thousand men, all dressed in blue with white patterns of the Great Xia regular army. They were busy pursuing and killing the fleeing civilians, and for a moment, no one noticed there were still a few capable fighters there. Xue Zhiyuan was surrounded by three Xia soldiers. Chu Qiao swung her sword to help him, shouting, “Go quickly!”

“Let a woman cover for me? I can’t do that!”

True to his reputation as a battle-hardened elite soldier, Xue Zhiyuan was agile and swift, without any flourish. He raised his blade and with one stroke beheaded a Xia soldier, his movements as fierce as a tiger.

Chu Qiao frowned and suddenly reached out to pull off her fur coat, throwing it to the ground. She spurred her horse and shouted, “Shameless cowards! Butchering civilians! You deserve death!” With that, she fiercely spurred her warhorse, raising her sword high, resolutely charging toward the Xia army’s formation.

“My lady!” The imperial guard, seeing this, had bloodshot eyes and rushed forward, following behind Chu Qiao.

Two people, roaring as they charged toward an army of a thousand. This scene looked almost laughably like a cartoon, but at this moment, no one could laugh. The Great Xia soldiers seemed to notice Chu Qiao only now, seeing her uniform. Someone shouted, “There’s an official here!”

In an instant, the surrounding forces converged like a tide. Compared to those insignificant civilians, the significance of a Yan Bei military officer was extraordinary.

Xue Zhiyuan watched in shock as the soldiers attacking him suddenly abandoned him. He felt hot blood surging through his chest. He knew Chu Qiao was using her life to buy him time to escape, not for the sake of comradeship, but for the millions of military and civilian people in North Shuo City!

In the howling north wind, his eyes reddened, and with a roar, he turned and galloped madly toward North Shuo City.

He ran too fast. If he had waited a little longer, he might have seen something different. But fate is so strange. Just as he turned, once again in that distant northwest, a line of iron-gray appeared. The earth trembled, the wild wind howled, and a bloodthirsty killing intent permeated the long wind, filling every inch beneath the snowy plain, every ray of moonlight. A troop wearing all sorts of civilian clothes, like a hurricane sweeping across the land, came rolling forward in a vast wave!

“What army is ahead? Report your unit number and leader’s name!”

A deep voice broke through the bitterly cold wind, piercing the eardrums. Chu Qiao, who had just cut down a Xia soldier with her sword, suddenly looked up. The voice in the cold wind was very familiar.

“Report your unit number and leader’s name!”

The opposing force had at least five thousand men, and just observing their formation revealed their valiance. The Xia soldiers had to stop their slaughter of civilians. The officer at the front turned and shouted, “We are the twenty-first squad of the eighteenth district of Great Xia, stationed in Yan Bei. Who are you?”

The garrison troops of Xia in Yan Bei’s interior?

In just an instant, Chu Qiao had figured out all the connections. Yan Bei’s independence was a coup launched overnight in various provinces and prefectures. In less than half a month, the original Great Xia garrison troops in Yan Bei were driven out of the border, either dead or wounded. However, because Yan Bei’s independence was too short-lived and Great Xia’s military might come swiftly, they had no time to properly purge the interior, which meant small units of Great Xia cavalry remained in the interior.

These must be the Xia forces who were defeated during the uprising. Now, seeing Great Xia’s northern expedition, they gathered together, wanting to collaborate from within to earn merit, but unexpectedly met civilians responding to the Second Army’s conscription order on the way. To prevent leaking information, they began the massacre.

The origin of this troop was now clear, but what about those people on the other side?

After the Xia forces identified themselves, a terrifying silence suddenly fell on the other side. The wind whistled, the earth a vast expanse of white, the moon in the sky pallid. The snow had stopped long ago, but the accumulated snow on the ground was blown up by the wind, floating and drifting, as if another snowfall had begun.

“Kill the enemy!”

A loud, uniform charge call suddenly rang out, exactly like the Great Xia regular army’s charge call, almost indistinguishable from this unit of Xia soldiers. However, their gleaming blades and galloping hooves unreservedly displayed their hostility. The Xia soldiers panicked. Their leader rushed forward, shouting, “We are the Great Xia imperial army stationed in Yan Bei. Who are you? Are you an imperial army? Please stop advancing! Please stop advancing!”

With a “swoosh,” a powerful arrow suddenly shot out, piercing the chest of that Xia officer. A line of bloodshot skyward, and the officer fell heavily, smashing to the ground.

“Prepare to engage the enemy! Prepare to engage the enemy!”

Waving swords and spears, hastily changing formation, but everything was too late. Such close distance, such fast horse speed, such overwhelming numerical advantage—from both momentum and numbers, the Xia forces were already at a disadvantage. Retribution came so quickly. The massacre just enacted was performed again, but with the roles reversed. The sound of clashing blades resounded throughout the field. The newcomers, though in varied attire, were skilled in blade work, well-equipped, and decisive in their movements, striking vital points with a single blow!

The battlefield was a sea of blades white as snow. Under such an assault, the Xia forces were like autumn leaves in the wind. In less than half a cup of tea’s time, they were shattered, completely routed!

The fierce wind cut like a blade against the body. Under the dark sky, snow flew, and blades gleamed like silver. The combat effectiveness of this ragtag army was terrifyingly impressive. Everywhere was the sound of fighting, everywhere the sound of chopping. On the snowy plain less than fifty li from North Shuo City, an intense battle was fiercely underway.

“Report!”

A sudden report came. In a hastily erected small tent, a commander was pacing back and forth, seemingly waiting for someone.

The messenger entered and said loudly, “Report, sir, there is a prisoner who voluntarily surrendered, requesting to see you.”

The man was still young, very handsome, with narrow eyes and thin lips. Just one look was enough to know he was a tenacious and resolute person. But at this moment, he seemed somewhat irritable. He frowned and said, “A prisoner from the Xia army? What business does he have with me? Has that soldier from Yan Bei returned yet?”

“Not yet, sir. As for that prisoner, she refuses to say, insisting on seeing you in person.”

The commander casually waved his hand: “Bring her in.”

When Chu Qiao entered, the commander was politely addressing three women sitting in the tent: “Is the lady’s health still good?”

“Health is fine, just that luck isn’t so good. Accidentally became someone else’s prisoner.”

As soon as the words fell, the man’s body trembled violently, and he turned around abruptly. Then, the nearly thirty-year-old man was suddenly dumbfounded, running forward several steps, almost speechless.

“He Xiao, you called me to come all this way, not just to stand here for a while, right?”

“My lady! How is it you?” He Xiao was covered in dust from travel, but it still couldn’t hide the genuine joy on his face.

Chu Qiao pulled off her hood, smiling, “I was about to ask you that. What’s going on? Instead of being a good soldier, you’re leading troops to become mountain bandits? I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes.”

“My lady, without you, how could we dare to come back confidently?”

He Xiao sighed. Chu Qiao knew he was still apprehensive about Yan Xun abandoning the Southwestern Garrison Commander position in Zhenhuang City. She didn’t point it out but patted his shoulder, “Now I’m back, you should be reassured, right?”

“Yes, otherwise, we wouldn’t have made such a big detour to find you, my lady. We didn’t dare approach North Shuo City, fearing it would cause misunderstanding, so we could only use this method to invite you. Please don’t take offense.”

He Xiao said respectfully. Chu Qiao smiled, “Commander He, since when did you start being so formal with me? We are comrades who have shared life and death, eaten in the same trench and have a friendship forged through life-threatening situations. Now you’ve returned at this moment, I’m truly grateful to you.”

“The lady is back?”

“Is the lady inside?”

Soldiers’ voices suddenly came from outside. Chu Qiao knew they had seen her arrival. He Xiao’s face was flushed with excitement, reddening as he said, “My lady, please come out and say a few words to everyone. We all miss you. When we learned you were in trouble in Bian Tang, we were all about to go rescue you, but halfway there we heard you had returned, so we hurried back.”

Chu Qiao felt deeply moved. The rescue of the Southwestern Garrison Commander was entirely out of strategic considerations, but unexpectedly, that one act of kindness had won the genuine loyalty and affection of these soldiers. She walked to the door, lifted the curtain with one hand, and the wild wind rushed in, blowing cold against her face. Outside, torches lined the way, soldiers crowded densely in front, those faces looking familiar and excited, everyone jostling, just to see her face. Upon seeing her figure, thunderous cheers erupted from the ranks.

“It’s the lady back! It’s her!”

The soldiers shouted in unison, waving their sabers, and expressing their excitement.

Chu Qiao raised her hand, making a gesture for quiet. The scene immediately quieted down, all eyes focused on her. The slender young woman walked up a high slope next to the camp. There, a white flag with red clouds was fluttering. On the military flag, the red fire clouds burned fiercely. This was the military flag of the Southwestern Garrison Commander, symbolizing not only the identity of the Southwestern Garrison Commander originating from Yan Bei but also the history and achievements of this army.

The long wind blew, and Chu Qiao’s black uniform appeared especially straight and valiant in the cold wind. She extended both hands, with sincere eyes, and said clearly, “Soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison! I am Chu Qiao from the Staff Department of Yan Bei’s North Shuo Headquarters, and also your former comrade. Now, it is I who speak to you.”

“Today, seeing you here, I am very happy. You have proven with your actions the correctness of my decision back then, and also proven your loyalty and bravery with your actions. With Great Xia’s strong army at the borders, Yan Bei is in a precarious situation. At this critical moment, to see you resolutely step forward is my, Chu Qiao’s, good fortune, Yan Bei’s good fortune, and the good fortune of all people under heaven! On behalf of the civilians in North Shuo City, on behalf of Prince Yan Xun, on behalf of the land of Yan Bei, I welcome you home!”

“Long live!”

The crowd instantly erupted. Seven thousand soldiers shouted in unison, the entire earth trembling. The soldiers who had rebelled against Great Xia and become displaced roared excitedly, gripping their sabers, shouting, “We swear to follow my lady to death!”

“My lady!” He Xiao stepped forward, holding the military flag of the Southwestern Garrison, walking step by step to Chu Qiao’s side. Suddenly he knelt on one knee, looked up, and said solemnly, “My lady once, with the strength of one person, regardless of life or death, turned the tide, saving four thousand officers and soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison from death. That day, in Zhenhuang City, we already swore to follow my lady for life, to obey my lady’s orders, to follow my lady’s blade, and never betray! Today, I, He Xiao, willingly hand over command of the Southwestern Garrison, four thousand native troops, and three thousand recruits to my lady. Please, my lady, lead us, guide us. From now on, we of the Southwestern Garrison are my lady’s battle blade. Wherever my lady’s riding whip points, we will attack there, never abandoning in life or death, never wavering in loyalty!”

“Boom!”

Sabers were raised together, and seven thousand officers and soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison dropped to one knee, kneeling on the ground, looking up at the young woman standing high, shouting in unison, “Never abandoning in life or death! Never wavering in loyalty!”

She was still so young, even somewhat immature. But, in this world, there is a kind of person who, no matter how weak they may appear, their spirit, their vision, is like a flame. Just being near them, endless power emanates. They make people joyfully submit and follow, and willingly pledge allegiance, and Chu Qiao was exactly such a person. When you look at her, you can completely ignore her age, her experience, her identity, and her status, because she is worthy of it. After all, she is what everyone hopes for!

“Commander He,” Chu Qiao stepped forward, with a firm gaze and serious expression. She slowly extended her hand, “On behalf of the king of Yan Bei, I accept your army, your flag, accept your allegiance!”

“Long live! Long live my lady! Long live Yan Bei!”

Soldiers surged forward like a tide, crowding around Chu Qiao, happily waving their sabers and roaring, while that white flag with red clouds flew vigorously above their heads!

On the evening of the twenty-first day of the tenth month of the year 775, on the snowy plain fifty li from North Shuo City, the future Elegant Queen established her first armed force, and the white flag with red clouds publicly flew for the first time over the highlands of Yan Bei. Seven thousand officers and soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison witnessed this historic moment together. That day, they did not know their fate, nor did they understand how today’s events would bring earth-shattering changes to this ancient land of Western Meng. The axle of history began to turn slowly, unstoppable in its forward march. In the not-too-distant future, this flag would be planted on every inch of land: the ancient and solemn Bian Tang, the iron-blooded and valiant Great Xia, the prosperous Huai Song, the vast and ethereal Eastern Sea, the mysterious and dangerous South Hill, and beyond the passes, that fertile thousand-li expanse of crisp grassland! These elite soldiers would dedicate their lives to the oath they took today, achieving their glorious and magnificent sacred name!

At midnight, under Chu Qiao’s leadership, this elite army composed entirely of light cavalry set out from the snowy plain, advancing at full speed toward North Shuo City, resolutely heading toward that battlefield about to erupt.

Chapter 135: Battle at Sunset
Around the second watch of the night, urgent war drums suddenly sounded atop North Shuo City. Inside the meeting room, silence reigned. None of the commanders from various military corps spoke. Just moments ago, a cavalry messenger had reported: that the Great Xia army had arrived and would soon launch a powerful attack against North Shuo City. The middle-aged man, recently promoted from farmer to cavalry scout, declared with conviction that the enemy had powerful cavalry units with more than twenty banners, countless infantry battalions, and heavily armored soldiers, stretching beyond sight like a vast black sea. Their torches blocked the sky, winding over ten li, with the vanguard already at the city gates while trailing forces were still trudging across the Fire Thunder Plain ten li away.

If Chu Qiao were here, she might have seen through this trap at a glance. If Xue Zhiyuan were present, he might have mustered the courage to point out the flaws in intelligence. Unfortunately, neither was present. Cao Mengtong stroked his chin, glancing sideways at Xia An, and asked in a deep voice: “General Xia, what do you think?”

Xia An half-closed his eyes, as if suddenly afflicted with senility, muttering in a daze as though about to fall asleep: “General’s foresight is profound, wisdom unparalleled. The general’s will is our will. We are willing to follow the general, obey the general’s arrangements.”

Cao Mengtong’s eye corner twitched slightly as he secretly cursed “sly old fox,” but his lips still formed a cold smile. They’ve come? Even better!

Cao Mengtong was no longer young. Given his background, it was no coincidence that he occupied the position of general commanding hundreds of thousands of troops. Those familiar with Cao Mengtong knew that during his nearly ten-year military career, he was the only undefeated general on the Yan Bei plateau, with over a hundred battles large and small without a single defeat—a feat even Wu Daoya could hardly match. But undefeated did not mean victorious. On the contrary, his victories were pitifully few, almost countable on one hand. In Lady Yu’s words, the Second Army excelled at strategic withdrawals. They had spent their lives executing this great battle strategy, preserving the elite forces of the Yan Bei army. To expect them to genuinely confront the enemy with real swords and spears? Don’t joke—General Cao needed to preserve Yan Bei’s elite forces.

In the past, guarding a city like North Shuo against millions of Great Xia’s elite cavalry, Cao Mengtong might have tucked his tail and fled early, as was his custom. But now, he felt more heroic and passionate. No one wanted to bear the name “Escape King” for life. Previously, the Yan Bei army had been a ragtag force, without money or men. Now, with Yan Xun’s financial support, they had excellent equipment, sharp swords and solid armor, countless war horses, and nearly a million soldiers. And that young girl always by Yan Xun’s side had created a variety of strange defensive tools. Though he still couldn’t use many of them, the few he could were uncommonly powerful. The city walls had also been heightened and thickened under her direction, and now outside was a frozen expanse. The Xia army was essentially exposed on the ice plain. They had traveled thousands of li to get here, while his forces were rested and ready, with a million troops, thick city walls, sharp blades, and ample supplies. Was all this not enough to win a victory?

The blood in Cao Mengtong’s veins began to boil. If he won this battle, his prestige in Yan Bei would soar! Those old men of the Grand Unity Council who shouted themselves hoarse would completely fold at his feet, and that boy Yan Xun, whose beard had barely grown, would no longer dare to dictate to him. The Yan Bei regime would strengthen, and the Great Xia would weaken. Even breaking out of Yan Bei and marching into Zhenhuang was no longer a dream. The history of Pei Luo’s clan marching into Red River and claiming imperial rule three hundred years ago replayed in his mind—rising from common birth, climbing from the masses, step by step reaching the pinnacle of victory and power. What a beautiful picture that would be. And the Battle of North Shuo would be his first step!

Cao Mengtong was exhilarated by his thoughts. His eyes reddened slightly, veins bulging on his forehead. Finally, he stood up abruptly and, facing dozens of Yan Bei commanders, said in a low tone: “Great Xia is unjust, cruel, and tyrannical. The Battle of North Shuo is Yan Bei’s holy war of self-defense. Yan Bei’s rise or fall depends on this campaign. This battle is inevitable. My mind is made up. I ask all of you to lend me your strength!”

“Fight for freedom!”

Neat, loud voices rose in the meeting room. The door guards secretly turned their heads, seeing only a mass of hard fists raised high!

The Battle of North Shuo had begun!

Combat signals quickly spread throughout North Shuo City, the resonant sound of war drums echoing through the entire camp. At this moment, Xue Zhiyuan, deputy commander of the Second Army’s vanguard, rushed into the city like wind and fire, conveying news of thousands of Great Xia enemy troops lurking outside. Immediately, the completely open western gate was sealed, prohibiting civilian passage. Xue Zhiyuan had seven or eight wounds on his body. He only managed to briefly explain the situation to the city defense commander before falling unconscious from his horse, knowing nothing more. After him, large numbers of Yan Bei civilians who had escaped from the earlier conflict successively arrived at North Shuo City, shouting that they were Yan Bei commoners responding to the conscription order to assist in the war, but they could no longer open those heavy city gates.

Within an hour, more than three thousand civilians had gathered below the city. They shivered in the north wind, some loudly cursing the city garrison, others weeping and begging, but all to no avail.

About two hours later, the sky began to dawn, and a vague black shadow appeared on the western horizon. The shadow approached quickly, making no defensive posture. On the vast snowy plain, seven thousand war horses galloped rapidly, only a corner of black silhouettes visible in the hazy white mist. In the blink of an eye, they reached the city. The Yan Bei soldiers in North Shuo City rushed to spread the news that the enemy was attacking. Information quickly spread throughout the army. Before the eastern Xia forces had moved, the lurking Xia forces from the west had already shown their blades. General Cheng Yuan, responsible for the western city defense, was relieved: thankfully Xue Zhiyuan had reported in advance, otherwise facing these western enemies so suddenly would have thrown them into confusion.

The civilians first let out terrified roars, running frantically toward the city gates, but at this moment, who would dare open the gates for them?

A series of creaking sounds came from the city wall—the sound of heavy crossbows being drawn. Deputy General Cheng Yuan stood on the city wall, wearing a cyan fur coat, sword in hand, looking contemptuously at the advancing troops. He snorted coldly in disdain. A cavalry unit of just ten thousand daring to charge North Shuo City was simply absurd. He casually instructed his subordinates: show no mercy, eliminate them all. The first victory of the North Shuo battle must firmly remain in the hands of North Shuo’s native soldiers!

His subordinate Sun He frowned in doubt, somewhat troubled: “But there are many civilians below the city.”

Cheng Yuan raised an eyebrow slightly, his gaze becoming somewhat distant, his mouth coldly rigid, saying faintly: “Civilians? I don’t see any.” Then, surprisingly, General Cheng Yuan left the city wall and returned to his quarters to rest.

The weather was truly unbearably cold, and the opposing force was so small it wasn’t worth his staying to watch.

Sun He immediately understood. He turned to the mid-level commanders behind him and instructed: “The civilians below are Xia troops in disguise, smoke screens to confuse us. Their purpose is to prevent us from shooting arrows. Once we open the city gates, these people will instantly become enemy troops, killing us all and razing North Shuo to the ground!”

Everyone immediately understood, all saying: “The Xia dogs are so cunning, truly too insulting. If we don’t kill them all, we have no right to exist in this world.”

The city wall was clamorous, people gnashing their teeth and roaring at those below. However, at this moment, the entire cavalry unit suddenly stopped not far away. A rider in a black fur coat galloped forward, and pulled off their hood, revealing a beautiful and heroic face. The woman spoke clearly: “I am Chu Qiao, military advisor from the Staff Department. Behind me is my army, the Southwestern Garrison. We have eliminated the previous Xia troops. Please, city defense officer, open the gates and let us in!”

Her voice wasn’t loud, but everyone on the city wall heard clearly. As soon as she finished speaking, a burst of laughing erupted on the wall. If not for General Xue’s prior notice, they might have been fooled. Advisor Chu had already died heroically, yet they still used her name to deceive. Southwestern Garrison? What force was that? Rebel leaders?

Sun He had never directly met Chu Qiao, only seeing her silhouette from afar a few times. The distance to the forces below was too great, and the morning mist was thick, making it impossible to distinguish faces. He had preconceptions and had received private instructions from Cheng Yuan, so his courage swelled. He sneered and lightly waved his hand.

“Fight for freedom! Kill!”

A roar immediately erupted! The response to Chu Qiao’s words was the simultaneous firing of over three hundred crossbows. A mass of arrows like black clouds blocked the sunlight, whistling down from the sky in a torrential downpour!

“Protect the lady!”

The Southwestern Garrison soldiers’ eyes bulged in fury as they shouted and rushed forward. More than ten young soldiers immediately shielded Chu Qiao, forming a dense human wall before her. Those crossbow arrows, improved by Chu Qiao, could continuously fire thirty-eight bolts, with great force and speed, making them the premier defensive weapon of the age. As thousands of arrows rained down, the black arrow storm swept in like a howling gale, instantly piercing more than ten soldiers. Their bodies became like hedgehogs, twisting grotesquely, the entire person flying backward under the enormous impact!

“Protect the lady!”

He Xiao charged forward with his sword, slashing away a flying arrow. Hundreds of soldiers rushed forward regardless of life or death, surrounding Chu Qiao protectively. They were light cavalry without shields or armor, and because they were coming to join Chu Qiao, they hadn’t even formed a defensive formation. Under the first round of dense arrow rain, they immediately fell into chaos, with screams reaching the heavens, blood splattering, hoofbeats, neighing, screams, and arrows whistling through the air. Everywhere was blood, everywhere was death.

A young soldier desperately embraced Chu Qiao and rushed back. Arrows pierced his chest and blood-spattered widely across Chu Qiao’s face, but the soldier still refused to let go. He shouted, “Protect the lady! Rally to me!” while spurring his horse madly. But soon their war horse was shot like a beehive, crashing to the ground. He didn’t even have time to look up, rolled on the ground, and rose, still protecting Chu Qiao as he ran back.

“Enemy attack! Protect the lady!” More and more people rushed forward. They were like waves of black torrents. One row of people died, and another row surged forward. Thus, without weakness, without fear, without retreat. When arrows came, someone immediately thrust their chest forward to block them. Bodies fell to the ground one by one. Finally, when they escaped beyond firing range, a dense mass of soldiers lay behind them, like autumn grass cut at the roots, all maintaining running postures.

“Hahaha!”

Thunderous laughter erupted from the city wall, the sound suddenly so piercing. Chu Qiao fell heavily to the ground. He Xiao pushed through the crowd, anxiously shouting: “My lady! Are you hurt?”

The soldiers scattered. As He Xiao rushed in, his eyes widened, and he shouted: “How dare you! Showing disrespect to the lady!” He was about to charge forward.

“General He, say no more.” Chu Qiao emerged weakly from the arms of the young soldier holding her tightly, her tone sad and low, her face pale, tears welling in her eyes but not falling.

“He has already died. He saved me.”

Breaking free from the soldier’s arms, Chu Qiao slowly stood up. At this moment, a short, low cry arose from the crowd. The soldier’s back was like a hedgehog, with more than ten arrows embedded in it, three or four piercing his heart, most already broken, showing how many times he had fallen while running. His expression was ferocious and frantic, as if at the moment of death, he was still running madly, or perhaps he was already dead but still maintaining a running stance. No one knew what kind of power this was. Chu Qiao took off her fur coat and, under the gaze of all officers and soldiers, draped it over the soldier’s body. She knelt, lightly brushed the soldier’s face, and closed his eyes.

With a swish, the young woman stood up abruptly and turned to walk toward the North Shuo City gate.

“My lady!”

The soldiers shouted in unison. He Xiao was the first to block her way, shouting: “My lady! You must not!”

Chu Qiao’s gaze was icy, flames of anger burning in her heart. In just that short while, they had lost more than a hundred people, with over three hundred wounded. These men had followed her thousands of li, rebelling from Zhenhuang to reach Yan Bei. For her, they had become bandits and nearly fought with Bian Tang. Now, they resolutely returned for her, unhesitatingly taking up arms to protect the nascent Yan Bei regime in its precarious situation.

They had once been rebels, unbearable to heaven and earth, unpardonable traitors, dogs that no one in Great Xia would acknowledge, spat upon by thousands, despised by tens of thousands as cowards! But it was also they who first raised the banner of resistance against Great Xia, who first followed Yan Xun to confront the blades of the entire Zhenhuang City. The world-shocking Zhenhuang Revolution was born in their hands, and the campaigns sweeping dozens of provincial coalition forces in the northwest were launched by them. Even after being abandoned, they hadn’t forgotten their responsibility and inner loyalty. They had incomparable trust in her, incomparable dependence, but at this moment, what she had brought them was merciless slaughter at first appearance!

Her anger was immeasurable. She pushed He Xiao aside, stubbornly walking forward. Unexpectedly, He Xiao scrambled up, rushed forward, and knelt before her again, shouting: “My lady! Friend or foe is difficult to discern, North Shuo City surely has a misunderstanding about our army. Going now, fortune or misfortune is hard to predict. It must not be done!”

With a “swoosh,” Chu Qiao drew her sword, the blade flashing brightly as she said coldly: “Move aside!”

“My lady! It must not be done!”

As soon as the words fell, other soldiers came forward together, dozens kneeling in unison. Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, stubbornly wanting to advance, when suddenly the entire army knelt on the ground, seven thousand throats shouting in unison: “My lady! It must not be done!”

“If my lady wishes to go, please walk over our corpses!”

Chu Qiao stood dejectedly. She turned back, looking at the young soldier who died with open eyes, then slowly raised her head and closed her eyes. The flames of anger burned fiercely in her heart as she breathed slowly as if trying to suppress everything, suppress it, and suppress it again.

“Prepare horses, form charging formation!”

A “swoosh” of breaking air immediately resounded. The soldiers on the North Shuo City wall were startled. At such a distance, even heavy crossbows couldn’t reach, yet the opponent, using only ordinary hand crossbows, shot an arrow that pierced their central military flag—what astonishing strength!

He Xiao lowered his bow, and the entire scene fell deathly silent. Even the civilians who had come to enlist were all astounded into silence.

Chu Qiao sat on horseback, slowly advancing, the white flag with red clouds flying above her head, fluttering in the wind. Standing a hundred paces beyond crossbow range, she coldly gazed at the opposition and spoke clearly: “I am Chu Qiao, military advisor from the Staff Department. I demand to see your highest commander!”

At this moment, Cheng Yuan had just walked out of his rest quarters, the ties of his fur coat not yet fastened. The instant he heard Chu Qiao’s voice, he froze. In the distance, flags waved, the white flag with red clouds like a burning flame in the morning mist. The soldiers were like iron, the military bearing solemn. That silent anger, like a mountain, pressed down overwhelmingly. One look and he knew the opposing army was far beyond what his ragtag forces could resist. Besides numbers, they had no advantage.

“I am Chu Qiao, military advisor from the Staff Department. I demand to see your highest commander!”

Chu Qiao’s words repeated. Cheng Yuan’s face turned pale. Sun He, standing nearby, seeing his commander’s expression, felt a terrible chill rising in his chest. Terrifying thoughts consumed his mind. If it was true, considering this woman’s relationship with the prince, his hand holding the sword was almost trembling.

“Sir, she, she couldn’t be…”

“Fool!”

Cheng Yuan slowly narrowed his eyes: “You’ve made a huge mistake.”

“Prepare horses, all troops follow me out of the city to engage the enemy. If even one enemy escapes, we need not return alive!”

Cheng Yuan barked coldly and strode down from the city tower. Sun He rushed forward eagerly, hurriedly saying: “Sir! If it’s true, then we…”

With a crisp “slap,” Deputy General Cheng struck Sun He’s face. The young general grabbed his collar and coldly snapped: “You idiot! Do you know who she is? Do you know her relationship with the prince? Now that it’s come to this if she doesn’t die, we two will be sacrificed to the military flag when the prince returns!”

Since it had already gone this far, the only way to survive was to commit fully. Having already determined she was fake, they could only commit to that position!

Cheng Yuan’s heart chilled as he said coldly: “Western Defense Army! Assemble!”

Xue Zhiyuan was awakened from his sleep by the thunderous war drums echoing throughout the city. He struggled up despite the pain in his body. However, when he climbed to the western city wall, he suddenly froze. The man’s eyes widened as he heard the familiar voice from across calling again and again, saw the formation gathered below the city, and instantly understood. He pushed aside the guard and hurriedly ran down the tower: “What are you doing? Open the city gates! That’s Advisor Chu!”

Cheng Yuan coldly walked forward and clamped his hand over Xue Zhiyuan’s mouth. The wounded man had no strength to resist. Cheng Yuan lowered his voice and said icily: “If this matter becomes known, you’ll be the first to perish! Falsely reporting military intelligence, causing friendly forces to panic—do you think the prince will spare you? If you want to live, shut up immediately, or I can send you to heaven right now!”

Cheng Yuan’s gaze was cold, exuding murderous intent as he strode away, instructing as he walked: “Later, follow my command. We’ll first approach them as friendly forces, then Sun He will lead troops to attack their flank, and Li Lu will lead troops to attack their rear. Surround and annihilate them below the city. Not one can be allowed to leave alive!”

Xue Zhiyuan stood dumbfounded, his hot blood gradually cooling. His expression froze, his mind hazy. In an instant, he recalled many things: the hunger and embarrassment of his youth, the excitement, and passion when first learning the Grand Unity ideology, the hardships, and difficulties all along the way, the weakness and fatigue he always refused to face—his beliefs, his ideals, his everything, all collapsed at this moment!

His face grew increasingly pale. Suddenly, he staggered and turned to run toward the city wall, moving extremely fast, like a swift tiger!

Cheng Yuan immediately reacted, turning back to shout sternly: “Stop him!”

However, at that moment, he had already climbed the tower. The young man stood high and shouted: “Chu Qiao! Run!”

The “swoosh swoosh” sound immediately resounded as thousands of arrows fired at once, instantly piercing the man. Arrows penetrated his body and shoulders, protruding from various parts of his hands and feet. Bloody gore spattered the city wall. The young man’s passionate blood, like drops of bright red seeds, fell from the towering city wall onto the vast white snow, forming small, bright red eddies!

Everyone was stunned. The cold wind blew through his battle robe, through his promising young body. His gaze was clear and tenacious, bearing an unyielding loftiness. The oath from many years ago still echoed in his ears: I voluntarily dedicate my life to Yan Bei’s Grand Unity cause, without self, without private interests, striving for life, fighting for freedom!!!

Heaven and earth instantly became empty and silent. His body, facing the wind, crashed down along the majestic city wall onto the cold Yan Bei ground!

“Boom!”

The civilians below the city immediately let out a frightened roar! The crowd scattered like chaotic floods, moving away from that towering city wall, and their gazes toward the soldiers on the wall were no longer purely trusting and dependent.

Chu Qiao sat on horseback, her eyes red, her palms cold, her gaze as firm as iron, but her chest filled with magma-like heat and chaos. Finally, she heavily raised her palm, issuing a short, clear military order: “Retreat!”

The cavalry immediately formed ranks, the army uniformly turning to leave. In the final moment before departing, the sharp-featured young woman coldly looked back, taking a last glance at that fluttering Yan Bei battle flag, at the densely packed garrison on the city tower, and at the scattered corpses on the ground, as well as at the young soldier below North Shuo City, whom she had once slapped. She exhaled deeply, yet felt her chest growing heavier.

“If I don’t avenge this grudge, I am not human!”

The sun finally jumped above the horizon, casting ten thousand rays of golden light. The entire land was golden as if even the gods wanted to crown this day.

At such swift speed, even if pursuit began immediately, the possibility of encirclement and annihilation was lost. Cheng Yuan’s heart seemed to sink into an ice cellar. Sun He stared blankly as the cavalry unit howled away, turning to ask: “Sir, what do we do now?”

Cheng Yuan looked at Sun He, his gaze cold, carrying the chill of ice and snow. He slowly turned around and strode away without a word.

“What to do?”

He also silently asked himself. He needed to find a way out for himself, he must!

In the sky, the sun shone like gold. A new day had finally arrived!

Just an hour later, a large, heavy mass of dark clouds drifted over from the northern sky, with thunder-like rumbling on the horizon. Before breakfast was finished, a vast sea of iron gray gradually appeared on the eastern horizon, like an endless wave of grass on the expansive ice plain, blocking the sky, continuously expanding and swelling. Millions of hooves trampled the earth, white snow waves coiled beneath their feet, and the wind carried up gray battle robes like a vast flock of flying eagles!

Excellent war horses, solid armor, gleaming weapons, orderly troops—the Yan Bei Second Army, which had spent its life-fighting local garrisons, truly witnessed for the first time the demeanor of a great army. An old soldier was so frightened he sat down heavily on the city wall, his eyes fixed, muttering: “The devils have come!”

Flags like seas, swords like forests, and iron-gray everywhere covered the entire plain, gradually filling the whole flatland. Their formations were strict and orderly, with clear positions. The central army crouched like a tiger, the flanks spread like eagles, the rear filled with reserve corps, each sharpening weapons, fur coats fluttering, winding back nearly five li, clearly showing large troops still hadn’t entered Fire Thunder Plain.

Those who haven’t personally experienced it cannot comprehend such a magnificent scene. In an instant, everyone showed panic and fear. For a hundred years, facing repeated provocations from the Grand Unity Council, Great Xia had only made a few extermination attempts and responses. Even when attacking Yan Shi City, they had only symbolically sent the Meng family corps. But this time, there were four regular army corps of over ten thousand men each, not to mention the subsequent wing protection and support troops.

Great Xia was truly angry. Facing this reactionary force that dared to challenge the empire’s dignity for the first time in three hundred years, they would defend to the death, sparing no effort for battle!

The cold, long wind blew fiercely across the skies of Yan Bei. While North Shuo City trembled in fear, not far away at the foot of Sunset Mountain, the Southwestern Garrison’s military flag fluttered and flew under the dark clouds. Chu Qiao sat on horseback, facing seven thousand pairs of passionate eyes, issuing this order:

“North Shuo will fall. Our only plan now is to seize Chiyuan Crossing, occupy Chi Du City, and establish Yan Bei’s interior’s second line of defense. This is a military order! Effective immediately! All troops, march!”

As the Southwestern Garrison raised their whips and rapidly headed toward Chiyuan Crossing, in the central camp of Great Xia, Zhao Qi frowned as he marked a circle on the military map, murmuring: “Old Fourteen should have arrived.”

There, three tributaries converged into one: Li River, Zan Xi River, and Wu River, forming the Red Water that crossed the entire Western Meng continent. A solitary small city sat upon it, with a beautiful name: Chi Du City.

War eagles shrieked and screamed. The first Northern Expedition in history had begun. Death’s footsteps had arrived on this cold land. The rivers had frozen, the river surface a sheet of white. Both sides were racing with all their might, competing desperately for that important military base. Two great commanders were about to clash. A world-shocking battle for Chi Du, in the cold wind, sounded its battle horn. The tide of history rolled in. Cao Mengtong stood before the Yan Bei army and lowered that sacred command flag. The aged general, rarely mustering courage, cried loudly: “May heaven bless Yan Bei! Bless us to victory in one battle! Warriors, for Yan Bei, for freedom, fight!”

Chapter 136: Holy Light on the Battlefield
In the afternoon, it began to snow. The north wind whipped snowflakes against their faces, stinging like knives.

Thousands upon thousands of troops emerged from the blizzard, figures densely packed, gleaming blades flashing with sharp brilliance in the night. War horses galloped at astonishing speed. Chu Qiao’s face was frozen numb by the wind, her entire body wrapped in a large fur coat. Nine hours of continuous marching had left everyone’s limbs stiff with cold. The biting wind cut to the bone, reddening their eye sockets. In the howling gale, these seven thousand troops stood on the open plain like a house without a main beam, at risk of being swallowed by any sudden disaster.

A scout raced back urgently. The warrior was very young, with clear eyes, looking no more than eighteen. His horse moved extremely fast, swiftly arriving before Chu Qiao. He pointed toward the Helan Mountains in the east, but his lips trembled from the cold, unable to speak.

“Are the Xia troops closer?”

The scout didn’t speak, just silently nodded. His neck was already stiff, making his nodding gesture appear strange, like a puppet pulled by strings.

“How far? Fifty li?”

When he didn’t nod, Chu Qiao continued asking: “Thirty li?”

Still no response. The young woman’s heart sank, her voice growing deeper and more fatigued as she asked solemnly: “Twenty li?”

The scout nodded silently. Chu Qiao removed her hood and bowed deeply to him from her horse: “Thank you for your hard work.”

With a “thud,” the warrior fell from his horse. Nearby soldiers quickly jumped down to help him, but when they touched him, he was already ice cold, his breathing gone, his life extinguished. The weather was bitterly cold; scouts had to bury themselves in deep snow to gather enemy intelligence, then take shortcuts back. That he had managed to return at all was already the last flicker of a dying lamp.

Twenty li of road, though narrow mountain paths, could be covered in just half a quarter-hour by Xia’s cavalry. Could they reach Chidu City at that time?

Chu Qiao’s gaze was like a sharp knife as she looked deeply toward the front. Not far ahead stood Chidu City, guarding the Chiyuan crossing. She had already sent two groups to negotiate at the city gates, and an incense stick’s time had passed, but there was still no news from the other side.

Cold sweat dampened her palms, her sword-gripping hand completely chilled. Hope was slim. They had neither Yan Xun’s written orders nor commands from headquarters, no warrants issued by the Great Unity Council, and no credentials proving she was from the Military Advisory Department. In other words, they had no way to make the other side believe they were also members of the Yan Bei army, coming to protect Chidu City’s safety.

If the Yan Bei forces in Chidu City didn’t trust their identities and refused to let them enter, once the Great Xia forces arrived, seven thousand light cavalry facing tens of thousands of enemy troops on the open plain would leave them with only one path—death!

Chu Qiao understood this better than anyone!

“My lady,” said Ge Qi, He Xiao’s deputy commander, a young leader in his twenties. Like most officers and soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison, his father had once been a member of the Yan Bei army who surrendered to the empire. He had grown up in this land and now returned with dreams of washing away his ancestors’ shame, possessing unyielding determination and courage.

“My lady, the Xia troops are close.”

Chu Qiao remained silent. The deputy continued: “Chidu City won’t open. We should leave.”

Chu Qiao’s expression remained unchanged, her gaze fixed on Chidu’s gates, not even moving her eyes as she said calmly: “Let’s wait a little longer.”

Time ticked away. The wind howled like a crazed beast, eardrums filled with its sound. The world was so silent yet so clamorous. Eagles circled fiercely overhead, their snow-white wings spread wide enough to cover half the sky.

Ge Qi frowned deeply. He could already hear the hoofbeats of the Great Xia army. He stepped forward once more: “My lady, we can still leave now.”

“Wait a little longer.”

“My lady, Xia’s forces are too strong. Meeting them head-on in the plains, we cannot resist.”

“Wait a little longer.”

Chu Qiao said coolly, the long wind lifting her hood, revealing her beautiful face beneath. Hooves moved uneasily, making crisp sounds. The wait seemed endless. The cutting wind swept across the land, lifting the broken grass beneath the snow. Her heart was hot, her blood pulsing fiercely—once, twice, three times…

“My lady!”

A sudden shout came through. A scout in tawny clothes raced back, running and shouting: “The Xia troops have crossed the Helan Mountains and are speeding toward the Chiyuan crossing! Twenty thousand light cavalry form the vanguard, followed by masses of heavily armored cavalry and infantry battalions—countless men. My lady, they killed dozens of Yan Bei soldiers guarding One Line Gorge at Chidu, discovered our scouts, and have now increased their speed. They’ve already passed One Line Gorge!”

A wave of panic swept through the troops. Could the enemy move so quickly? Twenty thousand light cavalry, countless heavy cavalry, and nearly a hundred thousand infantry—such a terrifying military force. If they collided here, the Southwestern Garrison might not even have time to scream before their throats were cut.

“My lady,” Ge Qi frowned and said: “It’s better to keep the mountain intact…”

“My lady! Look!” a small squad leader suddenly exclaimed, pointing at Chidu’s city tower with a shocked expression. Everyone turned to look and saw a white flag with red clouds fluttering atop the high tower. The heavy, ancient gates of Chidu City were slowly lowering before their astonished eyes.

Chidu City had opened!

“Oh!”

The warriors rejoiced, cheering in unison. Chu Qiao immediately let out a long breath of relief. She swung her whip fiercely, urging her horse forward, and called out loudly: “Enter the city!”

Almost at the moment, the city gates closed, a black line suddenly appeared on the plain. At the distant horizon, across the snow-white Chishui River, came a sound like muffled thunder, gradually reaching their ears.

“Who are you people? Cough cough! I am the governor of Chidu City in Yan Bei, personally, cough cough, personally appointed by His Highness the Crown Prince’s decree as a third-rank official. I am a first-class Guanglu Scholar of 748, honored before the throne. How dare you be so brazen, so disrespectful in broad daylight! Cough cough cough…”

An old man in his sixties or seventies shouted wildly, gesticulating while coughing. His official robes were wrinkled from being twisted by the soldiers, his hat askew, one boot on and the other dragging beneath his foot. Two Southwestern Garrison soldiers held him down, preventing him from moving freely. To Chu Qiao’s disappointment, although dozens of city guard soldiers surrounded him, they hadn’t moved at all since the beginning. They cowered together, seemingly eager to remove their uniforms, clearly without any fighting capacity.

Entrusting a city of such strategic importance to this group of useless officials made Chu Qiao feel a surge of anger. However, she also knew that otherwise, she wouldn’t have been able to enter Chidu City at all.

“My lady, mission accomplished!”

He Xiao stepped forward, kneeling on one knee before Chu Qiao with a resonant tone. The man’s dark blue uniform was stained with blood, showing they hadn’t entered without resistance.

Chu Qiao’s throat felt tight. She reached out to help He Xiao up, slowly saying in a deep voice: “Commander He, if Yan Bei survives this disaster, you will be first in merit.”

“I—I am the forty-eighth seat of the Elder Council of the Great Unity Association, cough cough, I am a pillar of Yan Bei with over thirty years of experience. Many current military leaders were my students, cough cough, treating me this way will surely…”

“Silence!”

A cold female voice suddenly rang out. Chu Qiao stepped forward slowly, looking coldly at this Chidu City governor. Though she was still so young, her gaze was full of authority and ferocity. Under her stare, the elderly governor’s voice gradually diminished. Feeling his lack of courage was embarrassing, he quickly muttered with feigned bravery: “The Great Unity Association will judge you, you traitors!”

Seven thousand fierce soldiers entering the city alarmed the small city. Men, women, old and young came out of their homes, standing in the deep snow, gazing from afar.

Chu Qiao gave a cold laugh, grabbing the old man’s collar and turning toward the city tower.

“Ah! What are you doing?” The elderly governor stumbled, nearly falling to the ground, screaming like a slaughtered pig: “Insolent rebel! How dare you treat me with such disrespect! I am the forty-eighth seat of the Elder Council, with thirty-three years of membership. Military leaders are my students… cough cough… I am a first-class Guanglu Scholar with twelve votes in the Great Unity Tribunal. You command troops for your ends, deceiving colleagues. I will judge you on behalf of the Great Unity Association. I will sentence you to exile, strip you of your military authority, I will confiscate your property, I will…”

The clamorous voice suddenly ceased, like a silenced suona horn that had lost its air.

Atop the high city tower, the young woman’s straight figure and the old man’s slightly hunched back looked utterly incongruous. The strong wind blew, lifting the hems of their identical Yan Bei military uniforms, and the strands of their black, or once-black, hair. Neither spoke, but stood together on the high tower, gazing into the distance.

The Chidu soldiers and civilians found this strange. Some ventured bravely up the tower, but their expressions immediately froze, losing the ability to speak. Gradually, more and more people climbed up—one, two, three, ten, a hundred, a thousand. The tower was packed with people, their expressions blank with shock and horror. An atmosphere of despair passed through the crowd, the scent of death never having been so close as at this moment.

The sunset blazed like fire, casting a blood-red light on everyone’s heads. Those mottled shadows, like fire cloud flowers on Fire Thunder Plain, covered the entire snow-covered field. With a gust of wind, the heavy snow scattered in all directions. Through the confusing white mist, the iron-gray army covered the snowfield like a silent flood, overwhelming in scale. Tall spears, gleaming swords, blackheads everywhere, vigorous horses everywhere, banners flying, stretching beyond sight. It was like suddenly falling into an endless nightmare. Everywhere the eye could see were flashing, blood-thirsty arrowheads, extending ten or more li in all directions. Nimble cavalry troops, majestic heavy armor divisions, forests of archers, sturdy shield bearers, and countless infantry battalions, reserve forces, logistics units, cart teams…

Like a grand military exercise, almost all of Great Xia’s elite troops had gathered here. Chidu’s officers were stunned, the civilians were dumbfounded, and even the Southwestern Garrison, who had mental preparation, was shocked. Only now did they truly realize what a terrifying enemy stood before them. Great Xia had dominated the Red River Continent for three hundred years, intimidated Western Mongolia for three hundred years, and suppressed Biantang, Huaisong, and the Eastern Sea Southern Hills for three hundred years. How could their accumulated power be shaken by a mere Zhenhuang Rebellion?

Now, they had recovered, freed their hands, moved their legs, and finally, they were going to eliminate those who had once questioned their authority!

“After this battle, if you are still alive,” Chu Qiao turned calmly to look at the elderly man, her tone steady and unruffled: “Then I will accept your judgment.”

With a “thud,” the old man collapsed to the ground. Chu Qiao didn’t even glance at him, turning immediately toward the central square, walking with her head held high. All along the way, people instinctively made way for her. The strong wind lifted her long hair and fur coat, like a fierce, spreading hawk. The young woman stood tall, exuding heroic spirit. She walked proudly to the center of the square, her gaze shooting like arrows toward the dense crowd below.

Their eyes were anxious, like nervous rabbits, looking around bewildered, not knowing where to go. This kind of gaze, Chu Qiao had seen too many times before—in the Middle East, in Africa, in the chaotic Golden Triangle, in those war-torn countries. She had seen too many people displaced by war. Now, standing here, she didn’t know how to define herself—a sacred liberator? Or a bringer of disaster? But she had no retreat. The only option now was to fight!

“Soldiers, people of Chidu City, I am Chu Qiao, a subordinate of His Highness Yan Xun, a combat advisor from the Northern Camp Military Advisory Department. Now, it is I who address you!”

The young woman’s voice was loud and her tone firm. She stood tall in the square, facing everyone with a resonant speech. People were startled, raising their heads to look at her. At such times, what people needed most was a firm leader to rely on, and Chu Qiao was currently the most suitable person for this role.

“Warriors, citizens, as you have seen, Xia’s army has circumvented the Helan Mountains and launched an attack on us from Chiyuan crossing. Now, at our gates, there are at least two hundred thousand Xia soldiers. They are strong and well-equipped—Xia’s most elite field troops. They have come thousands of li, obeying Xia’s royal decree with only one purpose: to kill us all!”

“Boom!” Like a bomb thrown into the crowd, chaos erupted immediately. People looked around in panic. Women’s cries rang out clearly. Children didn’t understand what was happening, but their keen senses made them afraid. Everywhere were worried cries, everywhere was an atmosphere of despair. The sky was overcast, even the fiery sunset hidden by clouds. The bone-chilling cold wind howled as if to blow out people’s last hope for survival. Warriors lit torches, but these torches could not dispel the fog of death, and could not light up people’s hearts.

“But! We are not alone!”

The sharp voice suddenly rose high and clear. All the noise ceased for a moment as people looked up blankly at the straight-backed young woman. She wore a black military uniform with a large fur coat, appearing sharp and full of wisdom. She held her head high, saying solemnly: “A hundred li away is our strongest Yan Bei fortress, Northern Camp Pass, where we have nearly a million Yan Bei troops, the most advanced weapons, and warhorses. Behind us is the Blue City Fortress, where Miss Yu leads an army of one hundred thousand, ready to support us at any time. And our king, His Highness Yan Xun, currently leads three hundred thousand troops from Meilin Pass toward us. Difficulties are only temporary. If we persist stubbornly, victory will surely be ours!”

Silence fell over the entire gathering. No one responded, but neither did anyone object. The wind blew across Chu Qiao’s features, snowflakes drifting before her, making her entire being look ethereal and blurred. She firmly raised her fist, shouting: “Eight years ago, Xia’s horses trampled our homeland, burned our houses, violated our wives and daughters, cut off our fathers’ and brothers’ heads. In the Battle of Fire Thunder Plain, Yan Bei’s elite forces were decimated, and since then, the people of Yan Bei have been enslaved for eight years. Nobles could kill us at will, could seize our horses and food at will. We worked ourselves to death and still couldn’t save a single copper coin! Now, His Highness has restored Yan Bei so that the poor might have clothes to wear, houses to live in, and food to eat. But Great Xia will not agree. They cannot bear to see their dignity trampled. So they have sent troops to enslave us once more, to make us submit with blood. Citizens! We are not rebels; we just want to live! Do we stand and live? Or kneel and die? Do we bow and lick others’ toes, or take up weapons to defend our homeland?”

“We want to live!”

From the crowd, a voice suddenly rang out. Then, like a raging fire sweeping across a dry prairie, thousands of voices merged into a mighty torrent.

“We want to live! Kill the Xia dogs!”

“I represent the Northern Camp Headquarters coming to rescue you. Now, I will officially take command of Chidu’s forces. All Chidu officers and soldiers must follow my deployment. Women and children leave immediately through the west gate, quickly heading to Blue City. Men between fifteen and fifty stay with me to defend Chidu, to defend Yan Bei!”

“Defend Chidu! Defend Yan Bei!”

Roars shook the air, piercing eardrums. Chu Qiao stood in the square, her small fist seeming to possess immense power. Her gaze was clear and resolute, but at the corner of her mouth, a faint trace of sadness slowly appeared.

She knew that after tomorrow, countless tragedies would unfold here, countless families would be shattered, and countless loved ones would never meet again. Yet, she had no other choice. She slowly raised her head, unwilling to look again at those faces full of confidence and hope.

Yan Xun, where are you? When will you return? To the ends of the earth, I fight alongside you!

Using two hundred thousand troops to seize a small city garrisoned by only three thousand soldiers seemed a sure victory to Great Xia. However, upon reaching Chidu City, Zhao Ying did not immediately order an attack. Seeing Chidu City adopt a stance of firm defense, he smiled contemptuously but secretly felt pleased. Since Chidu’s garrison wanted to stand firm, he had reason to delay longer. The later he arrived for the rear encirclement of Northern Camp, the more beneficial for him. Let Zhao Qi lead Batuha’s fool to engage in hard combat with Yan Bei first.

So Zhao Ying immediately ordered his troops to dig trenches, build fortifications, set up horse traps, and insert caltrops, also making a show of entrenched defense.

Military officers representing the Third Prince Zhao Qi’s forces came several times to Zhao Ying’s tent, urging him to immediately confront the enemy and encircle Northern Camp from the rear. But Zhao Ying always looked at them with a strange expression, asking in surprise: “Am I not attacking now?”

“What your subordinate means is—means a more aggressive form of attack.” Facing the newly prominent Fourteenth Prince of Great Xia, the supervisor’s face turned red, his forehead dripping with cold sweat as he stammered: “The Third Prince’s forces have already engaged the Yan Bei army. The sooner the Fourteenth Prince reaches Northern Camp, the lower the Southwestern Army’s casualties.”

“What about the Northwestern Army’s casualties?”

Zhao Ying’s expression turned cold, his sword-like eyebrows raised as he declared righteously: “As the commander of an army corps, my greatest responsibility is to achieve maximum victory with minimum cost. I must cherish the life of each soldier under my command. Therefore, I believe our current military strategy is very suitable for the current situation. If I were to advance rashly and fall into an enemy ambush, causing heavy casualties for the Northwestern Army and jeopardizing the overall strategic goal’s failure, who could bear that responsibility? Supervisor, is it you?”

The supervisor nearly burst into tears. With snot and tears, he mounted his horse and galloped back to report to Zhao Qi.

Zhao Ying laughed coldly, leaning back in his chair. Before him on the military strategic map were several fine lines. The young prince lowered his eyes slightly, slowly reciting: “Northern Camp, Chidu, Blue City, Chunyu Domain, Yao Water, Meilin Pass…”

Though unaware of Zhao Ying’s reasons for delaying the attack, every minute was a heaven-sent gift for Chu Qiao. She moved actively, busy organizing defense tools and systems, arranging civilian evacuation, integrating recruits, and coordinating relationships between various armies, working tirelessly.

After night fell completely, the crying in the city gradually diminished. Chu Qiao walked along the empty streets, feeling suddenly cold as the wind blew. Ge Qi hurried forward to drape a large fur coat over her shoulders. The thick garment blocked the cold wind, and Chu Qiao nodded, thanking him quietly. With a creaking sound, the shops on both sides of the street stood with doors wide open. A wooden basin in front of a door was blown up by the wind, spinning on the ground with a gurgling sound.

Desolation everywhere, melancholy everywhere, and a cold and miserable atmosphere permeated all.

“My lady, we won’t win, will we?”

Chu Qiao was startled and turned around to see Ge Qi’s young eyes looking at her, smiling calmly: “If you were truly confident, you wouldn’t have evacuated all the civilians.”

Chu Qiao didn’t speak, just quietly turned her head away. No one had such arrogant courage. She was a high-level commander who had received a modern military education and clearly understood the true meaning of war. Transforming rot into a miracle wasn’t impossible, but it required at least some capital. Even without requiring equal strength, there needed to be at least some fighting capacity.

With less than ten thousand troops defending a low, dilapidated small city against two hundred thousand elite imperial soldiers, whose numbers would continue to increase—in such a war, no one would have the determination to win.

But she couldn’t reveal these emotions. She was their leader, the hope of everyone here. If even she had no confidence, how could others persist? When they were discouraged and despondent, they could rely on her—but who could she rely on?

Chu Qiao let out a soft sigh. Suddenly, a small black shadow appeared ahead. Chu Qiao frowned, and Ge Qi behind her had already stepped forward cautiously, blocking her, saying sternly: “Who goes there?”

Light flickered as soldiers approached, revealing a twelve or thirteen-year-old child wearing a small padded jacket, carrying a small bundle, with a face reddened by the cold. The child had clear features, held his neck stiffly, looking very stubborn.

Chu Qiao frowned and asked: “Whose child are you? Why didn’t you leave with the others?”

The child didn’t speak, just lowered his head. Seeing his manner, Chu Qiao guessed he had just run back from the west gate. She didn’t speak either, ignoring him completely and turning to leave.

“Hey! You’re abandoning me?”

Seeing Chu Qiao ignore him, the child quickly caught up, asking puzzledly: “You’re not forcing me out of the city?”

Chu Qiao said flatly: “Whether you live or die has nothing to do with me. I have enough problems and no time for you.”

The child was stunned, as if insulted, then shouted: “I’m fifteen this year! I can stay and be a soldier!”

Chu Qiao looked him up and down, her expression indifferent. The child knew his lie was absurd but still insisted stubbornly: “Don’t judge me by my small size—I’m strong.”

Chu Qiao still ignored him. The child anxiously tried to run over but was blocked by Ge Qi. The child could only jump up and down outside, even rolling up his sleeves to show Chu Qiao his supposedly robust arm muscles.

“Why didn’t you leave?”

Chu Qiao suddenly asked in a deep voice. The child froze, standing still. After a long thought, he murmured: “My sister is sick and couldn’t travel.”

Chu Qiao’s heart immediately tightened. Over the years, along this journey, she had seen such things too many times. She thought, perhaps even all the killing committed now might be worthwhile. Destruction must precede construction. For a nation to achieve independence requires sacrifice. Perhaps many years later, the world would change because of her recent actions. Children then might not have to be displaced as they are now. People then might not have to fear for their lives as they do now. That would be enough.

“What’s your name?”

“I’m called Du Gouzi.”

Chu Qiao frowned. How could such a good-looking child have such a name?

“That name doesn’t sound good. Let me give you a new one.”

The child thought for a moment and said: “Alright, but I must still be surnamed Du.”

Chu Qiao stood up, her eyes looking into the distance: “Let’s call you Ping’an.”

Du Ping’an, Du Ping’an. Hope that the Yan Bei land will truly have a day of peace.

Half an hour later, at a small military square in the western city, all officers and soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison gathered. Bright torches illuminated the night sky. Chu Qiao, in full military uniform, stood on a temporarily constructed wooden platform, looking deeply at these soldiers who had sworn to follow her to the death. In a low tone, she said: “Everyone, thank you for your trust in me. In the ancient capital of Zhenhuang in the Great Xia Dynasty, on the northwestern land of the Red River Plain, outside the west gate of Northern Camp, we fought side by side, sharing weal and woe. Thank you for always believing in me, following me, and today, for following me into this desperate situation. For this, I am very sorry.”

Chu Qiao slowly bowed, then straightened up and continued: “I don’t want to deceive you, so before the decisive battle, I must tell you that I lied earlier. We will have no reinforcements. Chidu City will receive no support. We fight alone, with no one to help us.”

A rush of confused murmurs immediately arose from the ranks but quickly came under control. They stared fixedly at Chu Qiao, speechless.

“Great Xia has divided its forces into two routes. A frontal attack on Northern Camp’s east gate with their main force of over four hundred thousand, not counting reserve troops and logistics civilians. The other route, the two hundred thousand elite troops beneath our city, crossed the Helan Mountains to surprise attack Chidu City. Their purpose is to break through the Chiyuan crossing, insert into Yan Bei’s interior, attack Northern Camp from both east and west, and create chaos in Yan Bei’s rear to strike at the frontline’s morale. Once Chidu City falls, Northern Camp’s million military and civilian personnel will have no escape route. They will inevitably fall victim to the Xia army’s slaughter. Yan Bei’s elite forces will be greatly damaged, and the eastern half of the realm will fall into Great Xia’s hands! As for Blue City behind us, as Yan Bei’s second defense line in the interior, it cannot possibly send us reinforcements. They have less than a hundred thousand garrison troops guarding the long Fire-Wind Line of the Sunset Mountains, with no strength to look eastward. And the Second Corps led by His Highness is currently at the distant Meilin Pass and cannot return to aid us within five days.”

The firelight illuminated the young woman’s small face. Her back was straight, her figure tall, her legs long, her eyes bright as stars. She said solemnly: “So, this is a difficult battle. The enemy you face is twenty times your number and will increase in the future. But we cannot retreat. Once we retreat, Northern Camp’s military and civilians will have their retreat path sealed. Even if they try to escape, they will have nowhere to go. Behind us are the civilians of the Sunset Mountain region. Without us, Xia’s iron hooves will mercilessly trample their heads. Civilians, women, children—all will face disaster, and none able to escape. Yan Bei will face a life-or-death catastrophe!”

Chu Qiao’s eyes reddened. Her face showed some excitement as she said in a heavy tone: “Warriors of the Southwestern Garrison! You have always been called rebels. Your fathers once betrayed Yan Bei, betrayed their blood and homeland. For eight years, no one on the entire continent respected you. You endured countless insults and contempt. Even though you helped Crown Prince Yan Xun escape from Zhenhuang, even though you created the world-shaking Zhenhuang Revolution, even though you once stubbornly repelled the Northwestern Army Corps that outnumbered you dozens of times! But the name ‘traitor’ has always been pinned on your heads. No one trusts you; no one is willing to accept you. But today, everything will be different. An opportunity stands before you—just endure, and you will be Yan Bei’s meritorious officials, heroes revered by all!”

The warriors’ eyes began to grow fervent. The strong wind blew fiercely, heavy snow fluttered down. Under the dark sky, the young woman’s figure was like a hard battle spear. Her voice rose passionately: “Warriors! Take up your weapons, follow me, defend Yan Bei, and protect those unarmed women, children, and elders! Wash away past shame with blood, defend our military flag, and burnish the glorious name of the Southwestern Garrison! Of course, some will die, and some will not see next winter’s snow, but the people will be grateful to you, Yan Bei will remember you, and your names will be engraved on Yan Bei’s military merit register, respected and worshiped for generations to come! Warriors, I will be with you, sharing life and death. We shall never abandon each other!”

“Share life and death! Never abandon each other!”

The warriors suddenly let out fierce roars. They raised their hands high, eyes red, some even moved to tears. Years of humiliation poured out like magma as they shouted: “Defend Yan Bei!” “Long live our lady!”

Their voices shook the heavens, rolling up to the sky with the howling gale!

That sound was so loud it reached the snowy fields outside the city. Zhao Ying, wearing a snow-white fox fur coat, turned slightly and gave a contemptuous cold laugh.

The time was about right. Any further delay and Zhao Qi might turn against him.

He cast his cold gaze toward the low city wall, lightly brushing the snowflakes on his fur coat. In his eyes, it wasn’t even a city anymore. He merely glanced at Chidu in the darkness, casually instructing the commanders beside him: “Go, knock down that eyesore of a wall for me.”

“Yes, sir!”

The commanders responded in unison, turning and striding away. The warriors, receiving battle orders, immediately brandished their weapons and formed ranks to advance.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

The ground trembled slowly beneath their feet as soldiers raised thunderous cries: “Kill the enemy!”

The resounding charge immediately sounded, startling the battle eagles flying in the high sky. The world turned murderous, plants and trees broke, and a great snowfall descended. Darkness, welcome!

Chapter 137: The Return of the King
“Feng Ting, gather one thousand scouts and divide them into five teams for independent strikes. Use your familiarity with the terrain to conduct guerrilla warfare against the enemy’s reinforcements. Do your utmost to harass the enemy’s supply convoys and delay them on the Helan Mountain side for at least two days.”

The young commander in military attire nodded and replied, “Yes!”

“Murong, take the newly recruited two thousand militia and set up an ambush at Hundred-Zhang Cliff. Stockpile boulders and logs. Wait until two days later when the supply troops break through Feng Ting’s blockade. At that time, Old Mu will join you and direct your subsequent actions.”

The two soldiers answered in unison, “Yes, Commander!”

With a swift motion, she unfolded a map. The young woman’s fingers were long and fair as she drew a line along the southeast region and said in a deep voice, “Wudan Yu, take five hundred archers and hide in Pine Leaf Forest. Use your bows to harass the enemy’s flanks. Once the enemy launches an attack, withdraw immediately. You must not engage the enemy head-on, understand?”

The young and handsome Wudan Yu responded solemnly. He was not part of the original Southwest Garrison Forces but a soldier recruited later by He Xiao and others. He had once been a notorious bandit in the Helan Mountain region.

“My Lady, if possible, I could also find a way to lure the enemy toward Thousand Ice Pond. I know the terrain well—once they enter, I guarantee they won’t return!”

Chu Qiao thought for a moment, then looked up and said, “Use your judgment. If the opportunity arises, I give you full authority.”

Wudan Yu smiled, “Thank you, My Lady!”

“He Qi led the third team to defend the north wall. During the battle, fully coordinate with the first team to guard Chidu. He Xiao is in command. I entrust the entire Chidu city wall to you, brothers. All of Yan Bei will be standing behind you, watching.”

He Xiao’s eyes immediately sharpened. He performed a standard military salute alongside his brother, and they both declared loudly, “We will not fail Your Ladyship’s expectations!”

“The focus of this battle is not to annihilate the enemy forces, but to continuously carry out small-scale attacks to disrupt the enemy’s morale, harass their supply lines, and strike at their fighting spirit. We must force them to scramble in response, delaying their assault on Chidu. Everyone, time, and endurance are our only weapons. As long as we can hold out for seven days, His Highness’s reinforcements will arrive!”

Chu Qiao raised her head. The candlelight illuminated her face, giving her an otherworldly beauty. The young soldiers gazed at her with determined eyes, earnestly looking at this girl who was much younger than any of them. The room was small and brightly lit. Chu Qiao slowly extended her hand, hovering it before her chest, and spoke in a low, solemn tone, “The great battle is imminent, and we can no longer hesitate. When the nation faces peril, people must maintain loyalty and righteousness. As soldiers, we must uphold our duty to defend our land and protect our people. Regardless of the outcome of this battle, we will not shame the land of Yan Bei, nor our conscience, nor the military flag above our heads! Life or death, victory or defeat—it all depends on this battle. Take care, all of you!”

“Take care, My Lady!”

More than ten hands clasped together. Outside the door, the north wind howled. Inside, the firelight blazed. Not far beyond the city walls, the enemy was already sharpening their swords. At Chu Qiao’s command, the warriors turned and strode through the door to their respective battlefields. After this, who knew who would return, who would survive?

Chu Qiao’s slender figure stood in the dim light, the massive map laid out before her. It showed countless ravines and ridges, every mountain range and river—all the terrain of Yan Bei. Chu Qiao took a slow, deep breath, then donned her great fur coat and stepped outside. A small figure suddenly ran up and asked in a crisp voice, “Where are you going, My Lady?”

Du Ping’an carried a lantern, wearing an oversized military coat. His face was red from the cold. Chu Qiao looked at him silently, then said in a deep voice, “To the military supply factory!”

Although Chidu City had few defenders, it occupied an advantageous position along the Red Water, with convenient water transportation routes. The city was fairly prosperous, with a population of over one hundred thousand. After sending away the women and children, about forty thousand newly recruited militia remained in the city. Sending these inexperienced recruits against the Great Xia army would be suicide. Chu Qiao had no hope of relying on them to defend Chidu. Rather than the battlefield, she had found more suitable places for them.

At this moment, the military supply factory was filled with clanging sounds. Though it was deep into the night, countless torches were tied to the walls. Huge copper furnaces were everywhere. Men were sweating profusely, each attending to their duties, pushing carts back and forth.

“My Lady, what is this place?” the child asked with wide eyes.

Chu Qiao’s gaze was profound, her face showing traces of regret as she slowly said, “This is the hope for Yan Bei’s revival. If only we had more time, why would we fear mere Xia soldiers?”

Someone inside noticed Chu Qiao and quickly notified others. Soon, a middle-aged man in his forties hurried forward. Two days ago, he had been an ordinary blacksmith in the city. Now, he had become the chief commander of the Southwest Garrison Forces’ Weapon Forging Division.

“My Lady, coming here so late—do you have any instructions?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, “I’m just here to look around.”

“Would you like to go inside, My Lady?”

“No,” Chu Qiao shook her head, staring steadily ahead. The blacksmith was covered in sweat, his clothes wrinkled and bearing burn marks. He looked at this young female officer and was slightly dazed.

This commander was different from any he had seen before. Though young, looking into her eyes, he felt none of the impulsiveness or superficiality typical of youth. She seemed to have seen too much, experienced too much, and had become calm and composed, yet profound as the sea—impossible to fathom. He wondered: this commander must have suffered greatly; otherwise, how could she possess such eyes?

The night wind blew against Chu Qiao’s face, ice-cold. She wore a dark blue fur coat, with fox fur around the collar framing her fair face.

“Go back to your work. I’ll be leaving now.”

“Ah? Oh, farewell, My Lady!”

The old blacksmith still used his customary manner when facing officials, bowing so low that his head nearly touched his knees. When he raised his head again, he found that she had already walked far away.

The war began that very night. The original defenders of Chidu were trembling with fear. However, the initial fighting was not as intense as they had imagined. The enemy’s reserve forces seemed to be held up, forcing them to send large numbers of troops back to defend their rear. Their formation became chaotic, with small-scale skirmishes breaking out from time to time.

Chu Qiao knew this was Feng Ting’s sniping around Helan Mountain taking effect. The Xia army was in unfamiliar territory, and at this stage of the war, they had received no news from Yan Xun and the Second Army. With Zhao Yang’s caution, he would certainly be wary. The purpose of her dispatching five guerrilla forces was to create both real and imagined concerns and constraints for the enemy.

However, Zhao Yang was indeed an excellent commander. Although Feng Ting had sworn a military oath, and Chu Qiao had made meticulous plans for strategic offense, defense, and transfer, the offensive at Helan Mountain collapsed on the second morning. The planned two-day defense didn’t even last one day—in just one night, the thousand Southwest Garrison Forces were completely wiped out, with not a single survivor.

Due to Feng Ting’s defeat, Murong and Amu encountered the full force of Great Xia’s attack ahead of schedule. The battle began at breakfast time and only gradually subsided by noon. Amu’s younger brother escaped back via a small path, announcing the end and failure of the battle. Two thousand militia suffered heavy casualties, and the remainder were scattered, their whereabouts unknown.

The Great Xia army surged forward with overwhelming momentum, charging full force at Chidu’s gates. However, they encountered unexpected resistance near Pine Leaf Forest. A fierce troop, like a sharp knife, pierced the flank of the Xia army. With just five hundred men, they used the forest’s advantageous terrain to make three full passes through the Xia army’s flank as if entering unguarded territory. They burned the central flag and set fire to the Xia army’s central tent. Their young commander shot an arrow that pierced the temple of the army’s vice-commander; the arrow carried a rope, and when pulled back, it took half of the commander’s head with it.

The Xia army was in an uproar. The slain commander’s guard gave chase before Zhao Yang could stop them. Thus, that day, Great Xia lost eight thousand elite guards, all drowned or frozen in the icy waters of Thousand Ice Pond.

Attacking with an army of two hundred thousand, yet suffering such a defeat! The Xia army was furious. Even Zhao Yang could not control the voices calling for revenge in his ranks. Under pressure, he had to slow his advance and direct his forces against these guerrilla troops outside the city. However, Wudan Yu had fewer men and greater mobility and was thoroughly familiar with the local terrain and environment. He led his five hundred men in guerrilla warfare for two days despite the Xia army’s carpet-bombing tactics, still maintaining combat effectiveness and winning precious time for Chidu’s defenses.

After two days, however, Zhao Yang suddenly withdrew all offensive operations. While the Yan Bei army was puzzled, the Xia army suddenly ordered all troops to fall trees. Two hundred thousand men set to work, and within half a day, the vast Pine Leaf Forest was completely cleared. Wudan Yu’s five hundred guerrilla fighters were fully exposed to the enemy.

Chu Qiao stood on the high city wall, watching helplessly as Wudan Yu led his five hundred men, like a pebble swallowed by the gray ocean of the Xia army. With the rumble of hooves, just one charge extinguished that small splash of resistance.

“Fight for freedom!”

The distant battle cry traveled faintly to their ears. The entire Chidu city wall fell deathly silent. Warriors removed their helmets, gazing at their comrades fighting outside the city. Many veteran soldiers silently shed tears.

The sunset blazed like fire. After three full days, the Xia army finally completed its first encirclement of Chidu. Situ Jing stood beside Zhao Yang, respectfully reporting, “Your Highness, the Fourteenth Prince, we have learned from captured civilians that the defending forces in the city are traitors to the Empire—the Southwest Garrison Forces. Their commander is a woman, also a traitor to the Empire, named Chu Qiao.”

“Chu Qiao?”

These two words fell calmly from his lips. Zhao Yang slowly narrowed his eyes. He suddenly recalled a rainy evening long ago: green rocks and red tiles, winding corridors, an accidental collision, scattered books. The stubborn prince, mocked and insulted by his brothers, knelt stiffly in the corridor. From afar came the fragrance of books and ink. A young woman in blue clothes climbed onto the roof, fixed the leaking tiles, and the gentle wind blew past her thin figure, her skirt fluttering, her hair black as ink, white embroidered shoes slightly stained with pale moss…

Though barely a year had passed, Zhao Yang felt as if it had been so long ago. He still remembered what Zhao Che had said that night when Yan Xun escaped from Zhenhuan, pointing at that figure. His seventh brother, for all his brilliant talents, did not understand the ways of flexibility or the art of scheming. Such a person could establish a formidable foundation in chaotic times but would never have a foothold in the imperial court. Nevertheless, he had to admit that Zhao Che’s insight was excellent. His words that day had proven prophetic, culminating in the present situation.

“Your Highness? Your Highness?”

Situ Jing said softly, “Please issue the military order.”

The journey had been difficult. Through years at court, no one had ever been willing to lend him a hand, even for a brief moment. The warmth and coldness of humanity, the fickleness of the world—he had seen too much, experienced too much.

The images in his memory gradually receded. Zhao Yang’s eyes grew deep as he slowly said, “Attack with full force. After breaking through Chidu, slaughter the city to consecrate our flag.”

With a “whoosh,” the wind suddenly raised the military flag, making it flutter fiercely in the cold air.

Zhao Yang leaned back quietly in the central military camp with its burned corner. In a daze, he recalled an oath he had made before departure:

“I swear, in this life, I will never again follow behind anyone else.”

Everything standing in the way—let it all roll aside! Cities, armies, enemies, kinship, weakness, hesitation, and… conscience!

Under the setting sun’s glow, the Xia army finally launched its first full-force attack on Chidu City. Thousands upon thousands of troops spread out across the plain, heads densely packed, countless beyond measure. Horse hooves thundered, howling and galloping. The cavalry units wore neat, uniform military attire, with gleaming spurs, fearsome swords, and armor flashing blood-red in the sunset. Yan Bei’s war eagles screeched in the sky. The cold wind cut like a knife, whipping up swirling snow, and creating a strange white mist across the land. The massive army hidden in the white mist appeared all the more terrifying!

“Kill the enemy!!!”

A battle cry that shook heaven and earth suddenly rang out. Great Xia’s horn players sounded the battle horns. The warriors of the First Cavalry Unit drew their battle swords and waved them overhead, charging like wolves and tigers toward the low city wall. The heavy cavalry followed closely behind, infantry distributed on both sides, and archers advanced under the protection of shield bearers, preparing to attack from the trenches. As far as the eye could see, there were enemy hooves and armor everywhere, blades stamped with the Great Xia Military Forge markings everywhere. Soldiers roared, and the earth trembled unceasingly. The mountains shook, and shouts merged into an ocean of sound.

Compared to the Xia soldiers’ roaring, Chidu’s city wall was deadly silent. The Southwest Garrison Forces’ warriors guarded the city wall, holding their weapons, quietly waiting for the attack order.

Commander He Xiao held his arrow, slowly drew his powerful crossbow, squinted one eye, pulled the bow into a full moon, and suddenly released!

With a “whoosh,” the foremost rider in the Xia cavalry was shot and fell from his horse, tumbling four or five times before coming to a stop.

The Xia army was momentarily stunned, shocked by He Xiao’s terrifying strength. But in an instant, they regained their composure—such men were one in ten thousand, and their courage for the charge immediately returned.

“Ready!” He Xiao shouted coldly, raising his hand. “Fire!”

The sunset seemed suddenly covered, the world darkening. The Xia cavalry felt as if in a dream. In mid-air, a dense rain of arrows like locusts swept down, covering the sky, and moving at an astonishing speed. The Empire’s invincible cavalry that had swept across the Western Meng Continent fell into an endless nightmare. The soldiers in front were pierced by a barrage of arrows, flying off their horses, crashing into three or four cavalrymen behind them. Horses tumbled, and a chorus of screams and wails rose. The cavalrymen became veritable targets and porcupines. Blood dyed the white snow on the ground a dazzling red.

Zhao Yang frowned deeply and urgently sent orders. Heavy cavalry and shield bearers rushed forward to protect the others. However, before they could get close, another round of arrows howled down. The Xia soldiers laughed loudly, the heavy armor soldiers waving their heavy iron armor, freely mocking the Yan Bei army’s presumption. But before their laughter ended, the arrows penetrated their armor with terrible force. In the fierce metal storm, they didn’t even have time to cry for help. Panicked men and horses trampled each other. Death, screams, blood, corpses—before such a sharp and terrible attack, no one dared advance, and the front ranks immediately collapsed. The Xia officers slashed more than a dozen men before barely controlling the soldiers’ retreat.

“Charge! Follow me!”

A commander on horseback vigorously tapped his iron breastplate with his war sword. However, before he could finish his rousing call, an arrow whistled through the air and pierced his head. Blood trickled down, flowing like a small stream along the pattern of his armor.

“Death to those who retreat! Death to those who retreat! The enemy has less than ten thousand men. Pass this ridge, and you’ll all be heroes of battle!”

The officers shouted hoarsely. The warriors, their fighting spirit ignited—after all, they were the Empire’s regular troops—maintained their charge despite the strong offensive, continuing to spur their horses forward. The massive formation surged forward like a flash flood, unstoppable.

He Xiao waved his hand again and again, directing the battle: “Shoot! Shoot! Shoot these bastards dead!”

“Commander! Commander!”

A messenger ran forward, shouting, “Orders from My Lady! Prepare the stone throwers!”

A row of stone-throwing machines, over three meters tall, was pushed onto the city wall. However, these were not ordinary battlefield catapults. They were larger, thicker, and more powerful, with three additional axle supports, driven by springs, rotating more than twenty times. Once fired, they could reach over four hundred paces—twice the distance of normal catapults.

Blacksmith Wang stood on the city wall, his forehead covered in sweat, his eyes filled with a kind of wild anticipation. He gripped a short knife, suddenly shouted, and cut through a rope.

The sound of the spring mechanism immediately arose, and the stone thrower suddenly rotated. A crackling sound followed. As everyone watched dumbfounded, a boulder the size of a millstone flew up from the city wall and, with a thunderous crash, smashed down on two cavalrymen. Screams rose to the heavens. Everyone looked back in panic to see that not only the cavalrymen but also their warhorses were crushed to a bloody pulp.

“Oh! Long live My Lady!”

On Chidu’s city wall, the crowd immediately erupted in terrible cheers. Since being besieged by the Xia army, this was the first time they had entertained the thought that they might win. Under such fearsome weapons, everyone trembled with fear. The Xia soldiers looked around, forgetting to charge. At that moment, the real nightmare finally began as numerous stone throwers activated simultaneously, thousands of boulders raining down from the sky.

The scene was too terrible. What the stone throwers launched were not ordinary rocks—some were household millstones, some were roof beams, and some were thousands of broken tiles. Just moments ago, more than a dozen soldiers were simultaneously crushed by a heavy object. Survivors on both sides looked carefully and saw that it was a majestic stone lion that had once stood in front of a mansion gate!

No armor or shield could withstand such weapons. Battle swords were crushed into scrap metal, spears were reduced to kindling. Flesh turned to mud, brains splattered everywhere. The Xia army fell like autumn wheat, collapsing into pools of blood!

Zhao Yang’s eyes burned red as he grabbed the collar of the Weapons Manufacturing Chief and shouted furiously, “What are those weapons? What kind of arrows? How can they shoot so far? Why are they so fast? Speak!”

The gray-haired chief turned deathly pale, gasping for breath, “Your Highness, forgive me! I truly don’t know!”

“Useless trash!”

“Your Highness! Let the soldiers retreat—we simply cannot get close!” Situ Jing approached with a mournful face.

“No retreat!” Zhao Yang’s gaze was resolute as he coldly said, “Anyone who dares retreat one step will be executed!”

“Kill the enemy!!!”

The Xia army let out desperate, death-like howls. Near were sharp arrows and far were rolling stones. Heaven and earth were vast and gray, filled with the screams of death. Boulders and arrows came like storms, covering the entire battlefield!

Chu Qiao sat in the central command, receiving an endless stream of battle reports like snowflakes.

“The enemy has suffered heavy casualties but continues their assault. They are now within two hundred paces of the city defense.”

“The First Division has eliminated nearly ten thousand enemies. Arrow supplies are critically low, less than three thousand bundles remain.”

“Boulder supplies are rapidly diminishing. Three stone-throwing machines have been damaged and are now broken.”

“The enemy has dispatched another forty thousand cavalry and three reserve legions. The left city defense is about to collapse.”

“The Third Team has begun taking casualties. Enemy arrows are fierce at the western defense.”

…

Chu Qiao’s expression remained calm as she quietly reviewed all the reports, responding to each one.

“Weapons Forging Division, immediately send all arrow reserves to support the First Division.”

“Quickly disassemble and repair damaged stone throwers. Move the second batch to the front lines.”

“Second Team, rapidly support the left enceinte. Ling Xiao will lead three thousand militia.”

“Transfer city defense to the Third Team. Hold the Western defense at all costs, die rather than retreat.”

“My Lady!” Footsteps suddenly sounded as the newly promoted Director Wang—the blacksmith—hurried in and asked earnestly, “My Lady, what do you need me for?”

Chu Qiao remained silent for a moment, then slowly raised her head. Her gaze was calm, her expression somewhat solemn as she slowly said, “Use the firebombs.”

Director Wang was startled, then his face immediately lit up with joy. He ran out at once. Chu Qiao slowly stood up and looked outside, her gaze gloomy, her emotions unreadable.

People of later generations would always wonder how the Xiuli Queen had managed to resist Great Xia’s two hundred thousand elite troops with just ten thousand mixed forces, even gaining the upper hand in the early stages. But only high-ranking military commanders within the Empire knew the reason. Though the Xiuli Queen was young at the time, the weapons used by the Southwest Garrison Forces were all revolutionary products: sky-reaching crossbows, stone-throwing machines, rolling wolf traps, thunder cannons, firebombs, and more. The internal structures of these weapons weren’t deciphered until many years later. As for the fire bombs, their mysterious veil wasn’t lifted until the Second Technological Revolution more than thirteen hundred years later.

These mysterious weapons made their debut in the Battle of Chidu and quickly spread throughout the Yan Bei army, playing an immeasurable role in several northern expeditions and later in the Western Meng Defense War. The man named Wang Deze, the Director of the Southwest Garrison Forces Weapons Forging Division, earned the honorable title “Father of Divine Weapons.” Yet throughout his life, this same man repeatedly claimed, “My wisdom doesn’t compare to even one ten-thousandth of His Highness’s.” And at the age of one hundred and seven, just before his death, he called out, “Long live His Highness!” before departing this world.

The future history had not yet arrived, and the great figures of future history were still trudging through the mud.

After suffering more than thirty thousand casualties, the Xia army finally reached the city walls with great difficulty. But at that moment, the arrows and boulders from the city wall suddenly ceased. After a brief silence, countless small silver-white objects were thrown down with a crackling sound.

The Xia army looked carefully and saw they were chunks of ice. Mockery immediately erupted from their ranks.

Had the Southwest Garrison Forces gone mad? Having run out of arrows and stones, did they think they could kill people with ice chips?

But just then, a “boom” suddenly rang out as a piece of ice exploded. The explosive force wasn’t very powerful, but ice fragments flew in all directions, embedding like knives into the soldiers’ bodies. Those struck in vital areas died instantly, while others who were wounded immediately lost their fighting capacity. At the foot of Chidu City, men and horses tumbled. On the city wall, the Southwest Garrison soldiers laughed loudly together. The firebombs were simple in construction and numerous, yet they were terrifying weapons for close-range attacks. In an instant, screams shook the heavens, a white mist of smoke spread everywhere, cries of anguish from Xia soldiers filled the air, horses neighed in pain, and crimson blood flowed freely. Whether infantry or cavalry, they clustered together like a pot of boiling water.

With a “splash,” large vats of boiling oil were poured down. As soon as they touched the ground, they were ignited by the sparks from the fire bombs, instantly setting off a great blaze at the foot of the city.

The snow melted. Above were raging flames; below was cold, forbidding snow. The Great Xia soldiers finally collapsed like a landslide. With a howl, they all retreated together!

The soldiers and civilians on Chidu’s city wall could hardly believe their eyes as they watched the Xia army retreat in disarray. The people of Chidu and the officers and soldiers of the Southwest Garrison embraced each other, weeping with joy.

“The Xia soldiers are retreating! The Xia soldiers are retreating!”

The great wave of news swept down from the city wall. Chu Qiao sat in the central command post, drafting attack orders when she suddenly heard the news from the front. The young woman, who hadn’t closed her eyes for three days and nights, was stunned. She sat there with her back straight as the sunset outside blazed like fire across the land. The blood-red light fell on her face, making her appear ethereal and unreal.

“My Lady! My Lady! The Xia soldiers have retreated! We’ve won!”

Ping’an, wearing a messenger’s uniform and wielding a battle sword half his height, rushed in excitedly but froze at the doorway. He saw the young woman sitting quietly at her desk, her expression calm, but a crystalline tear track rolled down her cheek.

“My Lady! My Lady!”

The Southwest Garrison officers and soldiers rushed in afterward. Chu Qiao quickly wiped away her tears and stood up, once again becoming the sharp and resolute military commander. She strode out the door, and a thunderous cheer immediately followed. Whether civilians or soldiers, all gathered around her, excitedly reporting the battle situation.

She didn’t blame them for being so excited, for such an achievement was indeed enough to make anyone proud: with ten thousand mixed troops, they had resisted an enemy force of two hundred thousand elite soldiers. Apart from the thirty-five hundred sent out earlier, less than two hundred had been killed or wounded in the army, while they had eliminated more than fifty thousand enemies and repelled seventeen attacks.

From this point on, the Southwest Garrison would be listed among the continent’s elite armies. The Battle of Chidu would be recorded in history as a great turning point in the First Northern Expedition War!

That night, the two armies temporarily ceased fighting. Chu Qiao was not as excited as the mid-level officers. She knew that Zhao Yang had lost to her today only because he was unfamiliar with her battle tactics and advanced attack techniques—he had been caught off guard. For tomorrow’s battle, he would certainly adjust his strategy. It would be impossible to win so easily again.

Moreover, Director Wang had reported to her that in today’s battle, three hundred sky-reaching crossbows had been damaged—a full three-quarters of their stock. Most of their arrows had been used up. Although the stone throwers could be repaired, the city was now a wasteland of rubble and scorched earth. The supply of boulders and logs was exhausted. Apart from the firebombs, few offensive materials remained.

Chu Qiao rubbed her temples, frowning as she studied the military map, repeatedly examining several defense plans. Ping’an quietly entered, replacing the teapot. Seeing that the charcoal fire in the room had gone out, he busied himself trying to replace it.

“Ping’an, what time is it now?”

The child looked up and answered, “It’s the second watch already, My Lady. You should rest. You haven’t slept for days.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes were bloodshot, and she felt she could barely keep them open. She lay down on her desk and said, “Wake me at the third watch.”

“I will.”

It seemed she had just fallen asleep when soldiers outside announced urgent documents. Ping’an impatiently whispered, “My Lady has just gone to sleep. What could be so important? Can’t it wait until dawn?”

“Ping’an, let them in.”

“Lady Chu!” Four young soldiers entered the room, led by Ping’an. The one in front stepped forward and said, “We are Lady Yu’s subordinates. Lady Yu received your letter and has a verbal message for us to deliver.”

“Lady Yu received my letter?” Chu Qiao was overjoyed. She stood up at once, her face full of pleasant surprise as she asked, “What did she say? When can she come to our aid? Are there detailed strategic deployments?”

“My Lady, the lady didn’t specify. She only said that you should go to Blue City immediately, as she has urgent matters to discuss with you.”

Chu Qiao frowned upon hearing this and slowly said, “What did you say?”

“My Lady, the lady said you should go to Blue City immediately, as she has urgent matters to discuss with you.” The soldier carefully repeated.

Chu Qiao nodded and asked, “Did she say anything else?”

The soldier replied, “No, My Lady.”

“Very well, then. Wait a moment while I gather some belongings.” Chu Qiao nodded and said to Ping’an, “Ping’an, come here. Bring me the fur coat from inside.”

Ping’an frowned slightly. The child was remarkably quick-witted and, without saying anything, turned and walked toward the inner room.

At that moment, one of the soldiers who had been kneeling on the ground suddenly grabbed the child’s hand and looked up, saying, “My Lady, no need to trouble yourself. We have everything prepared. Let’s go now.”

The cold light flashed. Moving with lightning speed, Chu Qiao flicked her wrist, and an inkstone flew through the air, striking the soldier’s wrist with a bang. With a crisp crack, the soldier’s wrist bone broke instantly. Remarkably, the soldier was a tough man who didn’t make a sound despite the injury. Ping’an was quick-witted, rolling on the ground to evade their attack and jumping out through the window!

“Catch her!”

Seeing that their cover was blown, the leader no longer concealed his intentions. Several men lunged at Chu Qiao, all skilled martial artists.

Chu Qiao moved quickly. A cold glint flashed from her hand as she shook her arm, and a dagger tied to her forearm slid down. A flash of cold light appeared in the lamplight, and a man let out a muffled groan. Thanks to his skillful movements, only his shoulder was cut. Chu Qiao braced her hands on the desk, sweeping her leg horizontally and kicking an assassin in the abdomen. The man flew backward, crashing into a bookshelf. Two vases shattered on the ground with a crackling sound.

At that moment, the door suddenly opened, and more than thirty guards rushed in, quickly subduing the intruders.

These men were personal guards left for Chu Qiao by Yan Xun, always responsible for her close protection. Song Qifeng, the guard captain, stepped forward and anxiously asked in a low voice, “My Lady, are you alright? Are you injured?”

“I’m fine,” Chu Qiao shook her head and said solemnly, “They weren’t trying to kill me.”

Chu Qiao stepped forward and looked at the assassin leader, asking, “Who sent you?”

The man smiled bitterly, “I knew My Lady was skilled, but seeing it today, you truly are extraordinary.”

“Tell me honestly, and I’ll spare your life.”

“My Lady, everything I said was true. If you don’t believe me, there’s nothing I can do.”

Chu Qiao frowned slightly as chaotic thoughts flashed through her mind, too quickly for her to grasp. She turned to Song Qifeng and asked, “Who let them into the city?”

Song Qifeng’s expression was strange as he said softly, “I don’t know, My Lady.”

Chu Qiao looked around and suddenly asked, “Where is Ping’an?”

“Ping’an,” Song Qifeng answered, “I didn’t see him.”

“You didn’t see him?” Chu Qiao’s gaze was piercing as she stared at Song Qifeng. Suddenly, she smiled gently and said, “Oh, he probably went to get help. He should have gone to the Southwest Garrison and missed you. Let’s go outside and look.”

With a swish, more than ten gleaming blades were suddenly at Chu Qiao’s throat. Song Qifeng smiled bitterly and said, “Since My Lady has already guessed, I need not pretend anymore.”

Chu Qiao’s face was like ice as she watched Song Qifeng release the ropes binding the four men. Her gaze was like a cold arrow.

“My Lady, I’m sorry. Qifeng is following orders. Please forgive any offense.”

Chu Qiao’s expression remained calm as she coldly asked, “Whom do you serve? The Great Unity Guild? Or Great Xia?”

Song Qifeng bowed respectfully and said, “When we arrive at our destination, My Lady will know.”

The man stepped forward, “I know My Lady is highly skilled. We had no choice. Please cooperate.”

With that, he bound Chu Qiao tightly, covering her eyes and mouth.

“Go!”

Song Qifeng gave the order, and everyone left the room. Soon, a carriage arrived. Chu Qiao was loaded onto it, and the carriage quickly drove north.

“Halt! Who goes there?”

Song Qifeng sat on horseback and said, “I am My Lady’s personal guard captain. This is a messenger from Lady Yu of Blue City. We must leave for Blue City immediately. Here is My Lady’s command arrow.”

Seeing it was Song Qifeng, the soldier immediately said politely, “So it’s Lord Song. Wait here, I’ll open the city gate right away.”

The north gate was not a battlefield, and the gatekeepers were the original guards of Chidu City. Song Qifeng asked, “Aren’t you going to check the command arrow?”

“Lord Song, your presence is command enough. Why bother with that?”

“Ha ha, thank you, brother.”

Chu Qiao’s last glimmer of hope was extinguished. The horses galloped away. The wind beyond the Great Wall was icy cold. Chu Qiao felt a deep desolation in her heart, like a knife stabbing into her, causing intense pain. Without her, what would become of Chidu City? Would the officers and men of the Southwest Garrison think they had been abandoned once again? And what of the civilians throughout the city who trusted her—where would they go?

The sky gradually lightened. The long night was ending. At dawn, Chu Qiao was helped out of the carriage and led into a sheltered tent. After her bonds were removed, she tore off the blindfold from her eyes and was startled to see Lady Yu standing gently before her, offering a warm towel and saying softly, “Wipe your face. You’ve had a difficult journey through the night.”

“Lady Yu?”

Lady Yu wore a white cotton robe. Her face was thin, her eye sockets deep, with faint crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes. “Yes, it’s me.”

Chu Qiao’s expression changed from shock to disbelief. She frowned and asked gravely, “Why?”

“This is not a safe place. North Shuo’s time is running out. Without you there, Chidu may not even last the day. Come with me first, and I’ll explain everything properly on the way.”

“Tell me first, why?”

Chu Qiao’s gaze was icy as she coldly looked at this ace figure of Yan Bei’s armed forces and said word by word, “You knew about the situation in North Shuo all along? You knew what kind of chaos was happening in there?”

Lady Yu nodded and said calmly, “Yes, I knew.”

“Then you knew that Great Xia divided their forces into two routes, one to attack Helan Mountain and one to attack Chidu City?”

“I knew,” Lady Yu said calmly.

“In North Shuo, Cao Mengtong was extensively conscripting troops, using civilians as cannon fodder, greatly harming the people of Yan Bei.”

“I knew.”

“The people of Chidu left their homes for Blue City’s fortress, and countless froze or starved to death on the way.”

“I knew.”

“Once Great Xia breaks through Chidu, they can attack North Shuo from two directions. The million soldiers and civilians in North Shuo will have nowhere to be buried! The entire eastern territory of Yan Bei will fall into Great Xia’s hands. Great Xia’s forces will directly threaten Yan Bei’s interior, and all civilians east of Sunset Mountain will be slaughtered by the Xia army!”

“I knew.”

From beginning to end, Lady Yu’s expression remained calm. She listened quietly as if they were discussing mere trifles of daily weather, her expression unwavering, without a hint of surprise or fluctuation.

Chu Qiao’s chest heaved as she clenched her fists and frowned, asking in a deep voice, “Why? Since you knew everything, why didn’t you stop it? Why did you watch with open eyes as the good situation deteriorated into war?”

Lady Yu quietly looked at Chu Qiao, her gaze gentle and wise, her tone calm as a stream as she slowly said, “A-Chu, don’t you understand yet?”

Chu Qiao was stunned as a terrible thought slowly rose from the depths of her heart, cutting like a butcher’s knife into her fragile nerves.

Lady Yu smiled faintly, “Blue City currently has not a single soldier. All forces from the Sunset Mountain range have been withdrawn and relocated. Not just Blue City—there are currently no soldiers in the entire interior of Yan Bei. The interior is now an open field. If any Xia soldiers break in, they win. I have no power to stop General Cao, nor am I authorized to do so. My only task here is to bring you away. Beyond that, I have received no orders for any action.”

As if suddenly thrown into an icy wasteland, Chu Qiao stumbled, nearly falling. Her heart contracted painfully as if encased in solid ice, each beat bringing bloody agony. She breathed deeply but felt her chest was blocked. She opened her mouth and frowned as all the clues gradually connected, forming a terrifying picture.

“Yan Xun…”

“His Highness is not at Meilin Pass either.”

Those brief words instantly shattered all of Chu Qiao’s beliefs. All her thoughts turned into barbed arrows, piercing into her flesh, causing pain so intense she could neither open her mouth nor make a sound. She swayed and grabbed the tent pole for support, her chest heaving as she gasped for breath, wanting to speak but unable to utter a word.

Lady Yu quietly said, “Before leaving, His Highness instructed me to bring you away. I waited for you at Blue City for a long time but didn’t see you. Later, I learned there was trouble on the road, and the North Shuo army was causing havoc. I had no choice but to use this method to bring you here. Please don’t blame me.”

“You’ve all gone mad!” The low voice slowly came forth, accompanied by beast-like heavy gasps. Chu Qiao bent over and raised her head, her eyes bloodshot, coldly staring at Lady Yu, shaking her head repeatedly, saying, “This is too insane!”

“Although insane, it’s effective. His Highness’s army has now broken through Changting Province. More than thirty provinces and prefectures in the northwest have submitted. The old Batu family has become history. Now, Great Xia’s main forces are all gathered within Yan Bei’s borders, while several border defense armies are concentrated at the borders of Biantang and Huaisong. Their internal forces are frighteningly sparse. Huaisong is currently cooperating with us, conducting several large-scale military exercises at the Great Xia border to attract the attention of the Xia soldiers. At this moment, if we can lure Great Xia’s forces into Yan Bei territory and cut off their information channels with scouts amid the heavy snow, speed is of the essence. Within half a month, we can break into Zhenhuan City! Even if the Northern Expedition Army realizes what’s happening afterward, most of Great Xia will already be in our hands. By then, if they want to counterattack, they will be stopped outside the Yan Bei Pass!”

Lady Yu stepped forward and gently brushed the stray hair from Chu Qiao’s forehead, quietly saying, “A-Chu, His Highness knew you wouldn’t agree with this proposal, so he kept it from you, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t trust you. Great Xia attacked with the force of their entire country. We can resist once, but not a second time. Yan Bei’s territory is bitterly cold, greatly limiting our development. No matter how hard we try, we cannot compete with Great Xia’s interior, especially with our inherent weakness—the constant border raids by the Quanrong people. Therefore, only by launching an unexpected counterattack and reversing positions can we establish an invincible position and completely turn the situation around! You are his closest person—you should understand him.”

“Just for this complete strategic shift, you would use hundreds of thousands of Yan Bei soldiers and civilians as your bait and cannon fodder?”

Chu Qiao’s voice was cold and weary as she slowly raised her head, her bloodshot eyes reflecting how her days of hard work and hope had instantly crumbled into rubble.

She had suspected it before—suspected that Yan Xun’s attack on Meilin Pass was meant to wear down the Second Army’s main force and consolidate his position in Yan Bei. But she never imagined that Yan Xun’s ambitions weren’t in Yan Bei at all. He had used a million Yan Bei soldiers and civilians as bait, setting up a giant trap in North Shuo to attract all of Great Xia’s forces. Then, in a move that defied all convention, he took the First Army and the elite troops from Blue City and Sunset Mountain, striking into Great Xia’s heartland with lightning speed, cutting off communications with snow and swift scouts, forcefully penetrating Great Xia’s interior and occupying its lands.

Heh, what an outlandish and insane plan—equivalent to Iraq abandoning its homeland to occupy America while America was attacking Iraq so that when the American expeditionary force declared victory and turned back, they would find their homeland completely fallen. Such an opportunity was truly once in a thousand years.

No wonder he had insisted on dividing forces to attack Meilin Pass before the great battle. No wonder he hadn’t kept her by his side. No wonder he had arranged for a fool like Cao Mengtong to guard North Shuo and supported Cao’s suicidal hoarding of troops and conscription—all because he needed to create the appearance that Yan Bei was mounting a full counteroffensive to attract Great Xia’s attention. No wonder, no wonder her pleas for help had sunk like stones, no wonder all her guards were Yan Xun’s confidants, and no wonder Blue City had voiced no opposition to North Shuo’s chaos!

Such deep scheming, such unfathomable calculation, such a terrifying yet meticulous plan—he had arranged everything without a single omission. Such a detailed battle plan, such imaginative thinking, such tight organization, each step connected and fortified, with ruthless execution. Even she, a senior commander with a modern military education, couldn’t have imagined it. Yan Xun was truly formidable.

“Lady Yu, do you remember what you said to me when we first met?”

Lady Yu’s expression froze. Her face paled, but she still said slowly, “I said I hoped that one day, Yan Bei would have no more orphans like you.”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao smiled bitterly. “You’ve done well. Once this battle is won, Yan Bei will indeed have no more orphans like me—because all the people of Yan Bei will be dead.”

The woman in white’s eyes darkened. She pondered for a long time before finally saying softly, “For a nation to achieve freedom, sacrifices must be made.”

Chu Qiao looked at her with disgust and said coldly, “Very well. All the people of Yan Bei will die, and you’ll gain wealth and power, ascending to supreme authority. This is the price the people of Yan Bei must pay for the freedom you desire!”

“A-Chu!” Lady Yu grabbed Chu Qiao’s arm, saying urgently, “Don’t be so extreme! Strategically, there’s nothing wrong with this plan. It’s a heroic feat—can’t you see? Great Xia’s gates will be opened, and the Sacred Golden Palace will tremble before Yan Bei’s iron cavalry!”

“Don’t touch me!” Chu Qiao snapped coldly, her gaze sharp as a freezing blade. “Strategically, there may be nothing wrong, but you’ve abandoned the people who supported you! Abandoned the civilians who steadfastly protected and supported you in your most difficult times! You’ve betrayed the people’s expectations, deceived the trust of millions, and pushed them into a fire pit! For your wealth and glory, for your selfish interests, you would let millions die!”

“Lady Yu!” Chu Qiao’s eyes burned red, tears streaming down her face. She bit her lower lip and said slowly, “Why? What’s happened to all of you? Have you forgotten everything you once said? These days, no matter how difficult the circumstances, no matter how hard the situation, I always believed you would come to save me. Even rebel forces like the Southwest Garrison knew to return and protect the people at such a time—why would you abandon them? Do you know? In every household in Chidu City, they enshrine tablets for you and Mr. Wu. They burn three incense sticks morning and evening, praying for your long life. They say you are the guardian deities of Yan Bei, that as long as you’re here, Yan Bei still has hope. They fled their homes for Blue City, unable to bring even food, yet they still remembered to carry their tablets. Look at how many candles have been lit for you along this road—can you face them with a clear conscience?”

Lady Yu took a deep breath, her delicate eyebrows tightly knit together as she said with difficulty, “I do this for the Great Unity of all under heaven.”

“Heh,” Chu Qiao laughed coldly, turning away, her figure weary and thin. “You can’t even protect one region of people, yet you speak of Great Unity for all under heaven? How laughable.”

Chu Qiao lifted the tent flap and turned to leave. Lady Yu frowned, hurriedly following her out, saying gravely, “Chu Qiao, you’re leaving?”

“Yan Bei is not my homeland, but it has always been my life’s belief. If you don’t want it, I do. If you abandon it, I will protect it. Tell Yan Xun that if Chu Qiao dies, he needn’t avenge her. She didn’t die by another’s hand—she died by his.”

“Stop!” Lady Yu commanded sternly. “I won’t let you leave!”

Chu Qiao turned back, smiling coldly. “You can kill me. Except for my corpse, Chu Qiao will never step one foot outside Yan Bei.”

She pulled a dagger from her boot and held it across her neck, smiling bleakly as she walked toward a horse and mounted it.

“The great mistake is not yet made. There’s still time to turn back. Pulling back from the precipice is not too late. Tell him I’ll be waiting for him on the walls of North Shuo! Hyah!”

The young woman’s fur coat billowed as her horse’s hooves trampled the snow, disappearing in an instant.

Song Qifeng approached, anxiously saying, “My Lady, how could you let Lady Chu leave? His Highness specifically instructed not to tell her about this…”

Lady Yu smiled quietly, a detached smile. She slowly raised her head. The morning sunlight shone on her face, which was as pale as paper, almost transparent.

My beloved Yan Bei, Zhong Yu is powerless. This is all I can do.

“Send a message to His Highness: North Shuo is in danger. Lady Chu is holding Chidu, supporting North Shuo. If aid doesn’t arrive within five days, Yan Bei will surely fall, and no one will escape disaster.”

—*—*—*—*—*—

At this moment, Chidu City was deathly silent. People had searched the entire city but couldn’t find Lady Chu. Finally, they learned from the guards at the North Gate that last night, a carriage escorted by the lady’s guards had left the city.

A desperate thought flashed through everyone’s mind. A soldier in tattered clothes stood in the heavy snow, shivering as he said, “Has the lady abandoned us?”

Before he could finish, he was kicked down by officers and soldiers of the Southwest Garrison! He Qi, Xiao’s brother, said coldly, “The lady would never abandon us! Back in Zhenhuan City, she didn’t give up on us even in those circumstances. She won’t now either!”

“Then where did she go?” A supply guard from Chidu City cried with a choked voice, “All officials are the same!”

The Chidu militia also began to riot, with some echoing, “It must be so! She saw we were going to lose and secretly ran away!”

“I always said you can’t trust officials, especially a woman!”

“Heaven! Has the lady abandoned us? What should we do?”

The crowd grew increasingly tumultuous. Some began to weep in despair. The horizon rolled with dark clouds, and the wind blew the accumulated snow on the ground, like funeral paper money before a grave.

“What are you all standing here for? The enemy is about to break in!”

Commander He Xiao suddenly strode forward, his face grim as he shouted sternly.

“Commander He!” Someone ran up and said, “The lady has abandoned us and fled!”

“Impossible!” He Xiao coldly interrupted, saying gravely, “I don’t believe it. None of the Southwest Garrison soldiers would believe it. The lady is not that kind of person.”

“But…”

“I only want to hear this once. If I hear anyone else slandering the lady and damaging her reputation, they will be enemies of the Southwest Garrison!”

The man drew his sword, the gleaming blade shining in the air.

“What are you standing around for? To the city walls!”

After a night’s rest, Great Xia’s army was no longer as reckless as the day before. The Southwest Garrison had also lost yesterday’s sharp offensive capability. Arrows and rolling stones were exhausted, and the firebombs were depleted by afternoon. At noon, Xia soldiers successively broke through the city wall. Great Xia’s army built human ladders, climbing up fearlessly. Archers shot densely to cover their troops. Arrows filled the sky like a downpour. The city wall was in disarray, with warriors occasionally falling from arrow wounds.

A young soldier was struck by more than ten arrows, all in vital spots. When his comrades tried to take him away, he leaned against the city wall and smiled innocently, his teeth white, his eyes bright. He waved to his comrades, smiling as he said, “When the lady returns, tell her for me that all the soldiers in our battalion secretly admire her.” With that, he leaped from the wall, using his body as a boulder to smash into the Xia army’s human ladder. A chorus of cries rose like a desperate battle song.

Close combat finally began. Large numbers of enemies climbed the towers. The first line of defense on the wall completely collapsed. Arrows flew chaotically in all directions. Everywhere was killing and shouting. The city wall was in crisis everywhere, corpses strewn about, a complete mess.

More and more Xia soldiers arrived. Blood dyed the entire city wall, staining every brick. By now, even the militia had rushed to the top of the wall. They no longer cowered and trembled. Death was before their eyes—put down the knife, die; pick up the knife, also die. But at least they could win a moment for their wives and children to escape. They hacked with knives, stabbed with swords, smashed with bricks, but with teeth—using every possible means. The brutality of war was fully displayed at this moment. Situ Jing stood at the foot of the city, watching from afar, then said to his subordinate with shocked eyes: Are you sure those up there are just militia?

That day, Chidu’s river thawed despite the deep winter. Layers of hot blood covered the ice, melting the surface water, though it soon froze again.

The world was blood-red, corpses scattered everywhere. A soldier’s legs were cut off, yet he didn’t even frown as he picked up his severed legs and threw them down at the approaching enemies. A Xia soldier about to climb the wall was frightened speechless, falling straight down onto the cold snowfield.

The entire Seventh Squad of the Southwest Garrison had perished, with only a messenger remaining. He stood on the wall using his brothers’ corpses as weapons, smashing them down on the Xia soldiers trying to climb up. When the bodies were gone, the young warrior, stabbed multiple times, shouted, “Long live the lady!” then embraced a Xia soldier and jumped down from the wall.

The wall was taken by the enemy several times and recaptured several times. He Xiao, wounded by multiple cuts, still fought tenaciously. Standing on the wall, he shouted, “Brothers! Don’t disgrace the lady! Even if we die here today, the lady will surely avenge us! Kill!”

The warriors’ fighting spirit was ignited. They suddenly stood up, their faltering bodies abruptly filled with strength again, wielding battle swords and engaging the enemy.

The world was a blur of darkness. The great wind carried swirling snow downward. The scent of blood filled the battlefield. Great Xia’s army continued to increase endlessly. The battle raged from dawn to noon, from noon to dusk. Zhao Yang stood on a high slope, gazing out, and couldn’t help but sigh, “The Southwest Garrison is truly a force of tigers and wolves!”

After the city wall fell once more, a sense of despair finally spread across Chidu. A young soldier swung his sword toward the enemy. He was already completely exhausted—this was purely a suicidal final strike. But at that moment, a flash of sword light suddenly appeared before his eyes. A sharp figure abruptly rushed forward, cutting off a Xia soldier’s head with one sword stroke. Blood splashed like a fountain.

The soldier seemed to be seeing things until the person in front turned and shouted angrily, “What are you standing there for? Charge with me!”

“My Lady?” The soldier’s throat produced an incredulous cry. “My Lady! The lady has returned!”

All the exhausted and dying Southwest Garrison officers and soldiers turned. Amid the chaotic crowd, they saw a young woman holding a sharp sword, her figure upright, her movements fierce—who else but Chu Qiao?

“The lady hasn’t abandoned us!”

No one knows who shouted first, but immediately the entire Chidu city wall erupted in jubilation. Warriors who had been at the end of their strength suddenly stood up invigorated, as if they had gained countless new energy.

The lady is still here. We will not lose!

This thought swept in like a tide. The Xia army was horrified to see these people transform in an instant, wielding battle swords and howling as they came, like wolves and tigers, with no trace of their former weariness.

“Brothers! Kill with me!” He Xiao roared, cutting off a Xia soldier’s head with one slash. “Long live the lady!”

“Long live the lady!”

“Long live the lady!!!”

Deafening cheers rose, filling the sky and earth. Watching the defeated soldiers retreat like water, Zhao Yang slowly raised his head, finally forced to acknowledge this terrible fact.

“Your Highness,” Situ Jing frowned and said, “If we can’t take this place, we’ll have a hard time explaining to the Third Prince.”

“Do you think I don’t want to take it?”

Zhao Yang sighed slowly. He looked at the low city of Chidu and suddenly felt that the city was so insurmountable.

“Chu Qiao…”

Night finally came. Great Xia’s forces gradually withdrew. Chu Qiao found Ping’an tied up in the grain storehouse. The little fellow had fallen asleep and woke up to shout with joy at seeing Chu Qiao.

Today’s battle had inflicted heavy losses on Chidu City. Over two thousand main force soldiers of the Southwest Garrison had died in battle. Adding the previous fifteen hundred, the Southwest Garrison now numbered less than three thousand, with fewer than two thousand still combat-effective. The militia suffered the greatest casualties, with over twenty thousand dead. The city wall was severely damaged—if the enemy had catapults or other large siege weapons, they could probably smash the entire wall in less than a day.

Blood and corpses were everywhere. The city’s medical supplies were exhausted. Wounded warriors could only get clean water and rough clothes. At night, terrible screams and cries of pain filled the air. On a side street slightly farther away, people lay motionless and silent—corpses arranged in neat rows, yellow burlap sacks covering the faces of the young warriors.

As she walked, Chu Qiao’s steps grew heavier. Above her was the pitch-black sky. Crows cried mournfully in the north wind, their voices chilling to the bone.

Never before in her life had she felt so isolated and helpless, so without support. All her hopes and dreams had shattered, yet she still had to stand tall for the warriors who depended on her, to tell them that their lady was still confident, still standing strong, and that she would lead them to find a way to survive.

The cold wind blew against her thin body. From afar came the soldiers’ low voices, like wind through pipes, carrying a taste of sorrow. Chu Qiao followed the singing and at the corner saw a young soldier with a severed leg. He was a very handsome young man without a beard yet, his delicate face looked like that of a scholar. One of his legs was gone, empty below the knee. He sat there without crying out in pain, instead smiling slightly, his eyes pure and bright, as if recalling some happy days. Smiling, he sang softly:

“Farewell, my dear girl, I will shoulder my gun to protect our homeland. The enemy’s blade hangs over our heads; I must protect you and our paradise. Perhaps I’ll never see your beautiful eyes again, perhaps I’ll never hear you sing in my ear, but please believe that I will always remember that place back home, where you stood amid the mountainous azaleas, smiling and waving to me, softly saying, ‘Come home soon…'”

Chu Qiao stood silently for a long time until the soldier’s voice gradually became softer and finally disappeared. Snowflakes fell slowly, landing on his face, not melting but accumulating bit by bit.

The wind blew her clothes, like swaying old dreams. The sky was desolate and vast. The world was so large, yet they seemed to have been abandoned by the entire world. Chu Qiao recalled many things—her youthful aspirations, her perseverance, her fervent expectations and hopes. She also recalled many years ago, in that cold, dark prison cell, when the boy had placed her hand in his warm embrace. Yan Xun’s eyes had been bright as he told her many things about Yan Bei: the snow here, the grass here, the herds of horses, the Fire Thunder Plains, the Huihui Mountains, the hardworking people, the kind residents—a place without warfare, peaceful and tranquil, like a paradise beyond this world.

Yan Bei, Yan Bei…

Chu Qiao slowly raised her head, a clear tear flowing from the corner of her eye. Her back was so straight, like a javelin. The snow fell, landing on her shoulders.

No one is left to protect you now. So let me protect you instead. We’ll wait together, wait for them to return.

—*—*—*—*—*—*—*—

No one expected that North Shuo City’s defeat would be so swift and unbearably tragic. In less than five days, North Shuo had been utterly defeated under Zhao Qi’s fierce offensive. Without the defensive tools Chu Qiao had left behind earlier, Great Xia’s golden dragon flag would surely have been planted on Yan Bei’s city walls by now.

At this moment, Cao Mengtong stood on the city wall, watching the Xia army swarming forward like locusts, feeling as though heaven and earth were trembling. He couldn’t understand where his million-strong army had gone. With such a strong fortress, how could they have been so thoroughly defeated? But at this moment, there was no time to consider these questions. Lu Zhi rushed up, shouting, “General, run quickly! If you don’t run now, the Xia army will be upon us!”

“Run?” Cao Mengtong turned around, asking somewhat vacantly, “Run?”

“Yes!” Lu Zhi shouted, “Xia An has already fled with the North Shuo army. I heard that Chidu City hasn’t fallen—that girl called Chu Qiao is still defending it with her troops. We can escape to Blue City through there. Sir, hurry, if we don’t leave now, it will be too late!”

“Run?” Cao Mengtong’s reaction was slow. In just a few days, his hair had turned completely white. He murmured, “No, I can’t run.”

“General! Even that old dog Xia An has run—he’s the city defense general of North Shuo! If even he has fled, what are we still doing here?”

Cao Mengtong sighed mournfully, his aged eyes looking at Lu Zhi as he said, “He can run, but I cannot. Lu Zhi, I am the commander-in-chief of Great Xia’s Northern Expedition Army. If I flee, North Shuo will be finished.”

“North Shuo will be finished even if you don’t leave. General, don’t be stubborn!”

Cao Mengtong shook his head. “No, Lu Zhi. If you want to leave, go ahead.”

Lu Zhi was startled, then cried, “Sir, you really won’t leave?”

Cao Mengtong said firmly, “I won’t.”

“Then I won’t leave either!” The rough man shouted. “It’s just death, isn’t it? Sir, you promoted me, and took care of me, like my own father. If we die, I’ll die in battle with you!”

Cao Mengtong was moved to tears. Patting Lu Zhi’s shoulder, he said, “True friendship is known in times of trouble. Lu Zhi, I have not misjudged you.”

“Sir, please give me twenty thousand troops. I want to break out of the city and fight the enemy to the death!”

“Good!” Cao Mengtong said heroically. “I give you my last personal guard. They are Yan Bei’s most loyal and the Second Army’s most elite troops. Lu Zhi, don’t disappoint me!”

“I will not fail the general’s trust!”

Half an hour later, the north gate opened wide. Lu Zhi, leading Cao Mengtong’s last personal guard, took the city’s gold, silver, and jewels and fled in panic. Cao Mengtong stood on the city tower watching his beloved general leave him. He spat out a mouthful of blood and collapsed on the tower.

The Xia army’s next wave of attacks came again. The entire city was in an uproar. Everyone was running around in panic. The north gate was sealed by military law officials sent by Cao Mengtong, allowing no one else to escape.

Tumbling, roaring, shouting for kills—blood filled the entire city. The Great Xia army had reached within two hundred paces of the city. They had set up ladders and begun to climb. The sun gradually set, casting a blood-red glow across the land. This was the last assault of the day. The enemy sounded the charge, mobilizing soldiers to take North Shuo today!

“Surrender! Those who surrender will live!”

Great Xia sent more than three hundred loud-voiced soldiers to call out beneath the walls again and again. Occasionally, citizens of North Shuo tried to open the gates to surrender but were killed by military law officers. The screams and fighting grew closer and closer, so close that one could almost smell the bloody scent of the Xia soldiers.

“General! General! The Third Division needs reinforcements!”

A blood-covered officer scrambled up, rolling and crawling. Cao Mengtong looked at him and slowly shook his head. The aging general drew his sword, stepping forward with murderous intent. How many years had it been since he had gone into battle to kill enemies? For so many years, he had been ridiculed and called the “fleeing general.” But the one time in his life he tried to be brave, he made a catastrophic mistake. If only he had listened to that girl called Chu Qiao from the beginning—the thought arose involuntarily, but then he shook his head ridiculously. What use was thinking about this now? He smiled bitterly and slowly said, “I am the last reinforcement.”

“General!”

The officer was startled, suddenly bursting into tears. “To make a sixty-year-old general personally go into battle—it’s my incompetence!”

The old general shook his arm and slowly said, “Let’s die in battle together!”

“Yes!”

Just then, a sharp sound suddenly arose outside the city. Urgent drumbeats rang out in the Xia army camp. The Xia soldiers at the foot of the city heard the sound and all turned back at once, their faces filled with panic.

Cao Mengtong and the Third Division officer were also stunned. They raised their heads and saw a black shadow suddenly appearing on the distant horizon. Soon, that black shadow became a stream, expanding from a point to a plane, gradually growing larger. Suddenly, the Black Armor Army leaped over the horizon, thundering forward at lightning speed. A white flag with red clouds waved above their heads, like a raging fire!

“The reinforcements have arrived!”

North Shuo’s city wall suddenly erupted in deafening cheers. Warriors wept with joy, shouting.

“It’s our troops! Our reinforcements have arrived!”

“The Southwest Garrison! It’s Counselor Chu!”

“Lady Chu has arrived! We’re saved!”

In an instant, the Black Armor Cavalry let out an earth-shaking roar: “Fight for freedom!”

With neat formations and rapid assault speed, accompanied by a distant rumbling like thunder on the horizon, the ranks grew larger and more numerous—as many as twenty to thirty thousand, all fast cavalry. They held their battle swords at an angle, controlling their horses with just their legs. In the twilight glow, thousands upon thousands of warriors galloped forth in dense formation, sweeping in like a storm!

“The Southwest Garrison! It’s the rebel army of the Southwest Garrison!”

In contrast to the cheers on North Shuo’s city wall, a wave of wailing rose in the Xia army. Their formation was massive, and suddenly facing enemies at the rear, they had no time to turn their formation around. Moreover, the Southwest Army led by Zhao Qi’s fighting capacity was far inferior to the Northwest Army led by Zhao Yang. The Southwest Garrison’s reputation was formidable. In an instant, the rear collapsed like water, falling into chaos.

“Long live Lady Chu!”

The soldiers on North Shuo’s city wall cheered loudly. Many embraced, tears falling on the wall.

“My Lady!” He Xiao rushed forward, shouting, “The enemy forces far outnumber ours. We shouldn’t engage directly!”

Chu Qiao coldly shook her head and said gravely, “Our army is fresh, we must win by surprise, our momentum is overwhelming. The Xia army doesn’t know our true strength—this is a heaven-sent opportunity. If we don’t win this battle, we’ll never have another chance for victory!”

The army surged forward like an avalanche, powerful and fierce. The central camp’s orders hadn’t even reached the rear when nearly a hundred thousand troops at the rear were knocked over in disarray by the first assault. Chu Qiao ordered her forces to ignore the scattered soldiers and focus on the central camp, charging to destroy it!

The Xia army’s nightmare began. Though only a force of several ten thousand, they had clear banners, high morale, and came with incredible speed—fast as lightning, swords flashing, movements unbelievably agile and swift. Everywhere they passed was filled with panicked chaos.

“All troops maintain formation! Charge with me!”

He Xiao led from the front, with a flag-bearer holding the white flag with red clouds behind him. Chu Qiao commanded from within the ranks, galloping on horseback. The warriors fought without regard for their lives. The long-suppressed silence and frustration finally erupted. The army howled, like a flying dragon, sweeping across the entire Xia army formation.

“Counterattack! Reorganize the formation!” Zhao Qi shouted from horseback, trying his best to stabilize the army. Ignoring his personal guard’s dissuasion, he came to the edge of the battlefield. However, at that moment, an arrow shot toward him as if it had eyes. A guard selflessly rushed forward to block it, but the arrow pierced through his chest with a spray of blood. Zhao Qi was shocked and fell from his horse, narrowly escaping.

The army moved with extreme speed, charging through in an instant. Chu Qiao recognized Zhao Qi. With a fierce gaze, the young woman leaped from her horse, her sword flashing as she stomped on the man’s back. With a flash of silver light, before Zhao Qi could even cry out, she cut off his head!!!

“Zhao Qi is dead! Surrender immediately!”

“Boom!”

Like a thunderclap exploding on level ground, the protection of four hundred thousand troops scattered after a single assault. Chu Qiao, slender in build, sat high on horseback, holding up Zhao Qi’s head, her gaze sharp, her back straight.

Battle-proven across a hundred miles, silent as a shadow, swift as the wind, fierce as wolves, charging through enemy lines, breaking through directly, taking the enemy’s head amid tens of thousands—her daring was unparalleled, worthy of being called the foremost general of the age!

The Xia army immediately fell into chaos. Seeing this from the city tower, Cao Mengtong decisively shouted, “Open the gates! Open the gates! All troops charge!”

North Shuo’s gates finally opened wide. Soldiers who previously had no will to fight all rushed out at once. The Xia army’s defeat was now a certainty!

On the twenty-seventh day of the tenth month, Chu Qiao abandoned Chidu, burning the city to the ground. The fire blocked Zhao Yang’s advance—he could only watch as Chu Qiao led less than ten thousand troops away. On the road, Chu Qiao encountered General Lu Zhi, who had fled North Shuo and was rushing to Chidu. Upon learning that this general had deserted North Shuo, Cao Mengtong’s guard immediately mutinied, cutting Lu Zhi to pieces. The twenty thousand personal guards joined the Southwest Garrison’s ranks.

Subsequently, under Chu Qiao’s leadership, they circled behind enemy lines and launched a surprise attack on the Fire Thunder Plains before North Shuo’s gates, delivering a heavy blow to the previously invincible Xia army.

In this battle, over seventy thousand enemies were annihilated, most of whom died from being trampled by war horses while fleeing. Thirty thousand were captured. The Southwest Garrison’s commander, Chu Qiao, personally killed the enemy’s commander-in-chief, a powerful contender for the Great Xia throne, Third Prince Zhao Qi. The impact on the Xia army was immeasurable.

By now, it had been exactly eight years since the Battle of Fire Thunder Plains. Before all of Yan Bei, Great Xia paid a devastating price for their actions that day.

That night, the Fourteenth Prince of Great Xia, Zhao Yang, arrived with his troops, reorganizing the remnants of the Southwest Army. He deployed five hundred thousand troops, once again surrounding North Shuo City.

At this time, in Great Xia’s interior province of Menglai, Yan Xun finally received Lady Yu’s message from an eagle. After reading the letter, he gazed deeply at the now not-so-distant ancient capital of Zhenhuan, standing alone for a very long time. Finally, he returned to the central military tent and issued an order that shocked everyone.

“Break camp tonight. Return to aid North Shuo!”

Chapter 138 – The End of the Northern Expedition
After returning to North Shuo City, Chu Qiao received a hero’s welcome. Except for those necessary for defense, all military and civilians in North Shuo City gathered at the city gates. The crowd was dense, enthusiastic, and wild with celebration as if the North Shuo battle had already been won. When Chu Qiao led the Southwestern Garrison’s troops marching through the city gates, the welcoming crowd nearly overwhelmed the formation. The Second Army’s Deputy Commander Lu Zhi was dead, and the newly appointed Deputy Commander Yin Liangyu led troops to maintain order at the front, but they were quickly scattered by the crowd.

Chu Qiao observed calmly. Although the Second Army’s soldiers had made some effort to tidy themselves to welcome their allies, compared to when they had departed, the army had been decimated. The remaining soldiers were wounded, their clothes tattered and bloodstained. Exhaustion, timidity, fear, confusion, and weariness—all manner of unsettling emotions flickered clearly in their eyes. The dust effectively concealed the pallor of their faces. Many had lost their scabbards and had their swords haphazardly tucked into their waists. Their movements produced crisp collisions, metallic clangs that showed no fighting spirit, only revealing their disorder.

In contrast to these panic-stricken Second Army soldiers who resembled frightened rabbits, the Southwestern Garrison’s officers and men formed a stark contrast. Though their armor was similarly bloodstained and dust-covered, they remained confident and composed, maintaining clear formation and ranks. Their discipline was evident as they steadily rode on horseback behind Chu Qiao, walking with vigorous steps along the main street. The north wind blew, catching their fluttering great fur cloaks. The jet-black capes smelled of fresh blood, emanating a cold, desolate aura of death. Seeing them, the civilians immediately erupted in thunderous cheers. In a situation where hundreds of thousands of troops had scattered like water, when Yan Bei soldiers were fleeing in all directions, only they had unhesitatingly thrown themselves into deadly circumstances, resolutely shouldering the responsibility of defending their homeland.

Yin Liangyu ran forward with large strides. The chaotic crowd had knocked his helmet askew, and without time to straighten it, the young man hurriedly said, “It’s easy to add flowers to brocade, but difficult to send charcoal in snowy weather. General Chu came at this critical moment and rescued North Shuo from the brink of destruction. The entire Second Army is deeply grateful for your kindness!”

Chu Qiao dismounted, smiled quietly, and replied, “General Yin gives me too much credit. We both serve Yan Bei, and the Southwestern Garrison and the Second Army are branches of the same tree.”

As she spoke, the young woman removed her hood. Even after such a brutal battle, she remained neat and clean. Her military uniform accentuated her straight and graceful figure, filled with both a soldier’s valor and feminine charm. Her features were beautiful, her skin snow-white. As she glanced around, her eyes sparkled like stars, her spirit soaring with confidence. Her voice was calm and friendly, full of sincerity.

An incredible murmur of admiration immediately rose from the crowd. Soldiers and civilians who had never seen her before discussed among themselves, and praise washed over her like a tide. From the Zhenhang Incident to the Northwest battlefield, from the Bian Tang military revolt to the Battle of Chidu, too many brilliant campaigns adorned this woman’s history. Naturally, people automatically overlooked her age and appearance. But now, on this turbulent battlefield, the girl’s beauty shone like a bright lamp above people’s heads, and they couldn’t help but exclaim:

“Is this truly General Chu? So young?”

“Indeed! It’s hard to believe. She’s so beautiful!”

She had just defeated the Southwestern Field Army led by Zhao Qi and the Batuha family forces, but Chu Qiao knew that the recent battle had not touched the core of the enemy. The reason the Xia Army had collapsed was only because they had just launched their final intense attack on North Shuo City. Their vanguard corps and cavalry corps had all been deployed to the battlefield. To complete the campaign before nightfall, and with absolute confidence in their rear, they had even sent their reserves forward, leaving their rear forces thin and consisting only of logistics troops and transport teams. The nearest cavalry corps was separated from her by two logistics divisions. The Southwestern Garrison, composed entirely of cavalry, moved extremely fast. Their charge was like a cheetah rushing into a herd of wild horses from behind. Additionally, Zhao Qi had died by her hand through an unexpected turn of events, leaving the Xia Army leaderless and demoralized, which allowed her to seize this advantage.

However, the Great Xia’s army of several hundred thousand was not named so in vain. Zhao Ying would arrive soon. Chu Qiao was anxious inside but did not let it show. She asked Yin Liangyu, “Where is General Cao? I have urgent military intelligence to report immediately.”

Yin Liangyu replied solemnly, “The General is in the meeting hall. Please follow me, my lady.”

Still at the North Shuo City’s Garrison Commander’s office, black obsidian was laid evenly on the floor. The building stood tall and imposing, with torches flickering dimly. Footsteps echoed in the corridor, one after another, heavy and tired.

Finally arriving at the meeting hall entrance, two young guards saw Yin Liangyu and immediately stood at attention, performing a standard military salute, and called out loudly, “General Yin!”

Yin Liangyu nodded, stepped aside, and pointing at Chu Qiao said, “This is Lady Chu from the Staff Department.”

The two guards had seen Chu Qiao before and immediately smiled and saluted, “Greetings, Lady Chu!”

Chu Qiao nodded in return, “Thank you for your hard work.”

“Is the General inside?” asked Yin Liangyu.

“Yes, the General has been waiting for you both for quite some time.”

Yin Liangyu nodded and said, “Please announce us.”

One of the guards nodded in acknowledgment, knocked gently on the door, and then announced loudly, “Report to the Commander-in-Chief, General Yin and Staff Officer Chu request an audience on urgent matters!”

A cross-hall wind blew through the corridor, making a howling sound like an injured puppy. The corridor was quiet, no one spoke, only the young guard’s voice reverberated in the four corners, floating back and forth with the wind.

Yin Liangyu frowned, stepped forward, and said in a deep voice, “General Cao, Staff Officer Chu Qiao requests an audience on urgent matters.”

Still, no one answered from inside. Yin Liangyu’s frown deepened as he continued, “General, are you in there?”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow, stepped forward, and said, “Not good.” Then she forcefully pushed open the meeting room door.

With a “creak,” the door slowly opened wide. The wind inside was strong, whooshing out. The window directly opposite the door was not closed, and documents and papers on the conference table were blown all over the floor like a group of white-winged butterflies constantly turning over at their feet. The spacious meeting hall was very empty, with tables and chairs in their original positions. Cao Mengtong sat with his back to everyone in his usual seat, not moving or speaking, leaning against the chair back, as if he were looking at the map hanging on the wall.

Yin Liangyu let out a long breath, stepped forward, and respectfully said, “General, Lady Chu has arrived. She says she has urgent matters to report to you.”

Cao Mengtong seemed not to hear, not even changing his sitting posture. Chu Qiao’s brow furrowed tightly as she immediately walked forward. The guard behind her was startled and hurriedly followed, calling out, “Lady Chu…”

However, before he could finish, the guard’s voice suddenly stopped. He stared in horror, his mouth slightly open, unable to utter a single word.

Cao Mengtong wore a brand-new uniform with sleeves slightly rolled up, revealing half of his forearm. There was an obvious knife scar on his left arm, seemingly left many years ago, almost indistinguishable without careful observation. His clothes were smooth without a single wrinkle. Half of a white handkerchief, folded neatly, peeked out from the left breast pocket of his collar. On both sides of the black collar, nine thumb-sized emblems of battle eagles were embroidered with gold thread, displaying the noble status of this elderly man as the Army Corps Commander-in-Chief. He was no longer young, in his sixties, with wrinkles covering his face, loose muscles, and the corners of his eyes and mouth drooping downward. His head of gray hair, though meticulously combed, still could not conceal his old age.

A dagger was lodged in his chest, with blood meandering down, already congealed. The room was very cold, and the blood, dark red, had frozen, forming a cold, icy streak. Life had long departed from this body, leaving only a solitary shadow, old and desolate in the moonlight.

The massive map of Yan Bei hung before him, covered with countless gullies and rising mountains. A thin line connected the place names on the map, from Meilin Pass in the far north, through Huihui Mountain, Shangsheng Plateau, Siqiu Lanling, Sunset Mountain Range, Blue City, Chidu, North Shuo, and then a large arrow drawn in bright red cinnabar, pointing directly toward the rich and vast Eastern Continent.

Yin Liangyu and the guards were stunned, unable to respond to the sudden death of their commander.

Chu Qiao slowly walked forward, reached out her hand, and gently closed Cao Mengtong’s unrestful eyes, along with her anger, hatred, and frustration towards this Commander-in-Chief who had failed to fulfill his duties. Like cold water covered by winter snow, frozen, leaving only vast, cold desolation.

For personal gain, he had disregarded hundreds of thousands of military and civilians, misjudged people, misjudged enemies, acted foolishly and recklessly, and was arrogant and pedantic. It was this man, precisely because of his incompetence and arrogance, who completely ruined a favorable situation and caused the army to suffer an immeasurable price. His crimes were beyond enumeration, and ten thousand deaths would not absolve his guilt. Before coming to this place, Chu Qiao had thought of so many strategies and schemes to remove him and take back the military command of North Shuo City, even preparing many sharp words to vent her anger.

But at this moment, looking at the elderly man sitting quietly in the cold wind, all her anger suddenly dissipated.

This was a cruel war, and everyone had paid a cruel price for it, both the living and the dead.

“General, look!” The sharp-eyed guard picked up a piece of paper from the table and handed it to Yin Liangyu.

Yin Liangyu quickly took it, scanned it briefly, then lifted his head and gently handed it to Chu Qiao, saying, “Lady Chu, you are now the highest commander of the Second Army. This soldier, Yin Liangyu, reports to you!”

Chu Qiao took the paper and saw that it simply transferred command of the Second Army and North Shuo military to her in the completely official language, with a few lines hoping Chu Qiao would fight bravely for Yan Bei’s glory as if it were just an ordinary handover ceremony.

Chu Qiao removed her sword and placed it aside, then slowly stepped back, stood straight, and performed a crisp military salute: “General Cao fought for the country, resisted the Xia Army, and fought to the last moment of his life without retreating. He is an example for the entire army. This soldier will not let the General down and will remain loyal and unyielding, never retreating!”

That night, the military camp’s duty record noted: In the Battle of North Shuo, General Cao Mengtong led from the front. At his advanced age, he fought to the death on the walls of North Shuo City, vowing not to retreat, and strongly resisted the Xia Army. Severely wounded, he died in the meeting hall on the evening of the twenty-seventh of October. Before dying, he transferred command of the Second Army to the Staff Department’s Military Advisor and Southwestern Garrison’s High Commander, Lady Chu Qiao. General Cao was loyal and brave throughout his life, serving Yan Bei with utmost dedication. Guarding the national gate in his sixties, thinking of the state as he departed, he is a model for Yan Bei soldiers.

Three hours later, Zhao Ying, who had been delayed by the great fire at Chidu, hurriedly arrived, assembling the Northwestern Army Corps and the scattered Southwestern Field Army, bringing five hundred thousand troops to attack from two sides!

In the meeting hall, Cao Mengtong’s position had changed hands. The young woman in a black uniform sat upright in his place, her gaze blazing as she looked at those below. Many familiar faces from before were now gone. More than ten tribal leaders had fled with their family troops when they saw the situation deteriorating. Hardly any of the Second Army’s high-ranking officers could be seen. The Third Army’s support force leader, Yu Zeqi, had surrendered to Great Xia with his fifty thousand troops. North Shuo City’s defender, Xia An, seeing North Shuo’s imminent defeat, had fled toward Yan Bei’s interior with the original North Shuo defense force two days ago, under the pretext of punishing deserters.

Those sitting below now were almost all mid to low-level officers from the original army. In the position of the Second Army’s Eighth Division, Seventh Unit, there sat a fat cook. Their unit commander had fled the battlefield with five thousand troops. Because he refused to leave and tried to persuade other comrades to stay and defend North Shuo, he was beaten severely and nearly died. Now the Seventh Unit existed in name only, with just his left. When Chu Qiao notified army representatives to come for the meeting, because they truly couldn’t find anyone else, this cook rushed over without even removing his apron.

In times of national crisis, when survival hangs in the balance, the most loyal are not those enjoying high positions and generous salaries. They are busy fleeing, surrendering, betraying comrades, and seeking ways to survive. At such times, it is often the most despised ordinary people who dare to stand up and shoulder the responsibility of defending the national gate with their frail shoulders and simple minds. The bizarre irony of world affairs is truly laughable.

“General, what should we do?” asked someone.

Yin Liangyu was previously a clerk in the quartermaster’s office, mainly responsible for recording the incoming and outgoing provisions. When his superior fled, he left all the work to him, generously saying he would promote him and give him his position. Before he could object, the man had vanished without a trace. Because of this circumstance, Yin Liangyu was promoted to more than twenty levels in two days, becoming the Second Army’s Deputy Corps Commander, now the second-highest officer in North Shuo City.

Chu Qiao turned her head and said in a calm tone, “Everyone may share their views.”

The crowd remained silent, carefully looking at each other. They were previously minor figures, always at the forefront of charges and assaults, and had no ideas of their own. After a long while, a very honest-looking militia representative suddenly stood up. He wore coarse cloth clothes used for labor, stained with blood, unclear if it was his own or someone else’s. Seeing everyone looking at him, he became somewhat shy and hesitant but finally gathered the courage to ask softly, “I’m a militiaman from West Tao Village. Our village head is injured, so he sent me. He asked me to ask the General if we would retreat. Will you abandon us?”

“Yes!” someone echoed, “Will the General, like Commander Xia An, lead troops to chase deserters and then never return?”

Chu Qiao calmly replied, “Rest assured, even if we retreat, I will be the last to step through North Shuo City’s gates.”

“That’s good!”

Everyone suddenly sighed with relief, as if they had all been worried about this point. A man with a full beard suddenly said, “I don’t understand all those big principles. Whatever the General says to fight, that’s how I’ll fight.”

“Right!”

“Yes, we listen to the General!”

Chu Qiao pondered silently for a while, then slowly stood up and said solemnly, “In that case, please return immediately to count your troops. After daybreak, we will fight a battle to the death with the Xia Army!”

Everyone responded with a roar of agreement. Rather than offering suggestions, they seemed more willing to accept orders. Soon the meeting hall quieted down, but Yin Liangyu still sat in his original position, seemingly having something to ask.

“General Yin, if you have something to say, please speak.”

Yin Liangyu thought for a long time, and finally said, “General, I don’t understand much about military matters, but three days ago when the Third Army’s General Yu Zeqi defected, he burned most of the provisions storage. Currently, the garrison troops with combat capability in the city total less than forty thousand. Even adding the thirty thousand people the General brought back, that’s only seventy thousand, and most are militia. The Great Xia’s military strength is overwhelming. If we engage them head-on, can we win?”

Chu Qiao’s brow furrowed slightly. Just as she was about to speak, Yin Liangyu hurriedly explained, “This soldier does not want to flee, it’s just… just some concern.”

Chu Qiao smiled slightly and said, “I know General Yin doesn’t want to flee, but you don’t need to be so pessimistic. If I choose to stay, it means I have confidence.”

Yin Liangyu stood up with a whoosh, excitedly saying, “Does my lady have a method for certain victory?”

“I don’t have a method for certain victory, but there’s news you might want to hear.”

“What news?”

“His Highness’s First Army and Miss Yu’s Sunset Army are rushing to reinforce us. If we can hold out for ten days, reinforcements will arrive.”

Yin Liangyu was immediately overjoyed, his eyebrows dancing as he said, “Really? My lady?”

“Really,” Chu Qiao smiled slightly, “Go spread this good news to everyone.”

Yin Liangyu almost ran out the door. Watching his figure gradually disappear at the end of the meeting room corridor, the smile on Chu Qiao’s face slowly faded and froze.

The fact that Yan Xun had led the First Army and the forces from Sunset Mountain and Blue City to attack deep into Great Xia territory was still unknown to anyone. First, she feared there were traitors in the army. If this news reached Zhao Ying’s ears, though it might relieve the siege of North Shuo, it would inevitably cause Yan Xun’s retreat to be cut off, placing him in danger. This was currently her greatest concern.

Second, if this matter were to leak out, everyone would immediately know that Yan Bei had been betrayed by Yan Xun, morale would collapse, and there would be no need to continue fighting. Previously, she had defended Blue City to protect Yan Bei’s interior, so that if the North Shuo army were defeated, they would still have a retreat route. But now the interior forces were depleted, and the Sunset Mountain region was undefended. Fleeing had no meaning anymore; it would only lead the enemy into the interior and reveal to them the lack of internal military strength. In other words, all of Yan Bei’s armed forces were currently gathered in North Shuo City. If North Shuo fell, Yan Bei would inevitably perish, which was why she had abandoned Chidu and shifted the battle to North Shuo.

And Yan Xun, would he return? Would he give up his grand ambitions that were within reach, and abandon this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for revenge?

Outside the door, snow fell heavily, mountains danced like silver snakes. Chu Qiao leaned back in her chair, moonlight shining on her smooth forehead. She was so thin, her chin sharp as if carved by a knife. A belief suddenly rose from her heart, burning like fire through her internal organs.

“He will. He will return.”

—*—*—*—*—*—*—*—

On the distant horizon, facing the morning sunlight, the Xia army’s formations could be seen gradually approaching, column after column, endless in number, their flags rising like a forest.

After days of chaotic battle, the battlefield was now mounded with corpses, stuck with short knives and long spears. Although it had snowed all night, looking out now, North Shuo City’s front was still a field of crimson blood. Those brilliant flowers defied the severe cold and snow, blooming ever more splendidly, vast as the sea. The rising morning sun was also covered with a layer of dark red from this blood-light, casting an eerie glow over the vast battlefield.

The war came so quickly. Days of defeat had cost Zhao Ying his patience. He no longer wished to arrange troops and plan strategies, nor did he want to probe cautiously. His army of five hundred thousand pressed forward with a roar, armor like mountains, roars like thunder. The five hundred thousand troops arranged in formation on the plain issued uniform charge signals. The soldiers on North Shuo’s walls momentarily trembled as one, as if feeling the walls beneath their feet shudder in the enemy’s roars, seeming ready to collapse.

North Shuo’s officers and soldiers turned pale. Compared to Zhao Qi’s Southwestern Army which relied on numerical advantage, Zhao Ying’s Northwestern Army was indeed a fierce pack of tigers and wolves. They couldn’t even imagine how Chu Qiao had led the Southwestern Garrison of less than ten thousand to resist such an army for so long. But there was no time for them to think now. Ten thousand horses galloped forward as the army pressed on like a vast flood from all directions.

“Kill the enemy!”

The Great Xia army instantly erupted like a volcano. In contrast, North Shuo’s tower was deathly quiet.

“Get ready!” He Xiao’s towering figure stood on the city tower. Too many wars had rapidly tempered this young officer. Holding his battle knife, he said in a deep voice: “Prepare!”

“First squad, prepare to attack!”

“Second squad, prepare to attack!”

“Third squad, prepare to attack!”

“Fourth squad, prepare to attack!”

“Seventeenth squad, prepare to attack!”

…

The resounding commands sounded in sequence. The Southwestern Garrison’s soldiers now numbered less than three thousand. The remaining seven thousand were selected from Chidu’s militia to strengthen the army. After Cao Mengtong’s death, the Second Army’s elite guards became Chu Qiao’s guards. Together they totaled thirty thousand, forming the main force for this battle. Now, before them, large crossbows standing half a person tall were quietly positioned. These were designed by Chu Qiao and manufactured by the military supply factory. However, after she left, no one knew how to assemble and use them, so now, all three thousand crossbows were preserved intact.

Arrows were loaded row by row into the crossbows’ hidden chambers. These arrows were cutting-edge weapons improved by modern technology. Through wheel-axle propulsion, they could fire twenty-eight arrows simultaneously, with three rounds per firing mission, and had four-dimensional directional calibration. This meant that within a breath, these crossbows could continuously fire eighty-four arrows, targeting four different directions. Their power was unimaginable; if not for lacking the force of bullets, they would almost rival machine guns.

The piercing sound of bowstrings continuously rang out. With battle imminent and the enemy drawing ever closer, cavalry quickly overtook the infantry formations, charging at the front. The Xia army’s leading officer shouted: “Kill all the northern barbarians!” The soldiers surged forward like a tide, their cries of “Kill the enemy!” coming like mountain roars and sea waves.

He Xiao’s expression remained unchanged. After a while, he finally said in a resounding tone: “Attack!”

In an instant, there was a “whoosh” sound as the sky filled with flying locusts, a sea of black, like a huge black cloth covering the sky. Three thousand crossbows fired simultaneously, equivalent to eighty thousand archers drawing their bows at once.

No flesh and blood could withstand such a terrifying arrow storm. There was nowhere to flee, nowhere to retreat. The scene at Chidu City played out once more. The massive cavalry formation collapsed with a rumble as if struck down by a giant’s heavy fist. No one could hide. After the arrows passed, within a range of four hundred paces, not a single standing creature remained.

In an instant, everyone’s eyes widened in shock. The Xia soldiers charging behind seemed to have their jaws dropped, and no one dared to advance another step, especially those from the Southwestern Army who had never witnessed this before. Zhao Ying was so furious he almost wanted to charge up with his sword. He had rushed here overnight, hurriedly organized his troops, and began attacking immediately, fearing that Chu Qiao would create the same deadly weapons as in the Chidu defensive battle. But he never expected to be one step too late. Little did he know that such weapons had long been in North Shuo City. Of course, not just him, many people probably couldn’t imagine this—after all, if such things had existed earlier, how could Cao Mengtong have lost so badly in previous battles?

“Charge! Anyone who retreats will die!”

Sharp charge signals sounded once more from the Xia military camp. Heavily armored soldiers and shield bearers led the way as the attack began anew.

Chu Qiao stood on the high city tower. The entire North Shuo City was jubilant. Seeing victory within reach, people rushed to the city walls one after another, setting up simple catapults, and defending tenaciously and resolutely.

Black waves of arrows shot forth in sheets, and enemies fell like artemisia. Chu Qiao wore a white great fur cloak. The young woman’s face was expressionless. Thousands upon thousands of people died before her. With just a wave of her hand, thousands of heads would fall to the ground, blood converging into streams, into small rivers, into lakes, into breached floods. Lives were like weeds, like ants, like worthless scrap paper. War was like a man-eating demon, opening its bloody, giant mouth, and devouring from the front.

She gradually lost feeling, not experiencing fear or disgust, not even fatigue. There was only numbness, stiff limbs, and cold.

War is cruel. Two days later, the city’s arrows were exhausted. A day after that, all boulders and rolling logs were consumed. The Xia army had paid with nearly seventy thousand lives. On the vast battlefield, bloody corpses covered the entire land, with broken knives and arrows densely extending beyond the horizon. North Shuo’s military and civilians were exhausted, but before they could even eat a mouthful of food that evening, dark shadows once again surged forward.

Chu Qiao sighed helplessly. Although they had thrown the last stone and shot the last arrow, dealing the enemy such a heavy blow, the enemy had still rallied so quickly to charge again. She and Zhao Ying both knew that in many cases, war was an endurance contest. Whoever could hold out longer would be the final victor. The Xia army’s northern expedition had suffered such serious losses, and now Zhao Ying was making his final desperate attempt.

“My lady, what should we do?”

A subordinate rushed in hurriedly, looking at her with expectant eyes. In previous days, this female general had always produced powerful secret weapons at critical moments to save the situation. The entire Second Army’s soldiers were full of affection for her. But now, Chu Qiao shook her head and said lightly: “There’s no way out. We must fight.”

The close-range siege battle finally fully unfolded. The world was filled with desolate wailing, the ground trembling violently underfoot. Everywhere was the moaning of war horses. The Great Xia army corps were like towering mountains, crashing violently against North Shuo’s walls, wave after wave surging forward. The numerical disparity was stark, and the battle grew increasingly brutal in its later stages. The walls were lost several times, and several times won back with soldiers’ blood. The Southwestern Garrison’s soldiers demonstrated terrifying and astonishing combat prowess. Fewer than three thousand of them defended half the city wall, while the other half had more than sixty thousand defenders. Yet even so, the Southwestern Garrison still had to repeatedly provide them aid.

Two days later, Zhao Ying sent people to dig trenches at the eastern city wall, causing a small-scale collapse. A small section of the wall fell, and although Chu Qiao quickly established defenses, more than two thousand people still managed to break into the city. These were all Great Xia’s elite troops. The fighting continued for more than two hours, with bodies piled into a small mountain.

“General! The Third Battalion has been completely wiped out. The Crossbow Battalion and the Fourth Militia Unit, led by General Yu, attacked out of the city and drove back the Xia soldiers digging trenches at the foot of the wall, but all perished. The Xiaoling Camp is completely dead, and the Eleventh Unit died entirely at the East One City Head…”

“General, we can’t hold on. At most, we have two more hours. Let’s retreat quickly!”

He Xiao also came forward. The young man was covered in wounds and bloodstains, his voice hoarse as he said deeply: “My lady, all officers and men of the Southwestern Garrison request that you retreat. We will cut a path for you from the west gate.”

Yin Liangyu was pale-faced. This official skilled in wielding the pen now wore military attire. He walked forward with a frown and said: “General, reinforcements won’t arrive in time. We don’t have time. Please lead the Southwestern Garrison and the city’s women and children to break out. If we can reach Blue City, reach Miss Yu, we’ll have a chance to rise again. This subordinate is willing to stay behind and share North Shuo’s fate.”

Chu Qiao slowly shook her head. Blue City? Where was there even half a soul there now? Even if they fled there, it would only lead the Xia soldiers into Yan Bei’s interior. She said softly: “I will not retreat.”

“Please, General, consider the big picture! This is not the time for sentiment!”

Chu Qiao lifted her head, her gaze firm as she looked into the distance, slowly saying: “The reinforcements will come.”

“My lady!” He Xiao was somewhat agitated and said: “We can’t wait any longer. Time is running out; if we don’t leave now, it will be too late.”

Chu Qiao repeated the same words, full of confidence, even to the point of madness and obsession: “The reinforcements will come.”

Everyone reluctantly withdrew, then issued orders for the entire army to defend to the death. All at once, the entire city erupted with frenzied roars. Chu Qiao couldn’t distinguish what emotions they contained—anger, sorrow, terror, courage, fear, hatred, despair—perhaps none of these, perhaps just a final cry before death.

The sky gradually darkened, the sunset blood-red. The battle reached its peak intensity. The captain and cook of the Eighth Division, Seventh Unit, wielding a large butcher’s knife, roared wildly as he charged toward the Xia soldiers climbing the city wall. More than ten Xia soldiers charged up in a row, but the fat cook lunged at them, knocking more than ten people into the fire pit. The fire quickly spread on their bodies. The Xia soldiers frantically patted the flames on themselves, but the cook paid no heed and continued to lunge at others, fiercely, as if completely unconcerned about the fierce fire on his own body. The Xia soldiers were panicked; wherever he went, everyone dodged aside. Finally, the cook, without making a sound, grabbed the rope ladder the Xia soldiers were climbing and slid down. More than twenty soldiers who were climbing fell with him and died on the rocks at the foot of the wall. Blood splattered, brains burst. On this day, over a million people from both sides witnessed the loyalty and bravery of a cook.

“My lady! The Eighth Unit has been completely wiped out!”

“The reinforcements will come.”

“My lady, the East Two city wall has collapsed, and more than three hundred enemies have broken in. The Ninth and Tenth Units have gone to intercept.”

“The reinforcements will come.”

“My lady, let’s go quickly! The Xia army’s last three reserves have also joined the battle!”

“The reinforcements will come.”

“My lady, if we don’t leave now, it will be too late. The reinforcements won’t come. Give the order to retreat!”

“The reinforcements will come.”

“My lady…”

…

Everyone had already despaired. They all thought Chu Qiao had decided to share North Shuo’s fate. The battle grew increasingly brutal, with frenzied screams everywhere. Yan Bei’s soldiers went mad, desperately issuing their final roars, waving their battle knives to engage the enemy in hand-to-hand combat.

The central army commander should not participate in the battle. But at this moment, Chu Qiao slowly drew the sword at her waist. Even at this point, a belief still frantically cried out in her mind: holding on for one more moment was worth it. She slowly walked out of the central military camp to the highest point of the city tower, her sword sharp, gleaming like silver.

He Xiao suddenly rushed forward, his face greatly shaken, emotions of joy or anger indistinguishable, anxiously shouting: “My lady!”

“Say no more!” Chu Qiao cut him off immediately, saying in a deep voice: “I will not retreat. The reinforcements will come.”

“My lady,” He Xiao licked his pale lips and slowly said: “The reinforcements have arrived.”

Chu Qiao’s delicate body trembled. Following He Xiao’s finger, she turned sharply. On the horizon of Fire Thunder Plain, a thin black line appeared faintly. Dust rose above that thin line. From the Xia army came piercing horn sounds, shrill and completely lacking a victorious tone. Messengers ran back and forth, officers shouting hoarsely about something indistinguishable. There was panic, great panic. The Great Xia army retreated like a tide, Xia soldiers bewilderedly running back following the horn signal, not knowing what had happened.

The earth shook: Boom! Boom! Boom!

Everyone stopped what they were doing. The North Shuo defense forces, already prepared to die, raised their heads one after another, looking toward the distant east. On the crimson Fire Thunder Plain, the slender line gradually merged into a black river, and then, like a black eagle suddenly leaping from the edge of the sky, its wings wide, majestic, and imposing, transformed into a boundless black ocean!

Like mountains toppling and seas overturning! Like a storm! Black battle flags flew over the black ocean, battle eagles fierce, almost breaking through the flags. Soldiers controlled their horses with their legs, drew their swords, and held them upright before their bodies, issuing thunderous roars: “Fight for freedom!!!”

Deafening charge signals instantly resonated across the land. From North Shuo’s towers, enormous cheers suddenly rose to the sky!

“The Black Eagle flag! It’s the Black Eagle flag! His Highness! His Highness has come!”

“Our reinforcements have arrived!”

The soldiers cheered jubilantly, many of them shedding tears on the city wall. In just a few short days, this ancient city had gone through multiple life-and-death struggles. Now, faced with sudden hope, people cheered together, passionately embracing one another.

Contrasting with North Shuo’s cheers was Great Xia’s panicked roaring. Zhao Ying shouted in disbelief: “How can this be? How did they get around to our rear?”

“Your Highness! Your Highness!”

A messenger hurriedly rushed forward, wearing the uniform of Zhenhang City, dusty from travel, his face covered in frost, shouting: “Imperial orders from the capital command you to return immediately to defend the homeland. The traitor Yan Xun has led an army of five hundred thousand into the interior of the empire. The northwest region is scorched earth. Now, he has returned to encircle the northern expedition army!”

With a “bang,” Zhao Ying kicked the messenger off his horse, cursing: “Why didn’t you wait until they killed all my troops before reporting?!”

“This humble one has been traveling day and night. All the messenger brothers were intercepted and killed by the Yan Bei army. Only this servant remains. This servant had to be extremely careful…”

The man hurriedly explained, but before he could finish, he was kicked again by Zhao Ying. The Great Xia’s fourteenth prince quickly ordered: “All army corps, form battle positions where you are. Do not flee in disorder. We must stabilize our formation to contend with the enemy.”

However, before he finished speaking, he saw the Southwestern Army, the Northern Alliance, and the remaining troops of the Batuha family all fleeing in disarray without any formation. Only the Northwestern Army remained in position, resisting the increasingly close Yan Bei army.

Zhao Ying closed his eyes in despair. Was heaven truly determined to destroy Great Xia?

The Xia army’s retreat was like a tide. All resistance was torn apart by the Yan Bei army like dry twigs. Numerical advantage, combat strength advantage, the morale of fresh troops, and the sudden surprise attack all guaranteed victory for the Yan Bei army. Two hours later, the Xia army had fled Fire Thunder Plain, hastily retreating toward Helan Mountain. The Yan Bei army sent ten thousand troops in close pursuit!

This day was the first of November in the 775th year of the Baicang calendar. The Black Eagle Army, which had penetrated deep into Great Xia’s interior, suddenly returned to Yan Bei’s homeland. Yan Xun had strictly sealed off information along the way, galloping at full speed, eating, drinking, and sleeping on horseback. After returning, without any rest, he immediately entered the battle. Zhao Ying was caught unaware, sandwiched between Yan Xun and Chu Qiao. The Southwestern Army, Northern Alliance, and Batuha Army collapsed like water at the front line. Zhao Ying, unable to stand alone, had no choice but to retreat toward Helan Mountain. Yan Xun pursued closely, killing more than two hundred thousand enemies along the way. Except for Zhao Ying’s Northwestern Army, the main forces of the other three land armies were almost completely devastated. Yan Xun led his troops in pursuit of Great Xia’s northwestern interior, stopping only at Yanming Pass. Subsequently, the Black Eagle Army camped north of Yanming Pass. Zhao Ying looked across the river and saw that the empire’s northwestern region had been entirely occupied by the Yan Bei army and that officials and nobles in the northwest were all surrendering. In a fit of rage, he spat a mouthful of blood onto the frozen Chishui River.

With this, the First Northern Expedition War came to an end. The Yan Bei army had lost as many as four hundred thousand troops in the cities of North Shuo and Chidu. Chidu City had become barren land, countless refugees had died during migration, and Yan Bei’s already meager finances became even more difficult.

Compared to Yan Bei, Great Xia’s losses were immeasurable. Not only had the northern expedition army lost most of its forces, but a prince had been beheaded at the front, and half of the northwestern territory had fallen into enemy hands. If Yan Xun had not turned his blade around at the front line to rescue North Shuo, the imperial capital might have been captured. The eyes of the entire Western Mongol continent were focused on this. In the northwestern sky, a magnificent red sun slowly set. The Great Xia Empire’s three hundred years of glory and dreams thus began an unstoppable decline.

After Zhao Ying returned to the imperial capital, the Great Xia imperial family was enraged. The Council of Elders, rarely acting quickly, unanimously passed a resolution to imprison Zhao Ying. Three days later, the empire rapidly dispatched three hundred thousand troops from the Southeastern Army, Northeastern Army, and various great family armies, led by the seventh prince Zhao Che, to the northwestern battlefield once more.

Meanwhile, the Zhuge family’s eldest son, Zhuge Huai, who had served as the reserve forces’ chief coordinator during the First Northern Expedition War, was also implicated in this defeat. The Zhuge family faced exclusion and impeachment from the Council of Elders. Under pressure, Zhuge Muqing had no choice but to once again employ his fourth son, Zhuge Yue, to serve as the chief coordinator of the reserves and military supplies for this army, quickly following in Zhao Che’s footsteps to the northwest.

It was foreseeable that another great battle was about to unfold, but before this storm arrived, there was a brief period of calm.

Chapter 139: I’m Back
The room was completely silent, with only occasional night crows flapping their wings as they flew past the window, gliding over withered leaves and bare branches. The wind whirled snow with a rustling sound, and moonlight shone through the window frames onto the ground, surrounding a pool of candlelight and, ultimately a dim yellowish glow.

When Yan Xun came, it was already very late. His sparse footsteps sounded like a leaking water clock, quietly approaching from a distance. The maids in front of the door knelt neatly, their knees hitting the snow. There was the sound of snowflakes being crushed, piercingly cold. A young girl’s voice, carrying hints of reverence and timidity, trembled as she said: “Your Highness, the young miss has already gone to bed.”

The snow and wind suddenly seemed to intensify, subtly covering the unavoidable silence and awkwardness. Trees swayed, and the moonlight fluctuated, just a faint gray shadow that cast itself through the window frames—a patch of pale, dead water. The gray shadow stood by the window, neither speaking nor leaving, thin yet straight-backed. The crescent moon was a thin curve, and in the dim light, everything appeared desolate. The cold air squeezed in from outside the window but was instantly devoured by the flames in the ground fire pit.

“Is the young miss sleeping well?”

The rich voice sounded faint, showing neither obvious joy nor resentment at being stopped outside. He just asked calmly, adding: “Has the doctor come to see her?”

“The young miss suffered some minor injuries, but nothing serious,” the maid answered obediently.

“Oh,” Yan Xun replied, then asked: “What did she have for dinner?”

“She only drank half a bowl of plain porridge.”

Yan Xun nodded silently. The shadow by the window carried a hint of icy tenderness: “She might get hungry at night. Keep some food warm for her, and stay alert. Don’t fall asleep.”

“This servant understands.”

Yan Xun stood in the corridor, his figure slender and solitary. Outside, the weather was so cold, with snow and wind swirling on the ground, dancing back and forth. The moonlight was hazy, illuminating a white expanse. He stood in the center of that light and shadow, slightly lowering his head, and softly said toward the tightly closed window: “Chu Qiao, I’m leaving now.”

A small gust of wind whistled by, blowing the ink-black hair at the man’s temples. Yan Xun turned around and stepped down the stairs, lifting his feet lightly but placing them somewhat heavily.

The people outside gradually walked farther away. Chu Qiao lay on the bed. The cold crescent moon in the sky seemed still to be the same one from many years ago in the Sacred Gold Palace. In the dimly lit Oriole Song Pavilion, drops of crimson blood had seeped through her fingers. Back then, the child with pitch-black eyes like bright stars had frowned with bloodshot whites of her eyes. Coolness rose from the bottom of her heart, like lingering water. Time had passed, but hearts had not faded, and what had changed was far more than just him.

How much suffering had they endured, and who remembered it? By not speaking of it, one might think it was forgotten.

Suddenly she became anxious, throwing off the covers and not even putting on outer clothes, she ran out of the inner chamber barefoot. With a bang, she pulled the door open, and a strong wind immediately blew her disheveled black hair. The maids screamed in unison, unable to stop her in time. The woman in white soft clothes had already rushed out of the courtyard.

“Young miss!” The maids anxiously chased after her, their voices so loud they startled the man walking ahead.

However, just as he turned his head, a slender shadow suddenly threw herself into his arms with such force that Yan Xun slightly staggered. His face showed full surprise, but when his hands touched her, he felt only thin clothes. Yan Xun frowned and lightly scolded: “Chu Qiao, how could you run out wearing so little?”

Chu Qiao said nothing, just stretched out her arms and tightly hugged the man’s waist, pressing her forehead firmly against his chest. The familiar scent returned to her nose, so warm that she almost wanted to fall asleep. Her eyes grew moist, and tears suddenly fell, wetting his clothes at the chest, soaking through layer by layer.

She raised her head, her eyes red-rimmed, just staring at him steadily. The man wore plain clothes and had long eyebrows, still that familiar face, but with added signs of travel weariness and fatigue. Suddenly withdrawing from the front lines was a major military taboo. How much mental effort and energy must it have taken to return safely and quickly to Yan Bei? And what kind of iron hand was needed to pacify the dissatisfied voices in the army? These things were unknown to her.

“You came back?” she asked.

Yan Xun smiled slightly, his mouth corners soft, covering all his fatigue and hardship. He just nodded quietly: “With you here, I would not fail to return.”

Faintly, it seemed like they had returned to that snowy night eight years ago. The youth who was still being hunted had led troops back to rescue the little slave who had fallen into the hands of her former master. Faced with the child’s questioning, he had just smiled and said, “If I didn’t come back, what would become of you?”

Time passed in an instant. Eight years and so many things in this world had changed, yet there was still only them, still standing together, still holding hands side by side.

With a light lift, she was carried up in his arms. Yan Xun’s brows furrowed slightly as he looked down at Chu Qiao in his arms and said: “Chu Qiao, how did you get so thin?”

Chu Qiao looked up, her fingers lightly clutching Yan Xun’s collar, and said softly: “Because I missed you.”

Yan Xun’s expression froze slightly. It was indeed shocking. Over the years, although they had relied on each other, they rarely exchanged such words. The warmth finally covered him layer by layer, like scalding water. He wrapped Chu Qiao in a cloak and chuckled: “I’ve lost weight too.”

The servants all sighed in relief. The snow and wind stopped. Yan Xun carried Chu Qiao and strode into the room. After days of military life, he had to return to coordinate the pursuit of Xia troops and internal city defense. Affairs were complex and numerous. Despite such longing, he could only rush over in the deep night. Taking off his outer cloak, his inner clothes were full of dust from the road. He ordered the servants to heat the water. The two sat facing each other in the room, with thousands of words to say, yet not knowing where to begin.

“Chu Qiao…”

“No need to say more!” Chu Qiao quickly stopped him, as if unwilling to bring it up, her voice slightly hoarse: “That you came back is enough.”

The lamplight shone on the young woman’s pale face. Yan Xun suddenly felt a cold sensation in his heart. In these days, how much had she suffered?

“After all, I still deceived you. I’m sorry.”

“Haven’t I also threatened you?” Chu Qiao smiled faintly: “That’s what I truly thought at the time. I would stay here and refuse to leave, to see if you would come back.”

Yan Xun nodded and smiled: “All my life, whenever I’ve tried to argue with you, I’ve never won once.”

The Great Xia mobilized troops, a large army attacked, and North Shuo launched a thunderous battle. Yan Xun led his army into Great Xia’s interior. During this time, how many people died in the flames of war, how many died unjustly, and how many soldiers would never again see their hometown lovers and children? Blood seeped into the earth, and white bones piled into mountains. Such a campaign, capable of reversing the fate of the entire continent, was in their mouths merely a few light and casual sentences.

“Chu Qiao, I have something to give you.”

Hot water was brought in and poured bucket by bucket into the enormous bath. Chu Qiao stood by the pool testing the water temperature with her hand. Hearing Yan Xun’s words, she turned her head and asked: “What is it?”

It was a very plain ring, without any elaborate style, made of white jade with a circle of fine patterns. Looking carefully, they were simple crape myrtle flowers.

“When did you buy this?”

“I don’t remember.” Many years ago, perhaps. After hearing her casually mention her hometown customs, he often spent his spare time polishing that piece of Hetian jade. One year, two years, three years, five years—it had been finished long ago, but he never dared to give it to her, only because back then he was too weak and had nothing but hatred. So he kept waiting and waiting, wanting to find the right time, the right place, yet gradually it had been so many years.

Without even thinking, she put it on the ring finger of her left hand, then held it up, looking at it foolishly before smiling: “It’s beautiful.”

The curtain was lowered. Yan Xun was bathing inside while Chu Qiao sat outside waiting, just like many years ago. When someone is bathing, it’s the time when their guard is lowest, so they were always accustomed to one keeping watch outside while the other bathed.

The curtains were layer upon layer, perfumed with pleasant fragrances. There was no wind in the room, yet the curtains still moved slightly. Yan Xun’s voice came from inside: “Chu Qiao, the face towel.”

Chu Qiao quickly picked up the white face towel, extending her arm through the curtain. Their fingertips lightly touched, scalding hot. Chu Qiao hurriedly withdrew her hand, asking a bit awkwardly: “Is the water hot?”

“It’s fine.”

The sound of water splashed loudly. Chu Qiao sat outside resting her chin on her palm, and they chatted intermittently.

“Yan Xun, were you injured this time?”

“No, I didn’t go to the front line.”

Steam gradually spread out from inside, making the room warm.

“Why did Huai Song cooperate with us in conducting military exercises at the border? Do you know their Princess Imperial?”

The man said: “We’ve only met a few times, I can’t say I know her, but I have a friend in Huai Song who mediated this matter.”

“Oh, I see.”

“Chu Qiao, are your injuries serious? Where are you hurt?”

“Nothing important, just some minor scrapes.”

The room gradually grew quiet. After a long time, Chu Qiao suddenly spoke: “Yan Xun, in the future, don’t keep things from me anymore.”

The person inside didn’t respond. Chu Qiao waited for a long time without an answer. She couldn’t help but call out twice more: “Yan Xun?”

Still no answer. Chu Qiao became a bit anxious, lifting the curtain and running barefoot. She saw Yan Xun sitting in the water pool, his head resting against the wall, asleep. His brows were slightly furrowed, his face full of fatigue.

Five days and five nights without rest, he was truly exhausted. Only now, having put down all his worries and vigilance, could he sleep like this.

Suddenly, all her resentment disappeared without a trace. Right and wrong, how could they be explained clearly in a single sentence? The flowing blood on the Nine Abyss Platform, the cautious steps in the quiet palace—she had accompanied him through it all. She knew well the depth of that hatred, the intensity of that resentment. The oath “Survive, kill them all!” still echoed in her ears. So many jeers and insults, so many hidden arrows and cold glances, so much humiliation and anger—all were like seeds of a butcher’s knife, planted deep in their hearts long ago. Breaking down the towering palace gates of Sacred Gold Palace, shattering the mighty walls of Zhen Huang City—what passion and strength it took! But ultimately, he turned his army around at her word. How could she not understand the feelings behind this?

Days of conviction had today transformed into conflicted emotions: resentment, regret, joy, sorrow, knots in her heart, yet also gratitude. She had been constantly swayed by two completely different emotions until just now when he gently told her he was leaving and turned to go, and she suddenly understood her true feelings.

Sunset, warhorse, sword, soldiers’ shouts, civilians’ screams—war devoured everything, including people’s beliefs and conscience. But it could never devour the feelings between them.

She didn’t receive the trust of the person she served loyally. She desperately defended the city, countless soldiers lost their lives for this, the rivers were filled with blood, and white bones floated away. As a commander, she should feel resentment and bitterness, strong discontent and unwillingness. But as a woman, she had received a sentiment heavier than mountains. Kingdom versus beauty, imperial ambitions versus two hearts in accord—he had given her a definite answer in an instant. What right did she have to feel discontent and resentment?

When she woke up, Chu Qiao was sleeping beside him, her forehead smooth. Her small body was curled up, still tightly grasping his hand. Outside it was still dark. Yan Xun wore a loose robe as he stood by the window. Outside lay snow-covered mountains. It was still the sky and land of Yan Bei, even the wind was biting cold. This place remained barren and cold, seemingly always this way. Even when his father implemented benevolent policies, life here was still poor and difficult. But why, when he used to think of Yan Bei, did he stubbornly believe it was a place of birdsong, flowers, abundance, and beauty?

Perhaps, it was truly as Lady Yu said—he had changed. His heart had grown larger, his vision had extended farther, and the things he wanted to possess had increased. Besides avenging and hating, other deep-rooted things had taken root in his heart. He had always felt there was nothing wrong with this. Years of experience had taught him the importance of power and strength. Without these, everything would be like a bird without wings—unable to fly.

But now, he suddenly felt somewhat afraid.

He had almost killed her. Just thinking about it made his hair stand on end, feeling extremely cold.

He looked out into the pitch-black window as if seeing again that vast land east of the Red Water. He could still recall that morning when his troops pointed toward Yan Ming Pass, how full of ambition and hot-blooded he had been. What a pity. However, Great Xia still stood there, and if he had returned one day later, what would have happened to Chu Qiao? He took a deep breath. Fortunately…

Her fingers felt cold. The bed was empty. Opening her eyes, she immediately saw Yan Xun’s silhouette standing by the window, black, seeming somewhat heavy.

“Yan Xun?” she called softly, her voice still carrying sleepy haziness. The man turned around. In the darkness, his eyes flickered with light that couldn’t be seen, making it impossible to discern what emotions they held.

“You’re awake.”

“Yes, what are you thinking about?”

Yan Xun walked over and gently embraced her body, saying faintly: “Nothing in particular.”

Chu Qiao’s face pressed against his chest, listening to his steady, powerful heartbeat through the thin fabric. It seemed that only at this moment did she truly feel certain that he had returned.

“Yan Xun, do you regret it?”

Yan Xun’s eyes were pitch-black, his arms tightening slightly: “No.”

“Will you regret it in the future?”

Yan Xun fell silent. Chu Qiao’s heart gradually grew cold, her muscles tensing. After a long while, she heard him say softly: “I regret coming back so late.”

Her nose suddenly felt sour. Chu Qiao buried her head against him, then closed her eyes, tightly pursing her lips.

What more could she hope for? One shouldn’t be too self-centered. Even though they were together day and night, how much of his suffering could she share? That grief of losing his entire family, that hatred accumulated over years—how much could she truly understand? As long as he still remembered her, still thought of her, cared for her, it was enough.

“Yan Xun, in the future, you can’t keep things from me anymore.”

“Mm,” Yan Xun nodded, “Alright.”

Chu Qiao fell into dreams once more. In her dream, it was warm and sweet. Someone held her hand, so firmly, as if they would never let go for a lifetime. She vaguely thought she seemed to have had this dream before, but where? Ah, yes, it was in Bian Tang, a warm and beautiful place, full of flowers, but she felt it wasn’t as warm as Yan Bei. Standing on this land, her heart was damp and warm, even though outside the mountains were like iron and the vast plains covered in evening snow.

The next day when she woke up, Yan Xun was already gone. Chu Qiao was wondering why she had slept so long when Jing Zisu suddenly walked in, smiling and saying: “Moon, wash your face.”

Chu Qiao stood up and quickly went forward to take the basin, saying: “Sister Zisu, you don’t need to do these things.”

Jing Zisu smiled kindly: “I don’t know how to do anything else.”

After washing her face, Chu Qiao saw Jing Zisu standing awkwardly in front of her, so she asked: “Sister Zisu, do you have something to say?”

“Not… not really.”

Chu Qiao smiled, making a move to leave: “In that case, I’ll go do my work.”

“Wait!” Jing Zisu quickly grabbed her. Seeing her smiling at herself, she blushed and slowly said: “Just now, His Highness sent someone to deliver this.”

Chu Qiao looked and saw it was a thick stack of white papers. She took it and couldn’t help but laugh: “I thought it was something special, but it turns out it’s about finding a husband for elder sister.”

Chu Qiao casually flipped through and saw that Yan Xun had found mostly civil officials and military staff officers, mainly officials from the Second Army. She immediately understood his intention and felt somewhat moved. The peace in Yan Bei was only temporary. Yan Xun feared that military commanders would go to the battlefield in the future, and if anything went wrong, it would affect the Jing sisters’ lifelong happiness.

“That’s good, Sister Zisu, you’re at the age to find a husband.”

Jing Zisu’s face was red, and after hesitating for a while, she finally said: “Moon, do you not understand?”

Chu Qiao was stunned, asking: “What?”

“If we three elder sisters don’t marry, you can’t get married either.”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao stood there dumbfounded. Jing Zisu looked at her smilingly, reaching out to tap her cheek, laughing: “Silly girl, His Highness has endless concerns for you.”

Outside, the weather was truly beautiful and sunny. Chu Qiao was stunned for quite a while when suddenly she heard the sound of firecrackers outside. Someone ran in joyfully to report: “Young Miss, Master Wu, and Lady Yu have entered the city.”

Jing Zisu clasped her hands together and said: “Amitabha Buddha, it’s finally peaceful. Yan Bei will not be at war anymore.”

Chu Qiao felt peaceful in her heart, a gentle tranquility.

Peace is wonderful.

Chapter 140: Heart Like Hetian Jade
The winter snow had just cleared, and sunlight as thin as mist sparsely fell through the tree shadows, forming a warm arch. After Yan Xun’s return, even the weather seemed to have brightened. The sky was blue and high, the sun brilliant, the snow-covered landscape vast, faintly reflecting bright light that dazzled the eyes.

The recent string of great battles had not only left Yan Bei devastated but also exhausted Chu Qiao physically and mentally. After relaxing, she immediately fell seriously ill—cold, high fever, and constant coughing at night. Bowl after bowl of medicine went down without improvement. Doctors came and went like lanterns in a show. Though her door was always closed, she could often hear Yan Xun losing his temper with the doctors. Yet whenever he saw her, he was as calm as if nothing had happened, occasionally reassuring her: “It’s nothing, just a small cold. Rest a bit and you’ll be fine.”

It seemed she hadn’t been this sick for a very long time. In her memory, it was still a childhood event. Yan Xun had been sick, and she had no medicine, so she went to steal some. She was caught and beaten severely, but the medicine she obtained through great hardship couldn’t make Yan Xun better. Instead, he caught another chill trying to save her and developed a fever at night, talking deliriously. Unable to use cold water directly, she ran outside to crouch in the snow, and after getting thoroughly cold, returned to hold him. After struggling through the night like this, Yan Xun woke up the next day, but she fell gravely ill. Since then, she had always feared the cold. Even sitting by a fire, her limbs remained cold. However, over these many years, through the hardships of life, the difficulties of the journey, and the uninterrupted succession of upheavals and killings, even when she was sick or in pain, she could always endure through willpower. Now, having collapsed all at once, she was confined to a sickbed.

Looking back on those cautious, suffering days now, they all seemed so distant. Back then, she had hated them so much, secretly vowing that someday she would escape such miserable circumstances and make all those who had bullied her pay the price. But now she often found herself nostalgically distracted, missing that desolate quietness when there were just the two of them in the world, missing those days when they had no branch to lean on and could only keep warm against each other’s backs.

Lady Yu came in the afternoon. The afternoon light was bright, pouring in through the window frames in circles, painting mottled shadows on the ground. Lady Yu was still the same—plain eyebrows and eyes, eyes like autumn waters, a long neck, a delicately pointed chin, and cheeks bearing a hint of paleness. Dressed in a long white fur coat, she entered silently, standing at the doorway without making a sound, just quietly waiting for Chu Qiao to notice her.

Suddenly seeing her, Chu Qiao was slightly startled. She sat up supporting herself on the bedpost and said in a somewhat hoarse voice: “Lady Yu, when did you arrive? Why didn’t you say anything?”

Lady Yu stepped forward, her mouth corners curving into a smile: “Just arrived a moment ago. I just wanted to see how you were doing.”

“Please sit.”

Lady Yu sat across from her bed, examined her carefully, then slightly frowned and said: “How did you get so sick?”

She picked up an outer garment and draped it over Chu Qiao’s shoulders. Chu Qiao leaned against the soft pillow, her face pale, her lips completely bloodless, and smiled slightly: “I think I caught a cold in the past few days.”

Lady Yu looked at her, sighed softly, and said in a low voice: “You’ve always been a stubborn child. Have you developed a chronic illness at such a young age?”

Lady Yu should be around twenty-six or twenty-seven years old, not old, but her words and actions always gave people a sense of world-weariness, as if Chu Qiao truly were just a child in her eyes.

“It’s all right. I’ll get better with some rest.”

“That’s true. Illness comes like a collapsing mountain but leaves like drawing silk. You should rest with peace of mind and think of nothing. Too much worry also harms the body.”

Chu Qiao nodded, suddenly remembering something, and asked: “Lady Yu, have you seen the officers of the Southwestern Garrison?”

Lady Yu’s eyes flashed slightly, and she said lightly: “I just said not to worry too much. Have you forgotten so quickly?”

Chu Qiao shook her head slightly: “I’m just a bit concerned.”

“If His Highness was willing to withdraw troops from Yan Ming Pass for your sake, wouldn’t he tolerate a mere Southwestern Garrison?”

Having her intentions suddenly exposed, Chu Qiao felt somewhat embarrassed. She remained silent for a moment, then said in a low voice: “I’m just afraid those people are unruly and might offend him. If he loses his temper…”

Lady Yu draped an outer robe over her and chuckled lightly: “Don’t worry, everyone knows their boundaries.”

Chu Qiao felt relieved and looked up to ask: “Will Lady Yu stay in North Shuo?”

Outside, the sunlight was extravagant, shining brightly in her eyes. Lady Yu said softly: “War is about to break out in the east. I won’t stay long, perhaps in a few days, I’ll have to station at Yan Ming.”

Chu Qiao said seriously: “Is Great Xia sending troops to attack so quickly?”

“How could Great Xia simply let it go after His Highness occupied the northwest? I hear they’ve already started mobilizing troops.”

“So quickly? Who’s coming? Zhao Che?”

Lady Yu smiled: “Besides him, who else? Meng Tian is already old, and the one in Sacred Gold Palace probably doesn’t trust others. Even with this son, he harbors some reservations.”

Chu Qiao nodded. The room was warm, with incense burning over the charcoal fire in the ground, making one drowsy and want to sleep. “Lady Yu must be careful. Zhao Che is not like Zhao Qi; he’s not easy to deal with.”

“No need to worry. Dao Cliff will accompany me,” Lady Yu smiled slightly, with traces of lightness in her eyes, and her expression became peaceful.

Chu Qiao understood in her heart but didn’t point it out, merely saying: “If Master Wu is also going, that will be much more secure.”

“You should rest. I have matters to attend to, so I’ll take my leave.”

Chu Qiao nodded: “Lady Yu, thank you for what happened before.”

Lady Yu’s footsteps faltered slightly. She turned her head, her eye corners light and calm: “Chu Qiao truly has a clever heart with seven apertures.”

Chu Qiao, being ill, couldn’t get out of bed and only nodded slightly: “Take care, Lady Yu.”

After Lady Yu left, a maid came in to bring Chu Qiao medicine. She picked up the medicine bowl and drank it sip by sip. The medicine was bitter, and her mouth felt astringent.

There wasn’t much to guess. With Yan Xun’s intelligence, how could he not have had a perfect plan? The reason he left Lady Yu behind was to receive her. But when in North Shuo, Lady Yu didn’t take the initiative to bring her to Blue City, and afterward repeatedly allowed her to act on her own. Finally, she truthfully conveyed the news of Yan Xun’s attack on Great Xia. The deeper meaning of all this was, of course, clear without being stated. Yan Xun entrusted this matter to her because he trusted her loyalty. Unfortunately, though Zhong Yu was loyal when the interests of Yan Bei and Yan Xun came into conflict, her loyalty was greatly discounted. At this point, she understood, and how could Yan Xun not understand it as well? So even though Yan Bei currently faced battles on two fronts at Mei Lin Pass and the eastern line, he still sent Wu Dao Cliff to Lady Yu’s side, not letting her hold power alone. And Lady Yu clearly understood all this but was unwilling to point it out. Perhaps she truly didn’t mind. Perhaps compared to power, being with Master Wu was what made her happier.

Lady Yu was indeed a wise person. She and Master Wu both came from Dragon Lying Mountain, and their teacher was the world-renowned Master Dragon Lying. Master Dragon Lying was an extraordinary recluse, said to be over a hundred years old. His disciples were spread throughout the world, from noble families and imperial relatives at the top to peddlers and merchants at the bottom. This master’s knowledge encompassed everything under heaven, and he didn’t care about social status when accepting disciples, only teaching different knowledge according to the different aptitudes of his disciples. Thus, among his students were scholarly masters full of learning, prime ministers and grand councilors with lofty ambitions, military generals commanding armies on battlefields, nimble assassins, wealthy merchants, and skilled craftsmen and blacksmiths…

Master Dragon Lying had many disciples, but they varied in quality. For example, there was the seventy-year-old prime minister of Bian Tang, Cheng Wen Jing; the Eastern Land traitor Yue Shao Cong, who betrayed Great Xia forty years ago by leading the Dog Rong in through the passes; and the outstanding young general of the contemporary number one rebel group, the Great Unity Association, Wu Dao Cliff Zhong Yu. And there was one person Chu Qiao could not forget—the fourth young master of the Zhuge Clan of Great Xia, Zhuge Yue.

Zhao Che was about to lead troops to attack. Would he come as well?

Chu Qiao sighed lightly and drained the medicine bowl in one go.

The battlefield was dangerous, swords and blades merciless. He wouldn’t come—hopefully, he wouldn’t.

She took a nap in the afternoon and woke up feeling much better. After being cooped up in the room for several days, she wanted to go out for some activity. She wore a Suzhou blue cotton dress with a small overlapping jacket embroidered with yellow-rust white magnolias, narrow sleeves fitting tightly to her arms, gathered into lantern shapes, making her figure appear even more slender, not filling a grasp. A maid coiled her hair into a bun, with slight drapes on both sides, adorned with a few crimson ornaments. A light blue jade hairpin was inserted at her temples, with a string of fine tassels hanging down, occasionally brushing against her ear lobes, which were as white as congealed lard.

Chu Qiao rarely wore such feminine clothes. She looked in the mirror for a long time, feeling somewhat novel, but also quietly happy.

Opening the door, the wind was strong. The maids wanted to follow, but Chu Qiao declined and walked out alone, holding a small horn lantern.

It was still Yan Bei’s winter. Though the drifting snow mist looked desolately beautiful, it was very cold. Fortunately, she was dressed warmly and had a fox fur coat over her outer garments. A thin crescent moon hung above, its light pure and clear over the white landscape. Not having left the room for many days, all she had smelled was either medicine or incense, making her dizzy and headache. Now, coming out for a walk, she immediately felt clear-headed and clear-eyed, and her illness seemed to improve somewhat.

The moonlight was so beautiful, like candlelight filtered through a sky-blue gauze curtain, as thin as smoke. The wind blew through the leaves, making rustling sounds. Chu Qiao walked slowly, then stood far away under the window of Yan Xun’s study. He seemed to have just returned from the military camp and hadn’t gone to bed. The light was so bright, casting a long shadow—tall and straight. There were others in the study; they seemed to be discussing something. The wind rose, and the voices were too muffled for her to hear.

Her heart suddenly felt so peaceful, like opening a window in the morning to find the world pure white, with warm sunlight on her face, the sky azure, and snow-white eagles soaring with outstretched wings. A cup of clear tea was placed on the desk, its curling steam rising and spiraling like a meandering dragon.

For a very long time, she had been unclear about her feelings for Yan Xun. When she first came to this place, she viewed the world’s many injustices with the cold, observant eyes of a modern person. Gradually, she was drawn in, and thus came worry, anger, resentment, kindness, and gratitude. More and more emotions pulled her into this world. Flesh and blood gradually formed, and she could no longer stand aside and just watch. As for Yan Xun, from initial hatred to gratitude, to sympathy and pity, to mutual dependence, and then gradually, as they grew up, feelings slowly transformed. Those unspeakable thoughts broke ground in her heart unintentionally, sprouting fresh, tender green buds that endured frost, survived the depths of winter, went through mountains of corpses and seas of blood, and experienced life-and-death battles, until that tender green shoot finally grew into a towering tree. Occasionally looking up, she saw lush branches and leaves, rich and verdant.

She had always been such a silent and stubborn person, always.

The door of the study opened, and people walked out one after another. A Jin’s eyes were sharp; seeing Chu Qiao standing under the plum tree, he suddenly called out. Yan Xun heard and immediately ran out of the room. Seeing her, his brows immediately furrowed: “Why are you standing there alone? Don’t you know you’re still sick?”

Chu Qiao smiled and allowed Yan Xun to take her hand. The man’s face looked quite severe as he glared at her, clasping her hand in his palm and gripping it tightly. He complained: “So cold! How long have you been here?”

“Just a little while.”

As soon as they entered the room, a warm fragrance suddenly wafted over them. Chu Qiao sniffed and murmured: “What incense is so fragrant?”

Upon hearing this, Yan Xun’s face suddenly changed drastically. He quickly pushed Chu Qiao to the door, took a teapot, and poured water into the incense burner. White steam immediately rose with a hissing sound. Then he hurriedly opened the windows.

Chu Qiao frowned: “Yan Xun, what are you doing?”

Yan Xun dusted off his hands as he walked out and said gravely: “We can’t stay in this room. Let’s go.”

With that, he pulled Chu Qiao into his bedchamber.

There was no incense burning in Yan Xun’s bedchamber, making it smell much cleaner. Chu Qiao still found it strange. Seeing him take a towel from the maid Lan Xiang to wipe his face, she stepped forward and asked: “Yan Xun, what happened in the study?”

“They just sent new Shuhe incense, and I lit half a block. It contains musk.”

“Musk?” Chu Qiao didn’t know much about incense and frowned as she asked: “What’s wrong with musk?”

The little maid Lan Xiang burst into a giggle and said with a smile: “Young miss, women shouldn’t smell musk. If they smell too much, they won’t be able to conceive. Of course, His Highness is worried.”

After speaking, Lan Xiang herself blushed deeply. The other little maids collectively giggled. Yan Xun wasn’t angry and pretended not to care, but he glanced sideways to observe Chu Qiao’s reaction.

Hearing this, Chu Qiao was slightly stunned. Being a girl after all, redness gradually spread across her cheeks, like begonia petals, especially charming. The candlelight shone on her light blue, flowing skirt, like a layer of shimmering merfolk silk.

Low laughter pressed against her ear, and the man’s warm breath was like gentle seawater: “Chu Qiao, you’re extremely beautiful tonight.”

Chu Qiao raised her eyes, her gaze carrying some delight. The bedchamber was enormous, with soft, thick carpets laid below. Layers of gauze curtains descended one after another, with golden hooks and tassels—a scene of luxury. The bed was draped in purple embroidery, with blue gauze surrounding it. The brocade quilt looked warm; just one glance was enough to know the warmth of lying on it. Yan Xun extended his hand, and the maids came forward like clouds to change his clothes. Seeing this, Chu Qiao was slightly stunned and with a “Ya!” turned around. Seeing this, Yan Xun laughed softly, making Chu Qiao’s face redden even more.

Combining her past and present lives, she wasn’t exactly young, and she had seen her fair share of romantic scenes. Being with Yan Xun day and night for so many years, they hadn’t always been as cautious and proper as moralists. But today, she felt somewhat at a loss.

The maids withdrew from the room with knowing looks, layer upon layer of gauze curtains sectioning off the space. Yan Xun’s warm breath approached from behind, carrying a husky laugh: “My Chu Qiao has grown up and knows how to be shy.”

Her usual quick wit suddenly disappeared without a trace. Yan Xun’s hands encircled her from behind, crossing at her abdomen. His lips pressed against her ear, sighing softly: “I haven’t seen you all day.”

Chu Qiao felt somewhat afraid and didn’t know how to respond. Vaguely she said: “Is war about to break out in the east? How are your preparations?”

“Ah…” Yan Xun sighed helplessly: “Chu Qiao, must you spoil the mood like this? Truly lacking in romance.”

The fine sand in the water clock flowed down gradually, thread by thread, unbroken. Outside, the wind blew quietly. Occasionally, accumulated snow fell from the eaves, drifting down in a flurry. Yan Xun silently held her, his scent lightly encircling them, like a skirt flying up on a summer day. His voice was also moist and comfortable:

“Did you cough today?”

Chu Qiao shook her head: “It’s much better already.”

“That’s good. Have you been taking your medicine on time?”

“Yes, it’s very bitter, extremely unpleasant.”

Yan Xun laughed: “Childish words. Is there medicine that isn’t bitter? You didn’t secretly pour it away, did you?”

“Heaven and earth as my witness,” Chu Qiao raised three fingers: “I even swallowed the dregs.”

“What’s wrong?” Yan Xun’s eyebrows raised slightly: “Is the room too stuffy?”

“I’m anxious at heart. War is about to break out in the east, and I’m still sick like this. How can I help you?”

Yan Xun felt a warmth in his heart, as if hot water was slowly covering him. His lips caressed Chu Qiao’s neck as he whispered: “You being well is already helping me.”

Yan Xun’s nightclothes were thin, almost allowing one to feel the contours of his muscles. Chu Qiao nestled in his arms, tilting her head. Her body gradually warmed up as she said softly: “I hope I can be a bit more useful.”

“You’re already very useful,” Yan Xun said gently: “All these years, you’ve followed me wholeheartedly, never thinking of yourself. Now that Yan Bei is settled, you should make plans for yourself.”

“For myself?” Chu Qiao felt somewhat at a loss. This was truly a novel question. She knew she wasn’t as strong as her exterior suggested. She was accustomed to relying on others, accustomed to following orders, and also accustomed to striving and working for a goal. It was so when she served the country before, and it was so after following Yan Xun. However, what she was least adept at was planning for herself. For herself? For herself? What could she do for herself?

“Yes,” Yan Xun’s voice was deep, still carrying a hint of laughter: “When a girl grows up, she must plan for herself, such as finding a good husband’s family, marrying a good man, assisting her husband and teaching her children, living a peaceful and happy life…”

Chu Qiao lightly spat at him and said: “In these times of war and chaos, where can one find a good man?”

“Indeed,” Yan Xun said with a smile: “You can know someone’s face but not their heart. Without ten or eight years of effort, how can one easily see through a person? If one’s heart is mistakenly given, wouldn’t it waste a lifetime of happiness?”

Chu Qiao turned around and said with a smile: “Then what do you suggest?”

“I suppose I’ll have to take a loss,” Yan Xun’s eyes were narrow, flashing with deep light, his mouth corners lifting slightly, smiling like a cunning fox.

Chu Qiao glared at him sideways: “You look very reluctant as if you’re taking a big loss!”

“Not too reluctant,” Yan Xun’s voice was like a pool of clear water, rippling softly in the air: “But taking a loss, more or less.”

Seeing Chu Qiao about to change color, Yan Xun laughed and embraced her, saying: “All those dukes and nobles have three wives and four concubines, but I have to keep to one wife for a lifetime. Isn’t that a loss?”

Chu Qiao snorted and said: “Then go take concubines! No one is stopping you.”

Yan Xun held her tightly and said in her ear: “I don’t have that energy, nor am I willing to let you suffer grievances.”

Red candles as thick as small arms burned high, illuminating the room brightly. Chu Qiao felt powerless all over, as if water had been injected into her limbs and bones. She heard Yan Xun say gently: “Chu Qiao, marry me.”

Her heart warmed, and her eyes had already moistened. This road had been so arduous. Thinking back to the hunt eight years ago, in the blink of an eye, so much time had passed.

“Mm.” She softly agreed, resting her head on his shoulder, suddenly feeling how generous life had been to her.

Yan Xun’s chest rose and fell slightly as he said softly: “I will always be good to you.”

Chu Qiao’s mouth corners lifted in a slight smile, and she nodded imperceptibly: “I have always believed in you.”

All around was silent. The gauze curtains of the canopy drooped to the ground. Occasionally, one could hear the sound from the copper water clock, fine sand rustling like early spring mulberry leaves.

“Chu Qiao, after the eastern war is over, let’s get married.”

…

Chu Qiao raised her head to look at him, and Yan Xun looked at her as well. His gaze was like captivating flowing colors, clean and warm. In a trance, it was still the expression from many years ago—the young boy looking at the small child, gritting his teeth and vowing: “Whoever dares to hurt you, I’ll fight them to the death!”

Vaguely, time fell away in flutters. Yan Xun embraced her, softly exhaling: “Chu Qiao, all storms have passed, and we are still together.”

Yes, everyone changes, but not you and me.

A big smile bloomed on her lips. She stretched out her arms to embrace the young man’s body, feeling satisfied even in her breathing. I always trust you, always trust you, always believe in you.

“Mm.”

The wind was like March willows, silently cutting through the curtains. Candle shadows flickered, gauze curtains swayed lightly, her heart peaceful, like Hetian jade.

Chapter 141: The Reed Flowers Sway
The Zhuge Mansion was called a mansion, but in reality, it was a vast estate spanning over ten miles. Everyone knew the Zhuge family was wealthy, but those who had never seen it with their own eyes could never imagine the extent of such opulence. Tales of using red candles as firewood and spreading brocade on the ground were merely rumors spread outside, as a prestigious family that had accumulated wealth over three hundred years would never display their fortune in such a nouveau riche manner.

Walking within the Zhuge Mansion, everything visible seemed ordinary. There were no warm pools of fine wine with white cranes or forests of meat, nor roads paved with gold bricks or walls of white jade. However, visitors could not afford to be careless, for the random stone one might step on could be a thousand-year crystal from the Fire Mountain crater. Even amid winter snow, such stones remained warm, and when snow fell upon them, there was no need to sweep it away as it naturally melted into clear water.

Yet such precious treasures in the Zhuge Mansion were nothing more than garden stones.

Little Hong was only thirteen years old this year. Due to her young age, she only did watering and cleaning in the flower house. Today, with people coming and going throughout the mansion, there weren’t enough servants, so she was called to the main house. Huan’er, as the head maid of Qingshan Courtyard, led a group of young maids bustling about. By almost noon, the guests had all arrived.

Looking at the Zhuge Mansion from afar, one could see the upturned eaves, red walls, and green tiles. The glazed ornaments shone like dazzling gold foil in the sunlight. The pavilions were arranged in perfect harmony, and covered in snow, they exuded a unique dignity.

Today was a gathering of young ladies from noble families in the city, hosted by the Third Miss of the Zhuge family’s main branch. The young lady from General Le Xing’s family, the miss from General Meng Tian’s family, the daughter of Minister Wei from the Ministry of Personnel, the cousin from the Mu family of Lingnan, the miss from the Wei clan, and the eldest miss from the Eastern Yue merchant family would all be attending. It was even said that the granddaughter of Duke Jing would come, truly making it a blossoming of a hundred flowers.

Early in the morning, the Zhuge Mansion was already decorated with lanterns and festive ornaments. They needed to appear both solemn and elegant without being excessively extravagant or vulgar. The Madam led several young misses to oversee the preparations. Because Little Hong was somewhat pretty, she was fortunate enough to be kept at the Xiang Pavilion where guests would be received. Before long, the young ladies from each family arrived one after another, truly a sight of beauties competing with flowers in splendor. The room full of young ladies chattering and exchanging greetings was dazzling to behold.

When these noble daughters gathered together, they typically engaged in a few activities: reciting poetry, painting, embroidery, and admiring flowers. The Zhuge family was thoughtful enough that even in such winter, they had cultivated many out-of-season potted plants. Spring orchids and autumn chrysanthemums bloomed together, adding extra charm. Little Hong usually tended to these flowers and plants, so she now served as a guide.

A young lady of about sixteen pointed at a pot of slender chrysanthemums with white and yellow colors, asking with interest, “What flower is this?”

Little Hong lowered her head and said softly, “In response to Miss, this flower is called ‘Chu Waist.'”

“Chu Waist?” Le Wanyi, the young lady from General Le Xing’s family, put down her teacup and looked up to ask, “How did it get such a strange name?”

Little Hong was young but naturally lively. She cheerfully introduced to the young ladies, “This pot of slender Yue chrysanthemum was planted by our Young Master himself. He watered it with rootless water and cultivated it with red pine soil from White Flower Mountain. When it blooms, it has three colors, and if the season is right, it can bloom in five colors. Young Master said Yue land has many hills and valleys, also known as circles. Du Qi wrote: ‘The slender waist of the Chu palace, gracefully swaying.’ And Chang Cai wrote: ‘Yue has circles and circles have chrysanthemums, the Chu waist goes east without knowing west.’ So this flower is called ‘Chu Waist.'”

“Your Young Master is quite thoughtful. It’s just a potted flower, yet he gave it such an elegant name.” Le Wanyi smiled gently, displaying the gentle and graceful demeanor that made her famous throughout the capital.

Wei Qianqian, the young lady from the Wei clan, cracked a melon seed. With her vermillion lips, she coquettishly turned her head and said, “Your mansion has so many young masters, which one are you talking about?”

Little Hong replied, “Naturally, it’s the Fourth Young Master. Among the young masters in the mansion, only the Fourth Young Master enjoys planting flowers.”

Upon hearing this, the expressions of the various young ladies changed subtly. Le Wanyi’s eyes flickered slightly as her fingers brushed over the pot of “Chu Waist,” remaining silent. Wei Qianqian, however, snorted disdainfully and lowered her head to continue cracking melon seeds.

The young lady from the Meng family was only fifteen this year. Born into a military family and naturally active for her age, she walked up smiling and pointed at a pot of white magnolias, asking, “What about this pot? What’s it called?”

Little Hong, seeing the unfriendly expression of the Wei family’s young lady, became slightly afraid and said softly, “This pot is called ‘Jade Qiong.'”

The Meng family’s young lady adorably pouted her lips and asked, “Is it the ‘Yu’ from ‘wanting to reach a thousand miles’?”

Little Hong shook her head: “Where jade flutes make waters seem like the sky, the qiong flowers turn white as ice overnight. White magnolias come from Tianshui, with leaves green in summer and white at dusk. This flower grows in the Great Xia and remains completely white for five or six months of the year. Isn’t it just like jade?”

“What a clever girl,” Minister Wei’s daughter smiled. “So young, yet quite talented.”

Little Hong respectfully said, “This servant doesn’t know the meaning, I’ve just spent much time in the flower house and heard the Young Master explain, so I remembered.”

The Meng young lady’s cheeks turned red as she searched the ground for unusual potted plants. Suddenly seeing one, she quickly asked, “What about this one?”

This was a first-class large bonsai. At the bottom was an asparagus fern, emerald green and glistening. A small vine was planted in the same pot, winding its way up along the roots and stems of the asparagus fern. However, as it climbed higher, it gradually left the main trunk of the asparagus fern and climbed onto a taller yellow Buddhist pine. Among the fragrance of the yellow Buddhist pine, it bloomed with tiny red flowers, sending forth a sweet fragrance, quite delicate and bright.

Little Hong was slightly taken aback, not expecting the servants to bring this pot of flowers here. She bit her lip lightly and said softly, “In response to Miss Meng, this pot of flowers is called ‘Young Master Xiao.'”

“Young Master Xiao?” The Meng young lady blinked her big eyes, puzzled. “It’s just a pot of flowers, why is it named after a person?”

The young lady from the Le family sighed softly and said, “Once entering the palace gates is as deep as the sea, from then on, Young Master Xiao becomes a stranger.”

Upon hearing this, everyone was stunned. Looking closely, they saw that although the asparagus fern was elegant, it inevitably appeared somewhat desolate. The vine flowers, though beautiful, ultimately bloomed among the branches and leaves of the yellow Buddhist pine.

The Third Miss of the Zhuge family frowned and hurriedly said, “This flower is a bonsai from more than ten years ago, not newly cultivated. I don’t know which confused person brought it here, making everyone laugh at us.”

Jing Yanyi, who had been silent all along, smiled slightly upon hearing this and said, “More than ten years ago, wasn’t that when your family’s cousin got married? Back then, the Fourth Young Master blocked the wedding sedan in the street, and afterward, at the barely adult age of twenty, he joined the military. It was quite the talk of the capital at the time.”

The Meng young lady turned to ask, “Sister Yanyi, what about blocking a wedding sedan? I don’t know about this.”

Jing Yanyi was nineteen this year, the biological sister of the Duke of Jing, Jing Han. She had come to the capital for an arranged marriage. She pinched the Meng young lady’s cheek and smiled, “You were still little then.”

Although most of the young ladies hadn’t witnessed it personally, many had heard about that romantic affair. That year, the Zhuge family’s Fourth Young Master, to prevent Su Wanwan from marrying into the Helian family, led people to block the wedding sedan and even publicly beat up the then-powerful Helian Ming. If not for Su Wanwan’s angry rebuke, it would have almost caused a great disaster. Even so, he was still punished, expelled from the Shang Wu Hall for half a year, and sent to join the military. If he hadn’t fallen seriously ill from the damp air in the northeastern marshes, he wouldn’t have returned to the mansion later.

Jing Yanyi’s gentle voice floated softly in the room, and past events seemed like smoky water, quietly drifting like clouds and mist, fluttering like white silk.

The Meng young lady said with some infatuation, “What a pity I didn’t see that scene back then. That Su Wanwan must have been an extraordinary beauty.”

“What beauty?” Wei Qianqian said disdainfully. “When the Helian clan fell, the monkeys scattered. She’s just a commoner now. If you want to see her, it’s not difficult, just don’t be disappointed.”

The Meng young lady seemed to dislike Wei Qianqian very much and glared at her, saying, “Are you jealous of her?”

“Me, jealous of her?” Wei Qianqian raised an eyebrow and said coldly, “A lowly commoner who luckily married up, then like a fickle flower lost everything. Speaking of such a person only degrades our status. Besides, those so-called high branches she climbed, they’re hardly worthy of my attention.”

“Not worthy of your attention?” The Meng young lady muttered quietly. “If they’re not worthy of your attention, why did you come today?”

Just as her words fell, there was suddenly a sound of footsteps outside the door. The curtain swayed, and a tall, slender figure walked in. The man stood tall and straight, wearing a loose, ink-splashed flowing water cloud pattern moon-white robe. With fine eyebrows and star-like eyes, handsome and upright, he stood brightly at the doorway, suddenly seeing the room full of flowers and beauty, he was momentarily stunned.

“Fourth Brother, you’re here!”

The Third Miss ranked third among the misses but was a few years younger than Zhuge Yue. Seeing him, she quickly walked up with a smile and said, “Father said you’re about to leave soon. Have you packed your luggage yet?”

Zhuge Yue’s cold eyes swirled over Zhuge Qing, and he asked lightly, “You were looking for me?”

Zhuge Qing was a bit nervous. Zhuge Yue had never been close to his brothers and sisters in the family, and she was no exception. Now she had to pretend to be close, took his arm, and smiled, “Let me introduce you to some beauties who are rarely seen together in a year. They are all Qing’er’s friends.”

“Sister Qing, I’m not a beauty.” The Meng young lady smilingly stepped forward, bowed, and smiled, “Sister Qing calls you Fourth Brother, can Xiaoxiao also call you Fourth Brother?”

The young girl’s face was flushed, lovely and adorable. However, Zhuge Yue did not reciprocate, his expression unchanged as he slightly stepped back and said lightly, “Greetings, Miss Meng.”

The Meng young lady was immediately stunned, feeling somewhat aggrieved as she pouted in bewilderment.

Just as Zhuge Qing was about to speak, Zhuge Yue said, “Respectful greetings to all the young ladies. Zhuge Yue did not know you were here and has rudely disturbed you. I am truly embarrassed. Please continue to sit, I shall take my leave.”

With that, he turned and walked out, leaving a room full of noble young ladies staring at each other, unable to recover for a long time.

In the evening, Little Hong carefully arranged the flowerpots in the flower house, sweating profusely. As she stood up and turned around, she saw Zhuge Yue standing behind her. The little maid was startled and hurriedly said, “Greetings to Young Master.”

However, Zhuge Yue didn’t even look at her. He walked straight to the pot called “Young Master Xiao,” reached out, and pulled up the vine by its roots, throwing it into the yellow Buddhist pine’s pot, leaving only the lonely asparagus fern. The wind blew, making it sway and flutter.

The next day, it was said that the Seventh Prince Zhao Che had already left the capital for Yanming Pass. The Zhuge family, together with the Ministry of Grain and the Ministry of War, was coordinating provisions and weapons. Zhuge Yue shuttled between the two ministries every day, returning late at night, and even then, he often had to work until dawn before getting a brief rest. In a few days, he noticeably became much more haggard.

Within two days, Minister Wei’s household was the first to send a pot of lotus seed and precious beard soup, said to be personally cooked by Miss Wei with great care. When it was delivered to Qingshan Courtyard, Zhuge Yue had just gotten up. Huan’er reluctantly delivered the young lady’s personally cooked dish to the bedroom. After hearing the Wei household’s maid mumble a series of words, Zhuge Yue gave no response at all. He changed his clothes, washed his face, ate some food, and left without even glancing at the precious beard soup.

Unexpectedly, this was just the beginning. Subsequently, several young ladies who had been present that day sent items to the mansion in succession – handkerchiefs, sachets, fan pendants, all personal items. Even the always disdainful Miss Wei from the Wei family sent something. Miss Meng from the Meng family, who had been coldly rebuffed by Zhuge Yue in person, became even more persistent, sending food and embroidery continuously for several days. Finally, she even sent a rare treasure sword, reportedly stolen from her grandfather, General Meng Tian, nearly earning her a beating.

In short, gradually, even a slow-witted little maid like Little Hong perceived that the banquet that day was a matchmaking event for the Fourth Young Master. No wonder the Young Master’s face had looked so unpleasant.

Huan’er and the other maids who had been in the courtyard for a long time smirked coldly every day, looking at the items sent by those noble young ladies, occasionally making sour remarks about futile hopes. Little Hong, however, thought: those young ladies were quite nice, especially Miss Le from the Le family, Princess Jing, and Miss Meng from the Meng family who was also very cute. She just didn’t know what kind of person the Young Master liked.

The Ministry of Grain’s official document was finally approved. In one more day, the Young Master would head north. Qingshan Courtyard was busy for half a day. Huan’er led the maids to streamline the Young Master’s travel necessities again and again, but still packed two large carts. However, Yue Qi took one look and waved his hand: “The Young Master said to keep everything simple, none of it needs to be taken.”

Huan’er was very upset, tears welling in her eyes as she said tearfully, “It’s so cold up north, how can he take nothing? If only Xing’er were here…”

She stopped there. Little Hong found it strange, but seeing Yue Qi’s unpleasant expression, she didn’t ask. After the maids dispersed, she pulled aside a senior maid who had entered service slightly earlier and asked, “Sister Xiyi, who is Xing’er?”

Qing Xi shook her head and said, “I don’t know. I just heard Sister Huan’er mention her a few times. She seems to have been a maid before who left for some reason.”

“Oh.” Little Hong nodded. The Zhuge Mansion had many maids. This Xing’er must have been a favored head maid.

That night, Zhuge Yue returned very late but was still summoned to the main house by the master. When he returned, it was already the third watch. The servants were all waiting at the gatehouse, and when they saw him return, they all breathed a sigh of relief.

Huan’er hurriedly ran forward to drape a cloak around Zhuge Yue and immediately smelled a pungent odor of alcohol. She was slightly stunned; Zhuge Yue rarely drank, and when he did, it meant his mood was very bad. Huan’er carefully said, “Young Master, let’s return to the room to rest.”

Zhuge Yue didn’t say a word and went straight into the flower house. The servants didn’t know whether they should follow, so they stood outside foolishly waiting. After waiting for a long time without seeing him come out, Huan’er finally said, “Everyone can go back. Not everyone can enter the flower house. Little Hong, you will take care of the Young Master tonight.”

Little Hong suddenly felt the weight of responsibility and nodded vigorously.

Zhuge Yue was indeed drunk, lying on the cool bamboo couch in the flower house. Little Hong was afraid he would be cold and quickly ran forward to cover him with a blanket. The smell of alcohol was very strong, showing that the Young Master had been drinking.

The little maid knelt halfway on the ground and was momentarily entranced. She had never looked at the Young Master so closely before. Even when she usually saw him, she would keep her head down, occasionally stealing a glance at his back.

The Young Master is so handsome! The little maid blinked her big eyes, inwardly exclaiming. No wonder those noble young ladies continued to pursue him even after being coldly rejected. The Young Master was different from other noble young masters; there was no extravagant clan air about him. He was neither like those powder-faced gentlemen who spent their days composing poetry nor like uncouth, ignorant warriors. This person had both the scholarly discourse of a literary man and the sharp coldness of a military general. He was high and unreachable, but not with the same noble air as the First Young Master or Second Young Master. Although Little Hong was young, she could distinguish what constituted temperament. Some people required knowledge of their status and position before being revered and looked up to, while others were born to be looked up to.

As the little maid kept looking, drowsiness overcame her, and she fell asleep right there.

In the morning, she suddenly heard a sound and immediately got up, as she had been sleeping lightly. She saw Zhuge Yue sitting there with his eyes still closed, yawning, with a tired look from not having slept well.

Little Hong was somewhat stunned, her cheeks flushed red. She hadn’t expected the Young Master to have such a humanizing side, quite different from what she usually saw.

Then she heard Zhuge Yue yawning and mumbling drowsily, “Xing’er, go pour a cup of tea.”

“Yes.”

Little Hong immediately answered and ran to pour a cup of tea. After Zhuge Yue drank it, he seemed considerably more awake. He stood up, stretched his body, and walked out the door. Outside, Huan’er and several other maids were already waiting.

Little Hong stood foolishly at the doorway, suddenly somewhat dazed. What had the Young Master just called her? She hadn’t heard clearly. Probably even the Young Master himself hadn’t noticed.

Outside, the sun was shining brilliantly, truly a beautiful day.

The main steward of the mansion, Zhu Yu, stood smiling in the courtyard, his face full of wrinkles. Zhu Cheng was Zhu Yu’s grandson, and now he stood beside him with a hunched back, looking like a little old man with his always elderly demeanor.

“Fourth Young Master, the master asked me to come and ask if you’ve decided yet?”

Zhuge Yue had washed his face and was sitting in the hall eating breakfast. Without looking up, he continued drinking his soup and said, “Where are the things?”

Zhu Yu chuckled and quickly presented a golden tray forward. On the tray were portraits and birth charts of several young ladies.

Zhuge Yue didn’t look but casually picked one and threw it into Zhu Cheng’s arms. Zhu Cheng quickly caught it, opened it to look, and smiled, “It’s General Le Xing’s youngest daughter, Le Wanyi. This servant would like to congratulate the Young Master in advance.”

Zhuge Yue picked up a handkerchief to wipe his mouth, then stood up abruptly and said to Yue Qi, “Go to the Ministry of War.”

That afternoon, the Fourth Young Master of the Zhuge clan, Zhuge Yue, headed to Yanming Pass with a military escort. Behind him were three hundred thousand dan of provisions for Prince Zhao Che’s army at Yanming Pass. With this, the Great Xia’s preparations for war against Yan Bei were largely complete.

Chapter 142: Tenderness Under the Moon
The day when she met the young lady of the He Lian family was Chu Qiao’s first day of recovery after her illness. A crescent moon dimly illuminated the window, its pale light scattered across the floor. The candlelight flickered, alternating between bright and dim, with drops of wax falling onto the candlestick, red like blood. The brocade curtains by the bed were covered in dust, faded, and withered with remnants of deep crimson. Outside the window, tree shadows swayed, occasionally making desolate sounds. Cold crows flew by with fluttering wings, emitting sorrowful cries.

He Lian Ling lay on her side in the cotton bedding, her silhouette appearing frail and thin. The room still had lingering traces of blood, looking desolate and messy, a heartbreaking sight.

Jing Zi Su sat beside her, stroking her temples while secretly wiping away tears. She turned to Chu Qiao and said, “So many years have passed in the blink of an eye. I never thought we would meet again, but the He Lian family was once so powerful—how did they end up like this?”

Chu Qiao wore a fire-red fox fur cloak that Yan Xun had just sent over. The vivid color accentuated her beautiful features. Standing there, watching the three Jing sisters quietly shedding tears, she felt somewhat sorrowful herself and gently comforted them: “Sister, don’t be too sad. Meeting old friends is a joyous occasion.”

As they were leaving, Yan Xun’s attendant Feng Zhi came forward to explain: “His Highness rescued this woman on the road. He originally gave her some money and let her go, but she kept following behind, unwilling to leave. When His Highness returned from meeting Princess Imperial Na Lan, he encountered her again. The young lady knelt and kowtowed, begging His Highness to take her in. Seeing her pitiful state, His Highness softened and brought her back—at that time, you were still in Bian Tang, miss. Later, he found her accommodation in North Shuo City. I arranged everything, but after the war broke out in North Shuo, I became busy and forgot about her.”

Feng Zhi continued chattering, but Chu Qiao wasn’t paying attention. It had been seven days already, and war was about to break out in the east. She no longer had time to worry about these minor details.

When Yan Xun returned that evening, they ate together. Seeing Feng Zhi and A Jing busily packing things for Yan Xun, Chu Qiao casually asked, “Are you leaving soon?”

Yan Xun was eating while opening letters from the east. He nodded slightly: “Soon.”

“Let me go with you.”

Hearing this, Yan Xun raised his head, put down the letters, and said solemnly: “The east is ravaged by war, and Da Xia’s military is formidable. Your health isn’t good, and I can’t bear to have you endure the hardships and dangers of a long journey with me. There’s no more fighting within Yan Bei’s borders now, so you should stay here.”

Chu Qiao’s brows furrowed slightly, and she spoke rather urgently: “My health is fine now. Let me come with you. I can help you, I can…”

“A Chu, I’ve never doubted your abilities, but you should rest now.”

Yan Xun spoke firmly, his tone deep as he gazed intensely at her: “You’ve done enough. Leave the rest to me. Don’t you trust me?”

For a moment, Chu Qiao didn’t know what emotions were stirring inside her. She was slightly stunned, her hand holding the chopsticks trembled. Taking a deep breath, she slowly said, “I’m just worried about you.”

Yan Xun’s expression softened as he reached across the table to hold her hand, smiling: “Don’t worry.”

Chu Qiao smiled faintly but didn’t know how to respond. She suddenly realized that since Yan Xun’s return, she hadn’t inquired about military matters for a long time. She didn’t even know how far Da Xia’s troops had advanced.

“I’ve brought He Lian Ling to stay in the west wing of the residence.”

While looking at the letters, Yan Xun casually asked, “Which He Lian Ling?”

“Don’t you remember? The one you rescued, the eldest daughter of the Huai Yin He Lian family.”

Yan Xun’s eyes showed no reaction as he quietly said, “I have some recollection.”

The candle flame crackled, and the wind outside suddenly rose. Chu Qiao said softly, “You forgot about her when you left and didn’t instruct me to look after her. During the fighting, she was taken by Cao Meng Tong’s troops to serve as a military prostitute. She’s been tortured beyond recognition.”

“Oh.”

Yan Xun’s voice remained unchanged. Chu Qiao even doubted whether he had heard her. Seeing his focused expression, though, with slightly tired eyes, she didn’t want to press further. She put down her chopsticks and went to the inner chamber, instructing the maids to prepare the bed and heat water.

Outside, the cold wind howled. Even with blazing fires in the room, it still felt somewhat cold. Yan Xun liked chestnuts. During idle days, Chu Qiao would sit by the bed, peeling them one by one, often sitting for half a day. The sweet fragrance of chestnuts permeated the air, silently lingering around one’s nose, intoxicating. The bedside table, tea table, and desk were all filled with peeled chestnuts, and the room gradually took on this fragrance.

The quilt was thick and soft, with dragon and auspicious cloud patterns delicately embroidered in gold thread. The bed was enormous, large enough for seven or eight people. Chu Qiao reached out to layer the bedding for him, feeling a rare sense of tranquility in her heart. Perhaps it was only when doing something for him that she could experience peace of mind.

Suddenly, footsteps sounded behind her. Without turning around, Chu Qiao casually said, “The water is already heated, you can first…”

Her waist was suddenly embraced, and a man’s gentle breath fell on her snow-white neck. Chu Qiao was forced to stand straight, laughing lightly as she pushed him away: “Stop playing, I’m making the bed.”

“Who would have thought that the renowned General Chu Qiao, who stubbornly defended North Shuo and established glorious military achievements, would also do such trivial tasks.”

Knowing he was teasing her, Chu Qiao laughingly scolded: “How ungrateful. I’ve been taking care of you for nearly ten years. You make it sound like I’m some kind of shrew who only knows how to fight.”

Yan Xun laughed: “Not at all. I’m marveling at my good fortune.”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao suddenly turned around: “Then let me go with you, so I can take care of you.”

Yan Xun looked at her, the smile suddenly vanishing from his face. He gazed at Chu Qiao for a long time before slowly asking, “A Chu, do you know what my greatest wish has been all these years?”

Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows slightly but didn’t answer.

Yan Xun didn’t expect her to answer and continued: “All these years, whenever I saw you running east and west for me, travel-worn and weary, I secretly vowed that someday, when I, Yan Xun, had my day, I would never let you suffer any grievance or harm again. I want you to live a life of luxury and peace, enjoying all the glory and favor a woman can enjoy. A Chu, I am a man. Rather than having you charge into battle for me, I’d prefer to see you making my bed and preparing my meals.”

Yan Xun’s expression was very calm, but his eyes were serious. Chu Qiao looked at him, unable to express her feelings at that moment. She lowered her head as many emotions flashed through her heart. Finally, she slowly reached out and embraced Yan Xun’s lean waist: “I understand. I’ll stay here and wait for you. Come back safely and soon.”

Chu Qiao’s voice was gentle. Hearing this, Yan Xun was moved, and involuntarily, he reached out with his slender fingers to lift Chu Qiao’s pointed chin, gazing deeply into her eyes. Then, tender kisses fell, landing on her temples, the corners of her eyes, her cherry lips, and her neck. His arms tightened, firmly holding her waist. Amid the friction of lips and teeth, soft murmurs arose, so tempting, as if tearing apart one’s reason. Yan Xun’s breathing became somewhat ragged, and a fire rose in his lower abdomen. His large hands roamed over her back, pressing so forcefully, yet still not enough. An urgent desire rose from deep within his body. The touch of lips and teeth could no longer satisfy him; he seemed to want more, much more.

The massive bed was shrouded in layers of gauze curtains, exuding a unique allure compared to usual days. Yan Xun picked up Chu Qiao’s soft body and laid her down on the bed.

When her body touched the bed, Chu Qiao panicked and confused. Her body suddenly felt a trace of coldness. She opened her eyes wide in bewilderment, only to be immediately covered by burning breath. Her symbolic resistance did not stop the suddenly rising desire. The man pressed against her, his body subtly rubbing against hers. The thin indoor garments could not conceal much; their skin was hot and burning.

“Yan… Xun…”

The breathless voice arose, flowing like rippling water. For a moment, it was impossible to discern the joy or anger within, to determine whether it was refusal or invitation. The hand that had wielded a sword for years pulled aside the clothing at her chest, slowly sliding in. When he touched that smooth area on her chest, Chu Qiao’s startled cry in his ear could no longer make him stop. His breathing suddenly became extremely rapid. That wonderful sensation instantly ignited the last trace of reason in his mind. His hoarse voice echoed in Chu Qiao’s ear, as if in a dream: “A Chu, I fear I can’t hold back anymore.”

Chu Qiao had lost the ability to speak. Her slightly parted lips were captured, only able to make muffled sounds. Her pearl-like teeth were gently licked by his tongue tip, creating electrifying numbness. Her skin trembled; the brocade beneath was smooth, but the weight above was so heavy, yet it also felt so safe. Her clothes slipped off her shoulders, revealing snow-white, delicate shoulders that, in the lamplight, looked like fine porcelain.

A thought suddenly flashed through her mind. As if possessed, Chu Qiao laboriously freed her mouth and asked in a hoarse, water-like voice: “Yan Xun, how old is Jing Yue Er now?”

Yan Xun was slightly taken aback. She had asked how old Jing Yue Er was, not how old Chu Qiao was, but what difference did that make? The uninformed man felt somewhat resentful, looking at her accusingly: “A Chu, you’re tempting me!”

Chu Qiao shook her head pitifully: “How so?”

“Appearing before me so beautifully is temptation enough!” Yan Xun took a deep breath, kissing her tender white earlobe lightly: “And every time you tempt me, you take no responsibility.”

A small shiver rose on her body, and Chu Qiao involuntarily arched slightly, her mouth still intermittently saying: “You… are… unreasonable…”

“I’ve been too reasonable; that’s why I can do nothing with you.” Yan Xun sighed silently: “A Chu, I want to marry you right now.”

“Then marry me.”

Someone suddenly blurted out softly. As soon as the words were said, her face turned bright red. Chu Qiao immediately buried her head in the quilt. She heard Yan Xun pause briefly before bursting into hearty laughter. Chu Qiao felt she had lost her mind—how could she appear more eager than him?

“That won’t do,” Yan Xun forcibly pulled her out, sitting her on his lap: “Right now, Yan Xun is just a rebel confined to Yan Bei. Yan Bei is desolate and ravaged, with countless things to rebuild. How could I welcome my wife to such a humble abode? When the eastern campaign is over and Yan Bei’s situation has stabilized, I will build a golden palace to marry you, with Da Xia’s northwestern granary as my betrothal gift. My A Chu must be the most noble bride in the entire Western Meng continent, the only lifelong love of me, Yan Xun.”

Although she already knew his intentions, hearing his words so suddenly still shook Chu Qiao’s heart. Her eyes reddened, almost bringing tears. She slowly lowered her head, leaning on his shoulder, and said softly: “I don’t want anything else. I just want you to be well and safe.”

“You may not want it, but I must give it to you.” Yan Xun smiled, kissing her forehead: “I know how you’ve lived these years. This is my dream; I’ve dreamed of it for many years. I owe you too much; only with the rest of my life can I properly compensate you.”

Her heart felt as if placed in warm water, enveloped by gentle candlelight. Chu Qiao sighed softly: “Between us, is there still talk of owing?”

Yan Xun’s face darkened slightly. His arm tightened its grip, and his voice lowered: “You’ve suffered a lot. I know everything.”

The candle crackled, the layers of gauze curtains swayed, their shadows entwined, their clothes rustling.

After bathing, Yan Xun did not wear night clothes but rather casual attire. Chu Qiao asked puzzledly: “Where are you going?”

Yan Xun casually took a long fur cloak and placed it on her shoulders, smiling: “Taking you back to your room.”

“Back to my room?” Chu Qiao was stunned. These past few days, she had been sleeping with Yan Xun. This wasn’t unusual; when they were young, they always slept together. It had been many years. During her recent illness, Yan Xun had guarded her day and night, often eating and sleeping with her. It was already so late today—why would he send her back?

“What? You’ll miss me?” Yan Xun teased her, but then put on a worried face and said: “A Chu, we’re not children anymore. These past few days, I haven’t been able to sleep, living even more miserably than those ten years I was held hostage in Zhen Huang City.”

Chu Qiao’s pretty face immediately reddened. Seeing the little maids around covering their mouths and giggling, she pouted: “What are you saying?”

“Stop laughing, all of you. Can’t you see General Chu is embarrassed?” Yan Xun suddenly turned to scold the maids, but they only laughed louder. He could only helplessly shrug at Chu Qiao: “It’s over; they don’t listen to me.”

“Nonsense. I’m ignoring you.”

Chu Qiao turned to walk toward her room, but Yan Xun laughed heartily, came up from behind, and lifted her, exclaiming: “I said I would take you back. Do you dare disobey military orders? You deserve punishment!”

After Yan Xun left, the room seemed to grow colder. Staying in her room, Chu Qiao wasn’t tired. Recalling the earlier moments, she couldn’t help but blush. Tossing and turning, unable to sleep, she could only sit up, lean against the desk, and stare blankly.

This time after Yan Xun’s return, something seemed different. Their relationship had become increasingly intimate, but some things had gradually changed.

Thinking of Yan Xun’s words just now, Chu Qiao smiled slightly. Perhaps she was overthinking. Men are all like this; none like their women to fight on the battlefield. He had grown stronger now, so he wanted to protect her. She should understand him. He wanted her to live safely and happily, like ordinary women—drinking tea, appreciating flowers, wearing fine silk, enjoying the service of servants, and living a life of luxury—only to compensate for the hardships she had endured.

Although this wasn’t the life she wanted, she should fulfill his wishes and understand his intentions. He wasn’t pushing her away; he just wanted to protect her.

After thinking this way for a while, her heart suddenly felt much better. Just as she was about to sleep, she heard footsteps outside. Opening the window, the cold air suddenly rushed in. A row of lanterns was heading toward Yan Xun’s room, moving urgently.

“Lu Liu!”

She called out, and the little maid immediately ran in with sleepy eyes: “Miss, what is it?”

“What’s happening outside? It’s so late, why are so many people coming?”

“Oh, miss, you don’t know. His Highness is summoning the generals tonight to discuss military matters. It seems they’re drafting the eastern campaign plan. Those generals have been waiting at the gatehouse for a while.”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao was stunned. The wind outside was strong, immediately blowing away the clothes on her shoulders. Her long hair danced in the wind, appearing disheveled and thin.

“Oh no, miss, you’ve just recovered from illness. How can you be in the wind?” The little maid quickly ran over to close the window, anxiously saying: “Miss? Miss?”

“Ah?” Chu Qiao came to her senses and said: “Oh, it’s nothing. You can go now.”

Lu Liu was puzzled: “Is Miss alright?”

“I’m fine, go and sleep.”

“Oh,” Lu Liu agreed: “Then, miss, please sleep early too.”

The study on the other side was brightly lit. Chu Qiao watched for a while, then lifted the quilt and went to bed. Before falling asleep, she thought that perhaps Yan Xun had sent her back to sleep because he needed to discuss military matters tonight. Thinking about it, she felt it was better to come back and sleep; their place was so noisy, she definitely wouldn’t have been able to sleep.

Drifting in and out of sleep, she suddenly felt an inexplicable, vague fear creeping into her dreams. Her heart was like a drifting boat, tossing on the waves, unstable, but eventually settling down bit by bit.

She woke up very early in the morning. With things on her mind, she couldn’t sleep anymore. In three more days, Yan Xun would leave. She felt uneasy and anxious. Early in the morning, without even washing her face, she ran to Yan Xun’s room, only to be told that he had gone to the Sunset Military Camp overnight and hadn’t returned yet.

Walking back dejectedly, she realized she had taken a wrong turn. By the frozen pond in the west wing, she saw a young woman wearing only a white single garment standing foolishly by the water’s edge. Her hair was loosely scattered, her face as white as a ghost. Hearing someone approach, she turned around eerily, blood still visible on her forehead, frowning in confusion and asking: “What’s wrong with this pond? Why can’t I drown myself in it?”

Chu Qiao exclaimed and quickly ran forward, pulling her back angrily: “What are you doing?”

“Who are you?” He Lian Ling frowned and asked: “Are you sent by my father?”

Yesterday, the doctor mentioned that she had been traumatized and her mind was affected, but Chu Qiao hadn’t expected it to be this serious. Feeling somewhat compassionate, she had to deceive her: “Yes, come back to the room with me first. It’s too cold outside.”

“That’s wonderful!” The only remaining young lady of the He Lian family smiled happily, pure and innocent like a child: “Father has finally come to get me. How’s mother? How’s brother? I miss home so much!”

The distance to the room was neither far nor near. Chu Qiao took off her fur coat and placed it on her shoulders, saying: “They’re all well, just waiting for you. So you need to regain your health.”

“Yes, I’ll listen to you.” He Lian Ling replied with a smile.

They quickly entered the room. With Chu Qiao’s attention, the place had been thoroughly cleaned yesterday and was now clean and warm, very comfortable. He Lian Ling seemed to have truly lost her mind; entering the room, she didn’t know to take off her clothes but instead sat obediently on the bed wrapped in the thick fur coat, saying docilely: “I’ll listen to you. Can you take me home?”

Chu Qiao sighed helplessly, took off the fur coat, and smiled: “Not yet. It’s too cold outside. We have to wait until spring.”

“Oh.” The He Lian young lady nodded silently, obviously disappointed. After thinking for a long time, she still raised her head politely: “I understand. You’re right. It’s snowing outside, and the horses are afraid of the cold and won’t pull the carriage.”

She was truly very thin. Recalling her appearance when she had just arrived yesterday, Chu Qiao couldn’t help feeling a pang of sorrow.

“Take good care of yourself. You can go home once you’re better, understand?”

“Yes,” He Lian Ling agreed, then suddenly leaned closer cautiously, lying by her ear, saying very mysteriously: “I think you’re a good person, so I’ll tell you a secret.”

Chu Qiao was startled and asked: “What secret?”

“Everyone outside is evil.”

Chu Qiao was surprised: “Hmm?”

“Yes, all of them.” He Lian Ling lowered her head, carefully looking around as if the room was full of people, muttering: “Those soldiers in armor are all bad people.”

In an instant, He Lian Ling straightened her back, appearing very brave and proud, saying smugly: “But you don’t need to be afraid. The immortals will protect me. Since you’re good to me, I’ll protect you too when the time comes.”

Talking to her was indeed illogical. Chu Qiao felt as if she too had gone mad, yet she still asked: “Immortals?”

“Yes!” He Lian Ling chuckled, proudly saying: “You haven’t seen them, right? Heavenly soldiers and generals. I’ve seen them, but I can’t tell others or I’ll be punished by heaven. I can only tell you secretly. That heavenly general likes me; he’s even embraced me. When I go home, he’ll come to propose, and I can marry him.”

After saying this, she yawned, obediently climbing into bed, saying: “I want to sleep now. When I sleep, I can see him.”

Chu Qiao stood up, looking at her sympathetically. Who could have imagined that this once high and mighty young lady would end up in such a state today? She heard her muttering things like “If you bully me, the heavenly soldiers and generals will kill you all” as she gradually fell asleep. Chu Qiao shook her head and turned to leave the room.

After finishing her meal, Yan Xun still hadn’t returned. With nothing to do, Chu Qiao sat at her desk, lost in thought. Her mind unconsciously began analyzing Da Xia’s military distribution after the Northern Campaign, comparing intelligence, logistics, and weaponry between both sides. A battle map naturally unfolded in her mind.

In the previous Northern Campaign, it wasn’t mere luck that Yan Xun’s cavalry broke through Da Xia’s blockade and penetrated deep into Da Xia’s territory. Only now did Chu Qiao roughly understand some clues.

In terms of overall strength, Yan Bei was far inferior to Da Xia—whether in military power, weaponry, food supply, military leadership, intelligence, political systems, or rear stability. Yan Bei was a desolate wasteland. In a confrontation, even following the initial strategic approach—Yan Xun attacking Mei Lin Pass, Miss Yu defending Lan City’s second defense line, and North Shuo replacing its command with brilliant leaders—the result would at best be fifty-fifty, lasting at least three to five months. It certainly couldn’t have ended in just half a month as it did now, which was extremely fortunate for Yan Bei.

Da Xia’s only oversight was perhaps sending four allied armies to fight simultaneously. Their intention was good—hoping to crush Yan Bei with overwhelming force, intimidate the northwestern lords, and rebuild imperial prestige. However, this meant that aside from logistical support, the army had no second rear line. The four major corps were scattered, each acting independently without a unified commander. Relying on their numerous troops and generals, they never expected Yan Bei would dare leave the city and approach actively. Thus, they deployed in an all-around offensive formation with loose blockades. Yan Xun, relying on nearly perfect strategic intelligence, led his army through the gaps between the four major corps, silently entering Da Xia’s interior, not only throwing Da Xia’s formation into chaos but also occupying several northwestern provinces. Imagine the panic when Yan Xun’s forces attacked from the east, cutting off Zhao Yang’s army retreat route. Suddenly seeing such a fierce fresh army, they didn’t know what had happened within the country. This panic is the greatest weakness in marching and fighting, and when it suddenly appears in an army, it can cause the entire army to mutiny. Particularly clever was how Yan Xun didn’t completely seal off their escape route. This way, they didn’t have to fight to the death, and without the resolve for a desperate battle, soldiers fled for their lives, allowing Yan Xun to pursue and slaughter them at minimal cost. Otherwise, if more than 400,000 troops had desperately resisted together, Yan Bei might not have fared so well.

Of course, if even one link in this chain had gone wrong, it could have led to the destruction of all Yan Bei.

First, if scouts had discovered Yan Xun while he was entering Da Xia, he would have immediately found himself in the predicament of a lone army deep in enemy territory, without a single city or foothold. He would have been caught in Da Xia’s frenzied encirclement, sacrificing tens of thousands of lives from the First Army and Sunset Army.

Second, if Chu Qiao hadn’t first occupied Chi Du City, relocating all of Yan Bei’s eastern civilians to the northwest and stubbornly defending the city, Zhao Yang would have broken through Chi Du, divided his forces in two—one cooperating with Zhao Qi to attack North Shuo, forming an encirclement, the other entering Yan Bei’s interior. Had Zhao Yang truly entered Yan Bei’s interior, he would have discovered Yan Bei’s military vacancy, possibly quickly suspecting the whereabouts of Yan Xun and the First Army. Yan Xun’s isolated force would have faced an awkward situation, with the entire Yan Bei at stake. However, after Chu Qiao defended Chi Du for many days, Zhao Yang knew Zhao Qi would challenge him, so he had to bring his entire army to support Zhao Qi, unable to divide his forces to seize power.

Third, if Yan Xun hadn’t returned to aid Yan Bei, or had returned too late, Yan Bei naturally wouldn’t have been preserved. Of course, in that case, Yan Xun might have occupied Zhen Huang City.

Reality is indeed so fascinating.

Chu Qiao had always harbored doubts about how easily Yan Xun occupied Da Xia’s northwestern continent. Not to mention that the northwestern officials were all appointed by Da Xia, there were also millions of northwestern civilians and hundreds of thousands of northwestern native troops—how could they allow others to occupy their homeland? But later, after thinking it through, she understood.

The northwest was largely grassland, with only one-thirtieth being walled cities, located around the He Lan Mountains. Except for the plains near the eastern line river, most belonged to the territory of the Batu Ha family. This place had been a war-torn area since ancient times. In recent years during the Shangcan People’s Revolt, the He Lan Mountain area had responded in unity, showing that the local Batu Ha family’s governance was inadequate. Moreover, Yan Shi City once had an extremely high reputation, spreading throughout the entire northwestern continent. Later she heard Yan Xun say that they had only fought four major battles; they never even went to Suo Du Yuan and several other cities—the local civilians and volunteer soldiers had spontaneously risen up and then come to pledge allegiance. This point truly surprised Chu Qiao. It seemed Da Xia’s slave system had indeed reached its end; even without Yan Xun’s war, the people would have eventually risen in rebellion.

Just as she was thinking, Lu Liu and Feng Zhi entered, both smiling. Lu Liu held a tablet in her hand. Seeing Chu Qiao, she chuckled and said, “Miss, look at what this is?”

Chu Qiao was startled and looked up. It was a longevity tablet with her name and military position carved on it. Below were dense small characters, all auspicious phrases about blessing long life.

“My longevity tablet?” Chu Qiao smiled and said, “Which of you two made this? Trying to cheer me up?”

Lu Liu immediately laughed and said, “What are you talking about? Feng Zhi bought it.”

“Bought it? How could something like this be for sale?”

“This is something you don’t know,” said Feng Zhi, who was still young, having been taken in by Yan Xun as a page after Feng Mian left. He smiled and explained, “Now, miss, you’re the savior and benefactor of North Shuo City. Almost every family in the city has a tablet of you that they worship morning and evening. The Loyalty Hall in the south of the city collapsed, and recently wealthy households voluntarily contributed funds to rebuild it. They’ve even placed a statue of you there, right next to the old Prince Yan. This is the first time a living person has been enshrined in the Loyalty Hall. Small merchants and peddlers, seeing profit to be made, have all made longevity tablets and peace jade pendants bearing your image to sell outside. Even soldiers in the army have bought jade pendants to carry with them.”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao was slightly startled, but unlike what Feng Zhi and Lu Liu expected, she didn’t look happy. Instead, she gradually frowned. After a long while, she asked solemnly, “Besides my tablet, do they sell anyone else’s?”

Seeing her serious expression, Feng Zhi became somewhat anxious and said quietly, “Yes, but they’re selling clay figures of Lu Zhi, the General of the Second Army. The civilians take them home and burn them in their stoves, or throw them into the latrine.”

“Miss, are you alright?” Lu Liu asked softly.

Chu Qiao shook her head. “It’s nothing. You can go now. That thing—burn it or throw it away. Don’t keep it in the residence.”

“Yes.” The two agreed nervously and turned to leave.

Chu Qiao felt somewhat uneasy. This time, Yan Xun had employed a strategy of “besieging Wei to rescue Zhao,” saving North Shuo from disaster. His previous intention to abandon Yan Bei was unknown to outsiders. Logically, the common people should have been grateful to him, so why were the civilians of Yan Bei unappreciative?

There was a problem here that needed careful examination.

Chu Qiao frowned. Her reputation was so high; Yan Xun was somewhat better and shouldn’t mind too much, but others might not be so understanding.

It seemed she needed to do more to build Yan Xun’s reputation. She thought that staying away from military affairs was right. As she pondered, she suddenly felt a chill. Did Yan Xun know about these things? If he did, might there be other considerations in keeping her away from military matters? But thinking this, she immediately dismissed the idea, shaking her head with an amused smile. Was she going mad? She must have spent too much time talking with He Lian Ling.

At dinnertime, Yan Xun finally returned. When Chu Qiao heard, she quickly ran out, standing in the corridor watching him from afar, her smile warm and gentle. Dressed in white fox fur, she looked stunningly beautiful.

Yan Xun strode over, about to take her hand, but suddenly stepped back, rubbing his hands, saying, “My hands are very cold. I don’t want you to catch a chill.”

Chu Qiao smiled, stepped forward, took his hands, and helped rub them, even bringing them to her mouth to breathe on them. Then she smiled and asked, “Why are you back so early?”

“I’m leaving soon and wanted to spend more time with you.”

Chu Qiao looked up with a smile, accompanying him toward the main chamber, asking as they walked, “Are you hungry?”

“Have you eaten?”

“No, I was waiting for you.”

Yan Xun raised an eyebrow: “Why didn’t you eat first? Didn’t I tell you not to wait for me?”

Chu Qiao rarely acted coquettishly but said softly, “Eating alone isn’t pleasant.”

The two chatted casually as they walked. Just then, they heard a sharp scream from the northwest, and a figure suddenly ran forward.

“Immortal! It’s the immortal! Have you come to see me?”

He Lian Ling ran up eagerly but was stopped by guards. Her hairpins askew and hair disheveled, she still tried desperately to rush in, shouting, “It’s me! It’s me!”

She had grown so thin that she was unrecognizable. Yan Xun looked somewhat confused, frowning as he watched her, momentarily speechless.

“That’s He Lian Ling. She’s ill, her mind isn’t clear. Tell them not to hurt her.”

Chu Qiao quickly explained. Yan Xun nodded, “Take her back, don’t harm her.”

With that, he turned and left. Chu Qiao followed by his side. Even from far away, they could still hear He Lian Ling’s shrill cries. Chu Qiao felt somewhat uncomfortable, though she couldn’t quite identify the feeling. Was it sympathy? Pity? Or perhaps a hint of jealousy? How ridiculous that she would feel jealous of such a person.

Yan Xun hadn’t slept at all last night and looked extremely tired. After dinner, Chu Qiao prepared his bed and then returned to her room. In the middle of the night, she suddenly heard someone shouting outside. She could vaguely make out that it was a woman’s voice.

Lu Liu had also heard it and ran out in her nightclothes to investigate. She returned to report, “Miss, it’s that mad young lady from the He Lian family in the west wing. She ran to His Highness’s courtyard, shouting and screaming. His Highness is awake and told me to tell you not to worry, to sleep well, and that he’ll handle it.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded, feeling somewhat uneasy. This He Lian young lady was indeed pitiful. She wondered if the guards would hurt her. However, she decided not to go check. Thinking about it, she was probably most concerned about the phrase “he’s even embraced me.”

Chu Qiao secretly mocked her pettiness and said to Lu Liu, “Tomorrow morning, invite the doctor to see that young lady. It’s a shame for a perfectly good person to remain mad like this.”

She turned over and fell into a deep sleep.

Early the next morning, Yan Xun left the residence as usual. For the first time in many years, Chu Qiao had so much leisure time without worries, and she felt like she had gained weight. Looking in the mirror, she found she was almost developing a double chin, which made her somewhat depressed. After thinking about it, she decided it would be good to go out for a walk. Donning her fur coat, she went out alone without calling Lu Liu.

The weather was fine; although cold, she was well-dressed and unafraid. When she reached the plum garden at the westernmost end, it began to snow lightly, accumulating layer by layer on the ground. Her feet made crunching sounds as she walked. All around was silent, the snow-covered ground a vast expanse of white, with trees and flowers competing in beauty, intermingling together. Chu Qiao walked through the snow, her white fur coat blending with the sparkling white plums, as if she might vanish amid the layers of flower shadows.

The good weather made her mood lighten. Such days were quite nice. If not for the war in the East, it would be even more satisfying.

She wondered how He Lian Ling was doing. Lu Liu had found a doctor early in the morning, though she didn’t know what was said. She thought it would be best to go check on her later. After all, she had some friendship with the Jing sisters, and ultimately, she was a pitiful woman.

Just as she was thinking, a sound came from the small low door at the western end. This area was quite remote; beyond that low door were the residence’s stables. To prevent the animals from disturbing the master’s sleep at night with their whinnying, the stables were quite far from the main residence. Yan Xun wasn’t at home now—who would be using horses?

Just as she was about to go check, she saw three servants emerge. Two were carrying a reed mat, with the third escorting them. None of them noticed Chu Qiao as they chattered among themselves.

One said, “She was quite pretty. Freezing to death like this is a pity.”

Another said, “What’s pitiful about it? Didn’t you hear how she made a huge commotion at His Highness’s door last night? I heard she even disturbed the miss, who has just recovered from illness. With His Highness’s temper, it’s already merciful he didn’t cut her down on the spot. Besides, even if she was locked up, couldn’t she have made a fire herself? Her death was deserved.”

The man walking to the side was quite old, over fifty. Hearing this, he sighed, “I heard this young girl was driven mad after being captured by General Cao’s army to serve as a military prostitute. She’s already insane—how could she know to make a fire? Alas, poor thing.”

“Alright, Uncle Cai, you’re paying for her burial—that’s already her good fortune. Who else would care?”

The old man shook his head, “That’s not quite right. His Highness left in a hurry this morning and didn’t have time to give instructions.”

“Come on, would His Highness even know who she is? Besides the miss, the lives of other women in His Highness’s eyes don’t even live.”

“Enough, let’s stop here. Don’t speak of this outside, especially be careful around the miss’s sisters.”

…

The group walked farther away. Chu Qiao stood there, slightly dazed. In the distance, she could still see the black hair exposed from beneath the mat.

The snow fell heavier, soon reaching over half a foot deep. Chu Qiao stood there, feeling the weather unbearably cold, her blood almost congealing. She recalled He Lian Ling’s mysterious manner when speaking to her yesterday, and suddenly felt as if pierced by a needle, a sharp pain.

“I can only tell you secretly. That heavenly general likes me; he’s even embraced me. When I go home, he’ll come to propose, and I can marry him.”

“Truly a madwoman,” Chu Qiao murmured, her voice cold and clear. For some reason, she suddenly remembered the little girl named Xing Xing whom she had met in Bian Tang. That child was chubby, with two little braids, black and round eyes, and two small dimples when she smiled.

By the time she returned to her room, she was almost frozen stiff. Lu Liu had been searching for her everywhere, frantic with worry. When she saw her return, tears immediately fell as she ran up crying, “Miss, where did you go? You scared me to death.”

Chu Qiao shook her head, her lips almost too stiff to move.

“Let me sleep for a while.”

When she woke up, her throat was very sore. From experience, she immediately knew she was sick again. Yan Xun, in full military attire and looking travel-worn, was angrily reprimanding Lu Liu and the other maids, shouting imposingly, “Are you all dead?”

The maids knelt on the ground, trembling with fear, their faces pale, sobbing but not daring to cry out loud.

Chu Qiao tried to call his name but couldn’t make a sound at first, only producing a hoarse noise. Hearing her, Yan Xun immediately turned around. Seeing she was awake, he quickly took her hand, frowning as he asked, “You’re awake. Do you feel any better? Are you hungry?”

After several attempts, Chu Qiao finally managed to speak, though her voice was harsh and unpleasant: “It’s not their fault.”

Yan Xun turned and gave the maids a cold look, saying sternly, “Get out now!”

The maids immediately disappeared without a trace.

“A Chu, seeing you like this, how can I leave with peace of mind?”

Yan Xun sighed helplessly, his face somewhat pale. He too was injured; the previous sword wound from Zhao Song had affected his vital energy, and it would flare up when he overexerted himself. But his temperament was unyielding, and he always forced himself to endure. Having just experienced a major battle and a forced march, being so busy during this period, and now about to go to the front to command another battle—if not for the strong will sustaining him, his body would likely have collapsed long ago.

Chu Qiao felt somewhat distressed for him. She reached out her hand, gently stroking his thin features, saying hoarsely, “You’ve lost so much weight.”

Yan Xun smiled gently: “I’m fine.”

He picked up a bowl of medicinal soup that had been kept warm over a small fire and coaxed her like a child: “A Chu, drink your medicine. Once you’re better, I’ll take you to Huo Lei Yuan to hunt wild horses.”

Chu Qiao frowned: “The medicine is very bitter.”

“Be good.”

Chu Qiao helplessly opened her mouth, and Yan Xun fed her spoonful by spoonful. It was extremely bitter; it would have been better to throw her head back and drink it all at once. Outside the window, the snow grew heavier. Yan Bei’s weather was truly like a child’s face, changing suddenly. With just a moment’s inattention, it turned into a raging blizzard.

After finishing the medicine, Chu Qiao ate two pieces of preserved fruit and asked, “How are your preparations? Are you leaving soon?”

Yan Xun nodded: “Yes, almost ready. Master Wu and Zhong Yu have arrived.”

Chu Qiao noticed he no longer called her “Miss Yu” but “Zhong Yu” now, but she didn’t comment, only continuing to ask, “Have you packed everything you need?”

“Don’t worry, just focus on recovering. Don’t worry about me.”

Chu Qiao still anxiously instructed, “Be very careful, don’t get hurt.”

Yan Xun smiled helplessly: “A Chu, you’re so nagging.”

“By the way, it was that He Lian family’s young lady last night, wasn’t it? She was making such a commotion.”

The young woman seemingly casually remarked, frowning slightly as if angry about being disturbed last night. Yan Xun remained gentle, his expression unchanged. He gently pulled up Chu Qiao’s blanket corners and calmly said, “She’s a sick person. Don’t be upset about such people. I’ve already had someone send her away; you won’t see her again.”

Chu Qiao’s heart suddenly sparked with hope, but she deliberately asked, “Did you find a doctor who can treat her illness?”

“It’s not certain if it can be cured, but it’s worth trying.”

Yan Xun stood up, placing the warm milk tea where Chu Qiao could easily reach it, saying, “I have matters to attend to tonight, so I won’t keep you company. Get some good sleep.”

Chu Qiao nodded, her lips lightly tugging into a smile: “You should rest early too.”

“Yes.”

The man’s figure disappeared from the room. The candle fire crackled, and the air everywhere was warm and dry. Chu Qiao lay there, her heart feeling somewhat cold. Outside, footsteps sounded, approaching her room. Her eyes were somewhat blurry, and her nose was uncomfortably blocked. The footsteps came closer and closer. Chu Qiao pulled up the blanket, gradually covering her mouth, her nose, and her eyes, burying her entire head.

“Miss?” Lu Liu came over, calling strangely: “Why are you sleeping with your head covered? There’s a charcoal fire in the room; you could suffocate like this.”

Seeing no response from Chu Qiao, Lu Liu reached out to pull down the blanket, but found a strong force underneath, holding it tightly. The little maid was stunned and asked cautiously, “Miss? What’s wrong?”

The person inside didn’t speak. After a long time, the maids retreated one by one. The night grew deeper. There was no moon tonight, only dim candlelight, silently illuminating this large room. The firelight gently shone on the blanket, casting a shallow beam of light.

Chapter 143: My Heart Rejoices in You
The grand and solitary Qingyuan Hall stood amid ten miles of lotus ponds, built with the finest nanmu wood into a pavilion facing the wind. Blue-green water surrounded it on all four sides, with sky and water merging in clear azure. Xiang bamboo curtains are half-open and half-rolled, elegant as orchids. There were no lotus flowers in this season, but clever palace maids had crafted white and jade-colored silk lotus leaves, letting them float on the water. Viewed from a distance, as the wind passed over the swaying leaves, the jade-green lotus leaves appeared as real as could be. The scenery of the Huaisong Palace was exquisite, comparable to the golden walls of Biantang.

Qinyuan Hall was currently under renovation, so Nalan Hongye moved the court to Qingyuan Hall. After the morning court session ended, she lifted the curtain and walked out slowly, only to see Nalan Hongyu leaning back against the dazzling golden dragon throne, with a long trail of drool on his chin, snoring softly—having been asleep for some time.

Recalling the gazes of the court officials as they departed, the Princess Imperial’s brows furrowed slightly. A young eunuch, seeing this, hurriedly and carefully nudged Nalan Hongyu’s shoulder, cautiously calling out, “Your Majesty? Your Majesty?”

The young emperor awoke hazily, frowning and about to flare up in anger when he suddenly saw his elder sister standing before him. Immediately becoming fearful, he stood up awkwardly, rubbed his eyes, and said softly, “Imperial Sister.”

Everyone had already left the great hall, leaving only the Nalan siblings and one personal attendant eunuch. Nalan frowned slightly, her tone even but carrying a certain inexplicable tension as she slowly said, “Hasn’t your Imperial Sister told you not to sleep during court sessions?”

The emperor lowered his head like a child caught doing something wrong, mumbling, “Y-yes… you have.”

“Then why do you still do it?”

The young emperor kept his head down, admitting his mistake: “Imperial Sister, I was wrong.”

Nalan’s eyebrows rose: “Hasn’t your Imperial Sister taught you how to refer to yourself?”

“Huh?” Nalan Hongyu was stunned, seemingly unable to understand the Princess’s meaning. The young eunuch quickly leaned over to his ear and whispered something. The emperor immediately nodded and said, “Imperial Sister, I—no, We were wrong. We know We were wrong.”

“Since you know you were wrong, go back and copy the ‘Record of Morality’ ten times. No dinner until you finish.”

“What?” The emperor’s face immediately fell. Nalan ignored him and turned to leave the hall. The great hall was vast and empty, with beautiful sunshine outside. The wind blew in from all sides, brushing against the Xiang bamboo curtains and sweeping over the golden bells beneath them, making a tinkling sound. Nalan’s deep blue court robe trailed over the thick floor, embroidered with patterns of a hundred birds. The gold thread gleamed, the stitches were fine and dense, proclaiming the imperial dignity and majesty in every detail.

“Princess,” Cloud Aunty was waiting outside. Seeing her emerge, she quickly ran up to drape a soft cloak over her shoulders. It was already November, and even though Huaisong had a mild climate, the morning and evening winds had grown cool.

“Princess, shall we return to the palace?”

Nalan shook her head. Today, the Marquis of Changling and the Prince of Jinjiang had been vague and evasive, hiding much regarding the pirate troubles in the East Sea—something to be wary of. She said in a deep voice, “Summon Xuanmo into the palace. I have important matters to discuss with him.”

“Yes.” Cloud Aunty quickly agreed, then asked, “Princess, will you meet Prince Xuan at Qingyuan Hall? But, the Emperor is still…”

Cloud Aunty hesitated, and Nalan followed her gaze, turning back to look. In the vast palace hall, there was only desolate silence. The black wooden floor laid throughout made the hall seem all the more severe and cold. The young emperor sat alone on the steps, head drooping, with the gleaming pearls on his crown hanging on both sides, transparent and flashing with light. Sunlight penetrated through the pearl curtains and shone upon them, creating a dazzling radiance. Following those beams of light, one could even see dust flying in midair. The imperial yellow dragon robe further highlighted the desolation in his expression, like a child ignored by everyone.

But his sadness and hurt would ultimately only be because he had to copy the “Record of Morality” ten times, wouldn’t it? Not because of the flood disaster in Qiubei, nor because of the pirates in the East Sea, nor because of the lawsuits in the Judicial Department, and certainly not because of the disputes in court. Once he finished copying the text, he would set his mind at ease, eat well, sleep well, and play with crickets—carefree and happy—even though he bore the responsibility of an entire nation.

Nalan couldn’t tell whether her feelings were joy or sorrow. It was as if a vast, boundless snow had drifted across her heart. She stood alone, gazing at the vast expanse of blue waves, with silk flowers drifting like mist, floating with clear beauty. The wind rolled across the entire pool of clear waves. In the far distance came the sounds of wind and string instruments from Yile Palace. Beneath the decoration of song and dance prosperity was a whiteness covered by thick splendor and magnificence.

“Let’s go to Qingzhi Palace.”

In the evening, Xuanmo left the imperial palace. Cloud Aunty brought in palace maids carrying the prepared meals. Nalan had little appetite and only ate a few light bites. Suddenly, she heard hurried footsteps approaching from outside. The person seemed to be running, gasping for breath while shouting, “Princess! Princess! Something terrible has happened!”

“What has happened?” Nalan raised an eyebrow, and Cloud Aunty quickly went outside to inquire. However, before she could ask, the eunuch ran straight in, his face streaked with tears. He fell to his knees with a thud and cried out loudly:

“Princess, something terrible has happened! The Emperor just climbed onto the roof of Yile Palace to play and accidentally fell!”

The slanting rays of the setting sun painted the palace with a layer of blood red. Inside the palace, the guards were strict, with patrols and checkpoints everywhere. All palace gates were sealed, and no one was allowed to enter or leave. Most of the important court officials had already arrived, their blue court robes forming a dense mass as they knelt on the ground. Those lowered heads raised one after another as she entered, their gazes varied. Blending with the cold sunset outside, reverence, fear, suspicion, disdain, anger, forbearance—everything was revealed in that fleeting glance before returning to calmness as they lowered their heads once more.

Nalan wore a deep purple satin robe with gold and silver cloud patterns. Large, intricate roses were embroidered on her elegant high collar, accentuating her long, snow-white neck and dignified face. She walked step by step through the Moji Hall, surrounded by a cold and oppressive atmosphere. The Prince of Jinjiang stood in front of the officials, and upon seeing her, he quickly stepped forward, only to be pushed by a young man in a deep blue dragon robe, nearly falling.

Xuanmo’s eyes were anxious as he rushed forward, ignoring the glare from the Prince of Jinjiang behind him. He took several steps forward but seemed unable to speak.

“How is the Emperor?” Nalan asked in a deep voice, her expression calm, showing no signs of collapse, weakness, or fluctuation. The probing gazes from all directions immediately revealed a hint of disappointment. Xuanmo shook his head and said solemnly, “The Imperial Physicians say it is beyond recovery. Princess, please go in and see.”

In an instant, the heart that had been suspended throughout the journey suddenly dropped, but unfortunately, it didn’t land in a distant place. Every eye looked at her, carrying sharp thorns. Nalan suddenly remembered the night many years ago when her father passed away. It was still Moji Hall, the same court robes and gazes, still the same slanting rain. The surroundings were ice-cold, and breathing was difficult, yet she still slowly inhaled air and then swallowed it, swallowing all emotions, one by one, into her already painful rationality.

She slowly stepped forward, passing through the crowd. Palace maids on both sides lifted the curtains, and she walked alone into the magnificent bedchamber.

The dazzling golden light hurt her eyes. She pressed her lips tightly and passed through layers of curtains. The hall was so hot—so hot that one could hardly breathe. Her brother lay on the wide dragon bed, his face ghastly white, yet his eyes were startlingly bright. He lay flat, with sunken eye sockets, dark cheeks, cracked lips, and crimson blood on his head.

Her eyes suddenly grew hot, but she forcibly held back her tears. Probing gazes came from all directions. Her hand trembled slightly. She wanted to reach out but didn’t know where to touch, so she only called softly, “Yu’er?”

The emperor heard her voice and slowly turned his head. At the first sight of her, he showed fear and timidity. His voice was so hoarse, yet he still tried to explain, “Imperial Sister, I—I haven’t finished writing…”

Her eyes warmed, and she nearly wept. Nalan sat by the bed, reached out to press his shoulder, and said softly, “You don’t need to write anymore. From now on, Imperial Sister will never punish you again.”

“Really?” The young emperor’s eyes suddenly lit up with intense light. He happily asked, like a healthy, uninjured person, “Really, Imperial Sister?”

In a daze, she recalled the moment her father died many years ago. Nalan’s heart was filled with large patches of cold chill. She pressed her lips tightly and nodded, “Yes, Imperial Sister keeps her word.”

“That’s wonderful!”

The emperor lay back flat, his eyes staring straight at the canopy of the bed, with its layers upon layers embroidered with golden-coiled dragons. The dragon’s claws were ferocious, like monsters eager to kill.

“That’s wonderful, now I can… can…”

He never finished saying what he could do. The emperor’s eyes looked strange; in his whole life, he had never had such piercing eyes. He strained his neck, his face excited and flushed. He gripped Nalan’s hand tightly, wanting to say something, but like someone with a fishbone stuck in his throat, he could only make broken gasps, unable to speak.

The Imperial Physicians immediately rushed forward. The crowd swayed in a black mass before her eyes. The young eunuch who had attended the emperor since childhood knelt on the ground, crying loudly, “Your Majesty! Your Majesty!”

“What did the Emperor want to say?” Nalan suddenly turned her head, her eyes slightly red, and said to the young eunuch, “Do you know?”

“Princess…” The young eunuch knelt on the ground, seeming scared witless. He answered irrelevantly, crying sorrowfully, “The Emperor climbed onto the roof of Yile Palace, saying he wanted to see what was outside the palace. The Emperor said he had never been outside before… the Emperor… the Emperor…”

Sorrow rose from her chest like cold snow, flowing throughout her body. The Imperial Physicians were in chaotic disarray. Nalan Hongyu’s face was flushed red, still hoarsely repeating, “Can… can…”

Nalan grabbed the emperor’s hand tightly, “Yu’er when you’re better, Imperial Sister will take you out of the palace!”

A trace of joy immediately crossed the emperor’s eyes. He closed his mouth, his gaze bright as he looked at his sister, his eyes clear, with distinct black and white pupils, like a child who hadn’t grown up.

Suddenly, the hand clutching Nalan’s sleeve loosened, his breath stopped, and his head fell heavily, making a dull thud.

“Your Majesty!”

“Your Majesty!”

Immense wails of grief immediately rose inside and outside the hall. The prolonged death knell echoed throughout the entire palace. The sunset lost its last ray of light, and the earth sank into darkness. Pale lanterns were hung, and everywhere was the sound of people’s cries and grief. But how much of this was genuine and how much was false, no one could distinguish clearly anymore.

“His Majesty has departed—”

The internal attendant’s high-pitched, prolonged funeral announcement rose. Nalan Hongye stood outside the crowd, before her were many old ministers weeping and wailing. They were divided into various factions, clearly demarcated as they huddled together, crying out in grief. There were so many people, yet she still felt the great hall was vast and empty. The sunset fell, the white moon rose, and its pale light shone through the raised windows onto her thin back, like cold snow—so cold, so bone-chilling.

The death of the Song Emperor brought national mourning. For one month, marriages were prohibited, everyone wore plain clothes, and all mourned this rarely benevolent ruler. Cold winds carried mugwort, and just as the northwestern war was about to begin, Huaisong faced national mourning. The military exercises that had been gathering at the border to help Yanbei contain Great Xia’s forces were forced to stop. Inside Huaisong, there was a cloud of gloom.

After Emperor Mingren’s passing, Nalan Hongye read the imperial edict, stating that the late emperor’s eldest son, Nalan Heqing, would ascend to the throne, changing the era name to Mingde.

However, on the very evening of the emperor’s death, Nalan fell seriously ill. Years of hard work were like a sudden great fire, tragically burning away all her spirit and energy. The moment she stepped out of Moji Hall, bloody fluid rushed to her throat, nearly spurting out. Her footsteps faltered slightly, and Cloud Aunty hurriedly stepped forward to support her arm. On all sides were court officials with uncertain suspicions, but she knew that she could not spit out this mouthful of blood. So she forcefully swallowed it, feeling so nauseated she wanted to vomit, yet still pushed away Cloud Aunty’s arm without showing any change in expression.

The Nalan lineage had no one left. Now, apart from her ill mother and her nephew who was not yet one year old, only she remained. The towering family tree of the Nalan clan, the vast rivers, and the mountains, once again fell on her shoulders alone. So, she could not fall, could not be weak, could not even cry. If she fell, the thousand-year foundation of the Nalan clan would collapse.

She forcefully straightened her back, announced the imperial edict with proper decorum, arranged the funeral affairs, stabilized public morale, and then returned to her chamber. She sat up all night by lamplight, tears silently falling from the candle, her eyes gradually becoming hollow and cold, yet no tears flowed.

The emperor’s funeral arrangements were all entrusted to the Prince of Anling and his son Xuanmo to supervise. The next day, officials from various places sent people to the capital to mourn. Nalan presided over the inner palace, coordinating everything. Although the emperor had passed away, the crown prince had been established long ago, and the pillar of the state, Princess Imperial Nalan, was still present, so no major upheaval occurred.

The next day, Nalan brought people to the chambers of Empress Cui, intending to escort the new emperor to the ancestral temple. However, before she even stepped into the chamber, a sharp knife came flying toward her face. Xuanmo drew his sword with a swoosh, cleaving the blade and standing in front of Nalan. The surrounding guards were all greatly alarmed, and someone shouted, “Assassin!” just as they were about to rush into the chamber when suddenly the Empress’s voice rose shrilly: “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!”

Cui Wanru rushed out with disheveled hair, one arm holding the child, the other still clutching a pair of scissors. With bloodshot eyes, she shouted in a hoarse voice, “You vile woman! You harmed the Emperor, and now you want to harm my child! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!”

Nalan’s face turned pale, but her lips remained tightly pressed. Seeing this, Cloud Aunty immediately called out, “Empress, what nonsense are you talking?”

“I’m not talking nonsense! I know everything!”

Cui Wanru laughed coldly and shrilly, “You ambitious woman, you wanted to be emperor, so you killed the emperor, and now you’ve come to kill my child. I won’t let you succeed!”

Nalan suddenly felt very tired. The sunlight was so piercing, and this place was filled with angry curses. She coldly turned around and simply commanded, “The Empress is indisposed and can no longer properly raise the Emperor. Take the Emperor away.”

Xuanmo respectfully replied, “Yes, but what about the Empress?”

The emperor had just died, and the court was unstable. Cui Wanru’s father was the current Grand Commandant. If she were to serve as Empress Dowager and assist in governing, the power of the maternal relatives would rise immediately. Moreover, the Grand Commandant Cui was also the teacher of the Prince of Jinjiang…

“The Empress understands righteousness deeply and has vowed to follow the late Emperor. Grant her poison wine and a white silk cord; send her on her way.”

The sunlight was piercing, but dark clouds were drifting in from the northwest. The curses behind her grew louder. Nalan raised her head, thinking silently, it’s going to rain, isn’t it?

—*—*—

After forcing herself to deal with the affairs of the front court, it was already a deep night when she returned from the front hall. Xuanmo walked at the back, several times seeming about to speak but ultimately sighing in resignation. Before leaving, he cautioned, “The dead cannot return to life. Please ease your mind, Princess, and do not let grief harm your health.”

Nalan nodded, responding very formally, “Prince Xuan has worked hard.”

“Ah!” Xuanmo did not answer but instead, let out a long sigh. Nalan was slightly stunned and raised her head, only to see that his honest face had taken on several traces of desolation and loneliness. He finally said softly, “Please take care of yourself, Princess. Leave everything to your humble servant. Even if my liver and brains were smeared on the ground, I would not regret this life.”

With that, he turned and left, a solitary figure in the moonlight, bearing a certain bleakness and loneliness.

By the time she returned to her chambers, she could hear the child crying loudly from far away. The wet nurse was holding Qing’er, trying to comfort him, but the child continued to wail, his little face flushed red. In two days, he had lost both parents, and his mother had been sent to her death by his aunt. If this child were to learn of all this when he grew up, would he hate her?

Leaning by the long window in solitary contemplation, the moon was bright and white like a jade plate, its clear light spilling to the ground, illuminating everything.

Cloud Aunty brought Qing’er over, smiling carefully and saying, “Princess, the Emperor is smiling.”

Nalan took the child and indeed saw him looking at her with clear black and white eyes, his mouth stretched into a smile, appearing very happy. The worries in her heart gradually dispersed. She held the child, looking at his familiar features, and suddenly thought of her brother.

When he was alive, she occasionally felt resentment, hating that heaven had given him a male body but made him simple-minded, unable to understand sufferings or affairs of state, needlessly jeopardizing Huaisong’s century-old foundation. As for herself, despite possessing extraordinary talent, she was born a woman. Years of painstaking planning, yet she would still be labeled with the evil name of usurping power and ruling autocratically. However, only with his passing did she suddenly understand—they were one entity. If one suffered, both suffered; if one prospered, both prospered. Only with Hongyu still alive could she stabilize the Song dynasty and support the prestige of the Nalan clan.

Fortunately, there was still Qing’er.

She lowered her head, looking at the small child in the swaddling clothes, and couldn’t help feeling a stinging pain in her eyes. Fortunately, there was still him. Now in the Nalan clan, only the aunt and nephew remained.

“Princess, look how adorable the little Emperor is!”

Cloud Aunty smiled as she touched the Emperor’s little face. Qing’er seemed very happy, waving his chubby little hands, giggling, his dark eyes looking at Nalan as if understanding what was in her heart.

Just then, there was a crisp “bang” sound that startled both Nalan and Cloud Aunty. They turned around to see that a palace maid had knocked over a teacup.

Cloud Aunty said angrily, “Useless thing! You’ve frightened the Emperor and the Princess. Watch out for your life!”

Nalan also frowned slightly, gently patting Qing’er’s swaddling clothes, afraid he might be startled. However, she saw that he was still smiling, seemingly not frightened at all.

Cloud Aunty smiled, “Princess, look how brave the little Emperor is. When he grows up, he’ll surely be a wise and valiant ruler.”

Nalan also smiled slightly, but before her smile reached her eyes, she suddenly froze, her face instantly turning snow-white.

Seeing this, Cloud Aunty asked in confusion, “Princess, what’s wrong?”

Nalan’s hands and feet turned ice-cold. She repeatedly comforted herself in her heart, but still quickly handed the child to Cloud Aunty’s arms, then stood aside and forcefully clapped her hands.

“Clap!”

A crisp sound rang right next to the child’s ear, but the child seemed completely unaware, reaching out his chubby little hand to grab the button on Cloud Aunty’s collar, giggling happily.

Nalan became anxious, continuously clapping her hands, her eyes turning red, calling out as she clapped, “Qing’er! Qing’er! Look over here, Aunty is here!”

However, the child never turned his head. He tiredly gave a little yawn, then leaned his head against Cloud Aunty’s chest and closed his eyes to sleep.

“Qing’er, don’t sleep! Qing’er, Aunty is here!”

“Princess!”

Cloud Aunty was already in tears, falling to her knees with a thud, crying painfully, “Please stop calling, stop calling.”

Nalan’s expression was agitated. She grabbed Cloud Aunty’s shoulders and shouted angrily, “What’s going on? What exactly is going on?”

Cloud Aunty’s face was streaked with tears as she cried, “I noticed it when the child was first brought back. I summoned the Imperial Physician from the Empress’s palace. Under severe torture, he finally confessed. The Empress had known for a long time but kept it hidden. She feared that if this was revealed, the child could not become Crown Prince. They had been treating him for a year, but this condition was congenital, completely incurable…”

For a moment, Nalan felt as if the heavens were spinning and the earth was turning. Qing’er was deaf, Qing’er was deaf! This fact completely shattered her entire being. It was like a person floating in the deep sea having their last piece of driftwood pulled away. The restraint and grief of many days came rushing forth like a great flood. Her throat sweetened, and a warm stream of fresh blood suddenly spurted out, splashing all over her clothes!

“Princess! Princess!”

Cloud Aunty was greatly alarmed, setting down the Emperor to support her. Qing’er, suddenly placed on the ground, opened his eyes and looked around in confusion, then began to cry loudly. The maids rushed in, and the room was in chaos. Cloud Aunty shouted, “Summon the Imperial Physician! Summon the Imperial Physician!”

Nalan was in a daze, with only one phrase repeating in her mind: Heaven’s justice is clear, retribution is inevitable.

Indeed, she had killed Cui Wanru, but this Empress had also left her an enormous disaster.

If she had known earlier, she would not have considered Hongyu’s unwillingness; she would have filled his harem with concubines to produce heirs, to avoid such desolation today. But now, everything was too late, everything was beyond reach.

Her tears finally poured down uncontrollably. With crimson at the corner of her mouth, she cried sorrowfully, “Imperial Father, Imperial Father, your daughter deserves ten thousand deaths!”

Several times she awoke, with people always gathered around her, but Nalan kept her eyes closed. For the first time in five years, she was being this willful, wanting to sleep on, to stop caring about everything. But gradually, the surroundings quieted down, and one figure stood before her, not leaving for a long time.

When she opened her eyes, moonlight had penetrated through the carved lattice windows and spilled onto the desk. The Buddhist chants from the Imperial Ancestral Temple traveled through the cold wind, past the high and thick palace walls, reaching her ears, reminding her in this way of what time it was and where she was.

“The matter of the Emperor’s deafness, your humble servant has kept it secret. Except for the people in this palace, no one else will know.”

Xuanmo stood by the bed, speaking in a low voice. His voice was pleasant, like a gentle breeze blowing through a bamboo flute, deep and soothing. The candlelight shone on his well-defined face, revealing a hint of resolute lines with a subtle sharpness.

“Before the Emperor comes of age to rule personally, we have at least ten or more years to plan. Although the Emperor is deaf, as long as he reaches fifteen, marries, and produces an heir, Huaisong still has hope. The Princess is the pillar of the Great Song, the entire hope of the Nalan clan. If the Princess falls, the Emperor will surely be deposed, the imperial family will decline, outsiders will seize power, Huaisong will split, war will break out, and the people will suffer. The foundation built by our ancestors will be instantly destroyed. The Princess, with the ambition of managing affairs of state, would never stand by and watch Huaisong collapse and the foundation be ruined.”

Nalan raised her head to look at this man who had grown up with her and suddenly felt a sense of desolation in her heart.

Yes, everything he said, how could she not have thought of it? But what an incredibly difficult path this would be!

“Xuanmo, thank you.”

She hadn’t called him Xuanmo for a very long time. Xuanmo was slightly stunned, his eyes flashing with emotion, but he still respectfully replied, “This is my duty as a servant.”

Nalan sat up, coughing lightly twice, her face as pale as paper. She smiled faintly, “You’ve matured a lot, already showing your uncle’s demeanor.”

The Prince of Anling was Xuanmo’s father, once a great general under Nalan Lie. Because he had saved Nalan Lie’s life during the Southern Border campaign, he was granted the surname Nalan and entered the imperial family genealogy.

Xuanmo bowed and replied, “Thank you for the Princess’s praise.”

“I heard Yushu is pregnant, is that true?”

Xuanmo’s expression immediately stiffened, his brows tightly knit. After a while, he finally said in a low voice, “Yes.”

Nalan smiled, “Yushu is virtuous and talented. You should treat her well.”

Xuanmo’s tone was rather stiff, speaking without joy or sorrow, “I must thank the Princess for the grace of arranging the marriage.”

The hall was vast, and the Buddhist chants grew louder, mixed with the mourning cries of court officials. They faced each other, suddenly not knowing what to say. Xuanmo took out a letter from his chest. The letter was intact, still unsealed, and handed to Nalan, saying, “A letter has arrived from Yanbei.”

Nalan’s eyes, lifeless as ashes, suddenly flashed with light. She almost impatiently took it with a swift grab. Xuanmo’s gaze slightly froze, his brow furrowing, as if there was ice and snow that could not melt. He quietly stepped back half a step and said softly, “Your humble servant takes his leave.”

“Yes,” Nalan answered, though smiling, her voice was already somewhat indifferent.

The long lamp shone silently, only illuminating a thin shadow.

When Cloud Aunty came in, Nalan had already returned to normal. The Imperial Physician had taken her pulse, she had taken the medicine, and gradually the palace maids all withdrew. Sitting at the desk, she repeatedly caressed the small letter, the sorrow in her heart gradually rising, as if she dared not open it. The candle flame crackled, and everything was silent. The room was burning incense, with the fragrance rising like a blue cloud.

“Brother Xuanmo, the war in Yanbei has ended, and I am safe and sound, please do not worry. This time, I am grateful for your brother’s mediation, securing military supplies and provisions, and using your country’s military to contain the Eastern Army of the Great Xia. However, the war between Xia and Yan is now at a stalemate, and I do not have complete confidence. Therefore, you must not be too protective of Yanbei, lest someone in court use this to attack you. The official circles are dangerous, so you must be extremely careful. If due to my fault, you become implicated, I would not be able to forgive myself even in death.

When the Great Xia army retreats, it will be the day of my wedding. If you can come, I will certainly welcome you warmly. We brothers have not seen each other for ten years, and I miss you greatly.”

Tears finally fell drop by drop, landing on the pure white paper, all the sorrow in her heart transforming into these clear tears. She had endured for too long, suppressed for too long, and persisted for too long. Heavily accumulated in her heart were blood-wrenching fatigue and desolation, state affairs and family matters, and now, added to these were the words she had long understood: “When the Great Xia army retreats, it will be the day of my wedding.” Her vision gradually blurred, with miserable wind and rain outside the window, just like her state of mind, a vast expanse of whiteness. Dipping the brush deeply in ink, she heard the rain beating on the plantain leaves, and with a bitter smile, she wrote:

“What evening is this, that we embark in the middle of the stream? What day is this, that I get to share a boat with the prince? Bearing humiliation and shame, I do not despise disgrace. My heart, almost weary yet unbroken, has come to know the prince. The mountain has trees, the trees have branches, my heart rejoices in you, do you know or not?” ①

By the last few strokes, her handwriting had become chaotic. She collapsed on the desk, her eyes filled with tears, and fell into a deep sleep just like that.

When Cloud Aunty came in, she nearly burst into tears. The Princess, who had governed for many years, had never lost composure like this. She helped her to bed to rest, then returned to the desk, seeing that the reply had been written, addressed to the Prince of Yanbei. She already felt some displeasure but did not look at the content of the letter on the desk. After folding it and placing it in an envelope, sealing it with wax, she handed it to a palace maid, saying, “Take this to the Prince Xuan’s mansion and have him send it out according to the usual procedure.”

“Your servant obeys.”

The rain was gloomy, the night pitch-black. A black hawk took flight from Prince Xuan’s mansion, heading rapidly toward the northwest.

When Yan Xun received Nalan’s letter, it was the day before his departure. Feng Zhi stood beside him, seeing Yan Xun frown as he looked at it for a long time, then suddenly burst into laughter, saying, “I don’t know whose maiden’s boudoir lament he copied, and he confused himself enough to send it to me?”

Feng Zhi took it and read it through, then laughed, “Your Highness, Prince Xuan’s handwriting is chaotic, it looks like he was drunk.”

Yan Xun shook his head with a smile. He still had some affection for this sworn brother. Ten years of acquaintance was not ordinary, and he cheerfully said, “His mood is good.”

Having said this, he suddenly had a childish impulse, thinking that if he replied, wouldn’t this fellow be furious? He picked up a brush and wrote directly on the letter: “Having known each other for ten years, I did not know these were your true feelings, I was too foolish. When the Great Xia army retreats, I will personally come to Song to propose marriage. Do you dare to accept?”

Seeing this, Feng Zhi laughed heartily, “Your Highness, Prince Xuan will be furious when he sees this.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing him go crazy.”

Yan Xun carefully put the letter away, placing it under a paperweight, arranging it neatly, laughing heartily with a greatly improved mood, then left with Feng Zhi and A Jing.

Chu Qiao had been seriously ill the day before and was still lying in bed today, not without blame and heartache.

Blame for his coldness and indifference, heartache for his blindness and deception. But what could be done? Just as that servant had said, except for her, he didn’t consider other people’s lives as lives. Though these words were cruel and unreasonable, they ultimately had a warmth to them—at least, “except for her.”

He did care for her.

And she, hadn’t she also concealed some things, such as her true origin, and the entanglements with Zhuge Yue during the Biantang journey?

Zhuge Yue, Zhuge Yue, whenever she thought of these three characters, she felt a slight pain in her heart. It wasn’t that she was numb or cold-blooded enough to have forgotten everything, nor was she stupid or ignorant enough not to see his various intentions toward her. But what could be done? In this world, there are always things beyond human capability, always some things that cannot be compensated or repaid. Just as Li Ce had said, if one cannot respond, it’s better to forget each other.

For eight years, she had been the only one in Yan Xun’s heart, but she, without his knowledge, had felt a ripple in her heart for a moment. Counting it up, who owed whom, who truly wronged whom? Perhaps she shouldn’t be so narrow-minded and petty.

She got out of bed, dressed, and took some freshly peeled chestnuts to Yan Xun’s study. Green Willow was taking a nap and hadn’t heard her get up. This little maid had been troubled all night and must have been exhausted.

Pushing open Yan Xun’s door, she found no one inside. She placed the chestnuts on his desk, saw the complex official documents, and the candle in the candlestick reduced to a fingernail-sized piece, showing he had stayed up all night again. She couldn’t help feeling some heartache. Just as she was about to order the kitchen to prepare some dishes for him, her sleeve brushed against a letter on the desk.

The envelope was extremely beautiful, giving off a faint fragrance. The letter fell from the table, landing on the floor, with the opening half-exposed, revealing the white paper inside. Two lines of writing suddenly came into view, and Chu Qiao was slightly stunned. Involuntarily, she crouched down and pulled out the letter.

Suddenly seeing the phrase “The mountain has trees, the trees have branches, my heart rejoices in you, do you know or not,” her heart immediately ached. It wasn’t her handwriting; she was never good at composing poetry. Her fingers grew cold inch by inch. She quickly checked the envelope’s exterior—from the Prince Xuan’s mansion in Huaisong. In an instant, certain things in her mind connected, gradually becoming clear. She took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled, wanting to expel those dissatisfied feelings, but found her heart growing heavier.

Looking further down, she saw Yan Xun’s handwritten reply. There was a muffled boom in her head, and she nearly lost her balance. Her brows furrowed tightly, like a delicate hook. Thousands of thoughts emerged, with thousands of reasons to refute them, but ultimately, they could not withstand the black words on white paper before her eyes.

A chill crept over her skin, as if countless cold tentacles, like layers of vines, crawled up from her heart, completely enveloping her weakened body. The dim yellow light showed no daylight, and her heart gradually darkened, leaving only a vast, empty void, miserably illuminating her deadened eyes.

A thought gradually rose from the depths of her heart, forming into a sentence: So, the so-called lifelong companionship was nothing more than this.

“No!” Chu Qiao suddenly stood up, her eyes flashing with a trace of sharpness. She did not believe this unless he said it himself! She, Chu Qiao, would never be so confused and deceived by someone!

The illness that had clung to her body for days suddenly disappeared. She ran back to her room in a few steps, put on a large fur coat, and went out the door. Green Willow followed behind in panic, crying in distress, “Miss! You’re not well yet, where are you going?”

Chu Qiao ignored her, mounted a horse, and rode howling toward the First Army camp.

However, upon reaching the camp, she was not allowed to enter. The soldiers of the First Army did not recognize her and did not believe what she said, resolutely blocking her outside. Just then, a voice called out nearby. Chu Qiao turned her head to see someone very familiar—it was the deputy commander of the Second Army, Yin Liangyu.

The man was in full armor. Seeing her, he was immediately overjoyed, running up to her in a few steps and shouting, “Master, I’ve finally found you! I’ve been wandering outside His Highness’s mansion for three days, but they wouldn’t let me in. Now that you’re here, this is great!”

Chu Qiao was slightly stunned and asked, “Do you have something to find me for?”

Yin Liangyu was also stunned, then asked in return, “Master, don’t you know?”

“Know what?”

Yin Liangyu’s face immediately changed drastically, and he shouted, “Master, something terrible has happened!”

—

① Note: This is a poem in the style of “Li Sao” by Qu Yuan, expressing deep longing and affection.

Chapter 144: What’s Wrong With You
The sky was a dreary gray, with wind sweeping remnants of snow across the land. On the central square of the Second Army, two opposing forces stood in silent confrontation. Dark blue soft cowhide armor wrapped around those battle-hardened young bodies, their hands gripping swords with visible veins bulging. Yan Xun, dressed in a crisp black battle robe, sat on a chair covered with white tiger skin as the curtain to the central command tent was lifted. His gaze was cold as he looked at the people outside, saying in a calm tone, “So, you’re rebelling again?”

A chilling atmosphere descended, with the edge in his words as sharp as a knife. The soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison flushed purple, clearly struggling to control their emotions. He Xiao stood at the front—the young commander wasn’t particularly handsome, but his distinct features and the iron-blooded aura of a military man gave him a formidable presence. He now raised his hand to restrain the agitated soldiers behind him and said with furrowed brows, “Your Highness, you once promised us to let bygones be bygones regarding past events.”

“I have not broken my promise,” Yan Xun smiled faintly, raising an eyebrow with a cold, contemptuous light in his eyes. “Those kneeling outside are not traitors, but deserters.”

“We are not deserters!”

An angry shout suddenly rang out. In the center of the square, more than thirty soldiers wearing the uniforms of the Southwestern Garrison knelt in a row. Behind them were the cold blades of the First Army. A young soldier exclaimed emotionally, “No one has the right to burn our military flag!”

A tattered white flag with red clouds, stained with fresh blood, had been thrown on the ground. One corner was already burned, charred black and jagged.

Yan Xun glanced at him with the corner of his eye, letting out a contemptuous snort. His lips curled into a faint mocking smile.

“The Southwestern Garrison ceased to exist three days ago. What use is a military flag? You attacked friendly forces and fled the city in the dead of night before a major battle—that is betrayal. Such contempt for military discipline cannot be overlooked. If I let you off easily, what military law would Yan Bei have left?”

Yan Xun’s voice suddenly turned sharp. His gaze swept keenly over those unwilling eyes, and with a sudden wave of his hand, he said coldly, “Betrayal is the greatest crime. I can spare you once, but not twice. Guards! Execute them according to military law. Anyone who resists will be treated as an accomplice!”

“Your Highness!” He Xiao’s eyebrows shot up as he stepped forward abruptly, shouting in anger. But with a swish, a flash of bright blades suddenly appeared—twenty thousand Imperial Guards drew their swords simultaneously with astonishing speed. In an instant, blades were at their throats, yet not one made a sound. The warriors of the First Army also stepped forward together, archers preparing their arrows, nocking them to bowstrings. The forest of arrows presented a frightening sight.

The soldiers of the Second Army were stunned. During this time, they had been alongside the officers and men of the Southwestern Garrison. Back on the walls of North Shuo City, they had fought shoulder to shoulder. Thus, they had come today partly in support, but now seeing Yan Xun and the First Army’s stance, they found themselves at a loss.

The Southwestern Garrison now had fewer than fifteen hundred men left. They stood in the center of an army of tens of thousands, unarmed, clenching their fists with flushed faces. Facing the cold arrows and blades, their eyes burned with anger. He Xiao looked around and finally took a deep breath, saying gravely, “Does Your Highness intend to exterminate us completely?”

Yan Xun smiled enigmatically, his gaze gloomy like an unfathomable sea. “Commander He is a meritorious official and naturally cannot be treated the same as those traitors.”

“Your Highness!”

He Xiao’s eyes reddened as he slowly stepped forward. Twenty Imperial Guards immediately confronted him, placing their bright blades against his neck. Undaunted, he said in a measured, deep voice, “In the Battle of Zhen Huang, the Southwestern Garrison lost six thousand men. In the Battle of Chi Du, the Southwestern Garrison lost four thousand. General Feng Ting continued fighting despite being struck by dozens of arrows. General Murong set an ambush at Hundred-Zhang Cliff, and when arrows and rocks were depleted, he used fire to block the enemy, eventually perishing in the flames. General Wu Dan Yu led five hundred men, holding back hundreds of thousands of Da Xia troops for three full days, finally charging alone into battle and dying in the chaos. In the Battle of North Shuo, our isolated force aided the border city, defending the walls without retreating a step. The loyalty of the Southwestern Garrison is witnessed by heaven and earth, attested by the sun and moon. Tens of thousands of military and civilian witnesses in North Shuo City saw it with their own eyes. For Your Highness to treat loyal subjects this way—He Xiao cannot accept it!”

“How dare you!” The Third Guard Unit’s commander of the First Army, Qiu Yi, suddenly stepped forward and reprimanded him harshly. He was now the deputy commander of Yan Xun’s Imperial Guard, recently promoted from junior officers by Yan Xun. He said sternly, “A mere commander dares to speak disrespectfully to His Highness? You failed to discipline your subordinates, and His Highness hasn’t even reprimanded you for it. Now you dare to commit insubordination—do you still recognize military law?”

“Your Highness!” He Xiao knelt on one knee, his eyes resolute, declaring loudly, “Two thousand soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison, each one sincerely loyal. With this action, does Your Highness not fear chilling the hearts of all under heaven?”

“This is getting more outrageous!” The First Army’s Deputy Commander Feng Lu shouted, “Take him away!”

The Imperial Guards immediately moved forward to twist He Xiao’s arms. Seeing this, the soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison behind He Xiao swarmed forward. The situation became chaotic. He Xiao shouted, “Your Highness! Even the surrendered troops of the Batuha clan have a place to stand—why must the Southwestern Garrison be completely eliminated? He Xiao cannot accept this! He Xiao cannot accept this!”

“Stop.” Yan Xun commanded. His voice wasn’t loud, but it immediately silenced everyone. He looked coldly at He Xiao and said slowly, “Commander He, today I am only dealing with the soldiers who fled North Shuo last night. It has nothing to do with you. I hope you don’t insist on involving yourself, otherwise don’t blame me for charging you with disrupting military morale.”

“Your Highness, they were not deserting but trying to protect the military flag. They fled the city only when pursued…”

“An order is an order! I don’t want to hear explanations—I only look at results! If everyone has excuses, how am I to maintain military discipline?” Yan Xun raised an eyebrow, saying sharply.

He Xiao’s eyes reddened as he cried out, “Your Highness!”

“Execute them!”

“Your Highness!” He Xiao shouted as he rushed forward, with two thousand Southwestern Garrison officers and soldiers following closely behind. The Imperial Guards drew their swords and surged forward like a tide, striking at their heads, ten against one. Blood splattered, and chaos erupted. The First Army surrounded them in the fighting, and the square was in an uproar. Only the men of the Second Army stood outside, watching in shock.

Qiu Yi shouted at the soldiers carrying out the military law, “What are you waiting for? Kill them!”

“Using us and discarding us like hunting dogs and bows after the prey is caught—Yan Xun, you ungrateful, treacherous man! We were wrong about you all along!” The Southwestern Garrison’s record keeper Wen Yang knelt on the ground. Last night, he was the first to discover that the First Army had taken their twenty military flags and was burning them in the First Army camp. The situation was sudden, leaving no time to report to He Xiao. Wen Yang led more than thirty civil officials on horseback, charging into the First Army, retrieving the flag, and fleeing outside the city. Now, he was forced to kneel on the ground, his face pressed against the cold snow, still shouting.

Qiu Yi was furious and kicked him in the mouth. Blood gushed out, splitting Wen Yang’s lips, but he continued to shout. Qiu Yi raged, “Kill him! Quickly!”

“You bastard! I’ll cut you down!” A soldier from the Southwestern Garrison broke from the crowd, charging toward Qiu Yi with a head covered in blood.

Qiu Yi was startled and turned to look at Yan Xun. Yan Xun’s expression remained calm as his right hand tapped lightly on the table, but he said nothing. Qiu Yi had a sudden inspiration and shouted angrily, “The Southwestern Garrison is rebelling! Kill them all!”

The Imperial Guards, who had been attacking with scabbards, immediately drew their swords upon hearing the order, about to strike at the heads of the Southwestern Garrison soldiers. The officers carrying out the military law also walked up to the execution platform with their swords. One approached Wen Yang, expressionless, and raised his sword to strike.

The members of the Second Army standing on the periphery were dumbfounded, never expecting the situation to rapidly deteriorate to this extent. Just as the First Army’s blade was about to fall, a clear, sharp female voice called out from beyond the gate: “Stop!”

In an instant, the voice cut through the sky, penetrating the cold snow and wind, suddenly piercing into the chaotic crowd. Hooves trampled snow as a woman in white fur rode swiftly toward them. Before reaching her destination, she leaped from horseback, punched a First Army officer who tried to block her, and rushed into the crowd like the wind, shouting, “What are you doing?”

“Commander!”

“It’s the Commander!”

The officers and soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison called out in unison, their eyes immediately lighting up with hope. Chu Qiao pushed aside several soldiers wrestling on the ground with a few shoves, strode to He Xiao’s side, and before he could speak, she delivered a hard slap to his face, saying angrily, “Is this how you lead your troops?”

In an instant, everyone was stunned. He Xiao’s face flushed red. The Southwestern Garrison behind him was collectively petrified. The soldiers of the First Army were even more dumbfounded. Chu Qiao said angrily, “I ordered you to preserve the military unit designation and flag, but did I tell you to attack the First Army camp? Now you dare to fight in front of His Highness—what are you trying to do? Stage a mutiny?”

Having said this, Chu Qiao turned to Yan Xun and said, “Your Highness, today’s incident is my fault. All orders originally came from me, and He Xiao and others were merely following commands. I have been seriously ill in bed recently and failed to strictly discipline them, leading to such a major oversight. I voluntarily request punishment under military law!”

The moment Chu Qiao appeared, Yan Xun’s expression had gradually grown cold. Sitting in the commander’s position in the central command tent, he narrowed his eyes slightly, looking deeply at her, but said nothing.

Qiu Yi frowned, stepped forward, and said, “If I remember correctly, Advisor Chu is not the direct superior of the Southwestern Garrison. Advisor Chu is a tactical advisor from the Staff Department, not a commanding general. Why would the Southwestern Garrison follow your orders?”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao coldly turned her head, frowned at Qiu Yi, and then said coldly, “Who are you? I am speaking with His Highness—what right do you have to interrupt?”

“I—”

“Ah Chu!” Yan Xun, with a gloomy expression, said sternly, “Don’t cause trouble. Go back.”

“Your Highness, the Southwestern Garrison has acted recklessly and should be punished according to military law. As the former commander-in-chief of North Shuo’s defenses, I was responsible for leading both the Second Army and the Southwestern Garrison. The Southwestern Garrison’s mistakes are my errors. I ask Your Highness to punish me for failing to properly oversee them, and in view of the Southwestern Garrison’s outstanding achievements in the battles of Chi Du and North Shuo, to show them leniency. I am willing to take full responsibility for any losses caused by the Southwestern Garrison.”

Chu Qiao stood with clasped hands in the square, with tens of thousands of eyes fixed upon her. Yet she seemed oblivious, staring unblinkingly at Yan Xun, her brows tightly knit, her expression serious.

Qiu Yi said angrily, “What Southwestern Garrison? Their designation was canceled three days ago. How can we allow traitors’ flags in our Yan Bei army?”

At these words, the people of the Southwestern Garrison erupted in anger. Eight years ago, in the Battle of Huo Lei Yuan, the Southwestern Garrison had betrayed Yan Bei to join Da Xia, leading to the disastrous defeat of Yan Shi City. Tens of thousands of Yan Bei soldiers died, their blood staining the gates of North Shuo City red. The fallen mountains of corpses and flesh still nourished the fiery red Huo Yun flowers, making them crimson year after year, blooming without fading. Eight years later, in the capital of Da Xia, Zhen Huang City, the Southwestern Garrison betrayed again, turning to Yan Bei, helping the Yan Bei Crown Prince Yan Xun escape from Zhen Huang and return to Yan Bei, orchestrating the continental shock of the Zhen Huang Incident. From then on, the word “betrayal” became synonymous with the Southwestern Garrison. Despite their superior combat abilities, they were still ostracized and despised by all military personnel across the continent. Unexpectedly, after paying such a heavy price to defend Yan Bei, they still had not washed away the shame. How could Qiu Yi’s repeated use of “traitor” not enrage the people of the Southwestern Garrison?

Chu Qiao coldly turned her head, raised an eyebrow, and said angrily, “Absolute nonsense! The Southwestern Garrison’s return to Yan Bei was personally promised by His Highness. His Highness is our Yan Bei king—his golden words and jade speech, once spoken, cannot be retracted. Past matters have long been erased. You keep calling them traitors—are you trying to paint His Highness as untrustworthy and dishonorable? Your words are detestable, your intentions malicious. You seem more like a Da Xia spy to me!”

Qiu Yi’s forehead veins bulged as he shouted, “Say that again!”

Chu Qiao merely snorted coldly with disdain. “A military unit’s designation is its honor. The Southwestern Garrison was established by the first Old King of Yan a hundred years ago, with a long history. How can it be easily abolished? Commander He led the Southwestern Garrison following His Highness from the day of the Zhen Huang uprising, sharing hardships, surviving numerous life-and-death battles, achieving outstanding merits and glorious victories. At Chi Du City, seven thousand troops defeated two hundred thousand Da Xia soldiers. At North Shuo’s walls, two thousand Southwestern troops were equal to forty thousand ordinary soldiers. How can such an army have its designation revoked and its flag destroyed? His Highness has many affairs to attend to, and it must be ignorant villains like you causing mischief, conspiring to divide our Yan Bei army—evil and shameless, your hearts are condemnable!”

Qiu Yi was furious. He drew his sword from his waist and shouted, “You spew vicious lies!”

Seeing this, He Xiao and others rushed forward, red-eyed, standing in front of Chu Qiao, shouting angrily, “You dare take one step forward?”

“Silence, all of you!”

Yan Xun slowly rose to his feet. The young King of Yan, in his impeccable military uniform and draped in a black fur coat, walked forward slowly. People parted wherever he went. Finally, he came to stand before Chu Qiao, so close that he had to lower his head slightly to look at the young woman’s smooth forehead and snow-white face. He said in a deep voice, “Who told you to come?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, “No one called me, my lord. I came on my own.”

“Go back to the residence. This is none of your business.”

“Yan Bei’s affairs are my affairs. I am a member of the military and was once the superior officer of the Southwestern Garrison. I should take responsibility for the mistakes committed by my subordinates.”

Yan Xun slowly frowned, his eyes also showing some displeased sharpness. He said softly, “Ah Chu, do you know what you’re doing?”

Chu Qiao answered with lowered head, “I understand very well, my lord.”

“You’re opposing me?”

“Your Highness speaks too harshly. I am merely acknowledging my own mistakes.”

People gathered from all directions, with most of the commanders and soldiers from the First and Second Armies present. The square was packed with people, everyone holding their breath as they watched the man and woman standing in the center. Snow fell heavily, and the world was a desolate expanse of white. Yan Xun’s gaze was as dark as the sea. He looked deeply at Chu Qiao, with threads of anger and coldness emanating from him. After a long, long time, he suddenly turned around and strode toward the command tent, saying in a deep voice as he walked, “Advisor Chu resigned due to illness and is no longer the commander of North Shuo City. The crimes committed by the Southwestern Garrison have nothing to do with others. Proceed with the execution!”

“Your Highness!” Chu Qiao was shocked, suddenly raising her head, her eyes wide open as she cried out involuntarily.

“My lady, please don’t trouble yourself for us anymore. Go back!” Wen Yang, his mouth full of blood, defiantly raised his head and called out loudly.

Other soldiers also straightened their chests and said sorrowfully, “My lady! Please go back!”

Chu Qiao paid no attention to their cries. She stepped forward but was blocked by the Imperial Guards. She said urgently, “Your Highness, though the Southwestern Garrison has committed crimes, they don’t deserve death. They have been loyal to you since Zhen Huang, devoted and faithful, witnessed by the sun and moon!”

Yan Xun had his back to her but slowly turned around at her words. His tone was light, speaking in a voice only those nearby could hear, saying disdainfully, “Ah Chu, tell me honestly, are they truly loyal to me?”

In an instant, it felt as if a heavy club had struck her head. Chu Qiao stood stunned in place. She opened her mouth in a daze, frowning in disbelief as she looked at Yan Xun. She wanted to say something but felt as if her throat was blocked—wanting to speak but unable to. The wind was so cold, cutting against her face like a knife, but she felt nothing. She only felt that her heart had fallen onto an icy plain, numb with cold.

The snow was thick, and the entire place was so quiet a falling pin could be heard. After a long time, with a thud, Chu Qiao knelt on both knees. Her eyes were red, and her sickly face flushed. In a low, hoarse voice, she said, “Your Highness, I stake my life as a guarantee that the soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison are loyally devoted to you. If they have any treasonous intentions, I, Chu Qiao, am willing to die under a hail of arrows, my body torn to pieces.”

“Oh?” Yan Xun said softly. “You’re willing to guarantee?”

“I am willing.”

“Then besides you, who else believes in them?”

Chu Qiao immediately turned to look around. All the commanders of the First Army stood expressionless, without the slightest emotion on their faces. This wasn’t surprising; after all, they were Yan Xun’s trusted confidants. But when Chu Qiao looked at the faces of the Second Army—those who had once fought side by side with the Southwestern Garrison—they suddenly became hesitant and timid. They lowered their heads, avoiding the young woman’s gaze, completely forgetting who had saved their lives in desperate situations. The Second Army, local militia, self-defense corps, family armies of various tribal chiefs, and even Cao Mengtong’s guards—these twenty thousand people had fought alongside the Southwestern Garrison. They had followed Chu Qiao’s lead to kill Zhao Qi and had repelled several attacks by Zhao Yang. But at this moment, they acted as if they didn’t know her, standing far away, with no trace of comradeship in their eyes.

Chu Qiao gradually despaired. The cold wind blew through her thin body. The vast snowy ground was a pristine white. She looked at Yan Xun, at this man who had stood beside her for eight years, and said in a measured, deep voice, “I am willing to believe in them. I swear by my loyalty to Your Highness.”

Having said this, she kowtowed deeply, her smooth forehead touching the cold snow. Her once-straight back bent, her neck white as snow. The fierce wind blew her fur coat, making her appear even thinner and more frail.

“Commander!”

On the execution platform, some soldiers began to cry. It wasn’t that they didn’t fear death, but at this moment, heavier emotions weighed on the soldiers’ hearts. They shouted, “Commander! Get up! Each person must take responsibility for their actions. We are willing to die!”

Chu Qiao didn’t move. She remained kneeling on the ground, her head bowed. The voices gradually became chaotic, the snowstorm intensified, and the crowd grew disorderly. So many sounds came from all around, but she couldn’t hear any of them, still waiting for the voice from above her head.

Finally, a soft sigh came slowly. In that instant, her entire body trembled. She even thought she had succeeded, but in the next second, a cold voice suddenly rang out. Yan Xun said in a deep voice, “Proceed with the execution!”

“Swish!”

A row of uniform sounds instantly rang out, followed by the dull thuds of heavy objects falling to the ground. The blades were too fast and too sharp—not a single person had time to let out a scream. Blood spurted high from their throats, splashing onto the pristine snow, like blooming plum blossoms.

Silence. Too much silence. Chu Qiao’s blood ran cold in that instant. The wind filled her limbs, howling all around. Her hand clutched at the ground, feeling a ball of cold snow—so cold, just like her heart, which had lost all warmth. She couldn’t hear any of the surrounding sounds, only the howling wind that raged across the snowy plain like a wild beast.

“Commander He Xiao failed to discipline his subordinates. His soldiers followed him in insubordination, disregarding military law. Take them away—eighty lashes each, then temporarily held by the First Army.”

Yan Xun’s voice calmly rang out above her head. No one in the entire field spoke, nor did anyone resist. The soldiers all followed orders and began to move. Boots crunched on the snow, making squeaking sounds.

“My lady,” He Xiao’s voice came from behind. He seemed to be kneeling on the ground. His tone was calm, but his voice concealed undeniable sorrow. He said quietly, “We have disgraced you. Please take care of yourself.”

The footsteps moved further away, and the crowd gradually dispersed. The wind suddenly intensified. After who knows how long, Chu Qiao’s knees had gone numb, and her hands and feet had become too stiff to move. Yet she still maintained that kneeling position. Snow fell on her bit by bit, accumulating into a thick layer.

White snow-colored camel wool military boots slowly approached. Yan Xun reached out his hand to support her shoulder, but she immediately jumped up as if burned by fire, her steps faltering, nearly falling to the ground.

The guards had their backs to them, standing far away. Yan Xun, in a long black fur coat, stood before her. For a long time, he didn’t speak, just maintaining that posture of trying to help her, his hand awkwardly extended, reaching toward her from a distance.

“Ah Chu.”

Yan Xun called to her softly, but she could no longer hear. She staggered back, found her horse, and leaped onto it.

This day was so cold. Chu Qiao suddenly recalled thinking a few days ago that Yan Bei was still a bit warmer than Bian Tang. But now, she abruptly discovered that Yan Bei was so cold—cold enough to chill one’s heart, cold enough to freeze one’s blood, cold enough to make one feel as if falling into an icy abyss.

That night, Chu Qiao’s condition worsened. Before she could leave the military camp, she fell from her horse. After being sent back to her residence, Lü Liu cried out in distress. The three Jing sisters anxiously kept watch by her bedside, calling her name again and again. Through her haze, she opened her eyes, wanting to tell them not to worry, that she wouldn’t die and that she still had many things to do. But when she opened her mouth, no words came out.

When she woke in the middle of the night, Jing Zisu was still by her side. Seeing her awake, Jing Zisu smiled through her tears. After taking medicine, it was already the second watch of the night. Jing Zisu told her that Yan Xun had returned long ago but hadn’t come in. He had been standing outside her door for six or seven hours.

“It’s still snowing heavily outside,” Jing Zisu whispered, secretly glancing at Chu Qiao from the corner of her eye. Perhaps a woman like her could never understand. In her view, a man was her entire sky. What in this world could be more important than her husband’s commands?

Chu Qiao lay there, many things flashing through her mind one by one. Those past events were like flowing water, dancing with cold spray, forming a winding river through the hardships and difficulties of these eight years. She thought she should understand, without complaint or resentment. What remained was only coldness and disappointment.

In Zhen Huang City, across the northwestern lands, atop Chi Du City, on the North Shuo battlefield, the officers of the Southwestern Garrison had written their loyalty with fresh blood and young lives. The young and handsome Feng Ting, the steady and reliable Murong, the resourceful Wu Dan Yu, the unyielding Wen Yang, and the soldiers who used corpses as rolling stones and their bodies as shields—they were not saints, they had made mistakes, and their forefathers had betrayed Yan Bei, committing heinous crimes and accumulating blood debts. But from Zhen Huang City, from the day they followed her banner, they had already placed their lives and futures in her hands. Yan Xun was right—they were not loyal to him. They were loyal to her, Chu Qiao, and she didn’t have the power to protect them.

She carried the hopes of this isolated army. She had promised to clear their shame. She had once shouted atop Chi Du City that if they fought bravely and kept Da Xia outside the gates, they would become heroes of Yan Bei, and their names would be engraved on Yan Bei’s military honor roll! So they had followed in her footsteps, protecting the Yan Bei land that despised and rejected them, unyieldingly fighting enemies tens of times more numerous.

Yet now, her statue had been placed in Yan Bei’s Hall of Loyalty, making her a household hero, while they died at the hands of the person they loved most.

What had she done? What had she gained for herself with those young lives?

It felt as if a giant stone pressed on her chest. Her throat tasted of blood. The soldiers fell behind her, yet she lacked even the courage to turn around and look into their eyes. When she left in haste and looked back, all she saw was a pool of murky blood.

“Yue’er? Yue’er?” Jing Zisu anxiously pried open her hand. Her palm was covered in blood, her nails having dug deep into her flesh with such force.

“Sister Zisu, please go out first. Let me be alone for a while.”

The low voice echoed in the room, hoarse beyond recognition. Jing Zisu hesitated for a long while before finally withdrawing. The room immediately fell silent, so quiet that one could hear the flame on the candlestick. The candlelight cast long shadows, yet no silhouettes could be seen at the window.

The moon climbed to the center of the sky, and outside the snowstorm grew stronger. She knew that person was still there. If she didn’t go out, he would always remain. He had always been such a stubborn person. When he was young, he followed her to learn swordsmanship. Such complicated skills, yet he insisted on mastering them within a month, practicing through the night until his hands and feet were covered in blisters, never resting. Even now, she could still recall that courtyard from back then, him standing before the pillar, chopping and thrusting, his gaze as tenacious as a wounded tiger.

His heart had always carried too many heavy things. She once thought she understood them all, but now she gradually became confused.

Her gaze gradually grew cold, yet a resilient light flickered within. She suddenly got out of bed, wearing only a single garment, and stood in place, taking two deep breaths. Then, she suddenly ran to the door, flung it open, and rushed out, directly into that solid embrace.

The moment he felt her warmth, Yan Xun was stunned. He hadn’t expected her to come out or perhaps hadn’t expected her to cease being angry so quickly. But feeling those slender arms tightly hugging his waist, he suddenly realized and then embraced her even more tightly in return.

“Ah Chu!” he sighed softly. “I’ve hurt you.”

Chu Qiao lay against his chest, holding him tightly, but said nothing. Yan Xun said softly, “I’m not suspicious of you, nor do I resent the Southwestern Garrison. They now number fewer than two thousand, with severely incomplete organization. Canceling their designation was inevitable. Unfortunately, they were too unruly, even attacking the First Army camp. If I didn’t take action, military authority would be difficult to establish.”

Chu Qiao said sorrowfully, “I understand, I understand everything. Yan Xun, it’s me who’s made things difficult for you.”

Yan Xun lifted her chin, looked into her eyes, and said, “It’s all right. I just feared you would be heartbroken. Seeing you come out to meet me puts my mind at ease.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes were red as she pressed her lips together and said, “The Southwestern Garrison has saved me many times and shown me great kindness. Yan Xun, I really couldn’t bear it.”

Yan Xun frowned slightly but finally said reluctantly, “Fine, I’ll release He Xiao and the others. But if they violate military law again, I won’t show mercy.”

Chu Qiao nodded. “Yan Xun, thank you.”

The night was dark and windy, with a thin crescent moon casting a pale light. Snow stretched endlessly as the two embraced under the moon, so close yet feeling so far apart.

After Yan Xun returned to his room, Chu Qiao also went back to her own. As soon as the door closed, her expression turned cold. She walked a few quiet steps and sat down, supporting herself against the bedpost.

Incomplete organization? Canceling their designation? Seizing military flags? Rebellion?

Yan Xun, how could you deceive me like this?

For a soldier, what greater humiliation is there than having their designation canceled? In war, even if only one person remains, they must protect the military flag. As long as the flag exists, the army will not disperse. How simple a matter is it to recruit people and replenish the ranks? With the First Army’s three hundred thousand troops, how could Wen Yang and thirty-some civil officials be so invincible as to charge into the First Army, seize their flags, and escape the city? If the Southwestern Garrison’s people were to be executed, He Xiao and others should have been detained first. How could they be allowed to enter the execution grounds and cause such a disturbance?

You might as well say you resent the Southwestern Garrison for once betraying Yan Bei, rather than telling me these lies.

A tear slowly fell. Moonlight shone through the window, casting a silver-white glow throughout the room. She sat quietly at the head of the bed, a thousand thoughts surging in her mind, not knowing exactly where things had gone wrong. At this moment, a cold jade token suddenly fell from her clothing onto the floor. She picked it up and saw it was the blessing jade token for her longevity, probably left behind by Jing Zisu earlier. Recalling the longevity tablet that Feng Zhi and Lü Liu had brought before, her heart suddenly grew cold, as if someone had poured a basin of cold water over her head.

Regardless, He Xiao and the others were temporarily safe.

She gave a bitter smile, never imagining she would have to resort to such methods. Her tears fell in the darkness, line after line, like beads from a broken string.

Yan Xun, Yan Xun, what’s happened to you?

Throughout the long night, she finally could no longer hold back and sobbed aloud.

Chapter 145: Enemies Face to Face
The night had already deepened. Wild birds flew overhead, phosphorescent light from rotting flesh flickering on their claws. Horse hooves struck the ice layer that had accumulated over thousands or tens of thousands of years, creating a tapping sound that seemed to strike one’s temples. The wind blew from the distance, carrying a dry and cold breath. The weather was getting colder. The north wind howled like a crazed tiger all day long. Chu Qiao sat astride her horse, shrinking her neck inward and licking her dry lips. She followed the distant lights ahead but didn’t draw too close.

After an unknown period, the procession finally stopped. Chu Qiao flipped off her horse, feeling the muscles on her face nearly frozen stiff, and numb. She rubbed her hands together, unloaded her baggage from the horse, opened the large bundle, and began collecting firewood.

At the same time, not far ahead in the mass of dark troops, plumes of cooking smoke also began to rise.

The fur curtain of Yan Xun’s tent moved, and A Jing entered with snow covering his head. Upon seeing a young general standing beside Yan Xun reporting something in a low voice, his expression immediately became unpleasant.

Yan Xun glanced at him lightly, his gaze indifferent, showing no discernible emotion. He just quietly listened to the man’s words, occasionally nodding. A Jing stood awkwardly at the entrance, his face slightly reddening. After a long while, he finally deliberately coughed and said loudly, “Your Highness, I have something to report.”

Yan Xun seemed to notice his presence only at this moment. He raised his head, looked at him indifferently, and then said calmly, “Wait outside.”

A Jing’s face suddenly turned even redder. He angrily looked at the person beside Yan Xun, who was bowing with a very respectful and humble demeanor. When A Jing entered, the man didn’t even raise his eyes, which instantly filled A Jing with anger. He answered with a muffled voice and then turned to walk out of the tent, his boots making loud thumping sounds on the ground.

Outside was extraordinarily cold. The north wind carried heavy snow, and the pine oil-soaked torches roared in the wind. A Jing stood at the entrance. The guards on both sides saw him but didn’t speak, only nodding slightly in greeting. A Jing felt a wave of discomfort. He no longer recognized anyone in the current imperial guard, and his position as the guard captain was becoming a mere formality.

After some time, A Jing was frozen to the point of jumping up and down on the spot, rubbing his hands and pacing back and forth. Suddenly, the curtain moved again, and the young officer in a neat dark blue uniform, with handsome features, walked out.

“Ahem… Pah!”

A Jing deliberately coughed and then spat forcefully at the officer’s feet, hitting the tip of his shoe. The officer immediately stopped, slowly turned his head, and met A Jing’s challenging gaze. The officer’s face was expressionless, his eyes dark, turning slightly, and then as if nothing had happened, he turned and walked into the thick darkness.

“Coward! Weakling!” A Jing shouted. “No wonder you wanted to be a deserter!”

The night was pitch black, and the man’s figure quickly disappeared. A Jing snorted a couple of times and then entered the tent.

Yan Xun was examining a map under the lamp and didn’t look up when he heard A Jing’s footsteps, only asking in a deep voice, “What is it?”

A Jing collected himself and quickly said, “Your Highness, the lady is still following behind. In such cold weather, without a tent for the night, she might…”

“What?” Yan Xun’s handsome brows slowly furrowed as he raised his head. His eyes were dark and deep, his voice low, and his tone stretched, but with several strands of obvious anger. He slowly said, “Didn’t you say she had already gone back?”

A Jing scratched his head and said quietly, “Yes, I saw the lady turn her horse back toward North Shuo, but who knew she would follow us again in the evening.”

“Useless!” Yan Xun slammed the map on the table in anger. “A group of men who can’t even keep an eye on one person.”

A Jing hung his head dejectedly, not speaking, but thought to himself: That’s your beloved; we dare not use force, we dare not bind her and send her back, she promised to escort us part of the way and then return, who knew she would follow us again?

Yan Xun turned and took the large fur coat from the rack, putting it on as he walked out. Seeing this, A Jing’s face brightened, and he hurriedly approached, eagerly saying, “Your Highness, I have prepared the horses for you. Let’s hurry, if we’re late, the lady might freeze. I was just saying, how could Your Highness not care for the lady? In Yan Bei, apart from you, the lady is the second most important person. The lady has shared hardships with you in Zhenhang; how can those ungrateful white-eyed wolves compare? I knew…”

However, before he finished speaking, he suddenly realized the person behind him hadn’t followed. He turned back and saw Yan Xun standing in the middle of the tent. The fire from the cylindrical lamp flickered on his face, making it shine brightly, with faint gray shadows dancing on his cheeks as if seen through an impenetrable fog.

“Your… Your Highness?”

A Jing called tentatively in a small voice. Yan Xun stood there, his gaze silent, his eyes like clouds drifting in the sky. Finally, he lowered his hand that was tying the fur coat’s strings and said calmly, “You take twenty guards and bring her here.”

“Ah?” A Jing stood dumbfounded with his mouth open, asking, “Your Highness, aren’t you going?”

Yan Xun didn’t speak, only turning away silently, removing his coat, and slowly walking to the desk. His fingers caressed the huge map of Yan Bei, and he remained silent for a long time.

Yan Xun’s figure was hidden among the layers of lamplight, the light so brilliant it was difficult to look at directly. For a moment, A Jing suddenly felt his vision blur. Looking at Yan Xun’s back, he suddenly remembered many years ago in the Sacred Gold Palace, on a bright morning, when the emperor of Da Xia slowly emerged from the many palace halls. He knelt in the middle of the crowd, secretly raising his head, almost blinded by the golden dragon robe.

“Yes, I obey your command.”

A Jing acknowledged, but as he was about to leave, he heard Yan Xun’s deep voice: “In the future, without announcement, do not enter the main tent unauthorized.”

The young Yan Bei warrior silently nodded, no longer as lively as before, responding formally, “Yes, I obey your command.”

When Chu Qiao followed A Jing into the camp, Yan Xun had already retired. She stared blankly at Yan Xun’s darkened tent. Feng Zhi ran over, appearing somewhat anxious, and said, “His Highness has traveled all day and must be very tired.”

“Hmm,” Chu Qiao nodded, showing no particular emotion, simply saying quietly, “Then I’ll go back first.”

By the time she returned to her tent, her hands and feet were already numb from the cold. A Jing brought people to eagerly deliver hot water to her. Although most of the soldiers didn’t know her, they had heard of her name and deeds, so they all gathered outside, peering in until A Jing scolded them away.

After a while, the curtain moved, and a small head peeked in from outside, smiling and saying, “Lord Chu!”

“Ping’an?” Chu Qiao was slightly surprised. Du Ping’an was wearing a small-sized military uniform, and in the few days since she had last seen him, he seemed to have grown taller. After the North Shuo battle had concluded, she had fallen ill and hadn’t been able to look after him. She hadn’t expected to see him here today and quickly asked, “What are you doing here?”

“I’ve joined the army.”

“You? Joined the army?” Chu Qiao was taken aback. “How old are you?”

“My Lord, don’t look down on me. General A Jing just gave the order that from now on, Ping’an will be the lady’s orderly. You can assign me any chores.”

Orderly? That’s good; at least he won’t have to go to the battlefield. Chu Qiao smiled slightly, rubbed the child’s head, and said, “Go tell A Jing I thank him.”

“The general isn’t on night duty tonight; it’s Lord Cheng who’s on duty.”

Chu Qiao’s eyebrows lifted slightly. A Jing was Yan Xun’s guard, always his most loyal protector. How could he not be on night duty? She asked, “Lord Cheng? Which Lord Cheng?”

“I don’t know,” Ping’an was still a child after all, and childishly wrinkled his brow. “I just know that lord’s surname is Cheng.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded. “It’s getting late; you should go back and rest first.”

Ping’an replied with a clear voice, seeming very happy, and bounced out of the door. Chu Qiao watched his receding figure and suddenly felt somewhat sad. If this were in modern times, a child his age would still be carrying a schoolbag, hiding in his parents’ arms to cry and throw tantrums when troubles arose. But here, he had to prematurely shoulder the responsibility of caring for his sister, living a life on the edge of danger.

After washing her face, the previously scalding water had already cooled somewhat. She took off her boots with some difficulty; it was painful. Her feet were already swollen from the cold, a mix of red and purple. They began to itch as soon as they were warmed by the fire. She took a deep breath, ate some of the dried rations that had just been delivered, and then leaned against the warm bedding, slightly lost in thought.

The events of that day had indeed left a rift in their hearts. Despite how impassive she appeared and how hard Yan Xun tried to adjust and make amends, some things were like porcelain—once broken, no remedy could truly fix them. At best, they could be gilded and embellished to maintain appearances.

Because of her illness, Yan Xun had delayed the army’s departure for a full two days. During these two days, he stayed by her sickbed day and night, feeding her, bringing her water, and even personally brewing medicine, attentive to the point of making those around them fearful. However, when Chu Qiao proposed to accompany the army, he still decisively refused. His reasons were so compelling that they were almost irrefutable. But no matter how much those words seemed to be for her good, how reasonable they seemed, Chu Qiao’s mind kept replaying Yan Xun’s words from that day: “If they violate military law again in the future, I won’t be lenient anymore.”

This was a warning, but how could one be certain it wasn’t also a signal? Chu Qiao felt guilty for thinking this way. Since when had she become so wary of him? Except for that day, Yan Xun was still as good to her as ever, so good that Chu Qiao almost believed that day had been just a dream. Yet when the army departed, she was fully armored, blocking the city gate, kneeling on one knee and pleading to join the military campaign, and Yan Xun became angry.

This was the first time he had ever been angry with her. He didn’t rage or shout, but looked at her for a long time, as if seeing many things through her thin shoulders. Finally, he simply asked, “Achu, what are you worried about?” Then, before she could answer, he rode past her without even looking back.

The soldiers surrounded her, demanding she return to the mansion immediately. She quietly watched Yan Xun’s departing figure, suddenly feeling a sense of desolation in her heart. He understood everything, knew everything; his mind was so complex. He asked her, what are you worried about? But Yan Xun, what about you? What are you worried about?

She eventually followed. As he had said, she was worried. Yes, she was worried about him. She feared he would kill all the Southwestern Garrison commanders. On the battlefield, there were too many ways to silently and tracelessly eliminate a unit. The Southwestern Garrison officers and soldiers had risked everything to follow her; she couldn’t let them die in such an unclear manner.

Perhaps she was being suspicious, but Yan Xun, since you know what I fear, why don’t you make me a promise? Or is it that you simply don’t dare, and what I fear is already part of your plans?

The charcoal on the ground burned quietly. This was high-quality white charcoal, emitting only a faint, nearly invisible smoke. Chu Qiao stared fixedly at it, her eyes gradually becoming dry and painful. Her illness had not fully healed, and she had traveled all day in the cold wind, fatigue washing over her like a tide. Wearing a white single layer of clothing, she curled up on the bed, blew out the candle, and quietly fell asleep.

Outside, the moon shone brightly, illuminating the snow-covered ground in a white glow. Inside the tent, however, it was pitch black. The wind howled; on the flat ground without a single tree, only the cry of night hawks could be heard, cutting sharply through the quiet night sky.

After some unknown time, in the pitch darkness, a cold sensation suddenly touched her feet. Chu Qiao, with her eyes closed, frowned slightly, and then as if electrified, she suddenly sat up and coldly demanded, “Who’s there?”

In the darkness, a tall figure sat at the foot of the bed. The man wore soft cloth clothing, and in the faint light, one could vaguely see the contours of his eyebrows and eyes. He sat there, his palm gently holding her frostbitten foot, with a bowl placed on the edge of the bed, emitting a strong medicinal fragrance.

“Awake?”

Yan Xun said quietly, then stood up to light the candle. The warm yellow firelight illuminated his face, revealing a calm and serene aura. He sat back down, extended his slender fingers, dipped them in the medicine, and carefully applied it to her chilblains. His fingertips were gentle, like a soft breeze, lightly brushing across her fingertips and the back of her foot. Yan Xun didn’t look up, his eyes like a cold pond, undisturbed as he said, “Your feet need to be treated with medicine every day. In the military camp, unlike at home where you have maids to attend to you, things are complicated here. Don’t forget to take care of yourself when you get busy.”

The medicine was cool and felt very comfortable on her skin. Chu Qiao’s feet were small and lovely, revealing a section of snow-white calf above. Yan Xun applied the medicine with one hand while holding her ankle with the other, his voice like water, gently washing away the awkwardness and unspoken words between them.

“Hmm, I understand.” Chu Qiao nodded, lightly biting her lip, not knowing what else to say. She recalled those years in the palace when, every winter, her feet would get frostbite, red and swollen, festering and oozing. In the worst times, she couldn’t even stand. In those early days, they had no medicine for wounds, so Yan Xun would rub alcohol on them, and when he saw she was in great pain, he would joke about getting her drunk so she wouldn’t feel the pain. Back then, Yan Xun’s eyes would curve, as if stars had shattered within them, sparkling brightly. Even now, every night, she could still dream of how he looked then, so clearly that she had almost forgotten what he looked like now.

“Rest well.” After applying the medicine, Yan Xun stood up, holding the bowl, and said, “I’ll leave now.”

“Yan Xun…”

Just as Yan Xun turned, he found the hem of his clothing held by a delicate white hand. That hand was so thin, with slender fingers, white as if transparent. Hearing her voice, his heart suddenly softened. He turned back, looked into Chu Qiao’s eyes, and quietly asked, “What is it?”

“Are you angry with me?”

Yan Xun looked at her and calmly asked in return, “Should I be angry?”

Chu Qiao was slightly breathless; the tent was stuffy. She bit her lip and then said, “I don’t know.”

The atmosphere suddenly turned cold. Neither of them spoke, and an awkward feeling flowed through the air. Yan Xun stood tall, his hair jet black, his eyes like black jasper, quietly gazing at her. Chu Qiao’s face was pale; she finally slowly raised her head, looked into Yan Xun’s eyes, tugged at his sleeve, and said softly, “Will you let me follow you? Please?”

Yan Xun stood silently for a long time. He looked at Chu Qiao’s face without speaking, many emotions flashing through his mind, making it impossible for him to grasp his truest self. The Yan Bei regime had risen too quickly, and now it was like sailing against the current—every step required careful caution. He frowned, silently considering his plans and strategies, filtering and selecting one by one. Finally, he spoke, “Achu, do you know what Yan Bei’s greatest hidden danger is right now?”

Chu Qiao looked up but didn’t answer because she knew that at this moment, she wasn’t expected to reply. Sure enough, Yan Xun answered his question, “Warlords dividing territory, each acting independently, Da Tong’s power deeply entrenched, military orders unstable, everyone having their commander to whom they are loyal—these are Yan Bei’s fatal flaws.”

Yan Xun reached out his hand, tucking Chu Qiao’s hair behind her ear, and said, “These all need reorganization and purging. Although bloody, it’s a necessary path for a regime to establish itself. There’s no right or wrong; it’s the circumstances forcing me to take this route. I don’t want you to be involved in it. Do you understand?”

Chu Qiao nodded, “I understand, Yan Xun. I don’t command troops; I just want to be by your side.”

Hearing Chu Qiao’s words, Yan Xun was visibly surprised. He had thought Chu Qiao followed to lead the Southwestern Garrison, and he couldn’t quite discern her intentions. Yet a warm ripple rose slowly in his heart. He nodded and said gently, “That’s good.”

Yan Xun let go of her hand and prepared to leave, putting on his blue cotton cloak. His body seemed somewhat thin. Chu Qiao watched him, suddenly feeling a bitter ache in her heart. She bit her lip and said, “Yan Xun, do you trust me?”

Yan Xun’s footsteps stopped, but he didn’t turn around. His voice, like gentle ocean waves on fine sand, softly rose.

“Achu, I have never doubted you. I only hope to protect you from trouble before chaos arrives, nothing more.”

The tent curtain swayed slightly, and his shadow flashed and disappeared. Chu Qiao sat on the bed, suddenly losing all drowsiness.

As the night watch sounded, everything was quiet and peaceful. She recalled words from many years ago when they promised each other: no secrets, always honest, never letting misunderstandings and barriers stand between them. Unfortunately, this could only remain a dream. In this world, there are many things one cannot tell others, especially those who love you.

She should trust him, Chu Qiao silently bit her lip. If she couldn’t trust him, whom could she trust?

She tried to convince herself, then lay down. Before closing her eyes, she vaguely saw again that day in the square—a row of severed heads, blood splashing, a scene of complete chaos.

After traveling for seven consecutive days, they finally reached the Blood Mallow River in Yao Province. The main camp was built against a mountain, with two hundred thousand troops stationed there. Looking from afar, it was a vast expanse of armored color.

Chu Qiao’s abandonment of the command of the Southwestern Garrison was not without reason. After the North Shuo battle, Chu Qiao’s reputation in Yan Bei nearly rivaled Yan Xun’s. The army also had much praise for her, and with her years of following Yan Xun, she had implicitly become the second-in-command in Yan Bei. The Southwestern Garrison, as the rebel army that directly led to Yan Shi City’s defeat years ago, evoked extremely complex emotions among the Yan Bei people—both years of resentment and gratitude for their defense of Yan Bei—and these emotions could easily be exploited by others.

The Southwestern Garrison’s loyalty to Chu Qiao was known throughout the world. If she continued to lead this unit, Yan Xun would lose command of the Southwestern Garrison, and this force would become her de facto personal army—something no emperor could tolerate. Therefore, she had to relinquish military power and stand by Yan Xun’s side. This way, if anything happened, she would have a neutral position, which would be beneficial for both the Southwestern Garrison and herself.

Her thinking was very sound, but when she saw the new commander of the Southwestern Garrison, she was stunned. Her brows furrowed tighter, her gaze is sharp as a knife. The young general in a blue uniform smiled politely at her and quietly said, “Lord Chu, it’s been a long time.”

“General Cheng.” Chu Qiao’s gaze was icy as she sneered, slowly saying, “Since our parting at North Shuo, General Xue Zhiyuan died tragically, and General Cheng followed General Xia An away. I thought I’d never have the chance to see your golden face again in this lifetime, but to meet you here today is truly a delightful surprise.”

Cheng Yuan smiled slightly and calmly said, “Life is full of unexpected encounters; the lady and I must be fated to meet.”

Chu Qiao snorted coldly, turned, and walked toward Yan Xun’s tent, saying coldly as she went, “He Xiao, watch the troops. Before I return, no one is allowed to interfere with the Southwestern Garrison!”

“Yes!” He Xiao responded loudly.

The cold wind blew on Chu Qiao’s face, her angry cheeks flushed red.

General Xue, I can finally avenge you!

Chapter 146: Where Is My Beloved
Yan Xun had that dream again. Sweat trickled down from his forehead, his dark eyes as still as deep pools. Outside, the sunlight was brilliant as he leaned over his desk. The inner lining of his robe was already soaked through. He reached out with his slender hand to pick up a teacup, his nails neatly trimmed, his fingertips calloused from years of martial training. He gripped the white porcelain walls of the cup firmly, but his wrist trembled slightly.

After many years, memories were like a rain-soaked lake in early spring, with distant scenes reflected indistinctly on the surface. He had always thought that years of forbearance in the capital had finally taught him momentary forgetfulness, allowing him to cherish what he had in hand. However, it only took a single dream to wash away days of effort. The memories and images he had deeply suppressed came crashing back fiercely, carrying sharp, cutting blades that carved into his flesh and bone, unwilling to stop until they drew blood.

In his dream, blood flowed freely. The eyes of his parents and relatives were open wide and cold, with crimson liquid flowing from their eye sockets like fine wine.

All these years, he thought he had controlled himself well. But from the moment he set foot on Yan Bei’s soil, many emotions that had lain dormant for years awakened violently, like hibernating venomous snakes startled awake—even with eyes closed, they instinctively knew where to strike. At this moment, he finally understood that Yan Bei was not his salvation, but his spiritual opium—inescapable, pulling him deeper.

He stared ahead with unfocused eyes, his breathing gradually steadying, yet intense hatred rose from within his heart. A bloodthirsty desire surged in his mind; he desperately wanted to grip a blade, to swing it, to enjoy the sensation of steel cutting through flesh and bone.

Just then, a commotion erupted outside the door. A woman’s angry voice sounded particularly sharp and fierce. His thoughts suddenly cooled and calmed. Without having to guess, he knew who had arrived. He called out, and immediately, the guards let her in.

Chu Qiao still wore that snow-white fur coat. During this time, she seemed to have grown taller. Standing there gracefully, she was already a young woman. Yan Xun concealed his earlier expression and said gently: “The guards are newly changed and don’t recognize you yet.”

“Why is Cheng Yuan in the military?”

Chu Qiao went straight to the point, completely disregarding the awkwardness of being blocked by the guards outside. Seeing her all-business demeanor, Yan Xun also sat up straight and said seriously: “He’s done a meritorious deed by killing the fleeing North Shuo former city defense general Xia An and bringing back the North Shuo garrison. He deserves to be rewarded.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes were bright and sharp as she stared at Yan Xun, seemingly trying to find a flaw or loophole in his expression. However, the man sat calmly above, without the slightest ripple—like a deep yet placid lake surface. Throw a stone in, and beyond the “plunk” sound, nothing could be seen.

“I want to kill him.”

Chu Qiao said slowly, her voice calm, but her eyes flashed with a fierce killing intent.

Yan Xun’s eyes lifted slightly at the corners as he quietly assessed Chu Qiao, but said nothing. The air grew increasingly oppressive. Outside, one could faintly hear the north wind carrying snow past the corners of the tent, whirling in circles.

“I’ve told you what I came to say. I’m leaving,” Chu Qiao said in a deep voice, turning to go.

“Wait.”

Yan Xun narrowed his eyes slightly, looking at her with some displeasure, his brows tightly knit as he slowly said: “Cheng Yuan is now a general of the Southwestern Garrison. If anything happens to him, the commander of the Southwestern Garrison would first be held responsible for failing to protect his officer.”

Chu Qiao turned back, slightly raising her eyebrows: “Are you threatening me?”

“I just don’t want you to make a mistake.”

“He killed Xue Zhiyuan, killed the Southwestern Garrison officials and soldiers, and nearly killed me. If not for him, the Yan Bei battle would not have suffered such great losses. This man is vicious and ruthless, a sycophant who fears death—a complete villain. Yet you still want to protect him?”

Yan Xun looked at the agitated Chu Qiao, his expression undisturbed as he said calmly: “Yan Bei has too many people who aren’t afraid of death or sycophantic. I don’t think these are qualities worth praising.”

Chu Qiao said angrily: “So being disloyal and cowardly is praiseworthy?”

“A person who has desires and fears is easier to control. Ah Chu, I hope you calm down and think this through.”

Chu Qiao looked deeply at Yan Xun, her mind recalling once more those soldiers who died tragically below North Shuo City and Xue Zhiyuan’s final cry before death. She suddenly felt her blood burning, her gaze sharp as a knife as she asked gravely: “If I insist on killing him, what will you do to me?”

“You know that no matter what you do, I would never do anything to you.” Yan Xun looked at her and said calmly: “If this happens, naturally others will pay the price.”

The light outside suddenly seemed so piercing, making Chu Qiao’s eyes ache. She stood in the tent, where the fire crackled in the brazier, the room warm—yet she felt her blood cooling inch by inch, nearly frozen solid. Her gaze drifted slightly, seemingly looking at Yan Xun, yet looking through him to somewhere far away. His features had already been touched by frost, his gaze no longer clear. He was no longer the handsome youth with sword-like eyebrows and star-bright eyes by Red Water Lake, nor the destitute prince who depended on her for survival in the Golden Palace. Time had carved a huge chasm between them; she couldn’t cross it, and he no longer tried to come to her. Yet counting carefully, less than a year had passed. What power truly was, she finally understood today.

“I understand,” Chu Qiao nodded faintly, slightly cupping her hands: “This subordinate takes her leave.”

“Ah Chu,” seeing her so desolate, Yan Xun felt a twinge of regret, his heart as if scratched by a small beast’s sharp claws, the pain hissing: “Don’t be like this.”

Chu Qiao kept her head lowered, replying impassively: “Though this subordinate is foolish, she lacks the virtues of betrayal, fear of death, and disloyalty. Your Highness should seek out such talented people; Yan Bei’s hope for revival rests on their shoulders. This subordinate has matters to attend to, farewell.”

With that, she didn’t wait to see Yan Xun’s expression but turned and left the tent.

The fur curtain moved slightly. Outside, the wind suddenly grew stronger. Yan Xun sat behind his desk, looking somewhat absently at the doorway as if expecting something.

This was the first time Chu Qiao had gotten angry with him. For all these years, no matter what he did, or what mistakes he made, she had remained silent, forgiving all his actions. Even when he nearly abandoned all the people of Yan Bei recently, she didn’t show much anger.

Southwest Garrison, Southwest Garrison—Yan Xun silently repeated the name twice, and many unbearable memories once again surged in his mind.

“This name is too irritating.”

The young king of Yan Bei slowly frowned, his fingers unconsciously tapping lightly on the table as he fell into momentary contemplation.

Yan Bei was a place where the wind blew year-round. Even though they had now left Yan Bei’s territory, the weather had not warmed at all. Just outside the tent, not far away, a young man in a dark blue coat stood quietly. He had a straight posture but deliberately stooped slightly, appearing humble and respectful, yet remarkably without seeming despicable or dirty. He had a certain dignity and depth that most people lacked and was very patient. Seeing Chu Qiao approach, he slowly raised his head, narrowed his eyes, and smiled slightly at her, saying softly: “General Chu has worked hard.”

Chu Qiao didn’t even look at him and walked straight to her tent, but heard him say lightly: “It seems that the general’s visit wasn’t successful.”

Chu Qiao slowly stopped, frowned, and turned back, saying in a deep voice: “Cheng Yuan, do you think I dare not kill you?”

“Why would the general say such a thing? You have followed His Highness in the capital for eight years, winning battle after battle with unmatched achievements. Taking the head of the Third Prince of Da Xia among thousands of horses was as easy as reaching into a bag. What am I compared to the general? How could I contend with you?”

But Chu Qiao didn’t speak. She coldly looked at this handsome man, feeling waves of nausea in her stomach, almost wanting to vomit.

Cheng Yuan looked at her with a smile and continued: “But a tree that stands out in the forest will be broken by the wind. Don’t you think you’re currently too conspicuous, general? After all, the king of Yan Bei is still His Highness.”

Chu Qiao gave a cold laugh, casting a contemptuous glance at the man, and said lightly: “General Cheng, you’re not qualified to drive a wedge between me and Yan Xun. I call you general today out of respect for his decision, but that doesn’t mean you can act arrogantly before me. You’d better pray my mood improves soon, otherwise I can’t guarantee I won’t sneak into your tent one night and give you a quick death. Even if you die, do you think he would break ties with me over you? You’re too naive and presumptuous.”

Cheng Yuan’s narrow eyes narrowed further as he quietly looked at Chu Qiao without speaking. Chu Qiao turned away, not even glancing at him, and disappeared directly into the vast snow and wind.

When Cheng Yuan entered Yan Xun’s tent, Yan Xun was still sitting at his desk, lost in thought, looking at the map hanging on the wall, his gaze distant and hollow, thinking of who knows what. Cheng Yuan was tactful enough not to speak but stood quietly on the side with his hands folded in front. After a while, a deep voice came from behind the desk. Yan Xun didn’t turn around but slowly said: “Stay away from her.”

Cheng Yuan quickly nodded and agreed: “This subordinate will certainly follow Your Highness’s instructions.”

“If you anger her, I cannot help you.”

“Yes.”

The dinner horn sounded, and large groups of soldiers walked on the thick snow, their footsteps making rustling sounds. Feng Zhi called from outside several times, asking Yan Xun when he would eat, but Yan Xun seemed not to hear, just quietly looking at the map, his gaze sweeping deeply over the vast territory of Da Xia, like a sharp eagle.

When Cheng Yuan returned to his own tent, his expression immediately darkened. He threw his cloak on the ground, his eyebrows almost knotted together. Jiang Teng was his personal guard who had followed him for several years and was very loyal. Seeing this, he stepped forward and asked: “General, what happened?”

“She must be eliminated.”

These words were almost spat from between his teeth. He didn’t say who, but Jiang Teng’s face changed immediately. He quickly said: “General, you must reconsider. Not to mention her own formidable strength, even if you succeed by luck, His Highness will not let it go.”

“I know,” Cheng Yuan’s gaze was vicious as he slowly said: “But if this calamity remains, once she reconciles with His Highness, I will eventually die by her hand.”

“But His Highness…”

“Don’t worry, I won’t take her life for now.”

Cheng Yuan slowly sat in his chair, playing with a translucent white jade tablet. The tablet was of a common style and not carved from superior jade, but it had Chu Qiao’s name engraved on it—it was the kind of longevity jade tablet.

“I’ll first clip her wings. I believe His Highness would be pleased to see that too.”

With a crisp sound, the jade tablet in Cheng Yuan’s hand suddenly shattered. He released his hand without changing expression, and the tablet, broken into small pieces, fell to the ground with a pitter-patter sound, crisp like a zither.

Blood Kuei River was a tributary of Red Water, located upstream of Yanming Pass, facing the majestic pass across the river. Now with heavy snow sealing the river, the surface had long frozen solid. From Yan Xun’s camp, galloping to the fortress across the river took less than the time to drink a cup of tea. But neither Yan Xun nor Zhao Che was as rash as during the first northern expedition. After being here for five days, apart from small scout forces from both sides, no major battle had been launched. They seemed to be carefully probing each other’s strengths, seeking an appropriate opportunity. The snow grew heavier, howling all day. Scout soldiers shuttled across the white river surface, occasionally bringing back bits of information about the enemy. The staff department worked through the night, analyzing every piece of useful intelligence. Chu Qiao had been exhausted for days and was visibly thinner, but her military knowledge once again made the commanders of Yan Bei’s First Army, Second Army, and Black Hawk Army marvel. Within three days, she had become the chief commander of the staff department.

That afternoon, Wan Wan and Xiao He arrived with another batch of provisions, marked as sent from Huai Song. The supplies were abundant and included much-needed cabbage and preserved meat. Yan Xun was very pleased and immediately ordered A Jing to escort a batch of newly mined gold from the rear to Huai Song.

With the battle imminent, A Jing naturally didn’t want to leave. Such a task could be handed to any ordinary commander. However, Yan Xun very solemnly said he couldn’t trust anyone else, so A Jing had to depart with deep concern.

Before leaving, he came to see Chu Qiao. Along the way, all he saw were young, unfamiliar commanders; most of the familiar faces were gone—either recruiting troops in the rear or leading people to rebuild homes and develop farming and herding. A Jing felt somewhat dismayed. Chu Qiao didn’t meet him; the doorkeeper Ping An told A Jing she had gone to the scout camp to analyze intelligence and wasn’t sure when she would return.

A Jing expressed his regret and left dejectedly.

Seeing him leave, Ping An entered the room and curiously asked Chu Qiao why she didn’t meet with General A Jing. Chu Qiao was silent for a long time before finally saying slowly: “It’s for his own good.”

The day after A Jing left, a battle occurred on Xiong Xi Slope, eighty miles away. The scale of the fighting wasn’t large, and it was truly a pointless conflict. Two hundred scout soldiers encountered one hundred Da Xia provision troops. Both sides suddenly met, neither expecting to see the other. After staring at each other in the darkness for a long time, they finally had to draw weapons and clash.

Logically, scout soldiers should have the highest quality in the entire army. They must be both intelligence-gathering experts and elite cavalry, possessing excellent horseback riding and swordsmanship skills, and mastering long-range archery. Meanwhile, troops escorting provisions were mostly the weak, sick, and disabled of the army. When two hundred scout soldiers met one hundred provision troops, victory should have been without question.

However, this troop of Yan Bei scout soldiers returned in tragic defeat, with only ten or twenty surviving. Chu Qiao was almost shocked when she saw them, and her description made her even more terrified. She quickly ran back to the staff department, grabbed an operations staff officer, and asked: “Who is Da Xia’s logistics coordinator this time?”

That official had no way of knowing such confidential information. His aged beard was already white, and he looked at Chu Qiao speechlessly.

Chu Qiao angrily said: “Speak!”

“It’s an old acquaintance of ours, the Zhuge family’s fourth son, Zhuge Yue.”

A deep voice sounded behind her. Chu Qiao immediately turned around to see Yan Xun standing at the door, his hood covered with layers of snow, his expression calm, but his eyes revealed a hint of coldness.

His sharp gaze fixed on Chu Qiao as if trying to find the slightest trace of disturbance on her face, but he failed. Chu Qiao was still the same, her brows furrowed as she looked at him, as if asking: Why are you here?

They had been having a cold war these past few days.

“Tell me, how long do you plan to continue this cold war with me?”

Yan Xun sighed, stepped forward, and took Chu Qiao’s hand. Chu Qiao struggled forcefully but couldn’t break free. Her brows knitted tightly, and she tried to pull away with a scissor-hand technique, but Yan Xun’s hand deftly followed her movement, still holding her tightly.

“Ah Chu, don’t be angry anymore.”

Chu Qiao said coldly: “How dare this subordinate be angry with Your Highness?”

Yan Xun’s face darkened as he rebuked: “Stop this.”

Chu Qiao immediately raised her eyebrows: “Yan Xun, do you think I’m throwing a childish tantrum with you?”

Yan Xun’s expression became unpleasant. He had lowered himself to come apologize, yet received such indifferent words from her. Losing face, he said angrily: “Ah Chu, have I been too indulgent with you before? You’re not usually like this.”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao only wanted to laugh. Indulgence? From childhood to adulthood, from her previous life to this one, she never imagined she would be associated with this word. She gave a cold laugh, not knowing whether she was mocking Yan Xun or herself. I’m not usually like this, but were you always like this before? Who changed?

“With battle imminent, it’s a critical time for Yan Bei to use talent. The top priority now is how to deal with Da Xia’s army, not dwelling on your grudges. Think about it yourself.”

With that, Yan Xun swung his cloak and walked out of the tent. Chu Qiao stood there, her eyes growing colder. The anger of these past few days had all turned into ice water, no longer boiling, like dead water.

Is it a critical time to use talent? Then why have the old generals of the First Army been replaced? Why have the officers trained by Master Wu for many years been sent back to Yan Bei’s homeland to herd sheep with the nomads? Why has Lady Yu been sidelined? Why has A Jing been sent far away, while I have to face these inconsequential military intelligence analyses day after day, yet didn’t even know that Zhuge Yue is Da Xia’s logistics coordinator?

The Yan Bei army has finally become unified, but Yan Xun, why do you no longer trust even me?

Chu Qiao felt an indescribable heartache. The sadness of being pushed outside made her very dejected. She sat in the chair, waves of coldness washing over her.

Had Zhuge Yue come with the army too? That was truly not good news. His military knowledge was no less than Zhao Che’s, and he was Master Wolong’s direct disciple, from the same lineage as Master Wu and Lady Yu. With the powerful financial backing of the Zhuge clan behind him—not just the Zhuge family, but the entire Da Xia aristocracy’s attitude toward this matter. Would his arrival, as Liang Shudai had said, be a harbinger of the aristocracy’s intervention in the war?

But this was good in a way; at least it meant he was no longer ostracized by his family. Although they were at war, news from Zhenbang City still reached her ears, especially since this wasn’t particularly confidential. Zhuge Yue had fallen from grace in his family. Because of the Bian Tang incident, he was jointly suppressed by the royal family and the Council of Elders, stripped of his military rank and official position, left idle and under house arrest in the imperial city, strictly forbidden from leaving even half a step. Zhuge Mu Qing had further confined him within the Zhuge mansion. For a time, he became the laughingstock and gossip of Da Xia’s entire upper society.

Chu Qiao had tried her best not to think about these things. Self-blame and guilt were completely useless, and she couldn’t offer him any compensation or repayment. She had always been such a person—firmly choosing her path, even if it was full of thorns, even if the rain poured down, she would never waver or show weakness. But occasionally, when she woke from midnight dreams, she would see those stubborn eyes hear that passionate, hoarse voice:

“Don’t you feel it? I need you too.”

Hopefully, he was just handling logistics. Hopefully, they wouldn’t meet. Hopefully, hopefully.

Chu Qiao was already very, very tired. She had no interest in looking at those intelligence reports that seemed like waste paper. She dragged her exhausted body back toward her tent, just wanting to fall into bed and sleep deeply. However, when she reached the western camp, the voices of two guards suddenly drifted into her ears.

“I think His Highness just wants them dead. Back then, Lieutenant General Liu of the First Army merely said an extra sentence at a meeting, and later he mysteriously disappeared on the battlefield. His area was an internal war zone with no enemies passing through. We guess he was probably silenced.”

“That’s right. Moreover, they caused such a commotion. If not for Commander Chu from the staff department protecting them, they probably would have met King Yama long ago.”

An old soldier sighed: “His Highness’s temperament is quite different from the old king’s. Looking back, things were more comfortable when Master Wu was in charge. Even Commander Chu was more lenient.”

“Yes,” someone agreed. “She looks so delicate, speaks pleasantly, is fair and capable. No wonder those people support her so much.”

Chu Qiao’s brows furrowed as she lightly coughed and slowly walked out. Those soldiers were on the night watch, and hearing a voice, they were immediately frightened out of their wits. They hurriedly stood up, looking at her in panic.

“Speaking ill of His Highness behind his back is a capital offense.”

“Commander, Commander, we know our mistake. Please be merciful and spare our lives.”

Several men fell to their knees with a thud, begging for mercy. Chu Qiao looked at them and said slowly: “There can only be one supreme commander in the army and only one leader in Yan Bei. His Highness is the son of the old King of Yan Bei and our master. You should understand who commands your loyalty. This is an army, not a charity house. Mistakes must be punished, and people die on the battlefield. None of this is surprising. If I ever hear you criticizing His Highness behind his back again, none of you will escape military punishment!”

The men knelt on the ground, hurriedly answering: “Yes, yes, we’ll obey.”

“After tonight, remember to go to the military law department. Each of you will receive thirty strokes to help you remember. Tell them I sent you.”

“Yes, yes.”

Chu Qiao turned away expressionlessly, but instead of heading to her tent, she quickly went toward the Southwestern Garrison’s camp.

What had happened? Why would those people talk like that? What mission had Cheng Yuan assigned them?

Everything would be clear once she arrived.

“Commander?” The young soldier who saw Chu Qiao immediately brightened, happily running forward to say: “How do you have time to visit us, Commander?”

“Where is He Xiao? Tell him to come see me,” Chu Qiao said urgently.

The man was startled and said: “Commander He has taken the brothers out of camp.”

“Out of camp? Where did they go?”

“The scout camp has been under pressure lately. We’ve been seconded to join the scout camp.”

Chu Qiao’s brows knitted tightly as she asked in a deep voice: “Whose orders?”

The soldier’s expression instantly became somewhat contemptuous as he snorted coldly: “Who else but that General Cheng who’s so eager to achieve merit?”

“Where did they go tonight?”

“I heard they went to Xiong Xi Slope.”

As expected!

Chu Qiao’s gaze instantly became as sharp as a sword. Cheng Yuan, if you dare act recklessly, I guarantee you won’t see tomorrow’s sun.

Taking a horse from the Southwestern Garrison’s camp, Chu Qiao leaped onto it and said in a deep voice: “Bring the remaining brothers and follow me.”

The cold wind whistled like sharp knives. Hooves trod on snow, shuttling through the night.

Not long after, at Xiong Xi Slope, eighty miles away, chaos and clamor had already erupted.

“Camp raid!”

The guards rushed between the horse formations, holding high torches and shouting: “Alert! Full alert!”

“Who? Who’s coming?” He Xiao’s eyes were bloodshot. Though called a camp, it was just a formation of a thousand men. They had just received orders to rest here. How had enemies discovered their whereabouts so quickly?

“Unknown, General,” the guard shouted. “The enemy is coming from our northwest. Friend or foe is unclear. What should we do?”

This question held deep meaning. Northwest? It was impossible to determine whether the approaching force was Da Xia’s army or Yan Bei’s local troops. Given the Southwestern Garrison’s current awkward position, both were possible, with the latter perhaps more likely—a perfect irony. He Xiao frowned and slowly said in a deep voice: “Contract all forces. Don’t engage the enemy for now. We need to see their identity.”

“Sir, Lieutenant Gu has already led the vanguard to charge!”

He Xiao rushed to the high slope and saw flames everywhere, with battle cries and alarms filling the area. The vanguard soldiers were fighting individually. If not for the Southwestern Garrison’s experience through numerous hardships and superior combat capabilities, they might have already been penetrated by the enemy.

There’s still a chance, still a chance, He Xiao thought carefully, frowning, and asked: “Where are General Cheng’s troops?”

“They left an hour ago.”

“Damn it!” He Xiao cursed angrily. “Get me a horse, quickly!”

However, at that moment, an arrow suddenly broke through the air. The arrow came with a tremendous force, like a ferocious beast with eyes, whistling straight toward He Xiao’s face!

No way to dodge, no way to retreat—it was too fast. The intense killing intent surged like a flood, raging and sweeping through. Silver light flashed, and all the torches in the field seemed to dim at once, leaving only the dazzling light and brilliance of that single arrow. The night echoed with tumultuous noise, like a hideous blood feast.

He Xiao’s pupils dilated, his gaze fierce. He felt the skin on his forehead stinging as if pierced. Though he was an archery master with a strength rarely matched in the world, facing this arrow, he felt like a seven or eight-year-old child, without any power to resist. It was like a strong farmer facing a skilled swordsman—no matter how clumsily he swung his fists, they would only hit the air, while the opponent could kill him with just one exquisite sword flourish, leaving him dead in the fields his ancestors had cultivated for generations.

It was too fast. Before his body could make any movement, the arrow was already at close range. He could hear his subordinates’ exclamations and see the widened eyes of those around him as they screamed, but he couldn’t speak. In the final moment before death, he wondered: Who could this be? Someone whose archery skills rival the Commanders? Dying at the hands of such a person wouldn’t be unjust.

“Ding!”

A sharp screech echoed across the field, followed by a silence like death, and then mountain-shaking cheers erupted simultaneously. Chu Qiao rode her horse forward, leaping onto the high slope, and standing in front of He Xiao with her bow drawn. At her horse’s feet were two arrows with their heads crossed, wood splinters scattered like two blooming flowers.

“Commander!”

All the Southwestern Garrison soldiers cheered in unison: “The Commander is here!”

Unexpectedly, the enemy also ceased their attack. Both sides tacitly withdrew their forces, then stood divided. Torches flickered, illuminating the scene.

Chu Qiao frowned. That arrow was too familiar. Her heart began to pound, her brows tightly knit, both worried and afraid, yet also feeling a hint of joy. If it was true, if it was true, then tonight, perhaps they could… emerge unscathed…

The crowd across slowly parted, and a white horse gradually emerged from behind the soldiers. The young man on the horse wore a purple sable coat, richly dressed, without any military appearance. His eyes were like cold springs, lazily gliding over Chu Qiao and her people one by one. His face bore the eternal arrogance and indifference. Finally, he spoke lightly: “Just a group of refugees. Withdraw.”

“Sir!” An officer stepped forward hurriedly and said: “How could these be refugees? Their combat power is strong. They must be an elite force from Yan Bei.”

Hearing this, the man slightly raised his eyebrow, lowered his chin, looked at him from the corner of his eye, and said in a deep voice: “You disagree with my judgment?”

The man was startled and quickly knelt on the ground: “This subordinate wouldn’t dare.”

“Then you think I’m consorting with the enemy and betraying the country? Or that my mind has a problem?”

Sweat gradually flowed down the officer’s forehead as he nervously said repeatedly: “This subordinate is confused. This subordinate wouldn’t dare.”

The man lifted his head, not even looking at him, and said lightly: “Since you wouldn’t dare, you should know what to do.”

“Yes, yes, this subordinate knows.” The man hurriedly stood up and said to the soldiers behind him: “Withdraw, withdraw. Rear army first, others follow in sequence.”

The purple-sabled man slowly turned his horse. Before leaving, his gaze lightly swept over Chu Qiao’s face. The young woman in her white fur coat looked thin, making her large eyes appear even more prominent. She held the reins watching him, saying nothing. The wind blew through her hair, like ink dropping into water, dancing in perfect arcs.

The enemy forces thus retreated before them—fully three thousand men—leaving behind just over a thousand fully armed “refugees.” The battle began strangely and ended horrifyingly. Only now did someone quietly ask: “They just left like that?”

Everyone was dumbfounded. After a long while, someone softly responded: “Didn’t you see the Commander arrive? They were frightened away.”

“He Xiao, reorganize the troops. I’ll be back soon.”

Seeing Chu Qiao heading in the direction the enemy had retreated, He Xiao was startled and quickly grabbed her horse’s reins, loudly saying: “Commander, you must not! If you fall into enemy hands, we couldn’t atone even with our deaths.”

“Don’t worry,” Chu Qiao smiled slightly. “Nothing will happen. That person…”

Her voice suddenly paused. What words could explain the relationship between them? Enemies? Adversaries? Or…

“Is my friend.”

Even without seeing it with her own eyes, Chu Qiao could guess the other’s identity. In the world, besides Yan Xun who grew up with her, who else could catch her arrow? The horse ran for less than the time it took to burn an incense stick when she saw two people standing under a large tree in the distance. One of them, seeing her approach, happily ran over, smiling: “Miss Xing’er has come. Young Master said you would come. I was worried.”

The moonlight was white and pure. On the vast snow plain, the large tree stood like a great umbrella. Though its branches and leaves were sparse, it was extraordinarily tall and straight. Zhuge Yue stood under the tree, quietly watching her without speaking. The white horse leisurely walked beside him and, seeing Chu Qiao, neighed happily as if seeing a familiar person.

Yue Qi chattered on, naturally holding her reins. Chu Qiao jumped down from her horse and smiled at Yue Qi: “I didn’t expect to meet you here. Have you been well?”

“Who is Miss asking about? Are you asking if I, Yue Qi, am well? I’m fine, eating and sleeping well. I even got married recently.”

Yue Qi said with a smile. Chu Qiao felt slightly embarrassed but still smiled and said: “Then congratulations to you.”

“Yue Qi, go tell Yu Chao to proceed slowly and not accidentally fall into a snow pit.”

Yue Qi turned his head and said to the man under the tree: “Young Master, Yu Chao is a commander from the Northwest. Rather than worrying about him, you should worry about me falling into a snow pit while delivering messages.”

Hearing this, Zhuge Yue raised his eyebrow, anger flashing in his eyes. Yue Qi quickly raised his hands and repeatedly said: “Alright, alright, I’ll go now. I’ll just consider it as an expression of Young Master’s concern for his subordinates.” With that, he mounted his horse, flicked the reins, and quickly disappeared into a cloud of dust.

It had only been a little over two months since they last met, but somehow Chu Qiao felt it had been a very, very long time. During this period, too many things had happened. After the war with Da Xia began, numerous issues emerged, especially the growing estrangement from Yan Xun. Zhuge Yue’s words had come true one by one. She struggled forward with great difficulty. Now seeing him again, thousands of thoughts surged in her mind, making it hard to sort out her feelings. Their relationship was too awkward, leaving her not knowing what to say. She could only stand there blankly, like a withered tree in a wilderness.

“You have internal problems, don’t you?”

Zhuge Yue suddenly spoke, addressing such private military matters. Chu Qiao was startled, looking at him strangely. What did he want to say? Surely he wasn’t trying to gather intelligence on the Yan Bei army?

“Your people lured me here.”

Zhuge Yue said slowly. “I guess someone wanted to use me to eliminate this troop, but I didn’t expect they were your men.”

Although she had already guessed, hearing these words, Chu Qiao still felt burning anger. She bit her lip, tightly clenched her fists, looking at the ground without speaking.

“Be careful. This time it was me; next time, it might be Zhao Che.”

Zhuge Yue said this, then took his horse and turned to leave. Chu Qiao was startled and quickly took two steps forward, calling out: “Zhuge Yue!”

Zhuge Yue turned back, tilting his head and frowning at her. Chu Qiao pondered for a long time before finally asking: “Will this cause trouble for you?”

Zhuge Yue smiled wryly: “As long as you don’t write to the Council of Elders, there probably won’t be any problem.”

Chu Qiao took a deep breath, her eyes as brilliant as stars, gazing steadily at him, and finally said in a deep voice: “Thank you.”

Zhuge Yue led his horse away, casually waving his hand, saying: “If you can’t deal with it yourself, go back and tell Yan Xun. With internal instability, your battle will be very difficult.”

The snow reflected the moonlight, shining brightly white. Zhuge Yue in his purple coat looked increasingly magnificent and handsome. His tall figure cast a long shadow on the ground as he stepped on the snowy plain, the horse’s hooves clanging, walking slowly.

Chu Qiao stood in place, watching his receding figure—farther and farther away, until finally, he disappeared below the snowy slope, no longer visible.

Her throat constricted with emotions, feeling thousands of words stuck in her neck, unable to express them. That complex emotion nearly overwhelmed her reason. She stood there, motionless for a long time, until the worried He Xiao brought soldiers to find her, and she slowly regained her senses.

“Commander, let’s go back.”

Chu Qiao nodded and said: “Tell the brothers, no one is to mention tonight’s events to anyone.”

He Xiao nodded: “Yes, Commander, please rest assured.”

After thinking for a moment, he tentatively asked: “So this time, we just let it go?”

Chu Qiao’s expression suddenly turned cold. She snorted and said in a deep voice: “Of course, we can’t just let it go.”

She mounted her horse deftly. The warhorse neighed loudly, breaking the night’s tranquility. The desolate wind blew fiercely, snow swirling, leaving traces of bleakness. Chu Qiao turned back, looking at the vast snowy plain, a pure white expanse like an endless sea. That big tree stood silently there, having lived alone for who knows how many years, with how many people passing beneath it, eyes lingering, traversing the vast expanse of time.

“Back to camp!”

Chapter 147: Take Care Of Yourself
The wind howled mournfully, snow rolled in waves, and the night was as dark as thick ink. The troops of the Southwestern Garrison stood before the camp gate. After the announcement from the front, the gate slowly opened, its black maw as menacing as a wild beast’s bloody jaws. He Xiao sat on horseback beside Chu Qiao, his battle blade hanging quietly at his waist, emitting a subtle cyan light that appeared particularly bright under the moonlight.

“My lady, shall we report to His Highness now?” He Xiao asked in a deep voice.

Chu Qiao quietly shook her head. The cold wind blew through the wisps of hair on her forehead like winding tendrils. She frowned slightly, her gaze profound as she looked at the brightly lit camp, and said in a deep voice, “No need. If things get complicated, there will inevitably be more twists and turns. It’s better to act first and report later.”

He Xiao hesitated, frowning as he said, “If we do that, won’t His Highness be angry?”

“I don’t know,” Chu Qiao said flatly. “Let’s do it first and then talk.”

With that, she spurred her horse forward. The guards saluted her in unison, but she seemed not to notice as she galloped into the camp. Behind her followed over a thousand soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison who had escaped death. The troops swept through the camp like a tornado, hoofbeats thundering like rolling muffled thunder. Snow danced in the air, spreading a fine mist beneath the horses’ hooves.

Many soldiers who had fallen into deep sleep were awakened, thinking enemies were attacking the camp. They hurriedly dressed, grabbed their weapons, and rushed out of their tents, only to be greeted by a head full of snow mist. Seeing the Southwestern Garrison troops charging fiercely toward the eastern camp, they immediately showed expressions of surprise. An old soldier in his forties, with his clothes not fully on and his belt half-tied, twitched his wrinkled face and frowned, saying, “Why are these fellows so angry? Something’s bound to happen. We should quickly inform His Highness.”

Meanwhile, Yan Xun’s tent had already lit up. Guards on duty rushed into the central command tent, their footsteps disturbing the man in his sleep.

“Now!”

Chu Qiao shouted coldly, and over twenty grappling hooks were immediately thrown out like arrows leaving their bowstrings, hooking onto the tent with a whoosh. The soldiers whipped their horses, which neighed loudly as they reared up and galloped in all directions. In the next second, the massive tent was torn to shreds. Cheng Yuan, with his clothes not fully on, still stood tall in the middle of the tent, sword in hand. Seeing Chu Qiao, he shouted angrily, “Commander Chu! What is the meaning of this?”

“General Cheng, you falsely transmitted military orders, colluded with the enemy and used others to do your killing. Such ruthless methods!” He Xiao shouted angrily, his hand gripping his sword making his bones crack.

Cheng Yuan frowned, pretending not to know as he asked, “What are you talking about? I don’t understand.”

As He Xiao was about to speak again, Chu Qiao extended her hand to stop him and said coldly, “No need to waste words with him.”

“Commander Chu, I think this is a misunderstanding. Perhaps we could—”

But before he could finish, Chu Qiao suddenly drew the long sword from her waist and shouted coldly, “Kill him!”

At these words, the Southwestern Garrison soldiers immediately swarmed forward. Cheng Yuan’s guards hurriedly came to meet them, their armor not yet donned, standing in the cold northern wind with pale faces and blue lips. They raised their sabers but could only stab at the warhorses. Before the blood could spurt out, their heads were already sliced off by a blade. Sharp screams shattered the silence of the entire army. Cheng Yuan shouted, “Reinforcements! Reinforcements! The Southwestern Garrison has rebelled again!”

The nearest guard squad was already rushing at full speed, their footsteps like raging floods, pounding heavily on everyone’s hearts.

The captain of the Third Guard Squad of the Second Army, Jiang Chong, brought his troops forward, about to charge into the battle, when he saw Chu Qiao standing tall amid the chaos, shouting, “Soldiers of the Second Army, do you wish to make me, Chu Qiao, your enemy?”

Jiang Chong was stunned. How could he not know who Chu Qiao was? After the Battle of Beishuo, Chu Qiao had become a household name, and he had proudly considered it a lifetime honor to have once fought alongside her. Now seeing her standing before the Southwestern Garrison, he was immediately stunned. He quickly organized his guard squad and shouted, “Commander Chu, what is happening here?”

“I am dealing with traitors. You all should not act rashly for now. Once this matter is settled, I will give everyone an explanation.”

On one side was the Southwestern Garrison, accused of betrayal, and on the other was Cheng Yuan, who had fled during the Battle of Beishuo. Both were sensitive topics in the army. Jiang Chong thought silently for a moment, then immediately ordered, “Seal off the battle area! If either side tries to escape or spread the fighting, kill without mercy!”

Seeing that Jiang Chong was no longer attempting to charge in, Chu Qiao immediately felt relieved. As the commotion grew, she raised her sword and said to He Xiao, “Let’s go. If we can’t resolve this within the time it takes to burn an incense stick, it will be harder to have such a good opportunity again.”

With that, the last guard squad of the Southwestern Garrison also rushed into the battle. In an instant, killing cries rose, hooves thundered, and people surged like waves. Cheng Yuan’s guards let out desperate screams, with nowhere to hide. Jiang Teng held his sword to protect Cheng Yuan, shouting, “Protect the general! Protect the general!”

As soon as he finished speaking, an arrow suddenly shot over, piercing through him and leaving a clear hole.

The guard squad of less than a hundred people fell to the ground in unison, trampled into bloody foam by horse hooves. The tremendous uproar and the sound of clashing weapons mingled together, deafening. The Southwestern Garrison surrounded Cheng Yuan and his men, arrows shooting in rows, and corpses falling in pools of blood. A dense array of metal was like a forest, neatly inserted into those corpses.

Shouting was no longer effective. Cheng Yuan’s eyes reddened. In his imagination, the Southwestern Garrison should have ceased to exist by now, and Chu Qiao, no matter how angry, was just a toothless tiger. A little over a hundred guards should have been more than enough to deal with this troublesome woman. But he hadn’t expected that not only was the Southwestern Garrison not dead, but they dared to directly attack his tent. This woman was truly too crazy. Was he going to die here today?

“His Highness orders all to cease immediately! Anyone who continues to fight will be dealt with according to military law!” The voice of the messenger rose from the periphery, and Cheng Yuan was immediately overjoyed. However, Chu Qiao seemed not to hear, thrusting her sword into a soldier’s chest, and jumping down from her horse. As she pulled out her treasured sword, blood immediately splattered, demonstrating her resolve to eliminate him.

The snow-white camp seemed like a giant meat grinder, with blood and mud mixed, a mess everywhere. The sounds of killing and chopping echoed in the black sky. The suppression and anger of recent days finally erupted. The Southwestern Garrison soldiers charged with swords, and in a moment, had cleared away all obstacles.

“His Highness orders all to cease immediately!” The messenger continued to shout.

Chu Qiao kicked Cheng Yuan to the ground. Blood wound its way down the ancient long sword, forming drops that fell onto the snow-white ground. At this moment, the faces of so many people flashed before her eyes one by one—Xue Zhiyuan’s handsome face, the young soldier who died to save her at the foot of Beishuo City, the soldiers who died in the Battle of Beishuo because the Northern Army fled, and Yan Xun’s eyes gradually filling with doubt…

She raised her long sword, not bothering with any high-sounding words. Her eyes suddenly turned cold, and she swung down fiercely at the man’s neck!

Cheng Yuan’s pupils instantly dilated, and his mouth opened wide in terror, but no sound came out. Under such a sword strike, he had no chance of escape, especially since he had been hit by several arrows and had already lost his fighting strength.

Just as the long sword was about to pierce his throat, an arrow suddenly broke through the air, so fast it almost struck sparks in midair. A sharp scream suddenly sounded, and Chu Qiao felt a burning numbness in her wrist. The sword deviated and stabbed firmly into the snow, only leaving a bright red gash on Cheng Yuan’s neck.

“Your Highness! Your Highness, save me!”

Chu Qiao’s eyes almost shot fire. She pulled out the sword and stabbed again, but before the blade could move, another arrow came. This time, it wasn’t aimed at the sword in her hand, but at He Xiao standing beside her. He Xiao blocked it with his blade, the great force pushing him back seven or eight steps continuously. Before he could steady himself, another arrow had already reached his face!

Chu Qiao swung her sword to deflect it but saw that the arrows before her eyes were tricky, with strange angles, coming in continuous waves. She held her sword in defense, her movements flowing and agile, like an elegant dance in the wind. In a trance, she seemed to return to many years ago, in the deep palace, where two children—one bending a bow, the other blocking—except that back then, the arrowheads were broken off, unlike today, where the arrowheads flashed, bone-chillingly cold, their cold light dazzling.

When everything returned to calm, Cheng Yuan had long since fled far away. Yan Xun, dressed in a black fur coat, sat high on horseback, one hand holding a golden crossbow, the other still gripping a sharp arrow. Behind him were the guards of the Black Hawk Army, each in cold armor, looking at this messy battlefield with icy gazes.

A strong wind blew through their midst, picking up snow from the ground and swirling it upward, making a whooshing sound.

“A-Chu, what are you doing?”

Yan Xun’s voice was very calm, so calm that one couldn’t tell what he was thinking. His expression was extremely cold as if standing before his eyes were not the childhood sweetheart who had lived with him for eight years. A drop of blood rolled down Chu Qiao’s cheek, sliding into her snow-white neck. She looked up at him, seeing Cheng Yuan standing respectfully by his side, distorting the facts with his outrageous words, while he did not rebuke or refute. She only felt her heart being covered inch by inch with snow, her lips moved, but she couldn’t speak a word.

She had always believed that there were no misunderstandings between them and no need for verbal embellishment. But now she suddenly realized that if she didn’t defend or explain herself, she would truly become a rebel with ulterior motives. This was truly an exquisite irony.

He Xiao stepped forward, explaining the ins and outs of the matter one by one, only concealing the fact that the Xia army had intentionally let them go, saying instead that they had discovered the situation early and fought their way out.

Yan Xun listened quietly all along, listening to He Xiao and Cheng Yuan attack each other, listening to the angry curses of the Southwestern Garrison soldiers, without saying a word. More and more soldiers gathered around, and the night wind grew stronger. The weather was so cold that Chu Qiao stood still, her hands and feet numb with cold. The sounds around her gradually faded away, and she seemed unable to hear them anymore. She could only see Yan Xun’s eyes, so black, so bright, but why were they covered with a layer of frost, no longer clear?

“A-Chu,” Yan Xun’s deep voice slowly rose, not particularly loud, but all the noisy sounds around immediately stopped. He looked deeply at Chu Qiao and asked in a calm tone, “Is it true?”

Chu Qiao looked at him quietly, and he looked at her too. Their gazes penetrated through the long years, tracing back to their past together. Everything else ceased to exist, leaving only his eyes. From the first glance at the Great Xia hunting grounds, the turbulent era had connected these two lives that should have had no intersection at all. Many times, Chu Qiao had wondered if she had crossed through thousands of years, traversed incalculable space, just to come for him. So, regardless of hardships and tribulations, regardless of adversity, they stood together, shoulder to shoulder, stumbling along the way, never betraying each other, firmly trusting each other.

She nodded deeply, her eyes still calm, but her heart gradually burning hot, like a gambler who had staked all his assets. Then she said, “It’s true.”

Everything around suddenly became so quiet, with only Yan Xun’s face remaining. He slowly narrowed his eyes, and his lips moved, saying something, but Chu Qiao seemed unable to hear. The sound was so loud, echoing in her ears. She heard it clearly, but those words seemed to have turned into meaningless symbols, making her unable to discern what they meant.

Yan Xun asked, “If that’s the case, why didn’t the Southwestern Garrison suffer major casualties? According to your account, the enemy mobilized over three thousand men received intelligence from General Cheng in advance, and prepared an encirclement. So why are your casualties so small?”

“Your Highness, I believe this might all be a misunderstanding. I offended Commander Chu in Beishuo before, was deceived by villains, and accidentally injured Commander Chu’s subordinates. General Xue was a good friend of Commander Chu’s, and I also bear responsibility for his death. Commander Chu would inevitably be biased against me.”

The young new generation of commanders from the First Army also raised their doubts: why did the Southwestern Garrison’s battle end so quickly? If the enemy had three thousand men and the advantage of surprise, they shouldn’t have failed to complete the encirclement and let them escape so easily.

The clamor grew louder, like a swarm of flies gathered around her ears. Chu Qiao found it hard to speak. Was she supposed to say that Zhuge Yue had let her go out of an old friendship? With so many people talking, if this were revealed, would Zhuge Yue be punished by Great Xia? Moreover, she had now lost the energy to argue. She looked at Yan Xun, her gaze finally dying inch by inch. Her voice was like misty clouds, as she laughed coldly and said with self-mockery, “You don’t believe me?”

Yan Xun said, “Give me a reasonable explanation.”

A reasonable explanation? Cheng Yuan’s troop mobilization order, the death of eight members of the Southwestern Garrison, and over twenty wounded—weren’t these reasonable explanations? Did they need to be annihilated to prove the truth of the matter? Chu Qiao laughed dryly, the enormous disappointment and bitterness in her heart cutting like sharp blades, one after another. She bit her lower lip, her heart almost bleeding, her smile bitter as she questioned, “Yan Xun, in all the years we’ve known each other, when have I ever done anything that wasn’t beneficial to you?”

Yan Xun frowned deeply, silent.

Chu Qiao continued to smile, the cold wind blowing on her face, her mouth corners seemingly stiffened. Her eyes were like a gradually cold pond, with clear shadows falling, finally transforming into decayed fallen plums. Her gaze swept over everyone, like the desolate cold wind of autumn. Doubt and suspicion had already arisen; everything had changed. Yan Xun had become the King of Yan, no longer the destitute prince of the past. Now, there were so many people standing by his side, and she was no longer the only one as before.

“Everything I’ve said, heaven can bear witness, the sun and moon can testify. If you don’t believe me, then kill me for the crime of rebellion.”

After saying this, she no longer looked at the expressions of those around her, but just wearily took steps forward, her body slightly staggering, almost falling. He Xiao and others rushed to support her but were pushed away by her. The girl’s figure was so thin and weak, her neck snow-white as if one could see the blood vessels inside. Night crows flew overhead, making sorrowful cries. She left everyone behind, walking quietly, as if forcing him to decide in this resolute manner—whether to call her back, to kill the traitor, or to simply catch up and hold her, telling her she was wrong, how could he not believe her?

But he did none of these. He just stood there quietly, surrounded by thousands of people, with the light of torches shining on his face, bright and dazzling. He looked at her, his gaze calm, not catching up, not speaking, not ordering executions. Time flowed quietly between them, snow falling profusely, the distance between them growing. Mountains and rivers rose from the ground, and in the blink of an eye, it seemed they had walked a journey of nearly ten years. From their first meeting to standing hand in hand, from leaning on each other to fighting side by side, yesterday’s words still lingered in her ears, but the once invaluable vows seemed so cheap when recalled today.

Yan Xun, we once shared fortunes and misfortunes, life and death. We were together, through the most difficult days of our lives. We promised to return to our homeland together, we promised to rebuild Yan Bei together, we promised to avenge our grievances together, we promised to trust each other, never to leave or abandon… But things ultimately couldn’t proceed smoothly according to our plans. You once said I was the last person in this world you believed in. I know you weren’t lying, but at that time, you didn’t know that after all you had experienced, you had already forgotten how to trust. Except for yourself, you no longer trusted anything you couldn’t control. This included the Datong Guild, the popular Master Wu, the brilliant and gorgeous Lady Yu, Ah Jing who had followed you for many years and knew too much of your past, the Southwestern Garrison that was only loyal to me, and of course, me—Chu Qiao, who had repeatedly established military merits but also had countless intricate connections with you.

Tears flowed from Chu Qiao’s eyes one after another. She undid her heavy fur coat, letting this valuable cloak fall to the ground. At this moment, the commander who had shocked Western Mongolia and frightened the entire Great Xia Dynasty disappeared. She was just a lost and bewildered girl, her face pale, thin, and gaunt, her eye sockets deep, her once vigorous arms hanging weakly at her sides, her once bright and spirited eyes now dim and lusterless. Intense sorrow like the sea flowed out, tears rolling down her pale and thin cheeks, dried by the cold wind, painfully cold.

Only at this moment did she suddenly realize that her love for Yan Xun had become so deeply ingrained. Years of accumulation had made these feelings as penetrating as if she had inhaled hemp into her lungs. Before, when he and Zhao Chun’er got engaged, she hadn’t noticed; when she was forced to go to Bian Tang and they were separated, she hadn’t noticed; in life-and-death moments, she hadn’t noticed; standing alone on the wall of Beishuo City, she also hadn’t noticed. Because at those times, no matter how far apart they were, their hearts were together. She knew he loved her, loved her so deeply, even if he was forced to stay by someone else’s side, even if they were separated by mountains and rivers, even if death was imminent and they would never meet again in this life or the next.

But now, he stood behind her, watching her staggering figure walk alone, and she suddenly realized that principles, beliefs, ethics, and justice—none of these hurt as much as his doubt!

Her love and loyalty, like mountains and seas, should not have changed even if splashed with blood and turned to ashes. As long as trust remained, even if one day he stood against the world’s justice, she could forgive him without hesitation. Even if he fell into a sea of blood and mountains of hatred, even if he descended into the deepest hell, even if he committed the most heinous crimes and was rejected by the world, she would not betray him.

So, when he abandoned the Southwestern Garrison in Zhenhuang City, she didn’t feel even a trace of anger. When he abandoned Yan Bei again, she completely forgave him in an instant. Then, he killed He Lianxin, killed the officers and soldiers of the Southwestern Garrison, sheltered Cheng Yuan, and went further and further down this path. Whose fault was it? Was it those unbearable experiences? Was it that overwhelming blood feud? Was it years of suppression and madness? Or was it her—was it that she failed to hold him back?

A shadow flashed, walking into a silent and pitch-black tent. The snow-white tents stood tall, like white steamed buns. The soldiers had all gone to Cheng Yuan’s tent to watch the commotion, leaving this place as silent as a tomb.

Chu Qiao’s foot wavered, and she fell onto the snow. She stretched out her arms and pushed hard on the ground, but couldn’t get up.

A low, suppressed sobbing suddenly sounded like a whimpering small beast. She knelt on the ground, her hands gripping the snow, as painful as if she were holding a knife. Her shoulders trembled, and she could no longer contain the grief in her heart. Tears wound their way down, and she uncontrollably wept aloud in the vast snow.

Yan Xun, how could you not believe me? How could you doubt me?

The snow grew heavier, the woman in white clothes prostrate on the snow, covering her mouth as she sobbed. Snowflakes fell on her shoulders, gradually piling up so high.

The next day, Chu Qiao personally submitted a memorial to Yan Xun, requesting to leave the Eastern War Zone and take the Southwestern Garrison back to Yan Bei, heading to the Shangshen Hui area to build water conservancy and develop agriculture, implementing the post-war reconstruction work that had already been planned.

Yan Xun looked at that respectful and modest memorial for a long while, then silently signed a “Yes.” This character didn’t have many strokes, but he wrote for a long time. After he finished, the sunlight outside suddenly became very bright, radiating brilliantly, spilling over a vast expanse of snow, yet making the northern desolation more apparent.

On the day Chu Qiao left, the sky was cloudless, without the gloom of days before. Except for Ping An, no one from the army came to see her off, nor did Yan Xun. She sat on her horse, looking up at the azure sky. White eagles circled overhead, their cries mournful, echoing in the sky for a long time.

Yan Xun, I’m leaving. Take care of yourself.

Chapter 148: Heart Like Mulberry Roads
The day she left Shang Shen was a remarkably clear one. Although the New Year was approaching and the weather was cold, the sky was brilliantly blue like a pool of azure water, without a cloud in sight. Geese flew south in formation, and the sunlight carried a warm glow like spilled gold on silk. On the vast snowy plains, a line of well-fed war horses moved along the imperial road, winding and stretching, with fully two thousand people.

Now it was already the end of year 776 in the Bai Cang calendar. In just half a month, it would be the New Year. Along the way, they encountered many merchants traveling from the inland to conduct business. Fortune favors the bold, and with Yan Bei’s flourishing trade, even though the border warfare had not yet ceased, merchants from inland were now taking the southern route via waterways to enter Yan Bei for business.

Chu Qiao removed her heavy wind hood, tilting her face up to gaze at the azure sky, her eyes clear as water. In the blink of an eye, another year had passed. The young girl of yesterday had grown taller, and her features had taken on a more mature charm. Her hair was tied up neatly, and she wore a cyan fur coat, riding atop a fiery red warhorse.

Ge Qi galloped back from the front and said to her, “My lady, Commander He Xiao has sent word that we will camp at the foot of Min Xi Mountain tonight. He has led the advance troops to make preparations.”

Chu Qiao nodded when suddenly she heard a war eagle’s screech overhead. She immediately looked up, her gaze distant.

Beyond Min Xi Mountain lay Huo Lei Yuan, and further ahead was Yan Bei’s newly conquered northwestern barrier. That land was once Da Xia territory but had now been incorporated into Yan Bei’s domain. The war at Yan Ming Pass had already lasted an entire year.

This year, many events had occurred. Year 775 would leave a heavy mark in history books as the most turbulent and chaotic era on the Ximen continent. After Da Xia and Yan Bei went to war, just halfway through the conflict, civil unrest erupted in the Northern Capital, followed by the Rebellion of the Seven Princes, greatly limiting the resources and troops for the Northwestern campaign. Zhao Che had no choice but to change the planned offensive to a defensive stance, holding Yan Ming Pass firmly to buy time to quell domestic conflicts. However, just as things began to settle, the Emperor of Bian Tang suddenly passed away, and Prince Li Ce ascended the throne amidst the turmoil. Due to the instigation of treacherous forces within the country, Da Xia and Bian Tang ignited small-scale conflicts along their borders. If Zhao Yang hadn’t been dispatched to the border to quickly extinguish the flames of war, Da Xia would have faced the awkward and difficult situation of fighting on three fronts.

Everyone could see that within just one short year, Da Xia, once a military powerhouse, had visibly declined. In the west, they were unable to reclaim Yan Bei; in the north, they failed to pacify the people; in the south, they couldn’t intimidate Bian Tang; and in the east, they were constrained economically by Huai Song. The Ximen continent was no longer dominated by a single power as before.

Six months ago, Yan Xun formally ascended the throne at Sunset Mountain, declaring Yan Bei an independent nation named Yan, with the first year of his reign called “Chu Yuan.” Except for Da Xia, neither Bian Tang nor Huai Song raised any objections. With this, he finally became the true master of the Yan Bei territory, rightfully securing the throne.

Chu Qiao didn’t attend that day. She dismissed her subordinates and climbed Hui Hui Mountain alone. At the top of Hui Hui Mountain was the Nada Palace, built by Yan Shi City for his consort Bai Sheng. Constructed with snow-white floral stone, it was nestled among vibrant red and yellow blossoms, resembling an ink painting, quiet and peaceful without a trace of worldly smoke. With flying eaves and interlocking brackets, it was as exquisite as a fairy realm. The sound of flowing water seemed to narrate the virtuous king’s adoration for his wife.

She sat at the top of Hui Hui Mountain, listening to the carefree songs of shepherds from the summer pastures below. The melodious sounds brought peace to her heart as if all worries had vanished. Looking at the iron-gray shadow of Sunset Mountain on the horizon, droplets of emotion gradually covered her heart. Though thousands of miles away, she seemed to see the man in his dragon robe shining with golden brilliance. The corners of her mouth curved slightly into a smile as she raised her head. The gentle breeze caressed her face, the cyan hem of the young girl’s clothes swaying gently, a lonely corner like a blooming blue lotus.

Today’s Yan Bei was no longer the Yan Bei of the past. With Huai Song’s economic support, Yan Xun’s strategic advantages, and Chu Qiao’s construction and reforms in Yan Bei’s interior over the past year, people could already envision the gradual rise of this empire. Now Yan Bei was far ahead of the other three countries in military weaponry. Under Chu Qiao’s leadership, they had successively built large-scale armament factories, developed more than thirty major mining areas, improved water conservancy, and changed Yan Bei’s unsuitable agricultural conditions. In the Shang Shen and Hui Hui regions, they developed large grain-producing areas. By this autumn, Yan Bei’s grain production had increased by more than double compared to previous years, basically achieving self-sufficiency for the military. They actively developed medical institutions, established military schools, and expanded trade relations with Huai Song, Bian Tang, and regions beyond the borders, fostering the Yan Bei market and creating merchant teams.

Although Chu Qiao’s proposals regarding the reform of the slave system had never been approved, slaves were rarely seen in the marketplaces under her jurisdiction. Such enlightened policies and social systems attracted numerous civilians and merchants. In less than a year, large urban residential areas were established in the Hui Hui region. The once barren land now showed signs of becoming the commercial capital of the northwest.

Chu Qiao began to understand that when people have been blinded by dark systems for too many years, once light penetrates, they become like a giant water-absorbing sponge. Yan Bei controlled the northwestern trade routes, possessed vast territories and fertile land, had a developed animal husbandry industry, commanded the continent’s crucial transportation arteries, and owned immense mineral resources. Its people were hardworking, honest, and willing to endure hardship. Having lived in modern times for so many years, Chu Qiao had never seen a government implement a plan that would inspire such enthusiasm from the people. They demanded no payment, no salary, and no requirements for quality of life. As soon as a call was made, tens of thousands of free laborers would immediately gather – something almost unimaginable in modern times. Chu Qiao couldn’t help but reflect that Yan Bei possessed all the prerequisites for rising and maturing. If not for years of warfare, they would likely have already become one of the most powerful forces on the Ximen continent.

The designation of Southwestern Garrison had been abolished and was no longer part of Yan Bei’s regular army. Because they were stationed at the beautiful Xiu Li River below Hui Hui Mountain, the Southwestern Garrison was renamed the Xiu Li Army, and Chu Qiao became known as Lady Xiu Li among the Yan Bei people. The Xiu Li Army now had nine thousand troops, and today was their last mission escorting supplies to the front-line military headquarters. With the New Year approaching, the soldiers deserved a rest.

They finally reached Min Xi Mountain before nightfall. Although called a mountain, Min Xi Mountain was just a small hill less than a hundred meters high. By the time Chu Qiao and her group arrived, He Xiao had already led people to set up tents and prepare meals. After drinking a sip of steaming meat soup, the day’s fatigue finally began to fade.

The nights in Yan Bei were always the most beautiful. Today was the fifteenth, and the moon was large and round, casting a vast expanse of white over the snowy plains. Beyond the mountain was a tributary of Chi Shui, now frozen. Yesterday, when passing through Ma Wei City, the city lord insisted on giving Chu Qiao gifts. Unable to refuse, she could only pick a random box from the large cart. Now opening it, she found it contained a fine blue sable fur cloak. This great cloak was exquisitely crafted, entirely made with sable tails, with shiny fur that felt extremely good to the touch – a rare, high-quality item.

The large tent had four braziers lit, making it stuffy. Chu Qiao put on the great cloak and walked out. Walking to the foot of the mountain, she saw that the world was a plain of pristine white, with only a few old plum trees on the mountaintop, defiantly blooming in the snow, reaching the height of splendor. Set against the vast whiteness, they added a touch of desolation to her heart. Chu Qiao’s figure was sparse, the round moon cold as water, gently shrouding her silhouette. The local guide said there was a temple of the Yan Bei goddess at the top of the mountain, built by Yan Bei’s ancestors many years ago. Having withstood hundreds of years of wind and rain, it still watched over the Yan Bei land.

Chu Qiao lifted her feet and followed the rugged mountain path upward. The snow on the path was very deep, each step sinking to her knees. After walking for more than an hour, she finally reached the top.

This was a stone temple built entirely with West Lan stone. It wasn’t very large, about four men tall, with doors to the east and west. Chu Qiao stood at the western door, and upon entering, she saw a statue as tall as the ceiling, occupying nearly half the temple’s space. The temple was already quite dilapidated, with snow visible through many places on the roof. Inside, there were dried spider webs everywhere, dust covering everything, a complete mess. Only the statue remained untouched by dust, towering majestically. The goddess’s face was as plain as a lotus, and looking at her, Chu Qiao had the illusion that she was seeing Yan Xun’s mother from many years ago on the Nine Abyss Platform. Her eyes were calm, gentle as water. The stone-carved contours faintly revealed her flying skirts, and her abdomen was prominently swollen, clearly indicating pregnancy.

When she was very young, she had heard Yan Xun say that Yan Bei regarded females as divine. The goddess had two aspects: one was the fierce war goddess, wielding a battle axe, representing conquest and slaughter; the other was the gentle mother goddess, pregnant, representing protection and propagation. Seeing it today, it was indeed so.

She was about to walk to the other side for a look when her foot moved, and she immediately heard a slight footstep from the east.

A strong wind swept through the entire temple, entering from the western door, circling the statue, and exiting through the eastern door. Chu Qiao’s figure suddenly froze. She frowned slightly, her slender fingers slowly reaching for the Breaking Moon long sword at her waist. However, before she could draw it, the blade suddenly trembled, emitting a sound like a dragon’s chant, resonating softly within the temple.

Chu Qiao’s thoughts stirred, and an inexplicable impulse surged in her mind. She instinctively moved slightly, walking to the left side of the statue, then gently, peered around.

Outside, heavy snow was falling, and plum blossoms were blooming. As she casually looked up, a graceful figure appeared like rippling water before her eyes.

Under the battle axe of the female war goddess on the other side, he wore a silver-gray fox fur cloak, his hood half covering his face, with a flowing white robe, just like his elegant demeanor of years past. His eyes were as deep and still as a cold lake, his lips like red cinnabar on white jade. He was still so distinguished, handsome, and outstanding – no words in the world could adequately describe his appearance. A gust of wind blew the fiery plum blossoms from outside the temple onto his shoulders. The subtle fragrance lingered, and the clear moonlight penetrated the vast expanse of time, shining on this unexpected moment.

He also seemed somewhat stunned, not expecting to see her here. In the instant their eyes met, time seemed to flow backward, and the figures in their memories gradually overlapped with the faces before them. Years passed like flowing water, fate was unpredictable, and facing each other without words, neither knew what to say.

A tender yellow fledgling flapped its wings as it came into shelter from the snow, fluttering down to land on the statue’s shoulder. Its small, bean-like black eyes intelligently observed the two of them, emitting clear and pleasant chirps.

The man looked at her, his gaze penetrating the deep mist in the temple. His brow furrowed slightly as if he wanted to say something, but ultimately remained silent. Those warm, watery glances swept over her slender shoulders, her long neck, and her thin cheeks, and finally settled on her surprised eyes. After a long while, he calmly withdrew his gaze, and turned away indifferently, his figure desolate and lonely. The fur tips of his cloak swept over the fine dust on the ground, raising tiny particles that fell onto his snow-felt boots as he took steady steps toward the vast snowy plains outside the temple.

“There will be heavy snowstorms inland these days. Be careful on your journey.”

Just as Zhuge Yue reached the doorway, Chu Qiao’s voice sounded behind him, very calm, like fine Bian Tang Longjing tea – gentle, subtle, carrying a sweet fragrance.

He couldn’t help but stop in his tracks and turned back, slightly raising an eyebrow: “Aren’t you worried?”

Chu Qiao nodded honestly: “I am worried, but I have no choice.”

The young woman shrugged helplessly, putting on a very concerned appearance, but the words that came out carried the warmth of early spring. A hint of warmth flashed in Zhuge Yue’s eyes, though his tone remained steady as he said, “Rest assured, my disguised entry into Yan Bei’s interior has nothing to do with the war and will not harm your interests.”

“That’s good,” Chu Qiao smiled. “Is there anything I can help you with?”

“Yes,” Zhuge Yue nodded honestly.

Chu Qiao was startled, not expecting that there was something, and quickly asked, “What is it?”

“Don’t report me.”

Chu Qiao stared in astonishment, not expecting Zhuge Yue to joke. She was stunned for a moment before she realized and said, “How could I do that?”

The bird suddenly called out joyfully and darted toward a brazier in the corner. A meaty aroma wafted out. Chu Qiao walked a few steps past the statue and saw that in one corner of the temple was a red wooden carved table. On the table sat an exquisite copper pot cooking over a small fire, with savory soup bubbling and the aroma of meat spreading. Several plates of fresh meat and vegetables were arranged nearby, with a silver octagonal wine pot placed beside them.

Chu Qiao smiled slightly, pointing at Zhuge Yue, and said, “Are you leaving? Then all this is mine?”

Zhuge Yue thought for a moment, then surprisingly walked a few steps to the low table, swept his robe aside to sit down, and said indifferently, “Dream on.”

Worthy of being born into a great aristocratic family, having grown up among gold, jade, and embroidered silks, even while traveling away from home and in such an environment, Zhuge Yue still maintained his usual demeanor and habits. The food was exquisitely prepared in every detail. The lamb was sliced into thin pieces and rolled into circles. The vegetables were fresh, with undried water droplets still on them – it was a wonder how they had been preserved so well. The chopsticks were made of pure silver, and engraved with intricate and complex patterns. Zhuge Yue picked up a chopstick full of lamb and placed it in the bubbling copper pot. The meat changed color, tumbling up and down with the water waves, layers of white steam rising, spreading between the two of them. Eating this in such cold weather was truly one of life’s great pleasures.

There was a complete set of cups. Chu Qiao remembered Zhuge Yue’s habits; in the past at Qing Shan Court, even when he ate alone, he always set out a full set of tableware, as if many people were dining with him.

She picked up the wine pot, poured him a cup, then poured one for herself. Seeing this, Zhuge Yue frowned slightly and asked, “Didn’t you never drink alcohol?”

The hand holding Chu Qiao’s cup trembled slightly. He was right; she had never drunk alcohol before. But when did she start to like this mind-confusing substance? She slowly raised her eyes, calmly looking at him, lifting her cup and saying, “Borrowing flowers to offer Buddha, I toast you.”

Zhuge Yue’s eyes were deep, and he didn’t pick up his wine, quietly observing her.

Chu Qiao drank it down and said calmly, “This cup is to thank you for the many times you’ve spared my life and lent me aid over these years.”

After a year apart, Chu Qiao seemed to have grown taller. On her clear, pretty face were two fine eyebrows, and her eyes were large, as if covered by a layer of mist that made them impenetrable. A cup of wine sat before him, but Zhuge Yue didn’t drink. He just held his chopsticks, silently adding meat to the pot, not raising his eyes as he said, “Just eat without all the talk. Are we performing in a drama?”

Chu Qiao frowned and said, “Meals always have opening remarks.”

Zhuge Yue scoffed: “Dealing with those old men in the capital is enough; I don’t have the energy to exchange pleasantries with you here.”

Chu Qiao muttered something under her breath and also picked up her chopsticks to eat the meat. Seeing her move too quickly, Zhuge Yue cautioned, “Be careful, it’s hot.”

No sooner had he spoken than Chu Qiao cried out, clearly burning her mouth. Seeing this, Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow obliquely and softly uttered two words: “Serves you right.”

Although she had burned her tongue, the taste was really good. The two sat there, at first engaging in casual conversation where the real meaning lay beyond the words, but gradually they focused on eating. Before long, the large pot of lamb was emptied. Chu Qiao, still unsatisfied, used her chopsticks to fish around in the pot, like a rabbit eating all the vegetable leaves in the pot.

“I heard you got promoted. Congratulations.”

Zhuge Yue said indifferently, “It’s nothing. Killed eight or ten thousand Yan Bei soldiers, and earned some military merit. I heard you got promoted too?”

“Same congratulations. I uprooted your remaining Da Xia troops from Mei Lin Pass and earned a minor official position,” Chu Qiao glanced at him and asked, “I heard you’ve become Da Xia’s Western Front Military Governor and no longer serve under Zhao Che?”

“Thanks to the Emperor’s favor, it’s a small achievement, not worthy of honor,” Zhuge Yue said indifferently. “I heard the Southwestern Garrison has been removed from the regular army roster, expelled from Yan Bei’s regular military establishment, and restricted in the scale of weapons they can use.”

“The Xiu Li Army now belongs to the local security system, and restrictions on weapons are only reasonable. But I heard that the Wei family has dispatched Wei Shu Ye to Yan Ming Pass, seemingly to divide your authority?” Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows with a smile.

“Intentions are always good, but whether they can achieve their goals is another matter. I heard that the Da Tong leader Wu Dao Ya has been confined to Sunset City and didn’t even attend this winter’s military parade.”

“All organizations have some internal friction; you’ve had your ups and downs too. Moreover, some things heard are not necessarily accurate. For instance, I heard that Zhao Yang is actively recruiting troops on the southern front, hindering the western front campaign, but I don’t know if it’s true or false.”

“The saying goes, ‘Three people claiming to have seen a tiger makes it real.’ I heard you’ve been reforming and building in Yan Bei’s interior, promoting culture, education, and commerce, even secretly doing business with Da Xia merchants. Truly impressive.”

“I’m just making small efforts, but I heard you decisively defeated Yan Bei forces in the battles of Qiu Qiu and Jin Hui, capturing over ten thousand people from the Second Army, Eighth Team. Otherwise, we might have been able to charge into Da Xia’s heartland during their northern disturbances.”

“Da Xia has been established for over three hundred years; it’s not so easily breached. I heard that thousands upon thousands of people starved to death in the northern Quan Rong region this winter. Aren’t you worried they might open a war with Yan Bei on the northern route at this time?”

“What must come will come; worrying is useless. Better to be prepared. Besides, I also heard that the Zhenren Li in Da Xia’s northeastern mountains is eagerly planning to follow Yan Bei’s example of independence. Do you think they will succeed?”

“I heard Lady Yu of the Da Tong Association has also been marginalized.”

“I heard last month Da Xia’s Elder Council gave an empty seat to the Murong family from Hexi. Truly, thirty years east of the river, thirty years west.”

“I heard Yan Bei has newly developed an extremely hard material that can forge weapons more rigid and tough than iron. Is it your creation?”

“I heard Zhen Huang passed the forty-sixth lock-closing document, restricting the circulation of combat materials in the market and planning to use military force against Huai Song. Was it initiated by you?”

“I heard your mission is to escort supplies to Yan Bei headquarters, and if these supplies don’t arrive, the headquarters will certainly run out of food.”

“I heard your mission is to gather information about commerce within Yan Bei’s borders and investigate forces that have trade relations with Yan Bei. Once verified, they will surely face purges from Da Xia.”

“Hmm…”

Two long dragon-humming sounds immediately interrupted their conversation. The two swords placed on the ground table were humming and still slightly vibrating as if even they could sense the gunpowder-like tension in the air. The little yellow bird had long disappeared. Outside, heavy snow fell, leaving only the two of them sitting opposite each other. The charcoal fire crackled, rolling water bubbled in the copper pot, and the deep red chili peppers resembled the blood shed by soldiers.

After all, they stood on different sides, in opposing positions, and just now, they seemed to deliberately indulge in the release of these emotions to remind themselves: that they were not friends, much less anything more. They each had their responsibilities.

“I heard that after the New Year, you will be having a grand wedding with Yan Xun.”

Zhuge Yue finally picked up his wine cup and brought it to his lips, seemingly casually letting out this sentence.

Chu Qiao also raised her head, calming the chaotic breath in her chest, and said softly, “I also heard that you’ve long been engaged to General Le Xing’s daughter.”

Zhuge Yue nodded: “Yes, the wedding date is not far off.”

“General Meng is already elderly, and General Le Xing’s position in court is stable. Marrying his child will greatly benefit your official career.”

Zhuge Yue smiled faintly: “Next time I see you, perhaps I should address you as the Yan King’s Consort.”

Chu Qiao shook her head, saying seriously, “Yan Bei has already declared independence. To be precise, you should address me as the Queen of Yan.”

Zhuge Yue scoffed, drinking alone without speaking. The wind blew between them, carrying an icy chill. Chu Qiao looked at Zhuge Yue, and all past events seemed to flash by in a blur. She stared blankly, somewhat lost in thought, holding her cup, not knowing what to say.

“I saw that person.”

“Who?” Chu Qiao asked.

“The one who led me to deploy troops to kill the Southwestern Garrison Commander,” Zhuge Yue raised his head and slowly said, “His name is Cheng Yuan, now the commander of Yan Bei’s First Army, replacing Wu Dao Ya’s position. Currently, he’s the most powerful figure in Yan Bei aside from Yan Xun.”

Chu Qiao silently lowered her gaze without speaking. Zhuge Yue looked at her, contemplated for a moment, then nodded and said, “You were right to retreat to Yan Bei’s interior. The forces within the Yan Bei army are intricately entangled, not a place you should stay.”

Chu Qiao smiled, “Yes, I’ve had a good year.”

“That’s good,” Zhuge Yue laughed heartily, “One should fulfill the duties of one’s position. The Yan Bei army is riddled with competing factions, and the Da Tong Association is deeply entrenched. If not for the threat of our army, Yan Xun would have long been marginalized and deposed. One or two insightful and virtuous individuals are useless; the power struggle has become inevitable. Your understanding of these circumstances greatly benefits you.”

Chu Qiao nodded, “I understand. Achieving any goal requires paying a price. A minor setback won’t defeat me.”

Zhuge Yue smiled, his fox fur cloak clustering around his slightly bluish chin. Zhuge Yue was handsome, and within this handsomeness, there was even a hint of devilishness. But as he sat before Chu Qiao now, speaking words that only the two of them could understand, Chu Qiao suddenly felt that this person understood her deeply. Some things Yan Xun didn’t understand, things she was unwilling to face, yet he could keenly discern through subtle clues—including her dreams, her beliefs, her hopes, her joys, her troubles, and so on.

He was a formidable person, possessing keen battle instincts, exceptional martial skills, artful strategic methods, and powerful family influence. However, Chu Qiao could never see clearly what he truly wanted after all these years.

Yan Xun wanted revenge, wanted to crush Da Xia and dominate the world. Zhao Che wanted the throne, wanted to enrich the country, and strengthened the military to become a great ruler. Li Ce also wanted Da Xia, wanted to recover lost territory and revive the Tang dynasty’s glory. But Zhuge Yue—what did he want? No one knew, no one could see clearly. Looking into those jet-black eyes, Chu Qiao felt herself gradually sinking into them. His gaze was like a vortex, looking deeply at her, appearing calm on the surface but containing a burning fire within.

Perhaps, he had once told her what he wanted. In the misty southern regions of Bian Tang, he had held her, suppressing his pride and anger as he said in a low voice, “I need you too.”

How could such words have come from his mouth? However, those words ultimately became her affliction, a nightmare she could never overcome in her lifetime, became a jest she could never respond to.

“Zhuge Yue, on the battlefield, weapons show no mercy, and in court, situations are unpredictable. Take care of yourself.”

Zhuge Yue smiled gently. He rarely showed such a tender expression. His eyes gazed at the goddess statue in the center of the temple as he slowly said, “Those things can’t hurt me.”

Everyone has a fatal weakness, and he would soon be covered by someone else’s surname. From then on, he would no longer have a fatal weakness.

Zhuge Yue stood up. His tall figure standing in the moonlight possessed an extraordinary handsomeness, like a marble sculpture, his face gleaming with brilliant light. He quietly raised his head, looking at the towering war goddess statue. The woman’s beautiful face flashed with a fierce and imposing aura. Ancient times had meticulously sculpted the dark red armor on her body. The entire red cloud stone had fine engravings as if blood vessels were flowing within. She held a sharp battle axe, standing back-to-back with the fertility goddess, her eyes emitting sharp and fierce light, like angry flames and knives.

Zhuge Yue’s mind momentarily blurred. He couldn’t articulate his feelings upon first seeing this statue. In a daze, he seemed to see a person through her, a person who, like this war goddess, possessed firm beliefs and noble ideals. In the past, he had often scoffed at such things. Growing up among aristocratic families, accustomed to schemes and traps, the belief that human nature was evil had long taken root in his heart. Calculation and speculation had become necessities of life, as ordinary as eating and sleeping. But later, gradually, he came to understand that a person does not live solely for themselves. People can have great ideals, and when a person strives for these ideals, that is when they are most beautiful. He didn’t know what force sustained her, didn’t know why she was so steadfast and resolute, he never believed in fate, but sometimes, he would even think that perhaps heaven’s will was on her side. Such a person—perhaps even the heavens would be reluctant to disappoint.

Certain feelings that he found hateful and even shameful had already taken root in his heart. He despised his cowardice and madness but could not resist the increasingly burning thoughts in his heart day after day. He could no longer remember when it had begun. They were so young then; she was barely as tall as a horse’s leg. How could such absurd feelings have developed?

Yet, in so many nights thereafter, in the depths of midnight dreams, he would always recall the look in the child’s eyes as she left—persevering, fierce, unyielding, like an angry little leopard that would never submit to a hunter’s whip. He thought he must have been bewitched, bewitched for many years, bewitched by such firm beliefs, bewitched by such sharp eyes, and by the words she had said to him many times: “Zhuge Yue, just you watch!”

So he watched, kept watching, watched her emerge from her cocoon like a butterfly, watched her reach the pinnacle, watched her exhausted body, watched her fall time and again only to rise once more, watched her stand beside another, and despite facing heartbreak and injustice, never wavering, as steadfast as a mountain.

In this world, who would stay by your side without leaving when you’ve completely fallen into hell? Who would depend on you for life when you have nothing? Who would risk their life to follow you? And who, after being neglected, would still stand unwavering by your side?

Yan Xun, how fortunate you are, yet how ignorant of the treasure you possess.

Zhuge Yue laughed with abandon, turning to leave. Outside, the strong wind howled, blowing up his cloak, the hem fluttering. He walked straight ahead. If it cannot be obtained, better to let go gracefully. In the dictionary of Zhuge Yue’s life, there was no such word as “plead.”

“Zhuge Yue!” Chu Qiao suddenly shouted, and Zhuge Yue’s body trembled before stopping. The young woman rushed forward anxiously, her footsteps sinking deep into the snow.

Zhuge Yue turned back, slightly frowning, “Is there anything else?”

Chu Qiao unfastened the Breaking Moon sword from her waist, then held it up in her hands, offering it to him, her expression solemn as she said, “Take care on your journey.”

Zhuge Yue looked at the sword in her hand but didn’t take it, nor did he show any intention of returning the Remnant Red sword at his waist. Chu Qiao felt slightly awkward, but she still stubbornly held it out, her eyes fixed on him like a child refusing to eat after being denied candy.

“What does this mean?”

Chu Qiao bit her lip, thought for a moment, and finally said, “The full-scale war between Yan Bei and Da Xia is about to erupt. We may inevitably meet on the battlefield. I won’t show mercy, and you needn’t concern yourself with me anymore. We…”

Zhuge Yue’s expression suddenly turned cold. He lowered his head, slightly frowning. Chu Qiao felt uncomfortable under his gaze, and her voice gradually became softer.

“Xing’er, honestly speaking, if we meet on the battlefield, would you truly cut off my head?”

Zhuge Yue’s voice was deep and smooth. This sentence seemed not to come from his throat but to be transmitted along with his heavy heartbeat. Chu Qiao’s palms were cool, yet fine sweat flowed down. Her mouth was very dry. She took a deep breath, suppressing the discomfort in her heart, and slowly said, “I won’t kill you, but I will do my utmost to defeat you.”

A low laugh slowly emerged. Zhuge Yue lowered his head, shaking it slightly. He didn’t speak, just took the sword from Chu Qiao’s hand, holding it reversed as he stepped on the snow, turning to leave.

“Unfortunately, I cannot.”

The hoarse voice echoed on the mountaintop. The strong wind blew noisily, instantly shattering the sound into fragments.

It was not that he could not, but that he was unwilling because he always knew that sometimes, for them, defeat was equivalent to death.

And how could he deprive her of the only bargaining chip for her survival?

The snow fell heavier and heavier. On the eastern side of Min Xi Mountain, a caravan disguised as ordinary merchants was setting up camp, presumably Zhuge Yue’s men. Chu Qiao stood at the temple entrance, watching the man’s figure gradually disappear into the vast snowstorm, feeling a chill throughout her body. She walked in alone, picked up the wine pot from the ground, and tilted her head back for a drink. The warm liquor flowed down her throat, bringing a spicy fragrance.

Looking up, she saw the war goddess’s fierce eyes gazing at her as if reproaching her for her rashness and disregard for the bigger picture, while on the other side, the mother goddess’s eyes were gentle, seeming to understand all her hardships. She slowly slumped to the ground, leaning against the tall pillar, and hugging her knees. She was so thin, looking like a child who hadn’t grown up.

For the first time in her life, she closed her eyes with her hands clasped together, her tired voice echoing in the temple, quietly saying, “Where is the path to the future? I can no longer see clearly.”

When they set out the next day, suddenly there came the sound of urgent hoofbeats from behind. On the vast white snowy plain, a swift horse galloped urgently toward them. The woman on the horse wore a silver-gray fox fur cloak that appeared somewhat large on her. She came from the east, and upon seeing Chu Qiao’s troops, she didn’t stop but rode straight toward them.

He Xiao, with his handsome eyebrows raised, rode forward and said in a deep voice, “Who goes there? State your name!”

The woman turned her head to look at him, arching her eyebrow corners in a dazzling smile, and then whipped her horse more vigorously, charging forward. He Xiao frowned and moved to block her, but the woman raised her willow eyebrows and said in a crisp tone, “Jixiang, kick him!”

Her warhorse seemed to understand her words, suddenly stopping with a long neigh. As He Xiao approached, it suddenly reared up, its two front legs kicking He Xiao’s warhorse in the belly. He Xiao’s horse whinnied in pain and tumbled into the snow.

He Xiao was agile enough to roll forward on the ground and stand firm, though his helmet fell off, his hair full of snow, making him look quite disheveled.

“Who are you?” the man asked angrily.

But the woman didn’t even look at him. She smiled slightly at the approaching woman and said, “Are you Chu Qiao?”

Chu Qiao nodded, looking at her intently. The woman had fine features, skin that seemed as if it would break at the slightest touch, gentle eyes, and a soft face. At first glance, her face was as pure as snow, her black eyes like stars, resembling a graceful water lotus, crisp and white. However, her face subtly revealed a heroic spirit, her gaze pure, forming her unique temperament. She cheerfully assessed Chu Qiao, not at all minding being examined in return. However, what attracted Chu Qiao’s attention was not her appearance but the cloak she wore. If her memory served correctly, this garment had been on Zhuge Yue’s body just last night.

Seeing this, her eye corners slightly tightened, and her brow unconsciously began to furrow.

“My young master asked me to give this to you.”

The Remnant Red sword was neatly wrapped in a sword bag. Chu Qiao reached out to take it, nodding in thanks, “Thank you. May I know your honorable name?”

“My surname is Meng. I think we will meet again soon. Farewell.”

With that, the woman surnamed Meng pulled the reins, and her warhorse quickly turned around and left, leaving the fuming Commander He Xiao standing in place, indignant.

“My lady, who is this woman?”

The guards around were all elite members of the Southwestern Garrison, the most trustworthy subordinates. Chu Qiao didn’t hold back and said indifferently, “It seems this is Major Meng Feng, who has been making waves on the Da Xia-Yan battlefield for the past half year.”

“Meng Feng? General Meng Tian’s little granddaughter?”

Chu Qiao didn’t speak. She lowered her head and drew the Remnant Red sword, its sharp edge faintly reflecting her dark eyes. It had been two years since she had seen this sword, and during these two years, she had become accustomed to using Breaking Moon.

Ge Qi asked He Xiao in a low voice, “She’s Meng Tian’s granddaughter? How does she not look like it? Honestly, I think she looks a bit like our Queen Bai Sheng.”

“Don’t talk nonsense!” He Xiao quickly explained, “She’s an orphan adopted by General Meng, raised like a boy from childhood. She even went to Shang Wu Hall to study with the Meng family’s sons. After Zhuge Yue was promoted to Military Governor, she was assigned to serve under him. She’s been very active on the battlefield for the past half year. How did she get here? My lady, should we chase after her to find out? There might be a trick.”

Chu Qiao didn’t speak but stared silently at the sword. He Xiao called her twice before she replied, her expression seemingly calm as she said indifferently, “Everyone would do well to pretend they didn’t see what happened today.”

With these words, everyone immediately understood, and the army continued to march.

Meanwhile, Meng Feng finally caught up with Zhuge Yue’s disguised party. She secretly took off the cloak, handed it to Zhuge Yue’s personal guard, then changed her clothes and walked naturally to Zhuge Yue’s side, saying, “The item has been delivered.”

Zhuge Yue walked away as if he hadn’t heard. Meng Feng watched his back with a smile, her mind vigorously analyzing. Generally, there are two types of people who walk away without waiting for others to finish speaking: one who has no interest in the matter at all, and one who fears others will see through their inner turbulence. Looking at her fellow student from Shang Wu Hall, whistling leisurely, what Zhuge Yue, the great governor, was thinking was obvious to all.

“Well worth the trip, well worth it indeed.”

Three days later, Chu Qiao finally arrived at the Yan Bei military camp below the Xue Kui River.

After unloading the supplies, it was already dark. Chu Qiao was invited to stay for dinner. After eating and chatting briefly with some colleagues, she returned to her tent.

Not having seen her for a year, Ping An had grown significantly, already a young man. He cheerfully heated water for her, chattering away, displaying great affection.

Yan Xun was not in the military camp. A fortress named Dragon Chant Pass had been built adjacent to Xue Kui River, facing Yan Ming Pass across the river. The Yan Bei army was all concentrated behind the pass. He had moved the military headquarters to the past and rarely came here anymore.

Having trudged through snow for many days, it had been a long time since she had enjoyed a comfortable bath. Lying in the bathtub now, she was so comfortable she wanted to fall asleep, but there were still official documents to review and handle. She quickly took a quick bath, then dragged her tired body to sit under the lamp, carefully examining the papers.

Over the past year, the continental situation has been favorable for Yan Bei. Not only was Da Xia fractured, but both Bian Tang and Huai Song had experienced frequent turmoil. The emperors of both Song and Tang had passed away, leaving their domestic affairs unstable, with no energy to spare for external matters. They also frequently clashed with Da Xia at the borders, greatly restricting Da Xia’s military investment in the northwest, giving Yan Bei breathing room. Moreover, according to spy reports, the Da Xia Emperor’s health was deteriorating daily, relying on alchemists’ pills for support. His temper was volatile, his memory poor, and he often executed people for minor issues. People in Zhen Huang City were anxious, with most senior officials claiming illness to stay home. All state affairs, large and small, were handed to the Elder Council. Following the downfall of the Mu He clan and old Batu, the He Lian clan was also uprooted. Now the Elder Council existed in name only. The Nanling Mu family had withdrawn from the capital, and the current Elder Council was essentially an arena for Wei Guang and Zhuge Mu Qing, with others merely serving as accompaniments.

Although the Wei faction appeared prosperous on the surface, it was unworthy of its name. Everyone knew that among the young generation of the Wei family’s direct line, only the indecisive Wei Shu Ye remained, while the Zhuge family had both Zhuge Yue and Zhuge Huai supporting their position. Zhuge Yue had repeatedly achieved military merits, fighting alongside Zhao Che, attacking and defending, and keeping Yan Ming Pass as impregnable as gold. Throughout the year, Yan Xun and Zhao Che had been locked in a fierce struggle, with victories and defeats on both sides, but Zhuge Yue had never suffered a defeat. Even Yan Xun had suffered a major defeat at his hands in Qiu Qiu, losing over three thousand soldiers and nearly having his commander’s flag captured by Zhuge Yue’s top general, Yue Qi.

Speaking of the battle at Qiu Qiu, it could only be said that Yan Xun was unlucky. From his uprising until now, he had never experienced such a devastating defeat.

The original battle plan was in Ji Province. First Army General Cheng Yuan and Bian Cang each led 30,000 troops to ambush Da Xia’s supply headquarters in Ji Province via the waterway and the southern mountain path. At that time, Zhuge Yue was still the army’s supply coordinator, naturally stationed in Ji Province. However, that day, the young master Zhuge suddenly had a whim to eat river crabs in Song Yuan, and on the way, he happened to encounter scouts from General Cheng Yuan’s vanguard, thus learning of their movements. After learning everything, Zhuge Yue didn’t raise an alarm but waited for Cheng Yuan and Bian Cang to arrive, setting a trap. A subsequent fire killed over 30,000 Yan Bei soldiers, with 10,000 captured. Zhuge Yue, leading fewer than 8,000 supply escort troops disguised as Yan Bei soldiers, guided by Yan Bei traitors, marched openly through cities and towns, directly entering Qiu Qiu. Yan Xun’s subordinates failed to check, only realizing when Zhuge Yue’s army had entered the central military camp.

The battle began and ended with stunning rapidity. After burning, killing, and plundering, Zhuge Yue’s guards pulled down the pole of Yan Xun’s main tent. If not for the Yan Bei Imperial Guards’ desperate defense, even the military flag might have been captured.

Yan Xun was in the camp that day, but amid the chaos, he couldn’t control the scattered troops. He considered this battle a great shame in his life, and no one dared mention it. It was because of this battle that Zhuge Yue was released from the second line of logistics and formally took command of Da Xia’s western front.

Looking at this battle report now, Chu Qiao carefully pondered for a long time, still feeling there were too many loopholes in this battle. First, Zhuge Yue’s approach was too risky. If that day, after capturing the scouts, Cheng Yuan and others had shown some awareness and set up an encirclement, his 8,000 men could never have broken through a circle of 60,000. Second, with such few troops infiltrating Yan Bei so conspicuously, if they had been recognized, it would have been a life-and-death situation. Third, if the soldiers on duty that night had been more alert, or if Yan Xun had been able to control the situation earlier during the chaos, Zhuge Yue’s chances of success would have been very small. Finally, there was the issue of withdrawal. Even now, Yan Bei couldn’t figure out Zhuge Yue’s retreat route. They seemed to have vanished into thin air, and despite Yan Bei soldiers turning the northwest area upside down, they couldn’t find them.

If Chu Qiao were to fight this battle, she might have dozens of methods to respond, but she had to admit that all this was merely theoretical. The outcome of battles often depends on many factors, such as soldiers’ trust in and loyalty to their officers, the army’s morale, individual combat capabilities, as well as intelligence, horses, weapons, and so on. Undeniably, Zhuge Yue’s army was an extremely powerful force; claiming they could fight ten enemies with one soldier was no exaggeration. But Chu Qiao still couldn’t agree with such tactics. However, she believed there must be something she wasn’t seeing clearly. He wasn’t the type of person to act impulsively.

Nevertheless, victory is victory. In an almost reckless manner, he had paraded through Yan Bei’s main camp, killing and burning while Yan Xun was present. This was an incomparable blow to Yan Bei’s morale.

Dealing with someone like him required thinking outside normal patterns.

The night grew increasingly thick, even the air carrying the distinctive smell of an army camp. The lamplight shone on Chu Qiao’s face, projecting half of her thin profile onto the tent wall. From outside, it was a clear, elegant shadow.

It had been a year since she had seen Yan Xun. During this year, apart from regular official correspondence, they had almost no interaction, and their occasional letters maintained a strictly formal tone. Until recently, when an elderly nanny who had cared for Yan Xun as a child suddenly arrived at Hui Hui Mountain, found Chu Qiao, and carefully laid out everything Yan Xun had instructed her to bring. Then, with a mouth full of auspicious words, she praised Chu Qiao for being virtuous, kind, and beautiful as flowers. After listening for a long while, Chu Qiao finally understood – she had been sent by Yan Xun to arrange their marriage.

Arrange their marriage?

What an absurd thing. Two people who would live together for a lifetime, yet requiring others to wear out their tongues on their behalf. And with their relationship, they had reached the point of needing someone to arrange their marriage.

The nanny had come ostensibly to arrange the marriage, but in reality, she was merely informing Chu Qiao. Gifts flowed like water, filling Chu Qiao’s room, extending along the corridor to the courtyard, all rare treasures: pearls as large as a child’s fist, coral formations taller than a person, cicada-silk garments so light they would fly with a breath, jade shoes carved from whole pieces of Cui Lan West Gong jade, chicken-blood stone teardrop ornaments from Ming Lang Mountain, seven-colored enamel from South Gong, as well as exotic treasures and rare furs from the Western Regions, and so on. It was as if all the splendors of the world had dissolved before her eyes in an instant, dazzling gold that stung one’s eyes. Moreover, Yan Xun had announced that he would build a Nada Palace on Sunset Mountain as her residence, just as his father had done. It was only then that Chu Qiao learned that the word “Nada” in the northern language meant “beloved.”

All the luxury imaginable was laid before her. Perhaps she should have been moved, perhaps she should have been overjoyed with tears of gratitude, but her heart contained not a trace of elation. She sat in the rattan chair, her fingertips pale and cold, her heart desolate. If it had been a year ago, she might have jumped up with joy, but now, she couldn’t help feeling that these were Yan Xun’s veiled forms of appeasement and compensation.

Yan Xun had gradually changed, changed until she could no longer recognize him. Many times, she would question the ultimate meaning of everything she had done. Even if Yan Xun won, it would merely be the Yan family replacing the Zhao family, one dynasty superseding another. All her previous expectations were moving along a different track, while she shamelessly continued to deceive those kind-hearted common people, encouraging them to rebuild their homes, encouraging them join the army, encouraging them to fight bravely against enemies. They risked their lives and shed their blood on the battlefield, believing they were establishing a different era for their descendants, but in the end, perhaps it was all in vain. These simple common people were fighting a war that had nothing to do with them, and they were completely unaware.

Whenever she thought of this, Chu Qiao felt like a bastard, a complete fraud.

She wondered if Liang Shu Dai had come to Yan Bei. If he had come, would he feel betrayed by Chu Qiao?

She leaned quietly against the desk, her head resting on the scrolls, feeling somewhat tired. The candlelight flickered dimly, occasionally sparking. Everything was so quiet that she became drowsy and seemed about to fall asleep.

Yan Xun had been standing outside the tent for a long time. Upon learning that Chu Qiao had arrived a day early, he had ridden back to the headquarters overnight with only about twenty guards. In the current situation, such behavior was irrational. There were simply too many people who wanted him dead now, not just Da Xia and Quan Rong, but even people in Yan Bei, including those outwardly loyal ministers of his. However, the desire to see her face was so urgent that he rarely lost his rationality, but after racing all the way here, standing outside her tent, he didn’t dare to enter.

The fearsome King of Yan Bei, who dared to lead troops into the heart of Da Xia even when Yan Bei was in peril, now feared a small tent, considering it a luxury even to approach.

Old Nanny Yin had returned saying that Achu had wept with joy upon hearing of the marriage, kneeling on the ground to express her gratitude. He knew that was just what the old woman said to please him. How could someone like Achu weep with joy in front of them? How could she kneel to thank him? They had been together for so many years, he could almost imagine her expression when she heard all this. She would have sat there indifferently, listening to the old nanny’s endless chatter, silently saying nothing, her gaze drifting toward you, seeming to listen yet not listen, then gently nodding her head when the nanny finished, saying “I understand.”

Yes, just like that.

Yan Xun simulated the scene in his mind: beside her would be books and documents not yet closed, cold tea on the table. She would wear casual cotton clothes, sitting in a chair, her long hair cascading down both sides, indifferent as if everything had absolutely nothing to do with her.

Despite this being their marriage, a marriage they had fantasized about countless times since their days in Zhen Huang.

Yan Xun didn’t know where things had gone wrong, or perhaps he knew but was unwilling to face it. He thought he still trusted Achu; he knew that whoever betrayed him in this world, Achu never would. But precisely because of this, he was even more reluctant to keep her in the army, unwilling to let her have too much contact with the Southwestern Garrison. Things are always changing; even if you don’t have certain thoughts, other people and other things will push you, ride you, and drive you to walk this path. He feared that one day, their positions would place them in opposition, and when they each had supporters behind them, they would be unable to retreat.

Achu was an excellent military strategist but not an excellent politician. She would never understand the darkness of politics. And to achieve his goals, how many rivers of blood must he wade through, how many mountains of human heads must he pile up? He had no regrets; all this was his choice. He wasn’t forced into anything; no one compelled him to do this. He even enjoyed it, relishing the process of scheming and killing. The resentment and hatred accumulated over many years gnawed at him day and night like insects. Those humiliations were nightmares he could never forget in his lifetime. However, he only hoped that while he was doing all this, she wouldn’t watch from the side, wouldn’t stare at him with those clear eyes, gradually losing hope, gradually falling into despair.

She might be angry now, but time heals all wounds. He had a lifetime to make amends and explain.

Yan Xun’s lips formed a determined smile. When he ruled the world, she would understand everything he had done today.

The lamplight in the tent cast a thin shadow, the outline of eyebrows and eyes so clear that he could distinguish the nose, the eyes, and the hands.

The moon shone upon him, his black great cloak appearing heavy and oppressive. The man’s figure was desolate, behind him a vast expanse of white. In the distance, a soldier was singing a Yan Bei long tune, the melody winding and lingering, seeming to soar to the heavens.

Yan Xun slowly extended his hand. Under the moonlight, a faint gray shadow was cast on the tent. Yan Xun’s hand lifted high, closer and closer, until finally, the gray shadow touched the black shadow’s nose tip, cheek, and forehead. The virtual light and shadow mimicked the contours of the woman inside the tent, like a lover’s hand.

He wanted to touch her hand, but just as he was about to make contact, a dark cloud suddenly drifted over, blocking the moon. The earth instantly plunged into darkness. Yan Xun stood there awkwardly, hand extended, the snow on the ground blown onto his great cloak by the wind, like a statue.

After staying at the military camp for three days without encountering Yan Xun, on the fourth day, he finally came down from the pass. When Yan Xun saw Chu Qiao, she was packing her bags. He walked in abruptly, without any soldier announcing him. The dazzling light shot in from behind him; Chu Qiao looked up against the light, momentarily blinded.

Yan Xun wore a black robe embroidered with dark golden dragons. His eyes were like deep pools, silently gazing at her, without speaking for a long time.

The light was too piercing, with tiny dust particles floating up and down in the beam. Chu Qiao looked at Yan Xun, vaguely recalling the Oriole Song House from many years ago, when the young man would return from practice drenched in sweat, always liking to stand silently behind her, waiting for her to discover him. They were so lonely then, with no one around them except each other, unlike now, surrounded by thousands of people yet growing increasingly distant.

Chu Qiao stood up, intending to curtsy, but the word “Emperor” could not leave her lips. Yan Xun stepped forward and grasped her hand. She neither avoided nor looked up. Her body was gently embraced by a pair of arms, her forehead resting against his chest. The steady, powerful heartbeat transmitted one beat after another, reminding Chu Qiao of the rumbling war drums atop North Shuo City. The morning sun was like blood, the earth sprinkled with gold, the tent curtains billowing in the wind. Chu Qiao kept her eyes open as if seeing the crisp pasture of midsummer. Her heart had already drifted far, far away, anywhere but here.

“Achu, are you leaving?” Yan Xun asked softly but received no answer for a long time. He released her and saw her wandering, unfocused eyes, like a deep lake, dark and impenetrable.

“Achu?”

Chu Qiao raised her head, nodded, and said, “Yes, I’m leaving tomorrow.”

“It’s almost the New Year, stay.”

“Not very convenient, there are some matters I need to return to handle.”

Yan Xun insisted stubbornly, “Let someone else handle the matters. I want to spend the New Year with you.”

“The Quan Rong people are eyeing Mei Lin Pass. I’m concerned.”

“The Quan Rong people also celebrate the New Year,” Yan Xun looked at her, as if nothing had ever happened between them, stubbornly saying, “You don’t need to do everything yourself. I will arrange for others to take care of it.”

Chu Qiao had nothing more to say. She lowered her head, watching the light and shadows cast small circles on the ground, like mottled squares. Yan Xun’s mood suddenly improved. He smiled, saying he wanted to take Chu Qiao to Xi Ling City for the New Year. It was a newly built city, so bustling and lively. He had prepared a comfortable residence and personally arranged her room. He repeatedly emphasized a certain snack there, saying he had eaten it as a child. After reclaiming Yan Bei, he searched nationwide for the chef who made this snack, only to find that he had died in the wars. Fortunately, his son was still alive and had inherited his father’s skills, now staying in the villa in Xi Ling City.

He said so many words, even becoming somewhat verbose. Chu Qiao listened for a long time, then suddenly looked up and quietly said, “Yan Xun, I don’t want to stay here.”

Yan Xun was suddenly stunned, his tongue seemingly tied. His flowing words abruptly ceased. He looked at Chu Qiao for a long time before slowly saying, “Are you still angry with me?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, her eyes calm and unperturbed.

“I just don’t want to stay here with you, pretending all is well, acting as if nothing happened. When you come to your senses, let everything go, and no longer harbor suspicion and vigilance, then I’ll return.”

Yan Xun stood there, his expression becoming extremely indifferent. He gave Chu Qiao a deep look, then turned and walked out, taking large strides, his figure quickly disappearing.

Chu Qiao sat on the bed, suddenly feeling very tired. This cold war seemed meaningless to her, but at the moment, she couldn’t find another path for herself. The Quan Rong people were still provoking at the border, and after the New Year would come the spring floods, requiring early precautions. There was also the trade exchange in early spring. The matters were endless, but at least she had things to do. Chu Qiao smiled bitterly, continuing to pack. This military camp was too oppressive; she didn’t want to stay a moment longer.

Yan Xun sat in the central command tent, with his generals standing on both sides. The atmosphere in the tent was somewhat oppressive, the officers downcast, without any of the joy that should accompany the approaching New Year.

“If war breaks out, with our current strength, our Second Army can handle 100,000 to 150,000 Da Xia troops. With a bit of luck, we can withstand half of Da Xia’s forces attacking continuously for two days. But the premise is that the commanding officer on the other side cannot be Zhuge Yue. He recently annihilated more than 2,000 of our men in Que Shu Valley, and the soldiers now deeply fear him. I’m concerned that low morale will affect the battle situation.”

Another person stepped forward and said, “Scouts report that Zhuge Yue is temporarily not with the army. He seems to have returned to Zhen Huang. The Da Xia Emperor is critically ill, and as Zhao Che’s ally, he should support Zhao Che’s ascension. But there are rumors that the Da Xia Emperor has already designated his successor, and Zhao Che is not on the list.”

“It’s almost New Year, Da Xia’s military morale is unstable, and Zhuge Yue is not present. If we take this opportunity to rush into Yan Ming Pass, it’s not impossible. Your Majesty, this is the battle plan formulated by our staff department.”

Yan Xun coldly glanced at the battle plan, which was colorfully decorated with elaborate patterns. It talked about cavalry leading and shield soldiers following, but after all the verbosity, it was just a frontal hard attack with flank support tactics. He frowned, looking at the commander in his thirties, coldly asking, “Is this the battle plan your staff department produced after working day and night for over ten days?”

The man was immediately alarmed, cold sweat beading on his forehead as he stammered, “We analyzed the strengths and weaknesses of both armies, researched…”

“Enough.” Yan Xun rudely interrupted him, then continued, “Is there anything substantial to report?”

Seeing Yan Xun in such a bad mood, who would dare to continue speaking tactlessly? Soon, everyone in the tent withdrew one by one, leaving only Yan Xun sitting there, his face darkened with a frown.

However, a moment later, a figure suddenly walked in, falling to his knees with a thud, lowering his voice to say, “Mission accomplished, I have important intelligence to report to Your Majesty.”

The afternoon light was somewhat dazzling, illuminating a bright red cloud on the corner of the person’s clothes. That had once been the military flag insignia of the Southwestern Garrison, but now it had become the emblem of the Xiu Li Army.

That day, Yan Xun didn’t eat dinner. He summoned his trusted confidants overnight and led five thousand imperial guards away from the headquarters, without even saying goodbye to Chu Qiao.

As the horse hooves left the camp gate, the Remnant Red sword on Chu Qiao’s desk suddenly emitted a muffled hum. Chu Qiao turned her head in confusion, but could only see a wisp of smoke rising from the incense burner.

She vaguely felt her heart beating heavily, thumping loudly. She picked up the teacup and took a sip, the cold tea flowing down her burning throat, but it couldn’t extinguish the inexplicable panic in her heart.

What was happening? She frowned slightly. Outside, heavy snow was falling, the world a desolate expanse.

Chapter 149: War Is Coming
When Yan Xun received the news and rushed to Daping, the battle had already ended. Zhuge Yue’s forces had vanished without a trace, leaving only corpses and weapons strewn about. The assassination team that Yan Xun had highly valued for many years was annihilated, with none of the five hundred men surviving. Looking at the bloody corpses scattered across the ground, Yan Xun felt his temples pulsing. The man stood in the snow wearing a large black fur coat, surrounded by blood-red earth, emanating a murderous aura that made onlookers tremble with fear.

“Your Majesty,” Cheng Yuan slightly bowed as he stood beside him, respectfully saying: “Would you like me to immediately return and gather more men? They’re on our territory—how could they possibly escape alive?”

Yan Xun’s gaze was deep and dark as he stared at the corpses whose eyes hadn’t even had time to close, seemingly able to imagine the brutal battle that had just taken place. Cheng Yuan stood beside him, anxiously asking: “Your Majesty?”

“Gather the troops immediately.”

Cheng Yuan saw that Yan Xun had accepted his suggestion and nodded repeatedly in delight, asking: “How many does Your Majesty require?”

“Bring the entire Black Hawk Army.”

“What?” Even someone as composed as Cheng Yuan couldn’t help but be greatly surprised, exclaiming: “Your Majesty, the Black Hawk Army has just completed reorganization and recruitment with over two hundred thousand men. Zhuge Yue only brought less than three hundred people. Is this… is such a large force necessary?”

Yan Xun let out a cold snort, his gaze shooting toward the invisible enemy in the vast snowy plain. His gloomy eyes narrowed halfway as he said coldly: “Killing him would be like cutting off half of Zhao Che’s head and severing one of Da Xia’s arms—more effective than killing twenty thousand Da Xia soldiers. Tell the troops that when they see Zhuge Yue, kill him on the spot, dead or alive. Whoever brings me his head will be rewarded with a general’s rank.”

“Yes!”

Cheng Yuan responded sternly, then turned and rode away on his horse. Hooves trampled the snow, kicking up white spray. Yan Xun stood silently for a long time before softly saying: “This time, I will ensure you cannot escape, even with wings.”

That day, troop movements were very active on the eastern front of Yan Bei. The newly reorganized Black Hawk Army, led by General Cheng Yuan, was taken out under the pretext of field training but was heading toward the inland areas of Yan Bei. The Da Xia officials responsible for monitoring Yan Bei’s military found this strange and reported it to Da Xia’s Military Affairs Department. After analyzing this for half a day, the civilian officials concluded that there had likely been a major snowstorm in Yan Bei, causing significant civilian casualties, and forcing Yan Bei to deploy troops for disaster relief. The Military Affairs officials greeted this conclusion with enthusiastic applause, both relieved that Yan Xun had encountered misfortune and that there was one less major army threatening the eastern front. They promptly reported this good news to Da Xia’s Northern Expedition Army headquarters. However, Zhao Che’s military officer considered this matter utterly irrelevant—even without the Black Hawk Army, the Northern Expedition Army’s current strength was insufficient to confront the combined First and Second Armies. Da Xia’s battle plans had already been set, with everything scheduled for next spring, after the northern and Bian Tang conflicts had settled. Consequently, he naturally withheld this “insignificant” information, not wishing to disturb the already very busy Prince Zhao Che.

Often, history’s course is altered by the inconsequential thoughts of inconsequential people. Just like now, Zhuge Yue’s only confidant in this mission, Zhao Che, lost this crucial intelligence, along with the opportunity to send timely notifications and reinforcements for protection.

However, despite this, Yan Xun’s plans weren’t proceeding smoothly. A day later, battle reports arrived one after another, nearly making the assembled generals red-eyed with anger.

Black Hawk Army Light Cavalry First Battalion, Third Company: five hundred men, annihilated, none survived.

Light Cavalry Fourth Company: five hundred men ambushed, and shot full of arrows, resembling human sieves.

Light Cavalry Seventeenth Scout Team: vanished without a trace. The staff’s analysis concluded that all seven hundred men had gotten lost in the snowstorm.

Six smaller scout teams subsequently disappeared as well, twenty men per team, with not a single person sending a signal or returning to report.

The archery team entered Pine Truffle Ridge—no one knew why they went in, just as no one knew why they never came out. Even the two infantry teams sent in to find them disappeared as well.

Scattered, defeated, annihilated, missing… the battle reports kept coming in, and Yan Xun’s expression grew increasingly grim. The assembled commanders also felt as if facing a great enemy. An old military officer nervously suggested: “Perhaps we should consolidate our forces in one location. Separating our troops like this is too dangerous.”

“Ridiculous!” A Jing was also among the army but clearly didn’t have the same status as Cheng Yuan, sitting far back in the row of officers. Hearing this, he coldly said: “The enemy has less than three hundred men, while we have a full two hundred thousand. With such disparate numbers, we still need to consolidate?”

The old general tried to defend his position: “But the enemy’s combat strength is formidable, each worth a hundred of our men…”

“I don’t support consolidation either,” said Cheng Yuan. “The inland area is vast with few people, and in this snowy weather, three hundred men can hide anywhere, leaving us helpless. Consolidating twenty thousand troops in one place just creates a bigger target, making it easier for them to avoid us. Your Majesty, I suggest surrounding and trapping them. As long as we block all escape routes, they’ll have no choice but to show themselves.”

“Has General Cheng forgotten the Battle of Qiuqiu? You said the same thing then,” A Jing gave him a cold look and mocked: “Setting up roadblocks on all routes, mobilizing the entire army, not missing even mountain paths or small trails—at that time, General, you confidently claimed that not even a mouse could escape your sight. Yet a month later, Zhuge Yue was comfortably eating and sleeping in Yanming Pass while we were exhausted like fools.”

Cheng Yuan’s face darkened at these words, but he didn’t speak. Instead, he turned to look at Yan Xun. Everyone knew that the Battle of Qiuqiu was Yan Xun’s taboo. While Cheng Yuan bore some responsibility, Yan Xun, as the commander whose camp was ambushed, bore even greater blame. However, Yan Xun’s expression remained unchanged, as if he hadn’t heard anything, his eyes frost-like, calm as still water.

With a swoosh, A Jing, in his heavy iron armor, pushed aside a small table and stood up. Taking two steps forward, he said to Yan Xun in a deep voice: “Your Majesty, Zhuge Yue has only three hundred men. He couldn’t have injured over three thousand of our men without suffering casualties himself, yet we haven’t seen a single Da Xia corpse. This means he took all the wounded with him. With their already small numbers now further burdened by the wounded, their combat effectiveness must be greatly reduced. I request to personally lead one thousand men in pursuit and will certainly complete the mission.”

Yan Xun’s gaze was like dark waves on a deep sea as he silently swept over A Jing’s face. Outside the tent, fierce winds swirled snow across the plains, yet none was colder than Yan Xun’s eyes. He was carefully weighing options, like a deeply calculating wolf king.

A Jing? A Jing’s abilities certainly qualified him for important tasks, and the previous repression had somewhat smoothed his sharp edges. His current request to fight was nothing more than an attempt to prove himself. But caution was necessary—after all, his close relationship with A Chu was well-known, and what variables might arise if A Chu learned of this matter?

The tent was silent, everyone watching Yan Xun and waiting for his instructions. Time passed second by second, grains of sand slowly falling into the water clock. Suddenly, a warhorse’s neigh was heard. A Jing rushed outside, where over two hundred cavalry were galloping toward them. The leading officer, covered in blood, shouted: “The enemy commander has been captured!”

Instantly, the entire tent erupted in excitement. Yan Xun’s brows furrowed tightly, his eyes like a frozen lake with turbulent waves surging beneath the surface.

The land was vast and desolate, with goose feather-like snowflakes dancing in the air, covering everything in silver-white. The Light Cavalry First Team had set out with five hundred men but returned with fewer than three hundred, showing how fierce the battle had been. Lu He, the First Battalion commander, was covered in blood with an arrow in his shoulder. He jumped off his horse and knelt on one knee, saying to Yan Xun: “Your Majesty, I have fortunately not failed in my mission and have captured Da Xia’s Northwestern Army Marshal, Zhuge Yue.”

The crowd erupted in cheers. Over the past year at Yanming Pass, Yan Bei’s army had suffered countless defeats at Zhuge Yue’s hands. The man was a military genius who never played by the rules, with extraordinary courage, fierce generals under his command, and soldiers willing to die for him. He had defeated Yan Bei’s army in nine out of ten battles. Moreover, he represented the noble families’ attitudes toward Yan Bei and their support for Da Xia, with connections to multiple factions. With him gone, the tide of war would immediately turn dramatically.

Compared to everyone else’s joy, Yan Xun showed no unusual expression. He looked at Lu He and said solemnly: “Bring him forward.”

“Bring him up!”

Lu He turned and gave the order, and immediately a bound man was brought forward. The man wore a luxurious purple sable coat with expensive clothes but was wounded in many places, with five or six arrows stuck in his right leg, rendering him unable to stand. Upon seeing Yan Xun, he slowly raised his head, his gaze cold and detached. With a slight smile and contemptuous curl of his lips, he said: “Young Master Yan, it’s been a long time.”

Yan Xun’s eye twitched, his demeanor dark and brooding as he slowly said: “Month Seven?”

“Young Master Yan has a good memory. No wonder you can employ so many despicable and treacherous tactics against my young master—turns out you have such a good head on your shoulders.” Month Seven chuckled, a bloody sword scar across his face, the skin split open, having lost his former handsomeness and elegance, his smile as eerie as a demon.

Yan Xun remained unmoved and coldly asked: “Where is Zhuge Yue?”

Month Seven laughed loudly, as if hearing the funniest joke, and countered: “Has Young Master Yan gone mad? To ask such a stupid question?”

“Take him away and behead him.”

Yan Xun coldly turned around and ordered. The imperial guards immediately seized Month Seven, but his voice cheerfully rang out from behind, bearing a carefree laugh, as relaxed as if he were going to eat a meal: “Yan Xun, you’re not a soldier, just a villain accustomed to schemes and tricks. You’re no match for my young master. I’m just going ahead, waiting for you on the path to the underworld.”

“Is that so?” Yan Xun’s voice was cold and deep, like a dust-covered bell, as he slowly turned back, his eyes sharp as knives: “Then you can wait.”

“Sister, walk slowly, there’s a mountain valley ahead. Brother will wait for you at the mountain. Waiting for you to come…”

As the snow fell heavily, Month Seven was dragged away, yet his song still echoed in the wind. Yan Xun stood in the blizzard, his face frost-like, gradually shrouded by a layer of snow.

“Your Majesty,” Lu He nervously said, “I have committed a crime. I was careless and was deceived by him. But I now know the direction that dog Zhuge has taken, and I will pursue him immediately.”

Yan Xun glanced sideways at the sword at his waist and said: “Give it to me.”

Lu He was greatly alarmed and quickly removed the sword from his waist, handing it to Yan Xun with sweat pouring down his face: “This is that fellow’s sword. I… I was just about to present it to Your Majesty.”

The sword was four feet long, completely dark blue, with faint red patterns on the blade that looked like blood. It was indeed Zhuge Yue’s sword, Breaking Moon. Yan Xun was naturally very familiar with this sword.

“Sun Cai, you take this sword immediately to intercept Lady Chu. She should be on her way back to Shangshen. Tell her that Zhuge Yue led troops to attack Yuegong’s grain supplies, and just happened to encounter me in Yuegong. The Imperial Guard headquarters was damaged, I was wounded by a sword, and am now surrounded. Ask her to bring troops to support Yuegong City immediately. Remember, you must take the southern Huo Mountain route, creating the impression that you escaped from Yuegong by chance. Understand?”

The young commander immediately knelt and said solemnly: “I understand.”

“Nian Qin, go immediately to Yuegong City with my verbal order for the Yuegong garrison. Tell them they must make frequent troop movements within one day to create the appearance of being under siege.”

“Yes, I will go at once.”

“Cheng Yuan, gather the Black Hawk Army immediately, divide into five routes, and head to Yuegong. Follow behind Lady Chu, keep your flags hidden and drums silent, and pretend to be in pursuit, but do not directly engage in battle. Understand?”

“Understood.”

“Qi Zhi, accompany Nian Qin to Yuegong and instruct all counties and prefectures along the way to close their gates, send out troops, and set up checkpoints to intercept.”

“Yes.”

“Huo An!”

“At your service.” A soldier wearing the Xiuli Army uniform stood to the side, head lowered so his face couldn’t be seen clearly, and respectfully said: “Please give your orders.”

“Follow Lu He immediately. When you see Zhuge Yue, you should know what to say.”

Huo An knelt and said in a low voice: “I understand and will not fail Your Majesty’s trust.”

As several armies departed one after another, Yan Xun remained standing, slowly saying: “A Jing.”

A Jing quickly stepped forward, excitedly saying: “At your service, Your Majesty.”

“Go to Huai Song to inspect next spring’s military provisions.”

A Jing was stunned, asking incredulously: “Now?”

“Yes,” Yan Xun turned around, his gaze sharp, his lips cold, emphasizing each word: “Now.”

The wind blew stronger with each gust. Yan Xun stood in the cold wind wearing his black fur coat, completely unmoved. The sun above was covered by dark clouds, making everything around dimly yellowish and pale white. The deep winter was desolate, and war was approaching.

*—*—*

There was a heavy snowfall that night. Chu Qiao had just set up camp when she heard the urgent sound of horse hooves from the north. He Xiao led troops forward, and soon brought back a young officer. The man was covered in blood with disheveled hair. Seeing Chu Qiao, he acted as if he’d found a long-lost relative, falling to his knees before her and shouting: “Thank goodness! Lady Chu, you’re here! Please bring troops to save His Majesty quickly! Any later and it will be too late!”

With a clang, the Remnant Red sword in Chu Qiao’s hand dropped to the ground. She widened her eyes, stepped forward, and coldly said: “What did you say? Say it again!”

“The Da Xia dog Zhuge snuck into Yan Bei, burned Yuegong City’s winter grain supplies, and His Majesty happened to be nearby. Not knowing the situation, he only brought two thousand troops to rescue Yuegong but was surrounded by that dog Zhuge, suffering multiple sword wounds and unable to mount a horse. Now five thousand Da Xia troops surround Yuegong, with His Majesty inside the city. I led three hundred men in a desperate breakout to report this news—they all died along the way, only I escaped.”

Chu Qiao’s brows furrowed as she asked sternly: “How could five thousand Da Xia troops enter Yan Bei so silently? Explain clearly!”

The young man, face covered in dirt, red-eyed with grief and anger, shouted: “I don’t know either! They seemed to have dropped from the sky! Zhuge Yue’s swordsmanship is exquisite—one thrust pierced through His Majesty’s chest. If not for A Jing’s desperate protection, he would have perished by now. That officer called Month Seven attacked the city gates three times, killing all our brothers…”

As Sun Cai spoke, tears streamed down his face. He took out the sword at his waist and presented it, saying: “This is that dog Zhuge’s precious sword. He used it to stab His Majesty, but it got stuck in His Majesty’s shoulder blade and couldn’t be pulled out.”

Chu Qiao was stunned. She slowly took the sword, seeing its ancient simplicity and bloodstains—unmistakably Breaking Moon. She gripped the sword tightly, strongly suppressing the urge to tremble, her eyes as if frozen in snow, almost melting into tears.

Zhuge Yue, how could he? He told her that he hadn’t come for war this time, so how could he burn Yuegong’s grain supplies and attempt to assassinate Yan Xun?

But if not, what was this? And whose blood stained the Breaking Moon sword?

“My lady! Please go quickly! If you don’t go now, it will be too late!”

Sun Cai knelt on the ground, repeatedly kowtowing and begging. Chu Qiao took a deep breath, feeling her heart turn cold. If something happened to Yan Xun this time, wouldn’t it be because of her? She nimbly mounted her horse and coldly ordered her subordinates: “All troops break camp! To Yuegong!”

The army quickly mobilized and soon disappeared into the vast snowy plains. Soon after, the hoofprints of other cavalry units covered the chaotic snow. This night was certainly not one for peaceful sleep.

When Huo An saw Zhuge Yue, it was already dawn. In Mingxi Valley, what had been three hundred men now numbered less than two hundred, yet they still maintained high vigilance and combat readiness. The entrance to Mingxi Valley was narrow, easy to defend but difficult to attack. The valley was rich in wild game, eliminating any concern for provisions. If they could hold out for three days, Zhao Che would surely notice the reduced number of Yan Bei troops at Yanming Pass. At that time, he would seize the opportunity to attack, forcing Yan Xun to return and defend, giving Zhuge Yue a chance to escape.

Just one glance and Huo An understood the brilliance of Yan Xun’s strategy. Given this terrain and troop configuration, even a direct assault would come at a tremendous cost.

“General Zhuge, I am Huo An, commander of the Xiuli Army under Lady Chu. I have important information to relay to you.”

Zhuge Yue was neatly dressed, still maintaining that shrewd and cold demeanor. Even while on the run, he showed no sign of panic. He glanced at Huo An indifferently and slowly said: “If I’m not mistaken, the commander of the Xiuli Army should be He Xiao.”

“Commander He has fallen in battle. I now take his place,” Huo An said solemnly, his expression unchanging.

Hearing this, Zhuge Yue’s eyebrow slightly raised, but he didn’t pursue the matter. Instead, his eyes looked calmly at Huo An, with an underlying sharpness like knives piercing into him, as if trying to dig a hole through his body. Huo An steadied himself and calmly said: “My lady says your whereabouts have been exposed. Whatever business you have, please leave immediately. She has arranged a secret passage at Helan Mountain for you. If you trust her, you can escape Yan Bei via Bian Tang. If you have other escape routes, please leave quickly, because His Majesty has already sent troops to surround you. If you don’t leave now, you may not have another chance.”

“What has happened to your lady? Why did Commander He die in battle?”

Huo An’s expression changed slightly. After thinking for a moment, he said: “My lady only instructed me to say what I just told you. As for other matters, please forgive me for not being able to inform you.”

As he finished and turned to leave, Zhuge Yue said: “Stop.”

Huo An continued walking when suddenly a sharp sound rang out. A young swordsman drew his sword with lightning speed and held it against Huo An’s neck, coldly saying: “Did you not hear my young master calling you?”

Huo An turned to look at a young man of only eighteen or nineteen, his eyes carrying the characteristic coldness of a swordsman.

“Month Nine, don’t be rash.”

Zhuge Yue spoke sternly, and the young swordsman lowered his head and retreated. Huo An turned back to meet Zhuge Yue’s calm gaze and slowly said: “General, there is a traitor among my subordinates who have harmed you and my lady. His Majesty ordered my lady to kill you. She refused and even sent troops to intercept those His Majesty sent to hunt you down. She has now broken with the army. I have no face to return and seek my lady’s forgiveness. I only hope the general will heed my lady’s words and leave quickly, or else the nine thousand soldiers of our Southwest Garrison will have been sacrificed in vain, and my lady will have sacrificed herself for nothing.”

With those words, Huo An pulled out his sword and slashed at his neck. Zhuge Yue moved quickly to deflect it with his sword, but was still too late—a line of blood appeared across the man’s neck, flowing freely.

Meng Feng immediately crouched down and after a moment looked up to say: “Don’t worry, he won’t die.”

Zhuge Yue’s expression darkened as he stared into the empty snowfield for a long time without speaking. His subordinates all looked at him, one of them saying: “General, this man’s words cannot be fully trusted.”

Zhuge Yue nodded and said: “Scout.”

“Yes!”

At dawn, a scout galloped back, reporting solemnly: “General, we’ve confirmed that civilians have seen Lady Chu’s troops rushing to Yuegong City at great speed. They passed by just an hour ago. I carefully examined the hoofprints—they were in great panic, the tracks very chaotic. However, we have not yet received any proclamation ordering the arrest of Lady Chu throughout Yan Bei.”

Zhuge Yue nodded without speaking, but his mind was racing.

Shortly after, another scout returned, saying: “General, we’ve confirmed that the Black Hawk Army, led by Cheng Yuan, has divided into five routes, all following behind Lady Chu to capture her. Their numbers exceed one hundred thousand.”

“Young Master, all prefectures and counties along the route to Yuegong have increased troops and set up roadblocks. Militia are checking people everywhere, and Yuegong City is also frequently moving troops. The situation looks grim.”

“General, Yan Xun is also heading to Yuegong.”

The wind howled fiercely, the world desolate and bleak, with pristine white snow everywhere. Zhuge Yue stood tall in his gray fox fur coat, suddenly walking to his warhorse and saying in a quiet but forceful voice: “To Yuegong.”

“General!” Meng Feng grabbed Zhuge Yue’s reins, blocking his path, and said solemnly: “You cannot go.”

Zhuge Yue looked up indifferently but didn’t speak. Meng Feng knew this look all too well and, unusually serious, said gravely: “This matter has many suspicious points. Even if it were true, given our current strength, we shouldn’t act rashly.”

“Indeed, General,” Zhuge Yue’s deputy, Shen Ru, was formerly a stable boy who had shown exceptional military talent and had been freed from servitude and promoted to deputy commander by Zhuge Yue. Shen Ru said solemnly: “I also find this matter extremely suspicious. If this is a secret operation, why could we so easily obtain intelligence? And why does the timing align so perfectly?”

Month Nine frowned: “Young Master, I also find this suspicious.”

“General, this is too coincidental. If it’s true, how did this Huo An find us? If he could find us, doesn’t that mean Chu Qiao has been tracking us all along? We must be cautious. I also think following our original plan and retreating immediately is the best course of action.”

“You’re all right,” Zhuge Yue nodded and said slowly. Everyone’s faces lit up with joy, thinking he had finally listened to reason. But soon, Zhuge Yue frowned and looked at them very seriously, saying solemnly: “But what if what he said is true?”

Everyone was stunned. Yes, if it were true, then judging by Yan Xun’s actions, wouldn’t Chu Qiao surely die? If such a thing happened, what should be done?

Zhuge Yue didn’t wait for their response but mounted his horse. The others were startled and rushed forward to stop him. Meng Feng tried earnestly to persuade him: “General, I believe this is highly likely to be false—a trap set by Yan Xun to lure you in…”

“If it’s highly likely to be false, what about the small possibility it might be true?”

Meng Feng was dumbfounded.

“Is that small possibility worth risking your life for?”

Zhuge Yue didn’t answer, just silently shook his head and softly said: “I can’t be completely certain…”

He didn’t continue, nor did he specify what he couldn’t be completely certain about. The man’s expression suddenly became somewhat distant. He quietly raised his head, looking at the flying snow in the distance, then suddenly curled his lips into a cold smile: “Besides, if Yan Xun wants my life, it won’t be so easy.”

“Month Nine,” Zhuge Yue’s gaze was ice-cold, flashing with a desperate ruthlessness: “Inform Month Da that Plan Two is now in effect.”

Plan Two? A flash of confusion crossed Month Nine’s eyes, but in an instant, his spirit lifted. He responded affirmatively and nimbly mounted his horse.

As the hoofbeats gradually faded away, Zhuge Yue sat on horseback, slightly narrowing his eyes. His gaze was calm on the surface but with undercurrents slowly surging beneath. He considered all possibilities, imagining the worst outcome, when suddenly he seemed to see someone in the vast snowfield waving to him from afar.

If all this were true, would there be a glimmer of hope? If she was willing to break with Yan Xun for his sake, didn’t that prove he held someplace in her heart?

Zhuge Yue thought darkly, then silently shook his head and smiled wryly. His fatal weakness had been discovered by others once again.

Hooves flew across the snow toward Yuegong City. The sun rose but was hidden by dark clouds, making the world dim and black. Yuegong, Yan Bei’s great granary city, welcomed another tumultuous day in its history.

Chapter 150: Convergence of Two Heroes
That day, all of Yan Bei was shrouded in a blizzard. A once-in-a-century storm raged like a madman, howling and wreaking havoc across the plains. Snow piled over three feet deep, striking faces like tiny stones, causing sharp pain. War horses had their bellies and eyes wrapped in leather, yet they still glanced around in panic. Warriors wore fur coats with wind caps, their eyes forced shut by the wind, only able to trudge laboriously through the snow.

Upon reaching the Jasmine River, Chu Qiao suddenly ordered the entire army to halt. Sun Cai anxiously came forward to inquire but saw only a cold back. The young female general stood on a snow-covered slope battered by wind, gazing at the vast snow sea in the distance. Far away, birds scattered in flight, snow mist sprayed, and she stood silently for a long time.

As she walked down, Sun Cai angrily pushed away a soldier who tried to stop him and approached her furiously, saying: “General Chu, what exactly are you doing? The military situation is urgent, His Majesty’s life is in grave danger, yet you have the leisure to admire the scenery here?”

Chu Qiao’s gaze passed lightly over him, like winter ice crystals, piercingly cold into the most vulnerable insecurity of one’s heart.

The young woman was still very young, but for some reason, everyone who knew her would unconsciously ignore her age when standing before her, unable to control their trembling and fear. Despite the cold weather, sweat slowly seeped from Sun Cai’s forehead. Just as he realized something was amiss, Chu Qiao ordered: “Tie him up.”

Without a second’s hesitation, the Xiuli army soldiers quickly moved forward, binding Sun Cai securely in a few moves. The young officer struggled and shouted, “What are you doing?” “General Chu, are you rebelling?”

Chu Qiao coldly looked at him, her gaze piercing through his surface shock and anger, effortlessly seeing the underlying panic and worry. Her heart gradually grew cold, like water flowing under ice, chillingly frigid.

“He Xiao, bring out all the explosives we’re carrying and blow open the Jasmine River. Leave three hundred men to guard it firmly. If anyone crosses from the other side before dawn, you need not come to see me again.”

“Yes!” He Xiao answered coldly. Chu Qiao mounted her horse and said to her subordinates: “Let’s go.”

“General Chu! Do you know what you’re doing?”

Chu Qiao slowly turned her head, coldly glancing at Sun Cai, and very calmly said: “Of course I know.”

“You’re preventing our people from rescuing His Majesty, that’s treason!”

Chu Qiao smirked slightly, saying with a faint smile: “Commander Sun, are you too naive, or do you think I, Chu Qiao, am that foolish in your eyes? You say only you escaped from Yuegong City, so why are there five armies pursuing us from the rear? I returned to Shangshen ahead of schedule, setting out a day early to arrive here in time, so how did your Black Hawk Army also reach here so quickly? You say Zhuge Yue led fifty thousand troops to secretly attack Yuegong’s grain carts and surround His Majesty, then tell me, it’s almost New Year, why would His Majesty leave headquarters to come thousands of miles away?”

Sun Cai was speechless, staring with wide eyes and saying nothing. Chu Qiao gave a cold laugh, her gaze growing colder, saying in an ominous tone: “Commander Sun if I’ve wronged you today, I will kowtow and apologize to you in front of everyone another day. But if you’ve deliberately deceived me, watch out for your head.”

“Go!”

The army rushed past, hooves pounding on the snow plain like rumbling war drums. Soon, thunderous sounds came from behind. Though crudely made, enough explosives together were sufficient to blast through the ice. The Jasmine River was a tributary of the Crimson River, deep and rapid; it wouldn’t freeze solid without a day and night. With three hundred crossbowmen stationed here, the Black Hawk Army couldn’t easily cross the river. Regardless of the situation ahead, she had to go see for herself.

Chu Qiao made up her mind, slightly narrowing her eyes, her gaze sharp like a leopard spotting prey.

“General!” He Xiao rode up, galloping beside Chu Qiao. Years of shared hardships made them not just master and servant, but close comrades. The handsome general asked in a deep voice: “What happened up ahead?”

The cold wind howled fiercely, blowing harshly between them. Snow particles struck their faces, quite painful. After a long silence, Chu Qiao finally said in a deep voice: “Perhaps, Cheng Yuan has rebelled.”

He Xiao thought for a moment, connecting the events, and indeed found it possible, but cursed: “Always knew that bastard was no good!”

Chu Qiao didn’t speak. Her gaze fixed straight ahead as she forcefully whipped her horse. Hopefully, her guess was correct because she didn’t want to consider the alternative possibility.

No, it can’t be. Yan Xun, he wouldn’t betray me like this.

“Hya!”

Chu Qiao shouted, suppressing all her worries deep inside. The war horse galloped wildly, racing across the vast snow plain like a black storm. The sun was gradually covered by dark clouds, and the world turned gloomy as if night had fallen.

Zhuge Yue’s appearance was completely unexpected. According to the original plan, Chu Qiao would come first, troops would pursue afterward, and Yuegong actively mobilizing troops were all false displays to deceive Zhuge Yue. The ultimate goal was to lure Zhuge Yue out to Mingxi Valley, then deploy twenty thousand crossbowmen at the valley entrance to kill him. The battle would end at Mingxi Valley, never reaching Yan Bei’s interior, let alone affecting major cities like Yuegong.

So when Zhuge Yue suddenly appeared inside Yuegong City, the entire city’s first reaction was panic, because Yan Xun had already led Yuegong’s last troops to set an ambush at Mingxi Valley.

Yuegong City was eventually burned down by Zhuge Yue. As Yan Xun received the news and rushed back, Zhuge Yue, wearing a blue-green fur coat, stood at Xiema Slope an arrow shot from the city gates, and personally shot a fire arrow at the tall city gate in front of Yan Xun. Following the attack signal, three hundred fire arrows were released simultaneously, shooting into Yuegong City which had been doused with tung oil. Heaven also aided Zhuge Yue; under the raging wind, not only the city’s provisions but the entire city turned into charred ruins in this great fire.

The twenty thousand troops led by Yan Xun watched with bloodshot eyes. Half of these men were local officers from Yuegong. Seeing their homeland destroyed and not knowing if their parents, wives, and children were alive, they erupted in anger. Without waiting for Yan Xun’s orders, they surged forward with roars. The battle began very hastily, without formation or battle array, just a frenzied rush, driven by a grieving army’s pain. The Yan Bei warriors moved incredibly fast, like a pack of howling hungry wolves. However, before they could get close, arrows from one hundred Moon Guards pierced their chests. Arrows fell like rain from the sky, and no flesh and blood could withstand this force. After about the time it took to burn an incense stick, there wasn’t a single person standing alive between the two armies.

The north wind blew across the blood-soaked battlefield. In the rolling wind, one could still hear the labored breathing of the dying. Yan Xun stood on the other side. When the Yuegong garrison charged forward, he didn’t stop them—in fact, he had no time to stop them—so he watched ten thousand garrison troops die under a hail of arrows, like autumn grass that no one cared about. At this moment, Yan Xun’s guards stood behind him, like a dark, silent forest, still ten thousand strong, standing silently, unmoved by the death of their compatriots.

This was the first meeting between Yan Xun and Zhuge Yue since Biantang. Although the war had lasted an entire year with countless encounters, and Zhuge Yue had once led troops to charge Yan Xun’s camp, they had never met face to face. Now, their gazes crossed like lightning in midair, without any sharp sparks. Everything was like reefs hidden beneath surging currents, quietly, silently, and heavily colliding. The surface water rippled slightly but underneath were turbulent undercurrents. Outsiders couldn’t see the sharpness and edge hidden within; only those deeply familiar with the situation could understand what kind of terror this was.

From their youth outside Zhenhuang City to their repeated confrontations as adults, these two equally brilliant men each commanded power. In terms of political stance, they stood opposite and distinct from each other. In military ability, they were equally matched with brilliant strategies. In political competition, they were sworn enemies with irreconcilable differences. By a twist of fate, they fell in love with the same woman. Such destiny and encounters meant they could never sit down peacefully to appreciate each other’s strengths and talents. Whenever they met, it was always with scalding blood, determining victory or defeat, fighting to the death.

When Zhuge Yue saw Yan Xun, his long-suspended heart suddenly eased. When he had just left Mingxi Valley, he knew he’d been deceived. The only difference was whether Yan Xun was solely responsible, or if Chu Qiao was involved. Had Yan Xun infiltrated the Southwest Garrison, or had Chu Qiao personally exposed her whereabouts? On the battlefield, life and death change unpredictably in an instant. At such a critical moment, these matters might seem irrelevant to others, but to him, they couldn’t be disregarded. He could confidently believe Chu Qiao wasn’t that kind of person, could confidently feel he wasn’t just a passing stranger in her heart, but he couldn’t measure Yan Xun’s position in her heart. He couldn’t judge whose way her concerned eyes would turn when his interests conflicted with Yan Xun’s.

Zhuge Yue smiled coldly at himself. Even if she wouldn’t betray Yan Xun for him, she also wouldn’t kill him for Yan Xun. Perhaps, that was enough.

When Yan Xun saw Zhuge Yue, he was far less calm than Zhuge Yue. Disgust and hatred grew like vines in his heart. It was this man before him who had made him lose his first chance to escape from Zhenhuang, suffering eight years of imprisonment worse than pigs and dogs. While he was crawling on the ground, bowing his head like a pig or dog just to survive, this man was enjoying the glory of the empire’s noble clan, fine clothes and food, elegant garments, and magnificent horses. While he was enduring humiliation to survive, suffering others’ bullying, this man was coldly watching from the sidelines. When his family was ruined and he fell to dust, this man’s family rose, stepping on piles of white bones and blood to become the empire’s new voice. And after he had finally established this majestic foundation, it was this man who personally destroyed his undefeated legend, giving him a heavy blow.

And then, there was A Chu…

Thinking of this, the fire in Yan Xun’s heart blazed fiercely. The long-suppressed resentment and anger were like an erupting volcano, unstoppable.

As evening approached, the sunset in the west. On the eastern horizon, vague black silhouettes could be seen—those were Yan Bei’s war horses. Across thousands of mountains and waters, one could smell the breath of the war horses in the air. Dust filled the sky; there were a full thirty to forty thousand men.

Zhuge Yue stood motionless, and Yan Xun said nothing. With war before them, insults and curses would seem too childish. A soldier from Yan Xun’s subordinates rode out from the ranks, came to the front of Zhuge Yue’s troop, and shouted: “Don’t shoot!”

The Moon Guards were silent, looking at this courageous soldier with indifferent eyes. The soldier nervously licked his lips and began the pre-battle speech, which was very clichéd, merely about Great Xia being cruel and unjust, Yan Bei rising as a righteous army, accusing them of trespassing on their land, invading their territory, saying the army would never compromise against such provocation, that their reinforcements were just ahead, and if they wanted a chance to escape, they should immediately lay down their weapons and surrender, kneeling to beg for mercy, and so on.

The persuading soldier spoke until his mouth was dry, righteous, and upright, but his speech received no response. Seeing he had finished, Zhuge Yue lightly waved his hand and said emotionlessly: “Kill him.”

Immediately, arrows flew, and the brave speaker was shot like a hornet’s nest. His body fell stiffly, but his feet remained in the stirrups. The warhorse, startled, ran backward, dragging the man along, blood staining the path.

The Yan Bei soldiers finally erupted in fury. Angry voices filled the field as ten thousand men simultaneously drew their blades. The gleaming blade edges were like a ferocious ocean, covering everyone’s eyes in an instant.

The men looked at each other, their gazes crossing through ancient time and space. Finally, the battle horn sounded thunderous. Earth-gray dust covered the army. Someone shouted, and warhorses immediately raised their hooves. Towering forests of spears and seas of swords savagely charged toward the enemy. The war began with a roar, coming without the slightest warning.

The sun was setting, and darkness was falling. Although Zhuge Yue’s cavalry was few, they were like a sharp sword. They were unmatched with crossbows, their arrows never missed, able to charge and shoot simultaneously, then follow up with a sword after shooting. They were all martial arts experts, none ordinary soldiers. Three hundred men were invincible, breaking through camps and formations as if walking on flat ground, not frightened by the enemy’s numbers.

Yan Xun’s troops were also elite forces selected one from a hundred, numerous, well-equipped, each a veteran soldier with rich experience and overwhelming momentum.

The battle revealed terrible cruelty from the very beginning. Blood splattered, severed arms flew, warhorses crashed head-on, their four hooves crossing in midair. The massive formation surged forward like a flood or tidal wave, unstoppable, shaking people’s spines cold and scalps numb.

Chapter 151: Heart Like Dead Ashes
The sky was pitch black, clouds hanging extremely low, almost touching one’s forehead. Snow fell like gray goose feathers, flying in the bitter wind. In a simple tent built of coarse cloth and felt, Yan Xun sat silently. Torches crackled weakly, soldiers were anxious, their eyes increasingly uneasy. Horses let out irritating neighs, nervously pawing the ground. The air was stifling, filled with fear and oppression.

It had been a full half-hour already. Using ten thousand troops to fight against that isolated, weak detachment of less than three hundred men—such a disproportionate ratio wasn’t even a normal war. Even with Zhuge Yue’s exceptional talent, he shouldn’t have lasted until now. The Moon Guards had used up all their arrows, their swords had notched edges, and many were already seriously wounded. All the cavalry’s horses had been shot dead, no longer able to utilize their mobile flexibility. They could only gather together, back to back, fighting with spears and swords against tens of thousands.

The Yan Bei army had them completely surrounded. The close-quarters combat was unbearably brutal. On the snow plain stained red with blood, the Yan Bei army’s advance troops and Zhuge Yue’s forces fought in a melee. The two waves collided head-on; gleaming swords flashed, and amidst the charge, great spurts of blood gushed out like hot magma spilling onto the snowy soil.

The wind howled, and battle cries shook the heavens. The neighing of warhorses mingled with the screams of grievously wounded warriors. The scene was like boiling water—no strategies or tactics could be employed anymore. When enemies meet on a narrow road, the brave will win. At this moment, everyone seemed to have gone mad, red-eyed, swinging swords at the enemy. Severed limbs, splashing blood, and decapitated heads fell like rows of autumn grass. Killers were immediately killed, but the dying still remembered to grab their enemy’s legs to win time for their comrades to attack. The battle reached an unimaginably brutal level.

Though the Yan Bei army had the numerical advantage, they still couldn’t scatter the Moon Guards’ small formation. As outer warriors fell, those inside immediately rushed up. They stood swaying, wielding swords, seemingly about to fall in wave after wave of battle, yet they still stood firm like a stubborn plaster that couldn’t be shaken off. Defeated but not routed, even when surrounding comrades had fallen, each fought alone, continuing to battle individually. Even covered in blood and gore, even with limbs severed, even with just one breath left, they would still take a strike just to bite off a piece of the enemy’s flesh!

These men had followed Zhuge Yue since childhood. As the eldest son of the Zhuge family, from the age of four, his family had hired dozens of martial arts masters for him and equipped him with five hundred personal guards—the Moon Guards. For over ten years, they had followed Zhuge Yue battling north and south, experiencing hundreds of wars and killings, never retreating or showing cowardice. Today, before the Yan Bei soldiers, they once again demonstrated the passionate loyalty of those supposedly “pampered young masters” of the empire who lived lives of wine and women.

Nie Gu, Yan Xun’s newly appointed captain of the guard, swung his sword and shouted fiercely: “Kill! Kill them all!”

Yue Jiu, covered in blood, thrust his sword through a Yan Bei soldier’s throat. His face no longer had the composed demeanor of a master. Wiping away the blood on his face, he shouted: “Brothers! Break through a bloody path!”

Corpses were everywhere, swords were everywhere. Bodies piled so high one could barely stand. Warriors swung their swords while kicking aside corpses that obstructed their footing. Battle cries and screams were deafening. Blood-soaked mud and flesh were scattered all over the ground.

A Yan Bei soldier cut off a Moon Guard’s leg with one stroke. The young Moon Guard not only didn’t cry out but instead thrust his sword through the Yan Bei soldier’s chest. Before falling, the Yan Bei warrior desperately held onto the Moon Guard’s waist. The two mortally wounded men rolled on the ground, tearing at each other like wild dogs, as if there was terrible hatred between them. Yet before they could kill each other, more than ten warhorses galloped over. The soldiers on horseback were still fighting, but the two on the ground had their skulls crushed by hooves. Brain matter spurted out, splashing onto the horses’ hooves. The two warriors died embracing each other, looking like intimate friends.

The battlefield formed a terrifying red vortex around the three hundred Moon Guards. Both sides’ formations were completely chaotic. The outer Yan Bei forces couldn’t break through, so they circled on horseback, shouting, occasionally charging forward to replace fallen comrades. Just then, the Moon Guards in the northwest corner suddenly had a gap broken open. Nie Gu cheered, and warriors holding bloody swords followed behind him, howling like wolves and tigers.

“Protect the general!”

Yue Jiu shouted fiercely, his young face completely red with blood, unrecognizable from his original appearance. The Moon Guards’ eyes all reddened simultaneously, turning together to charge, but were entangled by enemies at their sides.

Nie Gu shouted: “Charge! Kill the Zhuge dog traitor!”

“Swoosh————!”

As soon as the words left his mouth, a flash of bright sword light suddenly attacked. Nie Gu’s neck instantly had a line of blood. The next second, the young captain’s head flew high, his body stiffened, and with a bang, he fell into a pool of blood.

Zhuge Yue stood holding his sword. His blue-green robe made his face appear even more smooth as jade. His lips were crimson, his nose high-bridged, his deep eyes like profound pools, looking keenly at the chaotic battlefield. A drop of blood slowly flowed down from his temple, winding along the contour of his face. Behind him were tens of thousands of fallen corpses, and further away was the ancient city billowing black smoke. Beyond that were the Yan Bei lands ravaged by artillery fire and the devastated lands of Great Xia.

War was raging, civilians were wailing, Western Simo was trembling, and heaven and earth were bleeding. He stood in the ferocious pool of blood, holding his sword. Though covered in slaughter, he still stood proud like a majestic snow mountain.

“General!”

“Well done!”

Thunderous cheers followed. Zhuge Yue stood in the middle of the blood pool, his voice clear as a ringing bell, shouting: “No one is allowed to die! All follow me and charge!”

“Yes, sir!”

The warriors shouted in unison. Zhuge Yue rushed to the front, leading by example, personally leading the troops. His movements were so agile they dazzled the eye. His sword’s edge curled with white snow, like rolling white waves, leaving people and horses fallen in his wake, a complete mess.

The last hundred or so surviving Moon Guards were greatly encouraged. The shouting and killing sounds were deafening. The previously invincible Yan Bei army retreated in the face of this mad momentum, and the battle immediately stalled. The officers at the rear cursed angrily, but no matter how they scolded, that high ground formed by piled corpses could not be conquered. No matter how many troops were committed, those hundred or so people who looked like leaves in the rain continued to swing and chop like undying machines.

Yan Xun’s face remained unchanged, but his eyes gradually narrowed. Zhuge Yue had finally emerged. He stood at the front line of the slaughter, blue-green robe, and snow-white sword, his figure like a vigorous coiling dragon. For a moment, Yan Xun seemed to see a flickering golden light on him, like the splendor of imperial majesty, dazzlingly bright, making one unable to look directly at it.

A cold chill slid across his eyes. Yan Xun’s voice was low as he slowly said: “Bring me the bow and arrow.”

The guard immediately turned to get Yan Xun’s golden bow, brilliant with golden light, dazzling to the eye. Yan Xun wore a jet-black robe, his eyes no longer clear and gentle as before. At this moment, he was like a god of slaughter in the fires of a chaotic world, his whole body black with bloodstains. His fingertips slowly rubbed the crossbow arrow, four fingers together, thumb tightly locked, touching the arrow, loading the bow, bending the crossbow. The rope of fate turned at this moment, and past scenes once again galloped through his mind. Yan Xun’s arms exerted force, the crossbow arrow like a shrimp’s back on the bow.

The great wind blew, passing over the flying fire of battle and the gradually cooling corpses. Clouds rolled in the sky above, snow fell wildly. In the distance came the sound of galloping hooves approaching from behind. Yan Xun’s eyes were frosty, his back straight. Standing surrounded by tens of thousands of troops, with absolute advantage and posture, he released his fingers holding the arrow with a thunderous motion!

The brilliantly golden crossbow arrow left the string with a swoosh, shooting fiercely toward that agile body on the battlefield!

In an instant, tens of thousands of eyes fixed upon it. Under the halo of the dim midday sun, the arrow of fate shot out toward Zhuge Yue’s chest, like a bloodthirsty hungry wolf.

Zhuge Yue swung his sword and cut down a Yan Bei soldier. Bright red blood splashed on the back of his hand, like scalding oil. Without looking, just listening, the sound of the arrow piercing through the fierce north wind reached his eardrums. His body moved like incomparably swift lightning, dodging rapidly by instinct. The sharp arrowhead scraped fiercely past his arm, tearing through thick clothing and a large piece of skin. But before he could stand up, another arrow was already coming in an instant.

Rapid-fire crossbow—Yan Bei’s Chu Qiao’s signature skill! At the snowy national banquet, on the northwestern battlefield, he had experienced Chu Qiao’s archery skills many times and was no longer unfamiliar with them. But this arrow now came from Yan Xun’s hand, with a different flavor—perhaps less exquisite in skill, but far superior in power.

Seven consecutive arrows, each aimed at vital points. Zhuge Yue dodged each one like a startled dragon, finally standing up amid the storm of arrows. Their gazes met for just a second, quick as lightning, yet it seemed to span their lifetime of rivalry and enmity.

In that instant, Zhuge Yue’s body turned like a full moon, arms curved, swinging his sword toward him. The bright blade flashed like lightning, striking back with thunderous force.

A short cry of surprise sounded not far behind. The man at whom the blade pointed curved his lips slightly, revealing a barely perceptible smile. He didn’t dodge, showing not a trace of panic on his face. Instead, he took up the last golden arrow, suddenly drew his bow, and shot it fiercely.

Heaven and earth seemed to fall silent for a moment. Between the two men, separated by thousands of troops, they stared at each other silently, using all their strength to deliver the final blow. Neither dodged or evaded, just waiting for fate to make its final judgment on their lives.

“Your Majesty, be careful!”

“General!”

Before the cries of alarm could penetrate the eardrums, a horse’s long neigh sounded. A bright sword gleamed like a star in the night. The arrow pierced through the vast snow mist, whistling from behind Yan Xun. In the final moment before Zhuge Yue’s blade pierced Yan Xun’s heart, it struck the back of the war blade!

It was just an ordinary war blade—how could it withstand this world-class divine weapon with its flowing radiance? The two forces collided, and the war blade shattered with a roar, but the treasure sword maintained its previous speed. Yan Xun’s arrow pierced through Zhuge Yue’s palm and into his chest. Closely following, the sword suddenly stabbed into the arrow’s tail, vertically downward, piercing into Zhuge Yue’s chest. Fresh blood wound down, flowing along the sword’s diagonal blood wave pattern, all the way to the two small ancient seal characters at the end. Amid the bright red hot blood, the words “Breaking Moon” could vaguely be seen.

A great spray of blood immediately burst from Zhuge Yue’s mouth. His body staggered backward, but he strongly resisted falling. The Moon Guards rushed forward with bloodshot eyes, guarding around him. Yue Jiu’s eyes were red as he knelt before him, shedding hot tears. The young swordsman suddenly turned his head, his eyes full of frenzied hatred and rage, looking toward that line of black armor in the heavy snow.

Chu Qiao sat on horseback, with two thousand Xiuli troops at her side. Hooves trampled the snowplain, making a rumbling sound. Her pupils were wide open; she finally saw that face in the vast snow, and her entire being felt as if she had fallen into an icy abyss. Her limbs went numb with cold, her heart seemed to have been torn out and thrown into the icy snow.

Yan Xun smiled faintly, brushing away a snowflake that had fallen on his collar, slowly walking forward to extend his hand to Chu Qiao, saying gently: “You’ve come.”

Zhuge Yue was covered in blood, the wound on his chest terrifyingly fierce. In his eyes, it seemed like rolling black tides were surging. Reality once again bloodily shattered his pride and self-control. His brows and eyes were cold and sharp as he watched, suppressing the bloody taste in his throat.

Zhuge Yue, how much more will you degrade yourself?

The man laughed coldly, his voice deep and hoarse like a demon from hell, muttering: “In the end, it was just my one-sided wishful thinking.”

His cold gaze shot at Chu Qiao. She felt breathing become difficult. She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, breathing heavily as she sat on horseback. She could no longer see Yan Xun’s hypocritically smiling face, could no longer see the mountain-like piles of corpses, could no longer see the ancient city of Yuegong billowing black smoke, could no longer see the rolling snow in heaven and earth. There was only Zhuge Yue, only the bright red blood on his blue-green robe, like a piercing arrow to her heart and spine.

Time seemed to flow back nine years in an instant. Nine years ago, on the vast snowy plains outside Zhenhuang, she unhesitatingly chose to stand with Yan Xun, looking with eyes of hatred at that proud, cold, and lonely child. Nine years later, fate gave her an equal opportunity again, yet she still unhesitatingly pointed her sword at him.

The snow and wind remained the same, but people had changed. The world suddenly became vast and boundless, leaving only the rolling sound of the wind, carrying flying snow, sprinkling on that face already familiar in dreams.

Her fingers curved, tightly clenching into a fist, nails digging into the flesh of her palm, yet she felt no pain at all.

Yue Jiu’s eyes were red. Seeing her face clearly, he cursed angrily: “You heartless woman! Our young master came to save you, yet you strike such a blow. After today, as long as even one Moon Guard remains, we vow you will pay for today’s actions!”

“Bold words,” Yan Xun’s gaze passed over lightly, his tone clear and quiet as he said: “Go, trample them to death.”

“Yes!”

The imperial guards responded in unison, turning to charge forward. Just then, a sudden rumbling sound of galloping came from beneath the snow plain. Over a thousand war horses howled as they approached. The men on horseback wore various clothing—merchants, herdsmen, street vendors, scholarly gentry, and even officials wearing Yan Bei official uniforms. They galloped wildly, wielding various war blades, and in no time, gathered around behind Zhuge Yue.

“Young Master!”

A man in his forties rushed forward. He wore the official uniform of a fifth-rank civil official of Yan Bei, wielding a thick-backed broadsword. Jumping down from his horse, fierce as a tiger, he shouted while fighting: “Yue Da has arrived late. A-Jiu, protect the young master and leave! Brothers, follow me and charge!”

Nine years ago, when Yan Shicheng died at Huoleiyuan and Yan Xun was trapped in the imperial capital, the young Zhuge Yue had carefully woven this net. Back then, he couldn’t have foreseen today’s situation. He had only cautiously placed people, infiltrating Yan Bei’s territory, to assist himself when various noble clans fought over the fat meat of Yan Bei. Then Yan Xun returned, Yan Bei rebelled, and these people became Zhuge Yue’s eyes and hands in Yan Bei. After the previous attack on the camp at Caoqiu, it was with the help of these people that he could escape safely.

The battle instantly resumed. Blood splashed, battle cries were deafening, and sword flashes dazzled the eyes.

He Xiao carefully approached and whispered: “General, shall we help His Majesty fight?”

Chu Qiao gazed at the battlefield in a daze, thousands of thoughts flashing through her mind. The faces of Zhuge Yue and Yan Xun appeared one after another. She didn’t know where things had gone wrong, didn’t know what she had done. Weakness swept over her like a tidal wave, almost drowning her completely. Anger, heartache, regret, bitterness—indescribable thoughts surrounded her, covering her eyes, nose, and ears. She felt so tired, so exhausted that she wanted to fall to the ground and sleep, to die at once.

“General? General?” He Xiao’s voice sounded clearly in her ear, becoming increasingly urgent.

Chu Qiao’s body shook, and she suddenly came to her senses. She grabbed He Xiao’s war blade, jumped down from her horse, and rushed forward, shouting: “All follow me!”

The Xiuli Army warriors followed closely, their fighting spirit boiling like hot water. However, just as they were about to attack the Xia soldiers, Chu Qiao struck a Yan Bei soldier in the chest with her blade. Blood splashed onto her beautiful face. The young woman stood tall, like a firm giant rock or tree.

One, two, hundred, thousand—gradually, all the soldiers on the field quieted down. Chu Qiao silently attacked any Yan Bei soldier who approached her, as if possessed. Zhuge Yue’s attendants fixed their shifting gaze on her, maintaining a certain distance. The Yan Bei soldiers looked at her in astonishment, not daring to approach. Even the Xiuli Army warriors stood in a daze, not knowing what to do.

“A Chu, what are you doing?”

Yan Xun walked forward from behind, his gaze dark as a deep spring, staring at her fixedly, speaking in a low voice.

Chu Qiao didn’t speak. She just held her war blade, standing still and staring at him—this man she had given her whole heart to follow. She felt life was like a dream of fleeting splendor. She was entangled in silk threads like a puppet, yet had long been unaware.

Several Yan Bei soldiers carefully tried to approach. But before they could get close, Chu Qiao’s war blade immediately flashed. In the bright blade light, a head flew high into the air. Under everyone’s shocked gaze, the headless corpse fell to the snow with a thud, twitching like a dog not yet dead.

There were no exaggerated or fancy moves, no shouting to intimidate. She calmly pointed her blade at her comrades, standing on the vast snow plain, her figure thin, with no one beside her.

“Chu Qiao! What are you doing?”

Yan Xun’s voice grew deeper. Yue Da, seeing this, immediately ordered his subordinates to retreat. Yan Xun’s eyes frosted, and the Yan Bei soldiers immediately pursued. Chu Qiao moved swiftly, blocking them at the front with a few leaps. The Yan Bei soldiers had already killed until their eyes were red; seeing her swing her sword at her people, they attacked her without reservation. He Xiao, seeing this, became furious, picking up a war blade and shouting angrily: “Brothers! Protect our general!”

The battlefield was in chaos, unable to distinguish friend from foe. Chu Qiao’s eyes were red with killing. The blood of her people stained her clothes. Her hands trembled violently, but her body didn’t retreat a step. Hoofbeats grew distant as the unconscious Zhuge Yue was carried away. Black war eagles struggled and screeched in the high sky. The cold wind was like a sharp knife, cutting against her skin inch by inch.

On the vast plain, bloody corpses covered the entire land. The killing continued, and the air was filled with damp, cold despair and deathly silence.

After an unknown time, everything gradually quieted down. She stood leaning on her blade, with crimson blood at her feet. Yan Xun stood opposite her, gazing at her with deep eyes. In a daze, she suddenly felt the person opposite was so unfamiliar as if she had never known him. She didn’t want to say anything, didn’t want to ask anything. Dragging her tired body, she staggered as she turned around, just wanting to leave.

“Stop.”

A deep voice came from behind. Yan Xun walked forward slowly. The soldiers retreated like the tide, leaving only He Xiao standing before her with his blade, watching the approaching King of Yan Bei with vigilant eyes.

“You, step aside.”

Yan Xun said coldly to He Xiao. The young commander raised his head, looking at him fearlessly, responding to his order with silence.

With a swoosh, Yan Xun drew the sword at his waist. Almost simultaneously, Chu Qiao swung her blade upward. Years of tacit understanding meant she could block his moves without opening her eyes. A burst of intense sparks flashed between the blade and sword, dazzlingly bright.

Yan Xun smiled coldly: “What? You can draw your blade against me for him? I thought only Zhuge Yue could make you do such a thing.”

Chu Qiao raised her head, her dark eyes looking at Yan Xun, seeing his familiar brows and eyes, his cruel lips. She suddenly couldn’t reconcile him with the gentle, handsome young man in her memory. At this moment, Yan Xun finally separated from her memory, standing vividly before her. The reality was so bloody. Her years of obsession collapsed thunderously, like shattered crystal, in thousands of pieces, never to be rejoined.

“Yan Xun, you deceived me.”

Yan Xun’s face showed not the slightest guilt, saying lightly: “If I didn’t deceive you, how could I lure him into the trap?”

Even a thousand arrows piercing the heart couldn’t compare. Chu Qiao smiled bitterly, her eyes still dry, unable to shed tears. Her voice carried indescribable despair and fatigue. She looked at him uncomprehendingly, shaking her head: “Yan Xun, why have you become like this?”

Her voice was as desolate as a small bird with no branch to perch on. She was no longer that ever-victorious general on the battlefield, no longer that brilliantly talented supreme commander, no longer that sharp and resolute Lady Xiuli. At this moment, she was just a deceived woman. Years of heartfelt devotion had all turned to water, flowing away.

Yan Xun said in a deep voice: “A Chu, you say I’ve changed but haven’t you changed as well? A Great Xia commander secretly infiltrated Yan Bei—such important military intelligence you didn’t report to me. Instead, at the crucial moment, you turned against me and drew your sword. As the King of Yan Bei, what’s wrong with me killing a Great Xia soldier? If I hadn’t anticipated your reaction, why would I go to such lengths to deceive you? Do Yan Bei and I mean less to you than a Zhuge Yue?”

Chu Qiao’s body shook, staring at him in a daze for a long time, then suddenly laughed miserably, almost neurotically.

“Yan Xun, if Yan Bei goes to war with Song one day, would you scheme to lure your Song ally here, and then kill her?”

Yan Xun was stunned, frowning: “What are you talking about?”

“Yan Xun, you blame me for not being completely honest with you, but tell me, do you trust me?”

Yan Xun’s brows locked slightly, saying in a deep voice: “I asked you to return to Yan Bei’s interior, not participating in the war, for your good.”

“Slaughtering my comrades and army, forcing me to leave the cause I’ve fought for many years, driving me away from the center of power, away from the battlefield I opened up with my own hands, doubting me, not trusting me, monitoring me, using me—this is all for my good?”

Chu Qiao’s eyes were frighteningly bright. In the howling wind, her voice was like a cold knife, sharply shooting into the boundless night. A year’s suppressed discontent and sorrow surged out like a tide.

“A Chu, you are my woman. Why can’t you stay in the rear like other women, waiting for my triumphant return?”

Chu Qiao was stunned, then laughed in sudden realization. Her body trembled, laughing until tears flowed, hand covering her chest. A bitter taste lingered on her tongue as she shook her head in realization: “So, this is the kind of woman you want.”

The young woman’s eyes were so bright, like brilliant stars. She stared at Yan Xun, her voice low and hoarse, asking: “If so, why did you come to find me?”

“Yan Xun, you can kill Zhuge Yue, but you shouldn’t use me, and you shouldn’t set up this trap using my feelings for him.”

A heavy disappointment suddenly flashed in Yan Xun’s eyes. He said in a deep voice: “Cheng Yuan told me long ago that you had a deep relationship with Zhuge Yue. Unfortunately, I was always too confident. Today, you finally admitted it yourself.”

Hearing these words, Chu Qiao almost wanted to laugh out loud. Cheng Yuan? He would rather believe that shameless, disloyal person than believe her? She had risked her life for him, devoted herself completely, exhausted her heart’s blood, followed him for years, and in the end, she couldn’t compare to a daily flatterer. She once thought he was just temporarily confused, his head clouded by hatred, but now she was gradually losing hope. He had become a complete politician. What ideals, what beliefs, what talk of taking her back to Yan Bei to live a good life—all were less important than his imperial ambitions. For his hegemony, he could find all suitable reasons for himself, could believe all excuses beneficial to him, could eliminate anyone blocking his path forward, even if that person was his teacher, friend, comrade, subordinate, lover…

There was no point in saying more. Chu Qiao coldly turned her head, about to leave, but her arm was grabbed by Yan Xun. The man finally shed the coldness on his face and imperial dignity, shouting angrily: “What exactly do you want? Are you going to find him? Have you fallen in love with him?”

Chu Qiao silently turned around, looking at Yan Xun’s familiar contours. Vaguely, she seemed to see again the blue-clothed young man by Crimson River Lake years ago. She slowly shook her head, saying softly: “Yan Xun, I don’t know if this counts as love. I only know that I care about you, I worry about you, and I can’t bear to see others hurt you. I made your dreams my dreams, I followed your footsteps forward, and everything I did consider you first. When you were happy, I was happy; when you were sad, I was sad. I could forgive your mistakes, and your failures, and help you remedy all problems you made. My greatest dream was to see your wishes fulfilled. I was adrift in a strange land, with no relatives, no one to rely on. For many years, you were my whole reason for living, the most important person in my life.”

Hearing this, Yan Xun was immediately moved. His palm grew very hot, tightly gripping Chu Qiao’s arm, trembling slightly with excitement.

However, Chu Qiao continued: “But now I’m confused. Is everything I’ve done worth it? Have I seen you? Yan Xun, you’ve become a slave to power. Since returning to Yan Bei, you’ve started doubting—doubting me, doubting Master Wu, doubting Lady Yu, doubting the Southwest Garrison, doubting the Datong Association, doubting anyone who might threaten your power. I don’t believe you don’t know my loyalty to you. I don’t believe you don’t know Master Wu’s support for you. You’re just afraid, feeling our existence threatens your position, so you find excuses to push us out. Your resentment, and your worries, are all just born from your selfishness, finding a dignified reason for your purge. Today, if it wasn’t Zhuge Yue, it would be someone else. You would always find various crimes to accuse me of. Yan Xun, I don’t blame you for killing Zhuge Yue; I just blame your methods for being too despicable. You shouldn’t trample on my loyalty to you like this, trample on our feelings, and you shouldn’t use such contemptible methods against me.”

Chu Qiao mounted her horse. Before leaving, she gave Yan Xun a deep look, saying solemnly: “As you wish, I’m going to find him now. I warn you for the last time: if he dies in Yan Bei, I will never forgive you in this life.”

A strong wind howled, blowing up Chu Qiao’s flying fur coat. The young woman shouted softly, and her warhorse immediately galloped away. The Xiuli Army warriors followed behind her, snow mist flying wildly, mixed with the swirling snow.

Yan Xun stood in place, his face cold and quiet, standing for a long time, like a stone monument.

He felt something suddenly burst within his heart. Vaguely, he seemed to hear the sound of breaking, and unrestrained killing intent flowed out, dyeing his ink-black eyes red.

Someone quietly walked behind him, asking softly: “Your Majesty, General Cheng has sent scouts saying they were blocked by General Chu on the other side of Jasmine River. What should we do now?”

The cold wind blew past Yan Xun’s robe. In a daze, he seemed to see his parents’ faces, and those richly dressed kingdom nobles in front of the Jiuyou Platform…

“Notify Cheng Yuan to bring troops around to the foot of Minxi Mountain immediately. They must intercept Zhuge Yue on the Crimson River Ice Lake.”

The person hesitated slightly, asking: “What if… General Chu arrives as well?”

Yan Xun’s eyes narrowed slightly, flashing like a blade’s edge. After a long time, his deep voice slowly uttered a few cold words: “At any cost, Zhuge Yue must be killed.”

The war eagle let out a shrill cry. Under the gloomy sky, a bloodthirsty red light spread.

Chapter 152: At Death’s Door
The brutal sounds of slaughter came from ahead. He Xiao ran back with bloodshot eyes, shouting, “My Lady, Cheng Yuan’s army is blocking the path at Minxi Mountain. His Majesty’s troops have already passed through, and General Zhuge is at Thousand-Fathom Lake.”

The cold wind grew increasingly fierce, and bestial howls filled the land. Chu Qiao pressed her lips together, looking down at the blood-soaked He Xiao, and said slowly, “He Xiao, can you clear a path for me?”

“My Lady,” He Xiao knelt firmly on one knee, his tone resolute as he slowly said, “Our lives are yours. Please go with confidence. The two thousand warriors of the Southwestern Garrison will not let you down.”

An overwhelming wave of emotion suddenly rose from her heart. Looking at the determined soldiers behind He Xiao, Chu Qiao felt as if her heart was being boiled in scalding oil.

She had only saved their lives once before, and even that was because she feared Yan Xun would lose public support otherwise. Yet they had followed her without complaint ever since, rescuing her from desperate situations multiple times. Whenever she gave an order, right or wrong, they executed it without hesitation. They were her subordinates, her battle blades, her most loyal family. No matter what she did, they never betrayed her, always standing firmly behind her, pointing their blades at all enemies who threatened her.

This debt of gratitude was too heavy, weighing on her until she could hardly breathe. Chu Qiao jumped down from her horse, grasped He Xiao’s hand, and fighting back tears, said from the bottom of her heart, “He Xiao, thank you.”

“My Lady, to us, your safety is more important than the entire Western Continent. Even if heaven and earth are destroyed, mountains and rivers topple, as long as you remain, we have the confidence to persevere. So for our sake, please take care of yourself.”

Chu Qiao nodded silently. Her gaze swept across the faces of those inarticulate warriors one by one. Finally, she looked determinedly toward Minxi Mountain. At the snowy peak stood a majestic sacred temple where two goddesses stood back-to-back, their distant gazes watching over the entire Yan Bei territory, like two sacred beacons.

Chu Qiao leaped onto her war horse and saluted with her fist, her tone firm: “Everyone! I’m counting on you!”

The soldiers shouted in unison: “Take care, My Lady!”

The desolate wind lifted their flying fur coats. Chu Qiao gave a sharp command, and her war horse instantly galloped away. He Xiao led the soldiers closely behind, charging forward without hesitation toward that vast snowy plain.

The mournful sound of horns echoed across the land. Cheng Yuan led the Black Hawk Army, standing on the embankment outside Thousand-Fathom Lake, surrounding General Zhuge Yue’s forces of less than ten thousand. Countless arrows, like an erupting volcano, shot like lightning toward the troops on the ice in the middle of the lake.

Those crossbow bolts had all been modified and improved by Chu Qiao, with terrifyingly powerful force. Yue Da led the Yue Guards gathered around their commander. Those standing in front instantly became riddled with holes. Screams and wails spread across the land. Yue Nine raised his sword, wanting to charge forward and fight, but Cheng Yuan merely disdained him, continuously giving the order to shoot.

The Yue Guards’ bodies fell like toppling stalks of rice, row after row. Facing such power, they could not fight back. Yet despite this, the warriors continued to charge forward wildly, without shields, without cover, using their bodies to buy survival time for their commander.

Blood dyed the snow at the center of the lake, winding across the entire ice field. Because of Huo An’s intelligence, twenty thousand Black Hawk troops had set up an ambush here early on. This was no longer a battle but had devolved into a bloody massacre. Arrows flew like locusts, with sharp whistling sounds filling the entire space. The overwhelming disparity in strength and disadvantageous terrain left the Yue Guards completely unable to fight back. Death came like a tide, bodies gradually piling into a small mountain. Those not yet dead lay on the ground making tragic moans. Gradually, the figures inside were exposed, shadows becoming visible.

Cheng Yuan slightly licked his lips. He turned his head slightly, secretly looking at Yan Xun standing among the crowd.

Overwhelming military glory was before his eyes. The Great Xia Military Marshal who had dominated the northwestern continent was about to die by his hand. Cheng Yuan was so excited that his palms were slightly sweaty.

Just then, a sharp neigh of war horses suddenly came from the distance. A breach appeared in the southeast corner. Loud alarm bells rang in their ears. Someone had broken through, wielding a battle blade, dressed in black armor – the uniform of the Elegant Army.

“Southwestern Garrison!” someone in the army cried out in alarm. Cheng Yuan’s gaze instantly grew cold, and he said fiercely, “It’s them again!”

Just as he was about to order his archers to deal with the Elegant Army, a low voice suddenly sounded in his ear. Yan Xun had somehow walked forward, slowly saying in a deep voice, “Surround them, but don’t annihilate them.”

Cheng Yuan’s heart stirred, and he immediately bowed, saying, “As you command.”

“Stop!”

A clear, sharp voice suddenly rang out. Everyone looked up in surprise. In the southeast, a war horse suddenly reared up, leaping over the heads of the fighting soldiers, and landed on the battlefield with a thunderous sound. The young woman jumped down from her horse with a nimble movement and ran between the two armies, shouting, “Stop!”

Every warrior in the Black Hawk Army recognized her. Afraid of hitting her, they all stopped at once, turning to look at Yan Xun in fear.

“Yan Xun! Stop!” Chu Qiao stood in the center, her eyes fixed on him, shouting.

Yan Xun’s gaze was somber. After a long while, he slowly said, “A Chu, step aside!”

Chu Qiao slowly spread her arms, looking at him with clear eyes, saying firmly, “Kill me first, then.”

“Xing’er, step aside.”

A low, cool voice came from behind. Chu Qiao turned around quickly and saw Zhuge Yue standing in a pool of blood. The wound on his chest was bandaged with white cloth, but crimson blood continued to seep through. He looked at her, his gaze so calm, showing neither the heroism of facing death nor the anger of being ambushed. He still stood coldly and proudly among his decimated troops, fearlessly facing the Yan Bei soldiers.

Her eyes suddenly reddened. She stubbornly shook her head and said softly, “I’ve let you down.”

Heaven and earth were shrouded in endless flying snow, the vast whiteness highlighting the tragic red, like a dazzling, enchanting flower, blooming coldly on the icy plain.

The wind sounded behind her, and arrows pierced through the continuous snow mist. She turned back in panic, finally seeing Yan Xun drawing his bow behind her. The golden arrow came swiftly, and in the dim light, she could even hear the sound of it cutting through the air. She had nowhere to hide, no way to stop it. The cold wind penetrated her clothes, her entire heart freezing with piercing coldness. She watched helplessly as he shot this arrow of no return, like the hand of fate, cruelly grasping the figure in the wind and snow.

The scene burned her eyes slowly. The arrow grazed her neck, leaving a strange trail of blood, and struck Zhuge Yue’s freshly bandaged chest. A spray of blood instantly erupted, bursting with dazzling brilliance in mid-air. The scalding temperature of those blood droplets could even touch her cold face. Her breath stopped instantly. She stood there in a daze, looking at Zhuge Yue’s lonely figure in the cold wind. Blood filled her eyes, and everything before her turned crimson.

The sound of crossbows came again from behind. She turned back sharply, only to see Yan Xun’s iron-gray face. The man’s hand was like a sharp knife, held steady at his chest, seemingly about to swing down with force at any moment.

No longer caring about anything – dignity, and pride, all paled in comparison to the overwhelming terror and fear of this moment – she fell to her knees with a thud, frantically kowtowing to him. After just two bows, her forehead was already covered in blood. Tears streaming down her face, she cried out in grief, her hands outstretched in mid-air, vainly trying to block him.

“Yan Xun, please, please, no, Yan Xun, I beg you…”

Yan Xun looked at her, at her bloodied forehead, feeling a knife-like pain in his heart.

This woman had been the only comrade who followed him to death when he was lonely, desperate and had nothing. She was A Chu, who had accompanied him for eight years in that imperial city prison. He had once sworn to protect her for life, to give her a happy and peaceful life, to fulfill the wishes and dreams in her heart. Unfortunately, his past vows were ultimately to be broken by his hand.

The corner of his mouth lifted slightly, forming a faint smile, just like many years ago when she returned from outside and saw him bent over his desk writing. He raised his head and smiled gently at the young woman standing at the door, his smile under the lamplight as warm as spring water.

A Chu, I have never changed, but you never knew what I truly wanted.

And now, I must tell you my beliefs and aspirations in this way.

“Fire!”

The world suddenly became so quiet. Even the wind and snow seemed to have stopped. She could no longer hear any sound in her ears, only the birds flying through the sky, flapping their wings, passing over their heads, so light and free.

Twenty thousand Black Hawk soldiers mounted on horseback released their arrows simultaneously. Dense arrows covered the sunlight like clouds, and the sky instantly fell into darkness. A metal waterfall slid through the air, descending from the heavens. Arrow tails were tied with long ropes, arrowheads flashing with sharp barbs, shooting fiercely toward Zhuge Yue.

“Protect the General!” Yue Da, his body covered with arrows and one leg already cut off, leaped up like a fierce tiger, throwing himself in front of Zhuge Yue. The remaining Yue Guards, covered in blood, even if they had only one finger left, were crawling with all their might.

The arrows did not hit them but instead, like iron hands, plunged deep into the hard ice layer, barbs piercing the ice surface, gripping tightly. At Yan Xun’s command, twenty thousand war horses suddenly turned, rearing up with long neighs. Thousands of whips lashed down urgently, and the horses galloped away quickly, whinnying.

The ropes at the arrow tails instantly tightened, with continuous loud cracking sounds. The solid ice layer immediately collapsed, the surface shattered, and cold water surged up. Chu Qiao turned back in despair and, through the blood clouding her vision, watched helplessly as Zhuge Yue’s figure flashed and fell into the freezing water. The red water’s solid ice pierced into his skin with a ghastly crimson. His eyes looked at her, so calm, without hatred, without resentment, without joy, without despair. Just like many years ago, he looked at her expressionlessly, watching her move away again and again, betray him again and again, stand opposite him again and again, holding bow, crossbow, and sword, cutting toward his forehead.

She was a wound in his heart that could never heal, a wound breeding poison, already festering, decaying, penetrating to his marrow and flesh, incurable except by death.

Time was so urgent, too fast to catch by the tail. Chu Qiao opened her eyes wide in terror, kneeling on the ground, large tears silently rolling down. She feebly crawled forward two steps, like a panic-stricken doll, helplessly watching everything before her. Their gazes intertwined, slowly moving, sinking. The cold wind howled like a beast, sweeping across the snow on the ground, raising patches of tragic white mist between them, like white banners of departed souls.

The cold water covered his figure in an instant. She could no longer see those cold, indifferent eyes, no longer see that proudly raised chin, even his black hair flashed and disappeared, vanishing under the immense icy lake in this frozen world.

Chu Qiao opened her mouth wide, wanting to shout, but could make no sound. The cold wind filled her throat, and she began to cough violently. She struggled to stand up, staggering forward in large steps, and with a splash, jumped into the freezing lake.

So cold, cold like sharp ice spikes, stabbing fiercely into her feet and calves, into her waist and neck. She bent down and dived in, swimming with all her might, opening her eyes wide to search underwater. Sunlight shone from above into the deep water, struggling shadows constantly floated past her eyes, with the smell of blood echoing between the water waves.

No, no, still not him. She wept in despair, tears flowing down, mixing with the icy water and blood. Her face turned ashen, her body gradually stiffened, her movements no longer nimble. She felt someone grab her waist, someone pulling her up.

No, she didn’t want to go up. She drew the dagger from her waist, turning back to cut the rope that had somehow wrapped around her. But just then, a pair of cold hands suddenly pressed her wrist, so powerful, colder than the water, resolutely stopping her action.

Turning back as if by instinct, a handsome face suddenly appeared before her eyes: black eyes, pale lips, high nose. He looked at her intently, holding her hand, pushing her upward with force. Blood continuously flowed from his wound, entering Chu Qiao’s nose and mouth. She wept with joy, opening her arms to embrace him, gripping his hand tightly, wanting to pull him up with her.

Taking her dagger, Zhuge Yue pulled her hand, his fingers stroking her palm, repeatedly writing in disarray:

“Live on… live on… live on…”

“Come with me!”

She opened her mouth to shout vainly, only releasing a string of broken bubbles.

He shook his head slowly, continuing to write:

“Live on.”

Her tears fell madly, shaking her head desperately, holding onto him tightly.

Come with me! Come with me! Come with me and live!

I don’t want to go up alone, I don’t want to live my entire life in debt to you, I don’t want you to die, I don’t want it, I don’t want it!

The force around her waist continuously pulled her up. She was already frozen, only her fingers still tightly grasping him. She never knew that his death would make her so panicked. She never knew that he had already, unknowingly, penetrated so deeply into her heart. She never knew that so-called hatred was just an excuse she found for herself to avoid facing the truth. She never knew that seeing his departure would make her feel as if her heart was being cut by a knife, her body dismembered.

Zhuge Yue, Zhuge Yue, I beg you, I beg you, don’t be so cruel, don’t make me bear this burden of pain for a lifetime. If I cannot repay you, then let me use my life to accompany you in death, better than living in this world that has already made me despair!

The light grew stronger. She wept silently, tears blurring her vision. She could only see his gentle eyes, her fingers desperately hooking onto his arm. All the unspeakable words were transmitted through those straining fingertips. She continued to shake her head desperately, pleading in despair. In her daze, she regretted so deeply, regretted why she had spoken those words hidden in her heart for over a year to Yan Xun. Why had she provoked him? Why couldn’t she have humbled herself and pleaded earlier? If so, Zhuge Yue might not have died.

Pain and fear, like an endless abyss, gradually swallowed her. She held onto him, refusing to let go.

Zhuge Yue was still so handsome. For the first time in his life, he looked at someone so gently. Years of wishes, like a brief, pitiful dream, received a shallow response in an instant. He swam forcefully, gently upward, extending his arms to embrace her thin back, and then, at the corner of her mouth, left a gentle, cold kiss.

Tears burst forth instantly, mixing with the water and sticking to the corner of Zhuge Yue’s lips. Despair seemed to pierce her heart at that moment, cold water rushing in, filling the tunnels of her heart.

Her body was already completely stiff. The force on her waist continued to come, she slowly rose, slowly rose, her arms gradually straightening. Zhuge Yue slowly pried open her fingers that were gripping him tightly. The two hands finally separated, crossed, and grew further and further apart. Chu Qiao extended her arm feebly, watching him sink bit by bit, bit by bit. His clear gaze was submerged by the water waves, his warm lips as white as paper, darkness and cold all around.

In her heart was a wrenching pain. Daylight shot into the water, she could not see anything around, only his eyes remained, looking at her with gentleness and determination, seemingly still saying over and over: live on, live on…

Live on, don’t forget, you still have many wishes.

Once upon a time, she had said this to others, but suddenly looking back, she realized that another pair of eyes had been silently watching her from behind.

The moment she broke through the water, she felt she was already dead. Sunlight shone on her face, making her so dazed for a moment. Yan Xun anxiously held her, shouting her name loudly, but she could not hear anything at all. Everything about her had died in that icy lake below. What walked out now was just a cold body of flesh and blood.

The wind blew quietly on the snow plain, pale birds flew across the sky, the sun was about to set, the snowstorm had stopped, and the sun was as red as blood, casting ten thousand rays of red light in the direction of the setting mountain, so beautiful, so gorgeous.

But all of this, he would never see again.

She suddenly began to panic, her body miraculously gaining strength in an instant, making her push Yan Xun away without hesitation, staggering toward the broken ice. Yan Xun was greatly alarmed, catching up in a few steps to hold her tightly. She was less than five steps away from the shattered opening but was held tightly, unable to move forward even one step. Her despair and heartache came like an overwhelming tide, finally making her fall to her knees, unable to control herself, crying out in grief: “Come out! Come out!”

A mouthful of fresh blood suddenly spurted out, falling onto Yan Xun’s wrist. She collapsed to the ground in despair, her body trembling violently like a leaf in the autumn wind.

“A Chu!”

Yan Xun called her name by her ear, but she found that voice so grating at that moment. She suddenly turned back, stopping her grief, looking at him with cold eyes.

What kind of gaze was that?

Anger, hatred, disappointment, and sorrow, all slid past, finally leaving only ash-like despair and heartache. She looked at him, tears flowing down line by line, years of hope completely shattered, all perseverance and dreams turned to ashes.

Yan Xun’s previous worry, fear, and heartache finally cooled under this snow-cold gaze. He awkwardly released his hand, standing up, and looking down at her from above.

The earth raised a bitter cold wind, gradually covering her eyes with a pale color. Her consciousness gradually flew away. In her daze, she seemed to see those black eyes in the deep lake again.

Live on, live on, live on…

In the dimness, a deep voice sounded in her ear. She closed her eyes in despair, collapsing to the ground, falling into boundless darkness, only wishing for one long dream, never to wake again.

The cold wind continued, snowflakes were lifted up, slowly covering the broken ice surface. Heaven and earth were desolate, death was but a step away.

Chapter 153: Sound of Firecrackers
Chu Qiao was awake the whole time. She simply refused to open her eyes. She knew people were moving around her, calling her softly, crying bitterly, feeding her medicine, and some silently watching her, neither approaching nor speaking.

She knew everything, but she didn’t want to wake up. She remained in a stupefied sleep, her heart like cold withered firewood, shriveled and drained of nourishment. She kept having the same dream over and over. In the dream, everything was ice-cold. She floated in a pitch-black icy lake, surrounded by such coldness, with shattered ice constantly touching her skin. Zhuge Yue faced her, sinking bit by bit, with a faint light flickering behind him, making his face appear so pale. Only his eyes remained, pitch-black and bright like stars, showing no discernible emotion, just silently looking at her, silently and slowly, sinking.

For the first time in her life, Chu Qiao was so fragile. She was exhausted and wanted to sleep forever. Life had nothing left worth clinging to. Those dreams she had once pursued with madness and obsession were instantly shattered. She didn’t want to think, had no strength to think, and lacked even the courage to open her eyes and face reality. She wanted to escape, weakly believing that as long as she didn’t open her eyes, nothing had happened. Only now did she finally understand that she too was a woman who could feel pain, sadness, injury, and especially despair. She refused to eat, refused to take medicine, not let a drop of water pass her lips.

Until one day, there was suddenly an uproar outside the door. Someone was loudly cursing her, countless venomous words flying sharply, piercing her heart one by one. That voice was so familiar that she hurriedly opened her eyes and crawled down from the bed, only to see Zhu Cheng’s body being pierced through.

The young and unskilled steward was covered in wounds, his clothes torn and his face bloodied, like a madman. One arm had already been cut off, yet he was still frantically trying to rush in. Blood wound its way across the courtyard’s bluestone slabs. His eyes were bloodshot as he cursed while attacking the guards with his remaining hand. The guards didn’t use much force; they merely prevented him from approaching the house, repeatedly knocking him down, then coldly watching as he struggled to his feet again and again.

“You ungrateful, heartless, treacherous woman!” Zhu Cheng howled in a hoarse voice. His entire body was covered with sores and frostbite, many of which had festered – clearly injuries from long exposure in the snow.

Zi Su embraced her, trying with trembling hands to cover her eyes, but Chu Qiao stood straight. She was like a sharp spear, standing motionless, watching as Zhu Cheng was repeatedly struck down, only to rise again, charging toward her time after time.

“Stop,” Chu Qiao said softly.

“Stop!” she suddenly shouted, pushing Jing Zi Su aside and stumbling out. The wind outside was so cold, like sharp knives. She ran madly, forcefully pushing aside the guards in front, shouting: “Everyone stop!”

“I’ll kill you!” Zhu Cheng shouted, clumsily swinging his blade and charging forward. Chu Qiao stood there foolishly. At this moment, she seemed no longer the agile modern special agent she once was. She stood still, neither dodging nor avoiding the blade coming straight at her, watching wide-eyed as the war blade came down on her head.

However, just as the blade’s edge tore through her clothes, an arrow shot through the air, precisely piercing Zhu Cheng’s heart. Fresh blood spurted from the young steward’s mouth, splattering across Chu Qiao’s face. The man’s body shuddered, his pupils instantly dilating. His knees weakened, and he fell to the ground with a thud. Chu Qiao caught him, only to see him looking at her with eyes full of disgust and hatred. Using his last breath, he spat a mouthful of bloody phlegm onto Chu Qiao’s face, coldly cursing:

“Slut!”

With a “thud,” Zhu Cheng fell to the ground. Dust rose, like winged insects clinging to Chu Qiao’s blood-stained face. She slowly raised her head, only to see Yan Xun’s cold face.

Putting down his bow, Yan Xun walked over with a gloomy expression, looking down at her, saying in a deep voice: “I have announced to the world that you set a trap to lure Zhuge Yue here and killed him. This man came to Yan Bei with Zhuge Yue, so he arrived quickly. I expect that in a few days, the Zhuge family’s assassins will come in batches, but I’ve assigned many people to protect you. You need not worry.”

Chu Qiao looked at Yan Xun. In her daze, she almost didn’t know who the person in front of her was. She tried hard to think, opening her eyes wide to see him clearly, but her head hurt madly. Sunlight shone on him, golden and bright. She couldn’t keep her eyes open.

The guards dragged away Zhu Cheng’s corpse, blood trailing all the way, but his vengeful eyes remained open, glaring at her fiercely as if wanting to swallow her whole.

Yan Xun soon left with his people. The courtyard grew quiet. Servants brought large buckets of water, pouring them on the ground with a splash, washing away the blood again and again. Chu Qiao stood there motionless. No one dared disturb her. Jing Zi Su cautiously approached, tremblingly pulling at the hem of her clothes, softly calling: “Yue’er? Yue’er?”

The wind blew against her body, chilling her to the bone. Zi Su gently shook her arm, her voice gradually taking on a tearful tone.

Suddenly, the angry shouts of a young man came from outside. A Jing cursed at the guards blocking him and strode in. Seeing Chu Qiao’s condition, his nose instantly twinged with emotion. Ignoring the servants around, he picked Chu Qiao up and carried her into the house. It was so cold outside, yet Chu Qiao wore only a thin white garment. The maids rushed forward in panic to warm her hands and face. She stood there dazed, letting people handle her, as if already dead.

“Miss, don’t be like this,” A Jing said with red eyes. “It’s not His Majesty’s fault. It’s all because of that deceitful villain Cheng Yuan’s treacherous words. Miss, you must be stronger.”

A Jing’s voice sounded so distant, as if coming from the far side of heaven. Chu Qiao turned slightly, looking at him with confusion. After a long while, she finally asked in a deep voice: “Where is He Xiao?”

Chu Qiao’s voice sounded so hoarse, like a broken bellows. A Jing was slightly stunned, as if he hadn’t understood her words, and asked foolishly: “Huh? What?”

“Where is He Xiao? What about the Elegant Army soldiers? Are they alright? Did anything happen to them?”

“No, no, nothing happened,” A Jing quickly answered. “They’re all fine, currently in the Wei Wu office. They wanted to come see you, but you’re still recovering, and His Majesty doesn’t allow outsiders to disturb you.”

“Oh.” Chu Qiao nodded silently, her expression very calm. She asked again: “Zhuge Yue’s troops, are they all dead?”

“All dead. The bodies have been retrieved. Most were found, though some were too deep to reach, but surely they couldn’t have survived.”

“What about Zhuge Yue? Was he… recovered?”

A Jing slightly licked his lips. Seeing Chu Qiao’s calm expression, he said in a deep voice: “He’s been recovered. General Yue escorted his body back to Great Xia. Zhao Che came personally to receive it. Since the body was intact, we received a ransom of one million gold from the Zhuge family.”

Chu Qiao’s expression remained wooden. Her eyes were fixed, just nodding continuously. A Jing nervously said: “Miss, don’t worry, no one damaged his body. It was in good condition when sent back. His Majesty even prepared a fine coffin…”

“When someone is dead, what use is a coffin?” Chu Qiao said flatly, then stood up. She hadn’t eaten for six or seven days, only having been force-fed some medicine at the beginning. She walked unsteadily, almost falling. Zi Su tried to support her but was pushed away. She tottered to the writing desk, and picked up paper and brush, seemingly wanting to write.

“I’ll grind the ink for you,” Zi Su hurriedly ran forward to prepare the ink.

The door of the room was still open. The wind blew in, causing the books on the desk to flutter wildly. Zi Su anxiously ordered the maid: “Quickly close the door!”

When she looked down again, she saw that Chu Qiao had already finished writing. She folded the letter and handed it to A Jing, calmly saying: “Please give this letter to He Xiao. Tell him to follow the instructions in it, and make sure to stop the Zhuge family’s assassins from entering Yan Bei.”

A Jing took it in a daze, then saw Chu Qiao quickly write another letter, handing it to him: “Give this letter to Master Wu. Tell him that individual power is limited, but there are many ways to achieve one’s beliefs. I have sown seeds in Shang Shen, and now I entrust it to him.”

Then, Chu Qiao wrote yet another letter.

“Give this letter to Juan Juan. Tell her, I’m counting on her.”

A Jing felt a sense of foreboding. The straightforward man asked bluntly: “Miss, you’re not thinking of taking your own life, are you?”

Chu Qiao raised her eyes to look at him. Her gaze was still clear, but A Jing felt something was different.

Yes, it was different. Before, even when the young lady was calm and composed when she looked at you, you could truly feel her emotions and her joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness. But now, even when she looked at you, you couldn’t feel her gaze. Her eyes looked at you but seemed to penetrate through you, beyond your body, beyond the house, beyond the courtyard walls, beyond the distant clouds and moon at the edge of the sky…

“No,” Chu Qiao said flatly, then turned to Zi Su and said: “I’m hungry. Bring something to eat.”

Jing Zi Su was stunned. After a while, she happily agreed and ran out quickly.

The food had been prepared and kept warm. Zi Su efficiently arranged a large table with the servants, standing beside Chu Qiao and excitedly saying: “This was sent by His Majesty. It’s best for you as you’re just recovering from a serious illness. This is the medicinal food prepared by Doctor Yu, good for the spleen and stomach. You haven’t eaten for days, so you shouldn’t eat too much meat. This is the chicken soup I stewed over a slow fire for eleven hours, please try it…”

Gradually, Zi Su’s voice grew softer and softer. She watched Chu Qiao helplessly. Chu Qiao held the rice bowl, mechanically shoveling rice into her mouth, chewing and swallowing in large mouthfuls. She quickly finished one bowl, then got up to serve herself another, sat down, and continued eating.

Her manner of eating was frightening, like a beggar who had been hungry for a long time, desperately shoveling food into her mouth. Jing Zi Su was terrified and tried shakily to stop her, but Chu Qiao kept her head down, completely ignoring her. Zi Su bit her lip, tears falling one by one. She pulled Chu Qiao’s arm forcefully, crying sorrowfully: “Yue’er, if you’re sad, just cry out. Don’t hold it in like this, it will hurt you. If you’re sad, just cry out!”

Chu Qiao remained silent, still eating. She chewed mechanically as if trying to chew and swallow all the pain and depression in her heart.

The room was quiet except for Zi Su’s sobbing. A Jing held the three letters, feeling his fingers grow cold. He wanted to say something but encountered Chu Qiao’s icy gaze. The woman coldly raised her head and said flatly: “You can go.”

By the time A Jing left, Chu Qiao was taking medicine. Doctors came in batches, carrying large medicine boxes. The courtyard seemed to have regained some life, but for some reason, A Jing felt it had grown colder.

Just outside the door, he saw Yan Xun standing under the poplar tree. Though this place, Yunbi, had a beautiful name, it was a poor and remote area with harsh mountains and treacherous waters. Every year there were heavy snowstorms. The people living here could never fill their stomachs, so each year they fled the famine. Over time, except for some elderly people, only these poplar trees remained.

Seeing him come out, Yan Xun didn’t turn around. He handed over the few letters in his hand. Yan Xun opened them one by one, reading carefully. All three letters were short, yet Yan Xun spent a full half hour reading them. Finally, he put the letters back in their envelopes and returned them to A Jing, saying: “Do as she says.”

A Jing’s face flushed red as if caught stealing. After a moment of silence, he finally said in a deep voice, “Your Majesty, will the young lady consider taking her own life? I heard her speaking as if making her final arrangements.”

Yan Xun’s expression remained unchanged, giving A Jing the same answer as Chu Qiao: “She won’t.”

“Then…” A Jing asked again, “Why make the young lady bear the blame for Zhuge Yue’s murder? Not only will the Zhuge family’s assassins seek mad revenge, but the young lady will also hate you, won’t she?”

“Hate me?” Yan Xun’s tone rose as he gave a deep laugh, saying lightly: “That’s still better than being dead.”

A Jing was slightly stunned. In his daze, he seemed to understand something, yet not completely. He asked again: “Your Majesty if we just use any corpse to deceive Great Xia and the Zhuge family, won’t there be consequences? We’ve already received their ransom.”

Yan Xun didn’t answer. Instead, he stretched out his hand, pointing to the vast snow plain ahead, and said slowly: “A Jing, do you know why Yunbi isn’t marked on the map of Yan Bei?”

A Jing didn’t understand why he suddenly asked this. He shook his head: “I don’t know.”

“Because it’s useless,” Yan Xun said in a low, cold tone. “It’s too small, full of strange rocks, unsuitable for farming or pasture. Nothing grows here. The Crimson River doesn’t flow through here, and Thousand-Fathom Lake is far away. The climate is harsh with snowstorms every winter. The location is remote – even when the Dog Rong people invade, they don’t come here to plunder. Both militarily and economically, it’s a burden to Yan Bei, completely useless, so it’s not even marked on the map.”

He laughed coldly, his voice so deep, slowly turning his head: “What Zhuge Yue is now to the Zhuge family is what Yunbi is to Yan Bei – his existence is only a shame and burden. For an imperial general who was rash, reckless, arbitrary, and didn’t die on the battlefield but in his obsession with a woman, what fate do you think awaits him? The Zhuge family can’t distance themselves from him fast enough. Who would claim his body?”

A Jing suddenly understood, saying: “Oh, no wonder Your Majesty used the young lady as a decoy. The real target was the Zhuge family.”

Yan Xun looked at the distance expressionlessly, saying slowly: “Zhuge Yue’s death is just the beginning. The Zhuge clan, Zhao Che, General Yue Xing, and Meng Tan who recommended him will all be affected by this. Isn’t Great Xia in chaos now? Zhao Qi is dead, and Zhao Song is hopeless. The forces of the Wei clan and Zhao Yang are too weak. I might as well help them a bit. Only when Great Xia is internally unstable can my throne remain secure.”

A Jing was too stunned to speak. He stood there, the wind blowing against his face, looking somewhat dazed.

“A Jing, stop competing with Cheng Yuan,” Yan Xun looked at him, frowning slightly. “You’re no longer an assassin from a civilian organization. With Yan Bei’s eastern campaign imminent, you’re my confidant. Playing politics requires political methods and attitudes. Many people need to be sacrificed. If you can’t accept this, you’ll forever be like those impractical dreamers in the Great Unity Association, dreaming beautiful dreams but never tasting the flavor of power.”

Yan Xun turned away, not looking at A Jing’s stunned expression. There was something he didn’t say: although lions are fierce and useful, they’re hard to control. Sometimes, he only needed a pack of dogs.

As for A Chu, she would understand eventually. Killing Zhuge Yue was necessary, and using her name to set this trap was unavoidable. First, Zhuge Yue was difficult to deal with, and extraordinary measures were needed. Second, he truly needed the aftermath of this incident. When Great Xia falls apart because of this, she would naturally understand that he was right.

As for her feelings for Zhuge Yue, Yan Xun scoffed. He wasn’t afraid when the man was alive, so why fear a dead man? She was just, as usual, throwing a tantrum and feeling sad for a few days. Time would wash everything away, and he had plenty of time.

A Jing remained silent, thinking, then suddenly asked: “Your Majesty, the young lady is very sad. Won’t you go in to see her?”

“No time. I must go to the border fortress tonight. Zhao Che has been here long enough; it’s time for him to go home.”

With that, Yan Xun left. A Jing stood in place, watching as Yan Xun mounted his horse and, escorted by his guards, rode further and further away. In his daze, he suddenly remembered something Yan Xun had said to him long ago in the Sacred Golden Palace.

He had advised Yan Xun to prioritize the greater good, and Yan Xun had turned to ask him, “Without A Chu, what use is Yan Bei to me?”

He remembered those words clearly, still echoing in his ears today. But now, had His Majesty forgotten them? Perhaps he hadn’t forgotten; Yan Bei had never been important to him. His ambitions were too great, his wisdom too high. His eyes were set on the entire world.

A Jing lowered his head, no longer knowing right from wrong. Perhaps from the day he followed Yan Xun, today’s outcome was already destined.

He turned and walked toward the Wei Wu office. His once-straight back was somehow bent, as if something weighed on him, preventing him from walking upright again.

Chu Qiao rested for five full days before her spirit fully recovered. Zi Su accompanied her daily, talking about their childhood and about the parents and relatives Chu Qiao had never met. Zi Su was married now, and her husband was an officer. Yesterday she received a letter, and judging by her beaming expression, she seemed quite satisfied.

These days, Chu Qiao appeared normal – eating properly, taking her medicine, and even doing stretching exercises in the courtyard when not resting. Her previous illness had made her face gaunt, but she was gradually recovering, though still pale. Jing Zi Su found it strange – secretly checking at night, she discovered that though Chu Qiao lay in bed, her eyes remained open, often staying awake until dawn, sleepless throughout the night.

Today was the New Year. The battle at the border fortress had ended three days ago. The Sacred Golden Palace urgently sent eight gold medallions recalling Zhao Che to the capital. Zhao Che had no choice but to withdraw. Yan Xun seized the opportunity to attack Yanming Pass. Although he couldn’t capture it, Great Xia suffered over fifty thousand casualties – a grand gift to Yan Bei before the New Year.

Yan Xun returned a day early. Yunbi suddenly became the place where the Yan Bei Emperor would spend the New Year. Local officials were excited as if injected with chicken blood, decorating everywhere with lanterns and festive ornaments, creating an atmosphere of joy.

Jing Zi Su brought new clothes in the morning – bright red with a hundred embroidered lilies, looking auspicious and festive. But Chu Qiao found them uncomfortable, feeling the color was like blood, spreading bit by bit, unwilling even to touch it with her fingertips.

Everything had been arranged. The message should have been sent out. Shang Shen had been entrusted to Master Wu. As for the Elegant Army, following her offered no future. Master Wu and Miss Yu were core members of the Great Unity Association, viewed with suspicion by Yan Xun as not suitable to command troops. She could only entrust them to Juan Juan, who shared the Yan bloodline and was a woman. As the Princess of Yan Bei with the Fire Cloud Army at her disposal, she should be able to provide a good future for the Elegant Army.

There was no need to stay in this place any longer.

When Yan Xun entered, the room was already empty, everything was as usual, neat and clean.

He suddenly remembered the night when he and Zhao Chun’er were engaged, and his heart instantly turned cold. It wasn’t that he hadn’t expected this, but he still harbored some hope. Maybe she had come to understand? Maybe she no longer blamed him? After all, they had been together for nearly ten years, and she had always been so accommodating. No matter what he did, she always forgave him. He had abandoned the Southwestern Garrison, abandoned Yan Bei, killed her subordinates, suspected and marginalized her – hadn’t she stayed with him through it all? It was just Zhuge Yue, just Zhuge Yue. Even if she felt gratitude toward him, how could it compare to the ten years she and Yan Xun had shared?

Perhaps they just needed to talk. If he openly shared all his thoughts, she should understand. Even if angry, she would eventually calm down. At worst, he could let her command troops again. Now that the situation was settled, there was nothing to worry about.

He didn’t know why he was so stubborn. These past few days, he had comforted himself hundreds of times. But now, looking at this neat and clean room, he suddenly panicked. He hurried out, and as he walked, his sleeve knocked something small off the desk. There was a clear “snap” as it hit the floor. Yan Xun looked down to see a pure white jade ring, now broken into many pieces, reflecting the candlelight with a slightly eye-piercing glow.

Yan Xun stood there in a daze, looking at the ring, suddenly remembering A Chu’s words: “If Zhuge Yue dies in Yan Bei, I will never forgive you.”

I will never forgive you…

Never…

“Yue’er?” Jing Zi Su pushed open the door, running in happily, calling: “Come out with me to see the lanterns!”

Suddenly seeing Yan Xun standing in a daze, Zi Su was frightened and hurriedly knelt to kowtow. After a while, not hearing Yan Xun’s voice, she carefully raised her head to see the man standing stiffly, his face filled with loneliness, like a thick fog that wouldn’t disperse.

Chu Qiao walked on the street, leading a horse, wearing an ordinary blue-green cloak. Around her were joyful crowds, colorful lanterns burning high, bright clothes, and children running back and forth with lanterns.

The lanterns were exquisitely made – dragons, phoenixes, tigers, carp, white plum trees, the East Sea God of Longevity, dogs, baby chickens, gentle cats, and lovely rabbits…

Fireworks lit up the sky, and the entire street was filled with the strong scent of wine. Decorated with colorful lanterns and ribbons, street vendors called out their wares. Both sides of the street were lined with lantern riddles. In the distance, on the ice field, people danced the New Year dance with dry-land boat lanterns, while suona horns played festive music.

So many people passed by Chu Qiao, but no one stopped to look at her. People walked arm in arm – husbands leading wives, wives holding children, children turning to call their grandmothers, grandmothers supporting elderly grandfathers. Everyone had a family. On this festive day, they had left their poor homes to come to the busy streets, smiling joyfully to celebrate this rare holiday.

“A Chu, I’ve never told you these things before. I’ll only say them once, so listen carefully. I want to thank you, thank you for accompanying me through hell for so many years, thank you for not abandoning me during the darkest days of my life, and thank you for always standing by my side. Without you, Yan Xun would be nothing; he would have died on that snowy night eight years ago. A Chu, I won’t say these words again. I will spend a lifetime making it up to you. Some things don’t need to be said between us; we should understand each other. A Chu belongs to me, Yan Xun, only to me. I will protect you, take you away. Eight years ago I took your hand, and I never planned to let go.”

“Yan Xun, I never had a hometown. Because you were there, I made your hometown my own.”

“A Chu, trust me.”

Trust me, I will protect you, care for you, not let you be hurt, not let you suffer even a bit of grievance. Trust me, I will make you happy. Trust me…

Tears streamed from Chu Qiao’s eyes, without sound, just silently sliding down her pointed face, over her thin chin. The cold wind blew like thin knives, so painful. She led the horse, walking slowly.

All the past floated chaotically before her eyes. That tall and mighty figure finally shattered with a crash, breaking into many pieces, floating lightly like fluffy goose feathers.

Suddenly, the midnight bell was struck. A group of children ran over, bumping into her. A little girl fell to the ground, breaking the lantern in her hand. It was a small fish, not very realistic, white with red eyes, looking more like a rabbit, with a gold ingot painted on its belly. The child held the broken lantern and began to cry, louder and louder. Chu Qiao stopped in her tracks, then crouched down, reaching out to wipe away the child’s tears, taking out some silver from her pocket to give to her.

Just then, a deafening sound of firecrackers suddenly erupted. The time of staying up for the New Year had passed, and every household lit firecrackers. The child was startled, foolishly forgetting to cry, covering her ears and shouting excitedly.

But Chu Qiao seemed to have been punched by an invisible giant, her face instantly drained of color.

“If you dare to die, I’ll hunt you down to the King of Hell’s palace! Remember?”

The man turned his head, sword-like eyebrows raised, cursing fiercely.

She raised her head defiantly: “If you die, I’ll set off a hundred strings of firecrackers to celebrate never having to remember that I owe you a debt of gratitude.”

The sound of firecrackers grew louder, crackling in continuous strings. Tears suddenly gushed from Chu Qiao like a spring. Those images hidden in her memory, which she had tried so hard to suppress, once again burst forth like a mountain flood. Heart-wrenching pain instantly swept over her, shattering her calm and self-restraint.

“What… what’s wrong with you?” The child was frightened by her, shouting over the sound of firecrackers: “Don’t cry anymore. I don’t need you to pay me back, okay?”

As the firecrackers grew louder, Chu Qiao finally could no longer endure. Amid the festive, bustling street, she knelt on the ground, covered her face, and wept aloud.

Chapter 154: One Moment, Two Years
A thin mist drifted over the autumn grass, casting an ethereal haze in the morning sunlight. Birds with outstretched wings skimmed low over the ponds, their toes barely touching the duckweed, stirring ripples across the surface. Verdant horseback riders disappeared into the vast expanse of green grass, while the distant sound of a shepherd’s flute floated gently through the air, as melodious as willow branches in spring.

Autumn had now arrived, with cool temperatures in the early mornings and evenings. The Hui people’s autumn was always extremely short; it seemed the tail end of summer had barely passed before winter eagerly arrived. The shepherds had begun wearing autumn clothes, vests, and tall boots. The girls wore red skirts that blazed like fire—when they twirled, they resembled flaming flowers, so beautiful it dazzled the eyes.

Ping An and Duo Ji were driving a herd of horses, racing wildly across the Qiulan Plain. Jing Jing followed behind on her little red horse, shouting, “Duo Ji! Go, go!”

Ping An was now fifteen years old and had grown into a strong young man with gleaming, sinewy muscles like a robust young leopard. After one lap, he was left far behind by Duo Ji. Angrily flicking his whip, he charged toward Jing Jing, shouting, “You brat! Who’s your brother? Why are you taking sides against me?”

Jing Jing giggled, her large eyes curved like crescent moons. She made a face at Ping An, slapped her little red horse on the rump, and rode behind Duo Ji.

Duo Ji was the son of a Hui herder from the foothills, though he looked like the child of an Eastern Land scholar—fair-skinned with a high, straight nose and gentle eyes. Now sixteen years old, when he saw Jing Jing approaching, he merely halted his horse and smiled gently, saying, “Run quickly, Jing Jing. I’ll hold him back.”

“Duo Ji—” A long, drawn-out call came from the distance. Hearing it, Duo Ji stood up in his stirrups and waved, saying, “My mother is calling me. Come, let’s go to my home.”

“Duo Ji’s mother must have made buttercakes. Quick, let’s go! Sister mentioned just a few days ago how delicious Duo Ji’s mother’s butter cakes are,” Jing Jing said happily.

Hearing this, Duo Ji smiled and replied, “Is that so? Then remember to bring some back for the adults when you leave.”

“As if you needed to tell me that. I already mentioned it to your mother,” Ping An laughed heartily, cracking his whip and galloping ahead.

“Du Ping An! You’re cheating!” Jing Jing shouted, also raising her whip. Though her little red horse appeared small, it ran extremely fast, and in a moment, she had caught up.

Duo Ji smiled as he slowly rode behind, herding the horses. The sky was blue, the clouds were white, and the rich scent of wheat wafted from the distance. It was almost harvest time—the best season of the year for the Hui people had arrived.

When they returned in the evening, the villagers had loaded Ping An and Jing Jing’s ponies with food—freshly caught game, home-brewed mare’s milk wine, and Duo Ji’s mother’s butter cakes. The little red horse shook its head desperately under the weight. Seeing this, Duo Ji harnessed up a horse and cart, offering to take them home. When Jing Jing heard this, she clapped her hands and jumped with joy.

“Ping An, has the master been sleeping well these days? Has Uncle Da Lie’s medicine been helpful?” Duo Ji asked.

Du Ping An shook his head and replied, “Still the same. Last night I woke up in the middle of the night and saw Mei Xiang brewing tea, so I guess the master still wasn’t sleeping.”

“Sister has been much better these past few days. She hasn’t coughed for several days now,” Jing Jing interjected enthusiastically, smiling. “Duo Ji, your medicine is excellent. I took some too and slept until dawn.”

“You would sleep until dawn even without medicine,” Ping An scoffed, exposing his sister. “Everything Duo Ji brings is good to you. You’d even fight for his medicine. Only thirteen and already eager to get married—truly shameless.”

Jing Jing stuck out her tongue and said, “What’s there to be ashamed of? Sister told me that if you like someone, you should say it early to avoid regret later. When I grow up, I want to marry Duo Ji. What’s there to fear?”

These words were spoken with such crisp clarity that they made the handsome Duo Ji blush deeply. The boy coughed awkwardly and said, “Then I’ll bring two more doses tomorrow. Make sure the master takes them.”

Then, turning to Jing Jing, he added, “Jing Jing, medicine shouldn’t be taken carelessly. The master has an old ailment and caught a chill from soaking in ice water, which is why she needs medicine. You’re perfectly healthy—taking medicine would be harmful. Don’t take it randomly in the future.”

Jing Jing nodded with a smile, seeming to find whatever Duo Ji said extremely correct. She replied cheerfully, “I understand!”

Ping An snorted disdainfully, apparently looking down on his sister’s spinelessness.

After walking for over an hour, they finally reached the mountain. At the top of the Hui Mountain was the Nada Palace, built by Prince Yan Shicheng for Princess White Zither, but now vacant. The master lived in a residence halfway up the mountain. Looking from afar, the gray bricks and pale tiles were nestled among layers of emerald pines, giving it a serene and ancient appearance. However, one should not mistake this for an ordinary residence, as the unwary might easily lose their lives here.

“Who goes there?” a voice suddenly inquired sternly from ahead.

Ping An immediately jumped down from the cart, ran forward a few steps, and called out, “Brother He, is that you? It’s Ping An.”

“Ah, Ping An, why are you back so late?” A man in his thirties emerged from the grove, followed by several ordinary-looking men armed with steel forks, one of whom carried a wild rabbit.

“The master has asked about you several times. It looks like there will be a mountain storm tonight. If you hadn’t returned soon, I was going to head down to find you.”

Brother He walked over cheerfully, and upon seeing Duo Ji, smiled and said, “Duo Ji is here too! How is your father’s injury?”

“Thanks to Brother He’s excellent bone-setting, his arm can move now.”

“Old Mu Tuo just won’t listen to reason. I told him early on that the bear with cubs couldn’t be approached,” Brother He said.

They chatted as they walked inward, encountering several patrols of sentries along the way. These men were former warriors of the Xiuli Army who had now returned to civilian life. Most had settled with families at the foot of the mountain but still took turns coming up to stand guard. This past year had been much more peaceful on the mountain, with fewer assassins from the Zhuge family—they were no longer as fanatical as they had been initially.

“The master just finished dinner and is resting in the back courtyard. You should go over immediately to let her know you’re back, so she won’t worry,” Brother He said.

“We know. Brother He, you’re becoming more and more like Duo Ji’s mother,” Jing Jing pouted. Brother He laughed and patted her head before leaving with his men.

At the entrance to the courtyard, they unsurprisingly saw He Xiao. Since the master had been injured a year ago, he had moved in from outside and lived right at her doorway, watching day and night. Jing Jing had told Duo Ji that she had never seen He Xiao sleep. Once, when she came looking for the master, she saw He Xiao leaning against the wall with his eyes closed and tried to sneak in, but before she could step into the courtyard, He Xiao grabbed her and told her the master was sleeping and to come back in the morning.

Duo Ji hadn’t believed it at first, but after visiting more frequently, he realized it seemed true that He Xiao was never seen dozing. Even if he was sleeping, he would immediately wake up if anyone approached.

“Commander He!” Seeing He Xiao, Ping An became much more disciplined and called out respectfully.

He Xiao nodded, and upon seeing Duo Ji, revealed a rare smile, asking, “Duo Ji, how is your father’s injury?”

“He can move now. Thank you for your concern, Commander He,” Duo Ji answered respectfully.

He Xiao spoke kindly, “That’s good to hear. The master asked about him today and instructed me to tell your father not to risk his life hunting bears for gallbladders anymore. The master’s illness is much better, and the medicine you sent last time was very effective.”

“Yes, I’ll tell my father when I return,” Duo Ji replied.

He Xiao nodded and said, “Go on in. You two rascals, you never come back early when you go out. The master has asked about you several times.”

Jing Jing made a face and pushed open the gate, running inside. Ping An and Duo Ji followed behind. Night had fallen, and the moon hung coolly in the sky, perfectly round. The mountain was chilly, several degrees colder than below. A white plum tree stood in the center of the courtyard, blooming early though it had not yet snowed. The plum fragrance permeated the air, creating a serene atmosphere. Under the moonlight, the white blossoms resembled a tree full of snow.

“Sister!” Before entering the room, Jing Jing was already running and shouting.

The door opened, and Mei Xiang peeked her head out. Seeing them, she deliberately put on a stern face, extending her slender finger to firmly tap Jing Jing’s forehead, scolding, “You naughty girl, not knowing to come home until this late—you’ve truly become a wild child. Who will marry you at this rate?”

“Hehe, I guarantee I’ll get married before Sister Mei!” Jing Jing covered her forehead and giggled. Mei Xiang laughed and scolded, “You clever-tongued little thief!”

Mei Xiang was a slave the master had purchased from Yuegong City over a year ago. She had fled to avoid becoming a concubine to an old nobleman and was about to be beaten to death when the master saved her. She followed the master up to the Hui mountain afterward. Though she was quite spirited, she was extremely loyal. Despite not having been with the master for long, being a woman with a good temperament, she had become the closest person to the master after He Xiao.

“Come in. The master has been waiting for you for a long time,” Mei Xiang said.

After closing the door, Mei Xiang led them inside. The house was built with red bricks, which kept out the wind and retained warmth well. The rooms were neat, without luxurious decorations but with several pots of orchids. Duo Ji’s uncle had previously been a soldier under Master Wu and had returned to his hometown after being wounded. He was a knowledgeable man, and Duo Ji had learned Eastern poetry and literature from him, gaining some understanding of flowers. However, after carefully examining these flowers, he didn’t recognize many of them and found himself staring in confusion.

Seeing this, Mei Xiang chuckled and said, “You probably haven’t seen these before. They were all collected by the master from Da Xia. Usually, they’re kept in the greenhouse, but now that the weather is cold, they’ve been brought inside. The master calls it ‘grafting’—these aren’t flowers that would normally bloom together.”

When they opened the door to the study, a pair of clear eyes looked over calmly. Chu Qiao wore a soft white cotton top with a linen-colored silk skirt, and newly pinned in her hair was an artificial white lotus flower—clearly Mei Xiang’s handiwork. Seeing that Chu Qiao dressed every day, Mei Xiang was always trying to come up with original decorations. Chu Qiao was kind-hearted and, not wanting to refuse Mei Xiang’s good intentions, allowed her to do as she pleased.

“You’re back,” Chu Qiao said, putting down the book in her hand and smiling faintly as she extended her arm. Jing Jing quickly ran over, took Chu Qiao’s hand, and leaned against her chest, whining coquettishly, “Sister, Jing Jing missed you so much!”

“Oh? Is that so? I thought you were too happy seeing Duo Ji to think of anything else,” Chu Qiao teased lightly. In front of others, no matter what was said about Jing Jing, she always maintained that smiling face. Only in front of Chu Qiao could a casual remark make the little girl blush deeply.

Ping An laughed and said, “The master is the only one who can discipline her.”

After Chu Qiao left the military, Ping An brought his sister up the mountain with him, but he still insisted on maintaining the formal address, calling her “master” just like He Xiao and the others.

Duo Ji stood to the side, somewhat dazed. Ordinarily, he was considered a very clever young man—knowledgeable, well-spoken—but in front of Chu Qiao, he always unconsciously lowered his head, as if even looking at her directly felt like a form of blasphemy. Yet he couldn’t help finding excuses to come up and see her every few days, feeling that even glimpsing her house from afar was worthwhile.

After chatting and joking with Jing Jing for a while, Chu Qiao looked up at Duo Ji and asked kindly, “How is your father doing?”

Duo Ji answered respectfully, “He’s much better now. Thank you for your concern, master.”

“The harvest is approaching, and your mother has been busy with all the household matters these days. I’ve already told He Xiao that we’ll send people to help with the harvest. Go tell your mother to let us know when it’s time to harvest the wheat,” Chu Qiao said.

“Yes, thank you for your concern, master.”

“It looks like there will be a mountain storm tonight, so don’t go back down. Stay with Ping An for the night. Mei Xiang has heated food for you all. Go eat first.”

Everyone nodded and clattered out the door.

Within half an hour, it indeed began to rain. With each autumn rain, the temperature dropped noticeably. Mei Xiang gave them an extra quilt and added a brazier to the room. Ping An was fond of sleep and soon was snoring deeply. Duo Ji lay on the bed, tossing and turning, unable to fall asleep. Late in the night, he put on his clothes and quietly got up, opening the door and slipping out.

Ping An’s room was next to Jing Jing’s. As Duo Ji passed by, he could hear the little girl mumbling incoherently in her dreams, though he couldn’t make out what she was saying. Further ahead was a waterside pavilion, one of many hot springs on the Hui mountain. Above it was an exquisite pavilion, veiled in moonlight, appearing misty and ethereal. Across from the water pavilion was the master’s bedchamber. Several weathered old plum trees were sheltered under the covered walkway, spared from the beating rain, their fragrance permeating the air.

Duo Ji loved this place. Each time he visited, he liked to come very late so the master would ask him to stay overnight. Then, after Ping An fell asleep, he could sneak out and watch for a while.

The master had been at Qiulan Plain for two years now. Since her arrival, Qiulan Plain had been exempted from military service and spring and autumn taxes. The Emperor had dispatched troops to sweep the surrounding areas multiple times, clearing out nearby mountain bandits and vagrants. Military camps had been established to the north and south, making Qiulan Plain even more peaceful and prosperous—one couldn’t even find a chicken thief. Originally, this area wasn’t a residential zone, with only a few herder households living here. Gradually, more people gathered, with a tenth of Shangsheng’s population relocating. The nearby Qiulan City grew increasingly bustling, and in just two short years, it had become one of the major cities in Yan Bei.

Everyone genuinely adored the master. In those years, she had led troops to defend Chidu and North Shuo, guided Shangsheng’s people in reclaiming wasteland, building roads, establishing trade, developing commerce, improving water conservancy, teaching agriculture and iron-smelting techniques, building armament factories, and opening schools and businesses—she had done many good deeds. Although she no longer held office, she still protected the people, allowing Shangsheng’s residents to live prosperous and peaceful lives. What was once the most chaotic prefecture in Yan Bei had now become the wealthiest region.

When speaking of the master, not a single person in all of Shangsheng would fail to give a thumbs up, saying she was a goddess incarnate, sent specifically to protect Yan Bei.

Only his mother, when speaking of the master’s illness that day, had sighed softly, shaking her head and saying, “When all is said and done, she’s still just a girl not yet twenty years old!”

Indeed! If his mother hadn’t mentioned it, he might have forgotten that the master was not yet twenty, only four years older than himself. He had heard that the master had entered the Da Xia imperial palace with the Emperor when she was just eight years old, and by sixteen, she was already leading troops in battles across the north and south. What was he doing at sixteen? Riding horses? Herding sheep? Milking goats?

Duo Ji felt somewhat disheartened and sighed very maturely. No sooner had the sound faded than he heard someone ask from ahead, “Is that Duo Ji?”

Duo Ji looked up to see the master standing beneath the plum trees, wearing a white cloak, her eyes as dark as ink, so dazzling that one dared not look directly into them.

“M-Master,” Duo Ji stammered, feeling embarrassed, his face turning bright red like a thief caught in the act.

What would the master think? Would she forbid him from coming again? He had been standing in front of her room, watching for so long—would she be angry?

The young man’s mind raced with confused thoughts as he heard Chu Qiao ask gently, “Can’t you sleep?”

“Ah?” Duo Ji stood dumbfounded, then quickly nodded. “Yes, can’t sleep.”

“Are you hungry?”

“Ah?”

“Come here.”

Duo Ji followed stupidly behind Chu Qiao, entering the water pavilion. Chu Qiao wore soft embroidered shoes, her figure was slender, and her features were as gentle as distant blue-green mountains. She extended her fair hand to close the other three windows, leaving only one open. In the center of the pavilion was a small table with several exquisite food boxes. When opened, they released a fragrant aroma, revealing delicate pastries and small dishes.

“Did Sister Mei Xiang make these?” Duo Ji asked nervously, trying to make conversation.

Chu Qiao slowly shook her head and smiled, saying, “I made them myself. Surprised?”

Duo Ji was momentarily stunned. He had never seen the master smile like this before. Although she was always gentle, he had always felt she wasn’t happy. Even when her face was smiling, there seemed to be an impenetrable mist in her eyes, hiding any true joy. His mother had said it was because she had too much sorrow in her heart, like an eagle with broken wings—even if alive, it would never be happy because it was no longer truly an eagle.

But now, with the master so close to him, he saw her genuine smile—mischievous, like a little fox, her eyes curved, with a playful light and a hint of proud satisfaction. He nodded foolishly, forgetting what she had asked, and could only follow her lead, exclaiming, “Really? Wow! That’s amazing!”

Chu Qiao was in a good mood. Seeing his expression, she extended her finger to tap his forehead and laughed, saying, “Silly boy.”

Duo Ji felt somewhat dejected. He was sixteen—at his age, his father had already married his mother. He was no longer a child.

“Sit down and try some.”

Duo Ji obediently sat down and picked up a pastry. He looked it over, reluctant to take a bite. The pastry was exquisitely made, resembling a plum blossom with white sugar cake forming the petals and red date threads decorating the center.

“Eat!” Chu Qiao urged him.

The nervous young man swallowed it in one gulp and immediately began choking. Chu Qiao quickly poured him a cup of tea. Duo Ji took a large sip and finally managed to swallow the pastry.

“Was it good?” Chu Qiao asked.

Duo Ji was on the verge of tears, his mouth puckering with disappointment. “I didn’t get to taste it.”

“Haha,” Chu Qiao laughed, pushing the entire plate toward him. “These are all for you.”

Duo Ji began eating them one by one, occasionally exclaiming, “Master, you’re amazing! You can make such delicious things. Who taught you?”

“I learned from the master chefs in the imperial kitchen when I was in the palace. You’re quite fortunate, Duo Ji—even the Emperor of Da Xia eats these.”

“Ah?” Duo Ji was stunned. Tonight, he seemed much more foolish than usual, constantly dumbfounded.

Suddenly, the water pool outside made a bubbling sound. The wind blew in, pushing open another window. Chu Qiao stood up to close it but noticed that the old plum tree at the base of the house had grown as tall as the building. She froze, her hand suspended in mid-air as strips of moonlight fell across her wrist, creating a dappled, shadowy pattern.

In the blink of an eye, two years had passed. The newly planted plum trees had already grown as tall as the eaves.

Time truly is the most ruthless thing in the world. It never pauses for any joy or sorrow, and after it hastily departs, any once-intense emotions gradually cool under its grinding wheel.

That night, she left Yunbi City and traveled for half a month until she finally reached North Shuo. Then, one clear morning, as she walked along the deserted main street of North Shuo and out through the city gates, she saw thousands upon thousands of Yan Bei’s citizens.

There were native residents of North Shuo City and many more who had come from distant inland areas—Shangsheng, Sunset Mountain, Blue City, Chidu, Hui, and Meilin. The common people had heard the news of her departure and had come together in silence. Along the way, she encountered many such groups, but she didn’t know them, and they didn’t disturb her. They just quietly followed, until now, when they gathered at the North Shuo City gates, silently watching her, seeing her off on her final journey.

Among the crowd were elderly people with white hair, young and fragile children, blue-eyed foreigners from beyond the borders, Eastern Land merchants who had come to do business, Chidu militia who had once fought alongside her against the Da Xia army, North Shuo citizens who had escaped death under her protection, Shangsheng commoners who had participated in her road-building and commerce projects, and shepherds from the foot of Hui Mountain.

These people had come out early in the morning, quietly lining both sides of the road, leaving a clear path. When they saw her emerge, they all turned to look at her in unison.

Chu Qiao could still not forget those gazes. There was reluctance, sadness, hope that she would stay, heartbreak, worry, and fear. But they transformed these myriad emotions into silence. Even three and four-year-old children made no sound, just quietly watching her, quietly watching her.

At that moment, she felt so sad she wanted to cry.

She knew her responsibility. Over the past year, she had traveled across the lands of Yan Bei, spreading the ideology of peace to every corner. She had led them in building homes and worked hard to restore production in the aftermath of war. They trusted and supported her wholeheartedly. This ethnic group, oppressed for hundreds of years, had placed all their longing for freedom and hope for a better life on her shoulders. And now, she was leaving, abandoning her promises to them. She was leaving them, no longer concerning herself with the dream she had once fought for with all her might.

He Xiao stood at the front with nine thousand soldiers of the Xiuli Army, fully armed and packed, appearing ready to travel far with her.

Nothing more needed to be said. She could only stand there stunned, like a statue carved from stone.

Suddenly, a pair of small, soft hands wrapped around her waist. She looked down to see a girl of about ten years old, wordlessly looking up at her, stubbornly tilting her head, with tears welling in her eyes but refusing to fall. Ping An ran up from behind, trying to pull his sister away, but he couldn’t separate them.

Ping An was serving in the army at that time. When Yan Xun first sent him to the interior of Yan Bei, little Jing Jing had followed her, already living with her for over a year.

“Sister,” Jing Jing finally began to cry, tears streaming down her face. “Are you abandoning me? Are you abandoning me?”

As the child began to cry, gradually others started crying too. The people stood in rows, and someone was the first to kneel. Soon, large groups of citizens were kneeling on the ground. Elderly people in their seventies and eighties wept profusely, repeatedly asking, “Master, are you abandoning us?”

“Master, without you, I’ll be captured and made a slave again.”

“Master, where are you going? Can I go with you?”

…

The cold wind howled, blowing up the thick snow on the ground. The departing Chu Qiao released her horse’s reins, tilted her head back, and looked at the dazzling sun. Tears streamed down from the corners of her eyes, falling into her thick hair.

The heavy weight of responsibility pressed down on her shoulders, making it hard for her to breathe.

She knew who was manipulating everything, but she was powerless to escape. He understood her too well, and with just a small maneuver, he could trap her completely.

That day, she seemed to have shed all the tears of a lifetime. Standing in the vast snowy wilderness, she felt like a kite held tightly in someone’s hand, without even a string, not knowing where to flee even if she wanted to escape.

And so she stayed, pathetically, living halfway up Hui Mountain. She had been there for two years now.

During these two years, she had watched him with her own eyes—watched him conscript soldiers and collect taxes, attack cities and seize territories, implement military service systems even harsher than Da Xia’s, and systematically eliminate opposition to secure his iron rule over Yan Bei.

Sometimes she thought that life was a truly wondrous thing. It always gives you hope in moments of despair, allowing you to persevere, and then, just as you’re about to reach that hope, it douses all your dreams with a bucket of cold water.

Yan Xun had ultimately succeeded. Da Xia could not raise its head under his suppression.

After Zhuge Yue’s death, although the Zhuge clan hurriedly distanced themselves from him, expelling him from the family genealogy and refusing to bury his body in the family cemetery, they still suffered from the association. Their position in the Council of Elders greatly diminished. Zhuge Huai was demoted repeatedly, and though Zhuge Mu Qing still tried to salvage the situation by actively supporting collateral branches of the family, the results were unsatisfactory.

General Le Xing’s daughter, Le Wan Yi, also hurriedly withdrew from her engagement, personally writing a ten-thousand-word blood letter to petition the Emperor of Xia. She claimed that the Zhuge family was wealthy and powerful, using their influence to bully others and that Zhuge Yue was low, coveting her beauty. She said she had been unwilling but was forced into the engagement through threats from his family’s power. Now that he had committed such an unconscionable crime, being his widow would be disrespectful and insulting to the Empire and the Emperor. She would rather become a nun than marry such a base and shameless person.

Le Wan Yi’s sincere determination to devote herself to Buddhism was so earnest and her resolve so firm that it became the talk of the capital. Although she ultimately did not fulfill her wish to take the tonsure, she successfully distanced herself from the sinful official, maintaining her noble character.

Of course, as Zhuge Yue’s direct superior, Zhao Che could not escape the fate of demotion. This prince, who had risen and fallen several times, was once again banished to the northeastern frontier, sent to supervise an entirely unnecessary military construction project in a barren land, thus removing him from Da Xia’s political stage.

Most unimaginable was that the Fourteenth Prince, Zhao Yang, had allied with the Wei clan. With Wei Guang’s support, Zhao Yang leaped to become one of Da Xia’s foremost princes with real power, being enfeoffed as Prince Zhou. Wei Shu Ye also rose with the tide, taking command of the military authority at Yanming Pass.

Da Xia’s power structure had been reshuffled, but discerning people could easily see that the former dominance was gradually leaving Da Xia. Faced with Yan Bei’s iron cavalry and strong troops, they increasingly appeared powerless. Although Wei Shu Ye had considerable military talent, Yan Xun was a step ahead, and with domestic political interference, Da Xia gradually shifted from offense to defense. Over the past year, they had increasingly shown signs of fatigue.

Now, Xi Meng was divided into four parts. Li Ce of Bian Tang had secured the throne, Princess Huai Song Nalan Hong Ye ruled her domain, and Yan Xun held the Northwest, facing Da Xia across the river. No longer did anyone power dominate.

Despite this, Yan Xun still did not dare to easily break through Da Xia’s defenses, because to the southwest of the Helan Mountains, a new regime had suddenly appeared in everyone’s view. No one knew the origin of this regime, or even their actual numbers. Only through passing merchants and dispatched scouts did they vaguely know that the leader of this regime called himself the “King of Qinghai.”

Qinghai was located south of the Helan Mountains and west of the Cuiwei Mountains. According to legend, it was a desolate, extremely hot, and barren area with rampant wild beasts and not a blade of grass. More than two thousand years ago, it was a place where the various powers of the continent exiled criminals. It was said that hardly anyone sent there could survive—they either became food for wild beasts or died from various strange diseases. Thus, throughout history, exile to Qinghai had always been synonymous with death. Some people would rather die in Xi Meng than set foot in Qinghai. Over the years, the number of prisoners who had committed suicide at Cuiwei Pass was countless.

But it was precisely from such a place—infested with poisonous insects, prowling fierce beasts, and barren vegetation—that a regime had suddenly emerged like a shooting star.

On the seventeenth day of the seventh month of the year 778, Yan Xun personally commanded an army of seventy thousand to attack the south gate of Yanming Pass. Just as they were about to succeed, enemies suddenly appeared from the southwest rear. They were agile, fierce in battle, moved like the wind, and were as swift as wolves. Like a knife, they inserted themselves into the left flank of the Yan Bei army, shattering their offensive. However, just as Yan Xun hurriedly turned his horse to counterattack, they vanished like air.

It was much later when scouts finally found their traces at Cuiwei Pass, which was now occupied by someone known as the “King of Qinghai.”

This was truly devastating news for Yan Bei, like a thunderbolt from a clear sky. Because Cuiwei Pass was located near the Helan Mountains, west of the Red River, this meant that besides the Quanrong people beyond Meilin Pass, another enemy called the King of Qinghai had appeared in Yan Bei’s rear. And worse than the Quanrong people, Meilin Pass was controlled by Yan Bei, while Cuiwei Pass belonged to the King of Qinghai.

This meant that whenever the King of Qinghai wanted to take a stroll in Yan Bei, he could do so at will, and there was absolutely nothing Yan Bei could do about it. Moreover, Cuiwei Pass was located at the junction of the Helan and Cuiwei Mountains. To the east was a plain with no natural barriers, impossible to defend. To block enemies from Qinghai would require building a wall several thousand kilometers long along Cuiwei Pass.

This was an absolute joke.

Fortunately, since that one time, the King of Qinghai had not reappeared. It was as if he had just been taking a casual stroll that day, simply to inform Yan Xun of his existence as a neighbor. Nevertheless, Yan Xun did not dare to be complacent. He continuously sent people to Qinghai to gather intelligence and made several trips to Cuiwei Pass, hoping to establish contact with the King of Qinghai. Meanwhile, he set up defensive barriers in the southwest and arranged for troops to be stationed. This gave Da Xia a chance to catch its breath.

These matters were all gradually related to her by He Xiao and the others. In these two years, Chu Qiao had rarely descended the mountain. Since going out on business two years ago, she had never left again.

A bubbling sound suddenly came from nearby. Duo Ji curiously looked down to see a small pot simmering on a small stove. Seeing this, Chu Qiao hurried over, put on large gloves, and lifted the pot. Turning back, she said, “Go back to sleep after you finish eating. I’m leaving first.”

Duo Ji watched as Chu Qiao’s figure gradually disappeared, not toward her room but around the pine garden at the back. He didn’t follow but wrapped up the few remaining pastries, too cherished to eat, and held them in his hand.

The wind blew through the pine forest with a rustling sound. Walking along the path to a stone tablet, she set down the small pot. Opening it revealed a pot of hot oil spicy lamb.

In front of the stone tablet was a small stone table and stool, both polished smooth from frequent use. The tablet was simple and rustic, inscribed with just five large characters: “Tomb of Zhuge Yue.”

Yes, two years ago, she had led three hundred elite Xiuli soldiers to Da Xia to retrieve Zhuge Yue’s body.

At that time, she had received news that the Zhuge family had finally expelled Zhuge Yue and refused to bury his remains in the family cemetery. Instead, his body had been whipped as punishment and carelessly thrown into the chaotic burial grounds south of the city.

The process was quite smooth—no one was guarding the now-useless corpse. When Chu Qiao arrived, the body had already been torn apart by wild dogs, disfigured beyond recognition. If not for the whip marks inflicted after death, she could hardly have pieced together the broken remains. With no alternative, she had to cremate him and return to Yan Bei with his ashes.

While in the capital, she finally heard about Miss Wan Yi’s situation. For the first time in her life, she lost her composure, gritting her teeth in hatred for such a shameless person.

To fulfill her devotion to Buddhism, Miss Wan Yi had been traveling daily between the temple and her home during that period. Chu Qiao intercepted her carriage and personally shaved her head, vindictively making her completely bald. Afterward, watching her tearfully kneeling and begging for mercy, Chu Qiao suddenly felt her interest fade. It seemed that only at this moment did she truly realize that Zhuge Yue was gone, transformed into the ashes in the jar she held. He had been insulted and abused—anyone could trample on his dignity at will—and she could do nothing but beat the offender, unable to save him, unable to make his family recognize him, unable to restore his reputation, and even unable to preserve his body intact.

She couldn’t articulate her feelings at that time. It seemed as though the whole world had suddenly turned gray and white. She returned to Shangsheng with her people, never descending the mountain again, spending her days guarding this small courtyard, burying all her time here.

“Zhuge Yue, you must be feeling quite pleased down there now, right? I heard from He Xiao that Da Xia suffered another defeat at Yanming Pass. Wei Shu Ye is no match for Yan Xun at all. Without you, Da Xia has suffered greatly. You always pretended not to care about anything, but I know you’re the type to hold grudges. You must be thinking: ‘Serves those bastards right! Without me, you’re all doomed.'”

Chu Qiao stirred the lamb in the pot with her chopsticks as she spoke slowly. She kept her head lowered, her hair falling alongside her cheeks. Her skin was snow-white, and the moonlight filtering through the pine branches cast striped shadows upon it—a mottled, cold radiance.

“I didn’t dream of you again last night. Are you dead? How can you be so heartless, not even visiting my dreams? Are you still sulking? Angry that no one has avenged you? But your social skills were truly terrible. The few loyal people you had kept coming to try to kill me with their swords. Thankfully, they’re clumsy. If they went after Yan Xun instead, they’d probably have no chance of survival.”

The pot gradually cooled, the lamb fat solidifying. She continued to mutter, “I burned paper money for you again yesterday. Did you receive it? You were always good to me. I have no way to repay you except to burn some money for you to use after death. You were born into a wealthy family, spoiled from childhood, having everything handed to you. How would you survive in the afterlife without money? But it’s fine—you went with so many of your subordinates. Even in the netherworld, you can continue to live like a lord.”

“Zhuge Yue, do you know where Mo’er went? I’ve sent people to the capital several times but can’t find any trace of him. They say he’s missing. Your father didn’t kill him, did he? Mo’er is still so young and his background is so pitiful. Keep an eye out for him over there, and let me know if you see him, so I don’t have to search the whole world.”

A gust of wind blew, causing accumulated water on the trees to splash into the pot. Chu Qiao seemed oblivious. Her expression was calm, showing no visible sadness or heartbreak. She just spoke quietly, her voice very low, yet peculiarly clear in the silent night.

“Zhuge Yue, I actually couldn’t sleep last night. I lay awake staring at the ceiling all night. I kept replaying that day’s events in my mind. I should have had a chance to save you. First, I should have had He Xiao cover our retreat while you and I escaped together, then split our forces in twenty directions. We wouldn’t have left but secretly returned to Yuegong to wait for the situation to calm before finding a way to escape. Second, at Thousand Fathom Lake, I should have led troops to attack the right flank of the army from behind, where all the archers were stationed. A couple of cavalry charges could have scattered them, giving you the opportunity and time to leave the exposed center of the lake. Third, how could I have gone to beg Yan Xun? I should have taken him hostage. I could have approached him with a smile, and he wouldn’t have suspected anything. Was I out of my mind then? And lastly, how could you push me up? I had a dagger. We should have swum several hundred meters underwater, then broken through the ice to escape. Although the water was cold, it wouldn’t have killed us immediately. Jack in Titanic held on for quite a while, not to mention we were both trained fighters.”

Chu Qiao muttered with frustration, “Why didn’t I think of these things then?”

The night was very quiet. One could even hear dogs barking from households at the foot of the mountain. Everyone had gone to bed; only she sat here, rambling on. After talking for a long time, Chu Qiao suddenly stood up and knocked firmly on Zhuge Yue’s tombstone, saying loudly, “Hey, I’m talking to you! Can you hear me?”

The crisp echo reverberated through the pine forest. After speaking, Chu Qiao seemed somewhat dazed. She crouched in front of the tomb, her expression darkening. She lowered her head, her hair falling on both sides, hiding her face.

Her voice was muffled and soft as she said, “I had so many ways, but why couldn’t I save you?”

The night was as cool as water. A gentle breeze lifted her clothes. She leaned against the tombstone, motionless for a long time, as if frozen. The autumn pine needles had turned slightly yellow, rustling in the wind.

Just like many years before, they had leaned against each other like this. The night had been so dark, enemies all around, as they fought back-to-back, working together with such perfect coordination that they seemed like a single person.

“Zhuge Yue, this is our fate…”

Chu Qiao whispered. A flock of crows flew overhead, cawing like babies as they passed by and gradually disappeared into the distance.

Chu Qiao had thought that life would continue this way. However, early the next morning, the news struck like a thunderbolt from a clear sky, instantly shattering the last tranquility of her life.

Chapter 155: Farewell to You
Everything came without warning. The news of the Great Unity Guild’s rebellion was like hot oil, instantly exploding into crackling sparks in the rainy weather of Huihui.

Chu Qiao looked at Uncle Duoji, at this forty-something-year-old man with bloodstained shoulders, frowning as she pondered these alarming words.

“My lady, please go down the mountain. If you don’t go, Great Unity will surely be destroyed!”

Chu Qiao stared at him silently, not speaking for a long time. The news of the Great Unity Guild’s rebellion had just been reported by the Qiulan City garrison troops this morning. But immediately after, Uncle Duoji ran to tell her that Yan Xun wanted to completely eradicate the Great Unity Guild. He had already stripped Lady Yu and Master Wu of their military authority and captured Xia Zhi, Xi Rui, and other Great Unity commanders. The Great Unity base at Wang City had been reduced to ruins. Now His Majesty was pretending to summon Princess Jiaojiao’s Fire Cloud Army back, intending to eliminate the Princess as well.

Chu Qiao was unwilling to believe such words, and her reason warned her not to rashly trust uncertain rumors.

Although Yan Xun’s methods were ruthless, he was not mindless. At this time, eliminating the Great Unity Guild might still be understandable, and removing Master Wu and Lady Yu was barely acceptable, but why eliminate Jiaojiao? Jiaojiao was his sister. Although she was a believer in Great Unity and raised by them, she wouldn’t necessarily turn against her brother because of Great Unity.

“You go down the mountain first.”

“My lady!” Uncle Duoji fell to his knees with a thud, knocking his head repeatedly: “Please, save Great Unity. Now only you can save us.”

The sound of his kowtowing was so loud that in moments his forehead was streaming with blood. Chu Qiao frowned as she watched him, and finally turned away silently, walking into the house. The door closed slowly, leaving only the man’s despairing eyes gazing sadly after her.

Regarding the Great Unity Guild, Chu Qiao originally didn’t have a particularly good impression, except for Master Wu and Lady Yu, she rarely dealt with the others. She once thought they were just a group of power-hungry schemers, but later gradually discovered that wasn’t entirely true. Most Great Unity Guild members were devoted believers and warriors, similar to Mohist disciples in ancient China—skilled in warfare, knowledgeable, and kind-hearted.

Such people, if properly utilized and guided, should be able to serve great purposes. Kill them? Yan Xun wouldn’t.

Thinking this, Chu Qiao suppressed the unease in her heart and quietly waited for subsequent news.

However, things completely deviated from Chu Qiao’s expectations. Within two days, fighting erupted across the Yan Bei interior. Many guilds were surrounded by troops. The leaders of Great Unity suffered catastrophic disaster. The killing came so quickly that they hadn’t even heard a whisper of news beforehand. Everything was like a long-brewing flood, suddenly overwhelming them. No one had time to make any emergency response.

The next evening, messengers seeking help once again climbed Huihui Mountain. A group of twenty, only one made it up the mountain alive. The rider on horseback was covered in blood, with one arm barely attached to his shoulder by a bit of flesh, looking as if it could fall off at any moment.

He looked at Chu Qiao, unable to speak, only struggling with one hand to unbutton his collar. The inner garment, stained red with sweat and blood, was filthy, but one could still clearly see the slender characters written in fresh blood: “Ah Chu, help us. Zhong Yu.”

Chu Qiao was silent for a while, then bowed deeply to the cavalry soldier: “Thank you for your trouble.”

The cavalryman looked at her, expressionless, his eyes unfocused, as if he hadn’t heard.

Chu Qiao straightened up. The cold night wind blew across her slender body. She took a deep breath, then said in a deep voice: “He Xiao, prepare the horses. We’re going down the mountain!”

The cavalryman’s eyes suddenly showed a glimmer of light. Then he fell headfirst to the ground, an arrow deeply embedded in his back, piercing into his heart. No one could imagine how he had managed to climb Huihui Mountain.

Taking only twenty guards, Chu Qiao put on a cloak and raincoat and plunged into the boundless night. Cold rain continuously washed over her eyes. Ominous premonitions gradually engulfed her. She no longer wanted to think. The warhorse galloped wildly, the night was dense, and the journey seemed so distant.

Lady Yu’s three thousand guards now had fewer than a hundred left, all seriously wounded, but when they saw Chu Qiao and her people riding toward them, they still leaped up from the ground like fierce beasts, glaring at them vigilantly.

In the pouring rain, Lady Yu lay in a thatched hut. When Chu Qiao pushed open the door, she was sleeping. Seemingly hearing voices, she slowly opened her eyes. Her pale face had a bluish tinge. Seeing Chu Qiao, she didn’t seem surprised at all and smiled quietly: “You came.”

An arrow had pierced through her chest. Although it had been roughly bandaged, there was no medicine, and no one dared to pull the arrow out.

Seeing her, Duoji’s eyes reddened. Sniffling, he said: “I’ll go find Uncle Dalie.” With that, he opened the door and went out.

The room gradually quieted, leaving only two women dressed in white. Chu Qiao knelt on one knee. With her eyesight, she could naturally see at a glance how serious Lady Yu’s injury was. Swallowing the sourness in her heart, she said softly: “Lady, what happened?”

Lady Yu took a deep breath, coughed lightly twice, and a few unhealthy flushes appeared on her face.

“Changqing’s taxes were severe. The local people rebelled. Several guild leaders were involved. The matter was exposed and cannot be reversed now.”

“You were involved too?” Chu Qiao’s brow furrowed tightly as she said in a deep voice: “How could you all be so foolish? Participating in a civilian rebellion is like directly rebelling yourself! Yan Xun already distrusts Great Unity. Why were you so careless?”

“Hehe,” Lady Yu laughed lightly, her chest rising and falling slightly. Her gaze was so distant, as if looking at Chu Qiao, yet seeming to look past her to somewhere far away. She said quietly: “You haven’t seen. Changqing suffered a snowstorm last year, and this spring the pasture was poor. Livestock died in large numbers. Now in some places, they’re eating children. At this time, to take away their last bit of grain for winter is like taking their lives.”

“His Majesty is preparing for war, wanting to take Cuiwei Pass before winter, so he’s conscripting soldiers and grain. The people are all dying. I knew it would turn out this way, but I had to do it.”

Chu Qiao bit her lip, her nose sour, tightly holding Lady Yu’s hand, unable to speak.

“Ah Chu, you’re a good child, just living too hard a life. I hope you understand that in this world, not everything can proceed according to your wishes. Many times, even if we try our best, we may not necessarily get what we want. You’re still so young, with good times ahead waiting for you.”

Lady Yu smiled gently, the crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes like a gentle breeze, enveloping the two clear pools in her eyes. Her voice seemed to float from the ninth heaven. Chu Qiao knelt on the dry grass, her hand covering Lady Yu’s chest. Fresh blood flowed out silently, staining Chu Qiao’s pure white robe red. She bit her lower lip hard, tears welling in her eyes, lips pressed tight, her face pale with grief.

“Lady Yu, hold on. Duoji went to find a doctor.”

“It’s no use…”

Lady Yu shook her head slightly, her face like snow on a mountain peak, her thin shoulders and arms ice-cold. She lifted her head, her gaze toward the dilapidated roof. Outside, the wind howled, the rain poured, and she seemed to recall many things in a daze. In the final moment of life, time flew rapidly before her eyes. In an instant, she seemed to return to fifteen years ago, on Wolong Mountain. The red maples of lovesickness, falling petals in profusion. She stood in the maple forest of early autumn, watching that figure in blue robes with flowing black hair like ink.

She seemed to still remember the sunshine of that time, warming her shoulders, like a mother’s gentle hand. On a stone table nearby was an ancient zither, a few maple leaves fallen upon it. Sunlight filtered through the leaves, casting dappled shadows, leaving flickering halos. He turned back from among the sea of red maples, his smile gentle, his gaze like water, looking at her softly, reaching out his hand to her, saying tenderly: “Ah Yu, why are you up so early?”

No one ever knew that she actually didn’t like so-called political arts, didn’t like military strategy and tactics. From a young age, she had hoped to have a home, to learn needlework and poetry like ordinary women, to marry a considerate husband when grown up, to pick flowers in spring, to listen to rain on cold nights, to live a peaceful, uneventful life. Things like saving the world or controlling destinies were never her dream.

However, he had great ambitions and aspirations. He cared for all people and couldn’t bear the various injustices in the world. He went up the mountain to study only to learn the dragon-slaying skills to save the world and help people. So, he studied military strategy, and she delved into political arts. He learned practical industries, she researched commercial ways. He learned to perceive the voice of the people, she studied how to please superiors. He treated people generously, she managed subordinates strictly. She studied military secrets and political calculations day and night, only so that one day she could follow in his footsteps and advance and retreat together with him.

Master understood worldly affairs and discerned her thoughts at a glance. Not only did he not stop her, but he imparted everything he knew. Only when she left the mountain did he secretly place a letter in her luggage. She discovered it much later, and when opened, it contained only one character: “obsession.”

In the blink of an eye, fifteen years passed. She had spent a lifetime in military affairs, working diligently, and experiencing countless life-and-death situations. Fortunately, he had always been by her side. Whether outside was stormy rain or frost and snow, they always stood together. As time passed and great changes occurred, everything in the world changed appearance. For power, fathers and sons became enemies, relatives turned against each other, and lovers betrayed. Only they remained unchanged in their original intentions, steadfast in their beliefs, without the slightest wavering.

However, some words hidden in the heart were never spoken. For over a decade, they had gathered and separated like this. She always felt there would be opportunities later. Days passed one by one, they were busy, they were hurrying, they were persistent for the dreams in their hearts. Yet they never thought that perhaps one day, there really would be no more chances. Those words that never had the chance to be spoken, those feelings deeply suppressed for nearly twenty years, those gentle and tranquil emotions like early spring countryside paths, finally, forever lost the opportunity to be expressed.

“I know my time has come.”

She let out a light breath and said in a low voice: “I always thought this day would come, just didn’t expect it would be so soon.”

A gentle, mild face suddenly appeared blurrily before her eyes. Lady Yu smiled lightly, the blood from her wound flowing like a meandering stream, seeping through the cloth, slowly spilling out. She struggled to reach out as if trying to touch that blurry face, vaguely recalling their first meeting many years ago. They were young then. She was being punished in the street by her master for trying to escape, beaten until her body was covered in wounds, yet she held back her tears. He passed by the bridge with his master, suddenly squatted down and handed her a bottle of medicine, then frowned and said: “Once in the morning and once in the evening, take good care of your wounds.”

“Perhaps my lifelong happiness would simply be to have a good sleep, not thinking about anything, not doing anything, without war, without killing, without the scheming and plotting of intrigue. Outside the door, heavy snowfalls, and wild winds surge, and the person I love lies quietly beside me, not moving, not speaking. Unfortunately, I will never have that chance.”

A smile bloomed at the corner of her lips. Lady Yu said wearily: “Ah Chu, I want to sleep for a while. If Dao Ya arrives, remember to wake me.”

Chu Qiao bit her lower lip hard, nodding desperately. Lady Yu closed her eyes with relief, her brows and eyes filled with exhaustion and drowsiness. She said in a low voice: “I’ll just sleep for a little while, I’m too tired, just a little while.”

Long eyelashes cast faint shadows on her lotus-like plain face. Her heartbeat grew slower and slower until it could no longer be heard. Her fingers slipped and fell heavily, dropping into Chu Qiao’s arms.

The wind outside suddenly grew stronger, blowing in with cold rain. In the small thatched hut, Chu Qiao’s body gradually stiffened. She lowered her head, and a tear suddenly fell, hitting Lady Yu’s cold cheek, winding down, rolling into the pool of blood on the ground, gently dissolving, and merging into the bloodwater.

“My lady!”

He Xiao suddenly rushed in regardless of everything. Seeing the dead Lady Yu, the weather-beaten man was suddenly stunned.

Chu Qiao slowly raised her eyes, looking at him quietly, asking in a hoarse voice: “What is it?”

He Xiao was silent for a long time before slowly saying: “Master Wu has arrived.”

When they saw Master Wu, it was still raining. Chu Qiao wore a raincoat, escorted by He Xiao and others to the edge of Qiulan Plateau. On a vast, dark wilderness, warriors lit torches soaked in tung oil. The entire road was covered with bodies bleached by rainwater. He Qi stood holding a large umbrella under a poplar tree. Master Wu knelt there, facing the direction from which Chu Qiao and her group had come. Three arrows were stuck in his back, one of which had pierced through to his heart. His face was pale, a trickle of red flowing from the corner of his mouth. He had no breath, yet his eyes remained open as if gazing at something. Though dead, he did not fall, his gaze intense, his brow furrowed.

“When we arrived, Master Wu was already gone.”

He Xiao’s voice sounded low beside her ear. The night was so dark, dark without a hint of light. Chu Qiao straightened her back, sitting on horseback, her eyes dry, unable to shed tears.

A painful wail suddenly came from behind. It was Uncle Duoji, who had once served under Master Wu. After being injured, Master Wu had been considerate, letting him return home and giving him money to support his family. Now, the forty-something man was like a red-eyed wolf, staggering over, kneeling in the heavy rain, crying loudly.

“In this world, there is something else above love and freedom, worth you giving everything to protect. The ideals of our Great Unity have already been left on the Shangchen Plateau.”

Vaguely, Chu Qiao seemed to hear what Master Wu had said on Huihui Mountain a year ago. The night wind blew howling, heavy rain poured down. Chu Qiao closed her eyes and tilted her head back. The cold rain pouring on her face was like countless sharp knives.

Lady Yu, wait a while, the person you’re waiting for has come. This life was too tiring for you both. In the next life, don’t carry so many responsibilities. Be together, live well, don’t think about anything else.

Suddenly, the heavy sound of hoofbeats came. Far at the horizon, a large group of horsemen came howling, about three thousand cavalry all in uniform, their hooves like rolling thunder, coming like a thunderbolt. The cold rain beat against the dark iron armor, making an eerie clanging sound.

“Lady Chu!” the lead man shouted. In the night, his face couldn’t be seen, but from his voice, he was still quite young: “I come by His Majesty’s command to protect my lady’s safety. Now that Great Unity rebels are conspiring to rebel, please accompany me to the Qiulan military camp for temporary refuge.”

“It’s you!” Uncle Duoji suddenly jumped up, his eyes red, shouting: “You killed the master! I’ll fight you to the death!”

As soon as the words fell, the forty-something man charged forward, pulling out the saber at his waist, roaring like a mad wolf.

“Come back!”

Chu Qiao screamed. Almost simultaneously, more than ten arrows pierced through Uncle Duoji’s chest. He staggered a few steps by inertia, finally falling with a thud. Blood splashed out, dyeing the night with a bewitching red.

“Uncle!”

A youth’s sharp cry suddenly came. Chu Qiao’s brow furrowed tightly. Looking for them, she heard children’s voices from the opposing camp—clearly Ping’an, Duoji, and Jing Jing.

“The rebels act too arrogantly. Please, my lady, come back with me immediately.”

He Xiao and the twenty-odd men slowly drew their sabers, riding forward to protect Chu Qiao, coldly confronting the large army opposite. Duoji’s cursing was like cold arrows, piercing Chu Qiao’s heart inch by inch. She frowned in silence for a long time, and finally, with a thud, threw down her sword, letting the three-foot blade fall into the dirty mud.

Chu Qiao never expected to see Jing Zi Su here. In the barracks of Qiulan City’s western camp, Jing Zi Su carefully pushed open the door, carrying a large food box. Her figure was slightly fuller than when they had parted, her complexion rosy, her belly prominently swollen—pregnant.

“Yue’er?”

Jing Zi Su called carefully, exchanging the cold food for new hot dishes—all foods Chu Qiao usually enjoyed. Four dishes and a soup, prepared very lightly.

“Eat a little, you haven’t eaten for a day and night.”

“Why are you here?” Chu Qiao turned her head, slightly frowning, asking in a deep voice: “Did Yan Xun force you to come persuade me?”

“No,” Zi Su hastily shook her head, nervously saying: “Shi Peng is my husband.”

Tang Shi Peng, the military commander of Qiulan City, was the officer who had earlier forced Chu Qiao to this place, and the direct murderer who had killed Master Wu and ambushed Lady Yu.

Chu Qiao’s expression gradually cooled. She looked at Jing Zi Su, not speaking for a long time.

“Yue’er, please, eat a little.” Jing Zi Su said carefully, not daring to raise her head to look at her, hurriedly saying: “These are all foods you like. I made them myself.”

“Master Wu was killed. Did you know beforehand?”

Jing Zi Su stood there, head lowered, nervously clutching the handkerchief in her hand, like a frightened little bird, saying in a low voice: “I, I knew.”

“Lady Yu is also dead. Did you know that too?”

Jing Zi Su nodded slightly.

“Your husband captured Ping’an and Jing Jing to threaten me into submission. Did you know?”

“Yue’er?” Jing Zi Su raised her head, looking at her with a face full of pleading, her eye sockets red, tears welling up, almost falling.

“Now they’re going to kill others. Bian Cang, Xi Rui, Xia Zhi, A Du, Jiaojiao, Xiao He—all will not escape death. Do you know that?”

Jing Zi Su’s tears finally rolled down. She covered her face, standing before Chu Qiao with her swollen belly, weeping uncontrollably.

Chu Qiao looked at her, her vision becoming blurry. For them, she had repeatedly risked her life, yet in these two years, due to the strained relationship between her and Yan Xun, they hadn’t even visited her at Huihui once. Even when giving birth, they hadn’t sent her a single letter.

These people were, after all, her nominal relatives, sisters connected by blood.

“You may go.”

Chu Qiao turned away, no longer looking at her. Jing Zi Su carefully tugged at the hem of her clothes, softly calling: “Yue’er…”

She remained unmoved, but heard Jing Zi Su cry sorrowfully: “Yue’er, what can I do? What can I do? I’m just a woman!”

Yes, what could she expect from her? Betray her husband, betray her family, come to secretly inform her? For Jing Zi Su, who regarded her husband as heaven, how could this not be an impossible fantasy? But why was there still anger? Still resentment and heartbreak? She knew if they were in trouble, she would help them regardless of the consequences. So, did she expect others to do the same for her?

“Yue’er, why are you so stubborn? His Majesty is so good to you, we all see it. Gold, silver, treasures, wealth, and glory are all before you. For you, His Majesty has gone years without marrying. He treats you like this, and you’re still not satisfied? What more do you want? He is the Emperor after all!”

In the past, Chu Qiao might have laughed coldly from the heart, but now, she couldn’t even laugh.

Yes, gold, silver, wealth, and glory—if only she would nod, she would be the Yan Bei Empress, second only to one person but above thousands, the only beloved wife of the Yan Bei Emperor, living a luxurious life of silk and jade. As a woman, what more could she want? While she was sad and retreating to the mountains and forests, little did she know others were laughing at her inability to recognize good fortune, and among these people, even her sisters.

But, that was not what she wanted. As Yan Xun said, she never truly understood him. But Yan Xun, after more than ten years of friendship, when did you truly understand me?

Your mistake was treating me like a women such as Jing Zi Su, but I, Chu Qiao, am certainly not such a person.

When words don’t match, nothing more needs to be said. Chu Qiao lightly shook off Jing Zi Su’s hand and walked straight into the inner room, never looking back.

After a while, the door was opened, and Jing Zi Su quietly walked out. The sound of the lock was particularly loud, a click that seemed to lock away Chu Qiao’s thoughts. Chu Qiao sat on the bed, beneath her feet was a cage of agarwood incense. The faint fragrance drifted through the gaps in the copper cover, like a line of floating clouds. She leaned quietly against the bedpost, her mind chaotically recalling many things. Her heart grew colder, gradually losing its warmth. The things she had controlled herself not to think about for these two years emerged in a flood. The shadows of Master Wu and Lady Yu overlapped before her eyes, making her fingertips tremble with cold.

The greatest sorrow is the death of the heart, and now, she has finally completely disappeared.

For three consecutive days, Chu Qiao was trapped in this cage, completely cut off from news of the outside. She thought Lady Yu might have been wrong. She mistakenly believed Chu Qiao could stop all this, but she didn’t truly understand Yan Xun. He had always been such a determined and persistent person from childhood. What he wanted to do, no one could stop, not even her. Now, the situation was set, and she only needed to wait for an outcome.

Yan Xun had been Master Wu’s disciple since childhood and later learned military strategy under Lady Yu. His martial arts and swordsmanship were taught by Chu Qiao. Now, he had surpassed his teachers, and those old matters were finally kicked aside by him.

On the evening of the third day, Chu Qiao was sitting on the bed lost in thought as usual when suddenly hurried, frantic footsteps came from the door. With a snap of the lock, Jing Zi Su ran in panic-stricken, carrying a traveling cloak and bundle, rushing in saying: “Yue’er, quick, quick, leave!”

Chu Qiao stood up abruptly, frowning and asking: “Tang Shi Peng wants you to release me?”

Jing Zi Su’s face was pale, standing blankly in place. Hearing her husband’s name, she was suddenly stunned. Chu Qiao immediately understood, saying in a deep voice: “Do you know what you’re doing? He won’t spare you.”

“Yue’er, quick, quick, go.” Jing Zi Su stuffed the clothes into her hands, saying distractedly: “Hurry.”

“No, if I leave, I’ll endanger He Xiao and the others.”

“Your people have broken into the city. They’ve already burst into the prison and rescued Commander He and Ping’an and the others.”

“What?” Chu Qiao was startled, hurriedly saying: “The Xiuli Army has come?”

“Yes,” Jing Zi Su nodded urgently: “You must leave quickly, Shi Peng will be here soon.”

Jing Zi Su deftly helped her dress and put on the cloak, her usually weak face showing a hint of strength for the first time. Chu Qiao grabbed her hand, asking in a deep voice: “Sister Zi Su, do you know what he will do to you if you do this?”

Jing Zi Su was stunned. Over these days, her face had visibly thinned, her big eyes looking extremely panicked. After a long while, she shook her head and said softly: “I just feel that Master Wu was a good person, Lady Yu was a good person, and Yue’er, you are also a good person. Good people should be rewarded.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes stung. This weak woman, bullied all her life, drifting with the current, at this critical moment of life and death, had made such a choice based solely on her heart. Her reason was simple—good people shouldn’t go unrewarded. But Sister Zi Su, do you know that in this world, most good people are not rewarded? With demons rampant and spirits at peace, good people long ago could not survive.

Looking at her pure, clear brows and eyes, Chu Qiao felt as if a mountain was pressing on her shoulders, making it hard to breathe. She took a deep breath and said firmly: “Come with me.”

“No,” Jing Zi Su shook her head: “I am his wife, after all, and carrying his child. He won’t do anything to me. You must go quickly.”

Chu Qiao said in a deep voice: “You must come with me.”

“No, Yue’er, I am Shi Peng’s wife. I won’t leave him. This is my home!”

At this moment, Jing Zi Su’s eyes rarely showed some persistence and determination. Chu Qiao understood—everyone has their own beliefs and persistence, and Jing Zi Su was no exception. She nodded, dressed herself, and slowly said: “Sister Zi Su, I’m leaving. Take care. I’ll come back for you when I’ve finished my business.”

“Yes, I’m due to have the baby in four months. You’re his aunt, you must come to see him then.”

Jing Zi Su held her belly, smiling shyly, her maternal gentleness like the warm morning sun of spring. Chu Qiao held her hand, saying in a deep voice: “Wait for me.”

With that, she turned sharply and left.

Nine thousand Xiuli soldiers came roaring, and the city’s civilians personally opened the gates and showed them the way. The entire Qiulan City’s western military camp and general’s mansion were engulfed in a sea of killing and fire. Tang Shi Peng sat on horseback, cursing as he commanded the scattered troops. Just then, a subordinate suddenly came to report: “General! Chu Qiao has escaped, injured the guards at the stable, and fled the city on horseback.”

“What?” Tang Shi Peng raged: “How could she escape with so many guards?”

“It was the madam. The madam used your token to trick the keys out of them.”

“Wretch!” Tang Shi Peng was furious, shouting coldly: “Ruining my plans!”

“General!”

Another messenger came riding, not even dismounting before shouting: “The Lan chambers are on fire, and the madam is still inside. We need to quickly mobilize the water brigade to extinguish it!”

“General!” Another messenger hurriedly came, calling: “Lady Chu is escaping with the Xiuli Army through the south gate. We’ve already organized our troops. Should we pursue?”

Tang Shi Peng frowned, pondering for a moment, then said calmly and resolutely: “Pursue!”

“General, what about the madam?”

Tang Shi Peng said angrily: “If Chu Qiao escapes, not a single person in all of Qiulan City will survive. All troops, hear my command: pursue!”

The army howled as they galloped, charging out of the south gate. At this moment, the Lan chambers were bright red, flames rising high, gradually consuming the entire house. Jing Zi Su huddled in a corner, looking at the bright red all around, trembling with fear. Large beads of sweat rolled down from her forehead, carving bright white tracks on her soot-blackened face. She held her belly, gritting her teeth, murmuring repeatedly like a hypnotic chant: “Baby, don’t be afraid, your father will come save us soon.”

Outside, wild winds howled, further feeding the fire. All the soldiers of Qiulan City had pursued out of the city. Some civilians who saw the fire rushed into the general’s mansion, staring blankly at the flames engulfing the Lan chambers.

“Ah! There’s a fire, is anyone inside?”

A servant of the general’s mansion came forward saying: “Lady Chu has been rescued by the Xiuli Army. There’s no one inside.”

“Then never mind. A bunch of bastards, better to burn everything to the ground.”

The civilians gradually left, with only the crackling flames remaining, smoke spreading everywhere. Jing Zi Su coughed with difficulty, the flames already spreading to her. She closed her eyes in fear, but still held her belly, continuously saying: “Baby, don’t be afraid, your father will come to save us soon.”

A beam crashed down with a boom, drowning out all other sounds. Black ash was everywhere, the entire general’s mansion and western camp engulfed in this great fire. Chu Qiao galloped across the wilderness, looking back from afar to see the direction of Qiulan City bathed in red light. Flames reddened half the sky, like blood flowing from a warrior before death.

“My lady,”

He Xiao came forward: “We must go quickly.”

“Yes.” Chu Qiao nodded, forcibly suppressing her ominous premonition. The night journey was difficult, and they still had a long way to go.

The earth was desolate, wild winds swept the ground, and the long night had just begun and had not yet passed. The night was deep, the clouds low and thick, pressing down black. The wind howled, emitting low moaning sounds.

“Fire!”

A deep voice repeatedly issued monotonous attack commands. The surrounded soldiers in the valley grew fewer and fewer. Blood spread and countless arrows were shot at the soldiers in red uniforms. A wave of desperate killing cries rose on the battlefield. The shrill alarm bell rang loudly, and more than twenty distress signals were sent out. This was the southern slope of Huolei Yuan, less than an incense stick’s burning time on horseback from North Shuo City. They didn’t understand why North Shuo’s garrison still hadn’t come to rescue them. Had North Shuo City been surrounded? And who were these enemies of unknown origin?

“Who exactly is it?”

Xiao He had an arrow in his shoulder, and blood flowing from his body like a stream. The comrades beside him, one by one like early autumn wheat, fell in succession. His eyes were already red. He didn’t understand—he had received His Majesty’s order to return to North Shuo for commendation, so why had they suddenly been ambushed by unknown enemies?

Xiao He looked at the madness before him, as if trapped in the most terrifying nightmare. The situation was like a boulder rolling from a mountain peak, unstoppable. Anyone who tried to extend their hands would be crushed to paste.

They had still not engaged the enemy in hand-to-hand combat. Being in Yan Bei’s homeland and coming to receive honors, they hadn’t brought any long-range weapons—no shields, no bows and arrows. These five thousand men were trapped in this low-lying valley with enemies on all sides. Arrows came shooting as if with eyes, leaving them nowhere to hide, nowhere to retreat, nothing to block with. All soldiers who tried to charge were firmly pinned to the ground by arrows. Blood flowed wantonly, corpses piled into small mountains. The warriors shouted hoarsely:

“Who’s over there? Why are you attacking us?”

“Why is no one coming to our aid? Where are North Shuo’s garrison troops?”

“They’re using connected crossbows, it’s our army!”

“Who is it? Who wants to kill us?”

…

Xiao He’s eyes were bloodshot. His deputy stood before him with a sword, repeatedly shouting: “Protect the general! Protect the general!” But before he could finish, an arrow pierced his throat. His voice immediately became like a leaking bellows, blood spurting wildly, splashing onto Xiao He’s face. He grabbed the deputy’s body. The sturdy man in his thirties opened his eyes in terror, clutching Xiao He’s cloak tightly. Blood continuously poured from his mouth as he spoke brokenly: “Who… who… who wants to kill us…”

Incomplete corpses covered layer upon layer, gradually piling into a sea of bodies at Xiao He’s feet. The wound no longer felt painful. At the third watch, it began to rain. Heavy rain poured on the ground, mixing with blood and mud. Warriors waded through, using comrades’ bodies to build trenches and high walls to block the opponent’s fierce arrows.

Everywhere were screams, and everywhere were angry curses. After some unknown time, the attack suddenly eased. The rain of arrows disappeared, but they still silently surrounded them. No one made a sound, like a silent mass of stones.

The Fire Cloud Army’s second battalion was almost completely dead. Those still alive were only slightly better than the dead, no longer having the strength to charge. Their heavy breathing was like dying wild dogs.

Silence, too much silence, like death.

Suddenly, the low sound of mechanisms slowly rose. Warriors opened their eyes in terror, looking up sharply to see long-distance strong bow crossbow arrows whistling down like a blanket from the sky, lengths like sharp spears, piercing through the trenches built of flesh and blood with a swooshing sound.

“Ah!”

“Son of a bitch, I…”

Tragic curses rose again, but before they could finish, they abruptly stopped. Xiao He had three or four arrows in his body, covered in blood. His handsome face was unrecognizable. He fought with his sword. An arrow suddenly came, piercing through his shoulder with a swish, pinning him firmly to the Fire Cloud Army’s battle flag.

“General!”

A soldier seeing this staggered forward, but just as he was about to reach Xiao He, an arrow pierced through his back. The soldier’s pupils immediately dilated. He seemed confused as he looked down, reaching to touch the intestines and blood on the arrow that had penetrated his body. His brow slightly furrowed, like an innocent child. He knelt, supported by the arrow, dying right in front of Xiao He.

The young general wept tears like a spring, roaring like a ferocious lion.

“Protect the general!”

The warriors swarmed forward. The enemy opposite noticed the movement here, arrows concentrating their fire.

A soldier Xiao He had never seen before turned back to smile at him, clear eyes carrying a carefree brightness. He smiled and said: “You save the lord, I’ll go first.”

Then he turned and charged straight into the oncoming rain of arrows. Countless arrows pierced his chest and head. He was like a target, standing there, refusing to fall even in death.

Heart-wrenching pain rose in his chest. Xiao He roared, suddenly rushing forward, his body forcibly piercing through the long arrows.

The young general swung his sword frantically as he charged. Arrows continuously shot into his body, yet he continued his assault without stopping. The enemy hidden in the darkness was shaken. Some soldiers paused, watching as the blood-soaked warrior roared toward them.

Then, at that moment, a battle blade suddenly flew out. With a swish, it cut into Xiao He’s leg. Xiao He’s body staggered, and he fell heavily to one knee. He looked at the enemy formation, now not far away, his eyes showing a blood-red light. What a gaze, filled with desperate unwillingness and mad anger. His gaze swept like knives over those soldiers in black clothes and armor. Suddenly, a mouthful of fresh blood spurted from his mouth. The young general, with astonishing willpower, stood up again, roaring as he charged forward, shouting: “Who is it? Who wants to kill us?”

A sky full of arrows shot simultaneously, firmly nailing Xiao He to the ground. Face unclear, appearance indistinguishable. A low rumble spread across heaven and earth. Cold rain poured down, washing over those cooling corpses. Blood flowed along with the rainwater. Thunder rolled across the sky. Finally, there was not a single standing body left.

“Burn it.”

The deep command slowly sounded, and soldiers carrying wooden buckets rushed forward. Tung oil was poured bucket by bucket onto the just-fallen warriors, mixing with the rank blood, creating a nauseating smell. Torches were thrown, and fire erupted with a whoosh, the heavy rain unable to extinguish even a bit of it. The black-clothed warriors stood in place, silently watching as the fire consumed all unwilling thoughts.

Yes, killing cannot eliminate ideas, but it can eliminate the carriers of those ideas.

The rainy night remained pitch-black and cold. The warriors turned toward North Shuo City, no one interested in looking back at anything behind them.

The morning star rose slowly on the horizon. A messenger raced over, shouting: “Princess Jiaojiao has led troops to the city gate. His Majesty orders the general to take troops there immediately.”

The killing had not yet ended; everything continued.

“My lady! There are people ahead, about three hundred or more. They might be scouts from North Shuo, all on fast warhorses. Should we avoid them for now?”

Chu Qiao frowned. The heavy rain had just stopped, and the black clouds slowly dispersed. Everywhere was mist as white as milk. She frowned as she looked ahead, her eyes sharp like a white eagle spreading its wings in the sky.

“My lady! It’s the Fire Cloud Army. There are many pursuers behind them, at least five thousand!”

The scout galloped back. Chu Qiao’s eyebrows raised, and she decided immediately: “He Xiao, take men to rescue Princess Jiaojiao and block the pursuers.”

“Yes!”

He Xiao acknowledged, organizing four thousand troops and riding off.

Chu Qiao led troops following behind, hooves trampling on the muddy red path, faint traces of red visible in the muddy water.

The two armies quickly crossed. The devastated Fire Cloud Army was surrounded. From a distance, Chu Qiao immediately spotted Jiaojiao’s fire-red warhorse. She quickly rode forward but was stunned by what she saw.

Jiaojiao’s clothes were torn, her fire-red cloak covered in blood. An arrow was lodged in her lung, and she had several sword wounds. She lay in the arms of a female commander in her thirties, breathing weakly.

“What happened?”

Chu Qiao jumped down from her horse, kneeling in the muddy water, frowning at Jiaojiao’s terrible wounds. She turned back and shouted: “Medic! Where’s the medic?”

“Lady Chu!”

The female commander, seeing her, immediately burst into tears. She cried: “His Majesty wants to kill our Princess. General Xiao He has fallen in battle, and the Princess was also ambushed…”

“Xiao He…”

A weak voice suddenly rang out. With the movement of her lungs, a mouthful of blood spurted from Jiaojiao’s mouth. The female commander was alarmed, pressing hard on her wound, but unable to stop the bright red flow.

“Xiao He…”

Jiaojiao painfully furrowed her brow, calling softly, her face pale, her mind already unclear.

In her daze, she seemed to be having one dream after another. She vaguely saw Xiao He’s happy, cheerful smile, the fires stretching ten miles, Xiao He carrying her on his back through the vast snowy plain, constantly telling jokes to her as she cried on his back, repeatedly comforting her: “Jiaojiao, you won’t die, you won’t die. Whoever dares to kill you, I’ll bite them to death.”

“Xiao He, Xiao He…”

Tears flowed in large drops from Jiaojiao’s blood-stained eyes. With her heavy breathing, blood gushed out like an unstoppable spring. In her unconsciousness, she cried sorrowfully. Xiao He is dead, Xiao He is dead, Xiao He was killed by him!

“Princess! Princess!” The female commander held her, crying loudly, her voice sobbing like a mother beast who had lost her cub.

…

“Jiaojiao, what shall we do after the war is over?”

“After the war? My brother will be Emperor, and I’ll be a princess. Then I can choose a consort from throughout the world, and find the most talented man to be my husband, haha!”

“Boy-crazy! Heartless girl, go find your man then!”

…

Sharp pain came wave after wave. Her heart and lungs seemed to be firmly gripped by someone. She couldn’t breathe. Blood foam blocked her throat. She opened her mouth wide but only spat out more blood. She opened her eyes in confusion, looking around bewilderedly, seeing the vast sky, bright red flowers, and the world’s white eagle.

Yan Bei, Yan Bei…

I’ve spent my life fighting for you, but why, why have you abandoned me?

The young girl frowned in confusion. She slowly turned her head and saw Chu Qiao. Her consciousness suddenly cleared. She struggled to reach out as if trying to grasp something. Chu Qiao, holding back tears, quickly took her hand, choking as she said: “Jiaojiao, hold on, the doctor will save you.”

Jiaojiao held Chu Qiao’s hand, so tightly. Suddenly, she lowered her head sharply and bit viciously into Chu Qiao’s wrist. Blood instantly spread between her teeth. The subordinates on both sides cried out in horror. Chu Qiao looked at her numbly, seeing only the overwhelming hatred in Jiaojiao’s eyes.

“Why? Why?”

Jiaojiao screamed heart-rendingly, her mouth full of blood, her eyes red, shouting fiercely at her: “Why kill us? Why kill us?”

“Princess! Princess! That’s Lady Chu!”

The female commander held her, shouting, but she couldn’t hear anymore. Jiaojiao’s eyes were wide with fury, screaming madly: “What did we do wrong? Why kill us? Ungrateful! Black-hearted!”

Chu Qiao stared at her blankly, the wound on her wrist sharply painful. Her face was pale, vaguely recalling when she first met Jiaojiao. The girl had leaned against her, generously giving her the horse king, waving her little fist saying that when they won the war, she wanted Chu Qiao to accompany her to Bian Tang, pointing to the horse named Atu and saying Atu would be their witness, her manner charming, as free and clear as the wind that constantly roamed the Yan Bei plateau.

“I hate you all!”

A mouthful of fresh blood suddenly sprayed out. Jiaojiao cried loudly, her voice growing softer and softer, crying in a low voice: “Xiao He, Xiao He…”

Xiao He, Jiaojiao wanted to marry you, but where have you gone?

Xiao He, I want to come find you now. Walk slowly, my leg is injured. You need to carry me.

Xiao He, I haven’t had breakfast yet. Will you make me roasted lamb leg?

Xiao He, Xiao He, Xiao He…

Jiaojiao’s voice finally faded. She lay on the cold ground, her fire-red dress like a bewitching flower. She was still so young, only twenty years old. Her young eyes were always bright and clear, her skin as white as a mare’s milk. She fell asleep this way, eternally resting on the land to which she had devoted her entire life.

Chu Qiao’s heart was numb with despair, wave after wave of shock cutting her into ten thousand pieces. She bit her lip as she stood there, looking at Jiaojiao’s corpse, her entire being as if thrown into an icy abyss.

Yan Xun, what have you done?

“My lady!”

He Xiao walked over calmly, expressionless, saying in a deep voice: “He has arrived.”

No longer willing to address him as His Majesty, Chu Qiao turned slightly. The troops parted like a tide, opening a path. The morning sunlight shone on the vast army opposite, like a dark ocean. The young Emperor was surrounded by the army, wearing a black robe embroidered with gold dragons, his black hair tied up, eyes cold as frost, nose high and straight, eyes half-closed, his gaze looking over distantly.

Two years had passed, and she finally saw him again. But why did Chu Qiao feel as if she had never known him? The person before her was so unfamiliar—his appearance, his identity, his behavior, his aura, all were unfamiliar. At that moment, she suddenly understood that the person before her was now the Emperor of Yan Bei, no longer the penniless youth who had depended on her for survival in Zhenhuang City.

“Ah Chu,”

A deep voice came across the silent wilderness, accompanied by the cold wind, blowing into Chu Qiao’s ears.

Yan Xun looked at her, his gaze like a deep well. Two years passed between them. The world had changed, and they finally met again, yet in such circumstances.

Perhaps, regardless of fate or worldly affairs, their persistent beliefs about human nature and attitudes toward life had long destined them to one day walk opposing paths. Yan Xun’s heart suddenly became an empty, vast wilderness, with strong winds howling through it. He looked at Chu Qiao, wanting to say something, but ultimately swallowed his words, only asking with imperial dignity: “Are you going to oppose me again for the sake of these unrelated people?”

Unrelated people?

A faint cold smile and mockery rose at the corners of Chu Qiao’s mouth.

Without Master Wu, how could you have received the full financial support of Yan Bei while imprisoned in Zhenhuang, planning carefully for eight years, and cultivating your power base?

Without Lady Yu, how could you have escaped from Zhenhuang City, leaping out from that cold prison to control the land of Yan Bei, becoming the powerful ruler you are today?

And Jiaojiao was your last blood relative in this world. She trusted and followed you for many years, your closest sister.

Is there a day when I, Chu Qiao, standing before you, will also become such an “unrelated person”?

A cold laugh—besides a cold laugh, she didn’t know how else to react. She was like a doll whose heart had been torn apart, looking at him coldly, looking at this man whom she had once loved and supported with all her heart, feeling that past events were like an unreal dream, like the moon reflected in water or flowers in a mirror.

She had exchanged her loyalty and love for the current situation. The man who had once vowed to love and protect her for life now held the butcher’s knife over her head. Surveillance, suspicion, exploitation, exclusion—this was his entire repayment to her. He cast out so-called wealth and glory, bestowing it upon her as if rewarding a dog, not knowing that in her eyes, these were nothing but dirt and straw. The cause and faith she had fought and pursued for were, in his eyes, just a contemptible dream, an excuse, and a scam used to deceive the ignorant and foolish common people.

So what if he was Emperor? So what if he was the supreme ruler above tens of thousands? In her eyes, he would forever be a man who had once given her his whole heart but now completely betrayed her.

He accused her of changing her affection and having another in her heart, not knowing that without his oppression and schemes, she would forever have been the Ah Chu who loved and respected him, never heartlessly looking elsewhere. It was he who step by step cast her out, forcing her to see his face and countenance. How could she be called a betrayer?

Yan Xun, I took ten years to understand you and myself. Past events have scattered like the east wind. For you, I have no more attachment, only endless heartache and regret.

“Ah Chu, have you forgotten your oath?”

Yan Xun’s voice sounded cold in her ears. Chu Qiao laughed coldly, disdainfully raising her eyebrows, saying faintly: “Since you have already abandoned our former dreams, why should I still keep my oath to you?”

It was as if a sharp arrow had suddenly pierced Yan Xun’s heart, cold wind whistling in, bringing strands of pain.

Finally, she had spoken such words. In the past, even with discontent and resentment, she had always kept these emotions hidden in her heart, silently facing everything from him. Now, with the world desolate and mournful, she finally spoke such words to his face.

“Yan Xun, from today onwards, we part ways, with no more connection. Whether you live or die, become a king or a defeated foe, it has no relation to me whatsoever. Likewise, my affairs are no longer any of your concern.”

A gust of wind blew, lifting Chu Qiao’s fluttering clothes. The young woman’s face was cold, her beautiful face like frost, her gaze like the snow on a mountain peak, coldly reflecting all worldly love and hate, further isolating all emotions that shouldn’t exist, far away in the distance.

At that moment, Yan Xun suddenly realized that perhaps he was about to lose her forever. This thought made him uncontrollably anxious. He said in a low tone: “Ah Chu, are you so heartless?”

“Yan Xun, don’t speak of the heart anymore.” Chu Qiao looked at him indifferently, saying calmly: “You’re not worthy.”

Time was so urgent, the vicissitudes of years sparked the fire of fate in their exchanged glances. Eleven years was enough for a tree to mature, for an era to perish, for an emperor to rise. Time was so merciless, like a cold knife cutting off all their past, carving a deep chasm in the sea of memory.

Once upon a time, they had joined hands in despair, and shared hardships in darkness, like two small beasts who had lost their homes, standing back to back, wielding sharp claws against all who had tried to harm them.

Finally, they had fought their way out of that cage shoulder to shoulder, establishing their power and position in this tumultuous era. But the waves of fate had pushed them further and further apart. Looking back, everything had already been dyed with the light of blood.

If at the beginning they could have foreseen today’s outcome, how would they have chosen? Would they still have leaned against each other, fighting and struggling together? After sharing hardships and difficulties, and relying on each other, was it only to raise swords against each other today?

Pale war eagles swept across the sky, their wings spreading ominously across the horizon, obscuring the golden sun.

Twenty thousand Imperial Guards in black iron armor slowly drew their swords. Nine thousand Xiuli soldiers stood in formation, facing them expressionlessly. The wind rose from the flat ground, like a deep, chanting ancient ceremonial tune.

The world was filled with killing intent. Even birds could not bear to watch, flapping their wings in unison and departing. Only ominous vultures circled overhead, seemingly waiting for a feast after the bloodshed.

Yan Bei, you were never my resting place. The heart’s blood I exhausted running and fighting for you only pushed you from one fire pit into another.

The strong wind howled, blowing the loose hair on the young woman’s forehead. Everything became ethereal and blurred. The world is so vast, so why focus on just one place? When the heart is cold, what person can hurt you?

Ah Chu, I will protect you…

Once, had someone whispered in her ear?

Ah Chu, trust me…

She closed her eyes, holding back the last tear. When she opened them again, all was clear. The sky was sparse, eagles flew past, and ten years had passed in an instant. Who had struggled through it, and who had coldly observed with open eyes in the darkness?

Yan Xun, farewell.

Chapter 156: Long Live Freedom
Clouds covered the sun, making the day gloomy. Pale, weak sunlight shone upon the battlefield swept by the northern wind.

Time passed with excruciating slowness. The early autumn wind carried the unique chill of Yan Bei, sweeping across the vast wilderness. From dawn to noon, from noon to dusk, blood had soaked the entire Huolei Plain. The scarlet fire cloud flowers bloomed rampantly, their blood-dyed petals dancing wildly, like demonic crimson blossoms. Countless lives that had been vibrant and active in the morning now lay like uprooted wheat, scattered in large swathes across the cold ground.

The earth had lost its original color. Eagles circled overhead, ready to dive down and feast on this rare banquet. Corpses filled the plain. The wounded lay in the sea of bodies piled as high as small hills, wailing mournfully, their voices like lone wolves who had lost their homes, howling sorrowfully. But many more could no longer even cry out in agony and could only lie on the ground like dead dogs, occasionally moaning when kicked by a medic searching for survivors, indicating they were still alive.

At dusk, a light rain began to fall. The fine raindrops were like ox hair, ice-cold as they poured down. The corpses in the trenches were still burning; the raindrops hitting them created a layer of hissing white mist.

Cheng Yuan walked over, stepping on corpses. Years of warfare had covered his somewhat delicate face with a layer of blood-colored, tenacious light. His thigh had been wounded by an arrow, roughly bandaged with white cloth, causing him to limp as he walked.

In the sunset, on a low mound, a man in black clothing stood straight beneath a poplar tree. The eagle flag of Yan Bei fluttered gently above his head, and dry yellow grass danced at his feet, occasionally spiraling upward. His eyes were vacant, as if he were looking at something, but his gaze seemed to pass beyond the battlefield, beyond the bloodshed, beyond the clouds on the horizon…

Cheng Yuan suddenly hesitated, standing still, not approaching.

“Is that you, Cheng Yuan? Come up.”

Yan Xun hadn’t turned his head. His voice was calm, with a relaxed composure. Cheng Yuan approached, bowing his body, kneeled on one knee, and said solemnly, “I report to Your Majesty, that the Xiuli Army has broken through the defense line of the Xuanyu Legion from the southeast. General Xuanyu just arrived with the second-line army corps and, hastily formed, couldn’t withstand Lady Chu’s attack. The Xiuli cavalry bypassed the frontal attack of the Imperial Guard and directly inserted themselves into General Xuanyu’s troops. By the time we tried to block them, it was already too late. The Xiulu Army fled from the left flank and is now heading toward the Yudao region in the northwest.”

Yan Xun nodded silently, saying nothing. Cheng Yuan licked his dry lips and continued, “This subordinate has already sent messages to General Gao and General Lu, ordering them to intercept at Yudao Pass. The First Legion will also dispatch thirty thousand garrison troops to ambush them in batches within the Greater Northwest territory. Longyin Pass has also prepared for battle. The southern waterway to Biantang is under our strict surveillance and guard. Even if the Xiuli Army grew wings, we could still shoot them down.”

Yan Xun remained silent, standing there as if oblivious to everything happening around him. Cheng Yuan grew nervous and probed softly, “Your Majesty?”

“Continue.”

“Our army has suffered heavy casualties. The Third and Seventh Divisions have been annihilated. The commanders of the Fourth, Eighth, and Eleventh Divisions have perished, with more than half of their soldiers dead or wounded. General Du Ruolin’s Thirteenth Legion refuses to fight. The high-ranking officers have been detained and controlled, but the lower-ranking officers and soldiers still refuse to follow orders. Not only are they useless here, but we must also divert troops to guard them…”

Hearing this, Yan Xun slightly turned his head, raising his eyebrows, and said in a deep voice, “Refuse to fight?”

“Y-yes,” Cheng Yuan swallowed his original words and replaced them with a milder expression: “The officers and soldiers of the Thirteenth Legion are all from the Shangzhen Plateau.”

The cold wind blew, and fine rain hit Yan Xun’s nose bridge. He nodded slowly and said no more.

“Your Majesty, intercepting the Xiuli Army again is only a matter of time, but this subordinate has something to say, though I’m not sure if I should.”

Yan Xun’s face remained expressionless: “Speak.”

“Yes. If our army successfully surrounds Lady Chu, may I ask Your Majesty, in what manner should we attack? Full force assault or circuitous encirclement? Kill or capture alive? Please provide clear instructions.”

The wind suddenly grew stronger at his ear. He stood there silently as the cold wind blew through his body, lifting his fluttering sleeves. Small flames still burned on the distant battlefield. A full day of fierce fighting had sapped the soldiers’ morale. Now, they were exhausted, dejected, their clothes tattered. A full twenty thousand Imperial Guards, plus three reinforcement legions, had suffered a major defeat at the hands of the Xiuli Army, even though one legion had withdrawn from the battle midway. Chu Qiao led nine thousand Xiuli soldiers, cutting through his encirclement like a knife. What the thirty thousand Huoyun Army couldn’t accomplish, she did with ease. Yan Xun had to admit that, militarily, A Chu was a rare genius. Her grasp and control of the battlefield, her prestige, and her position within the army were unmatched even by himself.

He slowly exhaled, the heaviness in his heart layering like ocean waves. At this moment, he didn’t know whether to be glad that she had finally escaped, defeating him when he hadn’t allowed emotions or personal feelings to interfere, or to be saddened that she had finally completely left him, never to look back.

A sense of irony rose in his heart, making him want to laugh coldly. He looked calmly at Cheng Yuan and suddenly said, “Cheng Yuan, do you know why so many people advised me that you were unworthy of great responsibility, yet I still valued you highly?”

Cheng Yuan was startled and immediately knelt on both knees, kowtowing as he said, “Your Majesty’s favor is so great that this subordinate’s death would not be enough to repay it.”

“Because you are very much like I used to be.”

Cheng Yuan raised his head abruptly, looking at Yan Xun in shock, but said nothing more.

“I know that your parents and relatives all died in the fires of war. Your wife and sister were captured by Da Xia’s army and made into military prostitutes. Your brother was also a general of Da Tong but died from internal assassination.”

Cheng Yuan’s eyes gradually turned red. He knelt on the ground, not saying a word, his lips pale blue.

“I know what you’re thinking, just as I know what I’m thinking.”

Yan Xun raised his head, looking at the blood-red sunset piercing through the clouds on the horizon, casting a mournful redness. His lips curved slightly as he said quietly, “A person can have many wishes, but first one must survive. If one dies, no wish can be fulfilled.”

Cheng Yuan’s eyes suddenly grew hot, tears blurring his vision. The general, denounced by all of Yan Bei as a despicable villain, tightly clenched his fist and bowed his head deeply.

White birds flew overhead, crossing Yan Xun’s vision. He watched them, his gaze distant, like a long line that had lost its anchoring point and could no longer find focus. After a long silence, he finally said in a deep voice, “The Xiuli Army’s combat power is too formidable; it’s not advisable to directly block their advance. Open the border and leak information to Zhao Yao and Wei Shuye. Winter is coming soon. Let A Chu open up the stalemate on Da Xia’s battlefield for us.”

Cheng Yuan was slightly startled. Even with his composure, he couldn’t hide the shock on his face. After a while, he whispered, “Da Xia has stationed heavy-armored troops at Yanming Pass, while Lady Chu leads light cavalry. This subordinate fears Da Xia may not be able to block Lady Chu’s path on such short notice.”

“Then delay her steps.”

Yan Xun turned and walked toward the towering Beishuo City. The jet-black warhorse followed at his side. The sunset shone on him, casting a long shadow. A deep voice drifted over, like the wind that roams the grasslands year-round.

“Inform the people of Beishuo, Shangzhen, and Huihui that their Lady Xiuli is about to leave Yan Bei.”

The strong wind lifted his fluttering coat tails, the sword at his waist reflecting blood-red light. The man’s steps were so heavy, one by one, slowly walking into that black, towering cage. Somehow, it seemed as if golden shackles had locked his entire being. Black smoke rose slowly in the distance, and cries of agony continued to echo. A deathly silence blanketed the Huolei Plain.

A Chu, I once said that everyone could betray me except you, because you were my only light source, the sun illuminating my dark sky.

Now, my sun has been extinguished.

When you are surrounded, with enemies before and behind, isolated and without escape, will you think of me?

A Chu, I am watching you from behind.

The battle came without warning. The various armies of Yan Bei maintained a transparent stance toward their arrival. At first, Chu Qiao still harbored naive hopes, thinking Yan Xun couldn’t bear to harm her and ultimately would let her leave. However, outside Longyin Pass, upon seeing those civilians carrying bundles and dragging their children, her heart suddenly plunged into an icy abyss, completely despairing and lifeless.

In the morning light, the dense flow of people resembled a long dragon. Some pushed carts filled with large and small boxes, their pots and pans clattering. Others brandished whips, driving their herds of cattle and sheep. Women held wailing children, sitting on rocks, exposing half their chests to feed their babies in the cold wind. Some carried shoulder poles laden with sweet potatoes and corn, sitting down to eat after walking a certain distance.

Exhaustion, hardship, panic—various expressions continuously appeared on the faces of the common people. But when they saw the flag of the Xiuli Army, they all spontaneously began to cheer. The people crowded forward, shouting at the army: “The Lady is here! The Lady is here!”

An elderly man with white hair and beard squeezed to the front with his young grandson, whose little face was frozen red. They called out loudly to Chu Qiao: “Lady, where are we going?”

“Yes, Lady, where are we going?”

“No matter where, I’ll follow the Lady. We can’t let the Lady go alone.”

“Lady, why didn’t you tell us in advance that you were leaving? My crops haven’t been harvested yet. Fortunately, I left quickly, otherwise I couldn’t have caught up.”

…

The Xiuli soldiers stood silently on the open plains. No one spoke. They all turned their heads to look at Chu Qiao. The young woman wore a cyan cape, sitting straight on horseback, like a sharp spear. Her expression was composed, showing no sign of shock or panic. The soldiers felt reassured: Don’t worry, the Lady has calculated everything and surely has a plan.

“Lady.”

He Xiao rode forward, calling softly by her ear.

Chu Qiao slowly turned her head. He Xiao was so close to her that he noticed the momentary confusion and bewilderment in her eyes. His heart suddenly filled with sadness and pity. Years of companionship had made him no longer blindly believe in the young woman’s abilities as he once did. Over the past two years, he had seen so much: her depression, her tears, her weakness, her confusion. She was not the invincible legend of myth. More often, she was just a young woman, stubborn and foolishly bearing too much responsibility and pressure, even hiding to cry in corners where no one could see. But none of this affected his loyalty to her. Instead, it gave birth to more complex emotions. Like family, like an elder brother, like a subordinate, and more like a confidant.

He reached out and gripped her shoulder with moderate pressure, saying in a deep voice: “Lady, He Xiao is here.”

Yes, He Xiao was still here, the Xiuli Army was still here. She was not isolated without support.

But soon, large clouds of dust rose from the direction of Yanming Pass. A scout hurriedly returned and reported urgently: “Lady, twenty li ahead, Zhao Yao personally leads an army of one hundred thousand, approaching rapidly. Once we leave Longyin Pass, we will certainly be ambushed.”

At this moment, Chu Qiao almost wanted to laugh out loud.

Yan Xun, Yan Xun, what a clever strategy!

Opening the pass and clearing the way without spending a single soldier; using civilians to delay, destroying her cavalry’s high-speed mobility advantage; borrowing Da Xia’s hand to block her path forward. Even if Da Xia had doubts about this information, they couldn’t allow Chu Qiao, a Yan Bei military leader, to enter Da Xia’s territory with the Xiuli Army. Even knowing Yan Xun had other motives, this battle was inevitable.

He had precisely understood the hearts of the people of Shangzhen and Huihui, understood her, Chu Qiao’s heart, and even more so, Zhao Yao’s heart.

Perhaps on a small-scale battlefield, she could still defeat him once or twice through tactical use and superior command, but when it came to calculating people’s hearts and cleverly utilizing various forces, she was far inferior to Yan Xun’s deep scheming.

The civilians also noticed the flying dust in the east. Low panic spread through the crowd. Although everyone still confidently thought, “The Lady is here, no need to be afraid,” when they recalled Da Xia’s iron-blooded army and the Xiuli Army’s strength of less than five thousand, they couldn’t help but begin to hesitate.

He Xiao had already returned to the foot of Longyin Pass. A soldier shouted: “Guards on the wall, please open the gate and let the civilians in!”

After shouting three times, someone finally drawled slowly: “The Emperor commands that if anyone wishes to enter the city, the Xiuli soldiers must enter first.”

“Da Xia’s army will arrive at any moment. Please let the civilians enter the city first!”

“The Emperor commands that the Xiuli soldiers must enter first!”

The monotonous echo repeated again and again. A gust of wind blew up, raising dust and grass from the ground. Chu Qiao looked up at the black eagle battle flag flying on Longyin Pass and tightly clenched her fist.

“Lady?”

A soldier called softly beside her.

“Lady!”

The voice grew louder and louder, and more and more people gathered around.

“Lady, what should we do?”

Panic began to spread among the civilians. Children, seized by the cold atmosphere, cried in fear. Countless voices chaotically asked:

“Lady, what should we do?”

“Lady, the enemy is coming.”

“Lady, let’s go into the city. It’s better to take shelter for a while.”

“Lady, go back and apologize to His Majesty. He will forgive you.”

“Lady, we will fight to the death. Give us your orders!”

“Lady, Lady, Lady…”

Yan Xun, is this what you wanted?

Chu Qiao coldly smiled at the empty sky, the last bit of softness in her heart shattered by reality.

What did you hope to see? To see me isolated without support? To see me surrounded? To see me become a stray dog, forced to flee back to Yan Bei with my tail between my legs, begging for your mercy?

Yan Xun, you underestimate me.

“Soldiers, you have all seen everything that has happened these days.”

Chu Qiao sat on her horse, extending her hand in a gesture for silence, and spoke in a low voice:

“Our king, the Emperor of Yan Bei, has abandoned his former oath and betrayed the promises we made to the land of Yan Bei and the snow mountains of Huihui. The bodies of Changqing’s people are not yet cold, and the butcher’s knife loyal to the Emperor is already raised at Da Tong’s neck. Master Wu is dead, Lady Yu is dead, Princess Lingxi is dead, Little He General is dead, General Biancang, General Xirui, and Commander Adu—one by one, they have died at the hands of those ambitious fanatics dreaming of a great empire. Now, the blade hangs over our heads. Soldiers, before you are one hundred thousand troops of Da Xia. They are well-prepared and eager, waiting for us to deliver ourselves to them. Behind us is the already corrupted Yan Bei army. They are standing ready, prepared with their spittle, waiting to spit on our heads and then mock us as useless cowards. Beside us are our fellow countrymen who have been deceived and abandoned by the state. Soldiers, where should we go?”

The cold echo silently reverberated across the wilderness. No one spoke. They all looked up, their gazes burning as they watched Chu Qiao.

Chu Qiao suddenly jumped down from her horse, pointing at the soldiers and shouting, her voice sharp and fierce, like a mighty war eagle:

“Should we turn back to be the dictator’s lackeys, mocked by the traitor who betrayed his oath? Or abandon our loved ones and flee alone? Or charge toward the enemy twenty times our number, winning the dignity and glory a soldier deserves?”

Chu Qiao tilted her head back and roared: “Soldiers! Do you want to live?”

“Yes!”

Both soldiers and civilians shouted in unison, their voices penetrating the clouds, scattering the birds circling overhead.

“Do you want to be traitors?”

“No!”

“Between death and becoming traitors, what do you choose?”

The people shouted wildly: “We would rather die than betray Da Tong!”

Chu Qiao stood against the wind, calling out loudly: “Soldiers, countrymen, follow me, obey me, listen to my command. If we must die, let us use our blood to interpret Da Tong’s last glory! Our heads may be severed, our blood may flow, but our faith will never be extinguished! Long live Yan Bei! Long live Da Tong! Long live our freedom!”

The thunderous response rose simultaneously, thousands of hands raised in the air: “Long live the Lady!”

Chapter 157: A Vast Elegy
Winter came early that year. Snow fell in September, a light layer, like small white flowers blooming among spring pastures.

The Da Xia army retreated once again. This was already the third day of their siege. The expected large-scale assault had not come as scheduled. Zhao Yao cautiously surrounded Longyin Pass, blocking Chu Qiao’s intended advance. His thoughts must have been quite complex—fearing this was a trap set by Yan Bei, yet also fearing that if the rift between Yan Xun and Chu Qiao was real, he might miss the opportunity to kill her. After all, rumors of discord between Yan Xun and Chu Qiao had been circulating for the past two years. Zhao Yao couldn’t have remained completely uninformed.

At night, the strong wind swept past. Chu Qiao stood on a high mound, gazing at the devastated battlefield. The night breeze lifted her enchanting long hair, like a group of butterflies dancing in the wind.

The war had raged for three full years. Longyin Pass was built several zhang higher than Yanming Pass. The vast plain between the two armies was desolate. The autumn grass grew as high as one’s waist. White frost and snow fell on the grass, and when the autumn wind passed, the grass rustled, like white waves that reflected a silvery glow under the moonlight, beautifully dazzling. A flock of crows flew overhead, stirring up a fine snow mist. One crow’s sharp talons swept lightly over the grass, effortlessly picking up an object that flashed white for an instant before vanishing.

Although it was just a glimpse, Chu Qiao could already tell what it was. Her gaze once again fell upon the white grass waves before her. A sense of sadness and disgust slowly rose from the depths of her heart. How many young bones were buried beneath these countless swaying tendrils?

War, like a man-eating giant mouth, bloodily devoured countless vibrant lives. The desolate wind of chaotic times blew across the eaves of broken homes, leaving a howling sound like the mournful wails of lonely souls from the underworld. And was she also an executioner at the edge of this world-destroying blade?

“A Chu…” In the darkness, it seemed as if a deep voice was calling softly: “A Chu…”

It was the voice she had heard during more than two thousand nights past. The young man would nestle beside her, pull up her blanket, and softly ask: “A Chu, are you cold?”

In those days, cold winds whistled, penetrating through window paper. Outside, the cold moon was like frost, casting a pale light on the ground.

Birds flew across, and evening snow-covered thousands of miles.

Perhaps a person’s life is just a game of chess that cannot be fully understood. The path ahead is unclear, with obstacles on all sides. You don’t know where to place your pieces, or where to withdraw. Once the game begins, you must strive to continue, but in the end, despite your best efforts, you might find yourself further from victory.

She slowly closed her eyes. Mountains and rivers crossed through her mind. In that daze, she seemed to see the faces of so many people: the upright and gentle Master Wu, the calm and wise Lady Yu, the lively and clever Lingxi, the kind and honest Little He, Xue Zhiyuan who died to sound a warning, Wen Yang who was executed for protecting the army flag, and Feng Ting, Murong, Wu Danyu who was shot by countless arrows as he charged alone into the enemy camp swinging his war blade, the living and dead Xiuli soldiers, countless people from Shangzhen, Huihui, and Beishuo, and even Cao Mengtong who committed suicide to atone for her sins, and those stubborn Da Tong elders…

A lone and weak force, without food or supplies, in the bitter cold, leading thousands of unarmed civilians. Time trickled away moment by moment. The enemy’s iron hooves gradually lost patience. Children cried from hunger. Winter was approaching, and snow would soon cover this vast land.

Chu Qiao raised her head to look at the empty sky, vaguely seeming to see another pair of eyes—eyes that had forever sunk into the deep icy sea. They gazed at her silently, having shed their former intensity, anger, and cold mockery, leaving only a pool of peaceful understanding, repeatedly saying: Live on…

I know.

Chu Qiao slightly curved her lips, smiling softly at the empty sky, saying quietly: “I will always persevere.”

She turned back, looking at the undulating camps, and said quietly: “I will always protect you all.”

In the autumn of the 77th and 78th years of the Bai Cang Era, at Longyin Pass, the Da Xia army completed the first encirclement in history. Nearly one hundred and thirty thousand troops surrounded Longyin Pass from all directions, making it impenetrable. Various long-range attack weapons were continuously transported there. It was foreseeable that a battle with a vastly unequal balance of power would soon begin.

Although Zhao Yao was once again facing Chu Qiao, who had defeated him twice before at Chidu and Beishuo, he was not worried this time. First, Longyin Pass was close to Yanming Pass, and he had prepared ample reserve legions. If he discovered it was a trap, he could retreat to the city with ease. Second, Chu Qiao had no fortress to defend this time, and no arrows to use. With the Xiuli Army’s five thousand light cavalry and a group of elderly, weak, sick, and disabled facing his one hundred thousand heavy-armored troops head-on in the plains, it would be suicide. Third, yesterday, Yan Bei’s scouts finally sent back news that seven days ago, Yan Xun and Chu Qiao had fought a major battle outside Beishuo City, with over ten thousand casualties. Now, the Da Tong backbone in Yan Bei was almost completely dead, with only Chu Qiao remaining. If such a situation was still a trap, then he could only say that Yan Xun was too ruthless and brilliant, beyond what ordinary people could resist.

On the morning of September 18th, just as dawn broke, thick fog enveloped everything. Suddenly, the clanging sound of war drums and military horns arose, like lightning splitting the sky, fiercely piercing the most vulnerable hearts of the Xiuli Army and the civilians.

The morning sunlight penetrated the white mist, casting golden shadows on the vast wilderness. Da Xia’s iron-gray armor was like a vast ocean spreading to the edge of the plain. Heavy footsteps trod on the ground, with deafening sounds that seemed to climb up from the soles of feet to the spine. The civilians let out panicked screams. They huddled closely together, shrinking as they looked at the vastness before them. Their small group compared to the crowd opposite was like a speck of dust.

“My God!” someone exclaimed softly. “What is that? Is it an avalanche?”

“Ready!” A sharp voice suddenly sounded from the opposite camp. Immediately after, rows of infantry passed through the front line of cavalry, knelt on the ground, and prepared for the assault.

“Throw!”

“Swoosh!”

Long spears pierced through the sky, drawing semicircles as they descended from above. A flock of birds happened to be passing by and was instantly pierced by the dense rain of spears. Blood spilled from midair, feathers flying. The civilians’ mouths were just wide open in terror, not yet having time to scream in fear when they saw the sky filled with spears stabbing toward them.

Piercing wails instantly soared to the clouds, like a hopeless dirge rising to the sky. War horses neighed in unison, roaring like ambushed beasts.

“All troops, form ranks! Charge!”

Amid the bloody storm, Chu Qiao sat on horseback, raising her silver war blade, leading the charge. The five thousand Xiuli soldiers, seeing this, followed behind her in orderly formation without hesitation or lingering. Not one person hesitated, not one person faltered, even though fear and timidity showed on the young soldiers’ faces. But they did not shrink back or cower.

He Xiao, protecting Chu Qiao’s side, shouted fiercely: “Brothers, don’t let them get one step closer to the civilians!”

“Fight to the death!”

The deafening battle cry rose, making one’s blood boil.

On the opposite side was a vast ocean. Their five thousand people charging forward were like a small wave, seemingly rushing headlong into suicide.

Everyone was stunned—the despairing, screaming Yan Bei civilians, the Yan Bei army watching the spectacle from Longyin Pass, the elite soldiers and commanders of Da Xia, including Zhao Yao. No one could have imagined that Chu Qiao, with so few people, would dare to directly and proactively charge Zhao Yao’s army of one hundred thousand. The opposing weapons were like a sea, like the cold realm of ghosts. At that moment, everyone understood. This was an open plain; Chu Qiao had no terrain advantage. Letting Da Xia troops reach the pass would only drag the civilians into the battlefield. Her choice was to protect the innocent women and children behind her.

Zhao Yao trembled slightly. His gaze became somewhat dazed as he watched the approaching Xiuli Army waving their war blades, and the girl in blue fur leading the charge. His blood gradually began to boil.

“Soldiers! Is your courage not even equal to that of a woman?” the Da Xia commander shouted. The black ocean immediately let out a deafening roar.

“All troops attack! Charge!”

“Kill the enemy!” The orderly charge horn suddenly sounded. Iron-gray battle robes danced in the wind. The soldiers charged forward, like an angry ocean that had broken through a dam, creating a surging breach, sweeping forward in overwhelming numbers.

“Spread out! Form ranks!”

Chu Qiao issued the military order. However, the Xiuli Army’s “forming ranks” was simply to stretch into a long horizontal line facing the Da Xia army. The line was so long, with five thousand people shoulder to shoulder, winding and continuous, protecting the entire Longyin Pass behind them. The soldiers wore black armor with fiery red cloud emblems on their shoulders, gleaming brilliantly in the sunlight. They held their war blades diagonally across their bodies, controlling their horses with their legs, looking at the dust-rolling cavalry formation opposite them, their expressions as calm as silent stones.

This was simply insane suicide!

The Da Xia troops drew closer and closer. Dust filled the air. Closer and closer, until one could smell the breath from the horses’ nostrils. Finally, with a “boom,” the two armies collided violently. A sudden storm arose. Flesh and blade crashed together with a thunderous impact. The sound of weapons clashing echoed in the ears. Waves of attacks came one after another. Blades flashed, blood splattered. The fragile defensive line seemed to be struck by a giant stone. Broken limbs and blood were what remained after the muffled shock wave.

Close combat was as sharp as a terrifying night. Blood blurred the soldiers’ eyes. Layers of corpses piled up on the ground. Ears were buzzing with the sounds of hoofbeats, shouts, screams, curses, and charges, forming a symphony at the ear. War blades clashed together, emitting a fiery light. The wounded no longer moaned. Battle made them forget their bodily pain. The ground was a mess, slippery with blood and severed limbs mixed with yesterday’s melted snow—like a bowl of red mud. War blades were nicked, and long spears broke. Eyes were covered with blood, unable to see the path and figures ahead. All thoughts remained focused on a single belief: Kill, kill, kill! Continuously hacking, killing until the body’s last breath. The young woman’s words kept echoing in the soldiers’ ears: Whoever lets the enemy break through their line will be a sinner to the Xiuli Army!

If there were no weapons left, then pounce and bite through the enemy’s neck. If there was no war horse, grab their horse’s legs and drag them down as well.

The battle proceeded with a cruelty and ferocity that was appalling. He Xiao removed his cumbersome armor, swinging his blade to cut off half of a Da Xia soldier’s head. Bright red blood and white brain matter sprayed all over his face. The man, undisturbed, continued to look for his next target. The Da Xia soldiers were terrified by his fearless demeanor. They shrank back, wanting to leave his line.

The individual combat ability of the Xiuli soldiers was abnormally strong. Standing there, they were like machines that never tired. With chests pierced, thighs stabbed, and arms slashed, they could still fight on, bleeding without concern. One soldier had his stomach pierced, intestines hanging from his waistband like cotton, but he was still roaring as he charged forward.

The Da Xia soldiers were shocked. Those were not humans. Indeed, they were no longer human. They were a group of madmen, a group of demons. Zhao Yao gritted his teeth in hatred. Again, it was like this. It seemed to always be like this. He did not understand what magic that woman possessed, what made those soldiers so fearless of death. Having such fierce warriors was the unattainable dream of all generals. Money couldn’t do it, power couldn’t do it, intimidation couldn’t do it, yet she had achieved it effortlessly.

The war drums sounded one after another. One legion after another silently charged forward, entering the bloody battlefield. Blood flowed across the plain. The muddy ground could no longer absorb the endless nourishment. Blood gathered into small streams on the ground, winding beneath human feet. The Da Xia officers were puzzled. Even if the opposing side were truly an iron wall, it should have been breached by now. Why did that defensive line, which seemed about to collapse at any moment, still not fall?

Three vanguard heavy cavalry units had been annihilated, and five infantry battalions had been devastated. In front of that defensive line, corpses piled over three feet high, like a low wall. From morning to noon, the battle showed no sign of concluding, and that defensive line had transformed from teetering on the brink to becoming ever more solid. Zhao Yao knew that the Da Xia army was losing morale. Faced with such a crazed, suicidal attack, even he felt his temples throbbing.

The sky was gloomy. The sun was gradually swallowed by dark clouds as if it too could not bear to witness the desperate slaughter below.

Zhao Yao even wondered if this was Yan Bei’s ruse. Had they deliberately sent out such elite forces to make him complacent and lure him away from the pass, then destroy his heavy-armored troops? But if so, why had no one from inside the pass come to support them yet?

Zhao Yao couldn’t understand, but his fighting spirit was receding layer by layer. Facing the Xiuli Army with their backs to the wall, Zhao Yao gradually became fearful. Even if he won, what would he gain? The corpses of five thousand Xiuli soldiers? This was not a battle that could be easily won. Killing Chu Qiao and eliminating Yan Bei’s most thorny enemy—this idea had now become less fervent.

In the last moment before the sunlight retreated, Da Xia’s retreat horn finally sounded slowly. The Da Xia soldiers cheered in unison, then withdrew like the tide.

As for the Xiuli Army, no one had the strength to continue pursuing it. Almost at the moment the Da Xia army returned to their outer camp, the Xiuli soldiers collectively collapsed, like a dam that had exhausted its last bit of strength.

Zhao Yao quickly and decisively observed this situation. So he immediately turned his horse around and ordered the messenger to sound the charge horn again. He rode alone in the opposite direction from his soldiers, shouting: “Soldiers, charge with me!”

The Da Xia soldiers looked back in panic, only to discover that the battle line that had blocked them like a wall of bronze and iron was no longer there. Some clever, experienced soldiers immediately understood. The Xiuli Army, facing an enemy twenty times their size, had already reached the end of their strength. Now, seeing the Da Xia retreat, they had finally collapsed.

This was a once-in-a-thousand-year opportunity!

So the great army collectively turned their horses around, following behind Zhao Yao, charging forward once more.

“All troops, assemble!”

In the cold northern wind, a clear, calm voice slowly rose. It wasn’t particularly loud, but it reached the ears of everyone clearly.

Then, just as all the Da Xia soldiers were rubbing their eyes in disbelief, behind that wall of corpses, figures like ghosts, swaying and staggering, began to rise one by one. Their clothes were tattered, their faces pale, their appearances uneven, their war blades all notched. They dragged their exhausted bodies forward, standing in their original positions, shoulder to shoulder, one, two, three, ten, a hundred, a thousand…

Everything seemed like a replica of the morning’s image. Soldiers covered in blood stood up again, forming a long battle line, swaying as if a breath could knock them down. But when they stood together, their bodies suddenly straightened, like a forest made of stone. That defensive line once again became as solid as a mountain. He Xiao stood at the front, brandishing his war blade fiercely as a thousand voices shouted in unison: “Fight for freedom!”

Like thunder rolling across flat ground, everything was shocked. Without military horns, without war drums, the Da Xia soldiers involuntarily stopped. A terrible despair arose in people’s hearts: “We will not win.”

No one knew who first had this thought, but it quickly spread throughout the army through their eyes. Facing those enemies with tattered clothes and covered in blood, the Da Xia soldiers almost simultaneously felt terrible fear and intense respect.

Zhao Yao stood at the front of the formation, his face as calm as water. He looked at the young woman now covered in blood, at her figure like a javelin, and genuine admiration surged forth. Finally, Zhao Yao dismounted, removed his helmet, and before the hundred thousand troops of Da Xia, before the five thousand living and dead Xiuli soldiers, before tens of thousands of Yan Bei civilians, before countless pairs of eyes inside Longyin Pass, he deeply, deeply bent his noble waist!

The Da Xia soldiers followed this action. They bowed deeply to the enemy army they had once most despised as traitors, then almost in unison repeated the enemy’s battle cry: “Fight for freedom!”

The Da Xia army departed with a roar, leaving the land desolate and somber. The autumn wind swept across the blood-stained prairie. Everything seemed unreal, like a great dream.

No soldier fell again. They still stood in place, as if afraid Da Xia might turn back and attack again.

Chu Qiao dragged her heavy war blade forward, her posture straight. Her steps were heavy, her face as pale as snow. Blood had dyed her cyan fur coat red, though it was unclear whether it was her blood or someone else’s. The soldiers all watched her, seemingly disbelieving that the Da Xia army had retreated like this. She stood there as the wind blew through her disheveled hair, sweeping across her beautiful eyebrows and face. Her voice was already hoarse, her eye sockets slightly reddened. Like Zhao Yao, she bowed deeply to her army and said solemnly, each word distinct: “Soldiers, you have won.”

A broken sob suddenly came from behind, like an ocean breaking through a dam, growing louder and louder. It was the civilians they had protected, who now, with tears streaming down their faces, rushed forward.

The Xiuli Army, led by He Xiao, all bowed back to her in unison, their resonant voices merging into one: “The Lady has worked hard.”

“You have all worked hard.”

Dark clouds covered the sun overhead. Chu Qiao stood up, two lines of clear tears flowing silently down her face.

The Da Xia army did not charge again, but neither did they open the encirclement to let them leave. The cold siege finally began. At this moment, Zhao Yao had come to believe in the accuracy of the news: Chu Qiao had indeed fallen out with Yan Xun. They wanted to leave Yan Bei, but the gates of Longyin Pass would not open for them. Apart from going south along the waterway to Biantang through the Southern Border, they could only pass through his lines, and Yan Xun had completely blocked the Southern Border waterway.

He firmly believed all this was correct.

On September 20th, it began to snow. The snow wasn’t heavy at first, but it continued for two days. The Xiuli Army had almost consumed all their rations. If not for some civilians who had brought food, they might have already starved. All the tents in the army had been given to the elderly, weak, women, and children. Each tent was crammed with more than thirty people, but still, old people and children constantly froze to death in the night. There was no more medicine in the army. Wounded soldiers couldn’t even get a mouthful of warm water. Chu Qiao could only helplessly watch as cold and injuries took the lives of soldiers who had stood unwavering before the Da Xia army, and she could do nothing.

Whenever she saw soldiers dying one by one, saw young children crying and starving in the cold wind, she wanted nothing more than to rush back to Longyin Pass, kowtow to Yan Xun in apology, and beg him to save these innocent people.

She smiled helplessly, feeling not an ounce of strength in her body. Yan Xun was indeed the person in the world who best understood her weaknesses. He had probably calculated this all along. She wasn’t afraid of Da Xia, wasn’t afraid of war, wasn’t afraid of killing, wasn’t afraid of dying. The only thing she feared was that those who loved her would sacrifice themselves for her in vain.

Over these two days, she had led her troops in four attacks, all to no avail. Zhao Yao maintained a steadfast defensive posture, neither coming out to meet them in battle nor responding to their attacks. Each time they charged, they were met with a dense rain of arrows, leaving dozens of innocent corpses.

On the evening of September 22nd, a blizzard descended and the temperature dropped sharply. The cold wind cut to the bone. In just half a night, more than fifty wounded soldiers and over eighty civilians froze to death. The civilians finally couldn’t bear it. A woman in her forties suddenly left the army and ran toward Longyin Pass, calling for the gates to be opened. Like a flood, more people followed, leaving the Xiuli Army’s tents. They cried loudly in the cold wind, staggering toward Longyin Pass.

In a matter of life and death, the fear of death in people’s hearts finally overcame their conscience. They abandoned the force that had fought to protect them and rushed toward their homeland.

The Xiuli soldiers stood silently aside. No one spoke, no one stopped them. They watched silently as the crowd wept and collapsed, expressionlessly letting them leave.

The elderly man in his sixties ran to Chu Qiao, crying, holding a child who was barely breathing. His face was full of shame, he tried to say something to Chu Qiao but could only let out a few short sobs.

The child’s face was already pale blue. Chu Qiao knew that without warmth soon, he would likely die.

Her throat felt as if something was stuck in it. She felt no anger, no sadness, no hatred for their betrayal.

As a soldier, she couldn’t protect the people who supported her, could only watch them die innocently. She had nothing to say. She couldn’t bear to see the old man’s guilty eyes, because the guilt in her heart was even greater. She could only silently bow her head, wordlessly expressing her emotions.

I’m sorry.

On Longyin Pass, a brilliant array of lights gradually appeared. Below the pass, countless elderly, children, and women staggered forward. People were shouting for the gates to be opened, their voices carrying indescribable desperation and fear. After all, they were just ordinary civilians. Their only wish was to live, and occasionally they would have a bit of extravagant hope—that was to live a little better.

The snow grew heavier and heavier. The world was a blanket of white. The officer on the city wall shouted loudly: “Don’t come closer! Back! Back!”

But no one heeded him. His voice had already been drowned out by the chaotic crowd. The civilians wept as they laid on the city gate, beating it forcefully, shouting: “Open the gate! Open the gate! We are the people of Yan Bei, why won’t you open the gate?”

The cries pierced through the clouds. The soldiers of Longyin Pass were stunned. They had all clearly seen the battle two days before. At this moment, not one of them was willing to point their weapons at those who were once their comrades. Now, seeing these civilians, they were even more rooted to the spot, not knowing how to carry out their responsibilities as garrison troops.

“Open the gate!”

The civilians frantically struck the city gate. Someone fell, and those behind surged forward regardless, trampling the person into a paste.

Sobs and screams echoed across the wilderness. The world was desolately cold. Heavy snow fell, making everything vast and white.

“Back off! Or we’ll shoot arrows!”

The officer on the city wall shouted.

“Don’t shoot! We are ordinary civilians!”

“Please! Save my child!” The woman who had first run out knelt on the ground, raising high the swaddled infant who was no longer crying, weeping: “You don’t have to save me! But please, please save my child!”

“Open the gate! Open the gate! Let us in!”

…

“Lady Chu!” the garrison soldiers shouted from the wall. “Come back! If you don’t come in, we can’t open the city gate. The Emperor has decreed that as long as you’re willing to return, all will be forgiven!”

“Lady Chu! All will be forgiven!”

Hundreds of garrison soldiers shouted together, their voices like rolling thunder sweeping across the vast plain.

The civilians seemed to have found their savior. Someone suddenly turned around and knelt in the direction of the Xiuli Army. People wept:

“Lady! Go back!”

“Lady! Save us, go back!”

“Lady! Go back and apologize to His Majesty!”

“Lady!” The woman ran out from behind the crowd, tripped, and fell to the ground. The child in her arms was bumped and suddenly began to cry heart-rendingly, the sound more piercing than Da Xia’s military blades: “Lady, please, save my child! Lady, please, save my child!”

The world was so cold, pitch black. The Xiuli Army stood silently, looking at their commander.

Chu Qiao’s heart seemed to be torn into thousands of pieces. She bit her lower lip tightly, the taste of blood filling her mouth. Her hands were ice cold, her fingertips trembling slightly.

Yan Xun, Yan Xun, you calculated all this from the beginning, didn’t you?

You anticipated all this. At this moment, are you quietly waiting at Huolei Plain outside Beishuo Gate for me to return and kowtow to you an admission of guilt?

The screams around her came in waves. Thousands of civilians knelt at her feet, their heads touching the ground, weeping loudly to her. Just a few days ago, they had raised their fists to swear allegiance to her, shouting the slogan “Long live freedom.” But now, they were begging her, begging her to go back and admit her guilt to Yan Xun.

Reality was so cruel, yet so unavoidable.

Her eyes were dry, unable to shed tears anymore. A bitter taste surged within her chest. Fate had driven her to the edge of despair. It seemed that every step she took would result in her being battered and bloodied.

“Lady.”

He Xiao walked over, standing firmly behind her, looking at her with concern. In that gaze, one could vaguely see an ocean of pain and compassion.

“Lady…”

He wanted to comfort her, but didn’t know what to say. Everything was so absurd and ridiculous. The world was so vast, yet where could they go?

“He Xiao,”

Chu Qiao sighed softly, feeling as if the blood in her body had frozen all at once. She desperately wanted to die on the spot, yet still forced herself to issue a brief order: “Command the entire army, we…”

Just then, a sudden flurry of hoofbeats came from behind. The Xiuli soldiers quickly turned around to see the Da Xia battle flags approaching fiercely. Zhao Yao led his army, returning once again!

“Command the entire army! Follow me to resist the Da Xia enemy!”

For the first time in her life, Chu Qiao found the Da Xia army so endearing. She didn’t know if this thought was right or wrong. She just wanted to escape this place like an ostrich. Da Xia had attacked, and she could no longer consider anything else. She had to turn back to fight! But in her heart, she quietly thanked heaven for not letting her make that heart-wrenching decision at this moment, though she might pay a heavy price for it.

“Your Highness! The entire army is ready for attack.”

“No need!” Zhao Yao said lightly. “We’ll just make a circle and leave.”

“What?” His subordinate was slightly stunned and asked, “Why?”

Zhao Yao was silent for a long time. His gaze looked deeply into the thick darkness. After a while, he said softly: “We cannot let her return to Yan Bei.”

This back-and-forth battle continued for an entire night. Da Xia seemed to treat Longyin Pass as a playground, coming around for a circle now and then. Finally, when the sun dispersed the long night and the snow stopped, the retreat horn sounded.

Chu Qiao led her exhausted army back to the camp, only to see countless silent eyes of the civilians. Rows of corpses were neatly arranged in front of the army. Those lives that had been vibrant just yesterday now lay on the ground like fish out of water, lifeless. Snow covered their eyebrows and faces, forming small snow mounds.

Seeing the battlefield settle, gradually, people began to leave the camp, slowly departing. The flow of people gradually expanded, from a stream to a spring, from a spring to a small river, and then from a small river to a vast, dark ocean. They didn’t walk toward Longyin Pass, didn’t walk toward Yan Bei, but slowly headed toward Da Xia’s Yanming Pass.

“Come back!”

Ping An, standing beside Chu Qiao, suddenly shouted. He tried to pull back those people but was pushed down hard. Lying on the ground, he shouted: “Come back, all of you! Don’t go!”

But no one listened to him.

People gradually moved away. They walked up to Zhao Yao’s army, raising their hands high in surrender, repeatedly emphasizing that they were only civilians.

From Zhao Yao’s army, troops came out to make them kneel. Thousands of civilians knelt in unison. They raised their hands high, frantically kowtowing. From a distance, the sounds of suppressed weeping and the triumphant laughter of Da Xia soldiers carried over. The Xiuli soldiers stood stunned in place. Some silently wept, but they could say nothing. What should they say? Encourage those unarmed people to fight the enemy, or tell them that they would rescue them?

Snow fell from the sky once again. Chu Qiao’s heart was as cold as a stone beneath the ice. Her gaze was vacant. Battle flags fluttered, red clouds like fire. The world was desolate. The winner of the 77th and 78th years welcomed its arrival.

Chapter 158: King of Qinghai
September 25th, fierce winds, with snow falling like cotton.

Both inside and outside the underground palace were covered in heavy snow. The Qian Mausoleum that stood exposed above ground had already hung pure white lanterns. Palace servants and maids walked about dressed in white linen garments, with fluttering curtains and white gauze trailing behind them, gently sweeping away the fine dust on the ground.

No lamps were lit inside the hall, only rows of white candles burning silently, emitting a pale light that formed deep shadows.

In the vast memorial hall, a slender figure sat quietly in the shadows. The light seemed unable to penetrate the darkness around him, leaving only a dim halo. His features were unclear, but beside him on a small table, cups were half-tilted, and wine spilled over.

He had never been fond of drinking, but now, he had already stayed in the Qian Mausoleum for three full days.

Three days, with wine spreading throughout the great hall of the Qian Mausoleum, empty jars piled high as mountains, yet why was there not the slightest sense of intoxication?

Outside, wild winds swept across, and snow fell heavily. Inside the hall, candle shadows deepened in quiet stillness. He sat alone in silence, yet in his ears, he seemed to hear the rumbling war drums from the frontier, the soldiers raising their sabers to charge into the cold wind, slashing and hacking, the cries and wails of commoners calling for their homeland in the bitter wind. Blood meandered upward, submerging the towering walls of Dragon Chant Pass, submerging the whistling pastures of Yan Bei, and even submerging the last trace of tenderness between them.

Yes, he had never been drunk; he had always been so clear-headed, clearly witnessing his degradation and fall.

In a daze, he suddenly remembered a summer night many years ago, in a small room in the Sacred Gold Palace, where mosquitoes circled and the heat was unbearable. One evening, Chu Qiao returned very late. During those days, the matrons in the kitchen often liked to order her around. He stood at the entrance of Oriole Song Courtyard, wearing a robe, waiting for her. The night moon was so round, a bright yellow orb. Mosquitoes circled above his head, yet he felt peace in his heart. When tired of waiting, he sat on the doorstep, holding a copper branch, grinding it on a stone.

Chu Qiao had grown up and was ready to pin up her hair. He was making a hairpin for her.

When she returned, it was already very late. Instead of scolding him as usual for not sleeping early, she mysteriously took out a beautiful crystal ice bowl from behind her back and placed it in his hands. It was a large piece of ice carved into a basin-shaped small bowl, with intricate glass patterns on both sides, filled with crushed ice and various fruits, cool to the touch, like the winter snow of Yan Bei.

At that time, holding the ice bowl, he vaguely recalled when his parents were alive, how his mother would always carve such ice bowls for them on summer days. He always loved them dearly, holding them tightly, and his second sister couldn’t snatch them away. But the tighter he held, the faster the ice bowl melted, soon becoming a puddle of nothingness.

He looked up, seeing the girl standing opposite him through the ice bowl. Back then, Chu Qiao was only ten, very short. She looked up at him with a smile, wearing a blue coarse cloth jacket, with a small red flower pinned at her brow like the palace maids of Great Xia. Her face was thin but flushed with a rosy blush. Having held the ice bowl for a long time, her hands were frozen red, clenched tightly into small fists. Her eyes were so bright, that even the full moon in the sky couldn’t compare. In an instant, they pierced through all his sorrow and reminiscence, directly into his heart, dispelling the dark clouds that covered the sky.

At that time, Yan Xun vowed that he would make something of himself, that he would be good to this girl for his entire life, never letting others bully her. He would let her live like a princess, fulfilling every wish, and every thought for her.

Time passed in a flash, years like a merciless hand, easily submerging those memories and vows between them. Sometimes he felt that his life might just be like that melted ice bowl. Homeland, parents, brothers, sisters, mentors, comrades, lovers—all gradually left him for one reason or another. The harder he tried to grasp them, the faster they departed, ultimately like that puddle of water, spilled on the ground, disappearing without a trace.

He raised his head, facing the cenotaph of his parents and relatives, the high memorial hall, and the majestic mausoleum, occupying thousands of acres. Yet buried inside were just a few personal belongings and clothes. Their heads remained in the Criminal Officials Hall of the Great Xia Imperial Temple, while their bodies had long fed the wild wolves in the fires of war.

He picked up his wine cup, the spicy liquor sliding down his throat like burning coal. A low wind blew into the spacious hall, making the curtains sway gently, like the flowing sleeves of women dancing on stage, lingering endlessly. Yan Xun’s vision remained clear; his features were refined, with slight traces of sorrow, his cheeks gaunt, and his eyes seemingly filled with layers of mist. Looking carefully, between his temples, there seemed to be hidden strands of silver, which under the dim candlelight, glimmered softly, bearing a touch of vicissitude.

In just two years, he had already become so weary. His life seemed to be walking on a misguided path, with countless forks at every step. Gradually, the people around him took their paths. Though they had set out together at the same time, each had their direction.

“Father.”

In the still heart, these two words suddenly emerged, like a stone gently breaking the calm surface of a lake.

“Father, you deceived me.”

Yan Xun raised his head, looking at the portrait on the spirit tablet, his father’s face before him, so lifelike. Looking at the relative he had admired most in his childhood, he said quietly:

“You said Yan Bei was a paradise on earth, the most free and prosperous place under heaven. You said everything you did was to carve out an extraordinary merit that would last for thousands of years for future generations. But you were wrong, terribly wrong. You destroyed Yan Bei, you destroyed yourself, and you destroyed the entire Yan lineage. During those eight years in Zhenhang, I survived immersed in trust and illusions about you, but when I returned to Yan Bei after nine deaths and one life, you don’t know how disappointed I was.”

Yan Xun’s face was expressionless, the hall deep and quiet. He gazed at his father and continued in a deep voice: “Cliffs on all sides, cold-blooded frost everywhere, yet Father, you insisted on building your imagined utopia in a crevice of security. Do you know how naive this idea was? That’s why the Emperor wouldn’t tolerate you, the world wouldn’t tolerate you, and even your subordinates betrayed you, just because you didn’t have that kind of strength, unable to accomplish what even the Emperor couldn’t achieve.”

“Father, I killed Master Wu and Miss Yu, only because they were still upholding your will, becoming stumbling blocks in my path forward. I gave them chances, but unfortunately, they were unwilling to cherish them. I killed Zhuo Zhuo, only because Datong wanted to support her as leader; as long as she existed, Datong would never give up. I killed those old generals of yours, only because they were short-sighted, yet still occupied high positions of power. I’ve killed many people, but I’ve come closer to my dream.”

Yan Xun raised his head and drank a cup of strong wine, then poured another, held it level before him, and poured it on the ground, saying slowly, word by word: “Father, I will not be like you.”

Yan Xun stood tall, turned, and left. The hem of his robe swept over the fine dust on the great hall floor. Each of his steps was so firm, his stride vigorous, calm, and composed. The candlelight shone on his back, casting a long shadow on the ground. Behind him were the memorial tablets of Yan Bei’s loyal martyrs throughout the ages—his parents and brothers, his ancestors, and loyal officials and generals who had contributed to Yan Bei, including Master Wu, Miss Yu, Xiao He, Zhuo Zhuo, Bian Cang, Xi Rui, A Du, and even the commanders of the Beautiful Army who died to protect North Shuo, Wu Danyu, Feng Ting…

So many pairs of eyes, in the depths of candlelight, quietly watching him, watching him step by step leave the hall, step by step leave this resting place of the dead.

His steps were so steady, without a trace of hesitation or regret.

The wind blew coldly against his face. Yan Xun’s eyes were pitch black. He remembered the night he left Zhenhang, how Chu Qiao unhesitatingly went back to rescue the entire Southwest Garrison Force trapped within the imperial capital. Perhaps from that moment, he had already foreseen today’s outcome. They had different dreams and beliefs, irreconcilable, so they would inevitably drift apart, walking different paths.

The achievement of any dream requires paying a price.

And the price he paid was that he was no longer the person she remembered.

A feeling of powerlessness crept up bit by bit, but he impassively suppressed it all.

Chu Qiao, when you turned away, I knew you were destined not to follow me in this life. You are destined to walk in the light, while I can never escape this mountain of corpses and sea of blood. I cannot accompany you in soaring high, so I wanted to break your wings to keep you by my side. Now, I am finally going to fail.

“Chu Qiao…”

A deep voice slowly rang out in the vast hall, like a wisp of white vapor passing through the cold northern wind. The man stood at the entrance of the great hall, the cold moonlight shining on his face, with an eerie paleness. He slowly closed his eyes, his expression so calm, yet his brow slightly furrowed, rising like a pool of misty stillness.

“Chu Qiao… will you come back?”

The cold moon was like frost, clouds lightly covering half of it. The highlands were high and steep, difficult for birds to cross. He stood at the peak, his gaze misty as it swept across the entire land of Yan Bei. He thought quietly: Perhaps, she would not return.

“Your Majesty!”

A Jing pushed aside the guard’s obstruction with one move, hurried forward, and knelt on the ground, excitedly saying: “Your Majesty, please save the lady! Dragon Chant Pass is sealed by heavy snow, Great Xia has been besieging for many days, and the lady can’t hold on much longer.”

Yan Xun said nothing, gazing at the majestic mountains before him, seemingly lost in prolonged contemplation.

“Your Majesty, the lady has followed you for many years, through life and death, with unwavering perseverance. Her achievements are in all our eyes. Your Majesty, do you have the heart to kill her? Have you forgotten what you once said?”

A Jing’s eyes were red, continuously knocking his head on the ground, saying in a deep voice: “Your Majesty, please, have mercy, please…”

“A Jing,” Yan Xun suddenly spoke, as if only now noticing his presence, frowning in confusion: “How should I save her?”

Hearing this, A Jing was immediately overjoyed and hurriedly said: “Open the gates of Dragon Chant City, send troops out to help…”

Before A Jing could finish, Yan Xun slightly frowned and said: “Do you think, even if Dragon Chant Pass were opened, she would come back?”

A Jing was startled, pondered for a while, then mumbled: “Then, lift the Southern Border water route defense line to Tang, open the Tang Water Pass, and let the lady go south.”

“Go south?” Yan Xun’s voice was very calm, so calm that not a ripple could be heard. He gently asked: “Then she would never come back, would she?”

A Jing was dumbfounded and could no longer speak. The corners of Yan Xun’s mouth curled up, and he smiled slightly, saying softly: “Does that mean I will lose her forever?”

The night was so cold. A Jing felt chills all over his body. After a long time, he suddenly jumped up from where he was, turned, and ran, shouting: “I’ll go persuade the lady to come back!”

Yan Xun did not stop him, did not even look at him. He still stood there quietly. Dark clouds covered the moon; it was going to snow again. Chu Qiao, could she hold on? Silly girl, why not come back? He frowned, thinking like a simple young man, self-deceptively casting aside all political factors, as if they were still children quarreling, angrily thinking, why not come back? It’s so cold outside.

If life were only about first meetings, Chu Qiao, would you still choose to be entangled with me? Could you have anticipated your current situation? How deep is your hatred for me?

“Your Majesty,” a deep voice sounded behind him. Cheng Yuan knelt there, still with his usual respectful demeanor: “Open the waterway pass, let Master Chu go south.”

Yan Xun was slightly taken aback, turned his head, looked at Cheng Yuan, and said: “What? Are you also pleading for her?”

“This servant is not pleading for Master Chu,” Cheng Yuan said calmly. “This servant is pleading for Your Majesty.”

He knocked his head deeply on the ground once and said in a low tone: “Your Majesty, give yourself a way out.”

Yan Xun’s heart suddenly seemed to be pierced, painfully.

“If Master Chu dies by Your Majesty’s hand, Your Majesty will never be happy in this life. You once said, that no matter what dream one has, one must first live. Only by living can there be hope for everything. If one dies, then it’s too late for anything.”

Yan Xun was silent for a long time. The wind blew at his clothes, so cold. He wasn’t wearing a heavy fur robe, standing on the high mountain peak, like an eagle spreading its wings, ready to fly.

“Cheng Yuan, why are you saying these things? Don’t you and Chu Qiao have some grievances?”

“This servant has no grievances with Master Chu. This servant’s previous offense against Master Chu was just an unintentional mistake. Later wanting to put her to death was just for self-preservation. Now Master Chu no longer threatens this servant, and this servant doesn’t want to see her die.”

“Most importantly,” Cheng Yuan raised his head, looking at Yan Xun with bright eyes, and said in a deep voice: “I don’t want Your Majesty’s heart to be restrained. In this world, only Your Majesty can help me achieve my wish, and only Your Majesty can make me truly follow and submit. My loyalty to Your Majesty will never change. Even if Your Majesty commits all evils and is abandoned by heaven and earth, I am willing to follow Your Majesty until my blood turns to ash. If Your Majesty wants to kill everyone in the world, I will be the first to raise my war blade. If Your Majesty wants to fill the Eastern Sea with corpses, I will be the first to cut off my head. Half my life, I’ve drifted, despised by people, only because I couldn’t find something truly worth my faith. Now, I have found it. Your Majesty’s hope is my faith, so I don’t want Your Majesty to live a life of regret.”

“Your Majesty, let her go.”

Yan Xun’s thoughts suddenly became so vast. In a brief moment, he recalled all the events of the past ten years, but they all converged into one scene: a small child crawling up from a pool of blood, looking at his younger self with eyes full of hatred. His heart ached slightly at that moment, then his finger gently shifted, along the child’s neck, brushing past. The strong wind blew at the child’s messy hair on the forehead, and from then on, he forever remembered those unyielding eyes.

Eventually…

Eventually…

He slowly closed his eyes, extracting himself from that memory word by word. All love was severed by him, painfully bleeding.

“Send a message to General Qiu, open the Southern Border water route, let them…”

“Your Majesty!”

A scream suddenly came from afar. A messenger stumbled up the stone steps, running and shouting: “Urgent report from the border! Urgent report from the border!”

Yan Xun and Cheng Yuan both turned their heads and saw the messenger in utter panic, falling to his knees with a thud, opening the letter and reporting loudly: “Deputy General Qi Shaoqian of the Tang Water Pass in the southern border reports: On September 16th, the Tang Water Pass in the southern border was attacked by unknown enemies. The enemy’s origin is unknown, suddenly appearing within Yan Bei’s borders, cutting off message communications, and consecutively capturing thirteen counties and prefectures. The Tang Water Pass commander, General Qiu, died in battle. All military officials above the rank of lieutenant general at Tang Water Pass, except for your humble servant, have died in battle. Troop casualties reached over thirty thousand. Yesterday afternoon, the Tang Water Pass was breached. We engaged the enemy in street fighting. This is your servant’s last messenger and last warhorse, hoping to break through and report the news to Your Majesty. Your humble servant will hold his post, even if he dies in battle, not to demean our Yan Bei military prestige. The fifty thousand soldiers of Tang Water Pass have failed Your Majesty’s trust, hereby kowtowing and weeping in apology.”

“What’s going on? Tang Water Pass was attacked on September 16th, why don’t we know anything about it?” Cheng Yuan stood up and angrily asked.

The messenger fearfully replied: “All officers and soldiers were trapped inside the pass. The enemy came fiercely, breaking through several surrounding counties and prefectures at once. We simply had no time to report.”

“Then the officials and people of other counties near the southwest would not be completely unaware. How could the battle report be delayed to this extent?”

The messenger carefully raised his eyes, secretly glanced at Yan Xun, and after a long time, said in a low voice: “The southwest area is the Shangshen Plateau! Not to mention that now nine out of ten houses are empty, all following Master Chu. Even among those who stayed, hearing that the enemies outside were coming to rescue Master Chu, they wouldn’t help hide it at the very least, no one came to report. The local officials were also captured and tied up by the common people.”

“What?” Cheng Yuan angrily said: “What are they trying to do? Rebel? What about the army? The soldiers? Are they all dead? Seeing their commanders bound by foolish commoners and doing nothing?”

“This, this, this servant heard that the local troops even secretly assisted the enemy in attacking Tang Water Pass, and provided detailed inside information and battle reports. Otherwise, a stronghold like Tang Water would not be easily breached.”

“This is outrageous!”

“How is it now?” A deep voice suddenly sounded. Cheng Yuan quickly turned his head, and saw Yan Xun expressionlessly saying slowly: “Tang Water Pass has been broken through, how is it now?”

The messenger was sweating profusely, kneeling on the ground, trembling as he said: “When this servant received the news, I heard that the Bian Tang navy somehow got the news and was already waiting outside Tang Water Pass. As soon as the gates opened, they abandoned their ships and came ashore, and are now heading towards Dragon Chant Pass.”

“Who is commanding the troops?”

“It’s, it’s the Great Emperor of Bian Tang.”

“How many people have come?”

“No less than two hundred thousand.”

Being so close, Yan Xun could even hear Cheng Yuan’s shocked gasp. His eyes narrowed slowly, regaining the majesty of an emperor as if the person gazing at the night sky on the mountaintop earlier was not him.

“Li Ce? Has he come personally?”

“Prepare the troops immediately. The First and Second Armies must assemble in full and follow me to Dragon Chant Pass!”

Three hours later, the army was rapidly organized at the foot of Huihui Mountain. Huihui is at the edge of Shangsheng, half a day’s journey from Tang Water Pass and not far from Dragon Chant Pass either. Yan Xun sat on his horse, wearing a black fur robe that billowed in the wind. Cheng Yuan followed beside him, asking softly: “Your Majesty, were the ones who attacked the pass on September 16th Bian Tang’s troops?”

“No.”

Yan Xun shook his head, his gaze profound, saying in a deep voice: “Bian Tang is far from Yan Bei. Even if Li Ce received the news on the day Chu Qiao and I had the conflict at Fire Thunder Plain, he couldn’t have reached Tang Water by the 16th. There must be another force that received the news promptly, secretly notified Bian Tang, and led the attack on Tang Water Pass first, to open the way for Bian Tang behind.”

Cheng Yuan frowned and said: “Who could it be? Great Xia? That’s impossible.”

“Who?” Yan Xun’s eyes were cold, slowly uttered: “Who could appear so easily within my Yan Bei borders?”

Cheng Yuan was shocked, exclaiming: “The King of Qinghai?”

“The King of Qinghai.” Yan Xun mouthed these three short words between his lips, saying lightly: “Finally going to meet.”

The morning star appeared, daylight dimly showing.

“Your Majesty!” A long reporting sound came from far away, a soldier galloping on horseback, shouting loudly: “Unknown enemy troops discovered ten miles ahead.”

“How many?”

“The enemy has blocked our forward path from south to north, stretching over ten miles. Thirteen infantry divisions, eight cavalry divisions, seventeen heavy armor troop formations, plus an unknown number of archers, axemen, and shield bearers, estimated at over one hundred fifty thousand.”

At once, everyone couldn’t help but exclaim in shock. Such a formidable force had appeared silently within Yan Bei’s borders. If they hadn’t encountered them today, what terrible consequences might have ensued?

Yan Xun, however, didn’t share their concerns. He knew the other party appeared here to block his army, to secure a retreat route for Li Ce. Vaguely, he seemed to have guessed the identity of the opponent. Despite reluctance and surprise, he still felt a hint of pleasure. Very well, an oversight for once, he had long calculated there would be this step today. If they were enemies, they should fight openly. His people, he could release, but he would not tolerate others coming to rescue!

The morning mist was hazy, slowly covering this pitch-black soil. Within a cloud of mist, the towering army quietly revealed itself, ferocious and spread out like a black ocean.

Yan Xun, in his black robe and fur coat, with a solemn expression, slowly rode forward from the army formation. From the opposing formation, a tall and handsome figure also broke through the ranks.

Despite being so far apart, he recognized the other’s identity immediately. In an instant, their gazes clashed in midair. Yan Xun smiled faintly, slightly raising his eyebrows, saying in a deep voice: “Long time no see.”

Chapter 159: Human Tides
Chu Qiao was awakened by a commotion. The sound of hoofbeats came so quickly, like thunder in a firestorm. By the time she noticed, it was already ringing in her ears.

Three days without rice, coupled with enduring severe cold in the ice and snow, she was now at the end of her strength. Hurriedly carrying her knife, she rushed out of the tent, her steps unsteady, her body burning hot. Before her eyes were blurry torches, a dazzling expanse of light that seemed to redden half the sky. The hoofbeats rolled like distant thunder across the earth. Her ears were filled with a cacophony of sounds as if someone was charging toward her.

She heard someone shouting at her. Turning her head, she saw He Xiao’s bloodshot eyes. His mouth was opening and closing as he fought with someone. He was covered in blood, though not wounded. Chu Qiao’s head was buzzing, and she didn’t know what she was thinking. She tried to listen carefully to what He Xiao was saying, but couldn’t hear clearly.

This was already Zhao Yang’s fourth raid on their camp today. Great Xia was gradually losing patience with them. All around were sounds of fighting. The soldiers protecting her fell one by one. More and more people charged over. The soldiers fought individually, and the battle line had been completely torn open. Great Xia’s army surged like a tide. An arrow shot toward her; a guard threw himself in front of it. The arrow pierced through the warrior’s forehead, grotesquely protruding from the back of his head, the arrowhead pointing directly at Chu Qiao’s nose. Blood flowed down in dark, congealed drops, one by one.

“Protect the Commander!”

Someone was shouting, but the soldiers in the distance couldn’t get through. Corpses lay everywhere. Before her eyes was a sea of crimson. The wind cut to the bone. Snowstorms still filled the sky. Chu Qiao thought, there was no retreat now. So be it. She nodded slightly, her voice hoarse as she said, “So be it, so be it.”

A row of crossbows was set up. Dense volleys of arrows pierced through the cold wind, making howling sounds. Chu Qiao raised her head, looking at the deadly arrows in mid-air, her mind momentarily dazed.

She thought, perhaps she was about to die. Time seemed to suddenly stand still. In her daze, she recalled her life—chosen by the state from an orphanage as a child, more than ten years of rigorous training, then entering the military academy, joining military intelligence, assassinations, infiltrations, and finally sacrificing for her country, coming to this tumultuous era, once again experiencing a death-like cycle for ten years. She suddenly felt so tired, exhausted to this day. The wind blew from the opposite side, and she vaguely wanted to give up all persistence and struggle. Over the years, no matter what difficult situations she faced, she had never given up hope of survival. But now, she suddenly didn’t want to continue fighting anymore. She thought she was too tired. Let it be this way, resting in this manner would also be good.

“Commander!”

He Xiao’s eyes were about to split with anguish. He watched as Chu Qiao stood in place, raising her head and staring blankly at the arrow rain in the air, neither dodging nor evading, like a cold pillar of ice.

He felt his heart was about to be torn apart. He frantically swung his knife, the lightning-like blade thunderously drawing a bright white arc in mid-air. Two heads flew up simultaneously, blood splattering all over He Xiao’s body. But wave-like enemies surged up again. He couldn’t escape, couldn’t break through, could only watch helplessly as the arrows approached her figure.

The Yan Bei soldiers on Dragon Chant Pass also witnessed this scene with their own eyes. A young soldier turned deathly pale. His knees weakened, and he immediately knelt on the ground, looking at the pale woman in the raging fire, crying sorrowfully: “Commander Chu!”

He was also a soldier from Shangsheng. His parents and sisters had all been rescued from the slave camp by Chu Qiao, freed from slave status, and even given land. But he was a timid man. When the Beautiful Army was fighting outside, he dared not speak up. When Great Xia raided the camp time after time, he dared not speak up. When wind and snow ravaged through the barracks, he dared not speak up. When the common people wept at the foot of the city, he dared not speak up. Until this moment, his mother’s words returned to his mind. The white-haired old woman prostrated herself on the land she owned for the first time in her life and wept loudly, saying to him: “Remember kindness for a thousand years; Commander Chu is our benefactor.”

A chorus of weeping erupted on the city wall. The tall grass on the wasteland rustled, and snow fell in flurries, creating a desolate scene.

Over the past half month, the entire Yan Bei had witnessed the loyalty and bravery of an army. And at this moment, the entire world witnessed the hardships of a woman.

The arrows soared high, rising, rising, rising to the apex, then falling, drawing half an arc, carrying tremendous force.

Everyone’s eyes were wide open. Chu Qiao’s clothes were blown by the strong wind. She narrowed her eyes slightly. The messy hair on her forehead was stirred by the sharp air, her scalp aching intensely. Her mind was blank, vaguely sliding past a pair of eyes. He looked at her, slowly saying: Live on, live on.

She smiled slightly, her smile as thin as mist.

I ultimately couldn’t hold on anymore. May I come to find you, is that alright?

Suddenly, a sharp sound of wind being cut came fiercely. From the Xushao Snow Peak on the west side of Dragon Chant Pass, a patch of pitch-black shadows leaped down like spirit monkeys. They held long ropes, descending from the sky. Over a hundred curved blades flew out swiftly, miraculously striking the volleys of crossbow bolts with precision.

In an instant, the entire scene erupted in chaos. The black shadows rapidly slid down from the snow peak. Each wore dark cyan leather armor, their movements agile and swift, jumping and darting like jungle beasts. In the firelight, everyone’s face bore dark red tattoos, their eyes wolf-like, fierce, and valiant, charging toward the stunned Xia army.

Before the Xia soldiers could react, a commotion suddenly came from the southwest. Snow mist and dust rose with the wind. The hooves of thousands upon thousands of horses trampled the ground, like rolling war drums. The elite cavalry at the front charged into the camp, their sharp sabers hacking, their techniques fierce, a proper military charge formation, filled with killing intent, galloping swiftly, with silver armor and black blades—they were Bian Tang soldiers.

The silver-white armor charged into the camp. The young emperor suddenly embraced her tightly, with such fierce strength that it seemed he would crush her. His armor was cold as a blade, his breath heavy, raising large clouds of white vapor. The battle cries gradually receded, and the surroundings became so quiet that the drop of a pin could be heard. Thousands of bright torches shone upon them, like the warm sun of noon in June.

The strong wind had gone, rumbling across the ground. Li Ce’s voice was deep and calm, but there was a hint of fear revealed. He said softly, repeatedly: “It’s alright now, it’s alright now, it’s alright now…”

Chu Qiao did not want to cry. In her heart was a vast expanse of dazed emptiness, as if everything wasn’t real. But her tears fell bit by bit, rolling down along the patterns of Li Ce’s armor, rolling down. She closed her eyes, as if she could see thousands of mountains being shattered, stars falling into ash, raging fires descending from the sky, and roaring flames rising from the sea, boiling over and pouring into a bottomless abyss.

She wanted to speak and had so much to say, but when she opened her mouth, she could only make mute mumbling sounds.

Li Ce, did you know? Master Wu is dead, Miss Yu is dead, and so many people are dead. Yan Xun killed so many people. Tell me, will he kill me?

Li Ce, Zhuge Yue is also dead. I caused his death. Did you know? It was I who caused his death.

Li Ce, you were right. Yan Bei is truly cold. People’s hearts have been frozen to death. Even vows have turned to ice.

The world suddenly became so vast. Chu Qiao slowly fell asleep, leaning in Li Ce’s arms. Fatigue covered her face. Li Ce lowered his head, feeling that she was so pale and frail. He thought, he truly went mad. Just thinking about the volley of arrows he saw when he arrived made him frighteningly insane. If he had been one step later, just one step later!

The strong wind blew against them. He took off his fur coat and wrapped Chu Qiao in his arms. She was so thin, curled up into a small ball, like a young child.

He raised his head, looking at the flying snow in the sky, at the fierce Great Xia army opposite, at the towering Dragon Chant Pass. His heart rose with uncontrollable anger.

Yan Xun, how could you be so heartless?

You, how could you be so heartless?

“Your Majesty, Great Xia has sent an envoy asking why our Great Tang is interfering in Great Xia’s internal affairs. How should I respond?”

A guard dismounted and rushed forward. Li Ce held Chu Qiao, his expression cold as he said lightly: “Tell Zhao Yang, it was I, Li Ce, who took her away. If he wants her, I await him in Tang Capital.”

“Your Majesty, the men have been brought.”

Tie You came forward, followed by a middle-aged man with facial tattoos, clearly the leader of the group that had just leaped down from the snow peak and saved Chu Qiao in time.

Li Ce’s expression softened a bit. He nodded and said: “Thanks to you all.”

The tattooed man lowered his head and replied: “We are few. If not for Your Majesty of Tang, Commander Chu would have been in danger.”

“In any case, it was your timely rescue. This kindness is engraved in my heart. If there’s an opportunity in the future, I will certainly repay it.”

“I wouldn’t dare. I was just following orders.”

Li Ce raised his eyebrows slightly, probing: “Your master?”

“My master has already blocked the Yan Bei army and arranged for escorts at various exit passes. Tang Emperor, please set off quickly. We will cover your retreat.”

Li Ce nodded slowly, his gaze profound, saying in a deep voice: “Great kindness needs no words of thanks. Take care of yourselves.”

Having said that, he led the Bian Tang army and the Beautiful Army’s troops away quickly. The Dragon Chant Pass garrison now had less than sixty thousand men. Seeing Li Ce arrive grandly with nearly two hundred thousand troops, they did not know whether to pursue the city. After deliberating for a while, the garrison commander finally gritted his teeth and said: “Quick, go ask for His Majesty’s instructions.”

The soldiers heaved a sigh of relief. Great, by the time the instructions came back, these fierce stars would be long gone.

Within half an hour, when the troops reached Shichuan Pass, a force of about two thousand was quietly waiting. After Li Ce’s men went over to communicate for a few words, that group left a carriage and then departed.

Tie You returned and said: “It’s those people again. They said that twenty miles ahead, they’d prepared horses and food for us. They also left a carriage, saying Yan Bei is cold, and Your Majesty can travel by carriage.”

Lifting the carriage curtain, the inside was quite spacious, with soft blankets and embroidered silk. Under the high couch was an iron plate, and beneath the iron plate were two fire basins. The carriage was as warm as spring. There was also a small stove with a medicine pot emitting white vapor. Upon opening it, it was a steaming bowl of ginseng chicken soup.

“Your Majesty, who exactly is this King of Qinghai? This time he’s mobilized such a large force, truly just to do a favor for our Bian Tang?”

Li Ce silently looked at the pot of chicken soup for a long time without speaking. Chu Qiao lay in the carriage, her small face pitifully pale. Seeming to feel the warmth, she slowly exhaled, then quietly curled up on the bed, as quiet as a sleeping rabbit.

“Tie You, if it were you, who would do these things for you?”

Tie You was stunned, thought for a long time, and then said slowly: “Perhaps only my mother, not even my wife would.”

The corners of Li Ce’s mouth curled up, smiling slightly: “Yes, such people are indeed rare.”

“Your Majesty, you know who it is?”

“I know,” Li Ce nodded, turning his head to look at the vast mountains hidden in the flying snow in the distance, his voice carrying a slight drift: “If before I was just suspicious, now I can be certain.”

Fate is full of twists, and the maze of suspicion is heavy. Everyone is a puppet tangled in threads, walking on their predetermined tracks. Since he couldn’t break free, why should he prematurely unveil the prologue of the finale?

Li Ce smiled slightly, the corners of his mouth gentle, with a touch of vicissitude and calm.

Zhuge Yue, I am not as good as you.

Before dawn broke, the heavy snow finally stopped. The sun had not yet shown its face, and the earth was still immersed in a bleak darkness.

On the high mountain peak, a man in a disheveled cyan robe stood. Snow kestrels flapped their wings, flying from afar. He extended his arm, and this most fierce flying bird of the Qinghai Plateau tamely landed on his arm, pure white with only three red feathers on its tail, as bright as fresh blood.

Opening the letter, the handwriting, ugly as ever despite surviving great danger, came into view: “Tang Emperor has led troops back to Tang Water Pass, unharmed, worry not.”

The man’s expression was calm, his eyes still characteristically cold. He naturally heard the teasing from his subordinate. Who was unharmed? Who should worry not?

Picking up a brush, he wrote back: “No need to withdraw, die there.”

When the young general received the letter, he smiled happily, revealing a set of white teeth. He waved his hand and said to his complaining soldiers: “Withdraw, withdraw, we’re going home.”

“Seventh General, missing your wife?” a man in his forties laughed loudly. His shoulder had been hit by an arrow and just bandaged, but now he acted as if nothing had happened, laughing heartily, the tattoo on his face moving like a meandering small snake.

“Get lost! You old bachelor, I wish you never have to suffer this lovesickness.”

“Damn, these Yan Bei cubs are too fierce!”

A soldier in his thirties walked in, exposing half his shoulder despite the cold, his chest bandaged with a white cloth, clearly just wounded.

“I didn’t steal their wives, damn it, they’re fighting me to the death.”

The Seventh General laughed: “You didn’t steal their wives, but our master did. Let’s go, we’re not here to fight a war. Tell Qi Lang to arrange the retreat route, everyone get ready to slip away.”

The general called “old bachelor” stood up, grumbling as he walked out: “I think master’s battle is inappropriate. Didn’t even see his wife once before letting someone else take her away. It’s not like we definitely couldn’t beat them; this deal is too unfair.”

The people in the tent gradually left. The Seventh General stood in place, slightly stunned by those words, pondering for a while before saying softly: “The young master couldn’t take this risk!”

Yes, once the battle situation became a stalemate and time dragged on, if something went wrong over there, even if they won, what meaning would it have?

The Seventh General recalled the person he had seen on the battlefield earlier. His young eyes narrowed slightly, revealing a hint of hidden hatred. This account would eventually be settled.

When Li Ce boarded the ship with Chu Qiao at Tang Water Pass, it was already dawn three days later. The sun rose from below the horizon, shedding a brilliant golden light. The sky was so high, clear, and pure, without a cloud for thousands of miles. Tang Water Pass was in the southwest, with a very mild climate. The river flowed gently, an expanse of greenish blue.

The great ships set sail, a thunderous sound resonating from the horizon. Over a thousand ships weighed anchor and departed. Waves surrounded them from all directions, like rolling avalanches. The horizon presented a bluish glaze of light. The masts reached toward the sky, raising fluttering white sails one after another.

“Set sail—”

Tie You called out loudly, his voice so long, carrying hints of joyful spirit.

Li Ce stood at the stern, dressed in a pine-green brocade garment, his eyes mischievous, handsome and unrestrained. He raised his head slightly, looking at the high Verdant Eyebrow Mountain, where a faint figure could be seen at the peak.

Human tides, and seasons changing. The wind from the mountains blew over the river, bringing a faint fragrance, seemingly triggering a subtle, numbing pain in the marrow of his bones. All thoughts became unprecedentedly clear.

Li Ce suddenly smiled, sly as a fox, happily revealing his white teeth, then, to the horrified gaze of all his subordinates, blew a passionate kiss toward the high mountain peak.

Everyone was dumbfounded. Tie You glumly asked: “Your Majesty, did you see a village girl gathering firewood on the mountain?”

Li Ce turned his head and exclaimed in delight: “Oh! How did you know?”

Everyone sighed helplessly: Your Majesty, who doesn’t know?

The river stretched like a chain, the ships meandered, and the sun rose. Everything was perfect.

On the mountain peak, the man stood silently. He saw Li Ce’s provocative gesture. His brow furrowed slightly, but he did not turn to leave.

The ships gradually sailed away, but he stood there for a very long time, his heart as quiet as the mountain wind, without sadness or fatigue. The sighing mountain wind blew across his back, his shadow cast on the ground, with a faint, clear radiance. From the forest came the mixed scent of earth and water vapor, gently striking his face, exceptionally mild.

In a daze, he recalled her eyes, as if following the wild grass of memory, extending until suddenly seeing a tall tree, his expression gentle, having lost the cold direction in bewilderment.

He never needed her to know. If possible, he would willingly lay himself flat as a road, to send her to a place of peace and tranquility.

It was September 29th of the year 778. It was the season when the fragrant osmanthus was in full bloom in Tang Capital. The Buddhist wind sighed through the city, sprinkling golden yellow under the blue sky and white sun.

The ships sailed south, slowly heading toward that luxurious sweetness.

Chapter 160: Just Wishing You Peace
Deep autumn had passed and winter was approaching, though in the warm country of Bian Tang, the distinction between autumn and winter was not so obvious. The osmanthus had already withered, with blackened blossoms clinging to the branches. The evening wind grew strong, and yellow flowers piled on the ground, scattering and swirling everywhere.

Chu Qiao was dreaming again. Vaguely, her feet were still treading on the wasteland. The sun was an intense red, and long winds blew from the horizon, rustling through the tall grass on the ground, rolling in waves like withered yellow seas. In the evening wilderness, a young man happily galloped on horseback, the smile on his face as always, the earliest image in her memory. Red fire clouds blossomed from the blood-soaked soil, swaying luxuriously under the snow-white hooves. In her daze, she heard the young man’s hearty laughter. He laughed and said: “Chu Qiao, hurry up and follow me!”

Then she ran after him. The sunlight poured intensely over her entire body, the wind blew fiercely past her ears, the future was full of bright yellow hope, just like the thousands of fantasies she had during those eight years.

But just as she was about to grasp his hand, the world instantly turned pale. Snow covered all beauty and wishes. The cheerful young man grew up in an instant, standing coldly before her, with countless Yan Bei soldiers in pitch-black armor behind him. The warriors held cold arrows, pointing at her back from afar. She turned around in panic, only to see large splashes of blood blooming on that person’s body. The ice plain collapsed, cold water spread, and she leaped into the silent deep lake, finally seeing those lonely eyes. He gave her a light kiss on her lips, his cold mouth brushing past her temples, his palm so large, so powerful, dragging her bit by bit, placing the hope of life in her hands.

The sunlight was blinding, her palm ached like fire as if words were deeply carved on it.

Blood filled her eyes, thousands of mountains and rivers collapsed before her, wild grass grew from her memories, and the earth split open with huge cracks. Seawater gushed out, and she was abandoned all alone, standing in the blazing wilderness, watching avalanches from the horizon and raging seawater surging from the east, burying her completely.

She was tired, weary, and powerless. She closed her eyes, sinking bit by bit into that pitch-black, cold graveyard.

…

When she woke up, the light rain had just stopped. Moonlight broke through the clouds, gently pouring its pale light on the sleeping chamber of Mihe Residence. The autumn air was waning, dewdrops fell on the broad, thick leaves of the parasol trees, making crisp sounds.

The great hall was vast and cold. For a moment, it seemed as if everything in the world had died, leaving only herself. She slowly sat up, her body feeling as if it had been soaked in water, sweating all over. The wind blew in, dry and cold, as if piercing through her rigid body, making her perceive with unprecedented clarity that she was still alive.

The sounds of strings and bamboo instruments came from the Roufu Palace. Li Ce was hosting a banquet for his consorts. Every night at this time, magnificent songs and dances would adorn this dazzling palace.

When Chu Qiao was first rescued back, the entire court erupted in fierce criticism. Civil and military officials cried out in remonstrance daily, with suicide protests emerging one after another. Li Ce argued with them with widened eyes for more than ten days until he finally got annoyed. During the morning court, he kicked over the throne in anger, shouting that he wouldn’t be the emperor anymore, whoever wanted to could do it.

The officials were shocked and terrified. They knelt outside the Changxin Palace for two whole days before persuading this emperor, who had gone on strike seventy or eighty times despite only having been enthroned for a few years, back to his position. From then on, no one dared to mention even half a word about Chu Qiao.

Fortunately, Li Ce’s subsequent behavior truly allowed everyone to put their hearts back in their stomachs. Apart from being particularly attentive during her medical examinations in the previous days, afterward, he acted like a hands-off manager, resuming his romantic, flower-chasing ways. Small banquets every two days, large feasts every three days—the censors finally breathed a slight sigh of relief, secretly saying that it seemed this harmful Yan Bei vixen didn’t have much charm after all. The emperor’s rescue of her was probably just another impulse, like before.

When Li Ce came in, Chu Qiao didn’t speak. He thought she was still sleeping, deliberately tiptoeing like a little thief, making the young maids outside cover their mouths in suppressed laughter, holding their stomachs, yet not daring to laugh out loud.

Lifting the pearl curtain, he caught sight of Chu Qiao sitting on the couch. Li Ce was slightly taken aback, then walked in with a smile, carrying an exquisite basket, presenting it like a treasure: “Someone sent pomegranates. Would you like some?”

Chu Qiao didn’t speak, her gaze somewhat dazed, as if she hadn’t fully awakened from her dream.

Li Ce sat beside her, looking at her still pale and thin face. His brow slightly furrowed, then slowly relaxed. He took out a pomegranate, and opened it with his hands, revealing the crimson pearl-like seeds inside. He leaned forward to look at Chu Qiao, smilingly bringing it to her mouth, opening his own to demonstrate eating, saying: “Qiaoqiao, open your mouth, like me, ah—”

“Li Ce, I’ve recovered.”

Her voice was clear as water, very calm. Li Ce looked at her. Many times he would have this illusion, feeling that everything was still like three years ago, when she was injured and staying in the Jinwu Palace, nothing had changed. But soon he would realize that things were indeed different. She would no longer confidently tell him about her ideals and aspirations, no longer talk about that man with hope, and no longer be full of hope and longing for the future. Even those eyes no longer had their former brilliance, as if covered by a layer of mist, a dim light.

“Hmm, almost recovered.”

“I want to leave.”

Li Ce wasn’t surprised at all that she would say this. He smiled with interest and asked: “Where do you want to go then?”

Chu Qiao shook her head in bewilderment, honestly saying: “I don’t know yet, but the world is so vast, there must be a place for me. If all else fails, I’ll go beyond the border.”

“If you go beyond the border, what difference would it make from staying here?”

“Li Ce, Great Xia won’t let me go. If you keep me here, sooner or later it will bring you great trouble. I’ve killed countless Xia soldiers, twice caused their northern expedition to return without success, and even personally killed the Third Prince Zhao Qi. Great Xia currently has no conflict with Bian Tang. When they free up their hands, you will have trouble.”

Li Ce didn’t answer but silently looked at her. The hint of frivolity in his gaze gradually receded, becoming peaceful, calm, and as tranquil as water. After a long time, he said softly: “You became enemies with the Jing family and the Zhuge family for the sake of their children. You served as a slave in the Sacred Gold Palace for eight years to repay Yan Xun’s kindness. You risked your life multiple times to protect the Yan Bei people. You fell out with Yan Xun for the Southwest Garrison. You secluded yourself for two years for Zhuge Yue. You completely broke with Yan Xun for the Datong Guild. Now, do you still want to go beyond the border to avoid implicating me?”

The man’s voice was deep and cool, carrying a hint of undisguised fatigue. He said quietly: “Qiaoqiao, in your life, when will you ever think about yourself?”

Chu Qiao was stunned. The night wind blew through the hall, brushing against her temples and clothes. Li Ce gently embraced her shoulders, pressing her head with his hand, naturally enveloping her, without a trace of desire. He exhaled lightly, saying softly: “Qiaoqiao, in this world, there are many ways to live. A life of poverty is still living, a life of glory and prosperity is also living, a life of mediocrity is also living, and a life of luxury and indulgence is also living. Why do you always choose the most difficult way for yourself? In your state, you might as well be an ordinary citizen, which would be better than living so tired.”

Li Ce’s voice came slowly, entering her ears. Chu Qiao leaned in his embrace, her thoughts frozen and rigid. She thought, isn’t that so? If she were truly an ordinary citizen, she presumably wouldn’t have such heavy karmic ties, such deep entanglements. Even if there were betrayals and disappointments, deceptions and abandonments, they wouldn’t be as heart-wrenching and bloody as now.

The moonlight shone in quietly, spilling onto his and her shoulders. Chu Qiao suddenly felt so tired. But Li Ce, I spent eleven years climbing a mountain. Someone told me there was a snow lotus on that mountain. But when I exhausted myself climbing up, I found the summit was bare, with nothing there. The mountain was so high, that I climbed it through nine deaths and one life. After the disappointment, how should I come down?

“Qiaoqiao, hope is in your own hands. If you don’t give yourself a chance, no one can save you.”

Days passed one by one. Winter arrived, yet Bian Tang showed no sign of winter. Chu Qiao finally settled in the Jinwu Palace. Although without name or status, in this palace, what was least lacking were women without name or status. Additionally, with her former renowned reputation, no one dared to provoke her.

The imagined pressure and revenge from Great Xia didn’t come. It was as if they also considered Chu Qiao a useless person now, canceling all previous grievances with a single stroke, not even sending a questioning envoy.

Chu Qiao thought this was very abnormal. Her current status was almost equivalent to a Japanese prisoner of war in the past. Given the current angry anti-war sentiment in Great Xia, why would they so easily give up this opportunity to kick someone when they’re down?

She went to ask Mei Xiang, who boasted shamelessly: “If they dare come, Commander He will twist off all their heads one by one.”

Li Ce’s little maid Qiu Sui put down a bowl of carefully prepared snow pears with a smile, proudly saying: “Sister Mei Xiang is right. Besides, His Majesty is so good to Miss, who would be so tactless as to come shouting and making a scene?”

But Chu Qiao shook her head, somewhat worried in her heart. It shouldn’t be this simple. Could it be that Li Ce was forced to agree to some conditions with Great Xia?

Chan’er said timidly: “I heard that it’s because some Grand Marshal from Great Xia strongly advocated for reconciliation with our Bian Tang, that’s why Great Xia isn’t causing trouble for Miss.”

Grand Marshal?

Chu Qiao frowned slightly. The Grand Marshal of Great Xia was the chief elder of the Elder Council. Could it be that Wei Guang had let her off?

She hadn’t inquired about outside affairs for a long time, spending her days in a daze, not seeing outsiders in this Mihe Residence, truly becoming what Li Ce called “living a mediocre life.”

Half her life had been tied to Yan Xun, walking through darkness and desolation, through bloody storms, through the glint of blades and swords. Now she had finally reached a dead end, reached the end of the road, unable to go any further.

Later, she asked Li Ce why Great Xia didn’t come to trouble her. Li Ce was enthusiastically showing her a scroll of portraits of women selected for the imperial selection that year. Hearing her question, he looked up, batted his eyelashes at her, and with a roguish smile said: “Perhaps the Xia Emperor still harbors fantasies about me.”

Even in her current unsuitable state of mind, Chu Qiao couldn’t help but laugh lightly, accompanying him in viewing the over three-foot-tall scroll of beautiful women, looking at those young women about her age with their flowing charm, feeling as if their gazes came from another world.

Before leaving, Li Ce stood at the door, suddenly turning back to smile at her, saying: “Qiaoqiao, think carefully. In this world, who else would be so good to you, willingly giving up many things for you, risking life and death for you, spending all their wealth for you, casting aside everything for you, saving you from danger and death, yet not telling you. Such people are rare. You should think carefully, and when you’ve thought it through, tell me. I’ll prepare a dowry for you, then marry you off grandly.”

Outside the window, the parasol trees were red and yellow, blocking the sun. Sunlight spilled through the gaps in the leaves, creating a golden scene of intoxication.

She stood in the quiet great hall, carefully thinking about Li Ce’s parting words, carefully pondering the final battle in Yan Bei: when to attack, when to defend, where to retreat, who to cover, how many armies to dispatch, how many armies to intercept, who could promptly transmit messages, who could appear thunderously within the borders, and as Li Ce said, who would be so good to her.

Sealed thoughts emerged drop by drop, like a vine, entangling her body. The moon rose, the moon shifted westward, the moon hung crescent-shaped on the treetops, the moon set, the sun rose—another splendid day.

She stood like this the entire night, repeatedly pondering and verifying her startling thought. Her eyes gradually filled with intense light, crystalline tears falling on her chest, rolling down in large drops, yet without a trace of sadness. She was caught in a net of joy and hope, her body trembling uncontrollably. At that moment, golden sunlight shone through the window lattice, falling on her pale face. She smiled like a carefree child, laughing with tears streaming down her face.

On the day Chu Qiao left the palace, the sky was still raining. She didn’t say goodbye to him, just carrying simple luggage, riding a horse out of the Zhengyang Gate. A drizzling rain fell on her shoulders, yet it showed such vibrant life.

Li Ce was still that self-willed emperor. At this moment, he was sitting on top of the National Academy Hall, wearing a dark red gauze robe, sitting on the high, raised eaves. Below the National Academy Hall was a crowd of worried, crying, and shouting officials, yet he seemed not to see them. The fragrant warm wind blew at his clothes, raising the sleeve arrow patterns inside. He watched the distant Rose Imperial Road, where a young woman in a goose-yellow cloth garment sat on a white horse, with continuous parasol trees on both sides, a dazzling scene like a brilliant painting.

Four months, that was enough.

He smiled slightly like this, playing a flute with a cheerful tune to send her off. The flute’s sound was clear, like a warbling lark, penetrating through the luxurious splendor of the palace, following her figure all the way, walking out of the layers of palace gates, crossing the golden thresholds, high corridors, dark red palace walls, going to a vast world.

Eyebrow Mountain protects, a lone rider who attends the meeting, suppressed and oppressed by the family, almost ruining a great future in the dust.

Retreating from Yuegong, nine deaths, and one life, like a cunning rabbit without three burrows, placed in mortal danger with no way to retreat, abandoned by country and family, falling into the ranks of villains, cursed by thousands of people, unable to enter the ancestral temple and genealogy even in death, ultimately becoming the empire’s first traitor.

Rising from the extreme, with the power of one person changing the fate of Qinghai outside the world, with terrifying prestige intimidating Western Mongolia. Even though the time was not yet ripe, he led troops eastward, just to save a beauty from the brink of death.

Great Xia sharpening knives intending to attack Bian Tang, Yan Bei sending troops eastward to avenge the hatred of a stolen wife. Willing to abandon glorious foundations to return to the homeland, betting with an army of a million, finally achieving a thin wish.

Zhuge Yue, I always thought I was the craziest person in the world, but facing you, I finally realized my shallowness and arrogance.

Li Ce smiled inwardly. How to compete with a madman?

We are all pawns with scripts assigned by heaven. I can’t break free, Yan Xun can’t break free either. Only you dare to break free and escape time after time, and the courage to jump into the vortex time after time. I ultimately lose to you, lose wholeheartedly.

The melody was exceptionally light and cheerful, contrasting with the heavy crying of the officials below, making it all seem so comical. Sun Di stood at the base of the palace, looking at the seemingly disrespectful figure, listening to the joyful melody filling his ears, yet feeling extremely lonely.

The palace road was long and cold, with high palace walls on both sides. One could faintly smell the sweet fragrance outside the palace.

Under such a bright, warm day, whose heart rippled with a light wave, breaking through the lonely mist of every midnight, disturbing the shallow jade dust in the quiet brocade palace.

He had always been like this, seeing through all the clarity of this world with slightly intoxicated eyes.

Night gradually fell. The officials had cried until their voices were hoarse. Several old ministers had epileptic fits and had been carried away early.

The entire palace was covered in luxurious lights. The brilliant palace lamps shone through the thousands of doors and windows of the Jinwu Palace, quietly illuminating the night of the Jinwu Palace. Memories were chaotic, like a fine thread pulled from a silk cloth; with a gentle tug, the entire piece of gorgeous silk scattered, leaving only a luxurious remnant of red.

Li Ce climbed down the ladder step by step. The officials crawled over crying, shouting that His Majesty should take care of his health and not act recklessly.

“Gentlemen are indeed loyal to me. Today I have already figured it out. My dear ministers, please rise.”

Everyone immediately wept like rain, thinking the emperor had finally realized his error.

“To carefully reflect on my words and actions, I have decided to suspend court for three days. Everyone should go home and think carefully, studying ways to benefit the country and enrich the people.”

Having said that, he departed under the stunned gaze of many ministers. Before even leaving the National Academy Hall, he impatiently said to the inner servant: “Feast for three consecutive days, bring all the selected women to the Roufu Palace.”

Everyone was speechless. The emperor walked away with a pleased laugh.

We are all ephemeral beings under the hand of fate, living and dying in a rush, suddenly revealing decades of magnificence and coldness.

Qiaoqiao, I hope you can find your way out.

Chapter 161: Lights in the Distance
After passing through Baizhi Gate, they entered the territory of Da Xia. Though it was now the dead of winter, Xianyang was located in the southwest with a temperate climate. When Chu Qiao left the gate, it was still raining.

Pale blue-green distant mountains were shrouded in a misty white rain fog. The distant river stretched like a chain, winding its course. The twilight on the plains was exceptionally beautiful. The black gold sun was slowly sinking, gilding the earth, while the cold moon had already begun to rise faintly. Tall wild grass flourished, swaying high, level with horseback. As the strong wind blew, the waving grass appeared like ripples of red-gold, surging wave after wave from the vast horizon.

Standing on the official road outside Xianyang City, she suddenly hesitated, unsure whether she should walk in. These eleven years of her life were like a tumultuous painting—the first eight years reflected the cold moon freezing under night waters, while the last three years were bloody, ferocious, and intersecting knife strokes. Now, having suddenly cast off the shackles of fate, she didn’t know where to go.

The initial excitement gradually disappeared. Her cooling consciousness collided violently in her mind. If it were true, what identity would he have now, and how could he have any connection with someone like her? She had already endangered his life several times. Would she now destroy everything before her with her own hands? And if her thoughts were all wrong, if what Li Ce said was just Yan Xun showing mercy by letting her go, then how could she face that?

And now, she no longer even dared to open her mouth and ask a single question.

She settled down like this in Xianyang City, renting a small house, private and secluded in a remote location. Two weeping willows grew in front of the door, now bare and withered.

In the blink of an eye, seven or eight days passed. The New Year had arrived, and Xianyang City was decorated with lanterns and a festive atmosphere. The landlady next door, seeing that she was a young woman living alone, repeatedly invited her to celebrate the New Year together, but she politely declined.

Three more days passed, and the annual Lantern Festival arrived. In the early morning, there was a light snowfall, though the snowflakes melted before reaching the ground. However, a thin layer accumulated on the trees, and looking into the distance, the mountain peaks were a vast expanse of white. Below the mountains, clear waters glistened, and the entire city was shaded by phoenix trees, creating a picturesque landscape of lakes and mountains.

The landlady was a plump woman in her thirties with a kind face. She had two children, and her husband was a teacher at the town’s private school, making them a fairly comfortable family. The little girl seemed to like Chu Qiao very much and would stretch her neck to look inside whenever she passed by her door. When her brother saw her curiosity, he would sometimes lift her so she could peek over the blue wall.

In the evening, fearing the landlady would come to invite her to dinner again, Chu Qiao went out by herself.

The sky hadn’t yet darkened, and the lantern market hadn’t yet opened, but the streets were already very lively. Crowds of people were everywhere, with various food stalls lining the main street. Vendors selling wine, tobacco, rouge, and trinkets filled Xianyang’s main street. Chu Qiao found it too bustling and moved slightly away.

Because it was a festival, the ladies and young women of wealthy households who normally didn’t go out had also left their mansions. The street was dotted with sedan chairs, soft seats, and carriages passing by Chu Qiao. Occasionally, bursts of laughter drifted out, blending with the warm breeze from the distant lake, creating an atmosphere of peace and tranquility.

Compared to the dazzling reds and greens around her, Chu Qiao was dressed very simply. Yet, being items from the Bian Tang Imperial Palace, they were still more elegant than ordinary civilian clothes: a lotus-colored cloud gauze thin garment, a light blue and white long silk skirt embroidered with very faint silk threads forming pale magnolia blossoms. From a distance, she looked like a fresh, slowly rising lotus. Combined with her composed, quiet temperament, walking alone on the street shaded by phoenix trees, passing scholars and young gentlemen couldn’t help but notice her. Some wanted to approach and start a conversation but hesitated when they came near her, sensing that her cold and tranquil aura was not like the ordinarily reserved pretense of common women, but genuinely placed no importance on the crowds around her. After a moment’s hesitation, she would already be far away.

The sky gradually darkened as dusk closed in. The heavens favored this night with a full moon. The stars were sparse, and the faint moonlight was filtered through thick and thin leaves, shattering into specks of light that fell gently on her shoulders.

This wasn’t her first time in Xianyang City. Three years ago, when she led troops escaping from Zhenhuang City, she encountered the distressed siblings Zhao Song and Zhao Chun’er. After escorting them, she was hunted by Zhao Chun’er, and it was here that she and Liang Shaoqing were captured and sold as slaves, later sold to the Zhan manor, where she found the three sisters, Jing, Zi, and Su.

Time was fleeting, like flowing white water. Zhao Song had been missing for many years. The once powerful and wealthy royal prince was likely long removed from Da Xia’s competition due to his disability. Zhao Chun’er had fallen further, step by step entering the filthy depths of the nine hells, now scattered and adrift, whereabouts unknown. And Jing Zi Su had returned to the yellow springs, becoming a lonely ghost of the chaotic times that no one mourned.

A faint smile tugged at Chu Qiao’s lips, so faint that it vanished before reaching the sides of her face, appearing like a wisp of light smoke, sadly dissipating in the cold wind.

Perhaps only Liang Shaoqing could truly enjoy a few days of happiness. In this world, the most clear-minded people are always unhappy.

In the distance, a vast array of brilliant lights lit up—red, green, golden, and dark pink—a spectacular display. The sound of firecrackers, children’s happy laughter, vendors’ calls, and ladies’ coquettish voices carried over on the wind from the lakeshore, sounding to her ears like cool, warming flames, glowing warmly but without any warmth, as if coming from another world.

The Lantern Festival—it had been a long time.

She raised her head and looked, her gaze seeming to pierce through time, fixing on that first day: a vermilion pony, a child in white fur, holding a snow-white rabbit lantern, following that young man. He turned his head, his eyes cool and quiet. She always thought it was cruel coldness without emotion, a chill without warmth, with eyes that raised a mirror—regardless of what gaze looked in, it coldly reflected, looking down with disdain on the masses below from a lofty height.

Yet now, thinking back, she seemed to see the bottom of his eyes, to see a trace of profundity hidden in those elegant, long eyes, though it was firmly suppressed, unable to burst forth.

If there hadn’t been the lantern parade that day if a child’s firecracker hadn’t startled her small horse, if she hadn’t galloped out of the city, and if she and Yan Xun hadn’t trudged through the snow for a night, would anything have changed, even slightly?

Perhaps not. Perhaps the hands that should have been held firmly would still be held firmly, the war blade that should have been raised would still be raised, and the oath that should have been betrayed would still be betrayed. Everything would proceed slowly according to the process set by Heaven, and no one could escape this cycle of fate.

But at the very least, if there hadn’t been that separation, then today, remembering the Lantern Festival related to him would not consist of just a blurry silhouette and warm candle light.

Unconsciously, she had walked very far. A large elm tree, thick and tall, stood by the lake, probably thirty or forty years old. It was wrapped with red cloth strips and various paper cutouts—a superstition of the country folk who believed elm trees housed immortals. The thicker and older the tree, the more it could communicate with the divine. Over time, commoners who faced difficulties often came here to kneel and pray, asking for smooth affairs and the safety of loved ones.

Chu Qiao stood under the tree, a strange emotion rising from the bottom of her heart. She didn’t know what was in the tree, just silently raised her head to look, gazing for a long time, half closing her eyes, without joy or sorrow, her vision penetrating the dust-sealed years, like a clear lake.

She didn’t know that three years ago when she was bought by the Zhan family here, someone else had ridden by this place. That day, the sunlight was blue-white, his clothes fluttering, standing quietly under the tree, passing by her with just a hair’s breadth between them.

Reaching into her bosom, she only felt a jade pendant. Chu Qiao held the jade pendant and suddenly lost her mind.

This was what she had taken when sparring with Zhuge Yue at night in Wupeng City at Governor Tian’s mansion. Afterward, when she had disguised herself as a maid and was discovered by him, he had asked for it back. She was still angry then and said she had thrown it into the lake in the mansion. This caused the servants in Governor Tian’s mansion to busy themselves all night, digging the lake and diverting water, but ultimately to no avail.

The day she left Yan Bei, she took nothing, only this, as if possessed.

Time flies, memory like a cold jade pressed against the heart. Looking up, it was already a pool of watery bitterness.

Round and round, in the end, it was the face of one who had departed. Even though mountains and rivers were no more, time twisted, and life and death were not separated, there was still the entangled national hatred obstructing them. Moreover, with her mind and body like this, what qualification and courage did she have to approach?

Closing her eyes, she waved her hand and threw the jade pendant up. Though it was only a moment, thousands of thoughts rushed into her mind. Heaven and earth toyed with them; she and he ultimately were nothing.

Turning to leave, suddenly there came a crisp “ding” behind her ear, like slender fingers lightly plucking the strings of a guqin, the sound lingering and pleasant, instantly penetrating the crossroads of her spine. She hurriedly turned back, and two bright jade lights fell from the elm tree, landing precisely in her two hands, one on the left and one on the right.

Translucent white, smooth and lustrous, identical in both style and quality—they were a pair of twin jade pendants.

Chu Qiao was suddenly stunned, her blood boiling, thoughts climbing from her spine to her throat, a bitterness choking her throat, hot as magma. With the slightest gap, it would erupt. She closed her eyes and used all her strength to swallow that trace of sourness.

Vaguely, her thoughts traced back, weaving with threads of memory that faint ink-like mountain water figure. That person with fluttering clothes, straight eyebrows, and solemn eyes—with what thoughts did he throw up that jade pendant, then turn his horse around and leave this tree full of peace and blessings, step by step?

Her eyes stung, but no tears flowed. She stood silently, not knowing how long passed. Row after row of lights burned to where she stood. Countless flower boats floated on the lake. Children laughed as they passed by her, yet she seemed unaware. Only when a lantern vendor passed by did she suddenly awaken.

The colorful lantern was still there, with familiar features, seemingly just like the one she once had. She stared at it, almost unable to move her gaze. The vendor grew impatient, frowning and asking, “Miss, have you made your choice yet?”

She hurriedly paid, holding the lantern on the road, her figure thin, like a bewildered child.

The crowd gradually surged forward, and she followed them in a daze. All along the way were warm voices of joy and laughter, drums and gongs. A wealthy household was setting off fireworks, the sky colorful and vibrant. Everywhere there were fragrances: strong wine, rich roast meat, the perfume of young ladies passing by, and the scent of half-open winter plum blossoms. Some played with lanterns, some guessed lantern riddles, some drank wine, some ate, some watched acrobatics, and some sang songs. On this night, everything seemed to come alive, happiness so recklessly surrounding her. She looked straight ahead, walking alone silently, carefully holding the colored lantern to prevent it from being damaged.

The bright lights shone on her face, making it look so thin. Her silhouette was just that one line, lonely and out of place amid the surrounding bustling.

Some noticed her, some didn’t. She just walked silently, passing through so many people’s attention and disregard, alone going forward and further forward, not knowing where she was heading.

Finally, the candle gradually burned out, only emitting a faint light. She walked to the lakeside, carefully lifting the lantern. The green lake water wet the hem of her skirt, but she didn’t mind. The lakeside willows dropped their withered branches onto her face, tickling, entangling, like the locks of fate, gently sweeping her shoulders.

Zhuge Yue, I will owe you for my entire life. If possible, in the next life, may we meet earlier at the right time.

With pale fingers, she gently pushed, and the rabbit lantern floated away. The lake water rippled, and the lantern was like a tiny boat, floating away, carried by wave after wave of water, gradually merging into the night, gliding gently on the lake’s brilliantly lit surface.

Chu Qiao stood up and just kept looking. The night wind blew on her face, a trembling cold like an arrow, lightly gliding through her heart. The world was colorful, a piece of glass, but her heart was like that gradually distancing lantern, the light flickering, about to extinguish. She had made that decision, crushing that thread of hope with her own hands. The world collapsed silently in her hands, carved beams and painted pillars rotting to ash, pearls and embroidery drying to white. Vitality had long abandoned her, leaving only vast grayness and endless gloom.

Suddenly, a tiny wave surged toward the small lantern. A dragon boat’s guide boat arrived first, and the water splashed by the oar sprinkled on the lantern. The light flickered, nearly extinguishing. The lantern tilted, seemingly about to sink into the water.

For some reason, Chu Qiao’s already cold and numb heart suddenly tightened. She unconsciously stepped forward, slightly frowning, as if worrying about the small lantern drifting with the waves.

Just then, a slightly larger lantern floated over, its top string entangled with Chu Qiao’s lantern string. After spinning several circles in place, it unexpectedly saved the small lantern from its impending submersion, blocking most of the water spray from the flower boat, and gradually drifting with the small lantern to a quieter area of water. Both with snow-white jade rabbit patterns, one large and one small nestled together, creating a uniquely warm and harmonious image. With the shelter of that lantern, the small lantern’s light brightened again, becoming gradually warmer, warmly illuminating the surrounding area of water.

Chu Qiao slightly relaxed, thinking that although it would eventually extinguish, it was good to stay bright a little longer.

She slowly relaxed her furrowed brows, lightly exhaling. Inadvertently looking up, on the other side of the jade lake, a vague figure often wandering in her dreams appeared truly and clearly before her eyes!

Her entire being felt as if struck by lightning, standing there stunned. She seemed to see him again, just like the elegant bearing of years ago: a light white robe, a light silk cape, half-covered black hair, lips like a touch of vermilion, eyes like a cold lake. Just a quiet glance had already stolen thousands of lights and beautiful radiance from her world.

The dragon boat passed through the lake with its music, vaguely blocking their view. Red silk and joyful crowds adorned this night. Through the sparse gaps, their eyes finally crossed the barriers of a thousand mountains and waters. In an instant, time turned, spilled water returned, and the cold pool’s clear and quiet eyes in her memory overlapped with the lonely, silently standing man before her, like a shadow, like a phantom, like flowers, like mist.

He also quietly looked at her, holding a lantern rod in his hand just like her. His distant gaze penetrated through the flowing time, the joys and sorrows of separation, similarly starting with shock, turning to complex incomprehension, and finally quietly stopping, frozen in this moment of brilliant lights.

In an instant, thousands of brilliant fireworks ignited behind them, the bright flames illuminating their intertwined gazes.

Chu Qiao looked at him, with a look he had never seen before. He didn’t even know what words to use to describe it. It was like a traveler in the desert looking up at a mirage, like an abandoned child gazing at their hometown in a dream, like an illusion that seemed unbelievable, yet unwilling to look away, yearning, yet knowing that no matter what, it could never be obtained. It was the wish of more than six hundred nights, yet at the moment of daylight, all hope was shattered.

She parted her lips, as if wanting to say something, but ultimately couldn’t speak. Her red lips trembled, expanding bit by bit, curving up, meandering, almost breaking, but finally forming a smile. Before the smile reached her eyes, two lines of clear tears had already fallen, flowing down with the trembling smile, rolling down her pointed face, her brows rising with relief and the sorrows of time.

As the dragon boat dispersed, she suddenly ran wildly. All her life she had been avoiding, shrinking back, staying away, pushing back. After nine deaths and one life, she suddenly collapsed in panic. Would it just be a momentary illusion and play of light? Would it scatter and fly apart like a broken dream if touched?

The young woman ran so urgently that passersby cast strange glances at her, but she couldn’t care about that anymore. Her clothes were like distant pale lotuses, flying with her running. Her knees were weak, her ears roaring. She passed over the lake embankment, passed through the plum forest, crossed the stone bridge, passed through willow branches, and finally stood there panting, only feeling that everything was like a passing cloud scene, so unreal it made her heart race.

Zhuge Yue was still looking at her, his eyes clear and quiet, with a hint of hidden pain visible in their interwoven gaze.

The bustling crowd suddenly arrived, noisily surging toward them.

Chu Qiao was suddenly so afraid, unlike the fear of death, unlike the fear of being adrift. She had been strong all her life, firm in mind. In over a decade, she had only been so afraid twice. The first time was when he fell into the deep lake, and the second time was now.

She reached out without hesitation, clutching his robe tightly, regardless of how the surrounding crowd pushed and shoved, refusing to let go.

Suddenly, a layer of warmth covered the back of her hand as his hand firmly held hers.

The lights scattered, and she moved closer to him. He used his arms to create a quiet space for her. The figures around them moved, and waters rippled horizontally. She was so close to him, close enough to smell his breath. Her black eyes looked at him as if trying to dig two holes in his face.

Tears flowing, she forced herself to calm down, yet couldn’t help reaching out with a trembling hand, as if to lightly touch his form.

This was the brow, long and slightly upturned, yet never truly high above and detached from the world. These were the eyes, cold and quiet, yet never allowing her to be in danger without looking back. This was the mouth, sparse in words and sharp, yet never as arrogant and cold as he appeared.

The answer she had been seeking was right before her, yet she felt her knees weaken and her body lose strength. A suppressed sound escaped her throat, and her body softened, falling to one side.

He quickly caught her waist. At the moment their bodies touched, it was as if vast, vicissitudinous years passed between them. Her long-suppressed crying could no longer be restrained and finally burst from her lips. He embraced her, her tears falling on his chest, dampening his clothes, seeping into his heart and lungs layer by layer.

“Why did you deceive me? Why didn’t you come to see me? I thought you were dead—”

She sobbed, her body trembling slightly, repeating over and over, “I thought you were dead—”

Zhuge Yue pressed his lips tightly and said nothing. He had come thousands of miles, not to see her, but hoping to be closer to her without disturbing her.

Xianyang ancient city was the last city in Da Xia’s territory near Bian Tang.

He opened his lips several times but ultimately didn’t know how to face her like this, feeling almost helpless. Finally, suppressing the many surging and complex thoughts, he gently stroked her back, maintaining his usual demeanor with a clear voice, pretending to be impatient: “Stop crying, I’m not dead yet.”

“Not dead and didn’t think to find me!”

Chu Qiao pushed him away, crying with tear-filled eyes: “Don’t you know how to send a letter?”

She had never cried like this in front of him before, seeming about to lose her balance. Suddenly, all his past nine deaths and one life, his wandering and hardship, became as faint as clouds and mist. Those desperations and hardships of being hunted and mistakenly entering deadly places, the several near-death escapes over two years, all seemed so insignificant.

He reached out his hand, imperiously calling to her: “Come here.”

She wiped away her tears, for the first time in her life no longer wanting to oppose him, throwing herself into his embrace, crying and cursing: “You madman!”

A thousand mountains and waters separated them, national hatred and grudges stood between them. Crossing life and death, looking back suddenly, that person was at the end of the distant lights.

Chapter 162: It’s Good to Be Alive
That night she slept deeply, as if soaking in warm water.

In her daze, she seemed to return to the warm dormitory of the Military Intelligence Department, living together with Xiao Shi, Mao’er, and the others. It had snowed heavily in the morning, and she was too lazy to get up. Xiao Shi would reach out with her ice-cold hands and gently pat her face to wake her up. She would frown and hide under the covers, and then that naughty girl Mao’er would throw open her blanket with a whoosh and stand beside her, laughing out loud. Min Rui would sit at the dressing table nearby, putting on makeup while calling for breakfast.

The sky was so blue back then, and they were all so young. Time was as vibrant as a fish freshly pulled from the sea, jumping and thrashing about.

The drowsiness finally receded bit by bit, and her face felt cool. She slowly opened her eyes to see him standing before her, refreshed and neat. Only his face looked unpleasant as he frowned and said, “Do you know what time it is?”

For a moment, she almost thought her eyes were playing tricks on her. Her mind wasn’t quite clear, and she stared at him, slightly furrowing her brow, looking very serious.

Her serious expression immediately made Zhuge Yue swallow his words. He turned to go elsewhere but felt his clothes tighten. Looking down, he saw a pale hand quietly clutching the corner of his robe, gripping it tightly, with the knuckles turning slightly white.

The memory of last night gradually returned, and her face suddenly turned red. She let go of his clothes and sat up, looking outside, only to be stunned, asking in surprise, “Why is it dark?”

Zhuge Yue looked at her with considerable annoyance, turning to light another candelabra.

She was still questioning him?

After they parted last night, he returned to the post house. Since he had come quietly, he didn’t stay at the official post house but at one of his private residences in this area. After returning, he stayed up all night waiting until the next morning, but despite waiting and waiting, there was no sign of her visiting. He defiantly thought I wouldn’t go looking for her, let’s see if she comes to find me. But until the sun tilted to the west, there was still no visitor at his door. Finally unable to bear it anymore, he went to her place alone without bringing any attendants. Pushing open the door, he found her sound asleep, which naturally angered him—how could he not be irritated after tossing and turning for a day and a night?

How could Chu Qiao know what he was thinking? She sat up, rubbed her eyes, and tucked away a few loose strands of hair at her forehead. Though she seemed a bit embarrassed, she still said stiffly, “What are you doing here?”

As soon as she spoke, the room fell into a brief silence. Chu Qiao knew she had said the wrong thing and lowered her head in silence.

It seemed that neither knew how to face such a drastically different relationship, nor how to respond.

The moonlight outside the window was extremely bright, spilling on the ground like mercury as if a layer of clear snow had fallen.

“What are you doing in Xianyang?” Zhuge Yue suddenly asked.

Chu Qiao was slightly stunned, and her heart immediately became a bit flustered. In these years, there had been very few things that could make her panic. Even when facing Da Xia’s blade, she could maintain her composure. Only when facing him did her calm seem to fly away, her heart feeling as if it contained an anxious rabbit?

“I…” Chu Qiao forcibly steadied herself, coughed, and pretended to be composed as she said, “I came to take care of some business.”

“Have you finished it?”

“Al-almost.”

“Then when will you leave?”

Chu Qiao had to continue, “In a day or two.”

“A day or two? Is that tomorrow or the day after?”

Chu Qiao felt somewhat angry and said in an unfriendly tone, “Tomorrow.”

“Oh.”

Zhuge Yue nodded, sat down at the table, and poured half a cup of cold tea. He didn’t drink it, but just gently swirled it in his hand.

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow and glared at him, asking, “What about you?”

“Me? What about me?”

“What are you doing in Xianyang? When are you leaving?”

Zhuge Yue smiled faintly. Two years apart seemed to have trained this little fox to be even more cunning. He nodded imperceptibly and said, “I came to sightsee, but I’ll be staying for a few more days before leaving.”

Having said this, he stood up and was about to walk out, saying as he went, “Since you’re leaving tomorrow, I won’t disturb you. Rest well.”

“Hey!”

Chu Qiao was startled and quickly stood up, unconsciously calling out, “Stop.”

Zhuge Yue turned around and asked very calmly, “Is there anything else?”

He must be doing this on purpose!

Chu Qiao glared at him, her eyes like two black grapes. After a long while, she lowered her head slightly and said in a very small voice, “Actually, I’m not in a hurry to leave.”

As if afraid Zhuge Yue might misunderstand, she quickly added, “Anyway, there’s nothing urgent for me to return to at the moment.”

“Oh.” Zhuge Yue nodded meaningfully, picked up an outer robe nearby, and handed it to her, his expression showing a hint of a smile. “Hurry and get ready. Today is the Mid-Year Festival, even more lively than yesterday.”

Whether it was true or because her mood had changed, Chu Qiao indeed felt that today’s market was more bustling than yesterday.

Famous flowers bloomed in the wind, fine trees flourished toward prosperity, and the cool breeze from both sides of the lake carried lush, verdant moisture that refreshed the spirit. The street performances seemed much better than yesterday’s. They encountered a begging child on the road, and Chu Qiao, feeling generous, gave him ten gold coins. The little beggar held the money and stood dumbfounded—with this much money if an ordinary family used it sparingly, they could live comfortably for ten years.

Zhuge Yue commented sarcastically from the side, “Such generosity!”

Chu Qiao turned her head and glared at him, mocking, “The richer people are, the stingier they become. This young lady is in a good mood.”

Though he knew she was mocking and teasing him, Zhuge Yue felt pleased hearing it. In a good mood? Why the good mood? He cheerfully walked forward, then took out a banknote with the seal of the Chen Yue Money House printed on it, black ink on white paper: two hundred taels of gold.

“Stop being a beggar, buy an estate and be a landlord instead.”

With that, he walked away proudly under the shocked gazes of Chu Qiao and the little beggar.

Chu Qiao quickly caught up from behind, examining him suspiciously. Zhuge Yue glared at her and said, “What are you looking at?”

“I didn’t expect you to have a conscience after all. What, is your money becoming too heavy to hold?”

Zhuge Yue snorted, “There are many things you haven’t expected.”

After walking just a few steps, Chu Qiao’s stomach began to growl. It was no wonder—she hadn’t eaten anything all day.

Zhuge Yue seemed very familiar with Xianyang City and listed several taverns and restaurants like counting his family treasures. But Chu Qiao couldn’t move away from a noodle stall she smelled on the street.

Zhuge Yue was naturally unwilling, but before he could voice his objection, Chu Qiao had already sat down. The waiter came over attentively, and she ordered two bowls of scallion oil noodles, half a catty of beef, a plate of peanuts, and, following the waiter’s recommendation, a bottle of wine. Surprisingly, the wine had a very elegant name: “June Western Frost.”

Zhuge Yue looked at her curiously and asked, “Don’t you abstain from alcohol?”

Chu Qiao’s hand holding the chopsticks paused slightly, then she smiled faintly and said, “Before, I was afraid drinking would interfere with business, but now I’m just an idle person, so I don’t have so many rules.”

Zhuge Yue frowned, reached out to take her cup away, and said in a deep voice, “Don’t drink.”

Chu Qiao didn’t insist, shrugged, and said softly, “Hypocrite.”

The waiter’s food came quickly. The wine indeed wasn’t good—just a sniff revealed it was yellow rice wine mixed with water, meant to deceive pretentious outsiders. The food was average too, but the noodles came in a very generous portion. Even as hungry as Chu Qiao was, she could only eat about half a bowl before she couldn’t swallow anymore.

They stood up to leave and saw a group of small beggars with painted faces staring eagerly at the remaining half bowl of noodles, almost drooling. Zhuge Yue turned back and tossed a silver coin to the shopkeeper, saying, “Give each of them a bowl.”

The shopkeeper quickly agreed with a smile. Chu Qiao eyed him suspiciously and asked after being fully satiated, “Addicted to playing Buddha?”

A boy of twelve or thirteen, seeing that they were well-dressed and generous, and seeming quite approachable, came up smiling and said to Zhuge Yue, “Great master, please reward me with a drink of wine.”

Zhuge Yue looked at the child with considerable interest, then turned and gave the shopkeeper some more money, saying, “Give him a jar and don’t dilute it with water. If he can’t finish it, then this meal doesn’t count as my treat. You can beat him up and then send him to the officials.”

The boy heard this and was overjoyed, going off happily.

Chu Qiao clicked her tongue and said, “How can such a small child drink a whole jar?”

“If you don’t let him try, he’ll never know what it is,” Zhuge Yue said faintly. “A lesson learned the hard way will help him be more cautious in the future.”

Chu Qiao was slightly stunned by his words, slowing her pace and falling behind him by a step. Zhuge Yue walked a couple of steps, and seeing she hadn’t caught up, turned back with a frown and said, “Come on, what are you thinking about?”

Chu Qiao snapped out of it and quickly took a couple of steps to catch up.

A lesson learned the hard way will help him be more cautious in the future.

But Zhuge Yue, how many hard lessons have you learned? Why are you still not cautious?

Lost in thought, her cheek suddenly felt a burning pain, followed by the crackle of firecrackers exploding right above Chu Qiao’s head. Startled, she was about to turn and look when she felt a powerful force surge from in front of her. Zhuge Yue grabbed her hand and, with a nimble movement, pulled her into his arms. Taking several steps back, his almond-shaped sharp eyes slightly upturned, filled with intense anger.

“Are you hurt?”

Chu Qiao looked up and saw it was a tavern setting off firecrackers from the second floor, not paying attention to whether anyone was walking below. Besides her, several others had suffered as innocent bystanders. Now many people were cursing below, but their voices were drowned out by the sound of firecrackers.

Zhuge Yue pulled down Chu Qiao’s hand covering her face and saw it was slightly red, with two spots that were redder. His expression became somewhat grim.

“It’s nothing, it doesn’t hurt.”

Chu Qiao was still not used to his gaze like this and tried to pull her hand from his grip, but he didn’t move an inch. His palm was a little warm, and she could vaguely feel the sharp lines and calluses.

“It’s fine,” she said awkwardly. “My face isn’t ruined.”

“A woman’s face is very important, yet you don’t care,” Zhuge Yue said coolly. Though his tone was harsh, the meaning was good, and Chu Qiao didn’t quibble with him. Unexpectedly, he then added, “But with your face, being ruined or not doesn’t matter much.”

Chu Qiao was stunned, not expecting his old bad habit to resurface after just three sentences. She retorted, “As if you’re so handsome.”

Zhuge Yue had a matter-of-fact expression as he turned and walked toward the shop owner. Chu Qiao was worried he might start a fight over such a small matter, but after standing there for a moment, he turned and came back. She went up to him and asked, “What did you go over there for?”

“To remember the name.”

Chu Qiao clicked her tongue, “You’re so vindictive!”

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow, “What are you thinking? I smelled the strong wine aroma inside and plan to come back for a meal tomorrow.”

Chu Qiao was very depressed. It wasn’t like this before—why did she always end up at a disadvantage when talking to him now? She frowned as she followed behind him, not seeing the trace of smugness slowly rising at the corner of the man’s eyes in front of her.

The night breeze was clear and quiet. Merchants from both sides occasionally came forward to peddle their wares, and little flower-selling girls often ran over, full of praise for Chu Qiao’s beauty, persuading Zhuge Yue to buy flowers for his wife.

Zhuge Yue calmly accepted everyone’s misunderstanding, buying three flower baskets along the way, but giving them all to Chu Qiao to carry. He walked lightly in front, while Chu Qiao followed behind like a little maid, laden with packages large and small. Passing pedestrians couldn’t help but stare. Gradually, the little flower-selling girls stopped coming over—presumably, in this short time, she had fallen from the status of wife to that of an attendant. The surrounding discussions floated faintly into Chu Qiao’s ears:

“Look at that young master, he’s talented and handsome, even the maid he brings along is pretty and delicate!”

Chu Qiao frowned in annoyance. Did she look like a maid? More than ten years had passed—how was she still his maid?

The wind by the lakeshore was a bit strong. They walked along the embankment, a quiet place with few people. Their steps grew slower and slower, but neither spoke, as if unwilling to break this rare tranquility. From last night until now, neither had mentioned the events of the two years they were apart. Life had suddenly brought them together here, far from Da Xia, far from Yan Bei, without power struggles, without scheming against each other. Life here was peaceful, filled with birdsong and fragrant flowers, and even the air was unusually fresh. Their spirits relaxed, and neither wanted to mention things that would disturb their mood.

The clear wind rippled over the lake’s surface, and the moonlight was soft, like the ground covered with morning light and rosy clouds.

Unconsciously, they again walked to the foot of that thick old elm tree. Zhuge Yue’s steps involuntarily stopped, and he looked up at the broad canopy. The tumultuous years of wandering passed through his mind one by one—stumbling along, unexpectedly returning to this place.

Chu Qiao looked at him, seeing the man’s tall figure and handsome appearance. But his brow and eyes were no longer the cold and aloof ones of the past, replaced now with a composed, elegant demeanor, with traces of vicissitude showing in his eyes. Looking carefully, it was already noticeable.

Escaping from desperate situations after nine deaths and one life, being abandoned by his country and bearing an evil name, forced to enter dark places—in these two years, he had carved out such an enterprise. How could it be as easy as his casual remark, “I’m not dead yet”?

These days, she had gradually heard about the situation back then.

After she returned to Bian Tang with Li Ce, Da Xia sent seven letters to Bian Tang, demanding that Li Ce hand over Chu Qiao. Yan Xun had also aggressively deployed troops against Bian Tang, fighting several battles on the northwestern border. Finally, Wei Guang of the Wei family personally led the newly formed Southwestern Army to Bian Tang to pressure Li Ce. Although everyone knew that Da Xia wouldn’t dare engage in genuine military conflict with Bian Tang at that time, there was extreme dissatisfaction within Bian Tang toward Li Ce’s actions. Some even attempted to rush into the palace several times to hand over Chu Qiao, this “source of trouble.”

At that time, even if Li Ce could firmly protect Chu Qiao, he absolutely could not protect the Xiuli Army without openly breaking with Da Xia.

At this moment, the Qinghai King, located outside the Western Meng border, unexpectedly and suddenly raised Da Xia’s flag, sending emissaries with maps of eight thousand li to join the royal court. Only then did the world learn that the famous Qinghai King of Western Meng was Zhuge Yue, the fourth young master of the Zhuge family who had supposedly died in Yan Bei two years ago.

What followed was natural. Zhuge Yue returned to the imperial capital with strong military power and the support of the Zhuge family, overwhelming Wei Guang, taking his position as the First Elder, and becoming Da Xia’s Participating General and Grand Marshal, naturally suppressing the military strategy against Bian Tang.

She no longer wanted to imagine how much blood and storm was hidden beneath these brief street talks. They were both people who had waded through the bloody path of power and knew how deep those waters were. Even if the surface seemed calm, how many fierce waves surged beneath?

Dim lights covered the lake, bright as gold. Chu Qiao raised her head, her gaze carrying a trace of faint bitterness. She looked at Zhuge Yue and said solemnly, “I’ve heard that elm trees can communicate with spirits. The older trees that have weathered the years are especially efficacious. They say if you gift your cherished possessions, it can protect your loved ones’ safety. I wonder if it’s true.”

Zhuge Yue still stood quietly, saying nothing.

“Do you believe it?”

Chu Qiao asked softly.

Zhuge Yue’s long eyes slowly narrowed, and he said slowly, “No.”

Chu Qiao looked at him, the corner of her mouth turning up slightly in a smile that couldn’t be described as either joy or sorrow. He didn’t believe?

Slowly stretching out her hand, her long, fair palm gradually opened. Her eyes shone like stars, but her lips curled with a trace of pain as she asked softly, “Do you not believe?”

Zhuge Yue looked down and immediately saw the two translucent white jade pendants. Time seemed to pass through, suddenly pinning him to the spot.

“Zhuge Yue, I originally thought I would never have the chance.”

Chu Qiao smiled gently, her eyes curved, but with sparkling tears within them, her lips trembling slightly, “I thought I would never have the chance to repay your kindness in this life.”

The night was deep, and Zhuge Yue’s silhouette seemed so heavy, making it hard to breathe. His eyes looked directly at her, his pupils black and unfathomable. He said nothing, just staring straight at her as if trying to see through her to somewhere else.

Suddenly, Zhuge Yue sighed heavily, reached out to embrace her shoulders, and said quietly, “Who asked you to repay?”

Chu Qiao’s tears fell, and she obediently nestled in his arms, with many inexplicable feelings surrounding her heart. She pressed against his chest, where a familiar fragrance faintly drifted. Warm comfort spread throughout her body as she quietly closed her eyes. The night breeze blew over them, and in the distance was the joyful crowd. For the first time in her life, she felt that such joy was so close to her, close enough to touch, to breathe in, to feel the taste of happiness.

“Zhuge Yue,” Chu Qiao suddenly raised her head, smiling tearfully at him, “It’s good to be alive.”

Zhuge Yue felt a pain in his heart upon hearing this, but perhaps no one else in this world could understand the meaning of these four words better than they did. He gently lowered his head and kissed the side of her face, murmuring, “Yes, it’s good to be alive.”

In the distance was a field of glass-like lights. Xianyang City’s New Year was approaching, and this New Year, everything would be new.

Chapter 163: Each to Their Path
—

When Zhuge Yue carried Chu Qiao back to the inn, Yue Qi had just received a letter from Xiao Fei’s family. Now a general, the young guard smiled happily, contentedly tucking the letter into his sleeve.

Chu Qiao was sleeping deeply. It was hard to imagine someone like her could sleep so defenseless. When the painted boat docked with such force, she hadn’t stirred at all, remaining as quiet as a cat while he carried her back.

Zhuge Yue frowned slightly. He had seen her like this before. Years ago in Bian Tang, she had slept excessively after being poisoned.

After settling her in the bedroom, Zhuge Yue turned and walked out. Yue Qi was standing outside in good spirits, constantly peering inside.

“A letter from Xiao Fei?”

“Yes,” Yue Qi chuckled, saying: “Hai’er is one month old now.”

After years of fighting side by side, Zhuge Yue and Yue Qi were masters and servants in name, but nearly like brothers in reality. Remembering that Xiao Fei had just given birth to Yue Qi’s son before they left, he smiled and said: “When I return, I’ll prepare a grand gift for your son.”

Yue Qi smiled and said: “Thank you, young master.”

“Master,” Fang Chu walked in from outside. After Yue Qi left to lead troops, Fang Chu became Zhuge Yue’s guard. He was from Qinghai; his parents were criminals demoted from Ximeng generations ago. After being subdued by Zhuge Yue, he followed him back to Da Xia. A man of few words but a resilient character, he was far from ordinary, even Yue Qi regarded him highly.

“A letter from General Feng.”

The wax seal on the letter was intact. Zhuge Yue read it with an unchanged expression, then handed it to Yue Qi. After he finished reading, Zhuge Yue asked solemnly: “What do you think?”

“Zhao Yang won’t give up so easily. Once the Seventh Prince returns and joins forces with the young master, the power he’s built over these two years will weaken. Wei Guang is already aging, but Wei Shuye has his ambitions. He must be wary.”

Zhuge Yue nodded slightly and said softly: “That man is most pragmatic, with a clever mind, yet his heart is blinded, making such plans at this time.”

“What should we do?”

“Proceed as planned. Tell Xu Yang to be more vigilant. He can’t make much trouble now. Rather than worrying about him, we should pay more attention to movements from Yan Bei.”

Yue Qi nodded, and then Zhuge Yue asked: “How is the extradition matter progressing?”

“Rest assured, young master. All of Chen Yue’s businesses are operating urgently. Lord Zhaoming and Master Liang have secretly recruited many talents from various industries. The Great Emperor of Bian Tang takes our entrusted matter seriously and personally sends Lord Sun to assist. Besides, there’s a bumper grain harvest this year, so we needn’t rely on inland anymore.”

Zhuge Yue nodded: “How is everything at home?”

The person in charge in Qinghai now was Fang Guangqian, Fang Chu’s uncle and Zhuge Yue’s subordinate in Qinghai. Fang Chu replied expressionlessly: “Uncle sent a letter yesterday saying everything at home is fine. Everyone is waiting for master’s return.”

“Good.” Zhuge Yue nodded silently and said: “Tell everyone to hurry. We don’t have much time. Once matters here are concluded, we’ll return.”

Fang Chu nodded and withdrew. After Fang Chu left, Yue Qi frowned slightly and said: “Young master, I don’t understand.”

“I know what you want to say.”

The moonlight was serene, gently casting its clear glow on his shoulders. The man’s face bore a hint of coolness, his narrow eyes no longer as spirited as in his youth, instead calm like a still ancient well, composed and gentle.

“You want to ask why we don’t take advantage of Da Xia’s internal turmoil, the noble families’ exhaustion, and external threats to rise, control the clan, and then replace the Zhao family, correct?”

Yue Qi was startled and knelt immediately, yet spoke frankly: “I’m being bold, but that is indeed what I think. Da Xia has been unkind to us, and the clan has been unjust. The young master has endured humiliation for two years. Why offer them help now? At worst, we can return to Qinghai. We don’t fear their threats now that Miss is here. Qinghai is vast and resource-rich. Even if Ximeng unifies, we needn’t fear them.”

After Yue Qi finished, he didn’t hear Zhuge Yue’s response for a long time. He cautiously raised his head and saw Zhuge Yue looking up at the sky. His once handsome face was now covered with shadows of fatigue, the vertical lines between his brows deeply furrowed, filled with the vicissitudes of time.

“Yue Qi, however bad the clan might be, it was still where you and I established ourselves in our youth. However bad Da Xia might be, it’s still our homeland. Now our country faces internal troubles and external threats, with powerful enemies watching. How could we bear to light another flame of war on a land already full of wounds?”

Hearing this, Yue Qi was stunned, then heard Zhuge Yue continue: “Moreover, Zhao Che’s kindness to me is not just a drop of water.”

Zhuge Yue left after speaking, leaving Yue Qi standing there, carefully pondering his words.

He didn’t know what to feel. Deep down, he knew his master was right, but remembering their experiences these past two years, an irrepressible feeling of grief and indignation welled up in his chest. Did his master truly not care at all?

Of course, Zhuge Yue cared.

In the darkened bedroom, a brief, soft laugh sounded.

How could he not care about those childhood days when he struggled to survive in the clan like a beast or a stray dog? How could he not care about the disappointment of having his ambitions repeatedly crushed? And how could he not care about the spit and humiliation that greeted him when he returned after narrowly escaping death?

He could not forget, not even in death.

He didn’t want to dwell on what he had just felt, on how Yue Qi’s outspoken words had stirred up such tremendous waves in his heart.

A man’s heart remains as iron until death. After a lifetime of toil, what is it all for? Is it not to achieve merit and fame? Is it not to rise above others? Is it not to ascend to great power one day, commanding the wind and rain, with everyone answering your call?

It was an addictive desire, a drug that no man could ever quit completely.

When he had escaped from the brink of death, he was met with not a shred of warmth. His reputation was ruined, abandoned by his home, instantly becoming Da Xia’s public enemy. He was no saint; how could he not harbor resentment?

Perhaps, just as Chu Qiao had said before smashing the tomb, when he saw Da Xia repeatedly defeated by Yan Bei’s attacks, a strange sense of satisfaction rose in his heart. When Da Xia’s internal corruption increased, showing signs of collapse, he had also thought about marching east, replacing Da Xia, using military might to wipe away past humiliations, and looking down on those dirty faces that had once trampled on him.

But when it came time to take that step, he retreated.

The eager eyes of those hungry and poorly clothed people on the Qinghai plains were looking at him. Those who had generously sheltered him when he had nowhere to go were still waiting for him to bring them a winter where no one would die.

Yes, he couldn’t tell Yue Qi, couldn’t tell those followers who had always been loyal to him. They would stare at him wide-eyed and ask: Young master, are you willing to give up conquering prosperous Ximeng for a few Qinghai bumpkins?

Indeed, they were just descendants of generations of prisoners exiled to a penal colony, just uncultured bumpkins. In the past, he might have thought the same, snorting disdainfully. A true man must have priorities, set lofty goals, and not hesitate with womanly sentimentality. But something had changed him. When his life was in ruins and he was rejected by the world, someone opened a warm door for him. Though the door was old and the house leaked, sitting there, he drank the warmest bowl of porridge in his life.

At that moment, he suddenly understood Chu Qiao, that resolute young woman who always told him to wait and see.

He thanked heaven. Without such an opportunity, he might never have understood her, never known the joy of creation and protection. He was amazed to discover that such joy was no less powerful than that of conquest and destruction.

As for Da Xia, as for grudges, as for dominating Ximeng…

He slowly closed his eyes, telling himself, I know what matters most.

And everything he had done, she would surely appreciate. She had traveled mountains and rivers half her life, only to find it all like flowers reflected in a mirror or the moon in water—an empty void. A heart that had died and revived hundreds of times, how could it let go so easily?

He recalled her words at the noodle stand. She said she used to fear drinking would interfere with her duties, but now she was just an idle person. She said this while smiling, seemingly casual small talk, but he could hear how much-hidden endurance and pain lay behind those words.

If he could fulfill her dreams, then, between them, might there be something more?

Whenever he thought of this, he felt it was all worthwhile. Now she was already by his side. Just by opening the door and walking a few steps, he could smell her scent. What he had yearned for all these years had come true, what more could he ask for?

The room was completely dark. The moon outside shone through the window, its cold light falling upon him. After all, he was still just a man in his twenties. Despite experiencing so many twists and hardships, he would sometimes dream like this: a hero returning victorious from a hundred battles, having achieved glorious military exploits, then presenting everything to the person he liked, announcing grandly: It’s all yours!

He leaned back in his chair, his lips curling slightly, smiling gently like a grown child.

Chu Qiao had been awake for some time. She had awakened when Zhuge Yue carried her into the residence, but with Yue Qi nearby, she felt embarrassed and, momentarily flustered, continued to pretend to sleep. Now lying in bed, she had lost all drowsiness and couldn’t fall asleep.

This day and night had been like a dream. She sat up, leaning against the bedpost. The beautiful gauze curtains swayed gently. Moonlight fell upon them, creating a patch of pure, clear light.

The night was deep, and her heart finally began to calm. She had time to carefully sort through the complex emotions within.

Even in dreams, she had never experienced a day like today. The killing of her former life seemed to suddenly leave her. She thought again of Yan Xun, of the man who had already discussed marriage with her, of the man who had lived with her for eight years in the Zhen Huang imperial capital, of the man who had repeatedly said he would love and protect her, yet ultimately chose a different path.

These past two years, she had lived in pain and resentment. But now, suddenly, there was no hatred left.

Yes, even now, she still understood him. She understood all his thoughts, knew his vengeance, his hatred. She had witnessed the blood on the Nine Abyss Platform, and seen the luxury and corruption of the Holy Gold Palace. She knew what he carried, what he suppressed, and what he painstakingly concealed.

That intense hatred had burned him for too many years, scorching a once pure and clean soul black inside and out. Thus, he sought revenge, wanted to kill, to purify his grievances with blood, and to find peace through power.

But Yan Xun, you chose the most difficult path, and for us, you chose a divergent road.

She couldn’t help thinking again of Mr. Wu’s words: In this world, there is something else that surpasses freedom and love.

Yan Xun, we both possess such things. Yours remains your vengeance and power; mine is my faith and perseverance. You can remain unmoved by the soldiers who fell one after another on the battlefield, can ignore the countless white bones beneath the sea of fire cloud flowers, but I cannot. Though history is full of instances where a general’s success is built upon ten thousand bones, that is not something I can accept. I can watch it in plays, and read it in books, but I don’t have a heart strong enough to step by step walk upon a realm you built with white bones and flesh.

Our paths differ; we cannot work together. I never regret loving you with my whole life, just as I never regret finally leaving you at the risk of almost dying.

Now, I have finally exited your life. The last obstacle with the strength to block your path is gone. You, alone, walk on well.

The weather right after a snowfall is most bitterly cold. The wind carried artemisia, and on the ground was a patch of crimson red.

Dense clouds gathered and cold winds blew sharply. The white snow on the ground was swept up, fluttering down onto the newly completed Shuofang Palace.

Today was the winter hunt in Yan Bei. The eastern war had temporarily ceased, the northern Dog Rong had been repelled, and the soldiers had all retreated inside the borders, seemingly preparing for a rare New Year celebration.

Early in the morning, all shops on both sides of Wuhuan Street had closed. The long street was covered with fine yellow sand to prevent palace carriages from slipping. Looking from afar, it was all golden, like the ground paved with pure gold. High golden curtains were erected on both sides of the road. Commoners had retreated, and civil and military officials knelt on both sides. Various ceremonial processions moved slowly, arranged in clear formations. At once, canopied carriages and horses were like clouds, brocade robes, and cloud sleeves obscured the sun and sky.

Today was Yan Bei’s winter hunt day. Elders with good memory recalled that the last winter hunt was twelve years ago.

Zhongqiu West was the hunting ground for generations of Yan Bei kings, located in the center of the Sunset Mountain Range, backed by the Hui Hui South Peak. It was a vast expanse of whiteness, with slightly red soil. No one knew if it was originally this color or if it had been soaked with blood.

Yan Xun, wearing heavy sable fur, sat on the high throne. Before him stood rows of people, appearing like two pitch-black wings in the swirling snow when viewed from afar. Officials knelt trembling beneath the royal carriage, not daring to look up, their knees painfully cold. Only A Jing secretly raised his face, yet he couldn’t see Yan Xun’s face.

“Lord Zhuang.”

A cold voice came from above. A man in his fifties suddenly trembled, the muscles in his face quivering slightly. He slowly stood up, knelt in the center, and said respectfully: “What are Your Majesty’s orders?”

“Nothing, just that I recently acquired an interesting item and wanted to invite Lord Zhuang to enjoy it together.”

Yan Xun’s voice was clear with a hint of a smile like a cunning, willful child anticipating some mischief.

Lord Zhuang knelt on the ground, his fingers white, brows furrowed, yet still lowered his head and replied calmly: “Thank you, Your Majesty, for thinking of this old minister.”

Yan Xun smiled, his eyes holding a hint of playfulness, and lazily waved his hand, saying: “Bring it in.”

A rustling sound slowly arose as a carriage entered. The carriage was covered with black coarse cloth, and faint movements could be heard from within. Everyone curiously turned to look at the carriage. The scene was deathly silent, making it difficult to breathe.

A sudden “snap” made every one start. It turned out that Yan Xun, sitting bored on his throne, was repeatedly striking the golden chair with his whip handle.

“Snap, snap, snap…”

Everyone became solemn; no one dared speak. A man in his thirties walked to the first carriage, raised his hand, and with a swish, pulled off the black cloth.

“Wah!”

A low exclamation spread like the sea, rippling waves affecting the entire scene. Everyone’s face showed some alarm, yet no one dared to make a questioning sound.

Chapter 164: Meeting the Parents
From Xianyang, they took a boat to Cai Prefecture, then after landing, headed toward Nuanshui Ridge.

Even before Da Xia entered through the pass, Nuanshui Ridge was already Bian Tang’s northern stronghold, with the North Mountains at its back and the Pearl River to its south. The northern region was cold, and once winter came, rivers would freeze over, but Nuanshui Ridge, nestled against the North Mountains which blocked most of the severe cold, kept the river from freezing even in the harshest winter. It marked the climate boundary between north and south, hence its name “Warm Water Ridge.”

Later, when the Zhao clan of Da Xia came through the pass with their military might, Ximeng’s economic center shifted northward, and Nuanshui Ridge gradually declined, no longer maintaining its former glory as the north’s premier city.

Just as they reached the city gates, Zhuge Yue’s party dismounted. Servants ran up from behind to take the horses and offered cups of wine.

Zhuge Yue took a cup and respectfully poured it on the ground. Though Chu Qiao didn’t understand, she followed suit. Yue Qi came up from behind and explained quietly, “Master Du Fengyi was born in Nuanshui City. There is a temple dedicated to him here. Out of respect for the old master, no one is allowed to enter the city on horseback. Even if the emperor came, he would have to enter on foot.”

Chu Qiao suddenly understood. She knew of Du Fengyi, reportedly a great scholar from a hundred years ago who wrote books and taught countless students throughout his life, somewhat like a Chinese Confucius. This made Nuanshui Ridge equivalent to Qufu.

Yue Qi added that the young master’s teacher, Master Wolong, was the great-grandson of Saint Du.

“No wonder,” Chu Qiao nodded and said softly.

Yue Qi didn’t know what she meant by “no wonder”—whether she was referring to Master Wolong’s great talent coming from Saint Du’s family, or to Zhuge Yue’s reverence for Saint Du being out of respect for his own teacher.

Zhuge Yue put down his cup expressionlessly, flicked his robe, turned around, and said, “Let’s go.”

It was getting cold by the time they reached Nuanshui Ridge. Though they still wore wool clothing, everyone had covered themselves with satin cloaks. After tipping the guards at the gate, Zhuge Yue’s group entered the city grandly. The city walls were tall and thick, the interior spacious. With the New Year approaching, people bustled everywhere on the streets, creating a lively atmosphere. Even though the city no longer housed large military forces, it still maintained the air of a great city.

They traveled through the city and markets without stopping, gradually leaving the bustling city behind and arriving at the open countryside west of the city. The mood of Zhuge Yue’s party visibly lightened, with guards chatting with each other, quite relaxed.

Chu Qiao remained silent. Before departing, Zhuge Yue had only said he wanted her to spend the New Year with him. After a moment’s hesitation, she had agreed. She had initially worried that Zhuge Yue was returning to Zhen Huang, but now it seemed he had other plans.

“Fourth Brother! Fourth Brother!”

A cheerful voice suddenly reached their ears, and everyone quickly reined in their horses.

A young man on a tall, magnificent steed came galloping toward them, riding against the strong wind that blew his dark blue clothes. His movements were nimble, and his horsemanship excellent. As he drew near, he pulled off the hood on his head, revealing a handsome, fair face. With distinguished eyebrows, he bore a slight resemblance to Zhuge Yue. In his early twenties, he was a young nobleman.

Zhuge Yue’s lips curled up, showing a rare gentle smile. His eyes also softened as he reached out to brush away a piece of grass from the young man’s head, saying, “How is Aunt?”

“She’s well!” The young man replied with a bright smile and sparkling eyes, happily saying, “When she heard you were coming back for the New Year, she was so excited she couldn’t sleep for several nights. She’s waiting for you at the estate now.”

Zhuge Yue turned to Chu Qiao and said, “This is Seventh Brother. His health is usually weak and he can’t withstand Zhen Huang’s cold, so he lives in Nuanshui year-round. You haven’t met him before.”

“Fourth Brother, my health is fine! I can eat three bowls of rice and two jin of beef in one sitting!”

Chu Qiao knew the Zhuge family had nine young masters, but only Zhuge Yue and Zhuge Huai were born of the principal wife. Zhuge Yong’s mother was the legal wife, and after her death, Zhuge Huai’s mother was elevated to that position. Of the remaining seven, three had died. This must be the seventh young master, Zhuge Huan.

“Greetings, Seventh Young Master.”

Chu Qiao greeted Zhuge Huan naturally. Zhuge Huan looked her up and down with interest and said with a smile, “This is the first time Fourth Brother has brought a young lady home. May I ask which noble family’s precious daughter has so captivated my Fourth Brother?”

Chu Qiao felt slightly embarrassed by his words. Glancing sideways, she saw that Zhuge Yue seemed not to have heard, showing no intention of introducing her. She had to speak for herself: “I don’t deserve such praise. I am Chu Qiao.”

Indeed, Zhuge Huan was stunned. His previously smiling eyes widened, and he stared at Chu Qiao stupidly, his expression as horrified as if he’d swallowed a fly.

“What’s wrong, Seventh Young Master?”

Chu Qiao had just frowned when Zhuge Huan immediately stepped back, bowed deeply to her, and hurriedly said, “I truly failed to recognize Mount Tai. So you are the famous General Xiu Li.”

Chu Qiao quickly returned the bow, saying, “I don’t deserve such honor.”

But Zhuge Yue stopped her: “What’s not to deserve? He’s like your brother too, so just accept his greeting.”

Chu Qiao was gloriously embarrassed, glancing sideways at the unperturbed Zhuge Yue, inwardly complaining: Why is he like my brother? Even if you have that intention, couldn’t you be more subtle about it?

Zhuge Huan, however, looked excited and said enthusiastically, “Quickly, quickly, let’s go back to the estate. When Mother learns that Fourth Brother has brought home a wife, she’ll be overjoyed. I’ll go tell her first, so she doesn’t faint from happiness when she sees you. You all follow quickly!”

With that, he mounted his horse and was gone in a flash.

Chu Qiao’s pretty face turned bright red. When had she become Zhuge Yue’s wife? Were all his family members so forward?

Zhuge Yue, however, mounted his horse without changing expression. He turned and handed Chu Qiao a small, exquisite gift box, saying, “Give this to Aunt when you meet her. When meeting elders for the first time, you should have a gift.”

Chu Qiao no longer knew what color her face was. She accepted the box dumbly, watching Zhuge Yue swagger ahead, leaving her and her horse frozen in place.

Meeting elders for the first time?

Chu Qiao was speechless. She had thought they were still in the dating stage, never expecting they had already transitioned directly to meeting the parents.

“Miss, let’s go!”

Yue Qi looked at her curiously, thinking she was nervous, and reassured her: “Don’t worry, Aunt is our Lady’s younger sister. Young Master was raised by her. She’s very kind, so don’t be nervous.”

Indeed, before they reached the estate, a carriage escorted by a group of servants came roaring towards them. A woman not yet fifty, extremely nimble, rushed down from the carriage and came running over like the wind.

Zhuge Yue immediately dismounted, about to offer his greetings, but the woman completely ignored him, rushing straight towards Chu Qiao. Before she even reached her, she burst into tears with a wail, firmly embracing Chu Qiao, crying loudly: “My child, you’ve suffered so much all these years!”

Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao both froze. The aunt continued to cry while caressing Chu Qiao’s face, sobbing: “Look how thin her little face is. Yan Bei is so poor, the food must be terrible. A young girl forced to go out and face the world, how much hardship you must have endured!”

She burst into another round of loud crying.

Zhuge Yue cleared his throat helplessly, stepped forward to support his aunt, and said apologetically: “Aunt, please stop crying. You’ll harm your health.”

“Get away from me, you heartless man!”

Aunt Du pushed Zhuge Yue’s hand away, pointing her slender finger at his forehead, fiercely saying: “A man who doesn’t know how to care for his wife is no man at all!”

Chu Qiao watched with shock, thinking: Indeed, there’s always someone who can subdue another. Zhuge Yue, you’re finally getting your due.

Unexpectedly, the fierce aunt turned back to Chu Qiao with a tear-streaked face, crying as she embraced her: “My poor, suffering child!”

After much persuasion, they finally boarded the carriage. Chu Qiao was forced to abandon her horse. Before getting in, Zhuge Yue patted her shoulder with a comrade’s generous friendship, saying in a low voice: “Don’t worry, just get through it.”

When they finally reached the estate, from a distance they could see upturned eaves against the azure sky, vermilion, and emerald glazed tiles shining brilliantly in the golden sunlight. Flowers bloomed on both sides, fragrant and lush, with bamboo groves standing tall. Unlike the northern opulent luxury, it had more of the Southern elegant simplicity, yet still maintained the dignified air of a noble family. It was indeed an elegant and serene place.

The carriage stopped at the entrance. Just as Chu Qiao was secretly relieved that she could finally get out, the curtain was barely lifted when a soft sedan chair appeared before her eyes. Helplessly, Chu Qiao entered the sedan with Aunt Du, enduring another flood of tears.

Finally reaching the main hall, behind the intricately carved rosewood screen were set incense tables, soft chairs, tea sets, incense burners, round fans, and other items. More than twenty young maids knelt behind the seats, not daring to raise their heads. As soon as everyone sat down, the maids became busy, some serving tea, others pouring water. Though it was winter, the room remained warm as spring. Aunt Du seemed to fear the heat, with a maid quietly fanning her from behind.

Zhuge Yue, Zhuge Huan, and the others sat to one side, while Aunt Du held Chu Qiao’s hand and sat together in the main seats. With tear-filled eyes, she looked Chu Qiao over, holding her hand. Seeing how thin she was, her nose twitched, and tears fell once more as she murmured: “Such a frail body, how will this do?”

Zhuge Huan covered his mouth, his eyes darting mischievously as he grinned at Zhuge Yue. Zhuge Yue, however, sat like a monk in meditation, quietly drinking tea, as if none of this had anything to do with him.

Chu Qiao remembered the gift Zhuge Yue had given her. She quickly pulled her hand away, stood up, and said, “This is our first meeting, and I didn’t know what gift would be appropriate. Please accept this small token, Lady.”

Aunt Du was momentarily surprised, then smiled happily, accepting the gift with tears. She murmured, “I never thought, never imagined that in my lifetime I would enjoy the respect of a daughter-in-law. Even if I died now, I would be at peace. On the road to the Yellow Springs, I could face my poor sister with honor.”

Two older maids came forward, wiping away tears, pouring tea, and offering water, comforting her until Aunt Du finally stopped crying. Opening the velvet box, inside was a pair of white jade bracelets. Anything chosen by Zhuge Yue would naturally be of the finest quality. The old lady was so delighted that she nearly burst into tears again.

“Fourth Sister-in-law, now that you’re here, you must stay at our estate for a while,” Zhuge Huan said with a smile. “Although Nuanshui isn’t large, it has beautiful scenery. After you and Fourth Brother rest for a few days, I’ll take you both out sightseeing.”

Fearing that Chu Qiao might die from a burst blood vessel, Zhuge Yue finally shows mercy by clearing his throat and explaining: “Aunt, Xing’er, and I aren’t married yet.”

Unexpectedly, Aunt Du waved her hand dismissively: “Marriage is just a ceremony. Our ancestors said that the way of husband and wife values mutual understanding above all. Though your relationship has faced many twists and turns, as everyone knows, I can see clearly that this child is a person of loyalty and righteousness. For you to have won her is a great fortune—you must treat her well. As for the wedding, it can be held anytime. As long as you consider her your wife in your heart, then she is your wife.”

Chu Qiao nearly spat out her tea. She turned to look at Aunt Du, thinking to herself: Which one of us is the time traveler here?

Zhuge Yue listened with a smile, nodding sincerely at her words: “Aunt’s words are right. Your nephew will heed your teachings.”

“Child,” Aunt Du waved a hand at Zhuge Yue, then turned to Chu Qiao and said, “Have you two shared a room yet? When will you give Aunt a grandson to hold?”

“…”

Chu Qiao was so embarrassed her eyes glazed over.

Zhuge Yue finally laughed lightly and said, “Alright, Aunt, we’ve traveled for days. Let her rest first. There’s plenty of time; you can ask whatever you want later.”

“Oh my! I’ve become confused with happiness!”

Aunt Du quickly stood up, excitedly pacing around the room, instructing maids to prepare hot water, and food, and to tidy up the main bedroom. Since they hadn’t known Chu Qiao would come, everything had to be prepared anew. Fortunately, in such a large household, there were many servants. Although Aunt Du’s commands were chaotic, the servants were efficient and neat, and soon they had prepared a larger room.

When Chu Qiao entered the room, she was stunned. This was not a bedroom prepared for just one person. The room was spacious enough to serve as a practice arena. It had everything one could need. In the center was an enormous bed. The bedposts were carved with dragons and phoenixes together, and Guanyin delivering sons, among other auspicious patterns—a double bedroom for a newlywed couple.

Chu Qiao couldn’t help but turn around. The maids had all withdrawn, and the door was half-open. Zhuge Yue stood leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed, quietly watching her, looking as if he was waiting to enjoy a good show.

Chu Qiao frowned, walked over to him, and said in a deep voice: “You did this on purpose.”

Zhuge Yue made no response, the corner of his mouth holding a slight smile as he looked at her provocatively.

“I haven’t said—”

“What haven’t you said?” Zhuge Yue tilted his head, raising it slightly, his eyes sparkling with a captivating light as he quietly examined her. Suddenly, his lips curved into a smile. He lightly patted her face and said, “Don’t worry, I know what you’re concerned about.”

With that, he walked straight into the room, lazily lying down on the embroidered bed. Closing his eyes, he rubbed his temple with one hand while pointing to the bathroom on the right with the other, saying indifferently: “The water’s heated. Go take a bath.”

A burst of anger instantly shot through Chu Qiao’s brain at 260 mph. She picked up a flower pot and threw it at Zhuge Yue, shouting angrily: “What did you say?”

Worthy of being Master Wolong’s top student, Zhuge Yue leaped up and caught the flower pot, frowning: “What’s wrong with you now? I just said you should quickly wash up and change clothes. Aunt and the others are waiting for us to have dinner.”

Chu Qiao’s face flushed red. Without waiting for Zhuge Yue to say more, she rushed into the bathroom, firmly closing the door.

Zhuge Yue stood there, watching Chu Qiao’s hurried retreat. He understood what she had misunderstood and couldn’t help but laugh out loud, not attempt to hide it.

Chu Qiao leaned against the bathroom door, still vaguely feeling the vibrations of laughter from his chest. Her face was red with embarrassment. The bathroom was filled with white mist. She suddenly remembered that time in Wu Peng City when she and Zhuge Yue had fought in the bathroom. Back then, he was the youngest and wealthiest young nobleman in the empire, while she was a fugitive with firm ideals and iron resolve. The turns of fate were truly unpredictable.

She shook her head slightly, putting these thoughts aside. Before undressing, she turned and locked the bathroom door from inside, only then breathing a sigh of relief.

She really couldn’t trust him! /First Release

Zhuge Yue lay on the bed. For the past few days, he had hardly had a good night’s sleep, traveling during the day and handling official documents that flew in from all directions like snowflakes at night. His time was extremely limited, yet he had willfully decided to make this trip to Nuanshui. He told himself it was because he hadn’t spent New Year with his aunt for many years, so he should fulfill his filial duties on this return. But what ulterior motives he harbored deep down, everyone probably knew quite well.

After waiting for a long time without seeing Chu Qiao emerge, the room filled with fragrant scents, the bed warm and soft, Zhuge Yue lay there and gradually fell asleep, his brow faintly lined with weariness, as if he hadn’t slept peacefully in a very long time.

In the depths of his dream, he seemed to see countless lights and shadows swirling around him. The cold water was bone-chilling as if his entire body had frozen.

A blue-tinged hand grabbed him, desperately pulling him forward through the water. Crimson blood poured out, diffusing in the icy water.

Yue Jiu’s eyes were bloodshot as he pulled him, swimming forward with all his might. Sunlight penetrated through the ice layer, a dim, faint light. He vaguely heard sounds from above, so loud they vibrated his eardrums through the water flow, like mountains collapsing, yet strangely clear:

“Long live the king! Long live! Long live for ten thousand years!”

He knew they thought he was dead. Those were Yan Bei soldiers kowtowing to Yan Xun.

The sound grew louder like a tide. Besides that sound, he could hear nothing else. He had been utterly defeated. From childhood to adulthood, he had never lost so miserably. Now, he feared he would lose his life as well.

The sound gradually faded. His body had long lost its warmth, his blood seemingly about to drain completely, his limbs without a trace of strength.

Suddenly, a loud bang reached his ears. Looking up, he saw Yue Jiu fiercely ramming upward, using his head to strike the ice layer above, again and again.

“Bang! Bang! Bang!”

The sound was like thunder, pounding against his heart with each strike. Fresh blood flowed down the young guard’s face, quickly dissolving in the water.

Yue Jiu’s face was whiter than snow, his lips completely colorless, like a ghost just crawled out from a grave. He struggled to swim upward, his limbs stiff, yet still repeating that motion tirelessly, powerfully—once, and again, and again…

Bang bang bang…

At that moment, it was as if a gap had opened in layers of dark clouds—a bright ray of sunlight pierced his heart. He suddenly awakened. This was his subordinate, who had entered his household since the age of four. All along, them dying for him had seemed natural, and he had never thought there was anything wrong with that. But at that moment, he remembered something a girl had told him long ago. The woman had looked at him coldly, saying each word deliberately: “No one is born a slave.”

No one is born a slave.

With a bang, a spray of fresh blood suddenly splattered. Even underwater, he could still feel that scalding, bloody scent.

His body was suddenly filled with strength again. He swam up immediately, pushed aside the blood-covered Yue Jiu, and gripped Chu Qiao’s dagger, carving away at the ice with all his might, stroke after stroke.

“I cannot die!” he told himself in a low voice.

“I cannot die. I still have many wishes unfulfilled.”

His lungs felt like they would explode. His body was frozen, the wound grotesquely exposing flesh and blood, yet he still mechanically struggled for survival.

“I cannot die! I cannot die! I cannot die!” Bang! @@First published on Chinese web

The ice layer shattered completely. The tremendous buoyancy instantly pulled his entire body upward. The sunlight was dazzling, fresh air rushed to meet him, and he breathed in great gulps, as if wanting to pull out his lungs.

“Yue Jiu!” he shouted. “We’re saved!”

He looked around but didn’t see Yue Jiu. He plunged back into the water, going deeper and deeper, finally finding Yue Jiu’s body at the bottom of the lake.

The young swordsman was covered in wounds, his face iron-blue, eyes wide open, hair disheveled, all covered in blood. With great effort, he dragged Yue Jiu up, then forcefully pressed on the guard’s chest, rubbing his face and hands, shouting: “Wake up! I order you! Wake up!”

In Zhuge Yue’s entire life, he had never cried so unrestrainedly. But on that day, he cried for a house slave, howling like a wolf in the vast wilderness.

Three days later, he finally met with Yue Qi, who had miraculously survived.

The loyal guard, along with the remaining Moon Guards hidden in Yan Bei, had been searching for him near Chishui for three days. Over twenty guards had already frozen to death while searching the lake.

Then, they sent him, near death, to Wolong Mountain. Half a year later, he finally recovered, only to face a shattered future.

That morning, he sat motionless for a long time facing the intelligence reports Yue Qi and others had brought back, from sunrise to sunset. His teacher walked in, looked at the map of Ximeng hanging before him, and asked calmly: “Where do you want to go?”

It had been many years since he’d felt this way. He raised his head, bewildered, and said: “Teacher, I have nowhere to go.”

The white-haired old man smiled kindly, then extended his long hand and with one palm shattered the Ximeng continent on the map, saying quietly: “If there is no path, then forge one yourself.”

He looked up puzzled. Da Xia, Yan Bei, Bian Tang, Huai Song—all were shattered to pieces under his teacher’s palm. The map became an empty hole, with only the Quan Rong beyond the frontier, the Dong Hai domain in the southeast, and a vast expanse to the west remaining.

“Child, there are people beyond people and worlds beyond worlds. How do you know this map can only be drawn so large?”

The next morning, he received another message: Meng Feng had finally been tried by the High Court last month. His crimes had been determined, and he had been exiled. By now, he had probably already reached Cuiwei Pass.

The light and shadows of time formed a luxurious scene on the path ahead. In those dark, cold days, the curved blade in his hand swung ceaselessly, emitting powerful and sharp arcs of light, striking at the throat of fate, struggling tenaciously time after time. Warm blood covered his eyes, yet through that thick blood, he saw the true meaning of life…

Chu Qiao had been standing beside him for a long time. He seemed trapped in a nightmare, his brows tightly furrowed like two sharp swords. If one didn’t look carefully, it would be hard to notice that his handsome body was trembling slightly under layers of embroidered covers.

Chu Qiao sat silently beside him, slowly taking hold of his long fingers. His hand was so cold, just like in the ice lake many years ago. He had held her hand, his fingertips sliding across her palm, leaving a bone-chilling coldness.

The sun gradually set, and moonlight shone brightly, casting a clear, cold white light in the room. She sat like this for a long time, not knowing how much time had passed. Her heart was as calm as a prairie touched by a gentle breeze. Many past events drifted through her mind like smoke and clouds. Everything was leaving her, getting farther and farther away. Through ten years of life and death, vast and boundless, they had come full circle, ultimately returning to their original starting point.

Zhuge Yue slept for a long time. It had been ages since he had slept like this. When he awoke, Chu Qiao was sitting quietly beside him, motionless, silent. The moonlight shone on her, creating a gentle halo. She was beautiful.

His throat felt tight as he asked softly: “Why don’t you light a lamp?”

Chu Qiao smiled slightly, her smile as elegant as a lotus flower, and said quietly: “I can see.”

He sat up, gently moving his left arm. There was a slight pain in the old wound, but it wasn’t obvious.

Chu Qiao brought him a robe, but Zhuge Yue gripped her wrist firmly, his expression somewhat solemn, and said in a deep voice: “You don’t need to do these things.”

Chu Qiao was slightly stunned. Perhaps it was just habit. Having been with Yan Xun for so many years, she had always done these things without feeling it was beneath her. But perhaps he was different. After all, she had once been his slave, and this was exactly what she had done then. Her lips moved as if wanting to say something, but Zhuge Yue interrupted:

“Whatever your reason, you don’t need to do these things.”

Chu Qiao’s palm felt warm. She pursed her lips and said, “I like doing it.”

Hearing this, Zhuge Yue smiled gently. His hand slowly moved upward, extending over Chu Qiao’s forearm, gripping her elbow, her shoulder, then downward, embracing her soft waist.

“If you like, why not do something else?”

Before Chu Qiao could react, a scorching kiss suddenly covered her lips, carrying a hint of suppressed heat, mercilessly moving across her lips. The arm around her waist tightened. His cold lips gradually warmed, gently opening her lips, with an irresistible force sliding into her mouth, like a fresh spring, clear and cool, yet also burning like hot coals.

Chu Qiao’s body softened inch by inch. She grasped his shoulders, her heart pounding anxiously. She began to respond clumsily, further stimulating the fire in Zhuge Yue’s heart.

He looked at her with half-closed eyes, an invisible light hidden in the depths of his gaze. His kiss, unsatisfied, wandered over her nose, cheeks, gradually extending to her neck, leaving a trail of cool, subtle touches. Chu Qiao’s body trembled. The fragrance from her recent bath slipped into his breath like a swimming fish. Zhuge Yue suddenly lifted her with force and pressed her onto the bed. Chu Qiao cried out in surprise, her voice swallowed between their lips.

“Xing’er.”

The low, hoarse voice emerged from the man’s bewitchingly handsome lips. He gently tilted her chin and said softly: “Do you know how many years I’ve waited for this?”

Chu Qiao’s eyes were like two clear lakes. Her cheeks were flushed as she looked at him and asked: “Zhuge Yue, why? Why do you like me?”

“I killed your family, I deceived you, I left you, betrayed you, became your enemy, fought against you, hurt you, even almost killed you…”

“Why? Why do you rescue and protect me again and again? There are so many women in the world. Why would you like someone like me?”

Zhuge Yue narrowed his eyes, smiled faintly, as if she had asked an extremely foolish question, and said softly: “I don’t know. Perhaps I just have poor taste.”

Chu Qiao was very dissatisfied with this perfunctory answer. Frowning, she was about to ask again but was silenced with another kiss. She felt the body above her gradually growing hotter, the hand at her waist slowly moving upward, spreading bit by bit, like a raging fire, gradually burning away her remaining rationality. Heavy breathing sounded by her ear, and moist lips held her small earlobe, triggering an electric-like numbness. The ribbon at the side of her collar was deftly untied, revealing the small, light yellow undergarment beneath. Her round shoulders were exposed to the air. Long fingers brushed past, eliciting a trembling softness. With a flick of his little finger, the ribbon at her neck loosened, and her clothes began to fall. Chu Qiao was startled and instinctively pulled them back, only to hear a brief, light laugh above her head.

“Xing’er seems a bit different now.”

Chu Qiao looked up, staring at the man lying on his side next to her with his head propped up. Her expression seemed to ask: How am I different? Zhuge Yue’s finger lightly touched her lips, then slowly slid down, deliberately brushing her chest, smiling like a fox asking to be punched.

“And this…”

A wave of numbness instantly flooded her entire body, the two points on her chest becoming hot. But he still smiled as he slid past her waist, continuing downward.

“And this…”

“Zhuge Yue!”

Furious with embarrassment, she pulled her clothes closed, her face as red as a ripe persimmon. Zhuge Yue smiled and said: “The first time I saw you, you were only eight years old. The last time, well, that was nearly four years ago.”

Chu Qiao glared at him angrily, snorting disdainfully: “And you think you’re so great? Have you forgotten what you looked like back then? As thin as a rack of ribs, looking like you’d die if the wind blew too hard. This!” She gestured at his abdomen, saying: “It was sunken into a pit.”

Zhuge Yue certainly knew she was referring to their childhood days at Qingshan Court. He laughed heartily, rolled over, and said loudly: “Then let me show you if I still have that pit now.” As he spoke, he began to loosen his clothes.

“Ah! You rascal!”

Chu Qiao laughed, about to run away. As they were playing around, they suddenly heard someone outside clearing their throat awkwardly, calling loudly: “Fourth Brother, if you two don’t come out soon, the whole family will starve to death!”

The door opened. Zhuge Yue’s face darkened as he glared coldly at Zhuge Huan, frowning: “If you keep this up, you’ll face retribution.”

Zhuge Huan chuckled: “Brother truly hopes such retribution comes quickly!”

Chu Qiao felt utterly useless. She had managed to turn bright red in front of Zhuge Huan, being dragged by Zhuge Yue to the dining hall like a boiled crab.

When they reached the dining hall, Aunt Du was sitting there smiling, waiting for them. Seeing her enter, she quickly beckoned for her to sit beside her.

Four people were dining, with more than a dozen serving them from inside and out. Such wealth accumulated over generations was truly extraordinary, not something nouveau riche could imitate.

Aunt Du frequently directed the young maids to serve Chu Qiao dishes. Before long, Chu Qiao had eaten more than twice her usual amount.

To avoid bursting her stomach, she had to find topics to divert attention, asking: “Lady, you’re from Nuanshui City and your surname is Du. Are you related to Saint Du?”

Zhuge Huan gave her a strange look and said: “Doesn’t Fourth Sister-in-law know? Our family is from the direct line of the Saint’s descendants. My mother and Fourth Brother’s mother are both sixth-generation direct descendants of the Du family.”

“Ah?” Chu Qiao thought to herself, so that was it. No wonder Zhuge Yue’s mother was the matriarch of the Zhuge clan. She had such a strong family background. And that’s why this concubine could leisurely live separately on her estate without facing the clan’s resentment.

“I see,” Chu Qiao turned to look at Zhuge Yue: “No wonder Master Wolong took you as his personal disciple. It turns out it was through family connections.”

Everyone was stunned, then burst into laughter.

The meal was enjoyed by all. After eating, Aunt Du pulled her aside and chatted endlessly for a long time. Zhuge Huan yawned with boredom, repeatedly saying he had completely lost favor, and that his mother no longer looked at him at all.

It was already late at night when they returned to their rooms. Zhuge Yue followed her to the door. Chu Qiao felt nervous, not knowing what to say. Should she invite him in? Wouldn’t that mean losing her virginity before marriage? Although… this matter wasn’t extremely important, still, it was still somewhat important. She had preserved her chastity for over twenty years in her previous life and more than ten years in this one. Was it all going to end on this moonlit, windy night?

What should she do? Suddenly, she recalled what Lin Jing had taught her and Xiao Shi Mao’er during lessons. First, bathe, put on a nightgown; then, open the door, put one leg out; then, lightly pull the nightgown to reveal half a shoulder; then, half-close your eyes seductively, bite your lip, and look at the person…

What, what was she thinking?

“Xing’er.”

The deep voice suddenly sounded, interrupting Chu Qiao’s thoughts. She tensed nervously, thinking: Here it comes, what should I do? Should I hit him? With what technique?

“Why is your face so red?”

Zhuge Yue leaned in closer, his breath gently falling on her face like a small fire.

“Ah?”

“Go in. It’s windy outside.”

“Go… go where?”

“Into the room.”

“And… you?”

“I’ll sleep in the room next door.” Zhuge Yue smiled mischievously: “But if Xing’er has any requests, I can reluctantly come over to keep you company.”

Chu Qiao took a deep breath, turned, and entered the room, snorting heavily: “No need. Sleep in your room!”

With that, she closed the door firmly.

Zhuge Yue stood at the door, rubbing his nose, an amused smile crossing his handsome face as he turned and returned to his room.

Xing’er was so inexperienced. Presumably, he hadn’t taught her much either.

He couldn’t help thinking this but ultimately shook his head. Yes, he had to admit he was jealous. But things as they were now were already very good.

Outside the window, stars dotted the sky. It was truly a beautiful night. Welcome to repost.

—

Chapter 165: A Dream of Yellow Millet
On the first day of the first lunar month, at the Spring Festival banquet, Purple Zenith Hall was ablaze with magnificent lights, exquisite delicacies, and dancers with flowing sleeves like clouds.

Zhao Yang wore a black brocade robe embroidered with golden dragons, adorned with sun, moon, and five-colored auspicious clouds. On his head was a nine-ridged crown of green jade with gold trim. With his handsome bearing, bound hair, and sword-like eyebrows extending to his temples, he sat smiling at the first seat to the left of the imperial throne, entertaining the assembled civil and military officials.

Today was the Spring Banquet of Great Xia.

Despite the bitter cold outside, with swirling snow, unceasing warfare in the northwest, ethnic minorities in the northeast demanding independence, poor harvests, flooding rivers, and court officials locked in bitter rivalries, it did nothing to diminish the outward luxury and splendor. Glazed porcelain and fine embroidery, rare delicacies, beautiful women with jade-like faces and slender willow waists, wine vessels overflowing with honey-sweet liquor, and over a thousand white ox-hide lanterns illuminated the great hall. Leaders from the major military regions of Baizhi, Western Liao, Chaoge, Yaosheng, North Sea, and East Jin, as well as feudal lords, frontier commanders, court officials, and heads of prominent families—all gathered together to celebrate yet another “prosperous and peaceful” spring in the mighty Great Xia on this traditionally grand and luxurious festival.

Today, no one mentioned the discouraging military campaigns or court rivalries. As the wine flowed, even sworn enemies sat arm in arm, drinking and flirting with the beautiful women in their laps, while the great hall presented a scene of peace and prosperity. The empire’s elites occasionally raised their cups to toast toward the throne—not the main seat, but rather the Fourteenth Prince who had seized power at such a young age.

Three years ago, perhaps no one would have imagined such a day would come. Even the old fox Wei Guang of the Wei family, renowned for his keen insight, had not foreseen that in a mere three years, a young man who once struggled in the mud could ascend to such heights.

But now, with the imperial family in decline—Zhao Qi and Zhao Jue dead, Zhao Che banished, Zhao Song maimed with a severed arm—only the Fourteenth Prince remained to uphold the dynasty. Thus, even the prestigious Wei family had no choice but to bow before this prince and wholeheartedly support his rise to power.

Zhao Yang sat in the high hall as a commander from Chaoge came forward to offer a toast. He calmly raised his cup and nodded. After the wine passed his throat, the Chaoge commander profusely expressed his admiration and loyalty to Zhao Yang, finally withdrawing with great joy after receiving a slight nod from the prince.

Light and shadow mingled as a group of singing girls entered the hall, raising their cloud-like sleeves, their bare waists as supple as water snakes, immediately drawing everyone’s attention.

In the shadows, Zhao Yang slightly curled his lips, revealing a cold smile that few would notice.

He still remembered that general. Just four years ago, in this very hall, due to his low status, he had been seated in a lower position. That general, while going to toast Zhao Qi, accidentally stepped on his robe, spilling wine all over him. The general had merely frowned, snorted disdainfully at the “bad luck,” and walked away.

In just four years, this general had become so courteous.

The evolution of human nature was truly remarkable.

Zhao Yang turned his head slightly, his gaze drifting toward the throne hidden in layers of shadow. He looked for a long time, the lamplight casting an ambiguous expression on his face. Now sitting here, his eyes beheld the entire court in splendor, his ears heard nothing but praises of peace and prosperity. He suddenly felt that what once seemed so distant was now within reach.

At the final moment when the song and dance ended, he decisively turned his head back, resuming his previous expression and demeanor. Outside, moonlight penetrated the hall’s doors, accompanied by a gentle breeze that lifted a corner of the light gauze curtain. A cautious guard sniffed slightly and whispered to a nearby guard, “Why is there a smell of smoke?”

The other guard also sniffed but shook his head in confusion: “You must be mistaken.”

“Am I?”

The guard dared not speak further. This was the imperial inner court, the main hall during the Spring Banquet—who would dare light a fire nearby?

Moonlight traversed the great hall, following the wind deep into the palace gates. The long-sealed Ancestral Temple of Inherited Light had lit up with smoke and ash, choking dust, and the thick incense ash from previous years lay like a pale silk cloth, torn into scattered fragments by the sudden cold wind.

In the dim depths of the great hall, the accumulated gems and pearls on the imperial throne shone like flowing light in the night, sharply dispelling the deathly silence. Yet those floating ashes swirled around like unwilling vengeful spirits, chaotically hovering.

The Emperor Zhengde, who should have been sitting in Purple Zenith Hall, now sat alone in the empty and cold Ancestral Temple of Inherited Light. Facing him was a grand memorial hall, densely packed with rows of spirit tablets reaching up to the ceiling, like pairs of ghostly eyes quietly gazing at him. The time came from the void, carrying the wind of the netherworld, passing through the spirit tablets with a mournful sound like a low murmur.

A crisp “crack” suddenly broke the hall’s deathly silence—a crystal cup fell from the emperor’s hand, shattering into several pieces. The bright red grape wine inside spilled onto the floor with a strange fragrance, winding along the patterns of the incense ash.

The emperor, sleeping against his chair, awoke with a start. He opened his eyes drowsily, a touch of an aged smile escaping his lips as he said lightly, “Coming to play tricks on me again.”

His voice was warm and even hinted at laughter, but in such an environment, it seemed eerie and cold. The young eunuch standing guard at the door trembled slightly, peering in carefully, only to receive a hard kick from the old eunuch.

“Stay outside.”

The old eunuch spoke unhurriedly, and the young eunuch immediately knelt, not daring to breathe, soon crawling backward out of the hall.

The old eunuch picked up a wine cup nearby, slowly walked forward, and placed it on the table beside the throne. He refilled it for the emperor and said in the characteristic androgynous voice of a eunuch, “Your Majesty, is the Empress playing tricks on you again?”

“Yes,” the emperor turned with a smile and said, “You know how she loves to play around. She’s too spirited—where’s the dignity of the Mother of the Nation?”

The old eunuch didn’t smile but replied in his usual tone: “If the Empress heard Your Majesty speak like this, she would be displeased with you again.”

The emperor chuckled, shaking his head, then shifted to a more comfortable position, leaning back in his spacious dragon throne, saying softly, “I’ll go see if she’s upset.”

Then he closed his eyes.

In these years of palace changes, Empress Muhe had long passed away, leaving the empress position vacant. Before Empress Muhe, the emperor had also appointed several empresses. It was unclear which “she” he was referring to now.

The old eunuch kept his head down, not bothering to pick up the broken crystal on the floor. He only retrieved a tiny blade of grass from the spilled wine, carefully placing it in a small golden box, then retreating to stand in the shadows. His dark blue robe merged with the funereal night as if sinking into the boundless black sea, disappearing.

The auspicious time for the Spring Banquet was approaching. Palace servants passed through the gates, lighting the lamps one by one. The translucent light broke through the lonely deep palace, making this magnificent building even more dazzling, like a shining pearl. Lively laughter came from the front hall, like heavy waves. The sound of officials paying respects to the emperor pierced the night’s tranquility. Bells rang out as thousands of civil and military officials bowed like a tide, extending from Purple Zenith Hall along the cloudy path, spreading throughout the entire imperial court. The shouts of “Long live the emperor” shook the night of Zhenhuan. Ravens flew overhead, and a young guard who didn’t know better looked up and shouted, “Ravens!” only to be kicked by the guard captain nearby.

“What do you know? Those are magpies!”

That day, heavy snow fell again in Zhenhuan City. The mountain passes were like iron. The emperor frowned slightly in his sleep, softly calling out, “An Fu, who’s making noise outside? Tell them to keep it down.”

The old eunuch answered from the shadows, “Your Majesty, those are the officials paying their respects to you in Purple Zenith Hall.”

“Paying respects to Father Emperor?”

The emperor seemed drunk, mumbling, “Tell Shicheng to wait for me after the banquet ends.”

The old eunuch nodded, “Yes.”

That was many years ago—exactly how many, even the emperor had forgotten.

Back then, the emperor wasn’t yet emperor, just an unfavored prince. His mother was a beauty sent from Qingqiu, but after giving birth, she seemed to be forgotten by her husband. He and his mother lived quietly in the palace, like gentle cats, surviving on their own with no one to care for them. His father even forgot to give him a name.

It wasn’t until he was seven and ready for school that the imperial family finally remembered his existence. He recalled that day when the eunuch in charge reported to his father. His father was taking an afternoon nap in the chambers of Concubine Hua, who was the most favored at the time. He and his mother had to kneel on the cold golden stone floor for over two hours before his father awoke. His father lay in the jade-like, snow-white arms of Concubine Hua, slightly frowning as he looked through the door curtain at the unfamiliar mother and son. He seemed to be trying hard to recall what they looked like, and finally chuckled, “Just call him Xu.”

After leaving, the young eunuch repeatedly congratulated his mother: “Xu sounds like ‘dawn,’ meaning the morning sun. The Emperor must be very fond of the young master.”

His mother wept with joy, taking out her meager silver to reward the greedy palace servants. But he quietly wondered: Xu also sounds like “slow”—was his father saying he was a late-coming son?

He grew up very quietly. When he was nine, his mother finally passed away on a rainy night. She coughed while covering her mouth, afraid that her voice would be too loud and disturb the matrons outside. In the palace, concubines who lacked favor and family backing were treated like dirt on the roadside, trampled by anyone. In this palace full of princes, his status was hardly better. In the past few days, their mother and son had already been scolded several times for this.

His mother died anyway. When she was discovered early the next morning, her body was already stiff. He stood in his thin clothes under the flower corridor, watching as his mother was covered with a white cloth and carried away. The morning wind was a bit cold, blowing back a corner of the white cloth over his mother’s forehead. The face beneath was deathly pale, like a sheet of fine rice paper.

He turned back, tears flowing down his small face and into his neck. He quickly wiped them away. Although his mother gave birth to him, because of her low status, she had no rank and wasn’t considered his official mother. On the imperial family register, his mother was the Empress of Zhaoyang Palace. When a woman without rank died, he was not allowed to grieve.

He was subsequently taken to Zhaoyang Palace. The Empress’s three sons had all grown up and established their residences outside the palace. With his mother dead, he now had the opportunity to be raised by the Empress. The eunuchs and palace maids who once looked down on him now rushed to congratulate him, saying they had always seen that the young master was a dragon among men, destined for greatness and wealth. Now his fortunes had turned—truly a cause for celebration.

Amid the congratulations, he knelt in the Phoenix Hall of Zhaoyang Palace, earnestly kowtowing. He thought, “Mother is dead—this is truly something to be happy about.” Then he smiled, smiling until tears nearly flowed, with a bitter taste in his mouth.

The Empress frowned as she looked at him for a while, then sternly said to take him away, and that he needn’t come to pay respects every day without reason—this child’s smile was uncomfortable to see.

That afternoon, he met Shicheng. He was the son of the Second Imperial Uncle, the Prince of Yan Bei. At that time, the Prince of Yan Bei still had the surname Zhao, not Yan—he was just enfeoffed in the Yan Bei region. Shicheng saw him and happily jumped up, shouting: “I even drank milk from Beauty Shu He!”

From that day on, Shicheng pestered him constantly, following him for meals and sleep. Whoever dared to give him a cold shoulder, Shicheng would wrestle with them. Though young, he was very strong. Even the wrestling champion of Prince Bukuli was thrown flat by him. After that, no one dared to provoke the Ninth Prince anymore.

But he still found Shicheng annoying. He didn’t like the smile on his face, feeling it was too fake, unlike palace people who smiled faintly, making you feel the coldness within their smiles. But when Shicheng smiled, it was too pure—he couldn’t see any darkness. He told himself that this person was too cunning and needed to be kept at a distance.

Once, tired of being bothered, he tricked Shicheng, saying they would meet at the ice cellar that night—no show, no friendship. Shicheng happily patted his chest, saying men of Yan Bei never lie, and wanted to swear in blood, but he stopped him. It wasn’t that he cared for him, but as a prince, self-harm would be punished.

The next day, Shicheng disappeared. The Yan Bei Heir had gone missing in the imperial palace, throwing the entire palace into a frenzy. People searched everywhere, nearly digging up every inch of soil. Even the Empress and the Emperor were alarmed. Guards ran throughout the vast palace all day, their footsteps like thundering drums, approaching him step by step like a death knell.

He was terrified. He knew where Shicheng was but dared not speak. Locked in the ice cellar for a day and a night, Shicheng had likely frozen to death. Yet he was also afraid—afraid that Shicheng might still be alive. If others knew he had tricked Shicheng into going there, he would face dire consequences.

That night, a palace maid fetching ice finally discovered the young master of Yan, frozen into a ball. Imperial physicians came and went, repeatedly saying the Yan heir would not survive—they should notify the Prince of Yan.

He hid behind a pillar in the great hall, quietly thinking: “Die quickly, don’t survive.”

But Shicheng didn’t die. After more than a month, he finally recovered. When the Prince of Yan found out, he laughed heartily and said the climate in Yan Bei was so cold that Shicheng could soak in snow water for an hour since he was very young—he could withstand such cold.

During that time, he was terrified, waking from nightmares daily, afraid he would be wrapped in a white cloth and carried out of the palace like his mother.

But when Shicheng recovered, he secretly came to him, eyes wide, asking: “What happened to you that day? Why didn’t you come?”

He was stunned. He had prepared so many airtight excuses and reasons over those many days, but at that moment, his mind went blank and he couldn’t think of a single word. He stammered for a long time before finally saying quietly, “I forgot.”

Shicheng laughed heartily, saying, “I knew you didn’t do it on purpose.” Then, as if suddenly remembering something, he quickly lowered his voice and whispered, “Don’t let anyone know, or you’ll be in big trouble.”

At that time, Shicheng was only seven, like a little calf from the northwest, with bright eyes, standing on tiptoe to reach his ear.

Many years later, he asked Shicheng, “Weren’t you angry? Didn’t you suspect me?”

The now-adolescent heir of Yan looked at him strangely, frowning, “Why would I suspect Brother Xu? We grew up drinking the same mother’s milk!”

Indeed, Shicheng was born in the capital. The milk of the Princess of Yan was insufficient, and coincidentally, his mother Beauty Shu He’s second child was stillborn, so Shicheng was given to Beauty Shu He to nurse for a few days—though only for a few days.

Time passed so swiftly. They were like two poplars growing side by side, growing with the wind. In the blink of an eye, they had both become sturdy young men. Life began to brighten. They practiced martial arts together, rode horses together, shot arrows together, studied military tactics together, and went to war together. They were inseparable, and his personality gradually became more cheerful. Occasionally, he could even joke around with companions like Meng Tan. It wasn’t until that year, when they went south with the Fifth Imperial Uncle and met the person who would change their lives by the blue waters of Cliff Mountain, that fate, like a rushing river, suddenly took a great turn.

He still remembered that day—he, Shicheng, and Meng Tan had secretly left the courier station to visit local attractions. The sky was clear azure blue, the weather excellent, the sun warmly hanging above. A young girl stood at the bow of a black-awning boat, dressed in lake-green clothes, with a beautiful face and eyes like the most brilliant pearls. She stood barefoot at the bow, revealing a small section of her fair, smooth calves, smiling and waving at the three of them, calling out in a crisp voice, “Hey! You three big fellows, want to get on board?”

So many years had passed, and often he thought he had forgotten—forgotten the time, the place, the faces and smiles of those days. But that voice was something he could never forget for the rest of his life. He watched the young girl approach gracefully, his palms nervously sweating, as if he had returned to his childhood, wanting to speak but unable to open his mouth.

At that moment, he heard Shicheng laugh beside him: “Hey, little girl, your boat is so small—can it fit all three of us?”

With a plop, a small stone was thrown into the river of time, splashing a tiny, pristine white wave. Perhaps many things determined the course of the future from the very beginning.

War rose and fell, and he was finally forced to the edge of life and death. He walked that path step by difficult step. Those who blocked him died; those who protected him also died; even those who were unarmed and did nothing died with the flying of war blades, all perishing in the turmoil of changing power.

Shicheng led the Yan Bei Army, following behind him all the way. Even now, when he closed his eyes, he could still hear the young man’s voice constantly ringing in his ears:

“Brother Xu, I’m here!”

“Brother Xu, we’re not afraid of them—at worst, we’ll perish together.”

“Brother Xu, you must stay alive no matter what. Only if you live can you avenge our fallen brothers.”

“Brother Xu, the way of the great lies in benefiting the people. As long as you remember this, my death will not be in vain.”

“Brother Xu, whoever dares to be disloyal to you, I’ll cut them down!”

“Brother Xu, Brother Xu, Brother Xu…”

The tide of people knelt before him, and the title of “Long live the Emperor” finally rang in his ears. The bright yellow on his body was like a lake of golden water, flashing with brilliant light. That day, he accepted the throne of Great Xia at the Ancestral Temple of Inherited Light. Beside him, on the empress’s seat, wrapped in phoenix robes, was merely a jade pendant that hadn’t been sent away—a relic of his mother, quite shabby, just like his meager courage back then.

In the dim depths of the great hall, swirling winds arose. The emperor felt cold and slowly opened his eyes.

The old eunuch approached from behind, draping a cloak over him, but he childishly threw it to the ground, frowning, “Why hasn’t Yan Xun attacked yet?”

The old eunuch, long accustomed to this, replied, “Your Majesty, the Prince of Yan is still outside Yanming Pass.”

“He’s incompetent. If it were Shicheng, he would have broken through the pass by now. Today’s youngsters, are truly incompetent.”

The emperor rose, shaking his head with a regretful expression.

“Ah Sheng doesn’t believe I didn’t kill that boy. I need to quickly summon him to show Ah Sheng.”

The emperor’s back was slightly hunched as he muttered softly. The cup on the small table was empty. In that red grape wine was a type of grass called yellow millet, worth a thousand gold pieces and difficult to obtain. Legend had it that just a bit could make one’s mind wander, inducing a dream of yellow millet. It was so precious that even contemporary elites could hardly afford to spend such a fortune on a single dream. Yet in this palace, this grass was a daily sight.

“An Fu, don’t you think being an emperor is so tiring? Why do they still fight over it?”

The emperor suddenly turned and asked. The old eunuch remained silent with his head bowed. The emperor hadn’t expected an answer from him and walked away, his temples frosted with white, gleaming in the moonlight’s reflection.

Your Majesty, that’s because they haven’t experienced it. They don’t know. But even after your yellow millet dream, don’t you still need to protect this vast empire?

Life is like a chessboard, with each person a piece upon it. Amid the crisscrossing lines, who can jump out?

Outside, the wind blew, sweeping up the clear snow. That figure gradually receded into the distance.

Chapter 166: Day After Day
The days seemed stolen.

When alone, Chu Qiao often found herself lost in thought. She quietly watched the sunrise in the east and set in the west, night falling again and again. The new year came and went, time silently flowing through her fingers, its pulsing rhythms visible like clear water.

The initial excitement gradually subsided. Life began to turn again. She looked at the sky, where birds flew from the north with fluttering wings, traversing the distant heavens, winding through blue or white traces. She thought they must be heading home.

She had moved into Zhuge Yue’s separate residence in Xianyang. There was no excuse or reason—Zhuge Yue had simply asked if she would like to spend the new year with him, and after some thought, she agreed.

It was truly a simple new year.

There were no extravagant palace dances, no lingering melodies from court musicians, no sumptuous delicacies. Instead, there was a rare tranquility, a genuine peace of mind.

These days, she and Zhuge Yue have visited many places together. They walked through long, quiet alleys, visited old, dilapidated temples, ate street food, squeezed through crowded temple fairs, and on New Year’s Eve, set off firecrackers for a long time together.

The firecrackers popped and crackled, just like that night two years ago. She stood on the bustling street, eyes filled with fireworks and lights.

A long-forgotten happiness quietly enveloped her. Amidst the dim lights around them, he stood before her, shielding her from the pressing crowd, occasionally turning back with furrowed brows to scold her, like a petulant child.

Fireworks bloomed in the sky above his head, gorgeously colorful, their reflecting light illuminating his face—so beautiful.

Yes, beautiful indeed.

Chu Qiao, at a loss for words, could find no other adjective to describe all she saw. She seemed suddenly swept from the battlefield into this dazzling, kaleidoscopic world. She saw gentle sunshine, warm lake waters, joyful crowds, and Zhuge Yue—stripped of all struggle and defenses. This man who had once glared at her fiercely, drawn his sword against her, repeatedly offered her aid, and nearly descended to the netherworld for her sake, now stood alive before her, frowning as he scolded her for being a country bumpkin. She suddenly felt that time was something she had stolen from heaven, with every second infinitely precious.

The world was ablaze with trees of fire and flowers of silver, yet her eyes could hold only one person.

Like deep sea waters surging forth after the ice thawed, warming her cold limbs and numbed mind.

Life had blossomed magnificently at a dead end, colorfully blooming on decaying wood. Standing on the other shore of the netherworld, gazing from afar, she thought that perhaps this was something called rebirth.

Even as she watched with open eyes, it still seemed so distant.

The door was half-open. He stood in the courtyard, wearing blue-purple robes embroidered with large, magnificent golden flowers. Moonlight shone upon him with dazzling brightness.

He looked at her, seeming to want to say something, yet remained silent for a long time.

The moonlight was somewhat melancholy. Drum and gong sounds from the square several streets away continued to reach them—a clattering, festive sound. Though she couldn’t see it, Chu Qiao could imagine the common people dancing happily.

Time seemed to pass for ages, yet also felt like just a brief moment. He finally spoke: “Go to bed.”

Chu Qiao nodded, smiling calmly: “You too.”

The door closed gradually, blocking out the moonlight as well—first a section, then a line, then a thread, until finally, darkness prevailed.

She stood at the doorway, her fingers pressed against the door. Outside, the person lingered for a long time without leaving. The wind was chilly, howling. Tree shadows swayed outside the window, casting eerie, dancing shadows on the windowpane.

Time trickled away in the water clock. Finally, soft footsteps arose, very slow, yet gradually receding, growing more and more distant.

The wind outside suddenly intensified, penetrating even the door, and blowing coldly through the cracks. Chu Qiao rested her head against the door. In the darkness, she slowly closed her eyes.

When Zhuge Yue returned, Yue Qi had just received a letter from Xiao Fei. The young guard, now an honored general, smiled contentedly, happily tucking the letter into his sleeve.

Yue Qi stood outside the door in good spirits, unable to hide his joy even in his master’s presence.

“Letter from Xiao Fei?”

“Yes,” Yue Qi chuckled, saying, “Hai’er is one month old now.”

After years of fighting side by side, Zhuge Yue and Yue Qi’s relationship was nominally master and servant but practically like brothers. Recalling that before leaving, Xiao Fei had just given birth to a son for Yue Qi, Zhuge Yue smiled slightly and said, “When I return, I’ll prepare a great gift for your son.”

Yue Qi smiled and said, “Thank you, young master.”

“How is Mo’er?”

“He’s well.”

Yue Qi answered brightly. Ouyang Mo, whom Zhuge Yue had once brought back, was now being raised by Xiao Fei. For a child who had lost all relatives, this was perhaps the best choice.

“He’s learning acupuncture with Master Bai, showing exceptional talent.”

“Master,” Fang Chu walked in from outside. After Yue Qi left to command troops, Fang Chu became Zhuge Yue’s guard. Born in Qinghai, his parents were descendants of criminals who had been banished from Ximeng generations ago. After being subdued by Zhuge Yue, he followed him back to Great Xia. He was a man of few words but a resilient character, far from an ordinary person—even Yue Qi regarded him highly.

“General Feng has sent a letter.”

The seal on the letter was intact. Zhuge Yue read it without changing expression, then handed it to Yue Qi. After Yue Qi finished reading, Zhuge Yue asked in a deep voice, “What do you think?”

“Zhao Yang won’t just let things be. Once the Seventh Prince returns to the country and joins forces with you, young master, the power Zhao Yang has built over these two years will falter. Wei Guang is already in his declining years, while Wei Shuye has his ambitions. Zhao Yang must guard against this.”

Zhuge Yue nodded slightly and said softly, “This man is most pragmatic, with a clever mind, yet his judgment has been clouded, making such plans at this time.”

“What should we do?”

“Proceed according to the original plan. Tell Xu Yang to be more vigilant. He can’t stir up much trouble now. Rather than worrying about him, we should pay more attention to developments in Yan Bei.”

Yue Qi nodded, and Zhuge Yue asked further, “How is the extradition proceeding?”

“Rest assured, young master. All of Chen Yue’s businesses are operating urgently. Duke Zhaoming and Master Liang have secretly recruited a large number of talented people from various industries. The Great Emperor of Bian Tang is taking our request very seriously and has personally assigned Lord Sun to assist. Moreover, with this year’s bumper grain harvest, we no longer need to rely on the inland.”

Zhuge Yue nodded: “How is everything at home?”

The person currently in charge in Qinghai was Fang Guangqian, Fang Chu’s uncle and also Zhuge Yue’s subordinate in Qinghai. Fang Chu responded expressionlessly, “Uncle sent a letter yesterday saying everything at home is fine. Everyone is waiting for the master to return.”

“Good.” Zhuge Yue nodded silently and said, “Tell everyone to speed up. We don’t have much time. Once matters here are concluded, we’ll return.”

Fang Chu nodded and withdrew. After Fang Chu left, Yue Qi frowned slightly and said, “Young master, your servant doesn’t understand.”

“I know what you want to say.”

The moonlight was serene, casting its pure light softly on his shoulders. The man’s face carried a touch of coldness, his eyes narrow and long, yet no longer showing the vigor of his youth—calm as still water, composed and gentle.

“You mean to ask why we don’t take advantage of Great Xia’s internal turmoil, the noble families’ exhaustion, and external threats to rise, control the family, and replace the Zhao clan, correct?”

Yue Qi was startled and immediately knelt, but spoke frankly, “Your servant is presumptuous, but indeed, that is what I think. Great Xia has not been kind to us, nor has the family been just. For two years, the young master has endured humiliation. Why offer them aid now? At worst, we could return to Qinghai. Since Miss is here now, we need not fear their threats. Qinghai is vast and rich in resources—even if Ximeng unifies, we need not fear them.”

After Yue Qi finished speaking, he heard no response from Zhuge Yue for a long time. He cautiously raised his head and saw Zhuge Yue looking up at the sky. His once handsome face was now covered with a layer of weary shadow, the vertical lines between his brows deeply furrowed, full of the vicissitudes of time.

“Yue Qi, no matter how flawed the family is, it was still where you and I found our footing in our youth. No matter how flawed Great Xia is, it remains our homeland. Now, with our nation beset by internal troubles and external threats, how could we bear to light another fire of war on this already scarred land?”

Hearing this, Yue Qi was stunned, but Zhuge Yue continued, “Moreover, Zhao Che’s kindness to me is not a mere drop of water.”

With that, Zhuge Yue left, leaving Yue Qi standing in place, carefully pondering his words.

He didn’t know what to feel. Deep down, he knew his master was right, but thinking of the experiences of the past two years, a sense of grievance and injustice welled up in his chest, impossible to dispel. Could it be that his master truly didn’t care at all?

Of course, Zhuge Yue cared.

In the pitch-black bedroom, there came a brief, light laugh.

How could he not care about those childhood days when he struggled to survive in the family like a stray dog? How could he not care about his repeated aspirations that were crushed and defeated? And how could he not care about the spit and humiliation that greeted him when he returned from the brink of death?

He could not forget—even in death, he could not forget.

He didn’t want to revisit the feelings he had just experienced, but Yue Qi’s outspoken words stirred up tremendous waves in his heart.

A man’s heart remains as iron until death. After a lifetime of struggle, what is it all for? Isn’t it for achievement and glory? Isn’t it to rise above others? Isn’t it to ascend to the height of supreme power, to command the wind and summon the rain, to have one’s every command obeyed?

That was a fatal desire—an addiction no man could ever truly quit.

When he escaped from such desperate straits, he was met with not a shred of warmth. His reputation in tatters, abandoned by his country and family, he instantly became Great Xia’s public enemy. He was no saint—how could there be no hatred in his heart?

Perhaps, as Chu Qiao had said at the grave when he saw Great Xia repeatedly defeated under Yan Bei’s offensive, a strange sense of satisfaction arose in his heart. When Great Xia’s internal decay led to increasing chaos, he had also considered leading troops eastward, replacing Great Xia, and using military might to wash away past shame, looking down on those filthy faces that had once stepped heavily on his head.

But when it came time to take that step, he retreated.

Those eyes on the Qinghai plains—people still unable to eat their fill or stay warm—looked at him expectantly. Those who had generously sheltered him when he had nowhere to go were still waiting for him to bring them a winter where no one would die.

Indeed, he couldn’t tell Yue Qi or his loyal subordinates who had followed him all along. They would stare at him wide-eyed and ask: Young master, do you mean to give up seizing prosperous Ximeng for a few Qinghai bumpkins?

Yes, they were just descendants of generations of prisoners toiling in captivity, just uncultured country folk. In the past, he would have thought the same. He would have snorted with disdain, believing that a great man must have priorities and lofty ambitions, rather than hesitating like a woman. But something had ultimately changed him. When his life was in tatters and he was rejected by the world, someone opened a warm door for him. Though the door was worn and the house leaked, sitting there, he drank the warmest bowl of porridge in his life.

At that moment, he suddenly understood Chu Qiao—understood that always-resolute girl who told him to wait and see.

He thanked the heavens. Without such an opportunity, he might never have understood her, never comprehended the joy of creating and protecting. He was amazed to discover that such joy was no less powerful than that of conquest and destruction.

As for Great Xia, as for grudges, as for dominating Ximeng…

He slowly closed his eyes, telling himself: I know what’s most important.

Yes, he still needed to strive, to maneuver, to use his abilities to protect and fight for what mattered. He still had to match wits with those of various intentions in the court, still had to confront those of different political views on the battlefield.

Although his ambition was not to seize Great Xia, he was unwilling to sit by and watch it decline and fall into others’ hands.

Moreover, he could no longer retreat now. When he led troops out of Cuiwei Pass, when he accepted the position of Military Affairs Director of Great Xia, and when he single-handedly blocked Great Xia’s war against Bian Tang, everything was already decided.

He recalled the oath he and Zhao Che had made on the cold grounds of Eastern Hu when they were at the end of their rope, and a cold glint rose at the corner of his eye.

At that moment, a pair of calm eyes suddenly looked through the black mist. That gaze was so gentle, yet revealed a hint of undisguisable sorrow.

He quietly closed his eyes, his fingers caressing the white cup wall.

He smiled slightly, a bitter smile like cold snow.

Everything began after the end. They were always like this—meeting at inopportune times, parting at inopportune times. Fate pushed them along a path with no visible return, stumbling, passing each other by.

The room was pitch black. Outside, moonlight shone through the window, casting a cold light upon him. After all, he was still just a man in his twenties. Despite experiencing so many twists and hardships, sometimes he would dream like this: a hero returning from a hundred battles, achieving illustrious military exploits, then placing everything before the person he loved, saying with a flourish: Here, it’s all yours!

But in the end, it could only remain a dream.

He leaned back in his chair, his lips curling up slightly, smiling gently like a grown child.

Chapter 167: Superior Strategy
Hong Ye was awakened by the sound of rain at dawn. In the vast, desolate hall, she sat alone on the couch, her blue-green silk palace attire dotted with moist sweat. As the cold wind blew in, it crept up her spine, gradually climbing along the cool, damp sweat. Tiny goosebumps formed on her skin as she gently rubbed her arms, only to find her fingertips even colder.

On the other side of the bed, a pristine white letter lay quietly, somewhat damaged, evidently having been handled multiple times.

Her eyes were somewhat cold and distant. The raindrops fell with a pitter-patter, and the wind chimes at the window emitting crisp sounds. The curtains in the great hall gently floated up, like the soft waist of a dancing girl.

“The situation is critical, my younger brother has three paths. First, take Nalan’s place, depose the young Emperor, place the Princess Imperial under house arrest, kill the Prince of Jinjiang, and seize control of Huaisong’s military power with lightning speed. Second, seek marriage with the Princess Imperial, oppose the Prince of Jinjiang as Regent, abandon the eastern provinces, and secure the capital region. Third, seek help from Great Xia, and formed a marriage alliance, but never entangled with the Xia imperial family to prevent a change in the country’s surname. This person must hold military power, be of similar age, come from a Great Xia noble family, have a strong background, hold high authority, and be regarded with suspicion by the Great Xia court. Once the marriage contract is announced, the Prince of Jinjiang will not dare rashly send troops to Songjing. Just wait until spring floods pass, and deploy troops to the eastern territories. This danger will be resolved.”

There was no need to light a lamp to examine it closely; everything was already deeply ingrained in her mind. Hong Ye leaned quietly against the headboard, her eyes deep as ancient wells. Actually, there was another option—a marriage alliance between Yan Bei and Huaisong could not only resolve the danger of the Prince of Jinjiang’s rebellion but also add weight to the Yan-Xia war, with East and West attacking Great Xia simultaneously, supporting each other.

However, he ultimately wasn’t willing, he hadn’t even considered it.

One who holds military power, is of similar age, from a Great Xia noble family, with a strong background, and regarded with suspicion by the Great Xia court.

How many such people were there?

Hong Ye slightly raised the corner of her mouth, pulling out a faint smile.

Brother, you still can’t let go after all.

Great Xia was at war with Yan Bei, with ethnic rebellions in the northeast as well. Internal factions were fighting for power, and the imperial family was overwhelmed. Huaisong and Great Xia had no conflicts for many years, with relations more amicable than with Bian Tang. Moreover, Huaisong was a commercial superpower with a wealthy treasury. Great Xia would certainly not miss this opportunity to win over Huaisong.

However, how could this man, who commanded significant forces, held the high position of Great Xia’s Marshal, backed by a powerful family, and known as the uncrowned king of Qinghe, be so easily manipulated?

After two great battles in Yan Bei, who didn’t know of Zhuge Yue’s infatuation with the Beautiful General?

Perhaps in ordinary people’s eyes, there would be a contest between claiming a kingdom and winning a beauty, with speculation about what choice Zhuge Yue would make in such a situation. But she knew this marriage alliance was doomed to fail, not because of her understanding of Zhuge Yue, but because she understood Yan Xun too well.

How could you sit by and watch your love rival gain Huaisong’s support and become Huaisong’s Regent Prince? With such suggestions, you must have already determined in your heart that this person would not be manipulated by you.

The result of such actions would merely temporarily delay Huaisong’s military situation while driving a wedge between Zhuge Yue and Great Xia’s court, pushing him into a precarious position and needlessly offending Great Xia’s court officials and Huaisong’s ministers. Moreover, if Zhuge Yue dared to openly refuse the marriage, all of the Zhuge clan’s economic and trade interests in Huaisong would inevitably face blockade and attacks from the Huaisong royal family. This would cause Zhuge Yue’s position within his family to plummet. Even as Great Xia’s only powerbroker who was both a Senate Elder and a territorial prince, he would suffer a severe blow.

The result of Qinghe distancing itself from Great Xia would be Yan Bei maneuvering into a central position, creating an excellent opportunity to defeat both sides with divided forces.

She had already figured out all these intricacies but had not made any expression for a long time.

Brother was indeed extraordinary; with just a few words that used minimal force to achieve maximum effect, he had stirred up a tremendous storm within Great Xia’s borders. The only thing he hadn’t calculated was probably that his dark-ink younger brother was her, Hong Ye, the Princess Imperial of Huaisong.

In the darkness, she slightly narrowed her eyes, with undercurrents flowing in her beautiful eyes.

All thoughts and ideas were churning in her mind. She kept thinking that he didn’t know Xuan Mo was Hong Ye; if he had known, he would never have used her as a piece in his scheme.

Yet in the depths of her mind, there was also a trace of bitter sadness.

After all, he was asking her to marry someone else.

“Brother’s wisdom is so profound, yet after twelve years of acquaintance, he is so careless. This Xuan Mo is not that Xuan Mo—have you never noticed?”

Her fingers suddenly applied pressure, the fair fingertips tightly gripping the letter. A trace of a deep voice slowly emerged:

“Since brother has this intention, what harm is there in me lending a hand?”

Zhenhhuang immediately fell into chaos, like a pot of boiling water, impossible to see clearly what was churning inside.

After Huaisong’s marriage alliance document was issued, the entire imperial city was momentarily swept up in a huge wave.

A country’s princess marrying another country’s minister wasn’t unprecedented in history, but it was usually an expedient measure when the other country had no suitable princes. Now, Great Xia had many unmarried princes of appropriate age. Zhao Che and Zhao Yang were both talented young men, especially Zhao Yang, whose position was as stable as a mountain, wielding great power—truly the first man of Great Xia.

And Huaisong was not what it once was. Nalan He Qing was young, and Nalan Hong Ye had held power for many years. Though called a princess, she was effectively the Empress of Huaisong. This marriage alliance partner would not merely be a consort but could very likely become Huaisong’s Regent. In such circumstances, it seemed inappropriate to invite foreign powers to enter, but given Huaisong’s internal turmoil and unstable court, they urgently needed external forces to enter as a deterrent. Thus, everything seemed reasonable and appropriate. However, when the Huaisong envoy announced Zhuge Yue’s name in the Great Xia court, the entire court was shaken once again.

Two years ago, when news of Zhuge Yue’s death returned and the Xia army suffered a great defeat at Yanming Pass, his reputation plummeted. Unexpectedly, two years later, this man had risen rapidly in Qinghe, returning to his homeland with formidable troops, and becoming the most powerful person among all court officials. Even Zhao Yang had to show him respect. And now, the Huaisong Princess had voluntarily approached him. Once Zhuge Yue became the Princess Imperial of Huaisong’s consort, the Zhuge clan’s power would take another terrifying leap. Holding his homeland territory, Qinghe’s military power, and enormous wealth, with Huaisong as external support, no one would doubt that the Zhuge clan would become the next Muhe clan, and Zhuge Yue would leap to become Great Xia’s primary power holder. However, despite these frightening consequences, the Zhao imperial family could not refuse this hot potato.

Not to mention the domestic economic situation and the northwestern war, just looking at the previous northern expeditions, there was some potential connection between Yan Bei, Huaisong, and Bian Tang. Now that Beautiful Army’s Chu Qiao had left Yan Bei, the relationship with Bian Tang was broken, what about Huaisong? If Great Xia went to war with Yan Bei again, what would Huaisong’s attitude be? And if Huaisong’s Princess Imperial married Zhuge Yue, would this situation be reversed?

Even knowing that ahead lay an indiscernible maze, Great Xia had no choice but to enter it. After all, all current concerns paled in comparison to the Northwestern War. In just over a month, the ice and snow would melt, and Yan Bei’s army would be knocking at the gates again.

That afternoon, the Emperor’s imperial edict, the clan’s secret letter, and Zhuge Yue’s private intelligence messages—three routes of messengers successively left the ancient capital of Zhenhuang, all heading towards Nuanshui Ridge.

Zhao Yang sat in the great hall drinking tea. Sunlight shone in from outside, falling on his young, handsome face, making him look vigorous and spirited.

The Sixteenth Prince, Zhao Xiang, sat nearby, idly playing with a talking parrot. The bird jumped up and down, occasionally pecking at the grains of rice in Zhao Xiang’s palm, but not obediently speaking, annoying Zhao Xiang enough to curse it occasionally.

“Sixteenth brother, what do you think of this matter?” Zhao Yang suddenly asked.

Without turning around, Zhao Xiang responded in the warm, cozy hall with thick fur carpets and incense burning in the censers: “Which matter?”

“The Huaisong Princess’s marriage alliance.”

Upon hearing this, Zhao Xiang immediately turned his head, angrily saying: “That Zhuge family’s fourth son has too much luck. He returned from death with hundreds of thousands of loyal troops, and now he has such a ridiculous romantic fortune. It’s simply infuriating.”

Zhao Yang showed no sign of anger, saying impassively: “Is it just good luck?”

Zhao Xiang hadn’t caught his brother’s meaning and said firmly: “By all rights if the Huaisong Princess wanted a marriage alliance, she should have chosen you, Fourteenth Brother, or at worst Seventh Brother. How could it be Zhuge Yue’s turn? I hear in Qinghe they call him the Qinghe King. In my view, before long, he’ll become Huaisong’s Regent, and in the future, Huaisong’s Emperor might be surnamed Zhuge. Fourteenth Brother, would that count as our Great Xia annexing and unifying Huaisong?”

Zhao Yang burst into laughter, saying: “That’s a rather pathetic form of unification. I fear a future Zhuge Emperor of Huaisong would be more troublesome than a Nalan Emperor of Huaisong.”

Zhao Xiang thought for a moment, then said: “But I think that although Zhuge Yue is peculiar, he’s not a bad person. He could be considered loyal to the throne and patriotic.”

“Loyal to the throne and patriotic?” Zhao Yang looked at Zhao Xiang’s askance, saying gravely: “That’s how you see him?”

“I once studied with him at the Martial Hall for a period. This man has a resilient mind, doesn’t flow with the common noble sons, and has great insights. I believe he is a talent worthy of assisting a ruler.”

“A talent worthy of assisting a ruler?”

Zhao Yang shook his head: “How could he be the type to submit to others? Even if he is loyal to the throne and patriotic, it’s not to you or me as the ruler.”

Zhao Xiang looked bewildered, looking questioningly at Zhao Yang.

Zhao Yang didn’t explain, just saying lightly: “This matter cannot be so simple. There must be a master hand pushing it from behind. However…”

He suddenly sneered: “Everyone thinks this is manna from heaven, but Zhuge Yue doesn’t necessarily think so. Someone has finally dared to touch his sore spot. I want to see how this Qinghe King will react to this matter.”

The wind stirs at the end of the duckweed. Perhaps a storm was coming. The New Year quickly passed, and the weather gradually warmed up. The willows outside Xiangyang City sprouted new buds, growing greener day by day. In the morning, one could faintly hear orioles singing in the trees, their voices melodious, crisp, and pleasant.

Three days later, the estate finally quieted down, but Chu Qiao’s heart gradually became more somber. The deeper meaning behind this, she was unwilling to consider carefully.

Early this morning, someone knocked on her door. Opening it, she saw Yue Qi standing at the doorway, holding the medicinal soup she drank daily. Seeing her, he smiled and said: “Good morning, Miss. I was worried you hadn’t risen yet.”

Seeing him, Chu Qiao was slightly startled, her gaze involuntarily sweeping around outside.

Seeing this, Yue Qi quickly said: “The young master hasn’t risen yet.”

Chu Qiao’s brows lightly furrowed as she asked gravely: “Is he ill?”

“No, he just slept a bit late last night.”

Not just a bit late, but probably hadn’t slept properly for three or four consecutive days. Yue Qi thought this to himself but didn’t say it aloud. He merely handed the medicine bowl to Chu Qiao with a smile, saying: “This is the first time I’ve been entrusted with such an important task. Please don’t secretly pour it away, Miss.”

Chu Qiao smiled as she took it, closed the door, and sat quietly at the table.

The medicine was very hot, with a pungent medicinal smell wafting up, quite bitter. However, having grown accustomed to it these days, she didn’t find it particularly difficult to swallow. Beside the medicine bowl was a small plate containing sugared fruits and preserves, along with a cup of date tea, all meant to refresh the palate after taking the medicine.

These days, he must truly be exhausted. During the day, he had to entertain people in the estate and accompany her. At night, there were too many official documents to handle. He had just returned from Qinghe, now occupying the highest position in the Great Xia Elder Council. From the royal family to the court, from the temple to the battlefield, how many eyes were watching him? Yet he lingered here wasting time. Who knew what changes might be occurring in Zhenhuang during these days of his absence?

The white, blue, and flowery three-colored porcelain spoon gently collided with the medicine bowl, making clear, crisp sounds. The morning sunlight shone through the slightly open window, casting a golden glow.

And she absolutely could not return with him to Zhenhuang.

Her enmity with Great Xia ran deep. Everyone in Great Xia, without exception, wanted to eliminate her. If he openly sheltered her under his wing, how much criticism and scheming would it bring upon him?

Moreover, Great Xia was, after all, Yan Xun’s sworn enemy. Even though she had left Yan Xun, she was unwilling to appear before him as an enemy. Having known each other for eleven years, although she was disgusted by Yan Xun’s actions today, she also had no good impression of the Great Xia Emperor hidden behind the red walls and golden tiles.

And there was another reason she was unwilling to think about but couldn’t control herself from thinking about.

What were Zhuge Yue’s plans? Did he intend to be content as a powerful minister of Great Xia, or did he harbor ambitions for supremacy? When Great Xia and Yan Bei eventually raised their battle flags, when Zhuge Yue and Yan Xun finally confronted each other on the battlefield, where would she go? Even though she had left Yan Bei, she didn’t have the confidence to truly remain calm, standing peacefully by Zhuge Yue’s side watching Great Xia’s iron hooves break through the gates of Beishuo City, seeing Yan Xun become a prisoner again. And if Zhuge Yue were at a disadvantage, would she lead the Beautiful Army against her former comrades?

Yan Bei didn’t belong to Yan Xun alone; so many soldiers and civilians had once loyally helped her.

By now, she had become the last leader of Datong in the world. Under Yan Bei’s attack, she didn’t know how many Datong members across various regions had already surrendered to He Xiao. She wasn’t a woman with nothing who could do as she pleased, so everything she did had to be carefully considered. For now, she could only remain uninvolved, carefully avoiding being drawn into any conflict.

This estate, like a paradise outside the world, was like a protective umbrella. She pathetically didn’t want to leave, not knowing what awaited her outside. Yan Xun had already disappointed her, and would Zhuge also have such a day?

The door suddenly opened, and Zhuge Yue walked in with dignity. Against the light, his face looked somewhat tired, but his posture and steps remained straight and vigorous.

He sat directly in the chair opposite Chu Qiao, poured himself a cup of tea, glanced at her medicine, and said: “Drink quickly.”

“It’s hot.”

Zhuge Yue reached over to feel it—lukewarm, with no heat left. He turned his head and said to someone outside: “Reheat the medicine.”

Chu Qiao hurriedly picked up the medicine bowl and gulped it down, then anxiously ate two preserved fruits. The medicine, having cooled, was indeed more bitter.

“Yue Qi said you slept very late last night.”

Zhuge Yue nodded, his eye sockets somewhat blue.

“Are you very busy?”

Chu Qiao asked softly, leaning slightly forward, the hair at her temples falling onto her thin, pointed face.

Zhuge Yue turned to look at her, seeing her pure eyes faintly showing traces of worry. He felt a slight stirring in his heart and said: “It’s nothing.”

“Then,” Chu Qiao thought for a moment, and finally asked: “When will you leave?”

Chu Qiao rarely had such an expression, with a bit of caution, as if she knew what the result would be and was prepared to accept it rationally, but subconsciously, there was also a trace of hope.

Zhuge Yue looked at her and suddenly felt a bit of heartache. How could someone with his keen mind not understand Chu Qiao’s concerns and worries? At this moment, he suddenly couldn’t help but miss the girl who once had firm, fearless eyes. In just a few short years, she had changed so much.

He had come today to bid her farewell, but now, he found himself somewhat reluctant to say it.

“Wait a few more days.”

“Oh.” Chu Qiao’s expression visibly relaxed, showing undisguisable joy, but in an instant, she furrowed her brow again and asked worriedly: “Won’t something happen if you stay here and don’t leave?”

“Nothing is more important. I can handle everything. Don’t worry.”

Zhuge Yue said lightly, his tone very calm, but containing such steadfast confidence.

Chu Qiao set her mind at ease with just his one sentence, perhaps this was exactly what she had secretly hoped for. She stood up happily, saying as she walked: “You haven’t eaten yet, right? I haven’t either. Wait, I’ll go order some food.”

“Xing’er.”

Zhuge Yue’s voice suddenly came from behind. Chu Qiao turned back to see Zhuge Yue sitting there, his long phoenix eyes slightly narrowed, quietly looking at her, saying slowly: “After things are settled here, come with me to Qinghe.”

“Qinghe?”

A strange light flashed in Chu Qiao’s eyes as she looked at Zhuge Yue, standing stunned in place.

“Yes,” Zhuge Yue nodded and said: “Past the Cuiwei Mountains and the primeval forest is Qinghe. It’s a vast territory, far from the western frontier, a very quiet place.”

A surge of bitterness suddenly rose, her brow burning hot, the heat gradually spreading throughout her body, even her fingers trembling slightly. Chu Qiao stood against the light, the morning breeze blowing on her clothes, faint cloud patterns floating lightly at the hem. She clearly understood the meaning of Zhuge Yue’s words and knew what they all represented.

Qinghe was far from the western frontier. Going there would mean getting away from the power struggles here, away from the sword and blade conflicts here, away from the grievances and enmities here. Whether someone wins or loses, becomes a king or a defeated enemy, would no longer have anything to do with her. And he was willing to give up all the power and authority here to go with her to a brand new place and start a new life.

Tears were completely uncontrollable, flowing down slowly. She was thinly dressed, her figure gaunt. The sunlight shone on her face, with brilliant light in her eyes. The worries and confusion of recent days left her in an instant. Great joy and emotion climbed up from the bottom of her heart, like rising tide waters, gradually spreading throughout her entire heart.

Zhuge Yue stood up and gently took her into his arms. The young woman’s tears fell on his shoulder, seeping in bit by bit, dampening his layers of clothes.

“Alright, don’t cry anymore.”

Zhuge Yue said softly, but Chu Qiao’s tears fell even more fiercely.

No one could understand her feelings at this moment. When she first saw Zhuge Yue, she was momentarily excited, but a few days later, she became suddenly alert. Even if there were feelings between them, how long could they last in such opposing positions? Great Xia would not accept her, and would not accept the Southwestern Garrison Commander. Hatred would not easily dissolve. Did he have to betray his family and country? Or would she have to abandon the Beautiful Army and contentedly be a gentlewoman behind him? The hatred between Yan Xun and the Zhao family could only be reduced by the death of one side. When Yan Xun and Zhuge Yue truly went to war, what would she do? Even if she had given up on Yan Xun, how could she stand against him?

These complex relationships and situations, every line and point would drive them to a point of no return.

Neither of them was someone who could easily compromise. The only way was to stay away from the war, to remain uninvolved.

This was something she could easily do, but what about him? He had his own family, his own country, and the power and position gained at the risk of his life. How could she selfishly ask him to abandon everything?

These matters had tormented her for a very long time. Suddenly hearing his words today, how could she not be deeply moved?

“You’re so unwilling to go?”

Seeing her still crying, Zhuge Yue teased her: “Since you’re so reluctant, I won’t force you. There are beautiful women everywhere.”

“You dare!”

Chu Qiao suddenly reached out and gripped his wrist, fiercely saying: “Don’t even think about it.”

Zhuge Yue lightly smirked: “I need to reconsider. So fierce, without a bit of feminine gentleness. I don’t want to have to mobilize tens of thousands of troops to quell a riot when we have a marital dispute in the future.”

Chu Qiao smiled and punched his chest. Zhuge Yue deliberately cried out in exaggerated pain. The two laughed and played around. One was a famous general, the other a rare powerful minister, yet they were like ordinary men and women, having cast aside the last bit of worry in their hearts. Everything seemed more vibrant.

“Zhuge Yue, can you let it all go?”

The room was very quiet. Chu Qiao sat on the bed, turning her head to look at the man who was drinking tea.

Zhuge Yue glanced sideways, his eyes like ink, with hidden sharpness. This question contained too many things—country, power, childhood dreams, the hatred of humiliation. But at this moment, he felt those things were becoming increasingly distant from him.

“Having both would be good, but there are too many variables in this world. I don’t want to gamble on it,” Zhuge Yue turned his head, smiled at her, and said: “Let them fight over this Zhenhuang, this western frontier. I have other things to do.”

Something gradually overflowed in her heart, her limbs and body feeling warm and comfortable as if soaked in warm water. She suddenly understood that this feeling might be happiness. It turned out that for a woman, happiness wasn’t having the rivers and mountains fought for at the risk of life or all the embroidery and jewels presented before you, but that person being willing to give up the opportunity to gain all this for you. She raised the corners of her mouth, smiling lightly, her eyes curved like a crescent moon.

“Besides,” Zhuge Yue turned his head with a smile, “how do you know I’m at a disadvantage?”

Chu Qiao was stunned and asked: “What do you mean?”

“I suppose you, like others, think Qinghe is a small, palm-sized barbaric land.”

“Isn’t it?”

Zhuge Yue’s eyes suddenly became somewhat misty. He quietly raised his head and said softly: “I can’t quite explain it. Perhaps you’ll understand everything when you see it with your own eyes.”

He lowered his head to look at Chu Qiao and suddenly said very seriously: “And I think those things in your head are more valuable than a million armies. Perhaps I’m the one getting the better deal.”

Chu Qiao’s cheeks reddened, but she still said proudly: “You have good taste.”

Zhuge Yue smiled, about to speak, when they suddenly heard a series of urgent footsteps outside. He and Chu Qiao both turned their heads to see Yue Qi rush in without knocking, standing at the door staring at him, his expression showing some undisguisable panic.

Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue both stood up. A cloud floated over, blocking the sun.

Something had happened!

They both thought so simultaneously.

The sky gradually brightened, and sunlight tore through the clouds, mapping the eastern sky in an expanse of red. Zhuge Yue’s entourage left Nuanshui City, heading north. Zhuge Huan and Chu Qiao, along with several guards, followed alongside, silent all the way, accompanying them for a dozen miles.

On the official road, the long journey stretched ahead. The sun was just rising, the wind swirling the dust on the ground, rising and sweeping in with a howling sound.

Chu Qiao lowered her head, not speaking for a long time. She vaguely sensed something, a chill rising from the bottom of her heart, like a cold, clear spring. She hoped it wasn’t what she thought, hoped it wasn’t.

“Seventh Brother, don’t forget,” Zhuge Yue, wearing a black cloak, looking refined and handsome, sat straight on horseback, his expression solemn as he said gravely.

“Don’t worry, Fourth Brother,” Zhuge Huan put away his smile and answered steadily: “I will escort Miss Chu safely. But you need to be more careful this time. Zhenhuang’s power structure is complex. You’ve only just returned, and even within the family, you must be wary. Father’s health is deteriorating day by day, and Eldest Brother is monopolizing power. You need to be careful of him stabbing you in the back.”

“I know, don’t worry.”

Turning his head to look at Chu Qiao, he saw her expression was slightly absent as if she had something on her mind. Zhuge Yue grabbed the reins of her warhorse and pulled her to one side. The others saw they had things to discuss and tactfully withdrew.

“What’s wrong? Why so gloomy all the way?”

Chu Qiao raised her head, her eyes showing undisguisable worry. She frowned and said: “You need to be careful.”

“How many times have you said that from yesterday until now?”

The strong wind blew up Zhuge Yue’s hood. The man’s clothes were elegant, his eyebrows thin, his lips thin, his gaze clear and handsome as he said: “Am I such a careless person in your eyes?”

“Stop fooling around.” Chu Qiao’s brow was tightly knit, her lips slightly pursed as she said gravely: “I feel this matter is too strange, and the Huaisong Princess’s attitude is also very odd. I’m afraid you’re being set up.”

“Too many people want to harm me. One more or one less doesn’t matter. What’s important is whether she has the ability,” Zhuge Yue said casually, his glances full of vitality. In a flash, Chu Qiao seemed to see again that proud youth from years ago.

“Alright, don’t worry. What’s the worst that could happen? At worst, I’ll marry that Princess Imperial.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes widened as she snorted coldly with disdain: “Just you dare try it. See if I don’t lead an army to abduct you, this Regent.”

Zhuge Yue laughed: “Being fought over by the two most powerful women of the time is also a great joy in life. You’d better come and snatch the bride in time. I’ll leak inside information to you.”

Chu Qiao looked at him, for a moment thinking this person had been possessed by Li Ce.

“After I leave, Seventh Brother will escort you to stay in Bian Tang for a while. Your subordinates are all there, and you have some acquaintance with Li Ce. I’ll be more at ease with you there.”

Chu Qiao nodded and said: “Don’t worry about me.”

Zhuge Yue suddenly frowned slightly, as if wanting to say something but hesitating. Chu Qiao looked at him puzzledly for a while before hearing him say in a slightly low voice: “Be careful of Li Ce.”

Chu Qiao asked in confusion: “What about Li Ce? What’s wrong with him?”

Zhuge Yue was silent for a while before saying gravely: “Just be careful of him, that’s all. I’ll come to see you as soon as possible.”

“Take care of yourself.”

Chu Qiao took out a pair of jade pendants from her bosom, placing one in his hand, saying in a very small voice: “I’ll be waiting for you.”

Zhuge Yue felt a warmth in his heart. Those four words were like a lake of warm water, instantly dispelling the cold of the winter night. He squeezed her hand hard, nodded, and said: “Rest assured.”

The figures became more and more distant, dust swirling into the air. Chu Qiao and Zhuge Huan stood in place, watching the distant troops gradually move further away.

“Let’s go,” Zhuge Huan suddenly said. Chu Qiao nodded. Suddenly, a servant beside Zhuge Huan pointed to the sky and said: “Wow, such red rosy clouds.”

Chu Qiao raised her head and saw a patch of bright red on the horizon, like a great fire burning, mapping the distant yellow patch of tall grass in a brilliant hue. Zhuge Huan laughed: “How can there be rosy clouds in the morning? That’s the morning glow.”

“Morning glow?”

Chu Qiao murmured: “Why is it so red?” Just like, just like a deep pool of blood. She frowned slightly. The figures at the horizon had already disappeared. The road ahead was misty. How much longer would they have to walk before finding a moment’s peace?

“Everything will go smoothly, and you must stay safe and sound.”

Chapter 168: Wind Rises on the Duckweed
—

Perhaps the arrival of any storm begins in an unusually quiet manner.

On the seventh day of the first lunar month, with the New Year just departed, the entire city of Zhenhuang was still immersed in a jubilant atmosphere of joy and laughter. A heavy snowfall had adorned the city in silver, and under the ice that stretched for thousands of miles, a team of horsemen was seen rapidly entering the city gates. The heavily guarded city sentries saluted the team from afar until the sound of hooves disappeared at the end of the long street.

Zhuge Yue entered his residence through the back door. All who came seeking information were blocked. The servants of Qingshan Courtyard had made preparations many days in advance. Zhuge Yue strode into the courtyard with an unchanged expression, threw his large fur coat into Yuan’er’s hands, and asked solemnly: “Where is he?”

“Inside, he has been waiting for you for a long time, young master.”

The door was pushed open, and the scent of fine sandalwood wafted out. A man in an ink-black robe stood tall, with handsome features and a resilient profile. His eyes were as sharp as swords, his imposing manner restrained, yet not lacking in dignified bearing.

Their eyes met, and they hesitated momentarily. Zhuge Yue, whose lips were usually as cold as frost, suddenly revealed a faint smile. He stepped forward, and they patted each other’s shoulders with force, then embraced in a manly hug.

“Was the journey smooth?”

Zhuge Yue removed the sword from his waist, sat down, took a sip from the man’s teacup, and asked.

Zhao Che smiled. Years of experience at the frontier and numerous ups and downs had given him a carefree and unrestrained quality. His demeanor was steady, his gaze profound. He was no longer that arrogant and domineering imperial prince from before.

“It was fine, except I’m not quite used to the powder and rouge of Zhenhuang anymore. When I passed through Shihua Square earlier, I sneezed several times.”

Zhuge Yue laughed freely: “I can hear such words, but if others did, they would probably beat you severely.”

Zhao Che snatched back his teacup, eyed him sideways, and said lightly: “You can still joke at a time like this. It seems you’re in a good mood. How about it? Have your long-held wishes finally come true?”

The usually cold Zhuge Yue seemed to be in an extremely good mood. He didn’t hide it from him, leaning back in his chair contentedly, smiling faintly: “Naturally, when I, Zhuge Yue, personally take action, how could there be any possibility of failure?”

Zhao Che rolled his eyes impatiently and said with sarcasm: “I wonder who it was that got drunk in the middle of the night and threw a tantrum in my military tent.”

Zhuge Yue’s expression remained unchanged, neither turning white nor red. He turned his head and smiled: “Do you want me to expose all your affairs? I also know someone, though there was a misunderstanding, but there was still a master-servant relationship of many years.”

“Alright, let’s talk about serious matters.”

Zhao Che immediately changed his demeanor. To show his determination to discuss serious matters, he even sat up straight. Seeing this, Zhuge Yue burst into laughter, mocking: “Look at your pitiful bearing.”

“You can still laugh and joke at this time. It seems you truly don’t take the methods of that person from Yan Bei seriously.”

Zhuge Yue was drinking tea and raised an eyebrow slightly: “You also think it’s that side causing trouble?”

“It’s obvious.”

Zhao Che sneered: “During the first northern expedition, Huaisong secretly supplied Yan Bei with provisions and military necessities, using Bian Tang’s southern water routes, taking a roundabout path through the northwest. During the second northern expedition, Huaisong repeatedly cooperated with Yan Bei to conduct military exercises in our eastern regions, attracting our attention. Yan Bei and Huaisong have secret connections unknown to others. I just don’t understand who could persuade the Nalan Princess Imperial to cooperate with Yan Bei in this duet.”

“There’s no need to know who it is. As long as we know their true intentions, it will be easier to deal with.”

Zhuge Yue said lightly, as if not wanting to waste time on this topic. He turned and asked: “How is the recent situation in the northeast? How are your preparations?”

Speaking of the northeastern situation, Zhao Che’s face involuntarily showed traces of pride. He said with dignity: “You need not worry. The northeast under my jurisdiction is solid as iron. The Roulan trade route has been opened. The Western Regions and Hu’e are vast, with countless good fields. The people are simple, and the customs are bold. We have been secretly building for two years. Now, large tracts of Eastern Hu land are under my command. With your commercial support, it has begun to show signs of prosperity. I believe that in another three to five years, the Eastern Hu region will not be inferior to our Great Xia homeland.”

“You’ve been secretly relocating people. Hasn’t the court noticed?”

“Thanks to Wei Shuye, he has been mediating for me at court. Additionally, Eastern Hu is too distant, with White Storehouse Mountain serving as a screen. The people there are already a mix of various ethnicities, so it hasn’t attracted attention from above.”

Zhuge Yue nodded and said gravely: “That’s good.”

Zhao Che sighed, patted his shoulder, his eyes showing traces of vicissitudes. He smiled slightly and said: “You have certainly done your best for Eastern Hu. If you have time, you should go see it. Bring your Xing’er and let the sisters meet.”

Hearing this, Zhuge Yue’s lips also carried traces of a smile. He teased: “That would depend on your skill. If she sees Xing’er and still speaks ill of me, encouraging her to kill me for revenge, I wouldn’t want to invite such bad luck.”

Hearing this, Zhao Che laughed heartily and said: “You’ve committed too many evils; you deserve some retribution.”

The charcoal fire crackled, and the room was warm. Time flowed like water, two years passing swiftly. The two men who once had nothing and endured the cold contempt of the world gathered here again, inevitably feeling that life was like a dream.

Years ago, when Zhao Yang’s northern expedition failed and Zhao Qi died tragically, Zhuge Yue and Zhao Che were resolutely thrown onto the battlefield when the imperial military was in decline. They led the recently defeated troops to Yanming Pass for the second northern counterattack.

In one year, they evolved from political enemies who couldn’t stand each other and spent their days scheming against one another, to allies who shared their innermost thoughts and were inseparable. One bloody battle after another watered the steel-like friendship between men and ultimately forged the most solid alliance of interests on the Western Simeng continent. The two men, experienced in the ups and downs of official careers, easily reached a consensus. From initial probing, speculation, and defense, they gradually moved to surprise, admiration, and trust. They had gone through too much bloodshed and experienced too many life-and-death situations together.

Until Zhuge Yue’s defeat at Yuegong, with his life hanging in the balance, and Zhao Che being stripped of his military power and escorted back to Zhenhuang, they temporarily lost contact.

After returning to Zhenhuang, Zhao Che did not immediately clear his relationship with Zhuge Yue. Instead, he vigorously directed his men to conduct carpet-style search and rescue operations in Yan Bei and strenuously worked to rehabilitate his name and reputation at court. However, all this ultimately angered the court officials. In the situation where the entire court unanimously kicked a man when he was down, Zhao Che was also affected, being banished to the cold and barren northeastern region to guard the frontier.

The fleeting warmth and coldness of human sentiment once again allowed Zhao Che to see the dirty face hidden under the corrupt dynasty of Great Xia. Parents and siblings, none could not abandon and kill him. With a heart full of disillusionment, he set out, but just as he was about to reach his destination, he met Zhuge Yue, who had come chasing from thousands of miles away.

The two noble sons, both having lost everything, made a vow in the howling north wind and snow to save their country through indirect means.

From then on, they, one in the north and one in the west, actively worked in corners where no one noticed, supporting each other, fighting for the patriotic blood in their bones. However, Zhao Che knew that the reason Zhuge Yue had been supporting Great Xia all along, repeatedly helping Great Xia through difficult times in the battles between Yan Bei and Great Xia, was mainly because of the debt of gratitude he owed him.

He was a person cold on the outside but warm on the inside, who would remember even a small favor in his heart.

“How is His Majesty’s illness?”

Zhao Che’s eyes slightly raised, and he said lightly: “The illness has entered a critical stage. I think he won’t last long.”

Zhuge Yue frowned slightly and said solemnly: “We still need some time.”

Zhao Che nodded, then smiled lightly: “But it’s hard to say. Many years ago, imperial physicians said his illness had reached a critical stage and his days were numbered, but after all these years, he’s still living longer than anyone. The ruler of Ten Thousand Prosperity won’t die so easily.”

Zhuge Yue turned his head, frowning: “He is, after all, your father.”

“Forget it. I’m afraid he and I only have the relationship of father and son, not ruler and subject. Back then, if Wei Shuye hadn’t pleaded for me, I might not have had the chance to be banished and would have been directly executed at Jiuyou Tower. Everyone knows what’s in each other’s hearts. Pretending to be concerned is disgusting.”

Two years of frontier wind and sand had added a soldier’s uprightness to Zhao Che. He looked at Zhuge Yue and said quietly: “What about you? How do you plan to respond to this matter?”

Zhuge Yue raised his eyes to look at him: “What do you think?”

“In my opinion, you might as well directly agree with that Huaisong Princess. See how they react. They’re counting on you to refuse the marriage, right? Do the opposite of what they expect.”

Zhuge Yue frowned slightly. This was indeed the best way to respond to myriad changes with constancy. But back then, Yan Xun had pretended to be engaged to Zhao Chun’er. Did he now have to pretend to be engaged to Nalan Hong Ye? Remembering those earnest eyes before his departure, he couldn’t help but slowly shake his head.

“So-called romance makes heroes weak—I suppose this refers to someone like you.”

Zhuge Yue smiled: “It’s not the only approach. Since they want to play, I’ll play along with them. It’s a good opportunity to attract attention and create a chance for you.”

Zhao Che said gravely: “They’re coming on strong this time. Do you have a loophole to exploit?”

“No loophole?” Zhuge Yue’s lips curled into a cold smile: “Then I’ll create one.”

Zhao Che nodded, stood up with a swish, hand on his sword hilt, his ink-black robe carrying immense pressure and imposing manner. He spoke slowly in a low tone: “Scheming and plotting are meaningless. In the end, it still comes down to the sword. Fourth Brother, we are not what we used to be. If things cannot be done, there’s no need to endure. Show your strength, and no one will dare force you.”

Zhuge Yue smiled: “You make me sound like a weak woman being forced. I appreciate your kindness. You’ve entered the city so recklessly this time, be careful of your whereabouts.”

Zhao Che said: “I had to come see you anyway. Besides, A’Rou, hearing that you finally successfully abducted her fifth sister, couldn’t just let it go. Here, this is a letter for her.”

Zhuge Yue hurriedly accepted it and impolitely opened it on the spot, saying as he read: “I better check. What if there’s instigation inside, telling her to chop me or something?”

Zhao Che burst into laughter.

Someone knocked cautiously at the door, and Yue Qi said solemnly from outside: “Young Master, the master knows you’re back, and the palace has also sent someone to summon you.”

Zhao Che put on his large fur coat, pulled up the black hood, completely hiding his face, and said solemnly: “I should go. Take care of yourself.”

“You too. Use the secret passage. Take care of everything.”

They nodded at each other. Zhao Che yanked open the door and, accompanied by Yuan’er and a few others, walked into the heavy snow.

“Young Master.”

Yue Qi entered and saw Zhuge Yue standing in the room, his figure tall, his expression calm, not knowing what he was thinking at the moment.

The feeling of having friends was indeed good. Zhuge Yue was a solitary person who didn’t even have much affection for his family brothers. Now, with Zhenhuang’s security so strict, Zhao Che could still risk coming to see him. This couldn’t help but move him. He became more determined in his thinking: to assist Zhao Che to the throne, and then take Chu Qiao away from Western Simeng. As for this world, let them fight for it. He had other things to do.

“Young Master? It’s getting late.”

Yue Qi reminded him. Zhuge Yue laughed heartily and said solemnly: “Prepare the carriage.”

Yue Qi was stunned: “Where is Young Master going?”

“To court.”

“To court?” Yue Qi asked in bewilderment: “Doesn’t Young Master need to bathe and change clothes before seeing the Emperor? Besides, Young Master is a Marshal, a military official who shouldn’t ride in a carriage, but should ride a horse…”

Zhuge Yue lowered his head, cold light slowly emerging from his long eyes. He said disdainfully: “I am not just a Marshal and military official of Great Xia, but also the Prince of Qinghai who commands five hundred thousand troops. At this point, I think they are about to forget.”

The sun pierced through the layers of clouds in the sky. Zhuge Yue strode out of the door, with Fang Chu following behind, draping the black gold fur coat over his shoulders. All eighteen gates of the Zhuge mansion opened simultaneously. Light spilled everywhere. Zhuge Yue’s face was like polished jade, his lips crimson, his back straight as he walked out of the Zhuge family’s main gate. A group of officials gathered at the gate saw him come out and immediately swarmed forward, but were held back by the Moon Guards, who kept a zhang’s distance from Zhuge Yue’s side. Zhuge Yue looked straight ahead, stepped onto the mounting stone, and boarded the magnificent eight-horse carriage, saying quietly: “Let’s go.”

“Where does Young Master want to go?” the driver turned and asked.

Fang Chu’s face was as calm as water, and he replied on his behalf in a steady voice: “Sacred Gold Palace.”

The cold wind blew into the carriage. Zhuge Yue’s expression was calm as he slowly leaned back against the soft chair.

He could not never muddy the waters. Since that was the case, he would make the situation even more confusing. No one would be able to stay aloof, and no one would be able to watch the fire from the opposite shore.

Chapter 169: Will You Come?
Night fell, and while the outdoor banquet had not yet been cleared away, the grand feast inside had already begun to unfold. Even though the weather in Tang was warm, the winter chill of the first month still brought a hint of coldness. The night breeze carried a chill that crept up from one’s feet even through a cloak, making one’s spine shiver.

It had rained lightly at noon, only stopping by dusk, which added an extra chill to the pitch-black night.

Yet the ladies in their splendid dresses and elaborate hairstyles still confidently exposed their snow-white chests, their eyes seductive and arms gracefully extended. Occasionally, a bold lady would step forward to offer a toast, and with a slight misstep, might reveal a small glimpse of her smooth, delicate leg.

Li Ce had drunk a lot of wine and was reclining on a soft chair with narrowed eyes. The doors of Rou Fu Palace were wide open, revealing a dazzling array of brocade lanterns before him. Boats carrying musicians floated around the lake, playing music whose soft, luxurious melodies rode the cold night wind into the great hall. Snake-like waists swayed nimbly before his eyes, and a pair of long legs occasionally danced out alluring, enchanting steps. Honey-colored skin was dotted with beads of sweat. A bold dancer spun lightly and fell into Li Ce’s arms, her eyes slightly raised, with gold powder tracing spiraling cloud patterns along the corners. Her lips were full, her hips slender, and her round breasts wrapped in thin fabric. Through the sheer material, one could almost see the delicate pink beneath.

The dancer raised a cup of rich, mellow grape wine. Her snow-white arm lifted high, then with a flip of her wrist, the wine poured down along her swan-like neck and flowed between the two snow-white mounds of her chest.

“Your Majesty, are you drunk?”

She was indeed a rare beauty. As her red lips parted, her voice was enchanting. The dancer, soft as if without bones, gently rubbed her fragrant shoulder against Li Ce’s chest and slid her hand inside his slightly open collar. One delicate white hand moved downward but stopped at the crucial moment, her eyes raised provocatively as she looked at him.

This was Lady Zi Ming, who had maintained the imperial favor in Jin Wu Palace for a year. Li Ce was known for his romantic nature and rarely favored a woman for more than a month, yet this Lady Zi Ming, from a fallen noble family, had enjoyed his favor for a full year, clearly possessing some unique charm.

Li Ce looked down with slightly drunk eyes, wearing an elegant blue-purple brocade robe with a jet-black sable fur collar. His collar was slightly open, revealing a winding crevice. The man’s athletic physique appeared somewhat seductive in the disorienting lamplight. He habitually narrowed his eyes, with a hint of a playful frown between his brows. A quiet flow of light surged in the depths of his eyes, like a fox in contemplation.

Several young dancers on the stage continued to dance vigorously. They performed Eastern Hu’s whirling dance, bold and uninhibited, wearing only light gauze, with tiny pieces of leather sewn at private areas. Their breasts and buttocks swayed, their bodies covered in fragrant sweat.

“Your Majesty, it’s been half a month since you last entered Rou Fu Palace. Have you forgotten about this servant so quickly?”

Lady Zi Ming leaned closer, her eyes like pools of water, gently staring at Li Ce like a seductive enchantress.

Li Ce’s eyes were drunk as if even his limbs were drunk, but there was always a pool of clarity in his brow. The woman’s scarlet nails crawled up from his lower abdomen, winding their way to his brow. She breathed fragrantly against his ear and said in a drawn-out tone, “Why is Your Majesty unhappy? Because of whom?”

Li Ce’s lips curved into a quiet smile. He wrapped one arm around her slender waist, his fingertips caressing that intoxicating smoothness, and laughed lightly, “You little enchantress.”

“Will Your Majesty be so heartless tonight, leaving Ming’er to sleep alone?”

Li Ce’s expression momentarily showed two traces of distraction, as a figure silently appeared in his mind. He frowned with annoyance, surprisingly unable to maintain his usual composure.

It had been half a month of madness already. Was he to continue being mad?

He turned to look at Lady Zi Ming’s charming face. A turbid feeling rose from the depths of his heart, seeming to suppress something – something like bitterness, or perhaps desire. There was no longer joy or anger or delight in his heart. He simply smiled wickedly, returning to his usual state, and laughed lightly, “When has the emperor not been one to cherish beauty?”

“Your Majesty.”

A calm voice suddenly sounded from outside the hall. Li Ce looked up to see Tie You standing at the door. He smiled and greeted him, and the armor-clad guard captain came into the hall with his sword, ignoring the expressions of the surrounding women. He knelt and said in a resonant tone, “News from Great Xia.”

Li Ce lazily yawned and extended his hand. “Bring it here.”

“This…” Tie You hesitated slightly, then said somewhat awkwardly, “The letter is for Miss Chu, but she’s already asleep. What do you think…?”

Li Ce walked down and took the letter, frowning and muttering, “Zhuge family’s fourth son?”

From afar came the sound of entertainers singing, the tune drawn out like a melodious song. The wind on the lake was cool, carrying several wisps of fragrance. Li Ce stood tall with thick black hair, exceptionally handsome in the brilliant lamplight.

This isn’t me seeking her out again on my own.

Li Ce raised his head, suddenly feeling two parts of childlike excitement in his heart. He smiled with satisfaction: It’s just because there’s something important.

“Let’s go.”

Li Ce took the letter and walked out. Tie You was stunned and quickly asked, “Where is Your Majesty going?”

“Mi He Residence.”

From afar, Li Ce’s voice scattered in the night of gold powder and luxury. Tie You quickly followed with the guards.

Lady Zi Ming slowly stood up, her soft gauze gently swaying in the night breeze, but without the myriad charms from before. Her eyes gazed coldly at Li Ce’s gradually disappearing figure, her gaze cool, showing neither joy nor sorrow.

“My lady.”

A servant girl carefully approached. She took a cloak and draped it over her shoulders, silently waving her hand, “Disperse.”

The palace people scattered like water, and among the fragrant incense of wine and herbs, only the entertainers by the lake continued to sing melodiously.

The flowers on the lotus pond had long withered, and the parasol trees in front were also in a state of decline. The moon was just a thin crescent, casting a hazy glow that silently fell on the white stone steps.

The pearl curtains touched lightly, making a scattered sound. Qiu Sui, keeping night watch in the outer room, was startled awake. Li Ce made a gesture for silence, and the little maid immediately lowered her head and knelt on the ground, not daring to make another sound.

Fortunately, the one keeping watch tonight was Qiu Sui, not the Mei Xiang who had come with her from the north. Otherwise, he might have had to climb over walls and roofs to get in again.

The air was cold, and the windows were tightly closed, but there was still a faint moonlight shining through the clean window paper. Chu Qiao was sleeping, covered with a moon-white brocade quilt, only exposing her small head. Her brows were clear, and her expression showed a rare sense of peace. Li Ce leaned against the doorframe, his head slightly tilted, and for a moment, he just stood there, not moving at all.

Perhaps that person truly was her best choice.

Without such deep burdens and responsibilities, nor such heavy hatred and obsessions, able to leave carefree whenever she wished.

He stared at her, with light flowing in his eyes. It was so quiet around, and the thin light fell on the hair at her temples, bearing a bright and cold luster. The wind passed through from outside, and one could vaguely see the shadows of trees swaying, like a woman’s lingering hands, gently caressing this cold and desolate palace.

The night grew colder, and the charcoal in the corner brazier emitted a subtle warmth. Outside the window, a nightingale perched in the village issued a clear and pleasing cry. The person on the bed turned slightly, her white fingers grabbing the quilt, shrinking a little as if cold. Her brow furrowed, and she opened her eyes.

Suddenly seeing Li Ce standing there smiling, Chu Qiao was not particularly alarmed, as if already accustomed to it. She sat up and glared at him, saying, “Don’t you know how to knock?”

Li Ce smiled and walked forward, sitting down close to her.

“I was afraid of waking you.”

Chu Qiao looked out the window; it was still pitch black. She jumped out of bed barefoot, lit the candle, and quietly asked, “Has the banquet ended over there?”

Li Ce stretched lazily, bent one arm, and lay down on her bed. He yawned and said, “Yes, it’s cold, and the mood was gone.”

Chu Qiao poured a cup of sobering tea, walked over, and kicked his ankle, her brow slightly furrowed. “Don’t tell me you just randomly came over on a whim. If you don’t have anything important, be careful or I’ll throw you out.”

Li Ce sat up, took the tea, and drank it down, grumbling as he drank, “I don’t even know who’s the host and who’s the guest here.”

“Do you have anything important or not?”

“Here, here, here!” Li Ce handed over the letter impatiently, huffing, “I have to get beaten just for delivering your love letters? There’s no justice in the world.”

When Chu Qiao saw the letter, she was immediately delighted. Zhuge Yue had been gone for more than ten days without any news, and she didn’t know how he had handled that matter.

She hurriedly opened it, but when she saw the unfamiliar handwriting, Chu Qiao was stunned.

“Sixth Sister:

I am truly happy to have this opportunity to speak with you like this. After eleven years apart, I have never stopped thinking of you. Learning that you are well fills my heart with joy. I wish I could grow wings to come see you, but alas, I am not free and am entangled in worldly affairs. When everything is over, no matter where you are, I must serve by my sister’s side and kneel to thank you for your kindness back then.

That the two of us sisters have fortunately lived until today is truly a blessing. The hardships and twists along the way are too numerous to count, and cannot be told in a few words. When we meet someday, I will tell you everything just as it was. Having heard that your sister has left Yan Bei, my only wish is for you to follow your true nature. Don’t let so-called guilt or responsibility ruin your life again. Most men in this world are unfaithful; being deceived once is enough, how can there be a second time? As you once said, the world is so vast, how can there not be a place for us sisters? I owe someone a debt, and after I repay it, I will surely come to meet you, so you won’t be lonely and suffer abuse from outsiders.

I know this letter will be secretly read by shameless individuals, so I will not elaborate on how I have suffered under certain people’s inhuman torture these many years – living worse than death, enduring abuse, tasting humiliation, not knowing if I would live to see the next day, being treated worse than pigs and dogs, struggling painfully to survive. I am not someone who speaks ill of others behind their backs, and I believe that with enough time, sister will discover the true nature of certain people – their vicious hearts, cruel hands, insane minds, cold-blooded lack of feeling, wastrel debauchery, and corrupt character. Sixth Sister, don’t rush to avenge me. When I finish my business here, I will come to meet you. Then it will be the day of reckoning – an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.

Sister, take care of yourself and wait for me to come. Even if the whole world betrays you, your little sister is still here. Please cherish yourself, for the sake of our departed parents and relatives.

Sister, be happy. Besides that, nothing else matters.

Little Eight.”

Chu Qiao held that thin letter for a long time, a hint of bitterness gradually rising from her heart. The corner of her eye reddened, and she felt a sense of desolation spiraling in her chest.

“Little Eight.”

In her mind, the image of that thin, small child appeared once more. She remembered the seven-year-old child’s determined eyes and cold words: “You take our brothers and sisters and walk slowly. Just wait and see, wait and see how Little Eight and Sister Yue’er avenge you all.”

In the blink of an eye, eleven years had passed. She thought Little Eight was dead. She had seen with her own eyes how she was locked in a prisoner’s cart and taken to the scaffold. In the end, it was she who secretly went at night to collect the remains of the lingchi execution, snatching the bones from the mouths of vicious dogs and sinking them into Chi Shui Lake.

So, she was still alive?

That child who had repeatedly told her, “Sister Yue’er, Little Eight believes in you,” was still alive and well.

Chu Qiao stood cold for a long time, reading that short family letter over and over, her gaze finally fixing on the last two words.

Little Eight. Little Eight. So, she was still alive.

Her lips curved up uncontrollably, and she smiled quietly. The candlelight illuminated her face, giving it a peaceful glow. Such deep joy rose from her heart that she wanted to cry with happiness. She sat on the bed, her knuckles turning white as she gripped the letter tightly.

“Qiaoqiao, you haven’t gone crazy with joy, have you? Hasn’t Zhuge Four told you about this before?”

Chu Qiao seemed lost in thought and only heard his words clearly after a while. The woman turned her head very alertly and suddenly asked coldly, “How do you know what’s written in it?”

Li Ce was stunned, then grinned and said somewhat embarrassingly, “I accidentally glanced at it a couple of times.”

“What kind of accident would let you read someone else’s letter?”

Chu Qiao glared at him angrily. Li Ce suddenly frowned and said, “Why are you just blaming me? Didn’t Zhuge Four also read it?”

“Him?”

“Yes!”

Chu Qiao quickly picked up the family letter, and sure enough, at the bottom of the note, two bold ink characters caught her eye. They were clear and vigorous, written with a deep stroke, immediately revealing the writer’s mood at the time.

Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows slightly: “Already read.”

“That’s too much!” Li Ce righteously declared, “Not only did he peek at someone else’s letter, but he also openly admitted it. Qiaoqiao, this clearly shows he doesn’t respect you.”

“What about you?”

Below the words “Already read,” someone had written in fine brushwork, extremely elegant and beautiful: “The third paragraph of this letter contains precise and profound language, hits the nail on the head, and is both artistic and realistic. I recommend readers carefully consider its deeper meaning, lest they regret it for life.”

Li Ce stood up, yawned, and smiled, saying:

“Well, it’s getting late. I’m going back to rest. No need to see me out, miss.”

Chu Qiao abruptly stood up and commanded with authority: “Li Ce!”

“Qiaoqiao, I just couldn’t resist the temptation!”

Li Ce turned around with a pained face and said, “At most, I won’t look next time.”

After speaking, he made a face as if he had suffered a great loss while looking at her.

Chu Qiao glared at him for a while, then suddenly burst out laughing and said, “Fine, I’m in a good mood today, so I won’t hold it against you two.”

“It’s fine not to hold it against me, but you should show your spirit when dealing with him.”

Li Ce quickly walked over with a smile, patting Chu Qiao’s shoulder like an old friend: “Otherwise, you’ll suffer later.”

Chu Qiao looked him up and down with squinted eyes: “Li Ce, you’re such a busybody.”

“Busybody?”

“It means you meddle in too many things, like a woman.”

Unexpectedly, Li Ce’s expression remained unchanged as he said: “Being an emperor, one has to care about both big and small matters.”

Chu Qiao’s drowsiness was completely gone, and she sat leisurely by the small table drinking tea. The night tea had already gone cold and tasted somewhat bitter, but today it had a unique flavor in her mouth.

Li Ce sat lazily across from her, his hand supporting the table, and suddenly asked:

“Qiaoqiao, do you remember a question I once asked you in the Great Xia palace?”

Chu Qiao turned her head, looking at him with confusion.

Li Ce half-narrowed his eyes, his eyelids raised, still looking like a fox.

“Now I’m going to change the order and ask you again.”

A raven suddenly cawed strangely outside the window, shattering the quiet night. Li Ce’s smile was like a poppy, with a nightmarish magic.

“If I killed Zhao Song, what would you do?”

A hint of bitterness slowly rose from the depths of her heart. Chu Qiao looked at him, silent.

“Then if I killed Yan Xun?”

The window suddenly creaked, blown open by the wind, making a small gap. A cold wind blew in through the crack, sweeping across Chu Qiao’s cheeks, thread by a thread of coldness.

“If I killed Zhuge Yue?”

The man spoke slowly, word by word, his voice so low, like a pool of deep water.

The relaxed atmosphere instantly disappeared. Chu Qiao’s hands were ice-cold as she sat there in silence. Three years had passed in the blink of an eye, and those beliefs that were once as firm as steel had ultimately left her. She still remembered her answer then – she said she would fight him with her life, spend her whole life destroying Tang, and then let him live like a pig or a dog.

Her heart suddenly became so cold, so cold.

“I would die.”

Li Ce’s eyebrows raised slightly, and Chu Qiao looked up, the bitter smile on her lips appearing as desolate as the moonlight outside.

“I no longer can seek revenge, so I can only follow him in death.”

“You haven’t answered the previous one.” Li Ce was silent for a long time, but finally asked heartlessly: “What about Yan Xun?”

Chu Qiao looked up, frowning at him as if reproaching him for raising this question.

Li Ce stared at her steadily, not retreating at all. Finally, Chu Qiao turned away and said in a low tone, “He won’t die.”

“That’s not necessarily—”

“He won’t die!”

Chu Qiao suddenly declared sternly, her tone also growing heavier.

Her gaze suddenly became distant. She took a deep breath and slowly said, “I’ve been deceiving myself all along. The young master of Yan Bei died long ago on the Nine Abyss Platform. The Yan Xun who crawled up from there was born only for revenge. I’ve been deceiving myself all along. Things have come to this point; I don’t blame others.

But Li Ce, don’t set your sights on him. You can’t defeat him. Everything that stands in his way will inevitably be removed, no matter who it is. Before achieving his goal, he absolutely will not fall.”

Li Ce looked at Chu Qiao and suddenly asked, “Qiaoqiao, what if it was Zhuge Yue who killed Yan Xun?”

“He wouldn’t.” Chu Qiao said confidently.

“How do you know he wouldn’t? The path of an emperor, the sweetness of power – which man can easily resist?”

Chu Qiao’s eyes were pained as she stared at him, then turned away and said in a deep voice: “If that were the case, I would leave.”

“Then, what if it was Yan Xun who killed Zhuge Yue?”

Chu Qiao stood up abruptly: “Where do you get so many ‘what ifs’?”

“You dare not answer?”

“I would kill him!”

This answer burst out suddenly, leaving Chu Qiao completely stunned. She stood frozen in place, the candlelight on her body making her appear so frail. She slowly lowered her head, and her long hair slid down from both sides, covering her face. Her shoulders trembled slightly, and her hand covered her eyes. Tears flowed through her fingers, but there wasn’t a sound.

These days, these anxieties pulling her in different directions had nearly driven her mad. She knew about Yan Xun and Nalan Hongyi’s relationship. She knew Yan Xun had planned this diplomatic marriage. What she didn’t know was how Zhuge Yue would react and how the situation would develop. The court was actively deploying troops, and Yan Bei was also prepared for war after the new year. Everything was so unusual that even the most foolish person could foresee that many things were no longer simple. Would Zhuge Yue, like Yan Xun, forget his promise to her? But even if he did, what right did she have to oppose him?

She had kept all her worries and fears pressed down in her heart for so long, but suddenly, they completely collapsed with Li Ce’s few questions.

They would eventually face each other on the battlefield, fighting to the death. And at that moment, what should she do? Would it be as she said? Could she do it?

“Qiaoqiao.”

Li Ce knelt in front of her, gently patting her back.

“Don’t blame me for being harsh. I just want to see your thoughts clearly and don’t want you to make the wrong decision. If I didn’t push you like this, you would never get past that barrier in your heart.”

Li Ce’s smile was smooth as if covered with a layer of mist, so faint that it seemed it would disappear with a slight wave of his hand. “Qiaoqiao, I promise you, what you fear won’t happen. No matter how the situation changes, I will protect you. Whether Zhuge ultimately can give up everything to take you far from the battlefield or not, I won’t let those irrelevant people prevent your happiness.”

“Li Ce.”

Chu Qiao raised her head, her face covered in tears. She looked at Li Ce and smiled bitterly: “I’m afraid too. I have no belief left, and my ideals have died. I have nowhere to go. What should I do?”

Yes, she was also a woman. She would also be afraid, sad, heartbroken, and confused about where to go. She was caught in the middle – one was a man she had lived with for eleven years, and the other was her current lover. Whichever one died would be a torment. What made it worse was that they could not coexist.

“Qiaoqiao, do you trust me?”

Chu Qiao nodded.

“Then do you trust Zhuge?”

Chu Qiao was slightly stunned for a moment but ultimately nodded.

“Then there’s nothing to worry about. Just wait here, wait for him to come and take you away.”

“Will you come?”

“He will come.”

Chapter 170: Return to the Garden
“The Crossing the Yangtze Campaign lasted 42 days, capturing major cities like Nanjing, Shanghai, and Wuhan, as well as the entire territories of Jiangsu and Anhui provinces, most of Zhejiang province, and parts of Jiangxi, Hubei, and Fujian provinces. This created important conditions for the subsequent liberation of the entire East China region and the advance toward South and Southwest China.”

The evening sunlight shone on the courtyard, with fiery clouds burning red at the horizon, casting a crimson glow across the ground. Even the old banyan tree was bathed in a layer of red light.

It was already June, and the weather was getting hotter. Even though this house was adjacent to Jialing Lake, it was still difficult to dispel the day’s heat.

“Alright, my throat is parched from all this talking. You children are always pestering the Young Miss.”

Mei Xiang came out carrying a blue-and-white porcelain basin, wearing a cool, comfortable dress with sleeves rolled up to her arms. As she walked, she called out, “Ice-cold sour plum soup! Who wants some?”

Upon hearing this, Jing Jing immediately clapped her hands joyfully and jumped up, exclaiming, “Oh! We have sour plum soup to drink!” She quickly ran to the kitchen to help bring bowls and spoons.

“Young Miss, I chilled it with ice blocks from the cellar. It’s very refreshing; please try some.”

After leaving Tang Capital, Chu Qiao no longer lets Mei Xiang call her “Master.” She originally wanted them to address each other as sisters, but Mei Xiang refused, so she reluctantly accepted the somewhat awkward title of “Young Miss.”

The evening sunlight was exceptionally warm. Chu Qiao didn’t mind the heat as much as Mei Xiang and the others did. Compared to the summers of the twenty-first century, this was at most like spring or autumn. Nevertheless, Mei Xiang’s sour plum soup was indeed a delicacy not to be missed.

“Sister, wasn’t there something called airplanes in that place? Why didn’t they just fly across? Why did they have to use small boats to cross the river?”

A butterfly flew by, circling the clivia in the small garden. Chu Qiao sat under the banyan tree wearing a light blue floral jacket with a cream-colored skirt, looking simple and relaxed. While drinking her soup, she said, “Duo Ji, explain it to Ping An.”

Duo Ji frowned in thought, then put down his bowl and said in a very mature manner, “I think that airplanes must have been rare and precious things. Marshal Jiang had the support of Western powers and had an air force. Marshal Mao, without foreign support and constantly at war, had no fixed major cities as bases. Normally, his military equipment was underdeveloped, so he probably didn’t have airplanes or his air force.”

Chu Qiao drank down a mouthful of the sour plum soup, feeling a refreshing coolness penetrate her heart and lungs. She smiled and said, “Duo Ji is quite right. The social productivity at that time was underdeveloped, and Marshal Mao didn’t have his own air force. This was one important reason for the significant casualties suffered in the early stages of the war.”

Ping An suddenly shook his head and exclaimed, “Sister, this China you speak of sounds incredible, just like a mythical story! They could fly in the sky and had cannons that could destroy a house with one shot. If they came to attack us in Xi Meng, they might only need to deploy one artillery regiment to defeat us all. Neither the Great Xia Iron Army nor the Yan Bei Black Hawk Army would be a match for them.”

“Sister already said it’s just a story,” Jing Jing’s little mouth was bright red as she drank her soup and said, “How could there be such frightening things in this world?”

Chu Qiao remained silent, merely smiling quietly. Mei Xiang poured her another bowl, but she couldn’t drink anymore. She just held it in her hands, enjoying the cool sensation spreading from her fingertips throughout her body.

“That’s not necessarily true.”

Duo Ji shook his head, appearing somewhat puzzled as he said, “Three hundred years ago, we in Xi Meng had no large ships, and there were no naval battles in our coastal territories. But now, our merchant fleets can sail to distant foreign countries. And regarding iron tools, five hundred years ago, our ancestors were still fighting with bronze weapons, and swords were very fragile. How could people back then have imagined that today we would be able to forge three-foot-long iron swords? Not to mention paper and textiles—people used to carve on stone and make book scrolls with bamboo slips, and used animal hides for clothing. But now? So, technology continuously develops. Perhaps after several hundred or thousand years, there really will be airplanes that can fly in the sky and cannons that can destroy a house in an instant. Who knows?”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao was immediately delighted and looked at Duo Ji with admiration, smiling as she said, “Duo Ji thinks more deeply than the rest.”

Although Duo Ji usually behaved like a little adult, when facing Chu Qiao, he became somewhat shy. He scratched the back of his head, grinning awkwardly, and said, “Young Miss, there are a few points I’m confused about.”

Chu Qiao looked at him with interest: “Tell me.”

“First, I think the principle of those cannons is similar to the firebombs you made in Yan Bei years ago, and also similar to the firecrackers we buy in the market. I wonder if there’s any relationship between them?”

Chu Qiao felt increasingly pleased. She nodded and smiled, “Duo Ji is very attentive. Indeed, there are commonalities. Firecrackers are the most basic form of gunpowder devices, and firebombs are similar, though they use the force of exploding ice shards to increase their power. To reach the level of cannons would require more advanced and precise technology. With the current iron-forging technology, it would be very difficult to achieve.”

Ping An and Jing Jing listened as if they understood, nodding along even though they didn’t comprehend. Duo Ji, however, thought silently for a while, then frowned and said, “The weapons Young Miss describes don’t seem like made-up stories. They should all follow logical principles, though I can’t quite understand how they work right now.”

He frowned, looking like a little old man with a world of troubles.

Suddenly he asked, “Young Miss, yesterday you asked us to think about the reasons for Marshal Jiang’s failure and Marshal Mao’s success. I’ve thought of some reasons, but I don’t know if they’re correct?”

Chu Qiao encouraged him: “Tell me what you think.”

Duo Ji thought silently for a long time, seeming very hesitant. After gathering his courage, he finally said, “I believe the main reason for Marshal Mao’s victory lies in the support of the people.”

As soon as he finished speaking, Ping An immediately objected, “No, no, I think Marshal Jiang was just too foolish. His subordinates all had their agendas, and his many troops were fragmented. In the end, they all betrayed him, otherwise he wouldn’t have lost.”

Chu Qiao turned to look at Ping An and quietly asked, “Have you thought about why Marshal Jiang’s subordinates betrayed him?”

“Because,” Ping An hesitated slightly. He initially wanted to say Marshal Jiang was too foolish, but then realized that wasn’t quite right. After mumbling for a while, he said, “Because Marshal Mao’s forces grew stronger, and they became afraid, so they betrayed him.”

“But why did Marshal Mao’s forces grow stronger? Remember, at the beginning of the war, the disparity in their numbers and military equipment was enormous.”

Ping An was immediately at a loss for words. He scratched his head for a long time but couldn’t come up with a reason.

Duo Ji continued from the side, “I think Marshal Mao did several things very wisely.”

He analyzed very seriously: “Marshal Mao’s battle strategy was extremely clever. In the early stages of the war, he abandoned the cities and moved into rural areas, implementing land reform and distributing land to the common people. By doing this, the people naturally supported him and hoped he would become emperor. They all came to join his army, so his forces grew while Marshal Jiang’s diminished. Even though his weapons and equipment were inferior, with more people came greater strength, and over time, he naturally gained the advantage. Moreover, Marshal Mao’s army maintained strict discipline, never harming civilians, and remained united with a common purpose. In contrast, Marshal Jiang’s subordinates represented the corrupt officials, had poor military discipline, ruled chaotically, fought for power among themselves, and were disloyal. Such an army might have some advantage in the early stages of war due to advanced equipment and numbers, but as the war progressed, they were bound to fail eventually.”

After finishing, Duo Ji noticed Chu Qiao hadn’t spoken and became worried, thinking he might have said something wrong. He quickly added, “I believe the confrontation between these two armies was a clash of ideologies and forces—one representing the aristocratic official class, the other the common people’s class, just like the conflict between the Da Tong Guild and His Majesty the Yan King.”

As soon as he said this, he realized he had misspoken. Mei Xiang, who had been peeling lotus seeds, immediately turned her head to give him a warning glance.

However, Ping An hadn’t caught on and continued, “Then why did Mr. Wu and the others lose?”

Chu Qiao looked at Duo Ji, somewhat dazed. She had always known this child was intelligent, but she hadn’t expected him to be so insightful—she had merely told him a story, yet he could immediately see through to the essence of the war. She nodded in surprise and said to Duo Ji, “Although not comprehensive, the fact that you could pinpoint this aspect so accurately is already quite remarkable.”

She showed no concern about Duo Ji’s mention of Yan Xun and instead earnestly explained, “Various tactics and battle philosophies must align with the circumstances and productivity of their time. The Da Tong Guild was not comparable to Marshal Mao’s military regime. Da Tong lacked firm leadership organization, comprehensive internal systems, clear political ideology, and superior military skills and war strategies. Moreover, Yan Bei differs from Huaxia. Not only is productivity low, but it has not experienced a complete invasion by foreign powers. Its internal political and social systems have not completely collapsed and still operate under the original social structure. Furthermore, the people lack enlightenment, don’t understand the concept of revolution, and don’t know how to stand up against the oppression above them. Naturally, they wouldn’t fully support the army. Duo Ji spoke well—the war in the story, on the surface, was a battle for leadership, but in reality, it was a clash of ideologies. In Yan Bei, the concept of freedom hadn’t even reached the ears of the common people, so how could Da Tong leverage the people’s power against the Yan King? Therefore, the outcome of failure was predetermined.”

The three nodded repeatedly, though Jing Jing and Ping An probably didn’t understand what she was saying at all.

Duo Ji thought carefully for a long time, seemingly trying to memorize everything Chu Qiao had said. After a while, he suddenly looked dejected and said with a downcast face, “Young Miss, from what you’re saying, that kind of system is completely unsuitable for our current society?”

“Yes.”

“Then everything I’ve been thinking about is just an illusion.”

Seeing the child’s dejection, Chu Qiao smiled gently and said kindly, “Not entirely. The transmission of ideas doesn’t happen overnight. Everything needs a guide. Today, you might not be able to mobilize everyone in the world to accomplish this with you, but you can try to influence some people, gradually spreading these ideas like sparks that, one day, will grow into a prairie fire.”

Duo Ji was slightly stunned, then suddenly asked, “Young Miss, could what you’ve said be written into a book?”

Chu Qiao smiled and patted the child’s head, saying, “This child can be taught.”

Duo Ji cheered happily, a rare childlike gesture for him. He excitedly said, “I understand now. A thorough revolution uses ideology as its medium. Revolution needs a theoretical ground. For society to progress, it first needs people who can transmit ideas.”

Mei Xiang came forward and handed him a bowl of sour plum soup, frowning as she said, “Look how excited you are, all sweaty. Stop worrying about transmitting ideas for now and drink my soup first. If it gets warm, all my efforts will be wasted.”

Everyone laughed at this remark. Duo Ji’s handsome face flushed slightly as he sat down sheepishly.

The sky gradually darkened, and Chu Qiao returned to her room. After the children played for a while longer, they also went to bed.

It started drizzling in the night. Chu Qiao leaned by the window, watching the continuous rain threads outside. She noticed that the light in Duo Ji’s room was still on and couldn’t help but smile.

In the blink of an eye, a year and a half had passed.

After leaving Tang Capital that day, they hadn’t gone far before being caught up by these children who also lived at Mi He Residence. With no alternative, she had to take them along.

Because she had children with her, Chu Qiao abandoned her dream of wandering and instead settled in a relatively quiet, scenic small town in southern Bian Tang. The climate here was mild, life was peaceful, and because it was close to Bian Tang’s imperial tomb at Mei Mountain, security had always been good with few bandits.

Moreover, this place was the hometown of Bian Tang’s great scholar, Master Shen Mo Bai. The Shen family’s ancestral home was also here, so the academic atmosphere was very rich. Often, students preparing for the imperial examinations would come to visit Master Shen and tour the mountains and historical sites of this small town.

Over time, the town came to be known as Scholar City.

After arriving with the group, Chu Qiao bought a lakeside inn to run.

First, to avoid drawing attention—after all, a single woman with a maid and three children living idly would be quite conspicuous. Second, she truly wanted to find something to do; it would be boring to simply eat and sleep all day.

Although she hadn’t come to make money, due to Chu Qiao’s novel management system and excellent hygiene standards, plus the advantageous location, this “Scholar’s Inn” gradually gained a reputation locally. Travelers to the area would make it their first choice, and during the spring and autumn examination periods, it was always fully booked, with business flourishing.

Time flew by. One morning while combing her hair, Chu Qiao suddenly discovered a strand of silver at her temple. Mei Xiang grumbled that it was because she didn’t eat or sleep properly. Chu Qiao smiled faintly, but turning her head, she noticed several silver strands on the other side as well.

This body was aging unstoppably. Although she was only twenty-one, years of traveling and fighting, repeatedly drifting in ice and snow, and the hardships suffered in her youth had prematurely afflicted her young body with many ailments. Those old injuries would ache to the bone during rainy weather, her knees and other joints felt as if filled with snow, always cold. Fine crow’s feet had appeared at the corners of her eyes, and her energy was deteriorating; even slight exertion would leave her exhausted and sleepy.

She had become a medicine pot as if every part of her body had problems. Colds and fevers visited her almost monthly. Many times, lying in bed, enduring the torment of illness, she would doubt whether this body was still hers. She felt like a tattered puppet about to fall apart.

Fortunately, life had finally become peaceful. No more bloody wars, no more cruel deaths, no more mysterious and unpredictable schemes. Her heart had finally calmed, like a lake, undisturbed by ripples.

In this past year and more, she rarely inquired about the outside situation. But because she ran an inn with people coming and going, and because the children were interested, she would still hear various kinds of news.

For instance, the marriage between the Fourth Young Master of the Zhuge family and the Princess Imperial of Huai Song. It was said that after returning to Great Xia, Zhuge Yue readily agreed to this marriage. However, just as the Great Xia officials were celebrating, the young Master Zhuge presented a marriage certificate, declaring that he already had a legitimate wife in Qinghai. Adhering to the ancestral precept of never abandoning a wife who had shared hardship, the Nalanran Princess Imperial could only be a concubine if she married him, with the possibility of becoming a secondary wife if she bore children.

This truly caused a huge commotion. The Huai Song envoy was instantly furious, but this event that would have caused massive waves in Xi Meng settled peacefully under Zhuge Yue’s skillful political maneuvering, sinking like a stone into the water without even raising a bubble.

Then there was the news of Seventh Prince Zhao Che returning from the northern frontier with the full support of Grand Marshal Zhuge, bringing back more than 500,000 elite northern cavalry and expanding the vast territories at the border, quelling frontier rebellions. He coordinated closely with Zhuge Yue, supporting each other, breaking Zhao Yang’s political monopoly and establishing an equal footing in the Great Xia court.

Life in Yan Bei wasn’t going so well. Bian Tang had closed the southern waterways, cutting off economic exchanges between Yan Bei and Huai Song. Yet Yan Bei could not temporarily wage war against Bian Tang again, as the two-pronged attack from Qinghai and Great Xia was already causing Yan Bei considerable distress.

Fortunately, Zhao Yang was currently busy competing for power with Zhao Che, so the military investment at Yan Ming Pass was far less than before. In the past year and a half, there had only been one large-scale attack campaign, but after staying at Long Yin Pass for just two days, they sounded the retreat—a performative display full of empty gestures.

The situation was unpredictable and complex.

Zhao Yang surely understood that without the threat of Yan Bei, Zhuge Yue’s Qinghai army would directly cross Long Yin Pass and march into the Great Xia capital. At that time, his southwestern army alone would be unable to contend with both Zhao Che and Zhuge Yue.

So, to some extent, he had become an ally of Yan Xun.

The ways of the world were truly unfathomable.

However, what the scholars and poets most enthusiastically discussed was Yan Bei King Yan Xun’s extravagant wedding.

During the New Year a year ago, Yan Xun held a grand wedding at Shuo Fang Palace, taking eighteen daughters of important ministers as consorts all at once, conducting major construction at the back of Shuo Fang Palace to expand the harem. The wedding feast lasted for eighteen days, with people from all over Yan Bei taking turns to visit Shuo Fang to pay homage—an unprecedented spectacle that left people in awe.

On the second day after the wedding, the Nada Palace on Sunset Mountain was finally completed. Those fortunate enough to visit Yan Bei and see that palace would describe the marvel they witnessed hundreds of times. Scholars and poets wrote volumes of poetry and prose praising the beauty of that palace.

It was said that the Nada Palace on Sunset Mountain was built in mid-air, embedded into the cliff face. It featured hot spring fountains that flowed upward, colorful gardens floating in the air, rivers of fragrant wine that could be smelled from ten miles away, and golden carvings and silver walls as dazzling as the sun. It was a building that seemed like a divine miracle; even the Jinwu Palace of Bian Tang with its thousand-year history could not compare in the slightest.

Everyone in the world knew that this palace was once built by the Yan King for his beloved, General Xiuli. However, since the general and the Yan King had their falling out at Huo Lei Yuan four years ago, this legendary woman—who had risen from slavery and repeatedly caused the Yan King of Yan Bei, the Military Minister of Great Xia, and the Grand Emperor of Bian Tang to launch wars between the three countries—had completely vanished, withdrawing from Xi Meng’s political landscape.

Some said she had married into the Bian Tang royal family, changing her name to accompany the Grand Emperor of Bian Tang. Others said she was the wife that Zhuge Yue, the Military Minister of Great Xia, had claimed, and was currently still leading troops in Qinghai. Still, others said she had returned to Yan Bei and now lived in that magnificent Nada Palace.

However, all these rumors were mere speculation. No one would know that the legendary woman was now running a small inn in a small town in southern Bian Tang, taking walks by Jialing Lake morning and evening, and passing time chatting with old men playing chess.

Life had suddenly become simple. There were many things she no longer wished to think about, but sometimes she would still recall the story she had told the young man many years ago in that dilapidated courtyard.

“The king built a sky pavilion for the woman he loved. It had hot spring fountains that flowed upward, colorful gardens floating in the air, rivers of fragrant wine that could be smelled from ten miles away, and golden carvings and silver walls as dazzling as the sun. That sky garden eventually became a world-renowned heritage site, symbolizing the king’s unchanging love for his beloved.”

Half a lifetime had drifted by. Some stayed, and some passed through. Some forgot their origins, while others couldn’t find their way forward. Even if there was occasionally a trace of reminiscence in memories, how could it recover the friendship that had already been lost?

Rain struck the banana leaves outside the window, marking another sleepless night.

Chu Qiao finally fell asleep at dawn and woke up when the sun was already high. Mei Xiang was now the inn’s manager and always busy. Old Mrs. Wu, who usually cooked and cleaned, was absent today as her son was getting married.

Opening the window, she saw a clear, bright day with a blue sky without a trace of clouds. Two orioles perched on the banyan tree in the courtyard, chirping.

Chu Qiao wore a moon-white cross-collared blouse and a light purple floral long skirt. Her hair was loosely pinned up, giving her a fresh and elegant appearance. As she opened the door, she saw Duo Ji sitting at the stone table in the courtyard, bent over writing something. Jing Jing sat beside him, fanning herself, struggling to stay awake with her eyes barely open. Ping An, as usual, was not at home, who knew where he had gone off to play?

Duo Ji was now eighteen years old, tall and handsome. He didn’t look like someone from the Yan Bei grasslands but rather like a scholarly young man from the south, steeped in literary tradition. In this era, he was already of an age to marry and have children.

Jing Jing was now fifteen years old. The little girl’s heart was as clear as day, following behind him all day like a little shadow.

“Sister!”

Hearing the sound, Jing Jing immediately opened her eyes and called out happily.

“Young Miss is awake.”

Duo Ji stood up, quickly putting away the things on the stone table, stepping back somewhat embarrassedly.

Chu Qiao knew what he was doing but didn’t expose him. She simply walked over and straightened his slightly disheveled collar, frowning as she said, “Scholarship isn’t accomplished in a day or two. What time did you sleep last night, and yet you’re up so early today?”

Duo Ji was a bit embarrassed. The eighteen-year-old young man lowered his head like a child, with dark circles under his eyes making him look like a giant panda from lack of sleep.

“Exactly!”

Jing Jing followed with her complaint: “Every day he just sits here writing and writing, never taking me out to play.”

“Jing Jing! Duo Ji!”

Ping An called out as he rushed into the courtyard. Seeing Chu Qiao, his face lit up with joy as he said, “Sister, today is the Lotus Festival. It’s so lively outside! The lotuses at Spring Lotus Pond all bloomed overnight. Don’t you want to go see them?”

Upon hearing this, Jing Jing immediately brightened up, her face full of excitement. But when she turned to look at Duo Ji, she saw that he didn’t seem very interested, obviously not keen on going.

Seeing this, Chu Qiao smiled lightly and said, “Alright, let’s go join in the festivities.”

Hearing this, Duo Ji frowned and said, “The streets must be very crowded, and Young Miss’s health is not good.”

“Duo Ji! Sister rarely wants to go out for some fresh air, don’t spoil the mood.”

Jing Jing pushed his arm, pouting as she spoke.

Duo Ji reluctantly said, “Then Young Miss, please wait a moment. I’ll change my clothes and go with you.”

Jing Jing and Ping An happily clapped their hands together, still like two children who hadn’t grown up.

The four of them soon left the house. Duo Ji changed into a moon-white scholar’s robe, looking handsome and elegant, quite dashing.

He held a bamboo umbrella over Chu Qiao’s head to shield her from the sun, and the two of them walking together looked like figures from a painting. Jing Jing carried a small basket containing cold tea and pastries, like a little maid.

She frowned as she looked at Duo Ji and Chu Qiao, then suddenly said loudly, “Sister, I’m not going to wear double buns anymore.”

The group was walking when they suddenly heard her say this, and they all paused in surprise.

“Double buns make me look like a child. I’m already fifteen, and I should grow up.”

Chu Qiao couldn’t help but smile, knowing exactly what was on her mind. She smiled gently and said, “Indeed, Jing Jing has grown up and is ready for marriage.”

Ping An turned back and made a ‘pei’ sound, rubbing his face with his index finger, saying, “Shameless.”

The two children immediately started quarreling, running ahead frenetically.

It was the perfect season, and all the lotus flowers in Spring Lotus Pond had bloomed, creating a scene of pink, white, and emerald green. As the breeze passed, a subtle fragrance drifted through the air, sweet and intoxicating. Miles of lotus flowers reflected in the blue sky and clear water, with misty pavilions and faint red shadows, creating a beautiful expanse of blue waves.

Chu Qiao was in an exceptionally good mood today and decided to rent a boat. Jing Jing and Ping An were delighted to agree, and Duo Ji didn’t want to dampen Chu Qiao’s spirits. The four boarded the boat, and Duo Ji stood at the stern, pushing hard. The small boat gradually left the shore, heading into the lotus leaves that stretched as far as the eye could see.

The flowing water swayed gently. Jing Jing sat at the bow, happily parting the lotus leaves with her hands. Where the small boat passed, duckweed scattered, then closed again after the boat had gone. The clear water rippled softly, and the group’s scattered conversations drifted into the breeze, sweeping past tingling earlobes along with fluttering strands of hair.

Ping An gathered lotus pods by the handful. Although he didn’t particularly like lotus seeds, he busied himself as if collecting treasure. Before long, the boat was full of green lotus pods.

Chu Qiao’s mood lightened. Taking a deep breath, she felt the impurities in her lungs expelled with her exhale, and her body felt somewhat lighter.

“Ah! There’s a fish!”

Jing Jing suddenly called out excitedly. Ping An quickly leaned over to look. With a splash, a red koi leaped out of the water, arcing through the air and splashing water on all their faces.

Duo Ji turned back, watching the two playing and laughing at the bow, and smiled slightly. He gently rowed the boat, his tall figure reflected in the lake water, his clothes billowing, wide sleeves fluttering, his demeanor relaxed—already the image of a graceful young gentleman.

Chu Qiao looked at him and smiled warmly.

They had all grown up; only she still treated them like children.

“Duo Ji, you’ve been away for almost two years now. Don’t you want to go back home for a visit?”

Duo Ji was slightly startled by her question, then smiled somewhat unnaturally and said, “Perhaps in a little while.”

Chu Qiao nodded thoughtfully and said, “That’s true. With the complex border conflicts now, traveling is indeed inconvenient.”

“Yes,” Duo Ji nodded and said, “There’s no fighting in the interior of Yan Bei. My parents have lived at the foot of Huihui Mountain for decades, always safe and sound, so I’m not worried about them. But Young Miss is living here with Ping An and the others alone. If I were to leave as well, how could I be at ease?”

Chu Qiao was taken aback and couldn’t help but smile, “What are you so concerned about regarding us?”

Duo Ji shook his head, not explaining the reason, only murmuring, “I just can’t be at ease.”

“Haha, I got it!”

Suddenly, Jing Jing laughed joyfully, picking a pink lotus flower with a full bloom and standing up, turning to Chu Qiao and saying, “Sister, isn’t it beautiful?”

As she spoke, she started to run toward them.

Chu Qiao was startled and quickly called out, “Jing Jing, be careful!”

But as soon as the words left her mouth, the small boat tilted sharply.

“Jing Jing, sit down!”

Ping An shouted, and the boat rocked even more violently. Jing Jing cried out in panic. At this moment, the boat suddenly tipped to one side. Duo Ji immediately let go of the oar and lunged toward Chu Qiao, grabbing her firmly. On the other side, there was a splash, and Jing Jing finally fell into the lake.

“Boom!”

Snow-white water splashed up, and Ping An immediately jumped into the lake after her, grabbing Jing Jing in one go.

“Ping An, swim over here.”

Duo Ji extended his hand, and together with Ping An, they pulled the pale-faced Jing Jing back onto the boat. The little girl was frightened white, shivering as she leaned into Chu Qiao’s embrace, biting her lip and unable to recover for a long while.

“So stupid!”

Ping An scolded.

Hearing this, Jing Jing’s lips quivered, and she began to cry.

“Ping An, enough.”

Duo Ji reprimanded him, “Jing Jing is still young.”

Chu Qiao patted Jing Jing’s back and smiled, saying, “Silly girl, don’t you know how to swim? Why are you crying?”

Jing Jing was stunned by her words, even forgetting to cry. After a moment, she suddenly smiled sheepishly and said, “I forgot.”

Ping An couldn’t bear it and shouted, “So stupid, so stupid!”

Fortunately, summer clothes were thin, and after rowing around the lake for a while, they were almost dry. However, after this commotion, everyone had lost interest. They went ashore and decided to head home.

Unexpectedly, as soon as they reached the shore, five or six thuggish-looking men in their twenties suddenly approached. As they passed by Chu Qiao, one of them suddenly grew bold and reached out to touch her cheek.

With Chu Qiao’s skills, how could she easily allow him to succeed? Her body deftly shifted, causing the man to grasp at empty air.

“Oh?” The man was wearing a pink and white scholar’s robe, but his tone was extremely flirtatious. He smiled at the others and said, “This young lady is quite slippery!”

Hearing this, everyone burst into laughter.

Chu Qiao slightly frowned, then saw Jing Jing suddenly step forward, angrily saying, “Shameless! Are you looking for death?”

The man hadn’t noticed Jing Jing before, but now seeing a younger girl jump out, he was even more delighted. He laughed loudly and said, “This one’s complexion is not bad either. Although she’s a bit young, she’s still quite fresh.”

“Sister?”

Ping An’s face was red with anger as he turned to look at her.

Chu Qiao sighed helplessly and said in a stern voice, “Be careful, don’t make a scene.”

Ping An immediately cheered and, before the men opposite could react, pounced like a little tiger.

With a “crack,” intense pain hit the young man, who flew backward like a sandbag, his chest heavily struck.

Seeing her brother take action, Jing Jing threw away the small basket in her hand and also charged forward. There were more than ten guards and servants behind the men, who rushed forward when they saw their masters being attacked. Jing Jing spun around with a sweeping kick, knocking down two people. She grabbed the arms of one man, locked them, then performed a shoulder throw. When the arm dislocated, a scream like a slaughtered pig rang out.

Ping An kicked one man in the waist, leaped up with a hiking step, and locked his legs around another man’s chin. With a crack, the man flew up and fell to the ground like a dead dog.

More and more people gathered. Jing Jing, fighting for the first time, gradually became overwhelmed. Fortunately, Ping An’s movements were agile and unstoppable, kicking and charging through. In a short while, five or six people had fallen and lost the ability to fight.

At this moment, someone noticed Chu Qiao and Duo Ji standing to the side observing the battle and sneakily approached, hoping to take advantage. However, before they could get close, a blur suddenly flashed before their eyes!

Strike! Lock! Grip the wrist!

Duo Ji stood quietly in place, his clothes fluttering, not even changing his stance. The sound of breaking bones suddenly rang out. With a pull and a push of the wrist, the strong man immediately crumpled to the ground, his hand bones bent at an odd angle, letting out a heart-wrenching scream.

“Ya!”

A delicate shout rang out as Jing Jing executed a perfect airborne sidekick. A man who was attacking Ping An was kicked squarely, immediately stumbling and falling to the ground, unable to get up again.

As the last man fell, more than a dozen people lay sprawled across the small street, none able to get up unharmed.

Jing Jing proudly dusted off her hands, snorting, “Serves you right! Let this be a lesson—see if you dare to do bad things again.”

The watching crowd immediately burst into approving cheers. Ping An was extremely proud, but when he turned, he saw that Chu Qiao had already left with Duo Ji. He quickly pulled Jing Jing and followed.

People looked at the departing figures, leaving behind a wave of admiration.

Under the willows by the lake shore, a young gentleman in his mid-twenties, dressed in a moon-white robe, quietly gazed in the direction they had gone, his gaze distant, lingering for a long time.

Upon returning home, they found Mei Xiang standing at the door, anxiously looking around. Seeing the four of them, she immediately ran up, muttering a long stream of nagging.

Duo Ji animatedly reported their day’s exploits to her, frightening Mei Xiang so much that her pretty face turned alternately white and red, as she cried out that Ping An and Jing Jing were nothing but trouble-makers.

Dinner consisted of four dishes and a soup, both meat and vegetables. The group sat around together. With Mrs. Wu absent, Mei Xiang rarely cooked. Chu Qiao was forced to eat an extra bowl of rice before they would let her be.

In the evening, they sat under the tree to enjoy the cool air. Chu Qiao was tired today and listened inattentively, not joining in the conversation.

Mei Xiang, while embroidering, said, “There was a curious thing today. Old Flower Lady from East Street came to me as a matchmaker, saying she wanted to arrange a match with the only son of Mr. Song from the private school in South City. I refused outright.”

Hearing this, Jing Jing immediately laughed and said, “Haha, a toad wanting to eat swan meat! What kind of family are they to dare set their sights on Sister?”

Mei Xiang looked up at her curiously and said, “When did I say they were seeking to marry the Young Miss?”

“Ah? Could it be they had their eye on Sister Mei?”

Mei Xiang reached out and tapped Jing Jing’s head, saying, “Silly child, they were interested in you, coming to arrange a match for you.”

As soon as she finished speaking, Jing Jing’s face immediately turned red. She quickly spat, “Bastards! Next time I meet Mr. Song’s son, I’ll break his legs!”

“It’s not bad that someone wants you; stop being so pretentious.”

Ping An was eating an apple, mumbling.

But Mei Xiang shook her head and said, “Actually, Mr. Song’s son is quite good. He has academic credentials and is usually refined and cultured. I heard he will take the major examination this autumn. But it’s not right for him to want to marry Jing Jing. Duo Ji is already eighteen this year. When Jing Jing reaches the coming-of-age ceremony next year, they should also prepare for their wedding.”

With these words, everyone was stunned. Jing Jing’s face grew even redder, but she just kept her head down without refuting as she had earlier.

Duo Ji, however, frowned slightly, saying somewhat uncomfortably, “Sister Mei, who said Jing Jing and I are to be married?”

Mei Xiang’s eyebrows knitted together as she said, “Does that even need to be said? Who doesn’t know?”

Duo Ji stood up, his expression displeased, and said, “I didn’t know.”

With that, he turned and went back to his room.

Everyone was stunned and didn’t know what to say, even Ping An standing with his mouth agape.

Jing Jing’s eyes turned red, and she suddenly stood up and ran to her room.

“Did I… did I say something wrong?”

Mei Xiang was dumbfounded and quickly got up to go to Jing Jing’s room.

“Sister, what’s going on?”

Chu Qiao opened her eyes, looking calmly at the empty courtyard without saying a word.

The night breeze was warm, and the cicadas’ calls rang out, making one’s heart troubled.

In the evening, someone gently knocked on Chu Qiao’s door. Chu Qiao hadn’t been sleeping, so she put on her clothes and opened the door to find Jing Jing standing there with a tear-stained face.

Seeing Chu Qiao, the little girl suddenly burst into tears and threw herself into Chu Qiao’s arms, deeply heartbroken.

Chu Qiao pulled her into the room and comforted her for a while, but Jing Jing continued to cry without speaking. After about an hour, she finally stopped, though still sobbing intermittently.

“Alright, don’t cry anymore. Duo Ji was just joking.”

Jing Jing stood up, wiping her tears and shaking her head, “It wasn’t a joke.”

Chu Qiao naturally understood but couldn’t bear to hurt her feelings and continued to comfort her, “Don’t overthink it.”

“I know.”

Jing Jing lowered her head and murmured, “Duo Ji doesn’t like me. The person Duo Ji likes is Sister.”

Chu Qiao was startled and frowned, “What nonsense are you talking about?”

“I’m not talking nonsense.” Jing Jing raised her head, her small face barely the size of a palm, looking very pitiful. She stubbornly said, “I saw Duo Ji secretly drawing Sister’s portrait, hidden under his pillow.”

Chu Qiao’s frown deepened, and she remained silent for a long time.

“But I also know that Sister doesn’t like Duo Ji. The person Sister likes is the one who gave Sister the jade pendant.”

The little girl finished speaking, wiped away her tears, and walked out of the room. The moon outside the window was large and round, shining through the window, casting a bright white light.

A snow-white jade pendant lay quietly by the pillow, brilliantly radiant and smooth as jade.

It was a sleepless night. The next day, someone knocked on the gate of the small courtyard. A blue-robed page boy stood respectfully at the door, politely saying, “Is anyone home? My master requests to see you.”

Chapter 171: Meeting Again
A corner of the tent was lifted, and along with the dazzling sunlight came the aroma of roasted jerky. Jing Jing frowned and rolled over, opening her eyes groggily, clearly not fully awake yet. The morning breeze carried a hint of refreshing sweetness, instantly dispelling the thick medicinal smell inside the tent.

Chu Qiao didn’t raise her head. One hand supported her forehead, while the other held a black agate chess piece between her index and middle fingers, continuously tapping it on the white jade chessboard. The sound was crisp, frequent, and monotonous, revealing a hint of suppressed frustration. Yet she seemed oblivious to it. The chessboard was filled with intersecting lines and scattered pieces, but she hesitated, unable to make her move for a long time.

“Miss, everyone is ready,” Duo Ji said in a deep voice as he stood at the entrance.

Chu Qiao’s brows furrowed slightly into a crease. Duo Ji’s voice lingered quietly in the air, but she didn’t respond for a long time. Just when Duo Ji thought she hadn’t heard him and was about to repeat himself, she suddenly scattered all the chess pieces on the board, turned her head, and said firmly, “Tell everyone that starting today, we’ll be traveling day and night. Be prepared.”

Chu Qiao and her group had left the Scholar City yesterday and were now on their way to Tang Capital.

Half a month ago, Shen Jun, the only son of the great Tang scholar Shen Mobai, had suddenly visited and specifically asked to see Chu Hui.

Chu Lin was Duo Ji’s Eastern Land name, chosen by himself. He adopted Chu Qiao’s surname and used the character “hui” from Huihui Mountain.

Shen Jun’s visit to Duo Ji wasn’t a big deal, as Duo Ji’s reputation for scholarship had spread far and wide during his year in Scholar City. However, what happened afterward made Chu Qiao vigilant.

According to Duo Ji, after Shen Jun saw the treatise on world salvation that he was copying, he took it very seriously and even wrote to his father that night. Shen Mobai, who had been serving in Meishan, returned to Scholar City on the third day and kept Duo Ji at his residence for three consecutive days. In his tone, there seemed to be an implicit intention to recruit him.

Originally, this wasn’t unusual. An elderly scholar admiring a talented young man and wanting to support him wasn’t strange news. However, half a month later, Shen Mobai introduced someone to Duo Ji, and Chu Qiao finally recognized the crisis.

The person was young yet carried himself with dignity, had a mysterious identity, and even a scholar like Shen Mobai showed him great respect. Combined with Duo Ji’s description of his appearance and manner of speech, she couldn’t help but vaguely recall someone she had only met once. Thinking of some rumors she had heard recently, Chu Qiao felt increasingly tense, as if a storm was brewing. Three days later, she decided to head north, determined to meet Li Ce to ease her worries.

On the second day, the group arrived at Xiuling. The journey was filled with high ravines, streams, lush vegetation, and vast green pines. If not for her troubled state of mind, it would have been a pleasant journey of leisure and sightseeing.

However, a thunderstorm on the evening of the third day interrupted Chu Qiao’s journey.

The mountain roads became difficult to travel, with mud and depressions. By the afternoon of the fourth day, they finally reached the Qingheng River, only to discover that the flood after the heavy rain had washed away the only bridge. Another group that also needed to cross the river was rushing to repair it, but with only about thirty people, progress was slow.

Now they had only two options: either turn back and take a detour through Huaisong, which would delay them for at least ten days, or wait for the bridge to be repaired before crossing the river.

Chu Qiao gave each of the hired carriage drivers and guards an extra ten silver pieces. These honest folks immediately joined the bridge repair team ahead with great joy.

Soon, Duo Ji came to the carriage and said, “Miss, they’ve sent someone to thank us.”

Seeing that the other party didn’t intend to come and speak in person, Chu Qiao was content to stay quiet. She nodded slightly and said, “Go thank them back, and say that we’re all traveling the same way and need to cross the river. No need for thanks.”

The sky quickly darkened. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and the weather was unusually stuffy. Chu Qiao slightly lifted the curtain of the carriage window. The western sky was covered with dense clouds; another heavy rain seemed imminent.

Mei Xiang had cooked meat porridge with several servants. Chu Qiao noticed that the team on the other side of the crossing was quiet. All the servants were repairing the bridge, with only a simple blue cloth carriage standing quietly under an old pine tree. In the evening’s red light, the carriage seemed to be tinged with a red glow. As the breeze passed, the curtain fluttered slightly, revealing a corner of a snow-white gold-embroidered boot, calm and indifferent, clearly belonging to someone of high status.

Mei Xiang called the guards and invited everyone to eat porridge. Seeing this, Chu Qiao told her to send the extra porridge to the people on the other side. When Mei Xiang returned, however, she was carrying a large package wrapped in oiled paper. When opened, it contained fine pastries and two large pieces of dried beef.

“They know how to return a favor,” Mei Xiang said with a smile, picking up a piece of pastry and sniffing it. “This seems to be the thousand-layer pastry from Yufuji in Baishui Pass. Miss, smell it, does it resemble what we import from Baishui for our shop?”

Chu Qiao frowned as she took it and looked at it for a while before saying quietly, “It’s not the same. What we buy are mid-range pastries, not this crisp. Such pastries wouldn’t withstand long-distance transportation for business. They must have bought them just for the journey.”

After listening, Mei Xiang clicked her tongue slightly. Although she had lived comfortably for years, she still remembered her humble origins. She murmured, “Giving away such expensive pastries, they must be quite wealthy.”

Jing Jing had been ill with a minor ailment for the past few days, constantly sleeping listlessly. Now, smelling the fragrance, she opened her eyes, and without clearly seeing what it was, called out to Mei Xiang, “Sister Mei, I want some.”

“We must be cautious. These people’s origins are unknown, so we should be careful. Mei Xiang, find a place to throw these away. No one should eat them,” Chu Qiao said.

Mei Xiang was slightly stunned but immediately nodded, “You’re right, Miss.”

The thunder had rumbled for half the day, and strong winds had howled for a long time, but by nightfall, they had subsided. When it was completely dark, the wooden bridge was finally repaired.

The other group also seemed in a hurry to continue their journey. Someone came over to exchange a few words with Duo Ji before leaving first.

Chu Qiao, unwilling to delay further, also led her people across the bridge after the other group had crossed.

However, when they reached the crossing, they saw that the porcelain bowl Mei Xiang had used to deliver the meat porridge was placed in some reeds, with the porridge intact, apparently untouched. Several wild mice were feasting at the edge of the bowl.

Chu Qiao lowered the curtain of the carriage window and quietly leaned back against the soft cushion, her brows gradually furrowing.

At midnight, they finally left the mountainous area and reached a flat plain. The guide said this place was Youyouyuan; beyond it was Xizhao Mountain, and after crossing it, they would reach Qiufeng City, the largest city in the southwest. From Qiufeng City, east would lead to Tang Capital, north to Baishui Pass, and beyond Baishui Pass was the territory of Da Xia.

After days of trekking through mountain ravines and wilderness, the sight of the plain made everyone feel more at ease.

It’s always like this on the plains: a tree in the distance looks close, but to reach it might take a whole day’s ride.

After walking on Youyouyuan for two full days, they finally reached the so-called Xizhao Mountain.

The mountain’s name was beautiful, and its scenery was equally magnificent. Several continuous mountain peaks stood tall, with lush pine trees and scattered flowers. A white waterfall cascaded down from the mountaintop, forming a white ribbon, with mist rising like a fairyland.

Being close to Qiufeng City, the mountain roads here were exceptionally wide, allowing two carriages to travel side by side without crowding.

As the sun set in the west, the fiery sunset cast a blush over everything. The pine trees and rainforests were tinged with red, flowers bloomed brilliantly, birds sang among the flowers, and the gorgeous scenery was breathtaking—truly worthy of the name “Sunset Glow.”

That evening, Chu Qiao ordered them to set up camp in a valley. The servants let out a collective cheer; the relentless journey of the past few days had indeed left everyone visibly exhausted.

However, before they could fall asleep, the howls of wild wolves, sometimes distant, sometimes near, began to echo around them. The sounds were eerie, making one’s hair stand on end.

Jing Jing, terrified, turned pale and huddled in the tent, nestled in Mei Xiang’s arms, eyes tightly shut, yet unable to fall asleep.

Chu Qiao couldn’t help but worry too. The ferocity of the hungry wolves in the southwest was well-known. Now, with their small number, mostly consisting of hired ordinary guards and carriage drivers, and with women and children in the group, an encounter with a wolf pack could have unimaginable consequences. She summoned Duo Ji and Ping An, gave them a few instructions to prepare, and finally felt a bit more at ease.

However, by late night, the wolf howls grew louder, interspersed with men’s shouts.

Chu Qiao stepped out, put on her windbreaker, instructed Ping An to guard the camp with several men, and headed towards the source of the sounds with Duo Ji and over ten guards.

Just after turning around a slope, a pungent smell of blood hit them. Looking carefully, they saw that in a depression in the valley, about a hundred wild wolves were attacking a group of people. Though the group was small in number, they were agile and skilled, chopping and moving with imposing might, behaving fiercely—clearly not easy to deal with. The wolf pack was vicious, with white fangs gleaming, relying on their numbers and showing no fear.

Blood splattered, the stench was overwhelming, and the screams were constant, sending chills down one’s spine.

“Miss?” Duo Ji frowned and said in a deep voice, “The wolf pack is too numerous. If these people are defeated, we won’t be able to stand alone.”

Chu Qiao nodded and said, “Everyone, prepare.”

The guards and carriage drivers, being people who had traveled extensively, might not match regular troops, but they were extremely brave. They prepared their bows and arrows and took their positions. Duo Ji, with a cold expression, said in a deep voice, “Fire!”

A volley of fire arrows dipped in pine oil shot out in unison. Instantly, the wolf pack was ambushed from behind, and more than ten wolves immediately fell to the ground with pained howls.

The wolf pack, enraged, turned to charge toward them, as swift as lightning and incredibly fast. In just a few leaps, they were right in front of them.

Duo Ji, quick-handed and sharp-eyed, grabbed a bucket of tung oil and splashed it in front, then threw a torch. A wall of fire instantly rose in front of the mountain, with flames reaching up to three zhang high. Several hungry wolves couldn’t stop their charging momentum and crashed into the fire, immediately letting out piercing screams.

The wolf pack feared fire and immediately became disorganized. The other group, seeing that someone had come to help, became even more spirited. The leaders shouted and charged forward, chopping and slashing, pursuing the advantage.

The hungry wolves were indeed fierce. After such a fierce battle for over an hour, they finally retreated in disarray. Before leaving, they let out a few threatening howls, clearly intending revenge.

Wolf corpses lay everywhere, and the stench was pervasive.

From the valley below, someone called out loudly, “Who are the friends above who helped us? My master thanks you all for your righteous assistance!”

Duo Ji was slightly startled upon hearing this. He peered down but couldn’t see clearly due to the trees blocking the view and the darkness of the night. He called out loudly, “Is that Brother Cao? We met at the Qingheng River.”

The other party was silent for a moment, then suddenly laughed and said, “So it’s Young Master Ji. I’m somewhat indisposed at the moment, but I’ll come to thank you later for your great kindness.”

Duo Ji quickly said, “Brother Cao, there’s no need for such formality. Are you injured? Do you need wound medicine?”

“It’s just a minor injury, not worth mentioning. Thank you for your concern, young master.”

Chu Qiao noticed a hint of caution in the other’s tone. She gently tugged at Duo Ji’s sleeve and gestured towards their camp.

Duo Ji understood and quickly said, “Then I’ll take my leave. Take care, Brother Cao.”

When they returned to the camp, Ping An was anxiously pacing back and forth. Seeing Chu Qiao, he immediately ran up and asked, “Sister, are you hurt?”

“No,” Chu Qiao shook her head and said to Duo Ji and the others, “Everyone keeps your wits about you tonight. Keep the torches burning all night, and prepare fire arrows, sulfur, and tung oil. Wolf packs are vindictive; be careful they don’t come seeking revenge.”

Everyone nodded. Chu Qiao returned to the tent and saw that Jing Jing was already asleep.

Mei Xiang helped her remove her cape and said softly, “Letting Duo Ji go would have been enough. Why did Miss need to go personally?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, her brows tightly knit, and said softly, “I’ve been restless these past few days, not knowing if something might happen.”

“Miss must be worried about His Majesty the Tang Emperor. Don’t worry, the Emperor is such a shrewd person; he won’t easily fall prey to petty schemes.”

Chu Qiao sighed gently, holding the cup of ginseng tea Mei Xiang handed her with both hands. The steam rose in wisps, but it couldn’t warm her cold hands.

“I hope so.”

For some reason, she suddenly thought of the group of people in the valley just now, and her heart inexplicably filled with worry. She couldn’t help but ask, “Mei Xiang, do we still have the wound medicine we bought from Xinglin Hall last time?”

Mei Xiang was startled and anxiously asked, “Who’s injured? Are you injured, Miss?”

“No,” Chu Qiao quickly shook her head and said, “No one is injured.”

She lay down on the felt mat, feeling a bit vexed. Mei Xiang looked her up and down with lingering fear as if suspecting she was lying.

What’s wrong with me? Chu Qiao frowned slightly.

Early the next morning, Chu Qiao’s group had barely gone far when they saw a group of people quietly waiting ahead. It was the group from last night.

A middle-aged man in his thirties came over, exchanged a few words with Duo Ji, and after some pleasantries, walked to Chu Qiao’s carriage. He bowed and said, “My master thanks the young lady for her helping hand last night. We shouldn’t be so impolite and abrupt, but receiving such kindness must be remembered. Thus, I boldly ask for the young lady’s name. Please forgive our impudence.”

Chu Qiao frowned slightly and said in a deep voice, “Seeing injustice on the road, one should offer help. There’s no need for such formality.”

The man was slightly taken aback upon hearing this and said again, “May I inquire about the young lady’s name?”

“You are quite strange. Your master only sent you forward, clearly not wanting to reveal his identity, yet you forcefully ask about mine? It’s normal for strangers meeting by chance to be cautious of each other. Since we don’t trust each other and both have matters to attend to, why not continue on our way immediately? Isn’t it boring to talk more here?”

The man was left dumbfounded, not expecting to be rebuked like this by Chu Qiao. After he retreated in a daze, the group ahead soon hastily departed.

Jing Jing clicked her tongue and said, “Sister is so impressive!”

Chu Qiao sighed and leaned back on the soft cushion.

What was impressive about that? She just didn’t want to waste time with them. The longer they delayed, the more anxious she became, and the opposing group gave her a sense of oppressive crisis. She felt that they were not ordinary people. At such a time, it was better to be cautious and have fewer troubles than more.

However, after traveling for less than half a day, another sudden incident halted their steps. By this time, even someone as dull as Ping An sensed something amiss.

On a somewhat narrow mountain path, several large trees and a pile of silt and rubble lay across the road, standing about half a person high, blocking the way forward. Everything seemed obvious; it was likely a landslide and mudslide caused by the heavy rain a few days ago. However, after multiple coincidences, no one was willing to believe this simple reason anymore.

The group of people stood in front, glaring at Chu Qiao’s group, who had arrived leisurely, making no effort to hide the hostility in their eyes.

Duo Ji, Ping An, and the others frowned in confusion, their hands naturally hanging at their sides, but their fingertips slowly brushed against the hilts of their swords and knives.

Under the blue sky and white clouds, with birds singing and the sun warmly shining down, the atmosphere was eerie and tense. No one moved to clear the debris and silt from the road; instead, they glared at each other, no one taking a step forward for a long time.

“What a coincidence,” Mr. Cao said with a cold smile, speaking slowly.

Ping An raised an eyebrow but was pulled back by Duo Ji. The young man frowned slightly and smiled faintly, “Indeed, it’s quite a coincidence. Having shared hardships with Brother Cao several times in recent days, even I, who doesn’t believe in fate, must say that heaven’s intentions are hard to fathom.”

“In my opinion, it’s not heaven’s will, but someone deliberately playing tricks.”

Ping An immediately said angrily, “Who are you talking about?”

Brother Cao coldly shouted, “Who are you people? Tell us the truth!”

“I think you’re the one who doesn’t look like a good person!” Ping An shouted angrily, drawing his sword with a swish. The cold light flashed, and he stepped forward, ready to attack.

The other side, seeing this, immediately drew their weapons. At that moment, a silver light suddenly flashed, hitting Ping An’s sword hilt with a ding. The precious sword roared like a dragon and fell to the ground with a clang. A clear, stern female voice said calmly, “Ping An, don’t be rash.”

Like a pool of cold water suddenly poured into boiling water, the atmosphere instantly calmed down.

The whole scene fell silent, with even the sound of breathing almost audible.

The breeze rustled, sweeping across everyone’s brows and eyes. In the distance, green pines swayed, creating waves of green. Birds circled and flew in the sky, chirping.

“Pop.”

A faint sound suddenly came, like boots stepping on small stones. The wind blew up the blue cloth curtain, and the Cao men immediately exclaimed in surprise, “Master?”

The person didn’t say a word but walked straight towards Chu Qiao’s carriage.

Duo Ji raised an eyebrow and immediately shouted, “Stop!”

The person paid no attention. Duo Ji gripped his sword hilt, his brows rising in anger, and was about to draw his sword.

However, just as the sword was half-drawn, a dull sound suddenly rang out. The person moved with eerie quickness, disarming Duo Ji in the blink of an eye, and casually tossed the sword to the ground.

Duo Ji’s face reddened, and he snorted angrily, about to charge forward. The person, however, showed no fear, quickly walked to Chu Qiao’s carriage, and reached out to lift her curtain.

With a “whoosh,” fresh wind suddenly blew in. The noon sunlight was dazzlingly bright, making Chu Qiao pause for a moment as the light pierced her pupils, even as she held a small crossbow aimed at the carriage door.

Duo Ji rushed forward from behind, his fingers formed into claws, reaching for the person’s neck. With his skills acquired from over three years of training under Chu Qiao, at this moment, he could subdue an enemy.

However, the person neither dodged nor evaded. He wore a moon-white long robe with cloud patterns, sword-like eyebrows, and star-bright eyes, with a clean and handsome appearance. He stood calmly in place, looking at her with clear eyes. For a moment, it was difficult to discern his emotions; his gaze was like a deep pool, a cold lake in silent solitude.

“Swoosh!”

The crossbow bolt was released, passing by the man’s ear and brushing past Duo Ji’s arm as it shot out, swift as lightning and carrying a sharp killing intent that instantly froze everyone’s movements.

“Duo Ji, step back,” Chu Qiao said quietly. There was no anger in her voice, but it carried an undeniable authority.

Duo Ji raised an eyebrow and called out, “Miss?”

Chu Qiao slightly raised the corner of her eye but didn’t speak, only turning her head to look at him calmly.

Duo Ji immediately came to his senses and slowly retreated, though his eyes still looked at the man in front of the carriage with defiance.

The fragrant breeze was intoxicating, and the weather was so beautiful it made one’s heart flutter. A row of brightly colored orioles landed on a nearby branch, singing in melodious tones. The trees stretched out like freshly drawn eyebrows, and the dense forest nearby was lush and verdant, with various charming flowers blooming among them, exquisitely beautiful, as if in a painting.

As the wind passed, the corner of the man’s robe was gently lifted. Unlike the perfumed scent of young masters from wealthy families, he carried a unique, faint fragrance of orchids. His temperament was clean and handsome, like a handful of clear snow.

“Ah!” Jing Jing, sitting behind Chu Qiao, suddenly stretched out her hand, pointing at the man’s waist, and exclaimed, “His jade pendant is the same as sister’s!”

White and lustrous, round and transparent, a jade pendant hung at the man’s waist as he stood in the wind, emitting a soft glow.

Chu Qiao’s expression gradually softened. While everyone stood silently, she suddenly reached out and placed her hand on the man’s shoulder, jumping down from the carriage. She smiled warmly and instructed Ping An, Duo Ji, and the others, “Don’t just stand there, quickly clear the path ahead.”

“Huh?” Ping An widened his eyes, looking at Chu Qiao, then at the man, and finally asked foolishly, “Sister, do you know each other?”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao nodded with a relaxed expression, seemingly with a hint of joy.

Ping An wanted to ask who this person was, but before he could open his mouth, the man’s gaze drifted over to him. It wasn’t particularly stern, but it had an icy coldness as if he was very unwilling to hear this foolish young man prattle on.

Seeing this, Brother Cao and his men immediately lowered their heads and retreated, taking out tools to start clearing the road.

Chu Qiao turned to the man and said, “Come with me.”

With that, she walked away.

“Miss!” Duo Ji quickly stepped forward, blocking Chu Qiao’s path, and said in a deep voice, “Where are you going?”

Chu Qiao said, “Duo Ji, don’t worry, this is my friend.”

Duo Ji looked at the man suspiciously, only to see him slightly frown and give him a calm glance. His eyes were like a frozen mirror lake, exceptionally cold.

It wasn’t just ordinary indifference and coldness, but a kind of innate arrogance that could only be cultivated through extensive experience and high position. Duo Ji instantly felt as if a bucket of cold water had been poured over his head, and his spine involuntarily shivered. In his daze, Chu Qiao and the man had already walked far away.

The weather that day was exceptionally good, clear as a jade-green lake, with golden sunlight. The two walked one after another, and before long, they reached a secluded mountain hollow. A waterfall cascaded down from the mountain peak, falling into a cold pool, splashing large droplets of water that were crystal clear, reflecting the brilliant sunlight in a colorful, dazzling display.

Chu Qiao turned around and looked at the man before her. After more than a year without seeing him, he seemed unchanged, still the same as before. She opened her mouth to say something, but the thousands of words gathered at her lips, not knowing where to begin. In the end, it all turned into a faint smile at the corner of her lips, not knowing if she was smiling at herself or others.

“What are you smiling at?” Zhuge Yue was still his usual self, his brows slightly furrowed, as if he was very impatient to stand there with her.

“Nothing,” Chu Qiao shook her head, still smiling, and said, “It seems that every time I meet you, it’s strange.”

Zhuge Yue turned his head away, looking elsewhere, still with that familiar awkwardness.

“What are you doing here?”

Zhuge Yue gave her an answer that was both perfectly accurate and perfectly vague: “Business.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded and asked, “Are you going back now?”

“Yes.”

Then, the two stood in place, neither speaking again.

In the blink of an eye, almost two years had passed. During these two years, he had been a powerful force in the court, changing the world with a turn of his hand, and becoming one of the most influential people on the continent. Chu Qiao, in her remote location, occasionally heard the news of him, always with a strange sense of unreality. Sometimes she even wondered if the person she knew was the same as the decisive and resolute man in those rumors.

She had also heard various rumors from Qinghai.

Rumors said that although nominally under Da Xia, the region implemented self-selected officials, not chosen from clans but selected through examinations, giving even commoners a chance to participate. Rumors said that new laws had been established there, encouraging agriculture and water conservancy, protecting industry and commerce, and that merchants from the interior with enough courage had already gone to Qinghai to do business. Rumors said that slavery had been abolished there; wealthy clan families could buy household slaves, but if the slaves were willing to pay for their freedom, they could be released from slavery. And even household slaves could not be killed at will, or they would be severely punished by law. Rumors said that the place wasn’t as desolate and declining as legend had it, but rather vast in territory, with its unique character, populous, and now with many prosperous and flourishing towns…

There were also rumors that the King of Qinghai was now infamous, known as the Bandit Marshal. In court, he fought for money and grain every year, using various pretexts to compete for various resources, continuously transporting them to Qinghai. Every month, Qinghai would report major disasters, droughts, floods, and glaciers, claiming that the people there had no clothes to wear or food to eat, strongly requesting the court to provide money and grain to rescue the refugees.

Yet, as soon as those resources left Zhenhang, they would flow into the market, exchanged for large amounts of gold and silver, and then blatantly transported to Qinghai proper. Now, half of Yan Bei’s military forces were tied up by Qinghai, and Da Xia didn’t dare to confront him, only allowing him to act with impunity.

Rumors said that this man was called “Lord Father” by the people of Qinghai, “Bandit” by the people of Xi Meng, and “Vampire” by Da Xia officials. Even his good friend and ally, the Seventh Prince Zhao Che, tactfully advised him: “That’s enough, you eat the meat, at least let them have some soup to drink.”

Rumors said that although the people of Xi Meng hated him to the bone, the more courageous ones were now secretly preparing to relocate. Every day, Cuiwei Pass was crowded with families trying to sneak in.

The Da Xia Council of Elders angrily accused him of deliberately allowing the Cuiwei Pass garrison to be lax in their duties, letting the people from Xi Meng’s interior flow into Qinghai.

He innocently shrugged his shoulders, saying that Yan Bei’s military might was too great, and they had no extra forces. If they wanted to effectively restrict such incidents, the Ministry of Revenue urgently needed to allocate 100,000 taels of gold to Qinghai to expand their military…

There were so many rumors, but now that Chu Qiao saw him, those rumors suddenly disappeared from her mind like smoke and clouds.

He was still himself, not the Great Marshal of Qinghai, not the brilliantly talented Lord Father of Qinghai, not the cunning and shameless Vampire of Da Xia. He was still that cold, proud man with a touch of awkwardness and willfulness, the young master Zhuge who had gone through life and death with her, saving her from danger multiple times.

A few traces of emotion suddenly rose in her heart, gradually suppressing the initial excitement and joy of seeing him again. Looking at him, though still handsome, still cold as ice, there were now a few lines at the corners of his eyes. Looking carefully, his gaze also showed some weariness and hardship.

She quietly pressed her lips together and said softly, “After just over a year, you’ve aged.”

Zhuge Yue was suddenly stunned by her words, the touch of a weather-beaten look in his eyes fading. He looked down at her, seeing that her appearance remained the same, only thinner.

He was only twenty-six this year, and by no means could be described as old. However, the hardships and exhaustion of these years, the struggles and battles of those rough times, and the bloody killings splashed at the corners of his brows and eyes, all flowed through his weathered eyes with this word “old,” like rolling tides.

Behind all the glory were sleepless nights of burning lamps, the lonely shadow of the cold moon through the west window, the restless tossing and turning at the cold window, and the loneliness of standing alone in the wind.

The face remained the same, but the heart had grown weary.

How could he, not age, how could he not grow old?

Looking at her, the anger of the past year and more suddenly disappeared, even that childish willfulness aged away with this simple statement.

“Have you been well this past year or more?”

“Nothing much to say about being well or not, just still alive.”

Zhuge Yue said calmly. Though the words weren’t pleasant, they lacked his usual cold tone. Chu Qiao knew that he wasn’t arguing with her, but expressing a genuine sentiment. Perhaps only people like them could understand: there’s nothing to say about being well or not—being alive is good enough.

“I’ve been doing well too.”

Though Zhuge Yue didn’t ask, Chu Qiao volunteered, “I opened an inn, and life is comfortable.”

“I know.”

The man replied calmly, but Chu Qiao was startled and looked up at him. “You know?”

“I stayed at your place three times.”

Chu Qiao was completely stunned, then heard Zhuge Yue ask in a deep voice, “It’s been a year, have you figured it out yet?”

“Figured… figured what out?”

The man slowly frowned, with an expression that suggested she was deliberately playing dumb: “Do you plan to run an inn for the rest of your life?”

Chu Qiao stared at him, speechless. That was exactly what she had been thinking.

“Or do you plan to marry just anyone before you turn thirty?”

Chu Qiao was greatly embarrassed: “Who told you that?”

“Who else could it be?” Zhuge Yue said, “Naturally, it was Li Ce. Don’t you know? The Spring Rain Pavilion opposite yours is run by him, and the Four Seas Inn diagonally behind is run by me.”

Chu Qiao was stunned into silence. She suddenly recalled those two inns with few customers, and before this, she had been smugly self-satisfied, thinking that her inn had squeezed them out of business. Little did she know it was the handiwork of these two distinguished individuals.

This meant that Li Ce must have been fully aware of the situation in Scholar City, and should have been well-prepared for the actions of those people.

Suddenly remembering something, she looked up and asked, “So you knew our identities from the beginning?”

“No,” Zhuge Yue said. Seeing that Chu Qiao didn’t believe him, he impatiently said, “Although I went there, I never saw you.”

Indeed, for more than a year, she had lived in seclusion, rarely going out.

“Why did you come out this time?”

Chu Qiao didn’t know how to explain, after all, it was Li Ce’s state affairs, so she vaguely said, “I’m going to Tang Capital.”

“Hmph—”

Zhuge Yue snorted coldly. Nearby, the green trees were entwined with light purple wisteria and pollia, their fragrant breeze coming gently, like a pool of floating clouds.

“Young Master.”

The man surnamed Cao said from a distance, “The road has been cleared and we can proceed now.”

Zhuge Yue didn’t respond, standing silently for a long time, seemingly impatient with the oppressive atmosphere. He turned to leave.

“Zhuge Yue!”

Chu Qiao suddenly called out, “Next time you come to Scholar City, you can come see me.”

“I don’t have time to go there,” Zhuge Yue replied coldly, slowly turning around and saying with a serious face, “I’m about to return to Qinghai. Will you come with me?”

He said it just like that, as naturally as asking someone if they’d eaten yet. Chu Qiao, however, was stunned. She was always like this—she could handle anything with composure, except when facing him, when all her wisdom would desert her. She stared at him blankly, as if trying to find another mouth on Zhuge Yue’s face to prove that he hadn’t just said those words.

“Li Ce said you’re stubborn, that you were going through a major change at the time and couldn’t think clearly, and advised me to give you more time.”

Zhuge Yue said with complete composure, “Have you figured it out now? Will you come with me?”

“You, you are Da Xia’s Military Marshal? And you have a family in…”

“You don’t need to worry about all that,” Zhuge Yue frowned and said in a deep voice, “You just need to say whether you’ll come with me or not.”

A flock of birds flew by, then another flock, many flocks had flown over the forest, yet Chu Qiao still hadn’t spoken.

Zhuge Yue suddenly became angry and said harshly, “Are you coming or not?”

“I’m coming, I’m coming, I’m coming!”

Chu Qiao answered loudly. The two of them shouted at each other with red faces and thick necks, their voices echoing around, making the place seem eerily quiet.

“Meeting you here is good, saves me another trip to tell you,” the man deliberately pretended to be unconcerned, as if everything was under his control, not considering whether this was his usual talkative nature.

“Don’t wander around anymore, go back to your courtyard and stay there. Once my business is done, I’ll send someone to fetch you.”

With that, he turned and left with style.

“Anyway, I can also open an inn in Qinghai.”

A voice suddenly sounded from behind. Zhuge Yue abruptly turned back and glared at her fiercely, with a ruthless expression.

White clouds floated in the sky, and birds peeked out from behind the leaves, as if wondering at how the affairs of the world truly couldn’t be measured by common sense.

When she returned to the carriage, Mei Xiang was waiting for her with a smile, but Jing Jing was even happier, grinning from ear to ear. Chu Qiao naturally understood her little thoughts but was unwilling to speak of them. Today’s events were simply too incredible. Chu Qiao sat down quietly, her heart still pounding wildly.

Had she been too impulsive?

“Miss,” Mei Xiang smiled as she added a soft cushion for her, saying, “Not everything in this world can be handled with reason alone. In my opinion, Miss was too calm before. Being impulsive occasionally isn’t necessarily a bad thing.”

Chu Qiao turned to look at her in surprise, amazed at Mei Xiang’s sharp insight.

Mei Xiang laughed and said, “Don’t you know, Miss? Now you wear everything on your face. Compared to the Miss of before, Mei Xiang thinks this version of you is more likable.”

The carriage began to move. Duo Ji came over with a frown and asked, “Miss, are we going to travel with those people?”

“Of course, we’re traveling together!” Jing Jing lifted the curtain and called out, “We must travel together, and in the future, we’ll even live together, hmph hmph!”

With that, she angrily dropped the carriage curtain.

Mei Xiang poured a cup of ginseng tea for Chu Qiao and sighed softly, saying, “Miss, not everyone will wait year after year for another person. Some things, if you don’t seize them at the time, if something changes in the future, you will regret it.”

The warm, fragrant breeze blew in through the slightly lifted carriage curtain, like a mother’s gentle fingers. The sky was clear blue, and high-flying eagles soared in the distance, piercing through the clouds, far from the dust.

Chapter 172: Waiting for Your Return
Chu Qiao sat on the stone steps, gazing at the sea of clouds on the horizon. The flowers in the courtyard bloomed vibrantly, with crimson petals and yellow stamens, exceedingly appealing.

The inn’s servant boy sat on a small stool, earnestly brewing tea. He was only thirteen or fourteen years old, at an age of youthful exuberance. Duo Ji and Ping An sat nearby, chatting casually with him.

Chu Qiao listened as they talked about the scenery of Sichuan’s hills, the ancient plank roads of the southern highlands, the Sword Pavilion of Da Xia, the Crow Mountain of Bian Tang, and finally the heavy snows of Yan Bei. As the conversation grew livelier, Jing Jing also emerged from her room, munching on various preserved fruits while poking her head in to join their casual conversation.

Mei Xiang sat under a camphor tree nearby, weaving an ornamental tassel. Her fingers flew like butterfly wings, displaying such dexterity that it dazzled the eyes.

As the sky gradually darkened, lanterns were lit in the courtyard and the summer heat slowly dissipated. Jing Jing requested several ice bowls from the kitchen, filled with assorted fruits, refreshingly cool and lovely to behold.

It was the previous rainstorm that had washed away the suspension bridge before Autumn Wind City, delaying Chu Qiao’s journey. They needed to stay in the city for two days before continuing northward.

Now, they were lodging at a small inn nestled against a mountain beside the water. The entire inn was built on a hillside, with varying heights and elegant arrangements, surrounded by lush greenery. From a distance, it looked like a small forest.

Chu Qiao’s room was situated on a high cliff, facing west. The owner must have been a person of refined taste, for this place bordered Sunset Mountain, and was thus named Sunset Court. Every evening, the sunset view here was exceptionally beautiful.

Zhuge Yue stayed in the adjacent Return to Origin Tower. Yesterday afternoon, he had dispatched his guards to help government officials repair the suspension bridge and ferry dock. He must truly have urgent matters requiring his immediate return.

It had rained during the day, stopping only in the afternoon. The leaves were glossy green, and scattered flowers appeared even more charming.

Chu Qiao wore a cream-colored linen dress with an ebony hairpin in her hair. Her jet-black tresses were loosely coiled into a bun, giving her a refreshingly comfortable appearance.

Tonight’s moon was full. Chu Qiao gazed at it silently, suddenly realizing that the Mid-Autumn Festival was approaching, though this place did not celebrate it.

Here, they called Mid-Autumn the White Moon Festival, originating from a song Chu Qiao had once heard in the army. The song told of a man who rode off to war, fought for many years, rising from a common soldier to a squad leader, then to a general. When he finally returned home after finishing the war, he discovered his house had collapsed, his wife had been taken by another, and his parents and children had starved to death. Their remains had turned to dust, without even a grave.

She still remembered the last line of the song: “Moonlight shines upon my soul, urging you to return home soon.”

Since then, the White Moon Festival has become a celebration of reunion, admonishing people to cherish their families and not neglect kinship for immediate gains, lest they regret it when it becomes too late.

Moonlight shines upon my soul, urging you to return home soon…

“That’s beautiful.”

Mei Xiang paused her weaving, turned to look at Chu Qiao, and smiled, “I’ve never heard you sing before, Miss.”

Chu Qiao started slightly, only now realizing she had unconsciously been humming aloud.

“It truly is a good song. Can you understand its meaning now, Miss?”

Chu Qiao tilted her head slightly, “Mei Xiang seems to enjoy lecturing others lately.”

“I’ve never studied, so I only know the simplest truths. How could I compare to your vast knowledge, Miss?” Mei Xiang chuckled, then continued, “But sometimes, the more one knows, the more confused one becomes, overlooking some very obvious truths.”

“Day after day, year upon year, climbing to the rooftop, gazing at the village path, still my husband is not seen. My husband guards the frontier, strangers kick down our door, children have no clothes to wear, and parents starve with empty stomachs. Heaven is high the emperor is far away, soldiers are not at home, and the village chief becomes the local tyrant. Wind and rain drip by drip, cold snow piles on the broken house, moonlight shines upon my soul, urging you to return home soon.”

Mei Xiang’s smile was serene as she leaned against the tree, softly humming. Flower petals fell onto the ornamental tassel in her hands, and moonlight landed on her fingers like curved butterfly wings.

At that moment, the faint sound of a flute suddenly came from the distance. Too far away, the flute melody was ethereal, with an intangible tenderness. Occasionally reaching crescendos without losing its elegance, it twisted and turned, floating like smoke, clear and lingering, conveying a distinct emotional quality.

Ping An and the others, who had been chatting, suddenly stopped at the sound of the flute. Duo Ji sat upright, his eyes showing admiration and longing. Even Jing Jing, who knew nothing about music, perked up her ears to listen, appearing quite peaceful.

Mei Xiang stood up, returned to her room, and came back with a cream-colored cloak. She gently draped it over Chu Qiao’s shoulders and smiled, “Miss has been traveling anxiously these past few days and should take a rest now. The back garden of this inn has excellent scenery, and tonight the moonlight is perfect. Perhaps Miss would like to take a walk.”

Chu Qiao turned to see Mei Xiang smiling faintly at her, a hint of encouragement and urging in her eyes.

“Mei Xiang…”

Chu Qiao wanted to say something but ultimately could not bring herself to speak.

Mei Xiang said, “Miss, I don’t understand anything about grand principles or ideals of the world. I only hope that Miss can live more happily. You are a good person; that song wasn’t meant for you to hear.”

Moonlight illuminated Chu Qiao’s face as she stood slightly stunned, involuntarily recalling the second half of the song:

How many cold seasons have passed in these green mountains, white snow drifting through the years? You return not knowing the way, heaven and earth are vast and boundless. Children died of the plague, my parents had no rice gruel, and as a wife, I sold myself in exchange for life-sustaining food. My husband had ambition, unwilling to remain in poverty, for ten years I awaited your return, my hair prematurely gray. Worldly affairs bring many entanglements, time flows like water, I ask not for great wealth, just a humble bed to share in poverty.

“Mei Xiang, go get the light green one instead.”

Mei Xiang paused, looking at her hesitantly.

But Chu Qiao suddenly smiled, standing up and saying, “Every day it’s either white or black, like attending a funeral.”

The moonlight guided her way as she walked silently. All the years gone by flashed through her mind, like a line of flying egrets, winding across the ink-wash landscape of heaven and earth. All those moments—fierce or pale, vividly colorful or desolately bleak—gradually settled in her heart, becoming a pool of water, slowly freezing into ice.

Gratitude and resentment, entanglements, hatred, intertwining, assistance, hand-in-hand, life and death, reunions, struggles, joy, partings, bewilderment…

With each step, images and scenes appeared before her eyes, each picture carrying too many heavy things: national hatred, personal grudges, debts and guilt, persistent longing, years of suppression and forbearance, intense feelings seeking to break free from constraints, and spiraling emotions.

So many feelings overflowed in her heart, finally pierced one by one by that narrated song lyric, fiercely extending through her fingertips.

She was like a jade-green lake, covering herself with a thin layer of ice made of reason and calmness, suppressing all emotions she deemed inappropriate.

One year, two years, many years.

On a secluded pond behind the mountain stood a small pavilion. The wooden structure showed signs of decay, but the innkeeper had thoughtfully planted irises and wisteria below it. Tiny flower clusters wound their way up the vines, encircling the pillars, adding an elegant tranquility.

Moonlight gently illuminated the deep, blue-green pond before them, a round moon scattering its snowy white reflection at the center of the rippling water.

Zhuge Yue wore a light purple robe, sitting casually on the steps beneath the pavilion. One leg bent, the other extended, he leaned against a peeling pillar. A few strands of black hair had escaped from his temples, falling across his face. His appearance remained exceptionally refined as he held a blue-green bamboo flute, playing an extremely pleasing melody. Without melancholic lingering or lofty ambitions, it was like a folk tune played by an ordinary youth—sometimes lively, sometimes gentle. The playful fragrance of irises drifted around him like mischievous children.

Chu Qiao stood there, silent and motionless. The wind blew through her light green cloak, the gauze floating like early spring willow branches.

It seemed she had never looked at him so carefully before. Years of hardship had passed in the blink of an eye. She had once wallowed in self-pity, feeling so unfortunate, but thinking about it now, she was at least luckier than the general in the song. Her home hadn’t collapsed, her loved ones hadn’t died, and the person she loved still stood in place—if only she turned back, she could reach his hand.

Even separated by vast waters, rejected by the world, he had still walked step by step firmly to this day, using his rare wilfulness and stubbornness to break through constraints again and again, supporting a clear sky for her to take shelter.

The ice in her heart melted, and she seemed to hear the great edifice of reason collapsing. She told herself: Perhaps I can be willful once too.

After all, she hadn’t been willful for many years.

The flute music suddenly stopped. The man turned his head sideways and saw the green-clad woman standing silently under the osmanthus tree, momentarily lost in thought.

“Why did you come?”

“You’re allowed to come but I’m not?”

Chu Qiao smiled, walked over, and kicked Zhuge Yue’s leg, saying, “Move over.”

The man pulled back his leg, and she promptly sat down. The bright white ripples from the deep pond reflected on her face like shattered jade, serene and glistening.

“Zhuge Yue, will you return to Da Xia tomorrow when the suspension bridge is repaired?”

Zhuge Yue nodded, looking at her with some surprise, “What is it?”

“When will you come find me?”

A flash of surprise crossed the man’s eyes. Instead, he seemed puzzled, examining her up and down as if she had some scheme.

“Are you waiting until the Emperor of Xia dies? Or until Zhao Che ascends the throne? Will you be able to return safely then?”

Chu Qiao sat with knees bent on the stone steps, the hood of her cloak draped on her back, slightly raised, framing her snow-white neck. Her chin rested on her knees as she gazed at the pond before them, then suddenly turned to say, “Zhuge Yue, let me sing a song for you.”

The woman’s gaze was exceptionally clear, not the sorrowful insight into worldly affairs she once had. She looked at him quietly, smiling quietly, just as in many of his dreams, with eyes free from other impurities, free from the shadows of others, only him alone.

He forgot how he had nodded, only seeing her happily cupping her cheeks with both hands, the moonlight drawing beautiful curves on her face. Her voice was very soft, like gentle ocean waves and fine sand, gradually penetrating the stillness of the night, and drifting into his heart.

—Long, long ago, you had me and I had you. Long, long ago, you left me to soar in distant skies. The outside world is wonderful, the outside world is ruthless. When you find the outside world wonderful, I will sincerely bless you here. Whenever the sun sets in the west, I am always here waiting for you. Though rain falls in the sky, I still waiting for your return.

—Long, long ago, you had me and I had you. Long, long ago, you left me to soar in distant skies. The outside world is wonderful, the outside world is ruthless. When you find the outside world ruthless, I am still here patiently waiting for you. Whenever the sun sets in the west, I am always here waiting for you. Though rain falls in the sky, I still waiting for your return.

The song followed the night wind, quietly echoing in the courtyard filled with iris fragrance. Chu Qiao turned her head, her gaze so clear. She extended her hand, very carefully, slowly approaching Zhuge Yue’s hand. Unlike any previous time, she was like a girl falling in love for the first time, so nervous that her fingertips trembled slightly. Bit by bit, bit by bit, she lightly touched the back of the man’s hand, then gently pinched his fingers with her own, cold like the water of the secluded pond.

Zhuge Yue turned to look at her, his expression frozen in surprise. The night wind blew between them, the flower buds in the pavilion releasing their fragrance. They sat like children on the steps, holding hands, neither being the first to speak.

They had always been in opposition; once aligned on the same path, they seemed unable to clarify their positions.

Zhuge Yue wanted to laugh, but felt he absolutely couldn’t laugh at this moment. He very seriously furrowed his brows, his expression quite intriguing.

Having let go of her emotional knot, Chu Qiao became very natural. She held his hand, wide-eyed, asking, “Zhuge Yue, is Qinghai nice?”

“Hmm?” The man paused slightly, then said, “It’s alright.”

“Is it beautiful?”

Someone with no sense of romance replied, “A few places are not bad.”

“Is Qinghai cold?”

“Not in summer, but cold in winter.”

Chu Qiao said hopefully, “The people there must be very simple and honest.”

“Are you stupid? Aren’t there bad people everywhere? Crows are black all over the world; who doesn’t have selfish motives?”

“Ah?” Chu Qiao finally frowned, “So Qinghai isn’t that good after all.”

“When did I ever say that place was good?”

Chu Qiao was speechless. Was this how a man should talk before eloping with a woman?

“But there is one thing quite good about that place.”

Chu Qiao asked, “What’s that?”

Zhuge Yue smiled smugly, “I’m in charge there.”

Zhuge Yue laughed to himself, but finding no one to appreciate his joke, stopped somewhat depressed.

“Xing’er, since when?”

Chu Qiao started slightly, turning to ask, “What do you mean?”

Zhuge Yue was silent for a moment, seeming to find it difficult to speak, his brow gradually furrowing. After a long while, he said, “Since when did you stop hating me?”

“Who says I don’t hate you anymore?”

Chu Qiao huffed, gesturing at her head with her fist, “I keep it all recorded here.”

Zhuge Yue gave her a disdainful glance: “You say one thing but mean another.”

The moon shone faintly on everything below. Many times, some things only required a few words, just a small gesture, yet to reach this point had taken so many years.

The osmanthus tree swayed as the man’s fingers naturally turned to grasp the woman’s cold fingers in his palm.

So many years of hardship, so many years of persistence, seemed to have been only for waiting for this one gesture.

He turned his head away, and in an angle no one else could see, happily broke into a grin.

The next day, the suspension bridge was finally repaired. They left Autumn Wind City, crossed the Muling River by water route, and then disembarked at Qiusha County, where they would part ways.

Two carriages stopped in place. Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao stood at the forefront of their respective groups. The weather was clear, the sky azure and pristine.

Zhuge Yue coolly looked northward, saying, “I must go now.”

“Oh,” Chu Qiao nodded, “Go ahead.”

“Don’t hang around with Li Ce too much. When you have nothing to do, go back to your inn.”

“Who’s hanging around?” Chu Qiao frowned.

“Hmph—”

“Zhuge Yue, we’re about to part ways, so behave yourself and leave each other with a good impression.”

Zhuge Yue awkwardly grumbled, “I’ve never had a good impression of you.”

Chu Qiao angrily went to pinch him, “Are you even human? Do you have any humanity? Who was it that cried and begged me before?”

Chu Qiao pinched hard, and Zhuge Yue became angry too: “Chu, when did I ever cry and beg you?”

Didn’t he?

Chu Qiao thought about it. It seemed he hadn’t.

But his actions were pretty much the same, so why did he act so indifferent after succeeding? Besides, could this even be considered a success yet?

She glared at him fiercely: “Keep pretending.”

The cold war continued for a short while as they glowered at each other, and the original sorrow of parting gradually faded.

After all, they had come a step closer, hadn’t they?

At the very least, they could now joke naturally.

“I’m serious,” Zhuge Yue suddenly said very solemnly, “Stop hanging around with Li Ce and don’t meddle in Bian Tang’s state affairs. I find that you, woman, simply love to meddle too much.”

Meddle too much?

Chu Qiao glared at him, very unhappily saying, “I just wanted to give him a reminder before.”

“What about now? Why still go there?”

Chu Qiao angrily said, “Aren’t you leaving? I’m going to say goodbye to him.”

Leaving? Going where?

Zhuge Yue’s mood suddenly improved significantly. He somewhat awkwardly cleared his throat, then said, “Anyway, be careful. That scoundrel Li Ce is no good either.”

Chu Qiao shook her head, sighing, “The saying ‘tearing down the bridge after crossing the river’ probably refers to people like you.”

“What did you say?”

Zhuge Yue was truly about to be angered by embarrassment. Chu Qiao raised her hands in a gesture of not wanting to be like him: “Aren’t you leaving yet? It’ll be dark soon. If you don’t leave, I’m going to.”

Zhuge Yue dawdled for a long time, then suddenly took out a white jade bell from his chest. It looked ordinary, holding it up to her mouth, he said, “That song you sang last night, sing it again for me.”

Chu Qiao paused, asking, “Why?”

Zhuge Yue’s face suddenly reddened, looking rather adorable. He frowned and said, “Why so many questions? Just sing when I tell you to.”

“Singing also requires the right mood. My mood is very bad right now, I don’t want to sing.”

Zhuge Yue stared at her with the killer gaze he had cultivated over many years and did not look away for a long time.

Chu Qiao felt somewhat self-conscious under his gaze, softly saying, “So many people are watching. If I sing, they’ll all hear, and I won’t be able to face anyone anymore.”

Reluctantly accepting her explanation, Zhuge Yue said, “Then say something into it.”

“Say what?”

The man almost gritted his teeth as he said, “Anything!”

Chu Qiao immediately shouted at the bell, “Zhuge Yue is a jerk!”

Her voice was so loud that many of the attendants below turned to look.

Zhuge Yue was furious and turned to leave. Seeing that her joke had gone too far, Chu Qiao quickly took a step forward, grabbed his hand, and said to the little bell, “Remember, I’m waiting for you.”

Just one sentence was enough to calm the man’s anger. He really was an easy person to appease.

“What is this thing anyway?”

Chu Qiao touched it curiously, feeling it was neither stone nor jade, exquisitely crafted in the shape of a bell, but inside it had many twists and turns, like a human ear.

Zhuge Yue didn’t respond to her, only saying, “Let’s go, stop dawdling.”

Now he was being unreasonable?

As they walked back to their respective groups and were finally about to depart, Chu Qiao couldn’t help but earnestly caution, “Be careful in everything.”

Zhuge Yue, appearing very composed, waved his hand slightly, and mounted his horse with great dignity, looking lofty and elegant, cold as water, with a superior air: “Remember what I said.”

Having spoken, he impressively departed with his entourage of guards.

As his figure gradually disappeared into the distance, Chu Qiao still stood in place, not yet having reacted.

Jing Jing approached, looking quite infatuated, murmuring, “Sister, Brother-in-law is so cool.”

Duo Ji frowned, seeming displeased, and solemnly said, “Jing Jing, don’t speak nonsense.”

“I’ll say it, I’ll say it!”

Jing Jing turned to glare at him, making faces and shouting, “Makes you mad, makes you mad!”

“Duo Ji, do you know what this thing is?” Chu Qiao frowned and asked, describing the appearance of Zhuge Yue’s little bell.

Duo Ji furrowed his brow slightly, thought for a while, and then said, “Miss, if you haven’t mistaken it, that should be the legendary Knowing Bell. Ancient books record it as one of the three great treasures of the Wind Language Tribe in the southwest. The Wind Language Tribe people were skilled in craftsmanship and mastered mechanical secrets. This Knowing Bell was handcrafted by the eighth-generation tribal chief of the Wind Language Tribe. It’s said that if you speak loudly into the bell’s mouth, the sound will be preserved by the bell, and once blown by the wind, the sound will be repeated, with the tone and inflection remaining unchanged. But the Wind Language Tribe has always been mysterious in their movements, and no one has heard news of them for many years. That Knowing Bell has long been lost. Where did Miss see this bell? Did you hear the bell speak?”

Chu Qiao was slightly stunned. In the distance, the sound of hoofbeats had already disappeared, leaving only a line of dust flying on the plank road.

“Knowing Bell?”

Zhuge Yue had abandoned his carriage to ride on horseback, now approaching the border of Da Xia. The people coming to meet him were just ahead, and they no longer carefully concealed their movements.

The weather was warm without a hint of wind, but as the horse galloped, a slight breeze still passed by, sweeping over the bell he wore around his neck.

“Remember, I’m waiting for you.”

The woman’s soft murmur was gentle and lingering, sounding by his ear like a clear lake, quietly containing smoky dust. The corners of his mouth involuntarily curved upward, but before his smile reached his eyes, another voice suddenly grated harshly:

Zhuge Yue is a jerk!

The voice was so loud that all the guards galloping on horseback were startled, and horrified as they stopped their horses and turned to look at him in confusion.

Zhuge Yue’s expression instantaneously became as unpleasant as it could be.

On the eastern post road, inside the blue cloth carriage, Chu Qiao was still deeply pondering:

“Isn’t that like a voice recorder?”

“Sister, what’s a voice recorder?” Jing Jing leaned forward, blinking her eyes and asking. Since meeting Zhuge Yue, the little girl had been in an extremely good mood, and her relationship with Chu Qiao immediately restored to its former intimacy.

Hearing this, Chu Qiao very enthusiastically explained, “This voice recorder…”

Mei Xiang sat at the other end of the carriage, watching Chu Qiao explaining the principles of a voice recorder to Jing Jing, and couldn’t help but smile.

Life is often like this—those involved are confused, while onlookers see clearly. Many things are not as complicated as imagined, but because of certain obsessions in one’s heart, one stubbornly persists, wasting precious time. Even the most intelligent people, when things happen to them, can feel lost and helpless.

Sometimes, just by taking one step forward, everything afterward can undergo an earth-shattering change.

“The road hasn’t reached its end yet. There might be other changes. Are you afraid?”

The wind blew across the blue-green waters of the secluded pond, creating a shallow ripple.

Her head gently rested on his shoulder, with the clear fragrance of irises drifting by. Her voice was very low as if breaking through all the hesitant spells in her heart, gradually condensing into three short words: “I’m not afraid.”

He smiled gently, reaching out to hold her waist, sitting there until daybreak.

Chapter 173: The Great Tang Fox Transformation
The chaos erupted without any warning like a pot of cold water suddenly brought to a boil. Before those inside could react, they were already being scalded.

By the time they reached Hanshui, the war had escalated. Iron cavalry trampled through, leaving cities destroyed and homes reduced to ashes. Once fertile fields turned into decayed blackened ruins. Silk and brocade fabrics drifted in the muddy waters, and corpses of civilians who perished in the war lay scattered along the roadsides. The once-thriving land was annihilated overnight, and the stench of rotting flesh filled the summer air.

Prince Luo raised his troops in Meishan, and those unwilling to become rebels fled eastward with their families. However, upon arriving at Hanshui, they found the eastern waterway blockade firmly held by Xu Su, the cousin of Prince Luo’s concubine. The western defense line of Bian Tang’s army was fragmented, suffering a major defeat at Hongcheng, leaving the empire’s control in jeopardy.

Chu Qiao and her companions were forced to halt their journey. With war looming, even she could not alter the tides of such a grand-scale conflict.

Refugees gathered in Hanshui, and with the summer heat, disease spread rapidly. In less than half a month, an epidemic broke out in the city. Noble families barricaded themselves within their homes, posting armed guards. Inns and taverns shut down, and even a grain of rice became difficult to purchase. Chu Qiao and her group retreated to the outskirts, relying on their prior preparations of provisions and tents.

Days passed, and rumors spread like wildfire. Even when Duoji and Ping’an risked their lives to gather intelligence in the city, they found little substance.

The rumors varied—some claimed Li Ce had assembled an army of 800,000 elite troops heading for Hanshui. Others said Prince Luo had recently crushed the Nanhuai forces in Junshan, conquering Jiangzhe, Feicheng, Nanwang, Anxi County, and Xizhao Mountain. The empire’s military suffered massive casualties, with the remaining troops either slain or surrendered and within five days, Prince Luo’s forces would march into Hanshui. Some said that the southwestern gentry had pledged allegiance to Prince Luo, denouncing the emperor as incompetent and supplying their private armies to Meishan’s cause, swelling his forces to nearly a million. The most absurd claim was that Li Ce had already fled the Tang capital, taking his concubines into Daxia’s territory and that Huai Song of the Eastern Sea was constructing ships to aid his escape.

Fear gripped Hanshui. Although the rumors were inconsistent, one fact remained—Prince Luo’s forces were drawing closer by the day.

The dwindling number of refugees signaled the tightening encirclement. The inevitable confrontation between Prince Luo’s forces and General Xu Su’s Hanshui defenders loomed near.

Seven days later, Prince Luo’s army reached Qibaipo, just eighty miles from Hanshui. Yet, surprisingly, they halted instead of engaging General Xu Su. Likewise, Hanshui did not openly declare allegiance to Prince Luo.

The war entered a deadlock.

Sensing the unusual turn of events, the empire’s Xishuo Army intervened. Xu Su, once a loyal follower of General Murong, was a key imperial commander. If he stood with Li Ce, the imperial faction’s victory would be assured.

After four days of observation, Xishuo Army leader Lu Bingkuan led 30,000 troops to Qibaipo, clashing fiercely with Prince Luo’s forces. Though the Xishuo Army suffered heavy casualties, they broke through and sought refuge in Xu Su’s Hanshui camp—an unmistakable gesture of allegiance to the empire.

Then, without warning, the Hanshui Massacre shocked the entire Ximeng Continent.

Overnight, Xu Su slaughtered 13,000 of Lu Bingkuan’s soldiers. The Hanshui River ran red with blood, and even thirty miles downstream, its waters remained crimson. Corpses stacked high, forming makeshift embankments.

Day and night, vultures and scavengers circled the area. At night, their eerie cries and the stench of decay turned Hanshui into a living nightmare.

Three days later, convinced of Xu Su’s loyalty, Prince Luo led 150,000 troops into Hanshui. The following day, amidst his soldiers’ cheers, he donned the imperial robe, bowed before his ancestors, and declared himself emperor, taking the reign title Jingheng.

Two days later, Meishan’s 200,000-strong army arrived at Hanshui, joining Xu Su’s 180,000 troops. Prince Luo’s forces swelled to nearly 600,000.

Thus, Bian Tang entered a bizarre era of two emperors ruling separately.

Ten days later, unable to endure such humiliation, Emperor Li Ce issued an aggressive decree of war. Leading the Central Army (90,000), the Southeastern Army (110,000), and the Wolf Cavalry (200,000), he marched towards Hanshui with overwhelming force.

The battle was imminent.

On August 9, Prince Luo ascended Chaoyang Terrace, offering incense and prayers before leading 150,000 troops and the Meishan Army across the river, leaving 50,000 behind with Xu Su to defend Hanshui. However, Li Ce’s forces remained in their camp, refusing to engage. For five days, only skirmishes involving hundreds of soldiers occurred—hardly battles, more like street brawls. Li Ce’s reluctance to fight turned him into a national laughingstock.

Just when the world believed Li Ce had lost his empire, Chu Qiao suddenly ordered Meixiang to prepare for departure.

Meixiang, puzzled, asked why.

Gazing eastward at Xu Su’s camp, Chu Qiao’s eyes clouded with distant memories of the Xishuo Army’s massacre. The screams of the dying haunted her ears.

“This war is about to end.”

On August 17, the Tang army launched a full-scale assault at Hulinyuan against Prince Luo’s forces.

The battle raged for a full day and night. Neither side relented—they knew this was a struggle for the throne. The victorious would enjoy wealth and power, while the defeated faced total annihilation.

At the climax of the battle, General Xu Su appeared on the field.

Prince Luo’s troops erupted in cheers. But before their joy subsided, Xu Su’s army suddenly turned their blades upon them, attacking from the rear.

On August 20, Prince Luo suffered a crushing defeat. Over 40,000 of his soldiers perished, and the survivors surrendered.

Fleeing with 2,000 elite guards, Prince Luo reached Hanshui, only to find his 50,000-strong garrison massacred. The river offered no escape.

Trapped, Prince Luo sighed at his fate. Drawing his sword, he ended his own life at the river’s edge.

Thus, “Emperor Jingheng,” who ruled for merely eleven days, vanished from history as if he had never existed.

On August 21, the imperial army hunted down Prince Luo’s remaining supporters, annihilating over 300 noble families from the southwest. Women were forced into servitude, and all men taller than a horsewhip were executed. Overnight, the southwestern clans were erased from existence, leaving desolation in their wake.

On August 27, Li Ce returned triumphantly. He decreed that half of the seized Southwest wealth be distributed among the war-torn provinces and granted the Southwest a five-year tax exemption, allowing them to recover. His popularity soared, and the people, grateful for a future, praised him as a benevolent ruler.

On September 9, Chu Qiao and her companions set off for the Tang capital.

Bian Tang remained unchanged—blue skies, drifting clouds, warm breezes.

Only the fallen warriors could no longer witness it.

On September 15, a full moon shone outside the window, round and luminous like a flawless jade disk. Among the parasol trees in the palace courtyard, fireflies danced, casting a soft blue glow as they swirled through the night.

The entire palace was cold and desolate, draped in mourning white. From the highest halls to the lowest chambers, pure white curtains swayed in the cold wind. Pale candles replaced the usual ornate lanterns, casting a dim, sorrowful glow.

She followed the guards slowly, her footsteps barely making a sound. The Jinwu Palace was still as grand as ever, yet without the endless melodies of songstresses and the charm of graceful courtesans, the towering halls suddenly felt hollow and vast.

The embroidered patterns on her sleeves brushed against the fabric of her robes, producing a faint rustling sound. The night was too quiet. A crow soared above her head, and when she looked up, she could only see the guardian beasts crouching atop the high eaves. The twilight mist spread like a veil, and beneath the solemn pine trees, incense smoke coiled into the air. From the depths of the palace, faint chants of monks drifted through the breeze, distant and ethereal, stirring an inexplicable emptiness in her heart.

Mihua Residence had remained unchanged—rows of parasol trees, the moonlit lotus pond, and the ceaseless chirping of cicadas. The moonlight seeped through the white paper windows, casting a hazy glow. A few windows to the west were left wide open, allowing the damp night air to swirl inside. The pale blue drapes billowed gently, and a wind chime, long worn by time, hung by the window, its crisp ringing reminiscent of a song breaking through frozen silence.

Li Ce sat amid the fluttering gauze curtains, his figure outlined by the moon’s cold radiance. A small ebony table, two simple cushions, a jade-green wine vessel, and two white porcelain cups accompanied him. The sheer drapery danced in the wind, sweeping across the silent hall. His long, ink-black hair fell loosely over his shoulders, and he wore a deep purple brocade robe embroidered with intricate azure clouds, meticulously stitched with the imperial family’s unique needlework. His face, as flawless as white jade, remained motionless in the moonlight, a painting of quiet solitude.

At the doorway, Chu Qiao hesitated, her fingers lightly resting on the cool wooden column. For a moment, she did not know how to approach him.

The night wind lifted the curtains once more. Li Ce turned his head, his expression calm as his eyes curved into a familiar smile. “You’re here,” he said.

His voice was gentle, yet it made her heartache. She looked at him, finding him just as he had always been—playful, mischievous, yet always seeing through everything with clarity.

So much had happened. Time had rushed forward mercilessly, leaving her struggling to catch up. And now, facing him again, she felt both estranged and sorrowful.

She stepped forward and crouched beside him, her lips pressed tightly together, her eyes stinging with unshed tears.

Li Ce smiled and ruffled her hair, deliberately disheveling her once-neat bun. “Why such a long face? I’m not dead yet.”

The more he smiled, the heavier the sorrow weighed upon her. She forced a small smile and nodded, whispering, “As long as you’re all right.”

Outside, the last blooms of the lotus pond swayed gently in the breeze. Li Ce traced the delicate carvings on the wine cup, his voice light yet distant.

“He was a traitor,” he murmured. “He could not be buried in the imperial tombs. I buried him in Luofu Mountain.”

A gust of wind swept through the hall, and the wind chime trembled, its sound ringing through the stillness. The golden patterns on its surface remained as vivid as ever, untouched by the passage of time.

Li Ce took a slow sip of wine. His gaze was tranquil, his tone devoid of emotion as he added, “I buried Fu’er there too.”

Lifting his head, he gazed at the flickering candlelight, his expression wistful yet resolute.

“They could not live together, but at least they can rest together in death. He did not fight in vain.”

Silence enveloped the grand hall once more. Chu Qiao remained by his side, accompanying him cup after cup, though she never sat in the seat across from him—because she knew that place was not meant for her.

Beneath the lonely lamp and pale moon, he waited for someone who would never return.

“I knew he would rebel,” Li Ce spoke suddenly. His voice was calm, almost as if he were telling a tale from another life.

Chu Qiao said nothing. She knew he was not seeking an answer, only someone willing to listen.

“I waited for him for so many years. But I still hoped, just a little, that he might change his mind.”

Li Ce chuckled bitterly, tilting his head back to drain his cup. He turned to her, his familiar fox-like smirk returning. “Did you know? Li Luo was never as intelligent as I was. He was neither skilled in war nor politics, but he excelled at poetry. When we were young, he dreamed of gathering the greatest scholars and writing the most complete history of Ximeng.”

His brow furrowed slightly, the moonlight spilling through the veil of white gauze, illuminating his features in soft silver hues. His voice turned quieter.

“He never knew that the day I became crown prince, I built a history academy in Anqing for him. But after Fu’er died, I never had the chance to tell him.”

Suddenly, his brows knotted, his voice tightening with suppressed anger.

“Why did he have to rebel?”

With a sudden crack, the wine cup shattered in his grip. Jagged shards embedded into his palm, and bright crimson blood dripped onto the ebony table, blooming like a sea of scarlet petals.

In that instant, memories surged back—years ago, beneath these very palace eaves, a man clad in blue had smiled at her and softly said, “I am the Prince of Luo.”

Time rewound in a blur, tracing back to a distant past where three children once played beneath the palace parasol trees, their laughter carrying through the grand, somber halls. Their joy had once shattered the darkness of this imperial house.

…

The night deepened, the flickering illusions of the past gradually fading. Only the moon remained, cold and distant.

Li Ce staggered from Mihua Residence, his figure frail against the endless darkness.

He seemed thinner now, his silhouette slowly swallowed by the shadows of the parasol trees. Chu Qiao stood at the window, watching him leave, an empty ache settling in her chest—like a frozen lake cracking under the weight of time.

In the endless power struggle, there was no compromise. Either you killed, or you perished.

Just like the war between Yanbei and Daxia—an irreconcilable conflict.

She thought of Yan Xun and how she had once felt when he killed Mr. Wu and the others.

Perhaps the circumstances had been different, but in the end, it was all the same—a brutal contest for power. Li Ce mourned Luo Wang’s death now, but would Yan Xun ever regret his own choices?

The crisp chime of the wind bell pulled her from her thoughts. She reached out to touch it gently, but as soon as her fingers made contact, the silk string snapped.

With a soft thud, the wind chime tumbled into the clear waters of Taiqing Pond below, vanishing beneath the rippling surface.

Chapter 174: Tiger’s Cruelty to Its Own Cubs
On August 20th of the year 780, Prince Li Luo of Meishan Luo was defeated and perished at Han River. On September 11th of the same year, Li Luo’s three sons and two daughters were executed for their crimes at Meishan’s Wutong Platform. Twenty-one of his most capable generals suffered the cruel punishment of waist-cutting. General Xu Su personally supervised the executions. After a single execution order was issued, dozens of wandering souls had no place to go.

That day, Mei Xiang came in from outside the hall with several snow-white flower petals on her clothes, her expression slightly dazed. Qiu Sui called her several times before she responded, saying absent-mindedly, “I just heard that Prince Luo’s secondary consort Lady Xu has been found.”

Lady Xu? Xu Su’s sister Xu Pei Ning?

Qiu Sui quickly patted her chest and said, “Thank goodness she’s been found. I heard that General Xu Su lost both parents at a young age, and he only had this one sister to rely on. He’s extremely fond of her. Now that he has established such great military achievements for His Majesty, it would be too unfortunate if Miss Xu had met with disaster.”

Mei Xiang frowned slightly, her expression seemingly shrouded in a layer of light smoke. The arm-thick candles emitted a dazzling light, making her face appear somewhat pale. She lowered her voice, like a young bird in windy weather, her voice thin yet deep: “I heard she was found on Mount Luofu, hanging from a withered tree. Both her legs had been taken by wolves.”

Qiu Sui let out a sharp scream when she heard this, her face instantly turning white.

Chu Qiao’s heart suddenly grew cold, a thread of chilliness surging from the depths of her heart, like the milky-white incense smoke from a censer, spiraling upward, wandering and twisting.

The moonlit night was frigid. In the distant Roufu Palace, singing and dancing had begun again, with music flourishing. Lady Zi Ming was now Concubine Rou, the most powerful and highest-ranked woman among Li Ce’s consorts. A few days ago, the Imperial Physicians confirmed her pregnancy, and in two more days, she would be going to the imperial villa outside the palace to nurture the fetus.

This long night, though noisy, had an undertone of deathly stillness, so very long.

Another half month passed this way. Summer departed and autumn arrived. After several drizzling cool rains, the air became cold and damp. The summer lotuses had withered, leaving a patch of black lotus leaves on the Taiqing Pool. Now in Jinwu Palace, no one had the mood to draw in hot springs to preserve the flowering season.

The Southwest had experienced great chaos. The Academy City was close to Meishan, and the student that Chu Qiao had carefully managed was also destroyed in the war, leaving only broken walls and ruins. Mei Xiang, Jing Jing, and others couldn’t help feeling sad when they heard this. Li Ce said he could rebuild it for her, but Chu Qiao had lost interest. After all, she wouldn’t be staying long in Xi Meng.

So Chu Qiao settled down in Jinwu Palace, day after day, watching the sunlight slide across the vermilion window frames, quietly waiting for the arrival of another day.

She rarely saw Li Ce. After the Prince Luo incident, although Bian Tang’s military power had been depleted, the complete elimination of southwestern clans had enriched the national treasury, making it increasingly prosperous. Li Ce seemed to have changed his nature, becoming extremely busy. Even the singing and dancing in the rear palace had not been heard for a long time.

Autumn waned, light and shadows floated, and another two months quietly slipped away. Chu Qiao got up early in the morning and pushed open the window to see a thin layer of clear snow outside. The few parasol trees outside the window had accumulated a layer of white snow on their branches. Having lived in the Academy, it had been a long time since she had seen snow. Mei Xiang and others were very happy when they saw it. Jing Jing led a group of young palace maids out to play, wearing red satin cloaks, and looking adorably charming.

Zhuge Yue’s letter arrived again. Over the past few months, due to the impact of the Bian Tang war, Li Ce’s pressure on the Great Xia border had greatly reduced, giving Zhao Yang a chance to breathe. Last month, Zhao Yang used military exercises as an excuse to quietly station the Southern Army at the Western Camp, thirty miles outside Zhenhuang City. At that time, the northern Hu region was experiencing a snowstorm, and Zhao Che had gone to Northern Hu and was not in the capital. Zhuge Yue seized the opportunity to lead five thousand Qinghai Imperial Guards to the Western Camp, facing off against Zhao Yang for more than three hours. If Wei Shuye hadn’t arrived in time, there might have been a major incident.

But he didn’t mention any of this in his letter. Chu Qiao only learned of it from the mouth of the Iron Guard. Thinking of the danger of confronting thirty thousand Southern Army troops with only five thousand men, she felt her back grow cold, and tiny beads of sweat formed.

The Emperor of Xia didn’t have much time left. He hadn’t attended court for more than two months, and the struggle for imperial power in Great Xia was becoming increasingly intense. With the slightest misstep, there was the danger of defeat and death. In her idle moments, Chu Qiao would go to the Buddhist hall to copy two volumes of the Peace Sutra and the Orchid Sutra—firstly to pass the time, secondly to find inner peace, and thirdly, because she now had someone she wanted to pray for.

Sandalwood incense curled up in the Buddhist hall. Looking through the swirling smoke at the dignified Buddha statue, Chu Qiao suddenly remembered the Empress of Great Tang whom she had met only once. That afternoon, she had awakened from her sleep to find the gentlewoman quietly watching her, calmly asking her to persuade Li Ce not to demolish this Buddhist hall that enshrined the Joyful Buddha.

At that time, Li Ce was still the mischievous Crown Prince of Great Tang. Now, he had become the Emperor of the Great Tang, who could decide life and death with a laugh and a command.

Qiu Sui was now the head matron of Mihe Residence. Having grown up in the palace since childhood, she was sharp-eyed and quick-witted, sensitive to subtle changes. From time to time, she would look at Chu Qiao with puzzlement, frowning slightly and saying softly, “Meeting Miss this time, I feel you have changed again from before.”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow slightly and asked, “Oh? Changed how?”

Qiu Sui smiled gently, using an ox-horn comb to pass through Chu Qiao’s black hair from top to bottom, and said quietly, “Last time when Miss returned from Yan Bei, your whole being was like a lotus at summer’s end. Now, it seems you have passed through winter.”

“Is that so?”

Chu Qiao turned her head, her snow-white fingers passing through her thick hair. The face in the mirror resembled willows by a lake shore that had endured the winter. The sharpness in her eyes was gone as if those ten years of military campaigns had been nothing but an illusion of moonlight reflected on the water. Now residing in Jinwu Palace, she waited with a vigilant heart. Time flowed like water, eventually giving her a few moments of peaceful time.

At the end of the year, she met He Xiao.

In the biting winter wind, wearing a silver fur cloak, she was passing through the Baizhe Pavilion in Shanglin Garden with Mei Xiang when they happened to encounter He Xiao, who had just come out of Yixin Hall.

He was now the Minister of the Military Department of Bian Tang’s Southern Camp, holding a third-rank position and highly valued by Li Ce. Even in the inner palace, he was a frequent visitor.

Since Chu Qiao’s departure without farewell, this was their first reunion. After this sudden meeting, both felt somewhat awkward. He Xiao’s lips moved slightly as if wanting to call her “Commander,” but the words froze on his lips, and he called in a low voice, “Miss Chu.”

Dismissing the servants and bringing only Mei Xiang, they went up to Baizhe Pavilion.

He Xiao wore a dark blue court dress, looking steady and handsome, with a dignity and bearing forged through hardship and trials.

Mei Xiang stood outside the pavilion. The wind had risen, blowing up the hem of Chu Qiao’s cloak, making it float lightly like a wisp of smoke. She remained silent for a long time, just standing facing the wind. The pavilion was very high, below was the outlet of Taiqing Pool, which had been transformed into a stream of running water. The clear water flowed down, making a rustling sound. He Xiao’s voice sounded from behind, quiet and undisturbed.

“The wind is strong here, Miss is frail, you should go back early.”

“Isn’t the wind in Yan Bei even stronger?”

Chu Qiao turned around, her expression very calm, her eyes seeming to be covered with a layer of rippling light, making it impossible to see through them.

“He Xiao, are you blaming me?”

He Xiao lowered his head and said, “This subordinate wouldn’t dare.”

“When you say you wouldn’t dare, it means you are blaming me.” Chu Qiao smiled bitterly, the smile lines sliding across the corners of her mouth and vanishing in an instant. “Whether you believe it or not, after years of fighting side by side, I have always considered you my best friend. I left, not because I abandoned you all.”

“I understand.”

He Xiao suddenly raised his head, his gaze as calm as ever, no longer carrying the intimidating aura he once had on the battlefield. He quietly said, “I never blamed you. You were only thinking of us, arranging the best possible path for us. I understand all of this.”

This was the first time He Xiao had addressed Chu Qiao with “you” and “I.” His gaze rested quietly upon her as he slowly said, “All these years, I have watched you walk this path step by step. I understand all the pain in your heart. Sometimes I think perhaps I was selfish back then. If I had understood earlier, I would never have allowed the situation to force you into such a predicament. Even if the Southwestern Garrison became bandits and was eliminated, you should not have had to shoulder this responsibility, to oppose Prince Yan, resulting in the current situation.”

Chu Qiao shook her head. She wanted to say that between her and Yan Xun, there were already irreconcilable contradictions. Even without the Southwestern Garrison, there would have been other reasons. The problems would have erupted sooner or later; it was just a matter of timing.

But He Xiao didn’t wait for her to finish and continued directly, “After all, you were just a young woman, but at that time, we all overlooked that fact.”

He raised his head, smiled very gently, like an elder looking at his younger generation, and said quietly, “His Majesty said that only when you completely let go of the past can you find true peace. I no longer call you Commander, not out of resentment or estrangement, but hoping you can put down your burdens and live for yourself once.”

The dew stored on the leaves fell with a swoosh, splashing onto Chu Qiao’s soft white embroidered shoes. Her brow furrowed slightly, a touch of emotion rising from her heart, so sour.

“Although Bian Tang is warm, the climate is now cold and damp. Miss should return early.”

Having said this, he moved aside, intending to let Chu Qiao leave, but she suddenly called out, “Brother He.”

He Xiao froze completely, raising his head sharply to look at her.

Chu Qiao said quietly, “We have been together for many years, facing life and death together many times. To me, you are like a comrade in arms, and even more like family.”

The wind whistled through the trees. He Xiao’s gaze trembled slightly. After a long time, still maintaining that posture, he quietly stepped back and said in a deep voice, “I am about to leave for the Southwest to take up my post. Perhaps we will never have the chance to meet again.”

So he already knew.

Chu Qiao’s fingertips felt a bit cold. Looking at He Xiao’s silent figure, she felt a trace of sorrow lingering in her throat. She quietly nodded and said, “Take care of yourself,” then turned and descended from the pavilion.

After just a few steps, she suddenly heard a voice behind her quietly say, “Xiao Qiao, take care on your journey.”

She immediately turned back, only to see He Xiao still standing in the same posture, the wind blowing through his clothes. On his blue court dress were cyan-colored ocean and cloud patterns, and around his waist was a faded cyan sash, still the waistband from the former Xiuli Army. He stood there quietly, not even raising his head, as if the words just spoken hadn’t come from him.

Chu Qiao stood silently for a moment, and finally turned around, walking in a random direction.

After several turns, Shanglin Garden finally disappeared from view. Chu Qiao raised her head, only to find that she had inadvertently arrived outside the Flan Mountain near Roufu Palace. Named a mountain, it was just a pile of artificial rocks, the surface entirely carved and piled with white jade, appearing luminous and translucent, considered one of the great scenic spots of Jinwu Palace. But as Chu Qiao looked at this white artificial mountain now, she only felt a cold sensation spreading from the bottom of her heart, like a tentacled insect, ensnaring her circle by circle.

“Miss?”

Mei Xiang called with some concern.

Chu Qiao didn’t speak, her gaze slightly fixed, looking at the few winter plum trees on that artificial mountain, yet seeming to see through them, looking far, far away.

“Miss, in this world, everyone has different thoughts, but you only have one heart. You can’t accommodate so many people.”

Mei Xiang’s words sounded in her ears, but Chu Qiao seemed not to have heard clearly. The wind was so strong; that she suddenly felt a bit sad.

“Commander He has followed you for so many years. Given the time, he will surely understand. All gatherings must end in parting. Don’t be too sad.”

Chu Qiao turned her head, suddenly reached out, and hugged Mei Xiang’s shoulders, saying softly, “Mei Xiang, if you want to go, go with him.”

Chu Qiao felt Mei Xiang’s body stiffen suddenly, her back straight as a pen, like a rabbit startled by someone. After a long time, a pair of arms slowly encircled Chu Qiao’s back, and Mei Xiang’s voice quietly said in Chu Qiao’s ear, “I would miss Commander He, but I would miss you even more, Miss.”

The afternoon sunlight shone white on the ground. The sky was so high, not a trace of clouds visible.

“Please don’t worry about others anymore, Miss. Young Master Zhuge is not a completely good person, but he is the only person in the world who is wholeheartedly devoted to you. For your sake, he is willing to kill, set fires, sacrifice himself to become a demon or put down his butcher’s knife to become a Buddha. Such a person cannot be found again even with a lantern.”

Mei Xiang suddenly smiled: “As for Commander He, he will come to understand eventually, just like me. These things cannot be forced. Each of us will have our fate.”

The freedom of the blue sea and sky was what she had prayed for many years.

She raised her head, and in the haze, she seemed to see that person’s clear eyes. In the biting cold wind, with the Great Xia court in turmoil, was he still well? The new year had come again. This year had been full of turmoil. Perhaps to dispel the depressing atmosphere after the great war, at the strong request of the court officials, Li Ce ordered lavish preparations for the spring banquet, sparing no expense in luxury.

On the twenty-seventh day of the twelfth lunar month, Li Ce entertained the hundred officials in the National Academy Grand Hall, holding a year-end assessment to high praise those with outstanding political achievements, granting the honor of dining at the same table to officials of the third rank and above, and personally composing a millennium poem, ordering the inner attendants to make copies to present to each court official.

The inner palace was also decorated with lanterns and festive ornaments. Banquets stretched from Yixin Hall to Shangqing Palace. Colorful arches were endless, and countless lanterns were hung. Auspicious patterns like “Longevity Without Boundaries” and “Eternal Mountains and Rivers” were formed with colorful silk lanterns and pasted on the vermilion walls and green tiles, creating a scene of gold and jade splendor, brocade and magnificent lanterns, with dance and music everywhere, presenting a grand and majestic appearance.

Li Ce had invited her several times to attend the banquet, but Chu Qiao did not like such grand festivities and politely declined. She stayed in her palace with the palace maids and servants, cleaning and preparing, holding her banquet, and preparing materials for staying up on New Year’s Eve.

On the twenty-eighth day of the twelfth lunar month, several blue cloth carriages drove through the main gate of Jinwu Palace. After being announced, they headed directly toward Mihe Residence. However, when the carriages arrived and box after boxes were unloaded, the entire inner palace was in an uproar. All the palace maids and servants rushed to Mihe Residence to see what was happening. Even some impatient ladies hurried over.

There were twenty carriages and two hundred boxes of various sizes made of nanmu wood. When the boxes were opened, everyone’s eyes lit up at the dazzling sight of jewels. Jade, mother-of-pearl, rubies, cat’s eyes, white jade, oriental pearls, brocade gauze, Su embroidery silk, precious furs, antiques, calligraphy, and paintings—almost every luxury imaginable was concentrated before their eyes. Not only that, but there were also things that girls liked, such as vermilion hairpins, jade ornaments, palace clothes, jade shoes, and jewelry, everything one could want. Premium flowers, complete coral over three zhang tall, rare orchids, curtains, and screens inlaid with oriental pearls, self-illuminating jade that could glow at night, and some rare items from overseas such as matches, telescopes, glass ornaments, simple self-striking clocks, foreign women’s dresses, as well as precious specialties from the Hu region, and various medicinal materials as valuable as gold, and so on.

What was even more amusing was that there were also several boxes of very crude local products that looked like sweet potatoes. Chu Qiao held one and studied it for a while before suddenly realizing that these were the Qinghai earth melons he had described in his letter. She held it to her nose and smelled a slight fragrance, her heart suddenly filled with sweet happiness, feeling that all the jewels put together were not worth these few ugly earth melons.

The local people must have put their hearts into it when they heard that the King of Qinghai wanted these items. Not only were they very large, but each earth melon was also tied with a circle of red string, carefully wrapped with red celebration steps, looking rather incongruous.

A small note was placed among the melons. She picked it up, her delicate white fingers untying the gold thread. Inside, she saw a large paragraph written in extremely thin and flowing handwriting.

He was always like this. Even when writing letters, his tone was awkward, talking at length from the weather to politics to the development trends of the local economy, like a cordial meeting between two heads of state. Only at the end of each letter would he carefully remind her with one sentence: pay attention to your doors, be careful of windows before sleeping, and be vigilant against villains.

Once Li Ce saw Zhuge Yue’s letter and was furious, cursing that Zhuge Yue was truly a villain who would slander others behind their backs. At that time, Chu Qiao looked at this man who secretly opened other people’s letters yet acted righteously indignant and felt that neither of them was lying.

Today’s letter was not very long. After a brief opening, the ink seemed to have become much thicker, suggesting that he had pondered for a long time, the ink had dried, and he had re-dipped his brush to continue writing:

“Matters keep me occupied, and I cannot spend the Spring Festival with you. When spring warms and flowers bloom next year, I will fulfill my promise. Wait for me.”

Around her was a chorus of exclamations and gasps, but as Chu Qiao held the thin letter, she felt calm and peaceful. The wind passed silently, startled swallows chirped, flowers were vibrant, and leaves were verdant. Despite the biting winter cold, her heart remained full of spring warmth and clear skies.

That evening, Chu Qiao gathered with Mei Xiang, Jing Jing, Duo Ji, Ping An, Qiu Sui, and a group of palace maids in Mihe Residence. Chu Qiao personally cooked. Although her culinary skills were ordinary, her modern cooking methods still amazed everyone. At first, everyone was somewhat restrained, but gradually they relaxed. There were few men in the palace. Duo Ji was handsome and gentle, while Ping An was quick-witted, constantly telling jokes that made the young maids laugh heartily.

At midnight, fireworks suddenly began outside. Chu Qiao and the palace attendants ran to the courtyard, standing under the osmanthus tree with their heads raised, watching the brilliant display of fire flowers in the sky. The bright colors sprinkled on their faces, creating an atmosphere of vibrant spirits.

Jing Jing, Ping An, and others set off firecrackers with the young maids. With the crackling sounds in her ears, Chu Qiao covered her ears as she was surrounded by everyone, her cheeks flushed, wearing a new fluffy padded jacket, like a child who hadn’t grown up.

How many years had she been here? This was the happiest New Year she had experienced.

Even though the person in her heart wasn’t by her side, time still passed peacefully and calmly.

Outside, there was still a chorus of cheerful voices. Chu Qiao bent over her desk, sketching a few strokes that became two vivid cartoon-like Q-version characters. Small bodies topped with big heads—one lively and handsome, the other serious and awkward. The two little figures stood side by side on a high hillside, staring blankly ahead, exuding a hint of adorable silliness. Before them stretched a vast grassland with herds of cattle and sheep, and in the far distance, a large expanse of blue-green sea.

With extremely serious handwriting, she wrote two characters at the end of the letter: “Waiting for you.”

No more reminders, no more inquiries. She thought she wanted to be completely selfish once, to be seriously willful once, and to believe once more.

Putting down the letter, she put on her cloak and ran out to find Mei Xiang and the others. Unexpectedly, just as she left the great hall, a handful of white petals came down on her head, like a handful of snow, fluttering and falling on her.

Everyone burst into laughter, the sound penetrating through the fireworks and festivities of Jinwu Palace, dispersing far and wide.

The winter in Bian Tang was always extremely short. In the blink of an eye, it was March.

A few days ago, news came from Huai Song that Prince Jin Jiang of Huai Song, using the Song Emperor’s ill health as a pretext, led some officials who supported him to demand the Imperial Medical Academy disclose the Emperor’s health condition. This was flatly refused by Nalan Hongye, causing quite a disturbance.

When Li Ce mentioned this matter, he frowned slightly and said lightly, “If there’s nothing wrong, why not silence those people?”

Chu Qiao didn’t respond. She vaguely guessed something. Presumably not just her, but countless eyes throughout the world were now fixed on Huai Song. How would that woman who had supported the Nalan clan’s great mansion for years with her strength now deal with these overt and covert attacks?

She couldn’t help but think of a somewhat hastily written letter she had seen many years ago in Yan Bei:

“The mountain has trees, and trees have branches; my heart delights in you, yet you do not know.”

Even those who appear as strong as iron ultimately have moments of heartbreak and sadness. Who can remain steadfast forever?

On the ninth day of the third month, Li Ce’s second son, Li Qiao’an, died of typhoid fever at the age of three. When Li Ce learned this news, he was inspecting the embankments at Xiang Lake. He rushed back hurriedly but only arrived in time to see the child’s corpse.

Li Ce now had two sons and one daughter. His eldest son was six, his daughter four. The child who died was the son of Lady Nan Yun. After the child’s death, Lady Nan Yun fell ill with grief and passed away three days later.

The child was too young to be buried in a coffin and was cremated at the Nantian Temple, his remains were kept in the temple.

That night, Li Ce drank too much. It was the first time Chu Qiao had seen Li Ce drunk. Before, no matter when he always seemed sober; even if he could barely walk, his eyes remained clear.

That night, he grabbed Chu Qiao’s hand and repeatedly asked, “Have I killed too cruelly? Have I killed too cruelly?”

His grip was too strong, making Chu Qiao’s wrist hurt terribly. The great hall was extremely quiet. The cold wind blew in, raising a ground full of drifting dust. Frogs croaked incessantly among the willows, making the silence even more apparent. From the purple copper crane-topped branch candelabra, drops of red candle tears fell, resembling a woman’s clear tears rolling down her rouge-stained cheeks, quietly hanging and falling without sound.

The next day, Li Ce posthumously bestowed the title of Concubine Yun on Lady Nan Yun. She was laid to rest in the imperial tomb, allowing her family and brothers to enjoy the honor of mourning.

In the blink of an eye, it was May. Lady Zi Ming, who had gone to the imperial villa to nurture her pregnancy and give birth, returned to the palace and delivered a son. The entire palace celebrated grandly. Li Ce bestowed the name Qing Rong on the child and granted him a noble title, proclaiming him Prince Rong. Lady Zi Ming rose to become the first of the three concubines, holding the rank of Noble Consort.

The palace maids privately discussed this Noble Consort, saying that she had entered the palace for such a short time yet had a son and climbed to the position of consort, with the position of Empress within reach.

However, others said she came from a humble background, her family had declined, and her father was a criminal official. Even though her brother gradually showed his brilliance in court, his physical condition prevented him from reaching high positions. Without family support, Noble Consort Ming would find it difficult to achieve much.

Regarding these harem matters of Li Ce, Chu Qiao was unwilling to inquire and rarely paid attention. Suddenly remembering something, she asked Qiu Sui, “Why wasn’t the Empress Dowager seen at the Noble Consort’s investiture ceremony?”

Qiu Sui replied, “After the late Emperor passed away, the Empress Dowager left for Anyin Temple and hasn’t returned to the palace for many years.”

Chu Qiao suddenly understood, recalling this Empress Dowager’s difficult life, and couldn’t help but sigh.

Just after April, Bian Tang was already filled with gentle spring breezes. A few days ago, Zhuge Yue had sent her a pair of double-winged birds from the Hu region. They were very beautiful with bright plumage. It was said that these birds were born in pairs, and if one died, the other would not live alone.

Chu Qiao liked them so much that she fed them every day and renamed them “Pair-Winged Birds,” showing exceptional fondness. The female bird seemed to have a good relationship with Chu Qiao. Gradually, even when released from the cage, it wouldn’t fly far, only circling the great hall, occasionally landing on Chu Qiao’s shoulder and nuzzling her cheek with its neck. The male bird always became very angry at this sight, flying wildly around the room and making strange calls, amusing the young maids who laughed heartily.

Li Ce also seemed to like this pair of birds and often came to play with them.

One night, while Chu Qiao was sleeping, she suddenly felt as if someone was watching her. As soon as she opened her eyes and sat up in the darkness, she immediately fell into a hard embrace.

The man’s scent was familiar, his breathing somewhat deep, blowing onto her neck one breath at a time, carrying a hint of strong alcohol. He held her so tightly as if using all his strength, almost hurting her. She didn’t struggle. Through the cold clothes, she seemed to feel his loneliness and pain. She gently reached out to pat his back.

The desolate moonlight shone on them. The man’s clothes had fine dragon patterns embroidered with red threads. Those threads were so fine, seeming to merge into the layers of bright yellow, a vague trace like a blood-stained wrist.

Gradually, Li Ce released her. The alcohol surged, his breath filled with clear wine fragrance.

Chu Qiao carefully asked, “Li Ce, did you mistake me for her?”

Li Ce was startled, turning to look at her with slightly raised eyebrows.

Chu Qiao suddenly felt awkward, like a child who had inadvertently stumbled upon someone’s secret, and said softly, “I heard from the servants that Princess Fu used to live here.”

Li Ce stared at her steadily, his gaze so distant, like a deep ancient well, containing clear profound meaning and a trace of turbidity. At that time, Chu Qiao perhaps could not understand his gaze. She only felt uncomfortable being watched by him, with a slightly numb worry.

“Heh—”

Li Ce suddenly gave a light laugh, then said in his drawn-out, lazy tone, “Fu’er’s figure was much better than yours.”

That night, after leaving Mihe Residence, Li Ce went to Noble Consort Ming’s Roufu Palace. Just as he left the great hall, Chu Qiao noticed a translucent object on the table—it was Li Ce’s jade finger ring. She quickly ran to the window and called out, “Fox Li! Your finger ring!”

Li Ce turned back, flashing her a brilliant smile that was stunningly handsome in the moonlight.

“A moment of spring night is worth a thousand gold. I’ll come back for it tomorrow!”

With that, he headed toward Roufu Palace.

Chu Qiao held the finger ring, giving this playful emperor a hard glare. As she turned around, her toe accidentally hit a raised threshold, causing excruciating pain. She frowned and sat down, only to see that it was bleeding profusely, staining her white nightgown red.

A sense of panic suddenly arose in her heart.

Around the fourth watch of the night, a series of hurried footsteps suddenly approached. Chu Qiao, already feeling uneasy and not sleeping soundly, sat up abruptly. Just then, Mei Xiang and Qiu Sui rushed into the hall, their faces pale as death, saying:

“His Majesty has been stabbed!”

“Bang!”

In the darkness, the white jade finger ring suddenly fell to the ground. It didn’t break but lost a corner, rolling far away across the polished floor.

By the time she reached Yixin Hall, the entire area outside the great hall was filled with the sound of weeping. The entire Imperial Medical Academy was waiting outside, with several senior imperial physicians gathered inside. Blood-filled basins were constantly being carried out, like sharp knives deeply piercing into the bone marrow, causing intense pain.

Qiu Sui said Li Ce was stabbed while staying in Noble Consort Ming’s palace. The attacker was an elderly eunuch who claimed Prince Luo was his benefactor. After the deed, before the guards could question him, he bit his tongue and committed suicide.

Chu Qiao clenched her fists tightly. At this moment, she was not allowed to enter the inner hall, not even qualified to kneel and cry outside. She frowned in confusion. Putting aside the fact that Roufu Palace was heavily guarded and Li Ce always had top-notch bodyguards around him, how could an obscure old eunuch infiltrate the inner hall and successfully carry out an assassination? Furthermore, considering Li Ce’s martial skills, he would never allow a stranger to approach him without any awareness.

Looking far ahead, she saw a thinly-dressed woman kneeling alone in a small square in front of the great hall. Her hair was disheveled, and since she had her back to Chu Qiao, her face was not visible.

Qiu Sui said she was Noble Consort Ming, who had been kneeling there since the beginning.

Just then, the doors of the great hall suddenly opened. Sun Di, leading a group of loyal ministers, hurried forward and anxiously asked, “How are His Majesty’s injuries?”

The leading senior imperial physician wiped the sweat from his forehead and said, “His Majesty’s life is no longer in danger, but he still needs to rest quietly.”

Upon hearing this, the concubines simultaneously relaxed and burst into tears. Over at the square, Noble Consort Ming’s body weakened, and she fainted.

“Lord Sun, His Majesty wishes to see you,” said the senior imperial physician, then, turning his gaze around and seeing Chu Qiao, he suddenly added, “And this young lady.”

At once, all ambiguous and strange gazes converged on her. Chu Qiao took a deep breath, maintaining a calm expression as she stepped forward. After greeting Lord Sun, she walked into the great hall under everyone’s watchful eyes.

The great hall was stuffy, filled with the heavy smell of medicine. Sun Di entered first and came out after a long while, telling Chu Qiao, “His Majesty is not in good spirits. Keep it brief.”

“Understood.”

Chu Qiao nodded and walked into the inner hall, passing through layers of curtains. Li Ce was lying on what could almost be called a massive dragon bed.

His complexion was indeed very poor. Chu Qiao had never seen him like this—ashen-faced, with blue eye sockets and lips almost bloodless. He stared at her with a seemingly dazed gaze. Just as Chu Qiao began to panic, he suddenly revealed a strange smile and said in a hoarse but light-hearted voice, “Scared you all, didn’t I?”

Time seemed to rewind, years flowing backward in an instant. They seemed to return to their very first meeting, when the young Crown Prince was pulled off his horse by her and punched, his face beaten black and blue. He had whimpered “ouch, ouch” pitifully while giving her a strange smile, like a heartless rogue.

“Li Ce—”

She called out tremulously. A deep knife wound was visible across his chest; just an inch more and it would have pierced his heart. She looked at him with fear, her scalp tingling. She wanted to grab his hand but didn’t dare, only repeatedly saying, “It’s all right now, just rest slowly.”

“Originally,” Li Ce spoke intermittently, “I was planning to prepare your dowry myself these days. Now, that fellow Sun Di will benefit. I wonder if he’ll embezzle anything.”

Chu Qiao forced a smile and said gently, “Don’t worry, I’ll keep an eye on him.”

“Mmm.”

He seemed very tired. After just these few words, his face grew even paler. Chu Qiao quickly said, “You sleep now, don’t talk anymore.”

“Qiao Qiao, stay by my side.”

“Alright,” Chu Qiao nodded immediately. “I won’t go anywhere. I’ll stay right here with you.”

Li Ce fell into a deep sleep. During this time, the imperial physician came to change his medicine once. Chu Qiao saw the wound with her own eyes, deepening her doubts about his injury, but now was not the time to deal with these matters.

Three days later, Li Ce’s condition improved, and his complexion looked much better.

That morning, as Chu Qiao was fanning him in the inner hall, she suddenly heard a commotion outside. She raised her eyebrows and looked up. Qiu Sui hurriedly ran in and whispered in her ear, “The Empress Dowager has returned to the palace.”

Chu Qiao was startled and quickly walked out.

Before she even left Yixin Gate, she saw the Empress Dowager’s phoenix carriage approaching in a stately manner. She paid her respects to the Empress Dowager and followed her back to Yixin Hall. The attendant lifted the curtain. The Empress Dowager wore a plain blue single garment. When Chu Qiao looked up, she was shocked—in just a few years, the Empress Dowager seemed to have become a completely different person, aged beyond recognition. Her hair was completely white, her face deeply wrinkled, and her eyes, red and swollen, seemed to have sunk into her face.

As soon as she alighted from her carriage, tears flowed, and she cried sorrowfully, “Where is my Ce’er? How is my Ce’er?”

“Your Highness, His Majesty is out of danger and only needs to rest quietly.”

The Empress Dowager wept while scolding, “You lot of servants, how did you serve him? If the Emperor has even the slightest problem, you will all accompany him in death!”

With that, she walked toward Yixin Hall.

The servants were so frightened they all knelt on the ground, not daring to raise their heads.

No one dared to stop the Empress Dowager. Chu Qiao followed behind into Yixin Hall. Li Ce was still asleep at this time. As soon as the Empress Dowager saw him, tears fell. She tremblingly approached, as if wanting to touch his face.

A palace maid from the Empress Dowager’s side approached Chu Qiao, frowning as she said, “Who are you? Why are you here? The Empress Dowager has come to see the Emperor. All other unnecessary people must leave immediately.”

Mei Xiang frowned, about to speak, when Chu Qiao tugged at her sleeve and nodded, saying, “Understood.”

With that, she led Mei Xiang and the others out of Yixin Hall.

“Miss? The Emperor asked you to stay with him.”

Chu Qiao sighed and said, “His mother has returned. What reason do we have to continue staying inside?”

Qiu Sui said from the side, “I didn’t expect the Empress Dowager to care so much for the Emperor.”

At this moment, Lord Sun Di came from the front. Seeing Chu Qiao, he was slightly startled and asked, “Why isn’t the young lady in Yixin Hall?”

Mei Xiang quickly interjected, “The Empress Dowager returned and drove our Miss out!”

“The Empress Dowager?”

Sun Di was startled upon hearing this and strode quickly toward Yixin Hall, saying in a deep voice, “Who escorted the Empress Dowager back? The news of His Majesty being stabbed is not known outside. How did the Empress Dowager return?”

Just then, a violent scream suddenly came from Yixin Hall. Sun Di and Chu Qiao were both startled and immediately pushed open the doors of Yixin Hall, rushing in together!

They saw the Empress Dowager holding a dagger, her pale face covered in bright red blood, her expression tragic. Where was the gentle and kind woman from before? She stood by the bed like a demon, screaming, “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you! I will avenge Luo’er!”

Chu Qiao’s mind became a blank expanse, like a northern wind howling across.

Chapter 175: The Crabapple Blossoms Remain
The afternoon sunlight streamed through the entrance of Dachang Hall, blindingly bright, making everything appear a blurry white. Chaos erupted all around—some people screamed, others shouted in alarm, and some frantically rushed out to summon the Imperial Physicians. Guards charged forward, their gleaming blades flashing with silver light, drawing bright streaks across the floor.

She stood motionless, her eyes unable to bear such dazzling light, burning and itching. The sun seemed made of solid ice, casting a bone-chilling cold over her body. It felt as if she had been plunged into frigid water, with coldness rising from her fingertips, creeping up her limbs and waist, gradually covering her chest. Her heart pounded violently, threatening to leap from her chest with each thump. Her throat felt sour and constricted, making even breathing difficult.

The Empress Dowager’s clothes were already stained red with fresh blood. Her pale face was contorted with a sickly madness, her eyes bright yet ferocious. Even after being restrained, she didn’t struggle but spoke coldly with venomous hatred: “You are all beasts who deserve to die. I killed him, and now I’ll kill you too. I must avenge my husband and son.”

At that moment, Chu Qiao saw his eyes.

For the first time in her life, she felt she could see through his eyes into his heart. Not like his usual playfulness, not like his usual unfathomable depth, not like his usual imperturbable calmness. In that moment, she clearly saw through those deep pools—his joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness. She saw the suppressed, undulating currents beneath the surface and the vast, desolate expanse like the snow plains of Yan Bei.

He lay there, blood flowing from his wound like a gurgling spring, staining his light blue robe red. He gazed quietly at his mother, his eyes showing no shock, no hatred, only a bone-deep weariness that surged like a tidal wave, completely engulfing his handsome features.

Outside, the wind howled, rattling the thin window paper. The blood on the floor meandered in rivulets. Countless shadows rushed forward to staunch his bleeding and treat his wounds. Outside the hall, the palace servants’ panicked voices rose again. Everything seemed like a silent pantomime. Chu Qiao could see nothing, hear nothing, only staring blankly at his eyes as the cold sensation crept across her skin inch by inch, reaching deep into her heart.

She suddenly recalled a hunt on the Yan Bei Plateau many years ago. Mountains were sealed by heavy snow, and a mother wolf, starving, had finally caught a deer and was devouring it ravenously. Her cub, huddled nearby, crept over quietly and took a bite of the deer meat. The mother wolf instantly became furious and struck the little wolf with her paw. Wounded, the cub retreated to a tree root, gazing timidly at its mother, whimpering but not daring to approach again. Its eyes were so sorrowful, like an abandoned child.

Someone tried to pull her away, but she stubbornly refused to move, as if her feet had taken root, unwilling to budge a single step.

She was suddenly so afraid, her blood running cold, her fingers trembling uncontrollably. She didn’t want to leave—the blood pained her eyes, and she feared that once she left, she would never be able to return.

More and more people gathered around. Someone shouted something in her ear. The thin silk, unable to withstand such force, tore with a sharp ripping sound. She suddenly let out a piercing cry, pushing everyone away, and ran toward the inner hall.

“Catch her!”

Guards shouted, and more palace servants rushed toward her. She nervously retreated, every inch of her skin trembling with cold.

“Let her go—”

A deep voice suddenly rang out, hoarse like turbid wind blowing through a broken bellows. Li Ce propped himself up halfway, his chest covered in streaming blood, his fingers pale blue, pointing at her from a distance.

“Your Majesty! Your Majesty, you mustn’t move!”

A series of alarmed cries followed. His figure lurched forward and collapsed on the bed. Fresh blood gushed from his mouth like a brilliant brocade being violently torn apart. She felt as if she had fallen into an icy abyss. Such deep cold crawled up her spine. The doors were tightly closed, shutting out the sunlight. Light filtered through the window paper, creating dappled shadows. She stood outside the crowd, unable to see his features, only a pale blue hand hanging from the bed, ghastly white, without a trace of color.

The sun gradually rose to its zenith, then slowly descended westward. A crescent moon climbed over the treetops, casting bright white traces outside Yixin Hall. Sand in the water clock trickled away grain by grain, just like the life in that body, slowly being drawn away.

A choked sob suddenly escaped from an elderly Imperial Physician with white hair. Behind the hazy curtains, the woman’s figure, like a wisp of smoke, suddenly collapsed. Through the thick curtains, her eyes were blurred, only faintly able to see the flickering red candle.

When she awoke, silence surrounded her. For a moment she thought she was dreaming, but seeing Meixiang’s surprised face, her heart began to ache. Without even putting on her shoes, she threw back the blanket and jumped out of bed.

“Where is Lady Chu?”

A man’s urgent voice sounded outside. She ran out barefoot with her hair loose, her face as pale as a ghost.

Sun Di looked at her, his expression suddenly becoming so desolate. He quietly lowered his head and said softly, “His Majesty wishes to see you.”

Yixin Hall had grown quiet for a long time, sinking into silence. She walked in, passing through layers of curtains and screens, until she reached his dragon bed, vaguely feeling that he seemed about to merge with this empty, vast hall.

She knelt beside the bed, her fingers ice-cold, slowly extending them to touch his arm, but slightly recoiled, feeling his body even colder than hers, like the never-melting snow of the Yan Bei Plateau, the eternally frozen glaciers.

Her breath was so light, her voice like butterfly wings that would fly away in an instant, quietly sounding in the hall:

“Li Ce, I’ve come to see you.”

His eyelashes quivered slightly, then opened. His gaze gathered on her, quietly watching her. His eyes were so serene, seemingly containing so much within. With great effort, he extended his hand, beckoning to her, smiling faintly and saying softly, “Qiao Qiao…”

Tears burst from Chu Qiao’s eyes as she slowly grasped his hand. In just a few days, he had become so thin, his fingernails protruding. Her throat filled with intense bitterness, choking her voice as tears rolled down ceaselessly.

His brow slightly furrowed as he reached out, gently wiping her cold cheeks, smiling and saying, “Don’t cry—”

“It’s all my fault.”

Her tears fell in streams, her fingertips carrying cold desolation: “I promised I would always stay with you. I shouldn’t have left.”

Li Ce suddenly smiled. He lay flat on the bed, looking at the elaborate patterns on the ceiling, where golden seal script reading “Longevity Without Boundaries” was embroidered densely across the entire dragon bed. His voice was calm and steady, without a trace of resentment, saying quietly, “How could it be your fault? That was my mother, who…”

Suddenly he began to breathe heavily, his voice fragile. Chu Qiao was so alarmed she was about to find the Imperial Physician, but he held her firmly, his grip on her wrist so strong it was almost unimaginable for someone so gravely injured.

“Who—who could have foreseen it?”

Indeed, who could have foreseen it?

The night wind passed through the eaves, blowing through the openings in the ears of the guardian beasts on the roof corners, making a wailing sound. From far away came the muffled sobbing of palace women, drifting over faintly.

“I had intended to personally see you off at your wedding, but now… I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

“It won’t be like that.” Chu Qiao suddenly spoke stubbornly, her voice so loud it echoed in the empty great hall like swirling leaves. She gripped his hand tightly as if fighting with someone: “You’ll be fine!”

Li Ce looked at her and suddenly smiled weakly, a smile that pierced Chu Qiao’s heart like an awl. She was so frightened, tears spreading across her cheeks and flowing into her mouth, unbearably bitter.

“Li Ce, don’t go, please don’t go?”

She gently shook his arm, like a lonely child: “What will I do without you? Who will help me when I’m in trouble? Where will I live? Who will let me eat and drink for free?”

A strange smile flashed in Li Ce’s eyes as he pretended to be angry and muttered, “So I’m… just… a sucker.”

How many years had it been? The past years were like a clear spring, flowing through the lonely, cold air drop by drop. She looked at him helplessly, her heart aching as if being carved with a knife. His voice was as calm as lake water as he said quietly, “I’ve already sent someone to inform Zhuge Four. Someone will… will take you to see him. You… just go with him.”

Chu Qiao bit her lower lip as he continued haltingly: “From now on, don’t be so stubborn, don’t act like a child anymore.”

The night was as cool as the waters of Taiqing Pool. His brow furrowed, like a flame disturbed by wind. His eyes held indistinct ripples, firmly fixed on her. Suddenly, he said, “Qiao Qiao, help me up.”

Chu Qiao was startled and quickly shook her head, but before she could speak, she saw his stubborn gaze, so determined.

Her heart ached as she carefully helped him up to sit in the rattan chair by the window. He put on his outer robe, a bright red with embroidered dragon patterns, the horizontal warp and vertical weft threads showing a flamboyance tinged with decadent desolation, just like their first meeting.

“Qiao Qiao, my hair is messy.”

Chu Qiao made a sound of agreement, took up a white jade comb, loosened his hair, and ran the comb through it. Pale hands gathered his sideburns, strand by strand as if walking through all those years of their acquaintance. Her hands gradually began to tremble, but he seemed unaware, never turning back.

After his hair was combed, he turned his face to her, smiling and asking, “Do I look spirited?”

His eyes were deep and tranquil. Moonlight filtered through the gauze windows, falling upon his face in scattered fragments. He was still so handsome—those slender eyes, high nose, jade-like cheeks, vaguely revealing the majestic bearing of imperial royalty. Only his brow was shrouded in a mist of death, gradually spreading outward, his face pale like dust-covered white jade.

Chu Qiao forced a smile and nodded: “Extremely handsome.”

Li Ce frowned and asked, “Are you complimenting me?”

Seeing Chu Qiao nod, he smiled happily, just like before.

“Li Ce,” Chu Qiao suppressed the sorrow in her heart and asked softly, “Do you have any unfulfilled wishes?”

“Wishes?”

Li Ce frowned, seemingly lost in thought, before finally chuckling softly: “None.”

His breathing suddenly became hasty. He reached out toward her from a distance, saying softly, “Qiao Qiao, let me hold you.”

The wind outside suddenly grew stronger, blowing open the slightly ajar small window. Moonlight poured a blanket of pale light over the empty great hall, making everything bright as snow. The wind came from the distant Taiqing Pool, bringing the fragrance of the clear lotus. Chu Qiao’s throat felt as if someone was biting it, causing excruciating pain. She knelt on the ground, half lying in his embrace, tears sliding down one by one, dampening his clothes.

The breathing above her head gradually dissipated, like a gentle breeze blowing away tender cherry blossoms, leaving no trace of sound. The moonlight slanted across their bodies. In the haze, it seemed like many years ago, that time of youthful recklessness, when the charming man in red robes with ink-black hair descended from the sky, whispering teasingly behind her ear: “Won’t you stop now?”

Time was like a grand dream; when the splendor faded, all that remained was a heavy pallor.

Chu Qiao’s eyes were as cold as burnt-out embers. Her gaze empty, she slowly stood up. Looking back, he still sat there quietly, his head tilted, as if fallen into a good dream.

The fragments of memory scattered and collapsed. The man of flowery splendor and magnificent grandeur had stripped away his disguise layer by layer. Yesterday’s verdant willows and glorious luxury had finally transformed into today’s turbidity and solitude, ultimately melting into this funeral night with the lingering glow of sunset.

Suddenly opening the palace gates, the cold moonlight fell unobstructed upon her. In the distance loomed a thick darkness. In front of the hall knelt a dense mass of harem consorts, high officials, and ministers.

Sun Di looked at her, trembling inquiry in his gaze.

She gazed at him in a daze, her body numb. Finally, slowly, slowly, she nodded.

“The Emperor has passed away—”

Immense grief simultaneously pierced the nine heavens. Throughout the entire palace, everywhere was filled with sorrowful wailing. The prolonged funeral bell penetrated the night mist.

Chu Qiao raised her face. The strong wind blew her thin clothes. In the empty sky, she seemed to see a clear face—high nose, thin lips, eyes slightly upturned, like a cunning, smiling fox…

A palace servant ran along the deep, long corridors of the palace, coming to Sun Di to report in a low voice. They were too far away, and the wind shattered and scattered their words, but fragments still reached her ears.

“As soon as the funeral bell rang… smashed her head against the table corner… blood everywhere, already dead… after all, she was the Empress Dowager…”

The moon was like frost, almost freezing her blood. A clear tear silently slid down once more, soaking into this hazy deep palace that had been stained with the blood of countless people.

The beautiful scenery on the streets of the Tang Capital remained unchanged. Cool breezes carrying the fresh fragrance of lotus flowers blew gently from the lake. Willows along both sides of the road swayed in the wind, their branches dancing like the flexible waists of dancing girls.

In the twilight of dusk, weary birds returned to their nests. The red river and red shadows were like blood staining the vast wilderness.

The Bian Tang Kingdom was in mourning. Everyone wore plain, unadorned clothes, and even the hanging lanterns were covered with white cloth. Walking on the streets, one could smell desolation and bleakness everywhere.

The sky gradually darkened. A full moon rose from the treetops, hanging brightly on the distant horizon.

Today was the White Moon Festival. It had been one month since Li Ce’s death.

Zhuge Yue had repeatedly sent subordinates to take her away, but she stubbornly remained. There was a thought sustaining her, preventing her from leaving freely. Waking from midnight dreams, her temples were covered in cold sweat. Li Ce was gone, taking with him all the songs and dances of Jinwu Palace. The vast palace had fallen into a long period of deadly silence. Walking along the lengthy imperial corridors, she could even hear her heartbeat, constantly reminding her that someone was no longer here, while others still lived. There were still things she had not done.

This path was one she and Li Ce had walked together. That night, when she awoke from unconsciousness, he had held her hand like a child, running wildly through the imperial palace, passing through nine layers of palace halls, through flower gardens, through artificial mountains and stone forests, out through the palace gates. They rode together on one horse, with him sitting in front of her, laughing heartily as he pointed the way, occasionally turning back to mock the guards who scurried about like ants on a hot pan.

In the blink of an eye, everything had changed, completely transformed, nothing remaining the same.

The current streets were no longer what they once were—desolate, with only a few shops open, and those were empty. During national mourning, all festivities were canceled. Commoners no longer went out. Without customers, vendors no longer set up their stalls. The once-crowded markets were now empty, with withered yellow leaves blowing wildly, occasionally hitting against white hems of clothes.

After walking for a long time, she came again to the noodle stall from before. Surprisingly, they were still in business, though without customers. The male owner sat on a chair, dozing off. Seeing her enter, he was stunned, jumping up quickly, examining her carefully, then wiping a chair for her, gesturing for her to sit down.

It was still the same female owner. A few years seemed to have left no trace on her face. She still had that clean, pretty appearance. Walking up to Chu Qiao, her gaze unfocused, she smiled and said, “Young lady, it’s been a long time since you came.”

Chu Qiao was slightly startled and asked, “You remember me?”

“He recognized you and eagerly ran to tell me,” the woman said with a sweet smile, pointing to her husband standing behind her. The man blushed, smiling shyly and revealing a row of white teeth.

“Where is the young master? It’s been a while since we’ve seen him,” the woman suddenly asked, her eyes curved like two crescent moons. The wind blew from the far end of the street, suddenly lifting the banners outside the small stall. The man quickly stepped forward to shield his wife from the wind and sand, the motion so natural.

Chu Qiao watched in a daze, then heard the woman ask again, “Miss? Miss?”

Chu Qiao came back to herself, gently forcing a smile, and said, “He went on a long journey.”

“Oh,” the female owner nodded. “When will he be back?”

Fallen leaves piled up, autumn winds swept the ground. Chu Qiao’s heart grew cold inch by inch, her face becoming increasingly pale. There was a lump in her throat. After thinking for a moment, she said softly, “He moved away. Perhaps he won’t come back.”

The female owner couldn’t see Chu Qiao’s expression and was about to ask more, but her husband tugged at her. The intelligent woman immediately understood, turned around and left. Soon, steaming noodles were served, along with a plate of beef, half a plate of shrimp dumplings. Even from a distance, one could smell the sour aroma of vinegar.

Picking up the chopsticks, she took out a handkerchief from her waist and wiped them gently before starting to eat, one mouthful at a time.

The noodles were scalding hot, topped with scallion oil and chopped scallions, very fragrant. Chu Qiao ate very slowly. She hadn’t eaten properly for a long time, and her stomach kept churning acid as if wanting to vomit.

“The shrimp dumplings will get cold soon.”

A very crisp voice suddenly sounded beside her. Chu Qiao turned to look and saw a girl of around ten years old with familiar features. She looked up at the female owner nearby and suddenly remembered this child, tentatively saying, “Qian’er?”

The child frowned seriously and asked, “You know me?”

Chu Qiao smiled without saying anything. The child sat down on a chair beside her and said, “Have you eaten at my home before?”

“Mmm.” Chu Qiao nodded.

The child said, “Would you tell me a story?”

Chu Qiao couldn’t help but smile knowingly, reaching out to rub the child’s hair and saying, “You still like hearing stories, don’t you?”

“Then I’ll tell you one.”

“I’ve heard your story before.”

“It’s a new story,” the child said, counting on her fingers. “I just learned it a few months ago.”

Chu Qiao nodded helplessly, “Go ahead then.”

The child again took out two small clay figurines from her pocket, but unlike before, these two figurines were made very exquisitely, with visible facial features, vibrant colors, lifelike, comparable to the craftsmanship of high-level embroiderers in the palace. The child picked up one figurine and said very solemnly, “He is the Great Emperor.”

The same opening line, but now the Great Emperor had transformed—dressed in a small robe of bright yellow silk, with a golden crown and black hair, handsome features, like a real person.

The child picked up the other figurine and said, “This is a little girl.”

She held a clay figurine of a woman in a plain white dress. The child said very seriously, “Once, the Great Emperor was on a diplomatic mission to another country and met this little girl. The little girl knew martial arts and beat up the Great Emperor badly. The Great Emperor was very angry and originally wanted to beat her up too, but later, something happened, and the Great Emperor fell in love with her.”

After several years, the child’s storytelling skills had improved. She looked up and smiled at Chu Qiao, asking, “Do you want to know what happened?”

Chu Qiao’s hand holding the chopsticks was ice-cold. She nodded blankly. The child said proudly, “Once they encountered bad people, and the little girl was very kind and saved the Great Emperor several times. The Great Emperor thought, this little girl is so righteous, I want to marry her and give her a good life.”

“Unfortunately, the little girl didn’t like the Great Emperor. She liked someone else. Later, she went away with that person.”

The child took out another clay figurine, still the same one she had used for storytelling before—tattered, even missing the cloth tied around its waist, standing there naked, holding a small wooden stick, looking foolish.

“But that person wasn’t good—tyrannical, ugly, poor, and a bully. Anyway, he wasn’t a good person. Later, the little girl suddenly realized this and left him.”

At this point, the child took out another clay figurine, still the previous one riding a broom.

“The little girl fell in love with this person, but this person wasn’t good either. Arrogant, self-righteous, bullying, and very, very ugly. Let me tell you secretly, he might even have a preference for men. He was close to a prince from their country. Anyway, he might have been crazy.”

The little girl took a deep breath and said with much feeling, “Finally, the little girl grew into a young woman. She finally recognized her mistakes. So she resolutely abandoned this person and came back to find the Great Emperor. The Great Emperor was handsome, rich, graceful, and also kind, loyal, and persistent. The young woman regretted terribly, crying and shouting that she wanted to marry the Great Emperor, blocking the door of the Great Emperor’s house every day, and insisting on becoming his wife. Eventually, the Great Emperor took pity on her and reluctantly agreed.”

Putting the other two clay figurines back into her pocket, only the two finely crafted ones remained on the table. The child smiled and said, “Afterwards, they got married and lived happily together, having many children. The boys were as handsome as the Great Emperor, and the girls were as beautiful as the Great Emperor. They were very happy until their hair turned white and their teeth fell out. Finally, the gods in heaven learned of this and made them immortals, saying they would be together life after life, never to part.”

Waves of sorrow washed over her heart, like curved countercurrents, flowing subtly. Her eyes ached with soreness. Her voice seemed not to be her own as she asked, “Who told you this story?”

“A young master who often comes to eat noodles at my home told me. How about it, did you like it?”

The wind suddenly rose. Chu Qiao covered her face with her sleeve, turning her head slightly. The child asked warmly, “Did something get in your eye?”

Chu Qiao didn’t make a sound. The child thought something really had gotten in her eye and quickly said, “Wait, I’ll get you some vegetable oil.”

With that, she jumped down and ran off.

When she returned, there was no one in the seat. On the table lay a bag of gold coins, so heavy.

The road was desolate, with no pedestrians, no acrobats, no vendors, no singing girls. The lake surface was completely quiet, without even a single pleasure boat. On the empty street, there was only her, like a wisp of soul, floating lightly as she walked.

Passing by a candy shop, she paused for a moment, then went in and bought many snacks—all the ones Li Ce had once bought for her: honey squares, dates, osmanthus cakes, chestnuts—putting them in a bag and eating as she walked.

She chewed mechanically, repeatedly recalling the story the child had just told. Tears streamed down her face and into her mouth, swallowed together with those sweets. The taste was bitter, not good at all.

Memories were like flying fragments, piece by piece echoing in her mind.

“Then you should thank me properly. The debt of saving a life is no small matter. Why don’t you just stay in Tang and repay me with your body?”

Once upon a time, he had stood before her, smiling and speaking to her like this.

When she was surrounded by Zhao Yang, he arrived at the critical moment, covered in dust, his armor hard, brow furrowed as he held her in his arms, repeatedly saying, “It’s alright now, it’s alright.”

When she was in despair, he came with a basket of pomegranates leaking juice, slowly comforting her: “Qiao Qiao, why not give yourself a break?”

In the cold night of the deep palace, he came drunk, embracing her passionately in his confusion, yet finally joked: “Fu’er’s figure is much better than yours.”

…

She had never known, as if it were a forbidden zone in her heart, never to be touched. She didn’t know if she truly had no inkling, or if she was just deceiving herself, not wanting to know.

The cold moon in the sky cast a clear glow on the ground. The crabapple blossoms by the road were still vibrant, as red as the finest rouge. As the wind blew, they fell flutteringly, scattering on Chu Qiao’s clothes and hair.

“Li Fox, have you ever liked someone else?”

In the sun-drenched courtyard of Mihe Residence, they sat side by side under the crabapple tree that had once been moved from the street back to the palace. She frowned as she watched Li Ce actively selecting portraits of this year’s palace maidens, asking curiously.

“Of course!” Li Ce raised his eyebrows, saying very seriously, “Last night I liked Yuer from Ranli Palace. Her skin is like silk, especially those long legs, comparable to…”

“Shut up, shut up!” Chu Qiao frowned and interrupted him. “I mean that kind of like, just like, just like…”

Li Ce looked at her sideways, saying disdainfully, “You want to say, just like how that bastard Zhuge Four likes you, right?”

Chu Qiao’s pretty face reddened as she said defiantly, “Yes! That’s it! So what?”

“What can I do to you?”

Li Ce snorted, lowering his head to continue selecting portraits. After a while, he suddenly made a sound of agreement.

Chu Qiao was startled and asked, “What are you humming about?”

Li Ce said impatiently, “Didn’t you ask if I’ve ever liked someone the way Zhuge Four likes you? I’m answering you.”

“Ah? You have? How come I didn’t know?”

Li Ce laughed loudly, saying with great swagger, “How could the thoughts of the Emperor be easily seen through by you? If they were easily seen through by you, wouldn’t that make the Emperor lose face?”

Chu Qiao continued to ask gossip-like, “So what is the person you like like?”

“Nothing special,” Li Ce said flippantly. “Her figure is ordinary, her temper isn’t good, and she likes to overthink things. Most importantly, she has someone else in her heart and doesn’t fancy me.”

“Ah?” Chu Qiao was slightly stunned, instinctively asking, “Then why don’t you tell her?”

Li Ce smiled very elegantly, “Liking someone should be kept in the heart. Why speak it out? Besides…”

His tone changed, slightly faltering. The wind blew from the lake surface of Taiqing Pool, blowing a strand of hair at his temple. He raised his head, looking at the distant lake surface, his gaze momentarily lost.

“Besides, I might never have the chance to tell her in my lifetime.”

Chu Qiao silently looked at him then, seeming to see very far through his eyes. At that time, the first person she thought of was Princess Fu, who had hanged herself on the phoenix tree, Murong Fu’er who died for Prince Luo on Li Ce’s wedding day.

She thought with compassion then: Perhaps, if not for that incident, this guy might have been a decent person.

Tears flowed down her cheeks again. The wind blew, so cold, so cold. The bright red crabapple petals fell, scattering across the sky like a rain of flowers. The wind whistled through the city, raising a ground full of blood-weeping remnant red beneath the heavens.

Chapter 176: Glory of the Great Tang
The black drapes in the palace were taken down and replaced with white cotton gauze. In a single night, the Emperor had passed away, and the Empress Dowager had died. For seven times seven, forty-nine days, the funeral bells rang through the palace, and the entire nation mourned.

On the day Li Ce was buried in the imperial tomb, Chu Qiao moved out of Jinwu Palace. Autumn leaves fell silently, creating a scene of desolation. She wore a soft white cotton dress as she stood on the high city tower of Xilan Gate, watching the long funeral procession gradually disappear at the end of the post road.

The setting sun casts a golden glow on the ground. The wild fields outside the Tang capital were covered with tall wormwood grass, swaying back and forth in the desolate autumn wind like waves of gold. Dusk fell, birds flew south, and the horizon was ablaze with fiery clouds. Her shadow stretched long and thin, reflected on the Tang capital city tower that had weathered a hundred years of wind and rain.

Li Ce, forgive me for not being able to send you off. The road ahead is long; take care of yourself.

The sun gradually sank behind the mountains, and a distant moon climbed to the mountain peak. Cold moonlight spilled onto her clothes, creating a misty haze. Bits of frost climbed up her pale cheeks like frost-cover snow. The autumn night air entered her nostrils like sharp blades. A twinge of sorrow rose from the bottom of her heart, crawling up her back. Her heart felt as if a vast white snow had fallen, endlessly cold and bewildered.

Meixiang walked forward and said softly, “Miss, let’s go.”

She took one last look at the dusty post road, then finally turned around inch by inch. The dark shadows of the city tower were menacing, like a crouching fierce tiger or wild beast, opening its man-eating jaws, about to snatch away her remaining freedom.

Dust lightly flew up beneath her feet. In the sky, large birds spread their black wings. She walked down step by step as if entering a deep muddy cave. Behind her was a desolate wilderness, and further away were the towering mountains of Bian Tang, the bustling markets, and then the continuous border fortresses. Beyond that was the land of Great Xia.

Mountains and rivers stretched for thousands of miles, the splendor of home and country. She ultimately could not escape the worldly entanglements, drifting with the current like a mayfly.

A carriage stood quietly at the foot of the city wall. Sun Di wore a blue robe, handsome and otherworldly, standing respectfully to one side. Seeing her approach, he said quietly, “Please get in the carriage, Miss.”

“I want to walk alone.”

Chu Qiao spoke quietly, her expression calm, showing no signs of dejection.

As Meixiang was about to speak, Sun Di handed her a lantern and said in a deep voice, “The night road is difficult to travel. The Miss should return early.”

The high-quality white palace paper wrapped around the lantern emitted a stark white light. Chu Qiao nodded slightly, took the lantern, and turned to leave. Meixiang anxiously wanted to follow but was pulled back by Sun Di. The young man shook his head slightly. A crescent moon in the sky shone silently on the departing woman as if she were shrouded in a layer of mist, about to dissolve into the night.

Today was Li Ce’s funeral, and there was not a single person on the road. Only the begonia trees on both sides swayed in the wind, occasionally scattering a few pale petals.

“Qiao Qiao, Qiao Qiao…”

Faintly, she seemed to hear a series of calls again. The man raised his eyebrows, his eyes like those of a cunning fox, smiling at her.

The water mirror was like an illusion, the light rippling. Clouds and mist shrouded the man’s eyes and brows, gradually becoming pale and quiet. Finally, he leaned back in the rattan chair and smiled weakly at her, opening his arms gently and calling:

“Qiao Qiao, let me hug you.”

A tear welled up from the woman’s eyes. She did not wipe it away but simply continued walking quietly. The lantern emitted a stark white light, like the moon in the sky.

More than ten years of life and death, warmth and coldness, half a lifetime of hardships and wandering. She had stumbled along like duckweed in the rain and finally reached today’s dead end. Once she had been troubled by love, burdened by many attachments, passive and helpless, stubborn, fragile, and melancholy. But now, that weak and ineffectual woman had finally died along with this intricate fate.

Tears fell into the lantern. A gust of wind blew, and the candle flame went out with a puff, leaving only wisps of smoke curling upward.

She took a deep breath, threw the lantern to the ground, and straightened her back as she walked forward.

She swore that this would be the last tear of her life. From now on, even if she shed her last drop of blood, she would never again weep in helplessness.

The light ahead suddenly brightened. Looking from afar, a magnificent mansion stood among the colorful flowers and green willows, brilliantly lit, a picture of splendor.

Sun Di stood at the door in his light robe, holding a palace lantern, quietly waiting for her return.

“Has the Miss made up her mind?” he asked.

Chu Qiao looked at him. Moonlight poured down like silver, making the ground silver-white. She nodded silently and said in a deep voice, “Nevermore certain.”

Sun Di smiled, handed her the lantern, and said with a smile, “The night road is difficult to travel. This lantern will light the way for the Miss.”

“A candle flame can be extinguished by the wind, but the heart cannot.”

Chu Qiao walked past him directly into the magnificent mansion and said in a deep voice, “From now on, my eyes will be my lantern, and my heart will be the candle flame inside.”

As soon as she stepped through the vermilion gate, the light that came to greet her was so intense that it almost burned her eyes for an instant. A white marble path connected the main gate to the front hall, with clear mirror-like pools carved on both sides. There were several buildings, intricately carved and painted, with fragrant walls, brocade curtains, warm jade floors, and gold-inlaid railings. The thick fragrance was like a March breeze, hitting her face and almost intoxicating her.

Qiusui stepped forward and respectfully said in a deep voice, “After the Miss left all those years ago, His Majesty began repairing this mansion. It took more than two years, and now it is finally completed.”

More than two hundred servants knelt on the ground, and when they saw Chu Qiao approaching, they all kowtowed together, loudly greeting her.

Chu Qiao walked in, only to see that the hall had sandalwood ceilings, crystal lamps, jade walls with agarwood, and gauze curtains like the sea. Huge night pearls were embedded in the lampstands, glowing, like bright moons. The pillars were carved with colorful phoenixes, adorned with gold powder, shimmering in the candlelight.

On the gilt openwork red paper, there were several slender jade magnolia flowers. As the fragrance wafted over, it seemed like that night many years ago when he had childishly snatched a maid’s headdress and placed it, along with a magnolia, in her thick hair.

“To you, of the Chu clan, born into a prestigious family, blessed with virtues through generations, knowledgeable and principled, respectful and humble. Upholding virtue with temperance and deference, knowing the past and present with a disposition that rejoices in goodness, this decree especially bestows upon your honor and rank, with eternal blessings to follow.”

Below was Li Ce’s imperial seal, but the title after the honor was not filled in.

Sun Di stepped forward and said in a deep voice, “At that time, His Majesty had not yet decided on a title for the Princess, and consulted with his advisors for a long time. The Court of Imperial Rites also drafted several titles, but His Majesty was not satisfied with any of them, so it was left blank. He had planned to discuss it further in the future, but unexpectedly, the opportunity never came.”

Chu Qiao stood silently. The lamplight was enchanting, gently falling on her pale cheeks. Her lips were a deep red, and her fingers tightly gripped the imperial decree, holding it so firmly that her knuckles turned white.

Inside was a scene of resplendent gold and jade, with all kinds of rare treasures. Those were the dowry he had prepared for her, which had been placed here for many years.

Her eyes felt hot, and she couldn’t help but frown tightly. Her voice was as deep as a secluded lake as she said quietly, “Since the decree has not been issued, there is no need to mention the title of Princess anymore.”

Sun Di nodded, “The Miss is right. It’s getting late, the Miss should rest first. I’ll take my leave.”

With that, he turned and left.

The vermilion gate slowly closed, the heavy sound like a muffled thunder, rolling darkly across the ground.

Meixiang walked over with a letter, her brow slightly furrowed, and said softly, “Miss, Young Master Zhuge has sent another letter.”

Chu Qiao’s expression flickered slightly. She took the letter and held it in her hand, but did not open it. Sweat from her palm seeped into the letter paper, making it slightly damp.

Meixiang frowned and said, “Miss, this is already the ninth letter. If you don’t reply, Young Master Zhuge will be worried.”

Chu Qiao sat silently, not saying a word, her eyes fixed on the candle flame by the window, lost in thought for a long time.

Yan Bei and Great Xia were at war again. They had already fought four battles at Yanming Pass, and the battlefront had expanded to the southern end of the Batuha territory. Zhao Yang had joined forces with the Mu clan of Lingnan and Prince Jing Hang, taking full control of the southwestern army. They were in a standoff with Zhuge Yue and Zhao Che’s northern forces at Phoenix Terrace, surrounded by danger and on the brink of explosion.

The Emperor had been ill for a long time and had not attended morning court for a year. Wei Guang claimed to be sick and was not managing state affairs either. No one knew what this old fox was planning. The situation in Great Xia had become like a pot of water about to boil; just one piece of fuel thrown in would make it boil over immediately. At this moment, no one could afford the slightest carelessness or rash action.

She understood this, and how could he not understand it too?

Meixiang couldn’t help but ask, “Miss, what exactly are we doing now?”

Chu Qiao’s gaze slowly turned to her, her eyes frosty and cold. In a deep voice, she slowly said, “Waiting.”

The new Emperor’s enthronement was held the next day.

In the great hall of the Imperial Academy, a young child sat on the enormous golden dragon throne. Behind the throne hung a curtain, with two women dressed in splendid deep robes sitting behind it. They were the Crown Prince’s mother, Empress Dowager Yuan, and Imperial Consort Zhan.

In the spacious hall, Zhan Ziyu, with the honorable position of Imperial Tutor and Regent, sat quietly below the throne. He wore a jet-black court robe embroidered with six twisting dragons. With his towering crown, he wore a faint, calm smile on his lips, like cold moonlight reflecting on water, undisturbed.

Li Ce’s imperial harem had been without an Empress for many years, and he had no siblings. Now with his sudden death, and the Empress Dowager also gone, the court officials could only follow Li Ce’s last decree and honor the Crown Prince, Li Xiuyi, as Emperor. However, the Crown Prince’s mother, Lady Yuan, was originally a laundry maid of the lowest rank in the palace and was not qualified to rule behind a curtain. Thus, the highest-ranking concubine in the harem, Imperial Noble Consort Ming, naturally became the Emperor’s adoptive mother and assisted in governing.

The Emperor was only six years old. With the Empress Dowager and Imperial Consort ruling behind the curtain, imperial power naturally fell to others. However, Lady Yuan had been seized and entered the palace as a young girl, and as a palace servant, she had no relatives or family. Thus, the power of the Bian Tang dynasty suddenly fell into the hands of the Zhan siblings, who had once been expelled from Bian Tang.

The changes in the court were like undercurrents flowing beneath an icy lake, with no visible edge, but surging like the tide, capable of killing invisibly in an instant.

Former favorites of the court, led by Sun Di, were all suppressed and labeled as partisans of Prince Luo, and sent to the Court of Investigation for interrogation. All the palace servants who had attended Li Ce on the day of his death were beheaded. All the ladies, dancers, and lower-ranking concubines were driven out of the palace and sent to Anhua Temple on Fo Mountain to become nuns.

The new Emperor’s policies were swift and decisive, sweeping across the entire Bian Tang court like autumn wind clearing away fallen leaves. A cold sword hung over the entire Great Tang, and any voice of discontent would be mercilessly eliminated.

Under such high political pressure, the previously hesitant old ministers also changed sides, gathering at the gate of Regent Zhan Ziyu’s mansion after morning court each day, behaving like a pack of scavenging dogs.

However, what surprised Chu Qiao was that under such circumstances, the first person to stand up and oppose was Elder Liu, who had repeatedly opposed Li Ce in the past.

On the first day of the ninth month, at the gate of Jinwu Palace, Elder Liu, in front of Zhan Ziyu’s carriage, angrily denounced the Zhan siblings as treacherous rebels disturbing the court. He also said that the incident of the late Emperor being stabbed in Roufu Hall was suspicious and likely the work of the Zhan siblings. He accused Zhan Ziyu and Zhan Ziming of attempting to assassinate the late Emperor, crimes worthy of execution. Afterward, he threw himself onto the blade of Zhan Ziyu’s guard, shouting Li Ce’s royal title before his death, his blood splashing three feet, dying on the spot.

Zhan Ziyu was sitting in the carriage at the time and did not appear or make a sound from beginning to end. Only after Elder Liu’s body was carried away did he leisurely get out of the carriage and toss down a banknote worth three hundred taels of gold for Liu’s family members who came to collect the body, telling them to bury their elder.

Chu Qiao was eating when she heard this news. Duoji carefully told her about it, and her hand paused slightly, spilling half a cup of lotus seed soup. She sat in silent contemplation for a long time.

That night, the lamp in Chu Qiao’s window remained lit for a long time. Duoji sat on the stone slab in the courtyard, a sheepskin flask hanging at his waist, sitting motionless all night.

After the incident with Elder Liu spread throughout the Great Tang, it triggered a significant wave of unrest. Students from various regions gathered in the Tang capital. The impassioned students wrote tens of thousands of essays, which were transmitted to the court through those with connections, demanding that the Court of Investigation, the Three Departments, and the Military Department severely punish the murderers and restore clarity to the Tang court.

However, two days later, Zhan Ziyu sent out the central army to harshly suppress the students. Suddenly, the dungeons of the Court of Investigation were filled with passionate voices. The judge of the Court of Investigation went to ask Zhan Ziyu with a worried expression. The young Regent, with his high crown, casually remarked, “Isn’t there still space at Huangquan Slope in the suburbs?”

The white-haired judge of three dynasties immediately felt a chill all over his body. Huangquan Slope in the suburbs was a mass grave site. The Regent’s meaning was clear without further explanation.

That afternoon, a fire broke out in the prisons of the Court of Investigation, burning more than half of the cells. Most of the prisoners inside were killed or injured. One young corpse after another was carelessly thrown onto Huangquan Slope, without even a coffin, exposed to the open sky, becoming midnight snacks for wolves and tigers. The Court of Investigation merely handed over two prison guards who had been drinking on duty, and the matter was brushed aside.

The twenty-seventh day of the ninth month. Strong winds. Deep autumn.

Today’s morning court was somewhat different from usual, completely presided over by Regent Zhan Ziyu, with only Zhan Ziming behind the curtain. The imperial physician said the Emperor had caught a cold and could not attend court today. The Empress Dowager was also taking care of the Emperor, so today’s court was entirely hosted by the Imperial Consort.

Before the court officials could react, palace servants brought out a resplendent throne from behind the hall, carved with nine yellow dragons with tails. At first glance, it looked almost identical to the dragon throne.

The eunuch who delivered the decree came forward, praised Zhan Ziyu’s virtues and merits, and then took out the Emperor’s edict, saying that this throne was personally commissioned by the Emperor. Taking pity on Zhan Ziyu’s illness, the Emperor decreed that he could sit on this throne during court sessions from now on. Furthermore, the Lingxiao Hall in Jinwu Palace was gifted to the Regent, sparing him the trouble of daily travel.

Zhan Ziyu declined a few times but finally sat down under the persuasion of everyone. The court officials prostrated themselves below, looking up to see that the Regent’s position was almost on par with the imperial throne, dazzlingly golden and blinding to the extreme.

That night, after putting down the message scroll, Chu Qiao exhaled deeply and said to Tie You, “Go back to the palace and watch over the Emperor. It’s getting close.”

Three days later in the evening, a huge uproar suddenly came from within Jinwu Palace. Everyone, whether awake or asleep, was startled. Officials and commoners alike rushed out of their doors, standing in their courtyards, looking up toward the source of the sound. They saw that the direction of Jinwu Palace was ablaze with lights, shrouded in red as if a great fire had broken out somewhere. The sounds of killing continued unabated, piercing the ears as if ghosts were wailing.

In a single night, everyone was shocked pale with fear. Timid men hugged their wives and children and hurriedly ran into their houses, tightly shutting doors and windows, afraid of being implicated in the disaster. Only some high officials of the court looked at the palace gates in shock, muttering, “It seems the heavens are changing again.”

At the third watch, the palace gates were breached. Lu Yunxi, his robe covered in fresh blood, rushed out sword in hand, followed by three thousand fierce wolf soldiers. He said to Chu Qiao, who was standing in front of Tai’an Gate, in a deep voice, “Miss, we have taken Lingxiao Hall.”

Under the pitch-black sky, Chu Qiao wore a black robe embroidered with a golden-blue phoenix. Her face was like white jade, beautiful and sharp. Behind her were ten thousand Elegance Army warriors. He Xiao, with a calm expression, sat on his war horse, closely guarding her side. A white flag with red clouds waved above everyone’s heads. The night was dark, the wind was high, and dark clouds gathered, with no stars or moon. The blood-red torches cast light on Chu Qiao’s face, like a cold sword, showing no expression at all.

“Enter the palace.”

The cold voice rang out sharply, like a knife sliding across the ground glass, piercing everyone’s eardrums.

A strong wind blew, lifting the fluttering hem of Chu Qiao’s clothes. She raised her pointed, slender chin, her eyes slightly narrowed. With a light kick to her horse’s belly, she rode into that magnificent, towering imperial palace.

By the time the last guard of Lingxiao Hall fell, the fire in the west hall had already been extinguished. Du Ping’an led a group of soldiers forward. The young boy’s eyes shone with resilient light as if he had grown up overnight.

Tens of thousands of guards stood behind Chu Qiao. Bright torches illuminated half the sky, casting light on the battlefield strewn with corpses.

Chu Qiao rode up the white jade steps. The Regent’s palace nameplate, which palace servants usually wouldn’t dare to look at directly, had been thrown to the ground. Horse hooves trampled over it, making sounds of shattering.

A court eunuch skilled at reading the situation hurriedly ran forward, knelt on the ground, and loudly welcomed the General to dismount. Chu Qiao cast a cold glance at him, then surprisingly used his back as a step to dismount, walking step by step toward the majestic palace gate.

The palace gate opened wide. A cold wind carrying the scent of sandalwood came forth, blowing up Chu Qiao’s black cloak. The sword at her waist was like ice, its chill piercing the deepest part of the heart. In the empty, cold hall, Zhan Ziyu sat alone. It seemed like the scene from many years ago by the river, when a man in blue clothes sat alone in a wooden wheelchair, facing the flowing river, shrouded in clear moonlight, his eyes as cold as mountain springs, his voice rich as he quietly asked, “Who’s there?”

The wind entered through the carved windows, blowing down a piece of imperial yellow paper with faint dragon patterns—the material used for drafting imperial edicts.

Chu Qiao entered the hall, stepping over that imperial edict, her gaze indifferent as she looked at the shadow in the deep curtains, and said quietly, “I’ve come to take your life.”

Zhan Ziyu smiled slightly and said with calm detachment, “I didn’t expect it would be you.”

“Even the wisest have their oversights. From your fallen position, to climb to such heights in five years was already remarkable.”

Chu Qiao spoke calmly, her expression peaceful, showing no ripples of emotion.

Zhan Ziyu smiled and said, “Are you comforting me with those words? Well, to be praised by the world-renowned General Xiuli is indeed no small matter.”

Chu Qiao said indifferently, “Do you have any unfulfilled wishes?”

A trace of melancholy suddenly crossed Zhan Ziyu’s face. He frowned slightly, then as if very reluctantly said, “Not being able to ride in an eight-horse carriage—that remains a regret.”

Chu Qiao’s mind briefly faltered at these words. She couldn’t help but recall the joke she had once made with Zhan Ziyu. Back then, while chatting, Zhan Ziyu mentioned that he could never ride a horse again. To console him, Chu Qiao jokingly said she could raise eight magnificent horses to pull his carriage. At that time, Zhan Ziyu had smiled slightly and said she was confused—only the Emperor could ride in an eight-horse carriage. If he were to do so, wouldn’t that be rebellion?

Time flows like water. In the blink of an eye, everything had become like flowers in a mirror or the moon in water, never to return to how it was before.

“General Chu, why can the Li family sit on this throne, but I cannot? Wasn’t this empire seized by the Li family from the previous dynasty? Why are they the legitimate rulers of the world, while I am a treacherous rebel?”

Zhan Ziyu’s features showed traces of ambition. He tilted his head back slightly, looking at the high ceiling, speaking with the air of a hero: “Besides, the Li family owes me. What’s wrong with taking back what’s mine?”

Chu Qiao remained unmoved and said calmly, “That’s a grievance between you and them. It has nothing to do with me.”

She slowly stepped forward, her footsteps echoing throughout the hall like water dripping from a clepsydra.

“You killed someone I cherished, so I will kill you for revenge.”

The sharp sword was drawn inch by inch from its scabbard. The cold light flickered with the chill of the moon, like a dazzling spark, coldly shining on her face, drawing a bright line of light and shadow.

“Do you have anything else to say?”

“Spare my sister. She is just a woman. Everything she did was for me.”

Chu Qiao looked at him, silent for a long time. A sense of bitterness slowly rose from the bottom of her heart. The wind from outside blew from far away, moving their clothes like a pool of dark ink.

“I’m sorry, I cannot do that.”

She coldly uttered these few words, then suddenly swung the sword. Faintly, she recalled that night many years ago when Zhan Ziyu had smiled at her and said, “What you say makes sense, but when one is in the midst of a situation, one often cannot see clearly. When an opportunity arises, one can’t help but want to try.”

To try…

A spray of blood suddenly shot out, splashing onto Chu Qiao’s dark ink-colored clothes, quickly seeping in and forming a dark shadow.

Chu Qiao bent down to pick up the head on the ground. The man’s black hair was immaculately combed, his face white as jade, his features gentle, as if he were merely asleep, except for the bloody, grisly wound at his severed neck.

With a “plop,” Chu Qiao threw the head into the arms of a guard and said in a deep voice, “Hang the head on the palace gate for the Central Army to see.”

With that, she walked out of Lingxiao Hall, nimbly mounted her horse, and said to those around her, “Go to Roufu Hall.”

The moon had somehow emerged from the clouds, casting a bleak, clear light. Lingxiao Hall gradually grew quiet. Armored soldiers hurriedly departed, leaving only corpses of resistance. Crows cawed in the sky, their black wings like the banners of death. In the empty hall, the headless corpse still sat quietly on the golden dragon throne, looking eerie and terrifying.

The battle at Roufu Hall had already ended. Tie You and Sun Di came together, both with bloodstains, indicating how fierce the battle had been.

Chu Qiao jumped down from her horse and said to Sun Di, “I’ve troubled you.”

Sun Di laughed freely and said, “It’s nothing. Only the prison food was too poor; I’ve lost a lot of weight from hunger.”

“Miss, Imperial Consort Zhan has been captured,” Tie You said in a deep voice.

Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows slightly: “Is the Emperor well?”

Tie You frowned slightly: “He’s fine, just a bit frightened.”

“That’s good.” Chu Qiao breathed a sigh of relief and asked, “Then why do you look so worried?”

“Empress Dowager Yuan is dead. When we rushed in, she thought we were Imperial Consort Zhan’s people. Before we could speak, she killed herself by striking her head against a wall.”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao immediately frowned tightly. She hadn’t expected Yuan to be so cowardly. Despite all her careful planning to create an escape route for mother and son, Yuan died without a word.

“Miss,” Sun Di stepped forward and said in a deep voice, “We have gathered evidence of the Zhan siblings’ crimes: assassinating the late Emperor, forming factions for personal gain, plotting against the Emperor, and intending to enthrone Prince Rong. It can be announced to the world tomorrow, proclaiming their crimes.”

Chu Qiao slowly took the papers. Though just a few sheets, they felt heavier than a thousand catties.

“Let me out! You slaves! Let me out!”

A heart-rending scream suddenly came. The once-magnificent Roufu Hall was now in ruins, burned by fire, with rubble and dust everywhere. Zhan Ziming, wearing a bright red phoenix robe, was struggling fiercely with two palace women, desperately trying to escape from the bedchamber. Her eyes were bloodshot, her face devoid of the dignified beauty it once had.

Seeing Chu Qiao and Sun Di, she suddenly paused, her eyes staring fixedly at Chu Qiao. Suddenly, as if recognizing her, she laughed wildly and crazily said, “So it’s you!”

Chu Qiao didn’t speak, only silently looking at her. Many years had passed, and unexpectedly they met again in this place. The woman who had once eagerly followed her brother was gone; now standing before her was merely a madwoman.

“Where is my third brother?” she suddenly asked fiercely.

Chu Qiao, her expression unchanged, slowly said, “Dead.”

Zhan Ziming suddenly froze, as if she had long anticipated this day. After a long while, she suddenly smiled bitterly, her voice shrill like a night hawk in the sky. Her gaze turned ashen, filled with death as she looked at Chu Qiao and asked in a deep voice, “You killed him?”

“Yes.”

“Good, good. The person he favored is indeed exceptional. No wonder among three thousand beauties in the palace, he was only sincere to you alone.”

Chu Qiao looked coldly at this beautiful and crazed woman, her gaze weathered and pitying, as if seeing through her beautiful exterior to the depths of her heart.

“What do you plan to do with Rong’er?”

“He is not only your child but also Li Ce’s child. I will treat him well.”

Zhan Ziming nodded dejectedly and smiled bitterly, “Good. My hands are stained with blood. I’ve even harmed him. If not for my third brother, I would have no desire to live. Go ahead.”

At that moment, Chu Qiao suddenly saw through her plaintive smile to her heart full of wounds. Her childhood admiration for her brother had made her unhesitatingly follow all of Zhan Ziyu’s arrangements. However, after entering the palace, she had involuntarily come to love Li Ce. This love, perhaps even she hadn’t realized until after she had carried out the plan to assassinate him, which made her understand her own heart. That day outside Yixin Hall, her grief was not feigned. Unfortunately, of the two men she loved in her life, one never loved her, and one couldn’t love her. She had ultimately become a joke of fate.

“Bestow poison wine and white silk upon Imperial Consort Zhan.”

Chu Qiao turned resolutely and strode out of the hall. Outside, the wind blew strongly. The black night enveloped her like a thick tide. The main gate of Jinwu Palace was ablaze with light, but the sounds of killing gradually diminished. A sharp signal to cease battle cut through the cold night sky. The smell of lingering dust, of countless killings, of numerous souls departing, suddenly came like a storm from all directions, surrounding her.

She held a silver sword, her dark robe stained with blood. Behind her were vast, piercing flames. Warriors in black armor stood to her left and right. Her gaze was so cold, firmly fixed on the edge of heaven and earth. There, in the distant north, rolling with cold stillness, her gaze never wavered, as if looking at someone, yet ultimately submerged in a sea of nothingness, leaving no trace.

“Imperial Consort Zhan has died—”

The eunuch dragged out a long, melodious funeral call.

The sun at that moment broke through the dark clouds. Dawn was approaching. This long night would finally pass, but what would it take to dispel the darkness in the heart?

Fate was like a desolate fire that burned her to pieces. Those beautiful wishes, and expectations for the future, would ultimately go up in flames with this great fire. Henceforth, she would strip away all weakness, sorrow, mercy, kindness, and that longing for beautiful things, to truly become strong and protect everything she cherished.

Anyone who dared to encroach even an inch would pay a painful price.

“Auntie!”

A childish voice suddenly came. The child’s small figure immediately rushed into Chu Qiao’s arms. The Emperor’s face was streaked with tears, his little cheeks flushed red, crying and saying, “Mother is dead! Auntie, Yi’er’s mother is dead!”

The child was still so young, handsome in features, yet bearing Li Ce’s shadow.

She knelt and held the child tightly in her arms. Her entire body was cold, except for a warm spot in her heart.

This was Li Ce’s child, this was Li Ce’s empire, this was Li Ce’s home. He had protected her for so many years, and now, it was her turn to protect him.

“Yi’er, don’t be afraid. You still have your auntie.”

“Miss,”

Meixiang stood quietly to one side, holding a child in her arms. Chu Qiao stood up and slowly walked over. It was Zhan Ziming’s son, Li Qingrong.

This child, who had been titled Prince Rong since birth, was now sleeping peacefully, unaware that his birth had caused such bloody turmoil in the world. His father and mother had died one after another, leaving behind this devastated land and a precarious empire.

“Miss, look how peacefully the Third Prince sleeps,” said Meixiang, who loved children, smiling as she held Prince Rong for Chu Qiao to see.

Chu Qiao reached out to take him, but the child awoke, impatiently yawned, and looked at Chu Qiao with half-open eyes. That appearance was exactly like Li Ce.

Chu Qiao’s eyes grew hot, almost bringing her to tears. She held the child tightly in her arms, her cheek against his little face, her heart filled with vast emptiness.

“Madam, Elder Liu’s son, Liu Yuanzong, is at Tai’an Gate with civil and military officials, asking what has happened and if the Emperor is safe.”

Chu Qiao raised her head, her gaze instantly cooling, and said to He Xiao in a deep voice, “Tell the officials that Regent Zhan Ziyu, together with Imperial Consort Zhan, plotted to harm the Emperor and usurp the throne. Empress Dowager Yuan died in the chaos. The Emperor is safe and sound. The chief villains have been punished. The officials need not worry.”

He Xiao left. Shortly after, cheers of “Long live the Emperor” praising virtue and merit rose from outside the palace gate. Guards reported: that Liu Yuanzong was the first to pledge loyalty, and all court officials submitted. The battles at the South Gate, North Gate, and Qianguang Gate had ceased. The rebellious Central Army soldiers had been captured, awaiting the Lady’s judgment.

The palace gates opened wide. At the foot of the jade steps stood all the civil and military officials and thousands of generals. A red sun rose on the horizon, illuminating the bright universe. Chu Qiao, holding Prince Rong and leading the Emperor, walked step by step up the white jade imperial path.

Cheers of “Long live our Emperor” echoed throughout the palace. The rising sun, with its faint golden color, shone on her dark ink-colored clothes. On the white flag with red clouds, the watermarked characters “Xiuli” were faintly visible. The long wind blew, and the world was vast and desolate.

“Auntie,” the Emperor called out in his childish voice, pointing at the golden dragon throne opposite with some trepidation, frowning and saying, “I don’t want to sit there.”

Chu Qiao knelt, gently stroking his face, and said softly, “Yi’er, that seat was built with the blood and bones of countless people. It is your destined place. Your father and mother died for it. The burden of the Great Tang empire rests on your shoulders. The eyes of all your ancestors are watching you from heaven. Responsibility lies here, and you cannot retreat.”

The Emperor was frightened by her words and grabbed her hand, asking, “What about Auntie? Will Auntie leave me too?”

Chu Qiao helped him onto the throne and said quietly, “Auntie won’t leave. Auntie will always be with you.”

Chu Qiao turned around. All civil and military officials and soldiers simultaneously prostrated themselves. Cheers of “Long Live” echoed in the ears, startling the flocks of birds in the sky.

The officials did not know whom they were bowing to at that moment—whether it was the young child on the throne or the young woman who controlled the Wolf Army and the Elegance Army, two major military powers. Various calculating schemes flew through the court, just as they had for thousands of years, without a moment of peace and tranquility.

Dust returned to dust, settling the ashes. The move had been made, with no room for regret.

Li Ce, rest assured.

Chapter 177: The Beautiful Imperial Consort
Autumn grew cooler, even the wind carried a refreshingly cold essence. The lotus flowers in Taiqing Pool had already withered miserably, and the phoenix tree leaves covered the lake embankment. The great hall was as still as a clear, waveless autumn lake. Sun Di’s voice, like the lingering fragrance from a gilded bronze tripod, floated quietly through the hall, making the emptiness all the more profound.

“Princess Yunkang, the First Lady of Huayang, the Consorts of Prince Runan, Prince Duanqing, and Prince Jing’an have all submitted memorials expressing their willingness to enter the palace to raise Your Majesty. Prince Runan, Prince Duanqing, Prince Jing’an, General Situ, Imperial Son-in-law An, and Commandery Prince Yun have also submitted statements of support. The court and country are currently divided into two factions. The military officials mostly support Prince Jing’an, while the civil officials advocate for the three royal consorts to jointly raise Your Majesty, with the three princes jointly serving as regents.”

A gentle breeze blew, causing the moonlight reflecting on the flowers and trees outside the window to shatter. Chu Qiao sat on a soft mat, wearing an inner chamber brocade robe of cotton white. One hand rested on the windowsill, supporting her chin as she gazed quietly at the phoenix trees under the moonlight outside. Her wide sleeves hung slightly low, revealing a section of snow-white forearm. Her face was thin, her eyes calm, not indicating her thoughts.

“General Xie Xu of the Ministry of War has brought seventy thousand Southern soldiers to Xizhao Mountain and will reach the capital in a few days. Xie Xu was once Prince Jing’an’s house servant, so we must be cautious about his approach with troops. I have ordered General Xu Su to set up defenses at Hanshui. If Xie Xu comes under the banner of paying respects to the new emperor, he may only cross the river alone and not bring any soldiers.”

“Xie Xu?” Chu Qiao leaned by the window without turning her head and said quietly, “When Prince Luo rebelled, we didn’t see him being so loyal to the emperor and patriotic. Now he’s become so domineering.”

Sun Di’s voice remained unchanged as he said solemnly, “Without proper legitimacy, words lack persuasion. No wonder many court officials harbor different intentions.”

Chu Qiao turned slightly to look at Sun Di, seeming to understand what he wanted to say, but ultimately didn’t respond or give him a definitive answer. She merely turned her head back silently to look at the rippling blue waves outside, remaining silent for a long time.

“Additionally, Liu Yuanzong, the son of Elder Liu, has privately approached me, expressing willingness to mobilize some of the Liu family’s former subordinates to assist you at an appropriate time. However, we still need the right opportunity and justification.”

At that moment, the sound of hurried footsteps suddenly came from outside the hall. Both turned to look and saw the Emperor wearing a small golden dragon robe, barefoot without even boots, his face streaked with tears as he ran into the great hall and threw himself into Chu Qiao’s arms, crying loudly. Two elderly palace maids followed behind, immediately kneeling upon seeing Chu Qiao and Sun Di.

The child’s body was small and soft, his two hands tightly holding Chu Qiao’s waist, crying and shouting, “Aunt! Mother came to find me, Mother came to find me!”

Chu Qiao compassionately pulled the little Emperor up, took out a handkerchief to wipe away his tears, and said softly, “Did Your Majesty have a dream again?”

The child’s little mouth trembled as he cried, “Mother’s head was covered in blood, and it all rubbed off on me.”

Chu Qiao comforted him, “Don’t be afraid, Your Majesty. It was just a dream, not real. The Empress Dowager loved you so much when she was alive, how could she frighten you?”

“Aunt—”

Imperial Consort Li clutched Chu Qiao tightly, refusing to let go.

Sun Di looked at the Emperor and said with regret, “Your Majesty is still so young. If he falls into the hands of those with ulterior motives, who knows how much suffering he might endure?”

Suddenly, a trace of annoyance arose in Chu Qiao’s heart. Without even looking at Sun Di, she coldly said, “It’s late. Sir should not remain in the palace any longer. Meixiang, see the guest out.”

Sun Di wasn’t offended. He politely bowed to Chu Qiao and unhurriedly turned to leave.

Meixiang glared at Sun Di’s back, her expression showing resentment. After he left, she said indignantly, “Miss, don’t listen to this man’s nonsense. At worst, when the Fourth Young Master arrives, we can take His Majesty away.”

Before Chu Qiao could speak, Emperor Li Xiuyi in her arms raised his head and asked, “Where is Aunt going?”

Chu Qiao lowered her head, looking at the child’s pitch-black eyes. Vaguely, through these eyes, she seemed to see the shadow of another person. Back then, amid flying catkins, the cold wind was as sharp as a knife. Despite nationwide opposition and questioning, he had led troops to rescue her from the chaos of battle. His armor was so cold against her cheek, yet like a windbreak mountain, towering like a magnificent palace, seeming as if it would never fall.

She gradually tightened her arms, holding the child in her embrace firmly.

The white candles burned brightly. The night in the deep palace was always so long.

The side gate beside Tai’an Gate slowly opened, and Sun Di emerged in light robes, walking elegantly.

Tie You crouched in a dark corner and approached him inconspicuously upon seeing him emerge. Sun Di looked at him with a faint smile, casually saying, “Commander Tie, are you looking to share a drink with me?”

“Did you kill Empress Dowager Yuan?”

Tie You asked in a deep voice, his eyes as calm as water.

Sun Di’s face remained undisturbed, a faint smile at the corners of his mouth as he replied openly, “What does Commander Tie mean? Empress Dowager Yuan died by hitting the wall. Everyone in the palace saw it, and you witnessed it yourself. What does that have to do with me?”

Tie You frowned and said in an unchanged tone, “Qingyuan said that the night before the palace coup, you sent a secret letter from prison specifically addressed to Empress Dowager Yuan. After reading your letter, the Empress Dowager went to His Majesty’s sleeping quarters and didn’t leave until the night of the coup. The maid serving the Empress Dowager said she cried all night and didn’t eat anything. What did you tell her?”

“What could I say? I merely advised the Empress Dowager to be cautious of the Zhan siblings.”

Tie You suddenly stepped forward, his eyes fixed intently on Sun Di, and said gravely, “Then why did you secretly execute the young eunuchs who delivered the letter for you, and last night search Yixin Hall thoroughly under the pretext of clearing the palace?”

Sun Di’s expression also grew cold. He turned around sternly and said coldly, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

With that, he moved to leave.

“Sun Di!” Tie You suddenly shouted, startling the distant guards who all looked in their direction. His chest heaved as he lowered his voice and slowly said, “If you want others not to know, then don’t do it yourself. There are hundreds of eyes watching you in the palace. Do you think you can do things flawlessly?”

The moonlight was cold, casting silver-white light on Sun Di’s back. His blue robe fluttered elegantly, simple and unadorned, yet an inexplicable brilliance emanated from this young nobleman.

He slowly turned around, his eyes gazing quietly at Tie You, and said deliberately, “Tie You, you haven’t forgotten your origins, have you?”

Tie You was stunned, a flash of displeasure crossing his face as he said coldly, “I, Tie You, came from humble origins, naturally cannot compare with Sir Sun.”

“That’s not what I’m asking,” Sun Di said softly. Under the cold moonlight, his face was handsome and mischievous. The man’s back was straight, his robes fluttering, as he said quietly, “I meant to ask, you haven’t forgotten His Majesty’s kindness to us, have you?”

Tie You was momentarily stunned, but quickly said coldly, “Killing the young Emperor’s only mother, stirring up discontent throughout the court and country—is this how you repay His Majesty’s kindness?”

“What else could be done? Let His Majesty ascend the throne with Empress Dowager Yuan as regent. Hmph, if that were the case, within three years, the Great Tang dynasty would belong to Prince Jing’an Zhou Yun and become surnamed Zhou.”

A cold smile appeared at the corners of Sun Di’s mouth, his young eyes as cunning as a fox. The night wind blew, making his clothes flutter, as if he were not of this world.

“Indeed, His Majesty had anticipated such a situation before his death and made detailed instructions and arrangements. Yet I deliberately chose not to follow them. I deliberately let the Great Tang fall into chaos, deliberately let the traitor Zhan Ziyu die by General Xiuli’s hand so that she could establish this merit. Even if Empress Dowager Yuan had not taken her own life that day, I would have killed her afterward. She was wise enough to know her limitations and made her choice early, saving me much trouble. I stirred the waters of the court myself. Only by forcing the situation to this point could I make General Chu serve me and not leave the Great Tang with Zhuge Yue.”

Tie You listened with wide eyes. The iron-red city walls looked heavy and oppressive. Night birds flew over the high Jinwu Palace, making harsh cries. Tie You frowned deeply, his mouth slightly open. After a long while, he finally said in disbelief, “You’re mad!”

“No, it’s not me who is mad.”

Sun Di raised his head, his clothes fluttering in the wind, his upright figure like a spear pointing toward the distant northern night sky, his gaze sharp as he said, “Can you hear it? The war drums in the north have already sounded. There are hundreds of thousands of corpses beneath Yanming Pass. The Great Xia is nearly falling apart. Yan Bei’s Yan Xun is ambitious, with unparalleled military strategy and unmatched ruthlessness. The reason Great Xia can still contend with him is only because Zhuge Yue’s Qinghai army threatens their flank. Once Zhuge Yue leaves, how can Zhao Che alone contend with Yan Bei? Moreover, with internal intrigue and continuous civil strife in Great Xia, various clans acting independently, and Zhao Yang not being one to willingly submit to others, once Great Xia is breached, our Bian Tang will lose its northern shield. By then, with Yan Bei threatening from the southern waterways in the west, Yan Bei’s main army attacking from the north, Nalan Hongye with close ties to Yan Xun in the east, and internally having Prince Jing’an and others with sinister intentions coveting the throne, how can our Great Tang survive?”

Tie You was completely stunned. Sun Di continued, “After the battle with Prince Luo, the Great Tang suffered heavy casualties. After His Majesty’s passing, internal forces wishing to replace the Li family remain ambitious. If we maintain this divided situation, we still have a fighting chance. Once the situation breaks and Great Xia falls to Yan Bei, that will be the time of Great Tang’s destruction. His Majesty’s kindness to us is as heavy as a mountain. Now that he is gone, how can we sit by and watch the Great Tang’s thousand-year foundation be destroyed?”

“But… you shouldn’t have killed Empress Dowager Yuan. She was, after all, His Majesty’s consort and the young Emperor’s mother!” Tie You’s face was red as he shouted.

“Just a useless woman,” Sun Di snorted disdainfully and said solemnly, “The current priority is to do everything possible to preserve Great Xia, so we can have time to breathe. Before Yan Bei destroys Great Xia, if we cannot annex Huaisong, we will certainly fall into multiple encirclements.”

As he spoke, his gaze suddenly showed a hint of fanaticism. He turned around, staring intently at Tie You, and said in a deep voice, “As long as General Chu remains in our Great Tang for one day, Zhuge Yue will not leave Xia to return to Qinghai. As long as he doesn’t leave, Yan Xun cannot ignore Cuiwei Pass and deploy all his forces to attack Yanming Pass. As long as Great Xia doesn’t fall, we will have time and opportunity to recover. Moreover, given General Chu’s relationship with both Yan Xun and Zhuge Yue, she will surely bring us political support from both sides. If internal forces stir, they must consider the attitudes of the other two countries. The young Emperor’s throne will remain stable, and even if Prince Jing’an and others want to interfere, they will have some reservations. Furthermore, the Xiuli Army is extremely powerful and loyal, no less than His Majesty’s Wolf Army, making it the best guarantee for the royal army. General Chu herself has exceptional military and political talent, is highly respected by the remnants of the Great Unity Guild, is capable of great responsibilities, has feelings of loyalty to His Majesty, has no relatives or family herself, and as a woman, has no ambition. In today’s world, can you find another person like her to serve as regent?”

Tie You was left speechless, only able to stare blankly at his colleague as if he didn’t recognize him.

Sun Di looked at him and said quietly, “If you want to watch the foundation of the Great Tang be destroyed and become a sinner for all ages, you can tell others what I just said. As colleagues, I won’t blame you for being heartless, only that my thoughts cannot be understood by others.”

“But you want General Chu to… aren’t you ruining her life?”

Sun Di shook his head with a smile, lightly patted Tie You’s shoulder, and said softly, “Although I believe General Chu has no ambition, I cannot help but be wary of others. If in the future Zhuge Yue marries her, would we let the wife of the King of Qinghai serve as regent for our Great Tang?”

The bright moon shone in the sky, spreading silver on the ground. The man turned and walked away with his head held high. His voice came drifting from afar, carrying a hint of indescribable desolation:

“The path of an emperor cannot afford womanly mercy. The depths of hell are so profound that no one dares to go, so let me go alone…”

The moonlight slanted, the autumn wind blew desolately, and the ground was covered with phoenix tree leaves, presenting a clear, lonely scene.

Mihe Residence was still as quiet as ever, but it had now become the liveliest place in the entire Jinwu Palace—at least it still had the movement of living people, while in other places, it was said, even night birds were unwilling to fly there.

Jinwu Palace suddenly became quiet, with no more singing and dancing, no more banquets, no more Eastern Hu dancers with honey-colored skin and blue eyes, and no more performers singing through the night.

The entire palace became lonely. Even the nightingales tactfully flew away from this silent palace. The palace suddenly became so quiet that one could hear one’s breathing while walking. Everyone was living in silence as if speaking a little louder would disturb the spirits of the recently deceased who had not yet dispersed. The white mourning cloths in the palace were like white arms of women; vaguely, the splendid prosperity and extravagant luxury that had been here not long ago flashed before one’s eyes, but in an instant, all had returned to dust and disappeared.

Everything here was missing that person, including the continuous phoenix trees and clear blue waters, and every flying eave bracket, every courtyard rockery.

The Emperor had just fallen asleep, lying on Chu Qiao’s lap. This child had witnessed Empress Dowager Yuan’s suicide with his own eyes and hadn’t had a good night’s sleep for days. Even now, his little brow was still tightly furrowed, as if afraid even in his dreams. Prince Rong lay in a nearby cradle, sleeping soundly, the corners of his mouth turned up, looking exactly like his father.

Chu Qiao sat by the window without a hint of drowsiness. A white candle burned quietly, the wax tears hanging low, with a hint of vermilion under the firelight, like a woman’s rouge-stained tears rolling down.

In her hand, she held a thick stack of letters, their seals intact, all unopened.

She sat there for a full two hours.

Sun Di’s words involuntarily returned to her mind. She slowly turned her head to look at the two young children, her heart filled with a blank confusion.

There were already thirteen letters. He must be extremely anxious. If not for the current situation in Great Xia, he would likely have come personally already.

A faint smile crossed Chu Qiao’s lips as she imagined his angry appearance in her mind: his brows would be tightly furrowed, his eyes glaring at her, his lips pressed into a straight line, like a pouting child.

What would be written in these letters? Would he angrily scold her? Resent her? Or would he earnestly advise her?

Perhaps all of these. But she no longer wanted to look. This path was so cold; she couldn’t turn her head to look at the firelight on other paths. Once she looked, she feared she would no longer have the courage to continue forward.

The warmth in her chest cooled inch by inch, gradually congealing into a lump of ice. She vaguely recalled his words to her that night. The osmanthus trees swayed gently, the moonlight was beautiful. He turned to look at her, his gaze so clear and handsome, slowly asking, “The journey hasn’t reached its end yet, there might still be other changes. Are you afraid?”

The wind was so gentle then, the weather was warmly cozy. Her sleeves were puffed up by the wind, like butterflies about to fly. She had cast aside all her misgivings and quietly smiled, saying she wasn’t afraid. Then he smiled warmly, which was rare—without awkwardness, without sulking, without bickering, without argument. He smiled at her from the bottom of his heart, then slowly bent down in the moonlight and gently kissed her lips. His strong hand encircled her waist, his lips rubbing against her softness and fragrance, savoring the sweetness he had yearned for over many years.

However, this dream had not even begun before it was about to end.

For her, time had already become a thousand cuts of lingchi, dismembering and splitting. Fate was empty and vast, like a raging wildfire that had burned through a barren plain, unquenchable, never extinguished, never peaceful, never tranquil.

She slowly stretched out her hand, picked up the letters, and placed them above the candle flame. The flame rose high, burning the envelope slightly curled, gradually turning yellow. The tongues of fire spread, finally turning the letters to black ash.

“Miss!”

Meixiang entered carrying a late-night meal, startled by a light exclamation. She ran forward in a few steps, pushed the candlestick over, and asked in surprise, “What are you doing?”

Chu Qiao remained silent, just quietly looking at the half-burned letters. The remaining half was also black and curled, broken beyond repair, like a spiderweb covered in black dust with a thousand holes, having a hazy light under the lamp.

“Miss!” Meixiang exclaimed in surprise with rounded eyes, suddenly grabbing her thin shoulders and asking worriedly, “You’re not… not planning to listen to that Sun Di, are you?”

Chu Qiao just raised her head quietly, looking at Meixiang. Meixiang suddenly felt that Chu Qiao’s eyes seemed to have died, turning into a pile of ashes without any vitality. She nervously grabbed Chu Qiao’s hand, gripping it tightly, anxiously saying, “Miss, you can’t be foolish about this. This is a lifelong matter. Although the Tang Emperor treated you well, he is gone now. You are just a woman. Why should you bear the entire Tang dynasty on your shoulders?”

Chu Qiao still didn’t speak. Meixiang grew so anxious that her forehead sweated, tears welling in her eyes, her voice trembling as she said, “Miss, you cannot disappoint the Fourth Young Master again. You cannot agree. Wake up, you cannot be foolish!”

A sudden gust of wind blew, raising the ash of the letters from the ground. A few pieces of letter paper that had not completely burned flipped over. Under the lamplight, a few clear, flying characters could vaguely be seen: “Wait for me…”

Wait for you…

Chu Qiao’s eyes grew blurry, but no tears fell. The lamplight crawled up from the hem of her skirt, covering her inch by inch with faint light. Her heart ached with pain, but she was too choked to speak.

“Miss!”

Meixiang suddenly burst into tears, falling to her knees with a thud. The child on Chu Qiao’s lap was startled awake, sitting up with sleepy eyes. Seeing Meixiang crying, he was somewhat frightened, staring blankly at Chu Qiao. He opened his small hands and softly called, “Aunt.”

The child’s voice shattered the silence in her heart. Chu Qiao stood up, about to check on the child, but Meixiang grabbed the hem of her dress. The woman looked up at her with tearful eyes, her voice so mournful as she cried, “Miss, why should the living live for the dead?”

Chu Qiao’s steps froze immediately. She turned back in a daze, looking at Meixiang’s red eyes, her pale hands unconsciously beginning to tremble.

“Miss, you cannot disappoint the Fourth Young Master again, you cannot.” Meixiang’s tears flowed freely as she said sorrowfully, “Have you forgotten that song? The moon shines on your soul, urging you to return home soon. Miss, must you lose something before you know regret? If you repay your debt to the Tang Emperor today, who knows if you’ll have a chance to make it up to the Fourth Young Master in the future? The dead are gone, should the living forever live in pain and sorrow?”

Meixiang knocked her head on the ground and cried loudly, “Miss, go with the Fourth Young Master, I beg you, go!”

“Bad person!”

Li Xiuyi suddenly jumped down from Chu Qiao’s lap and pounced on Meixiang, knocking her over. The small child, like a little beast, tried hard to pull Meixiang’s hair, hitting her while shouting, “Bad person! You’re a bad person! You want to take my aunt away, you want my aunt to leave! Bad person!”

Chu Qiao quickly took Li Xiuyi in her arms, but the child still struggled, his eyes full of hatred as he looked at Meixiang, like a wolf cub who had lost its mother wolf.

“Bad person! Rui has already lost his Imperial Father and Imperial Mother, and now you want to take away my aunt too, bad person!”

The child’s voice was like a knife, sharply piercing Chu Qiao’s heart. At that moment, it felt as if blood had congealed in her throat, almost bursting forth.

Li Qingrong had also awakened. The child stared with pitch-black eyes, quietly looking at the people in the room. Suddenly seeing his little brother crying, he too opened his mouth wide and began to wail.

The wet nurse quickly ran in from outside, not daring to say much, just picking up Prince Rong and taking him to the outer chamber to nurse.

The candles in the great hall crackled, the shadow of the phoenix tree by the window swayed, and the night was so quiet that she could hear nothing except the children’s crying.

“What Fourth Young Master?”

Li Xiuyi’s small face suddenly turned cold as ice, with a rare murderous aura. He pushed Chu Qiao away, ran to the bedside, and grabbed her treasured sword. With a swoosh, he drew the sword almost as tall as himself, calling out fiercely, “I’ll kill him for trying to take my aunt away from me!”

“Yi’er!”

Chu Qiao snatched the sword away and scolded angrily, “What are you doing?”

The child’s little mouth trembled, rolling tears falling from his eyes as he cried loudly, “Aunt doesn’t want me anymore, I know, you’re going to leave, you don’t want me anymore!”

Chu Qiao knelt on the ground dejectedly, holding the child tightly in her arms, her heart aching as if being slowly sliced, too choked to speak.

“Aunt, don’t go.”

The child put his small hands around her back, sobbing, “Yi’er will grow up quickly, I will protect aunt like Father Emperor did, aunt, please don’t go.”

At this moment, a beautiful little girl like white jade suddenly ran in from outside, wearing a fluffy little jacket, standing foolishly at the doorway. Her little face was white and chubby, her eyes as black as grapes soaked in water.

Seeing her, Li Xiuyi ran from Chu Qiao’s arms, rushed over in a few steps to take the little girl’s hand, and said sobbing, “Xiao Xiao, quickly kowtow to aunt, kowtow to aunt and she won’t leave.”

The little girl was Li Ce’s daughter, only four years old this year. Because the palace had been unstable recently, Chu Qiao had brought all three children to live in Mihe Residence. But Xiao Xiao was used to sleeping with her wet nurse, so she slept in the outer chamber not far away.

Xiao Xiao was stunned, perhaps not understanding her brother’s words, and remained standing still.

Li Xiuyi became angry immediately, shouting, “I told you to kneel and kowtow! Didn’t you hear me?”

Xiao Xiao burst into tears with a wail, falling to her knees with a thud. Her two little hands pressed against the ground as she kept knocking her head, crying and murmuring incoherently, “Xiao Xiao won’t misbehave anymore, Xiao Xiao won’t dare, aunt, wuu—”

Chu Qiao grabbed Li Xiuyi, who was also about to kneel and kowtow and held both him and Xiao Xiao in her arms. The bitterness in her heart was like a vast blue sea, boundless and overflowing.

“Aunt won’t leave, aunt won’t go anywhere.”

She said each word deliberately. The two children buried themselves in her embrace, crying from fear. Their voices echoed in the empty Jinwu Palace, merging with the dripping water clock, conveying their grief into the deep autumn.

Meixiang looked at the three figures, her heart sinking heavily. She sat there, turning her head slightly, pressing her lips tightly together. A clear tear slid from her eyes and fell into her mouth, so bitter, so astringent.

“It’s all fate.”

She helplessly forced a smile, like aged bitter root.

The next day, when Sun Di came, Chu Qiao had already finished washing up. She wore a deep red gold-embroidered solemn attire with long golden lily lapels hanging down her chest, looking magnificent and splendid.

Sun Di glanced at Chu Qiao, seemingly a bit stunned. After a while, a smile suddenly bloomed at the corner of his lips as he said quietly, “It seems the lady has made up her mind.”

The woman sat in the main seat of the hall. The morning sunlight shone on her, with a radiance that made people unable to stare directly. Even in such magnificent clothes, the sharpness in her brow and eyes didn’t diminish at all but rather made her appear more dignified. She looked steadily at Sun Di, her voice cold as she slowly said, “I hope I haven’t disappointed Sir Sun.”

Sun Di’s spirit immediately tensed, but he still calmly bowed his head, “The lady’s words are too kind.”

Chu Qiao didn’t say more, coldly waving her hand, “I presume you already have everything planned. How to arrange it all, I leave entirely to you.”

“Yes, this subject will not fail the trust placed in me.”

In an instant, the form of address had changed. Chu Qiao turned her head away, feeling that even a cold smile was too much effort.

Sun Di hesitated for a moment, then ventured to say, “Three days from now would be an auspicious date.”

“Three days?” Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows slightly, “Isn’t that too rushed?”

“It’s fine. I will urge the Ministry of Rites and the Ministry of Works to speed up preparations.”

“What about the imperial edict and proclamation?”

Sun Di smiled slightly, quite self-satisfied as he said, “Has the lady forgotten? The late Emperor’s edict for your Princess title hasn’t been filled with an honorific yet. With just slight modifications, it can be completed. The timing is also without error, as it was personally written by the late Emperor, making the court officials more convinced. With the lady’s current prestige, presumably, no one would dare to object.”

“Hmph, you’ve thought of everything.”

Chu Qiao said indifferently. Sun Di suddenly felt a chill down his spine and said solemnly, “Then I shall go prepare.”

“Mm.”

Chu Qiao nodded faintly, her expression somewhat weary. Sun Di hurriedly turned to leave. Just as he was about to cross the threshold, an extremely faint voice suddenly came, with the woman saying softly, “This is the last time.”

Sun Di’s footsteps immediately faltered. He turned back but saw that Chu Qiao had already entered the inner hall.

Was it an auditory hallucination?

He frowned tightly.

The autumn day was high and distant, the sky clear and blue. Sun Di suddenly laughed freely, raising his face to look at the sky. Vaguely, he seemed to see that man who was both sovereign and friend smiling at him.

“What I’m doing, you must be happy about too. Even if you put on that virgin-like sacred and inviolable righteous appearance, you’re probably blooming with joy inside.”

Sun Di took a deep breath and quietly closed his eyes.

Even if you hate me, it doesn’t matter. As long as the Li family’s bloodline is preserved, everything is worth it.

On the fifth day of the tenth month, the Jinwu Palace issued the late Emperor’s posthumous edict, bestowing the title of Imperial Noble Consort on General Xiuli Chu Qiao, giving her control of the Phoenix Seal of the palace, and promising the realm that if she were to give birth to an imperial son in the future, she would be made Empress of the Great Tang.

Because the date on the signature was three months ago, when Li Ce was still alive, Chu Qiao became the only woman to be immediately elevated to Imperial Noble Consort upon her first appointment. And everyone in the world knew what kind of marriage this was—this Beautiful Imperial Consort would never be able to conceive Li Ce’s child in her lifetime, so she would forever remain just an Imperial Noble Consort.

The conferment ceremony was scheduled for three days later. The entire Tang capital was hung with black banners, and the Ministry of Rites had hurriedly created the first black phoenix robe in the Great Tang’s thousand-year history. Officials from all regions hastily prepared gifts, and the postal routes were filled with galloping horses heading toward the capital.

Everyone was waiting for this ghost marriage three days later. The eyes of various countries were all focused on it. The world was once again shocked by this woman, because everyone knew that this was not just an Imperial Consort, but the true master of the Great Tang for the next ten years. This former slave from the Great Xia had finally climbed to the peak of power through legendary experiences.

When Yan Xun learned of this news, he was hosting guests in the palace. Fengzhi quietly approached him, leaned to his ear, and whispered a few words. His expression suddenly changed, his wine cup tilted, and half a cup of grape wine spilled onto his black robe.

The rugged guest smiled slightly, inquiring not without curiosity, “What’s wrong, Great King?”

Yan Xun smiled in realization, shaking his head, “An old horse that I had raised for many years just died. I’ve startled the honorable envoy, I’m truly sorry.”

“So it was just a horse.” The guest laughed heartily, “Yan Bei is vast and rich in resources. In the future, when the Great King conquers Great Xia, the whole world will be in the Great King’s hands, and you can have anything you want. But since the Great King loves good horses, I will immediately send people back to bring one thousand top war horses for the Great King, wishing the Great King a smooth journey east and a triumphant victory!”

Loud laughter immediately rang out from Shuofang Palace, echoing far across the Yan Bei plateau.

The world was so vast, and fate was truly like an arrow shot forward—once released, there was no turning back.

That night, Yan Xun took his attendants to Nada Palace on Sunset Mountain, a palace that looked like floating clouds, beautiful. He sat in the cloud-deep palace like the Jade Pool for a long time without coming out. The sun gradually set, the sunset a brilliantly fiery red, like the flame-red flowers on Huolei Plain.

As strong liquor slid down his throat, his vision gradually blurred. His gaze was no longer sharp, becoming somewhat hazy. With no one around, he could allow his thoughts to take a temporary break.

“Achu, marry me.”

“Mm…”

“I will always be good to you.”

“I will always believe in you.”

“Achu, once the eastern battle is over, let’s get married.”

…

“Achu, all storms have passed, and we are still together.”

Everyone will change, but we won’t change.

We… won’t change…

A low, brief chuckle came from Cloud Sea Palace. Fengzhi was slightly startled and turned his head, only to smell the lingering fragrance of wine. In the past, His Majesty never drank, but ever since—ever since that person left, wine had become a necessity here.

Thinking of that person, Fengzhi suddenly felt a soreness in his nose.

In the end, they were two heartbroken people, scattered across the world, living on the edge of a knife, neither finding true peace.

The wind in Yan Bei was gradually getting colder; winter was coming again.

At this moment, at the dock of Xianyang, a group of people had just landed. Several men with wind-beaten faces led a few horses and said in a deep voice, “News came from home that no one knows the young master is away. The Seventh Master instructed that the young master should focus on his affairs and return within ten days, without worry.”

The man in purple frowned slightly, his appearance handsome, his lips crimson, his eyes like deep pools, profound and shimmering.

He nimbly mounted a horse, his face slightly showing signs of travel.

“To Tang capital from here, taking the shortcut would only be a three-day journey, though there aren’t many large towns along the way, which might make for a bumpy ride.”

“Time is pressing, let’s take the shortcut.”

An attendant turned to the man in purple and said, “Young Master, shall we prepare a carriage? You haven’t had a good sleep for days.”

“No need,” the man shook his head and asked in a deep voice, “Any news from Tang capital?”

“After the lady defeated Zhan Ziyu, the court quieted down. Recently, there’s been some clamor about who should serve as regent, but it doesn’t concern the lady—it’s Bian Tang’s internal affairs.”

The man nodded and said, “Let’s go.”

Everyone followed him onto their horses. Hooves splashed, and in the blink of an eye, they disappeared on the ancient road of Xianyang. Soon, they passed through the western city gate and went along the remote postal road.

An hour later, the royal envoy entered Xianyang City, announcing the edict that Chu Qiao had been appointed as the Beautiful Imperial Noble Consort. The city guard of Xianyang knelt in homage, then hurried back to his residence to organize the wealthy households of Xianyang to prepare congratulatory gifts for the new mistress.

After a long separation, everything had changed completely.

Time flew like a shuttle; in the rush, ten years of tumultuous events were revealed. Vaguely, she was no longer the young girl with hanging locks, nor was he the stubborn youth of the past. Time had drawn countless boundaries between them: family hatred, national grudges, love, war, vicissitudes, wandering, life and death, parting. Eventually, friendship and debt also took their places, like the layers of embroidered silk, no matter how much one pulled, the endless threads could not be exhausted.

The long wind blew from the distant Yan Bei, swept across the vast territory of Great Xia, entered the deep autumn of Bian Tang, passed through the beautiful flowers of Huaisong, and toward the vast blue sea in the extreme east, submerged in the snow-white waves.

“The road hasn’t reached its end yet, there might still be other variables. Are you afraid?”

“I’m not afraid.”

“Remember, I’m waiting for you.”

The night was cold, the moonlight bright, covering the ancient road and forest.

That warm fragment of memory was ultimately washed away by endless bloody storms and flashing swords, leaving only the cold reality that clearly distinguished the expectations of the past from the current situation.

Hooves rolled continuously day and night. The long-missed ancient city of Tang was now in sight.

Chapter 178: A Gamble for the Empire
News that General Chu Qiao would be conferred the title of Consort spread throughout the entire Bian Tang territory overnight. Shen Nan, Dian West, Yue Lin, Yun Mo, and other regions collectively opposed it. The southern territories erupted in thunderous opposition, with the Prince of Jing’an, the Prince of Duanqing, and the Grand Duke of Huayang raising troops in succession.

These royal relatives who had remained steadfast during the Luo Prince’s rebellion and kept a low profile when the Zhan siblings usurped power, instantly flew into a rage. Under the banner of “cleansing the court” and “eliminating the evil woman,” they led an army of 180,000 from the southern territories, marching toward the capital. Along the way, every prefecture and county opened their gates to welcome them, with no one daring to stand in their way.

Sun Di had long anticipated this and had previously mobilized 200,000 eastern troops, led by Xu Su, to block them at the Hanshui River. Ten thousand Wolf Army soldiers defended the imperial capital, with all courier routes and checkpoints strictly guarded. The imperial capital was like an iron bucket, gleaming with weapons, quietly awaiting the southern tiger troops.

Everything was ready, waiting only for the consort conferment ceremony three days later.

The autumn wind was harsh. Due to preparations for the ceremony at Fengyou Terrace, the entire Tang capital had been under curfew since two days prior. At this moment, the long streets were deserted, empty. The autumn wind swept fallen leaves across the phoenix trees draped in black cloth, like a group of yellow butterflies fluttering around the night.

In Sun Di’s Minister of Works mansion, a man dressed as a palace eunuch knelt on the ground, speaking in the characteristic high-pitched voice of eunuchs: “Lady Chu argued with Miss Meixiang last night, disturbing His Young Majesty and Princess Xiao. Afterward, this servant personally heard the Lady promise His Young Majesty that she would not leave Great Tang.”

Sun Di raised his eyebrows slightly and asked, “Did you hear clearly?”

“Very clearly. Miss Meixiang was crying loudly, His Young Majesty even drew his sword, and Lady Chu burned the letter from the Sima of Great Xia.”

“What time did Meixiang leave this morning?”

“Before dawn. That young man called Duoji sent her off. Lady Chu said… said she returned to the Academy City.”

Sun Di nodded and after a long while finally said in a deep voice, “It’s good that she left. Staying here would only cause trouble.”

The man stood up, his gaze cold, and placed two gold bars on the table: “Go back and perform your duties well. I won’t treat you unfairly.”

“Thank you, Lord Sun!”

After the eunuch withdrew, Sun Di summoned a trusted aide. After contemplating for a while, he slowly said, “Leave the city immediately and find Lady Chu’s personal maid Meixiang. If she is returning to Academy City, escort her back. If she goes elsewhere, you know what to do.”

The man replied in a low voice, “I obey your command.”

With that, he left the room. Soon after, the neigh of a horse sounded from outside, then disappeared down the long street.

Sun Di pushed open the window to see a crescent moon, like a woman’s delicate eyebrow.

“Hopefully… everything goes smoothly.”

Two days passed calmly. Both civil and military officials at court remained silent. Apart from initial fierce opposition from several scholars of the Hanlin Academy and more than twenty censors from the Censorate, the rest were completely silent. Some submitted to Sun Di’s official authority, while others feared Chu Qiao, who now held military power. Those stubborn old ministers, Sun Di had originally planned to arrest them himself, but the Xiu Li Army beat him to it, imprisoning those people.

When Sun Di learned of this, he was slightly worried. Although these people were stubborn, they were ministers truly loyal to the Great Tang. The Xiu Li Army revered Chu Qiao like a deity, and there was no telling what punishment these people might suffer.

He had privately gone to the palace, hoping to persuade the future Regent Consort, but was turned away. He knew that Chu Qiao might have learned of some of his previous actions, so he dared not be too aggressive, only secretly asking officials from the Ministry of Justice to take care of those old ministers.

Tonight was destined to be a sleepless night because tomorrow would be Chu Qiao’s consort conferment ceremony, the first posthumous royal marriage in Great Tang’s history. The Ministry of Rites worked through the night, still striving to perfect the construction of Fengyou Terrace. Meanwhile, other officials sat at home with their thoughts. No one knew what direction the Great Tang would take after tomorrow, where this woman with close ties to various foreign powers would lead the Great Tang, whether she was a loyal minister or a thief stealing the country, whether she would maintain the existing social system or establish a new Great Unity regime as she did in Yan Bei.

After tomorrow, would Great Tang still bear the Li surname?

Countless people pondered this question that night.

The Xiu Li Army camp was quiet. The soldiers showed no doubt or wavering despite the various voices from outside. The clear moonlight shone upon the vast military camp, with the usually busy training grounds now silent.

The curtain of General He Xiao’s tent moved slightly, and a figure wearing a black cloak with the hood completely covering the head entered.

He Xiao was drinking at his desk, wearing ordinary brown clothes, his hair loose, his collar slightly open, revealing half of his bronze-colored skin, displaying a rare casualness and ruggedness. Seeing the visitor, he frowned slightly but didn’t speak.

The visitor pulled off the hood, revealing a beautiful face, smiled slightly, and said, “Drinking in the military camp late at night? I remember that violates military law.”

Seeing her, He Xiao still didn’t speak, only lowering his head to continue drinking.

Chu Qiao approached and sat cross-legged opposite him, looking up slightly and saying, “Won’t you offer me a drink?”

With a clang, He Xiao casually tossed over a wine bowl without pouring it for her. Chu Qiao wasn’t offended and calmly poured herself a bowl, drinking it down. She felt the burning sensation in her throat, like a pool of hot coals.

She frowned slightly and said, “Strong wine.”

Seeing He Xiao still not speaking, she became slightly more serious and said, “If I hadn’t come to see you, would you never have come to see me again?”

He Xiao raised his eyebrows slightly, his gaze circling her face before suddenly saying in a low voice, “I wonder how you can still smile now?”

“Why not? Compared to when we were defending North Shuo, isn’t the current situation much better?”

He Xiao stared at her steadily, suddenly sneering and turning his head away, saying, “Yes, much better. Great power in hand, elevated to a high position, indeed much better.”

Chu Qiao leaned forward slightly, her eyes like dark stars, coldly saying, “He Xiao, do you think of me this way too?”

Although he knew the truth in his heart, that fire could not be extinguished. He Xiao met her gaze directly, his expression very cold, carrying some anger, yet also some heartache for her stubbornness.

Chu Qiao half-knelt leaned across the small table and whispered something in his ear.

He Xiao initially didn’t pay much attention, but in an instant, his expression changed dramatically. He suddenly raised his head, looking at this audacious woman in shock.

“He Xiao,” Chu Qiao smiled faintly at him, her voice unprecedentedly solemn and calm.

“Will you help me?”

The young general was silent for a long time, finally revealing a smile. He extended his hand, and just like many times over the years, they clapped hands together, then tightly formed a fist.

The night was cold. On a desolate road outside the Tang capital, a group of riders was galloping quickly. Suddenly, a lone rider appeared ahead, racing toward them.

The purple-robed man in front immediately reined in his horse. The approaching horse came at full speed; its rider had been galloping wildly, but upon seeing him, suddenly changed expression—surprise, joy, disbelief all flashed across his face. Finally, with a thud, he jumped from the horse, knelt on the ground, and cried out, “Fourth Young Master!”

…

This night was destined to be unsuitable for sleep. Countless schemes and gambits pushed and pulled in the darkness, quietly awaiting tomorrow’s grand ceremony.

The night was so long.

The rooster crowed at dawn, and a red sun rose high in the sky, illuminating the world.

In the Grand Hall of the Imperial Academy, the white-haired Prince of Runan read the late emperor’s edict with a trembling voice, then knelt shakily on the jade steps of the great hall.

Chu Qiao wore golden pomegranate nine-colored cloud brocade auspicious robes with sea patterns and flying phoenixes, her head adorned with eighteen pure gold and jade hairpins, and a gold chapter purple ribbon jade belt around her waist. Because it was a posthumous marriage, the auspicious robes were predominantly black, with the nine colors being dark blue, dark purple, dark green, iron red, raven gold, sandalwood gray, deep blue, cold orange, and silver as embroidery threads. The robe was embroidered with ink-colored phoenixes and covered with small golden cloud sea patterns. The ornaments were mainly ink stones, sapphires, moonstones, and Hetian jade. She looked dignified and ancient, with a sense of heaviness and oppression that made people afraid to look directly at her.

The phoenix carriage departed from the Grand Hall of the Imperial Academy, passing through the Zhangyu Square, Bishou Terrace, Rose Main Road, Anhua Gate, Qionghua Gate, Taiqing Gate, Tai’an Gate, out of the Jinwu Palace, into the Qingyun Road of the inner city noble district, then onto Tianqi Street surrounding Tang capital, heading toward Fengyou Terrace in front of the Imperial Ancestral Temple.

Along the way, commoners knelt on the ground, shouting “Long live!” when they saw the carriage, their foreheads buried deep in the earth, dust rising like a gray-yellow storm.

Autumn leaves fell silently. Black cloth wrapped the entire Tang capital. The sky was high and blue, the sun pale and distant. Everything seemed like a rich ink landscape painting. The prosperous world appeared like dusty soil, layer upon layer covering the past bloodshed.

The carriage stopped. Fengyou Terrace was built with three hundred and sixty-six white jade steps, nearly a hundred zhang high. Standing atop it, one could overlook the entire Tang capital, even the majestic Jinwu Palace seemed to be under one’s feet.

“We hereby inform you, Lady Chu, born of a distinguished family, blessed with virtue, knowledgeable and reasonable, respectful and modest. Possessing virtue and modesty, knowing ancient and modern ways and favoring goodness, gentle and kind, advancing with principles. We especially issue this edict, conferring the honorable title of Imperial Noble Consort, assisting in governance and serving as regent, with eternal blessings.”

The solemn voice echoed under the blue sky. A pure gold phoenix crown rested squarely on the platform of the ancestral temple ahead. The phoenix seal, vermilion brush, and jade seal were all placed upon it—these were the gold and jade symbols of power that people looked up to. If she stepped forward and grasped them, no one in the world could easily harm her again.

She stood atop the high Fengyou Terrace, below were countless kneeling figures. Among those gazing upward were jealousy, hatred, fear, terror, hesitation, confusion, and a hint of eager expectation, but there was nothing that made her feel warm.

The jade steps beneath her feet were so cold, and the sunlight from the sky was also icy.

The Minister of Rites knelt before her, holding the golden seal and ribbon in his hands. The seventy-year-old minister lowered his head, his aged knees trembling slightly.

A strong wind blew past, eagles flew across the sky in flocks. She raised her head and saw Tang capital’s magnificent gate, the vermilion iron walls, and the towering gate towers. The ancient city that had weathered thousands of years of storms seemed to be watching her, waiting for this historic moment.

She only needed to accept it. Once accepted, a quarter of the world would be in her hands.

At that moment, she suddenly saw those eyes again, cold yet burning. His handwriting was elegant but carried a sharp radiance, flying across the page: “You must wait for me!”

You must! Wait for me!

Suddenly, the conferment music sounded together, like thousands of rhinoceroses bellowing simultaneously.

Outside the northern gate of the Tang capital, a lone warhorse stood at the bridge. Withered yellow autumn grass swayed in the wind. The rising sun cast thousands of golden rays upon the wilderness.

He wore purple robes, his hair bound with green jade, his features elegant, his eyes like deep lakes, without a hint of waves or ripples.

A breeze blew by, gently rustling the small bells hanging around his neck, making a soft, melodious sound.

“Remember, I’m waiting for you.”

I’m waiting for you… I’m waiting for you…

The sun broke through the clouds, thousands of rays of light suddenly arrived, everything renewed, a splendid scene!

“Boom!”

A sudden thunderous sound came from the southern gate, even shaking the ancestral temple.

A vast expanse of yellowish dust surged from the southern horizon, almost covering the rising sun. The warning bells rang throughout the royal army. Messenger horses galloped to the ancestral temple platform, the soldier on horseback shouting in panic: “The Prince of Jing’an’s army is at the city gates! General Xu Su has defected to the enemy! The Prince of Jing’an’s army is at the city gates! General Xu Su has defected to the enemy!”

In an instant, the entire city was in panic, everyone’s face ashen. Sun Di stood below the platform, his face suddenly turning pale.

The Minister of Rites fell to the ground with a thud, the phoenix seal in his hand dropping onto the white marble steps, emitting a dazzling golden glow.

Chu Qiao walked down step by step, standing before Sun Di. Sun Di looked up, staring at her, his gaze like a deep cold pond, carrying an indescribable coldness, yet also an inexplicable fear.

“Lord Sun,” Chu Qiao took out a letter, densely written with the names of court officials.

“This is a list of capital officials who have secretly communicated with the Prince of Jing’an and other rebels during this period. Please deal with it immediately.”

As soon as Chu Qiao finished speaking, several officials in the crowd turned ashen. Sun Di accepted the list in a daze, looking at her puzzledly, as if only now did he truly see the woman before him.

“I am about to lead troops to meet the Prince of Jing’an in battle. The safety of the city and the Emperor is entrusted to you.”

“The capital garrison has only 150,000 troops, but the enemy’s numbers…”

Chu Qiao interrupted him: “We still have General Xu.”

“Didn’t General Xu…”

“This isn’t the first time General Xu has done such a thing.”

Sun Di was stunned. He watched in astonishment as Chu Qiao tore off her magnificent ceremonial robes, revealing a silver-white armor underneath. She removed all the jewels from her head, wrapping her hair with a green cloth, then mounted a warhorse brought by He Xiao, leaving with the Xiu Li Army soldiers.

The 150,000 garrison troops inside and outside the imperial city were already in battle formation. The young woman in military attire no longer bore that quiet coldness, but instead radiated a brilliant light like a phoenix reborn from fire. She held her sword, standing proudly beneath the city gates, coldly commanding: “Open the gates!”

In that instant, it was as if the first ray of light at the creation of the world, so beautiful it made one want to cry.

Sun Di watched as the magnificent city gate slowly opened. Thousands of hooves raised countless clouds of yellow dust, thundering toward the battlefield ten miles away.

Heaven and earth formed the furnace, all things were the fuel, chaotic times forged great leaders, and she was the sharp sword everyone coveted.

The cold wind continuously whistled past her ears, and she once again recalled what Li Ce had said in her ear before his death:

“After my death, the court will certainly be in chaos. The Zhan siblings are only paper tigers; the royal relatives are the real wolves. Sun Di is extreme, if there’s unusual movement, don’t listen to him. Take the ring I gave you to Hanshui, and Xu Su will obey your command when he sees it. Tie You’s Wolf Army will also follow your orders.”

“Qiaoqiao, you’ve been bound by too many constraints in your life. If my death restrains your steps once more, I cannot rest peacefully in the underworld.”

“You must not disappoint me.”

With stinging eyes, Chu Qiao pressed her lips tight and struck her horse’s flank. Looking at the battlefield, the two armies had already engaged. Xu Su led from the front, his armor making him appear like a war god of a prosperous age, wielding a large blade, with a great banner behind him: “Kill the rebels, execute the traitors.”

“Kill!”

The Wolf Army let out a deafening war cry. The first upheaval since Emperor Yongjun’s ascension to the throne had finally fully erupted.

“On the eighth day of the tenth month in the first year of Yongjun, the Princess cleverly took the position, luring the Prince of Jing’an, the Prince of Duanqing, the Grand Duke of Huayang, and others to raise troops, sending 180,000 soldiers to Hanshui Pass. Forces gathered along the way, with Shen Nan Jinjí Camp Deputy General Fang Huaihai, Dian West Army General Tian Rujia, Xizhao Deputy Commander Liu Mubai, Huai City Lieutenant General Zhu Jiong, and Hanshui General Xu Su successively joining their ranks. Their forces expanded to over 400,000, advancing unstoppably toward the capital. Upon hearing the news, the Princess removed her ceremonial robes, donned armor, opened the Nanchang Gate, and led troops to meet the enemy.

When Fang Huaihai, Tian Rujia, Liu Mubai, Zhu Jiong, Xu Su and others saw the Princess’s banner, they immediately raised their ‘Execute the Traitors’ banner and turned against the rebels. The Princess drew her bow and wielded her sword, leading the army in fierce battle, slaying over 30,000 enemies, with the rest surrendering. The Prince of Jing’an, Zhou Yun, died under General Xu’s sword at the age of fifty-seven.

Two days later, the Princess hung the phoenix seal on the palace gate, kneeling before the Imperial Ancestral Temple, requesting the late Emperor to withdraw his edict, claiming she dared not wield power as a woman. The next day, Emperor Yongjun arrived, moved by the Princess’s loyalty to the Li Tang dynasty, and granted her request, removing the title of Imperial Noble Consort, instead bestowing upon her the hereditary first-rank princedom, with jade tablets, golden treasures, and first-rank robes, giving her the title of Princess Xiuli.”

— From “Tang Book, Biography of Princess Xiuli, Volume 127”

Before the palace gates, Chu Qiao stood quietly in a white cloak, beneath the shadow of the gate. Twilight approached, birds flying in the dusk. She was bathed in a faint red glow, appearing calm and peaceful, without any of the sharpness and edge she displayed on the battlefield.

Sun Di’s carriage had just left the palace when he spotted Chu Qiao and stopped. He slowly descended from the carriage and found himself at a loss for words. After contemplating how to address her for a long time, seeing her calm smile, he finally bowed his head and said, “Lady Chu.”

“The Xiuli Army has all settled down in Bian Tang, establishing homes and raising families. They are no longer my private army. I’ve entrusted them to you, Lord Sun, and I am no longer the commander of the Xiuli Army. The title of ‘Lady’ should no longer be used.”

Chu Qiao spoke gently, her voice mild, but Sun Di, having witnessed her capabilities, no longer dared to treat her with the disrespect he once had. He nodded and said, “You are right.”

Chu Qiao said with a faint smile, “Those officials who openly opposed my conferment should be released now. His Majesty ascended the throne at a young age, and this was a good opportunity to win people’s hearts. I will not issue this decree on behalf of His Majesty. After I leave, Lord Sun, do not forget those loyal ministers in the Ministry of Justice prison.”

Sun Di replied, “I will remember Your Ladyship’s teachings.”

“Lord Sun, what I just said was as Princess Xiuli of Great Tang. Now, I, Chu Qiao, have a few more words for you.”

Sun Di was stunned, slowly raising his head. He saw the young woman’s beautiful face showing traces of indescribable radiance. He nodded involuntarily: “Please speak.”

“You know that the path of emperors can never accommodate womanly compassion. Whether I am Great Tang’s Consort or Great Tang’s Princess, it won’t affect the political inclinations of Yan Bei and Great Xia. Once the time is ripe, war will be inevitable, and the process of unification won’t be stopped by anyone’s relationships. Although all rebel forces within Bian Tang have been eliminated, you must not be careless. The war between Great Xia and Yan Bei is inevitable. No one can predict the future direction of the world; we can only do our best to turn the tide, protect Li Ce’s child and bloodline, and the millennial foundation of Great Tang.”

Sun Di looked at Chu Qiao, his brow slightly furrowed with guilt, and asked in a deep voice, “Lady Chu, after I schemed against you so, why do you still entrust the regency to me?”

Chu Qiao smiled slightly and calmly said, “There are three reasons: First, Tie You commands the Wolf Army and the capital garrison, and General Xu Su commands the troops outside the capital. They are both unwaveringly loyal ministers. You are merely a civil official; although you have regency power, you cannot command troops, nor are you a royal relative. If you wanted to rebel, you lack both legitimate claim and military power, so you could not succeed.”

The sunset shone on Chu Qiao’s face like a layer of red silk and golden sand. She continued, “Second, the Tang capital has just experienced several major battles, and the people need to recover. With the Prince of Luo and the Prince of Jing’an both fallen, the royal family’s prestige is high. You don’t have the people’s support and cannot incite a civilian uprising. You lack both the opportunity and public opinion for usurpation.”

“As for the third,” Chu Qiao smiled slightly, her eyes as cunning as a fox, brilliant with light, and said with a smile, “I trust you.”

Sun Di’s heart stopped abruptly. He looked at Chu Qiao, seeming not to believe his ears.

“I trust you, and Li Ce trusted you too. Although you act in isolation and are extreme, you are the most loyal minister to Great Tang and the Li family. Li Ce said before his death that you were the first choice for regent, and I deeply agree.”

She took out two letters from her bosom and handed them to Sun Di, saying, “These are personal letters from the Seventh Prince of Great Xia, Zhao Che, and the Prince of Qinghai, Zhuge Yue, expressing their willingness to ally with Great Tang. Your political position will receive absolute support from both powers. You need not worry about domestic public opinion threatening you. I will also fully support you. I believe you will be able to raise the Emperor well until he comes of age.”

Sun Di’s fingers trembled slightly as he slowly took the two letters, feeling them as heavy as mountains. He suddenly knelt before Chu Qiao and said in a deep voice, “Rest assured, I, Sun Di, will swear loyalty to the Li Tang dynasty until death. If Great Tang suffers any mishap, I am willing to die in atonement.”

“Lord Sun, please don’t do this.”

Chu Qiao helped him up, looking at him sincerely, and said quietly, “You are Li Ce’s friend, so you are my friend. He trusted you, so I trust you.”

The sunset was like blood, the wilderness like iron. Sun Di stood on the towering city wall, watching Chu Qiao leave the city escorted by He Xiao, Ping’an, and others. A long shadow stretched across the golden wilderness. The graceful young woman rode her horse with whip raised, like an eagle breaking free from its cage, her white cloak fluttering like a pair of giant wings.

She was an eagle, and no one could cut off her wings. Except for herself, no one could force her to stay.

At this moment, Sun Di suddenly understood his friend’s years of stubbornness. With such a person in the world, the heavens and earth were indeed more colorful.

He raised his head, took a deep breath, and seemed to see his friend’s playful smile again, leaning close to his ear with a mischievous grin, snickering as he said, “Guess if Minister Hu’s third daughter’s skin is as white as her face?”

The autumn wind rustled, all things withering. It was a harsh season, but also a season of harvest.

At the bridge, Zhuge Yue sat high on his horse, dressed in brocade robes.

Fang Chu said in a deep voice, “Master, Miss Chu is coming.”

As soon as he finished speaking, a group of riders suddenly appeared on the horizon. Leading them was a young woman in a white cloak, smiling, riding toward them against the wind.

“Miss!”

Meixiang, who had been sitting on a rock, immediately jumped up with joy upon seeing Chu Qiao. Duoji also happily stepped forward. Chu Qiao and her group arrived in an instant. She jumped off her horse and embraced Meixiang, who cried while saying, “Miss, I thought you were deceiving me. I thought you weren’t coming.”

Jingping, Ping’an, and others also happily ran to Duoji, inquiring about recent experiences. Ping’an vividly described the great battle that day with pride. He Xiao had no family and was unwilling to stay in Bian Tang, so he also came with Chu Qiao. Although he and Yue Qi had never met, they had long heard of each other’s names, so they became familiar in no time.

Only Zhuge Yue stood in place with an ashen face, coldly watching Chu Qiao reunite warmly with Meixiang, nearly grinding his teeth to pieces.

Finally, that inhuman gaze shattered someone’s reunion, and she smiled as she walked forward. As soon as Zhuge Yue moved, she immediately raised both hands obediently, shouting, “I surrender! Last time! I promise!”

Zhuge Yue reached out to give her a lesson, but after gesturing for a while, he didn’t know where to strike. Seeing her drawing in her neck and closing her eyes, he awkwardly asked angrily, “Why don’t you fight back?”

Chu Qiao opened her eyes, pouting, looking quite pitiful: “I’m admitting my mistake.”

“So you know you were wrong?” Zhuge Yue looked at her sideways, ignoring the onlooking subordinates, and quite inhumanely pinched Chu Qiao’s already thin cheek, saying in a deep voice, “Daring not to reply to my letters, getting too full of yourself, aren’t you?”

“I had no time!” Chu Qiao defended herself with a bitter face.

“No time to reply but time to burn my letters?”

Chu Qiao tilted her head up and continued to defend herself: “If I didn’t appear deeply conflicted, Sun Di wouldn’t have believed it. If he didn’t believe it, the Prince of Jing’an and the others would have believed it even less.”

“So you deceived Meixiang too?” Zhuge Yue glared at her, continuing to question sharply: “Are you sure that wasn’t what you were thinking? Are you sure you didn’t have a change of heart at the last moment?”

“How could that be?”

Chu Qiao cried out indignantly: “Am I a person with such unstable convictions?”

After speaking, she turned to look around, only to find that her subordinates had all betrayed her like sycophants, nodding hastily, meaning: Don’t doubt it, you are!

Chu Qiao looked at them with disdain, quickly turned her head, and appealed to her future provider of food tickets, car tickets, housing tickets, money tickets, and all other tickets: “Don’t believe them, my revolutionary will be the most resolute in the army back then.”

Zhuge Yue looked at her with contempt, his eyes flashing proudly, saying, “You’re sensible. Otherwise, I would have brought troops to raid Li Ce’s nest. Let’s see whose consort you would become then.”

Just keep boasting.

Chu Qiao said quietly in her heart, but on the surface, she still wisely said, “Of course, how could I? I keep my word, never going back on it.”

Zhuge Yue raised his head very arrogantly, his male pride greatly satisfied.

“Waaaah!”

A child’s loud cry suddenly came from a carriage that had arrived with Chu Qiao. Zhuge Yue and others were startled. Chu Qiao quickly ran over and lifted the carriage curtain. Two wet nurses were holding a four or five-month-old infant. The child had just woken up and was engaged in his daily required course: crying.

Chu Qiao quickly took the child in her arms and skillfully began to comfort him.

“What is this?”

Zhuge Yue asked coldly, his face gloomy.

Chu Qiao looked at him with surprise and answered honestly: “A child.”

“I know,” Zhuge Yue’s temper grew increasingly unpleasant, and he asked angrily, “Whose child is this?”

Chu Qiao realized she hadn’t explained to everyone yet and said, “This is Li Ce’s third son, named Li Qingrong, though we might need to change his name later. His mother is Zhan Ziming. Before Li Ce passed away, he entrusted him to me, fearing the child might suffer persecution in the palace in the future, so he asked me to take him out of the palace.”

“Li Ce’s son?”

Zhuge Yue frowned and stepped forward to look. The child had red lips and white teeth, with pitch-black eyes, pouting very pitifully while playing with the tassel on Chu Qiao’s cloak, his small eyes wandering around. He did indeed resemble his late father.

A sense of desolation grew in his heart. Just as he was about to speak, the child suddenly saw him. His pitch-black eyes turned once, and he immediately opened his mouth and cried loudly, kicking his limbs, clearly displeased to the extreme.

“What’s wrong? Why are you crying?”

Chu Qiao asked, puzzled. Meixiang also ran forward and asked the wet nurse, “Is the child hungry?”

The wet nurse shook her head, saying he had eaten not long ago. Meixiang checked the child’s swaddling clothes and didn’t find them wet. Suddenly, Chu Qiao had an inspiration and turned to Zhuge Yue, saying, “The child may dislike you.”

Zhuge Yue’s face turned ashen with anger: “Why would he dislike me?”

“Try stepping away, maybe that’s it.”

Someone truly couldn’t accept this. He frowned with his sword-like eyebrows and said, “Why? I didn’t hit him?”

“Some people just have a very poor rapport with others; perhaps you’re like that.”

“Yes, brother-in-law, just step away. Perhaps Rong’er is afraid of you,” Jingqing added oil to the fire.

“Why?” Yue Qi protested very softly and weakly, most loyally supporting his master: “Actually, young master looks quite approachable and kind…”

Unfortunately, his voice lacked conviction and grew quieter as he spoke.

Finally, under everyone’s exclusion, Zhuge Yue walked far away, and Li Qingrong indeed suddenly stopped crying. Although he had cried too violently and still had some lingering sobs, faint smile lines had already appeared.

Soon, the group suddenly burst into laughter. It turned out the little one had bumped his head on Yue Qi’s sword hilt while playing and was now vengefully biting Yue Qi’s shoulder with all his might.

Zhuge Yue sat on a large rock in the distance, watching the crowd from afar, inwardly grumbling: Little brat, just like your father.

Chu Qiao ran over at some point, sitting close beside him.

Yue Qi and a group of people whose footsteps could make the world tremble were still bustling about for an infant. Soon, Meixiang was heard pointing at the usually wooden Fang Chu, saying, “Oh my, the child has soiled himself. Hold him for now. When I tell you to hold him, just hold him!”

Chu Qiao held Zhuge Yue’s arm, resting her face on his shoulder, leaning her head against him, and sighed, “It’s finally over.”

“Are you tired?”

“Not too bad.” Chu Qiao closed her eyes, the golden-red light spilling onto her face, giving her a brilliant glow: “I was just afraid you’d worry, constantly pushing myself to hurry, to be even faster.”

Zhuge Yue was still resentful and continued to ask, “Why didn’t you read my letters?”

“I didn’t know if I could succeed,” she raised her head slightly, smiling at Zhuge Yue, “I didn’t have confidence then. I was afraid I would fail, would die, afraid that if I read your letters, I wouldn’t have the courage to continue persevering.”

Chu Qiao’s smile was like flowers. She seemed to rarely smile like this in her life, without any worries, without any burdens. She smiled and said, “You are my weakness, you make me unwilling to be strong.”

Zhuge Yue looked at her, his expression gradually softening. He reached out and embraced her waist, his voice deep, saying softly, “By my side, you don’t need to be strong.”

After speaking, he lowered his head and kissed her lips.

“Oh my! How embarrassing!”

Jingqing’s shrill cry suddenly rang out.

The world was so vast. In the deep autumn season, a bright yellow tapestry.

The wind blew from the distance, passing through the bells, and a small voice murmured: Remember, I’m waiting for you.

I’m waiting for you, I’m waiting for you, I will always be waiting for you…

“Zhuge Yue, why didn’t you come into the city? The outfit I wore as a consort was extremely beautiful!”

“Wait, I’ll give you something even more beautiful in the future.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

“Hooray!”

…

Chapter 179: Sincere Honesty
Chu Qiao had never seen Zhuge Yue sleep like this before. From the moment they boarded the ship at Cangzhou, he had lain down and not opened his eyes for a day and a night. He didn’t even know when Chu Qiao entered the room. Yue Qi said that since departing from Zhenhuang, he hadn’t had a good night’s sleep. After changing to the land route from Xianyang, he hadn’t even closed his eyes. Now he must be extremely exhausted.

Zhuge Yue’s health wasn’t very good. During these days of travel, she had seen him privately taking some black medicinal pills. She had privately asked Yue Qi about it, but he was evasive. Duo Ji knew something about medicine and later told Chu Qiao that Zhuge Yue was likely overworked, deficient in heart blood, and suffering from exposure to cold.

Overworked, suffering from exposure to cold—

Chu Qiao rested her chin on her hand as she sat in the chair. The boat sailed steadily, and the weather was good with no wind or waves. The windows were tightly closed, but through the window paper, she could still see the green mountains and waters that they were passing by.

She remembered that time when she was forced to flee to Bian Tang because of Zhao Chun’er. She and Liang Shudai were bought as slaves by the Zhan family. She had been injured then, and Liang Shudai happily ran out to get food for her. She lay alone in the narrow cabin, looking out at the scenery through the only window. One day it rained heavily, and in her sleep, she heard the neigh of Liuxing. She rushed out in a panic, but the big ship carried her further and further away until she could no longer see the spring shores of Jiangnan entwined with fine rain.

At that time, the Zhan siblings, Zhan Ziyu and Zhan Ziming, were still unknown and destitute. Li Ce was still alive, being the carefree Crown Prince of Tang. Master Wu, Miss Yu, and others were still striving for their ideals. Yan Xun was still her childhood friend and lover, and she was full of confidence about the future, deeply believing that with her strength and the help of like-minded friends, she could contribute to this world full of wounds.

Unfortunately, time is ultimately the most merciless weapon that kills people in this world. Li Ce was gone, Master Wu was killed, Miss Yu died in her arms, and Zhan Ziyu’s ambition killed all his relatives. Those like-minded friends she thought she had weren’t as loyal as she had imagined. Before power and imperial ambitions, many people gradually left her, and even Yan Xun grew more and more distant from her, ultimately becoming strangers.

The kingdom fell, the great cause was abandoned, and ideals turned to ash with the wind, like autumn reeds shaking their barren yellow leaves, mocking past oaths.

Yes, who could remain unchanged? Even the person she was today, was she still the same as before?

She turned her head slightly. Zhuge Yue was still sleeping quietly. He was truly an awkward and stubborn person. Even in sleep, his brows were furrowed. His usually sharp eyes were covered by his eyelids, highlighting his distinct features even more—high nose bridge, thin lips, and clear contours.

They say people with such features are usually cold and indifferent, but he alone was so persistent, so obsessive, stubborn to the point of making one’s heartache.

Zhuge Yue had asked her before if she had such thoughts from the beginning, or if she had a change of heart at the end. Even now, she found it hard to answer this question. The human heart is a very complex thing. When facing something, you might have dozens or hundreds of thoughts, perhaps planning one thing one moment and changing your mind the next.

She thought that she had changed too. If it were the former Chu Qiao, she would probably have stayed in the Tang capital. Even if she couldn’t truly marry Li Ce, she would have remained in the Tang Palace as a guest official to protect Li Ce’s child until adulthood.

However, after experiencing so much, she finally had her desires, things she couldn’t let go of.

The court of Bian Tang was turbulent. The dark undercurrents of a thousand-year-old dynasty were not the sharp edges visible on the surface of Da Xia and Yan Bei, but waves of invisible cold arrows wrapped in layers of intricate plots and warm fragrant winds that could kill invisibly without warning.

Later, she learned indirectly from the old director of the Bian Tang Imperial Medical Institute that the death of Li Ce’s father was also due to Li Ce’s mother.

For many years, she had been trying to kill the Tang Emperor—poison, assassination, every possible means—and several times she nearly succeeded. Yet the old emperor always protected her and never publicized the matter. He had also been angry and resentful, using the Prince of Luo as leverage, holding her family hostage, lavishing favors on other consorts, confining her, and even sending her to the Cold Palace three times. However, he ultimately couldn’t overcome his own heart. In his later years, he dismissed all the palace consorts, keeping only her, caring for her greatly. She also seemed moved by him and gave him a few years of happy and gratifying days.

But in the end, he still died by her hand because he accidentally tasted a mouthful of medicine while feeding it to her and died from poisoning.

Only then did he realize that she had long harbored the intention to die. For years, she had poison in every meal she ate, taking antidotes beforehand, using various strange poisons to break her body apart, just waiting for him to make one mistake and go to the netherworld.

The Tang Emperor ultimately died, dying at the hands of the woman he loved most in his life. Although he guarded against her his entire life, in the end, he was no match for her perseverance and patience. Yet he still couldn’t bear to kill her, only leaving an edict forcing her to leave the palace to worship Buddha, never to set foot in the palace gates again. Outsiders only knew that the emperor and empress had a deep conjugal love, not knowing that the emperor just wanted to protect his only son before his death.

However, such palace secrets were discovered by Zhan Ziyu through Imperial Consort Zhan. After Zhan Ziming failed to assassinate Li Ce, he secretly brought the Empress Dowager out of the temple and sneaked her into the palace. Using this woman whom no one would guard against, he killed Li Ce and also killed the great opportunity for the revival of the Li Tang dynasty.

Empress Dowager Yao committed suicide after hearing of Li Ce’s death. Chu Qiao didn’t know what her feelings were at that time—joy and relief at having avenged a great grudge, or desolation and helplessness at having committed a great wrong? This was a stubborn and extreme woman who had been obsessed with that blood debt for her entire life, killing with her own hands the two men in this world who loved her most. In the last moment of her life, would she laugh with relief?

Perhaps not, after all, while avenging her husband and son, she also killed another husband and son, sacrificing a woman’s entire life from youth to old age for a grudge.

After her death, Empress Yao was buried with Emperor Huizong at Meishan. In life, they were resentful lovers—struggle, scheming, assassination attempts, hatred, entangled in grievances for an entire lifetime. In the end, in that cold and deep underground imperial tomb, they only had each other for company, with no person or force able to separate them again.

Chu Qiao didn’t know what exactly happened back then, nor did she understand how a person’s hatred could be so terrible. But sometimes she would secretly think that perhaps Empress Yao should have had at least a bit of maternal love for Li Ce in her heart. She still remembered that sunny afternoon when the gentle-faced woman frowned slightly and said to her, “He wants to enshrine the Joyful Buddha in the palace. Ah, I really… when you have time, please advise him. After all, he is the Crown Prince of Tang and shouldn’t be too mischievous.”

But the death of the Prince of Luo ultimately destroyed this remaining love. She was finally consumed by the demon in her heart, losing her life in this man-eating royal family.

After Li Ce’s death, the Bian Tang court was unstable, with powerful ministers causing trouble internally and royal relatives eyeing the throne from outside. At that time, Chu Qiao could have used the forces of the capital garrison and the Xiuli Army to eliminate the central army and get rid of the Zhan siblings.

However, if she had done so, the Prince of Jingan and others would never have raised troops. Keeping these princes who commanded their armies would sooner or later be like nurturing a tiger to bring calamity. A newly enthroned emperor most abhors killing without cause. So Chu Qiao went along with the plan, first allowing Zhan Ziyu to usurp power, then eliminating him like lightning, using the momentum of successfully putting down a rebellion and with the support of those with intentions like Sun Di to create the appearance of ascending to the throne, giving the Prince of Jingan and others a banner to raise troops. Only then could she, through the arrangements Li Ce made before his death, capture all the rebel armies at once, resolving the crisis of internal rebellion in Tang for the next twenty years. Twenty years later, Eryi would have grown up and would have enough ability to face the storms that would come.

However, at that time, she may not have truly had the idea of staying in Bian Tang after quelling the rebellion.

That night, Jing Jing roasted two earth melons for her that Zhuge Yue had sent from Qinghai. The taste was fragrant, like a cloud of mist enveloping her heart.

Jing Jing sat on a small stool in the outer room, carefully peeling an earth melon, muttering, “Qinghai must be very cold, why is the skin so thick?”

Her heart suddenly ached, and she once again thought of that cold ice lake, Zhuge Yue’s pale face, and how he wrote repeatedly in her palm: “Live on… live on…”

The human heart is such a complex thing, but no matter how many hundreds or thousands of thoughts you might have, in the end, you can only make one decision. Whether you will regret it in the future or not, at least, she finally followed her own heart for once.

Suddenly, a rustling sound came, and the window was gently pushed open by the wind. The river breeze made the window gauze and curtains sway gently, awakening Chu Qiao from her contemplation. She turned around and saw that Zhuge Yue had awakened at some point and was reclining against the headboard. Dressed in a long white robe, he looked refreshed, his face without its usual coldness, replaced by several parts of peaceful warmth.

Seeing her look over, he beckoned slightly, indicating for her to come over.

She walked over, poured him a cup of tea, and asked, “Did you sleep well?”

“Mm.” He took a sip of tea and said, “If someone hadn’t sneaked into my room sighing, it would have been even better.”

Chu Qiao blushed and looked at him from the corner of her eye, asking, “Are you hungry?”

He nodded and said, “A little while ago, but I’m much better now.”

Chu Qiao stood up and said, “You’ve been sleeping for a day and a night without eating, of course, you’re hungry. I’ll tell the kitchen to prepare food for you.”

“No need.” Zhuge Yue suddenly grabbed her hand and pulled her to sit down at the edge of the bed, saying, “First, stay with me for a while.”

Chu Qiao smiled and sat down as told.

“I saw you lost in thought for a long time. What were you thinking about just now?” Zhuge Yue naturally held her hand, his palm warm, not letting go again.

Chu Qiao shook her head and said, “Some irrelevant old matters.”

Zhuge Yue had a faint smile on his lips, looking very calm, leaning against the headboard with his eyes slightly narrowed looking at her, saying lightly, “Since we’re idle anyway, let me hear about your irrelevant old matters.”

Chu Qiao looked at him, a hint of playfulness rising in her heart. She frowned slightly, looking straight into his eyes, and slowly said, “I’ve made many mistakes in the past, repeatedly neglecting and owing a person. Now when I think about it, I feel very sorry for him.”

Zhuge Yue was taken aback, not expecting Chu Qiao to say such things at this moment. His eyes stared intently at her, his expression also becoming more solemn.

Chu Qiao continued, “He has always been good to me, but I took this goodness for granted, selfishly occupying the warmth and help he gave me. He saved me from death several times, and over the years, no matter what difficulty I was in, he never left me. He gave me hope in despair, accompanying me through so many difficult days without any demands, while I never thought about what I should give him in return, repeatedly neglecting him.”

Zhuge Yue looked at her, a smile gradually appearing at the corners of his mouth. The calluses on his palm rubbed against Chu Qiao’s fingers.

“Since you regret it now, it’s not too late to repay him.”

Chu Qiao looked at him, her eyes misty, murmuring, “But I’m afraid he’ll blame me.”

Zhuge Yue’s grip on her hand gradually loosened, slowly moving upward. His gaze carried some indulgence and emotion as his hand gently caressed her cheek. He smiled and said, “Who could bear to blame you?”

“Really?” Chu Qiao widened her eyes, asking mischievously, “You think He Xiao won’t blame me? He has followed me for so many years, and I once abandoned him. He’s almost thirty and doesn’t even have a wife or concubine…”

As Chu Qiao spoke, she found it increasingly funny and finally burst out laughing. It was then that Zhuge Yue realized he had been tricked. He pulled her into his arms in one move, pinching her chin, and said fiercely, “Dare to play tricks?”

Chu Qiao laughed and said, “Who told you to be so presumptuous?”

Zhuge Yue looked at her sideways, his eyes pitch-black, carrying a hint of a dangerous aura that only a wolf would have. He smiled mischievously, “Which family raised such an unruly woman?”

“Which family? Isn’t it Young Master Zhuge’s Qingshan Courtyard?” Chu Qiao laughed and said, “Have you forgotten that you volunteered to teach me to write?”

“Oh?” Zhuge Yue deliberately lengthened his voice, nodded, “I did forget. It seems I need to establish some rules for you, to prevent you from being disrespectful in the future.”

No sooner had he finished speaking than Zhuge Yue suddenly leaned forward, his scorching kiss suddenly covering her lips, with a hint of suppressed heat, mercilessly rotating on her lips. The arm around her waist tightened more and more. His cold lips gradually warmed up, lightly knocking open her lips and teeth. With an irresistible force, he slid into her mouth, like a clear spring, yet also burning like coal fire.

He half-closed his eyes looking at her, with unseen deep light hidden in the depths of his eyes. Zhuge Yue suddenly forcefully picked her up and pressed her onto the bed. Chu Qiao let out a surprised “Ah!”, but the tail of her voice was swallowed between their lips.

“Do you understand?”

Chu Qiao glared at him, fiercely wiping her now swollen lips, and said, “Is this your family discipline?”

“Not entirely.” Zhuge Yue smiled lightly, with a hint of arrogance, raising his chin and saying, “There are more intense ways. Would you like to try?”

Chu Qiao narrowed her eyes, looking at this incredibly arrogant man before her, suddenly leaned forward, her eyes seductively hooked onto him, and suddenly licked his lips with her tongue. Zhuge Yue was momentarily stunned, and before he could react, the woman had already ferociously bitten his chin like a small beast.

Zhuge Yue immediately let out a muffled groan, reaching to touch it. Although it wasn’t bleeding, there was already a small row of teeth marks.

“Hmph, don’t think I’m afraid of you!”

Chu Qiao waved her fist threateningly, speaking very arrogantly.

Zhuge Yue flexed his wrist and said, “You little brat, you’ve become more wild over the years. I need to discipline you properly.”

Just as he was about to make a move, Chu Qiao was a step faster. With nimble movements, she jumped away from him, ran to the door in a few steps, and laughed, “Am I a fool? Bye-bye, no need to see me out!”

With that, she flung open the door.

At that moment, several “ouch” sounds suddenly came through as Jing Jing and the others tumbled in, scrambling to get up, their faces alternating between red and white, awkwardly greeting the two of them.

Chu Qiao, the ever-victorious general who had commanded armies of millions, had a crimson face. She frowned as she looked at Jing Jing and Ping An, and was surprised to see Yue Qi behind them. She angrily said, “Yue Qi, they’re being mischievous, but why are you joining in?”

“Hehe, well, I was just passing by, thought I’d call you for dinner, hehe…”

Yue Qi stood up, putting on an “I’m an honest person” expression, nodding as he walked out, smiling and saying, “Please continue, continue.”

With that, he turned and ran out, raising his fist to Zhuge Yue before leaving and shouting, “Young Master! Keep it up!”

Then he left, striding away.

Jing Jing ran over with a grinning face, sweetly calling out “Brother-in-law.” Zhuge Yue was in a great mood and casually took out a finely crafted small dagger with several rubies embedded in it, generously rewarding this sister-in-law who knew how to adapt to the situation.

Seeing this, Ping An immediately followed suit. Since Zhuge Yue had nothing else at hand, he promised that when they reached Zhenhuang, Ping An could choose any good horse he wanted from the stables.

The two happily cheered “Long live brother-in-law” three times. Chu Qiao watched with flaming eyes, thinking to herself, who said Zhuge Yue was rigid and unfamiliar with official customs? His tactics for winning people over seemed quite skillful.

The meal was prepared quickly. Since they were outside and young children were present, it was set up casually, with everyone sitting together to eat. Yue Qi and others inevitably felt somewhat constrained, but Jing Jing, Ping An, Mei Xiang, and others were active participants. He Xiao had become quite familiar with Yue Qi and others over the past few days. Only Duo Ji still maintained a cold, indifferent demeanor, as if his mind was elsewhere. Jing Jing could say ten sentences to him, and he wouldn’t reply to even one.

After the meal, darkness fell. Yue Qi said that they had reached Cangling, and in two more days, they would dock at Hu County. Hearing this, Chu Qiao was slightly stunned. Hu County was very close to Zhenhuang.

The evening wind was strong. She sat at the stern of the boat as the sunset was about to go down, showing half its face between heaven and earth, dyeing the entire river crimson.

Time passes so quickly. In the blink of an eye, she had already spent fourteen years here. Many times when she thought about her previous life, she didn’t know whether she was a modern person who had traveled through time and space, or an ancient person with modern memories. The past seemed like a dream, coming and going in a hurry.

She wondered, since she was able to be reborn here after she died, would Li Ce also continue his life somewhere else after his death? What about Master Wu and Miss Yu, Juan Juan, and Xiaohe? After they died, would they meet each other again, would they remember each other? And Jing Zisu—hopefully she could live in an era with the rule of law and have some happy and comfortable days.

She sat there thinking aimlessly, and gradually her heart opened up. Looking up at the sunset, she seemed to still see Li Ce squinting at her, smiling and saying, “You need to eat more meat, your figure is too poor.”

“What are you thinking about?”

Zhuge Yue’s voice suddenly came from behind. Chu Qiao turned around and saw him in a purple robe embroidered with subtle “fu” patterns. It was a very ordinary garment, but on him, it had a unique temperament, making him look outstanding, clear, and straight.

Chu Qiao stared at him with wide eyes. Zhuge Yue slowly frowned, somewhat uncomfortably saying, “What are you looking at, like a fool.”

With that, he sat down beside her.

Snow-white waves rippled in circles at the stern, birds flew across the sky, the sunset was a bloody red, and the river breeze blew up their clothes. Their sleeves billowed like large butterflies about to take flight.

“Xinger, why did you change your name to Chu Qiao?”

Zhuge Yue asked. Chu Qiao turned her head, smiling and saying, “Because I wasn’t originally Jing Yueer. My real name was Chu Qiao. Later, because of something, I died, and then, um, how should I put it, it’s like what you people call a ghost possession. I possessed Jing Yueer’s body. So after I escaped, I changed my name back.”

Zhuge Yue hadn’t expected her to answer him like this and was stunned, his expression very surprised. After a good while, he murmured, “Then the first time I met you?”

“At that time, I had just possessed the body for a few days and was planning to escape.”

Zhuge Yue nodded, then lowered his head, seeming to be thinking hard about the credibility of this matter.

“Hey, you don’t believe it, do you?”

Now it was Chu Qiao’s turn to be stunned. Such supernatural, far-fetched talk—surely no one would believe it. She remembered telling Yan Xun once when she was young. At that time, Yan Xun was still a young man with pimples and thought she was delirious with a fever. He forced a bowl of medicinal soup down her throat, and after that, she never mentioned it again.

“I believe you.”

“What?”

Zhuge Yue looked at her very strangely, his brow slightly furrowed. “Why wouldn’t I believe? I investigated you. The servants all said that after you returned from that hunt, your personality changed dramatically. I thought at the time that you were frightened, but now it seems your explanation makes more sense.”

Young Master Zhuge very profoundly accepted this even more profound reason. He nodded while saying, “So that’s it. I was wondering, even when I was seven or eight years old, I couldn’t have had your schemes and methods at that time. So you weren’t a seven or eight-year-old child. By the way, before you died, you weren’t seventy or eighty years old, were you?”

Chu Qiao couldn’t keep up with his jumping train of thought and said somewhat blankly, “I was, the the-twenty-seven at that time.”

“Twenty-seven?” Zhuge Yue frowned, somewhat unhappily saying, “That’s already very old. Were you married? Did you have children?”

“No,” Chu Qiao answered honestly, “Where I’m from, twenty-seven isn’t considered very old. Where I’m from, they advocate for late marriage and late childbirth.”

“Where is your hometown? Bian Tang? Da Xia? You seem to have such deep feelings for Yan Bei, you wouldn’t happen to be from Yan Bei, would you?” As he said this, Zhuge Yue’s expression suddenly changed, and he asked very nervously, “You aren’t Yan Xun’s mother, are you? No, that doesn’t seem right, the timing doesn’t match up. She should be a bit older.”

Chu Qiao wanted to cry but had no tears. “Where I’m from is another world, not the same time-space as yours. It’s a parallel space, not intersecting. There’s distance in both space and time, completely unreachable. Um, do you understand?”

She tried hard to explain to Zhuge Yue, hoping to use a way he could understand, gesturing as she tried to come up with a suitable metaphor, but couldn’t find the right words. However, she had underestimated Young Master Zhuge’s comprehension ability. The man frowned slightly and asked, “You mean, like an apple tree, we are the spring leaves, and you are the autumn fruits?”

Chu Qiao was stunned, not expecting him to think of this. She happily said, “That’s half right, but not entirely because between us, there’s not just the distance of time, but also space. Do you understand? Space is…”

“Oh.”

Zhuge Yue nodded, saying very casually, “We are spring apple leaves, and you are autumn oranges, right?”

Chu Qiao was gloriously embarrassed. She was dumbfounded for a long time, and finally nodded stupidly, “Right.”

Then Zhuge Yue turned his head back to continue looking at the vast river waters, silent. The sunset fell on his face, golden and magnificent.

Chu Qiao couldn’t help but sigh. Look at his composure, truly a person who has seen the world and possesses great wisdom. How calm, how cool, how lacking in curiosity. Not at all like those country bumpkins in typical transmigration novels who ask questions like “What do people in your world look like?” “How many eyes do people in your world have?” or “Are the people in your world like beasts, covered in manes?”—as if only people in their world deserve to have two eyes and one nose, and people from outside must be covered in manes with a mouthful of fangs to showcase their psychological superiority. This is true calm and composure, this is true unshakably in the face of Mount Tai collapsing, this is true not being elated by external gains nor saddened by personal losses, this is true remaining unmoved by favor or disgrace, with a heart like the bright moon…

“What do people in your world look like?”

Chu Qiao: …

“How many eyes do people in your world have?”

After a long silence, someone finally recovered and asked with great interest, “Are the people in your world like beasts, covered in manes? I’ve seen such people in the southern borderlands, with very strange behavior. Are they your distant relatives?”

Chu Qiao took a deep breath, summoned her spirit, and began the basic knowledge enlightenment of the new world.

Speaking until her mouth was dry, the sun had already set, and a full moon climbed to the mountain peak, casting a bright light on the silver-green waves.

The river breeze blew gently. Chu Qiao sailed on the boat, suddenly feeling a sense of poetic sentiment. Full of emotion, she recited, “The bright moon rises over the sea, we share this moment across distance.”

Zhuge Yue coldly said beside her, “Isn’t that a bit unsuitable? This is a river, not a sea.”

Chu Qiao frowned and said, “Then ‘The bright moon rises over the river.'”

Zhuge Yue looked at her skeptically and asked, “It shouldn’t be yours. It’s from your world. You’re plagiarizing, aren’t you?”

Chu Qiao once again wanted to cry but had no tears, immediately becoming greatly embarrassed, her cheeks reddening. See, there’s no benefit to talking about these things…

“Xinger.”

After a long silence, Zhuge Yue suddenly called her name. She responded reflexively, then heard Zhuge Yue say out of the blue, “I don’t care who you are.”

Chu Qiao didn’t understand at first, but after thinking carefully, she instantly grasped his meaning. She smiled and nodded, saying, “I know, I will always be your Xinger.”

Zhuge Yue’s body trembled slightly. He lowered his head, his eyes burning as he looked at her. Chu Qiao regretted her words a bit after saying them. Two streaks of red climbed up her cheeks. Just as she was about to lower her head, she saw Zhuge Yue extend two fingers, very skillfully lifting her chin, with a trace of a smile in his eyes, saying, “Say it again.”

Chu Qiao avoided his gaze, somewhat embarrassed as she mumbled, “Say what?”

“Just what you said just now.”

Zhuge Yue said very firmly, his eyes carrying two warm fires, not particularly scorching, but bright and spirited.

“I am yours, and you must also be mine.”

Chu Qiao gathered her courage and said steadily, “In this life, I can sacrifice and give everything, but there are only two things that, no matter the circumstances, I will never use as bargaining chips. The first is my beliefs and principles, and the second is my marriage and body. If you want all of me, you must also give all of yourself to me.”

Zhuge Yue raised his eyebrows, looking at her full of mischief, asking flippantly, “All of it?”

“Get out of here,” Chu Qiao pushed his shoulder, turning her head away. “Not a bit of seriousness.”

“Xinger,” Zhuge Yue suddenly embraced her, the warm male presence surrounding her, his arms encircling her shoulders, so tight, so tight.

“I am very happy,” he said in a low voice. “I am truly very happy.”

Chu Qiao leaned in his embrace, also feeling an unprecedented sense of security in these years. She turned to hug him, saying softly, “Let’s not be separated again.”

Zhuge Yue asked, “Coming with me to Zhenhuang, aren’t you afraid?”

“I’m more afraid of being separated from you. Every time we separate, many things happen. Just like this time, I rarely saw you again.”

The situation in the Tang capital that day was chaotic. She was fighting with her back against the wall, treading on thin ice. The slightest carelessness would have put her in the enemy’s hands. Zhan Ziyu’s arrogance when he held great power, the chaotic bloodshed of the battle at Tai’an Gate, the assassins who rushed into the imperial city every night after the conferment was announced, killing endlessly, and finally that battle involving hundreds of thousands of people—she didn’t feel much at the time, but thinking about it now, she felt a lingering fear.

Zhuge Yue held her in his arms and said in a low tone, “You don’t need to be afraid anymore.”

The moonlight was beautiful, and they sat for a very long time.

After returning to their room, Zhuge Yue sat on the bed, frowning and thinking for a very long time. He felt that Chu Qiao was right—he should consider finding an appropriate time for the two of them to give their all to each other.

Yes, this idea was really good. Walking on dark roads too often inevitably leads to encountering ghosts; sleeping too much inevitably leads to dreams. Things should be done clean and neat, and should directly cut to the core with one decisive blow. It was time to be frank and open… completely… thoroughly…

In the middle of the night, he suddenly stood up and paced around the room a couple of times. He felt that today was just the right time.

Chapter 180: Wedding Night
Zhuge Yue had always been a man with a plan. Once he decided on something, he would calmly devise a comprehensive strategy, and then implement it step by step. Nothing could change his mind once it was set.

So in the time that followed, he took a bath, changed his clothes, and examined himself in the mirror. He thought the man in the reflection had sharp eyebrows, bright eyes, and an extraordinary, handsome, and dignified appearance. He felt quite satisfied with himself. Then, feeling somewhat nervous, he sat down and picked up a teacup.

The tea had already cooled. The white porcelain cup with blue patterns was held between his slender fingers, and the light seemed to penetrate through the thin cup, resembling the first ice of early winter.

He leaned back in his chair, carefully planning what he would say and do later, sentence by sentence, with great attention to detail. He imagined various scenarios to anticipate how the other person might respond, how he should react, and how to gradually shift the topic to create an ambiguous atmosphere. He wanted to keep control in his hands while making everything seem natural and effortless.

Good, everything was ready.

He put down the cup and stood up, but just as his fingers touched the door, it was pushed open from the other side.

Chu Qiao stood at the doorway, still wearing her beige dress. The warm light from the corridor shone on her small face, creating a warm glow.

She was holding a bowl that was still steaming. She raised her head, her clear black and white eyes looking him up and down, slightly furrowing her brow in confusion, and asked, “What are you dressed up for so late at night?”

What was happening? Zhuge Yue was momentarily stunned, as this was outside his plan.

However, Young Master Zhuge’s adaptability was quite good. He immediately said with a straight face, “I slept too much during the day and don’t feel tired now. I thought I’d go out for a walk.”

“The closer we get to the north, the colder it gets. The wind is strong at night. You’re dressed too lightly; it’s best not to wander around.”

Chu Qiao walked directly into the room, placed the soup bowl on the table, and beckoned to him, “I saw you didn’t eat much earlier. Come and drink this porridge.”

Zhuge Yue walked over and saw it was just a plain white porridge. He glanced at her and said, “You’re trying to fool me with this kind of thing.”

Chu Qiao glared at him, “You should be grateful to have something to eat. Stop being picky.”

After speaking, she walked in front of him and patted his head as if petting a puppy, saying very seriously, “Eat your meal and go to bed early. Don’t wander outside.”

Then she turned and strode away.

Zhuge Yue was stunned. What was happening? His plan had been interrupted, and when the prey came to his door, he had let her walk away without a fuss.

What about drinking porridge?

He stood up and walked out of the room.

Because they needed to keep a low profile on this journey, the boat was not very large. The corridor was very narrow, only allowing one person to walk through. The lights illuminated his tall figure, dressed in a warm cloud-patterned white robe that made him look elegant and otherworldly in the light.

He walked very slowly, step by step. The boat swayed gently on the vast river, like that spring rain many years ago when he stood on the river embankment watching a boat sail farther and farther away. The world was dim and cold, except for that bundle of flames beside him that burned fiercely, never extinguishing, always capturing his attention from childhood, through growing up, until today.

Suddenly, a song drifted through the air. His footsteps paused slightly as he approached her door. The door wasn’t fully closed, and warm light spilled out. He stood at the entrance, listening to the woman’s gentle singing and the baby’s cooing sounds.

Under two lanterns of orange light, Chu Qiao’s white dress trailed on the floor, her sleeves rolled up high as she crouched beside a black wooden tub, bathing Li Ce’s youngest son.

Rong’er was chubby, and though still very young, his features resembled his father’s—eyes slightly curved upward, fox-like peach blossom eyes that almost disappeared when he smiled.

He now sat in the wooden tub, holding a string of small bells that jingled clearly. The child splashed water in rhythm, soaking Chu Qiao all over. Each time Chu Qiao exclaimed “aiya” and dodged, he clapped his hands and giggled happily.

“Be good, Rong’er. No mischief.”

Chu Qiao tried to communicate with the child, but he wouldn’t cooperate. His plump little legs kicked wildly, splashing half the water out of the tub.

“Don’t be so naughty. Even your father isn’t as troublesome as you.”

Chu Qiao’s upper body was completely wet, her clothes dripping with water. Rong’er tilted his head back, babbling as if arguing with her.

“Do you look anything like a prince?”

“Yiyi yaya wuwu oooo @#$&X*%￥@&……”

“You even have opinions when I scold you?”

“Shall I sing you a song?”

The child blinked, looking up at her. His chubby little hands grabbed the fabric at Chu Qiao’s neck, trying desperately to climb out, clearly expressing his disinterest in bath time and the promised song.

However, Chu Qiao seemed not to notice and, in a singing mood, patted the child’s head and said, “I’m going to sing now, listen carefully.”

“￥%#……&*%#@……*&%￥#@……”

“Yiyi￥#@%ya&*%￥@ya woo*&%￥*#@woo oooo……”

The gentle song floated in the air like soothing incense, creating a calm atmosphere. The warm lamplight cast a circle of round light. The woman in white crouched on the ground, her long hair cascading over her slender shoulders, with a chubby white child in the black wooden tub.

The woman sang with great enthusiasm, but the child in the tub wasn’t impressed at all. They grabbed each other’s hands and feet—the one inside desperately trying to climb out, the one outside firmly holding him down, yet her singing voice remained incredibly gentle. No one could understand what she was singing; her pronunciation now resembled Rong’er’s, full of strange sounds, but through that gentle melody, one could feel the emotion in the song, like that of a kind mother, or even more, a passionate lover.

With a “bang,” the small tub finally tipped over. Rong’er crawled out naked, laughing triumphantly. His eyes curved up, identical to his father’s.

The room was a mess. Chu Qiao’s dress was completely wet. She seemed slightly dazed as she looked at the child as if seeing Li Ce through him. She glared and said angrily, “The person has left, but he left behind such a troublemaker to bully me.”

Rong’er chuckled, wiggling his chubby little bottom as he crawled toward the door. Just as Chu Qiao reached out to grab him, she caught sight of the man leaning against the doorframe.

He seemed to have been standing there for a long time. The corridor’s light shone in, casting a halo on his handsome face. His gaze was profound, his skin fair, but not like that of a typical weak scholar—rather, it was the fairness of nobility, like fine white jade. He leaned casually against the doorframe, watching her with interest, appearing somewhat lazy yet mischievous. Though his lips weren’t smiling, his eyes already held amusement.

For a moment, she found herself speechless.

She thought, perhaps she was bewitched by his handsomeness.

Rong’er wiggled his little white bottom from side to side as he crawled to the door. Seeing the unexpected visitor, he tilted his head back ninety degrees. Initially intending to shout with borrowed confidence, perhaps realizing he wasn’t even as tall as the other’s boots, he suddenly became sensible and remained silent.

He sat there thinking for a moment, looked back at Chu Qiao, then up at Zhuge Yue, then turned to look at his small cradle by the bed. The child engaged in an intense internal struggle. Finally, he made a sound resembling a sigh and tugged at Zhuge Yue’s clothes, and Zhuge Yue looked down at him. The child pointed at a small jade sword ornament hanging from Zhuge Yue’s waist, babbling incoherently.

This was an ornament Zhuge Yue had specifically chosen to match his outfit tonight. It looked translucent and green in the lamplight. Zhuge Yue untied it and handed it to the child.

Rong’er first put it in his mouth and bit it a couple of times. He didn’t seem to have teeth yet and couldn’t taste anything, so he just gripped it tightly in his hand and quickly crawled out the door.

The chubby child wriggled from side to side until he reached a room adjacent to Chu Qiao’s, then sat on the ground and kicked the door with his stubby legs quite forcefully.

Mei Xiang opened the door with drowsy eyes, saw him, and happily exclaimed, quickly picking up the child. Then she found it strange and peered out toward Chu Qiao’s room. Suddenly seeing Zhuge Yue, Mei Xiang’s pretty face flushed with happiness. She knowingly nodded at Young Master Zhuge, then carried the child back into her room.

Just like that, the troublesome little one was dismissed.

Zhuge Yue thought that although the little fellow was a bit annoying when it came to matters like this, he was as sensible as his father.

As if entering his room, he calmly closed the door, then slowly walked up to Chu Qiao, looking down at her. He extended his hand and said, “Aren’t you going to get up?”

Chu Qiao felt somewhat embarrassed and frowned in annoyance. What was wrong with her? Was she truly bewitched by his good looks?

She didn’t take his hand, intending to stand up by herself. However, as soon as she moved, her feet gave way. The floor was so slippery that she cried out “Ah!” and fell back down before she could stand straight.

The expected pain didn’t come. Zhuge Yue quickly grabbed her waist, his warm palm pressing against her skin. Her soaked clothes couldn’t hide her delicate curves, and clinging to her body, they added a sense of luxurious intimacy.

She had been crouching for too long, and her legs had gone numb. Zhuge Yue lifted her and placed her on the bed. Her hair was wet, dripping water, and her clothes were soaked as if she had been the one dunked in the wooden tub.

Zhuge Yue took a quilt and draped it over her shoulders, then stood in front of her to tighten it around her, saying, “Don’t catch cold.”

The lamps in the room cast an ambiguous light, illuminating his face with a hazy, dreamlike quality. He took a dry cotton cloth and wrapped it around her hair. This man, of all people, now stood before her, carefully drying her hair, very attentively, yet without saying a word.

Chu Qiao’s palms began to sweat. The room suddenly felt very hot. Wrapped in the thick quilt, sweat trickled down her already wet clothes. Her skin felt sticky, and the quilt was warm and humid. A few strands of hair fell across her forehead, obscuring her vision. Through her hair, she could only see the faint cloud patterns on his white robe, circling and circling, making her dizzy.

“What song were you singing just now?”

Zhuge Yue suddenly asked, his voice so gentle, with a hint of masculine huskiness, yet pleasant to hear, echoing softly in the air, beating against her eardrums.

She looked up and saw his face, handsome beyond words. His scent was pleasant, making one want to sleep peacefully.

Seeing she didn’t answer, Zhuge Yue slightly raised his eyebrows and asked, “What is it called?”

“Xingxing,” she replied softly.

“Xingxing?” Zhuge Yue was stunned and asked, “Is that your hometown language?”

“Yes.” Chu Qiao nodded honestly.

“Sing it for me.”

His voice seemed to hold a magical quality that night, making her unwilling to argue or bicker with him as usual. She slowly took two deep breaths, and her clean, gentle voice softly echoed in the air, like early spring raindrops quietly striking a lotus pond, splashing tiny drops of water.

The song seemed to grow wings, drifting through the years gone by.

From their first meeting to their journey of fighting for survival. Life was like a field of wild grass, not knowing where traps were buried or where unexpected new life might emerge. He stood before her, drying her hair, his slender fingers running through her black tresses, like rippling the waters of time. The fabric of his clothes was so soft. Her head rested against his waist as she softly sang her favorite song from her previous life.

The room was so warm, reminding her of many years ago, those days at St. Luo’an Orphanage.

The dean was an old soldier who had fought in the eight-year War of Resistance and on the Korean battlefield. He had lost a leg in battle but had destroyed an American aircraft. After retiring, he returned to his hometown with his pension and opened an orphanage, specifically for children without parents. She was different from other orphans; she was fortunate to have a good grandfather. Later, her grandfather supported her education and asked friends to help her enter military school, join the army, become a soldier, and protect the country.

She didn’t disappoint her grandfather and gradually grew stronger. She excelled in her studies and was quick-witted, kind, and upright. Finally, she gradually entered the military zone, the command post, and joined the national military intelligence department. Life was like a well-planned highway, and she traveled it without incident.

From a very young age, her grandfather had taught her that as a soldier, one must be loyal to the country, protect the nation, protect the people, and protect the weak. He told her so many military stories, taught her about integrity and conduct, about the meaning and principles of life. She was like a small tree, growing up under her grandfather’s care. She still remembered how happy her grandfather was when she completed her first mission and received a commendation. His wrinkles quivered in the sunlight, and his chest vibrated when he laughed. Her grandfather hugged her, joyfully calling her his good granddaughter.

Those were the happiest days of her life, having the person in the world who loved her the most, having the warmest embrace in the world.

Her grandfather had studied in England when he was young, speaking excellent foreign languages. He taught her English, Western etiquette, and how to waltz.

Left, right, left, right, side step, three steps together, twirl…

And there was the song her grandfather taught her:

She suddenly reached out and embraced Zhuge Yue’s waist. The shadows from the candles formed circling halos, dancing in the corners of the room, drifting and swaying, passing by the window. The boat rocked on the water, the mountains on both shores rushed by, and faintly, one could hear the sound of the wind blowing.

“Xingxing,” Zhuge Yue lowered his head and asked, “What do the lyrics of this song mean?”

For some reason, Chu Qiao suddenly blushed. She lowered her head and remained silent.

Warm breath came from above. His chest vibrated slightly, and Chu Qiao knew he was laughing—silently, but she just knew.

“It sounds beautiful.”

Zhuge Yue crouched down, looking directly at her, and said with a smile, “I like it very much.”

Chu Qiao didn’t dare look directly into his eyes and changed the subject: “Why did you come? It’s so late.”

“I’m thinking of someone who keeps me awake at night.”

He suddenly said such words, and Chu Qiao was momentarily stunned, instantly losing her ability to speak.

“That person is beautiful and adorable, but somewhat foolish. If I’m not careful watching over her, she’ll hurt herself. And she easily gets lost, wanders off, and could be taken away by others. So even when I’m very close to that person, I still can’t put my mind at ease. If I don’t come to check on her, I worry and can’t sleep.”

Chu Qiao’s face was flushed red. Like a thief, she secretly raised her head to glance at Zhuge Yue and said softly, “Am I as foolish as you say?”

“Even more foolish than I said,” Zhuge Yue’s eyes sparkled as he laughed heartily. “But, I don’t know how that fellow Li Ce could have such an endearing child, making me worry so much.”

Chu Qiao was stunned, suddenly realizing she’d been tricked. She raised her fist to hit him but was caught by Zhuge Yue.

His hand was large and warm, tightly holding her fist.

She never knew his hand was so strong, strong enough that she couldn’t move at all.

He slowly drew closer, his eyes like a dark, deep pool, concealing the turbulent waves within.

His voice was deep and husky as he whispered in her ear, “This is punishment for your mischief earlier today.”

After saying this, he lowered his head to kiss her lips. She immediately became extremely nervous. Although she had lived two lives and wasn’t without kissing experience, for some reason, whenever she faced him, she still became a complete mess, seemingly not knowing where to put her hands and feet.

But after closing her eyes and waiting for a long time, nothing happened. She carefully opened her eyes just a crack and saw him grinning at her in the lamplight. Seeing her peeking, he moved closer, his warm breath on her face, and said, “Are you waiting for me to kiss you?”

“Zhuge Yue!” Chu Qiao angrily pushed him. “You’re bullying me!”

He suddenly embraced her, so unexpected and forceful that the quilt covering her and the cloth on her head were knocked away.

He turned her face toward him and kissed her hard, holding her tightly, so tight that it seemed he wanted to absorb her into his body. His kiss was cool while her face was burning hot. His breathing was deep as his hand gripped her waist. Their bodies pressed tightly together, their skin close enough to feel each other’s heartbeats.

One beat, two beats, three beats…

“Chu Qiao,”

He looked at her, suddenly calling her name, his eyes seeming to ignite with a great fire. Without blinking, he said steadily, “Marry me.”

Chu Qiao was immediately stunned. The lamplight shone on Zhuge Yue’s face—half illuminated, half hidden in shadow, looking somewhat unreal. Her ears seemed to have misheard. She felt awkward, wanting to say something but opening her mouth without knowing how to respond.

“Xingxing,” he looked at her quietly, calling her this way again.

Her head felt a bit dizzy as she responded, “Hmm?”

“I love you.”

Like a bomb exploding overhead, Chu Qiao felt her face burning, her body rapidly heating up, her thoughts freezing like cement mixed with water. She stared at him foolishly, a pleasant yet panicked feeling pounding in her chest. Chu Qiao covered it with her hand as if without pressing it down, it would jump out.

“I’ve loved you for a long time, did you know that?”

He asked her so casually as if they were discussing someone else’s affairs, without any awkwardness or panic.

Chu Qiao nodded, “I knew.”

“What about you?” His eyes were too bright; Chu Qiao felt she might suffocate.

Gathering her courage, she said softly, “Me too.”

But he wouldn’t let her off so easily, asking with a smile, “What do you mean by ‘me too’?”

The boat was really small, Chu Qiao thought at that moment. Why was the room so small, so hot? She could hardly breathe.

“Say it.” He moved forward domineeringly, gently pinching her pointed chin, and said, “What do you mean by ‘me too’?”

“I also,” Chu Qiao clenched her fist hard, as many scenes rushed to her from across mountains and rivers, “I also love you.”

I also love you…

That voice was so soft, instantly piercing through the darkness of night, illuminating the smile on his face. He kissed her forehead and asked, “Since when?”

Since when?

Perhaps it was from their reunion at Xizhao Mountain, or that glance amid the lanterns at the Xianyang Festival, or those repeated cries of “survive” at Thousand Fathoms Lake.

Or perhaps, it was from long, long ago—that embrace in the Imperial Tomb of Meishan, that accidental intimacy in Wupeng City, that tacit understanding and companionship of supporting each other and fighting side by side throughout their journey, or those tears when he rescued her from Zhao Chun’er in Tang Capital.

Or dating back to more than ten years ago, in that room filled with orchid fragrance, when the stubborn boy used a white handkerchief to wipe away her tears and snot, so persistently, stubbornly, and wildly entering her heart.

Without notice, without asking if she was willing.

“I don’t know.”

She reached out to smooth his slightly furrowed brow, which showed his dissatisfaction. “Perhaps it was from long, long ago, so long that I don’t even know myself, and can’t say which time it was.”

She leaned against his chest and said softly, “Perhaps it was many times, accumulating bit by bit, and I can’t remember anymore.”

“You are a fool.”

He held her and suddenly said with a smile, “Actually, I don’t know either.”

Yes, perhaps it was just like that. No one knows which time it was. Love always comes quietly, and by the time you realize it, it has already taken root deeply.

He lowered his head to kiss her, kissing her lips, cheeks, earlobes, and neck, gradually spreading to kiss her delicate collarbone.

Chu Qiao’s body grew increasingly soft, gradually nestling against him. Zhuge Yue’s body became hot, the hand at her waist slowly moving upward, spreading bit by bit like a raging fire, gradually burning away her remaining rationality.

“Ah!”

Chu Qiao suddenly cried out, experiencing a moment of disorientation as she was lifted and laid across the bed.

Her clothes were mostly wet, hardly different from wearing nothing.

He looked at her that way, his brow slightly furrowed as if thinking about something, yet his gaze was burning.

Heavy breathing sounded in her ear, as moist lips took hold of her small earlobe, triggering an electrifying numbness. The ribbon at the side of her clothes was deftly untied, revealing the small undergarments inside—beige colored, embroidered with a small yellow bird.

Her rounded shoulders were exposed to the air, feeling slightly cool. His slender fingers brushed over them, sparking a wave of soft weakness, moving horizontally. With a flick of his little finger, the ties at her neck unfastened, and her clothes slid down. Chu Qiao was startled and instinctively held them, only to be met with a brief chuckle from above.

“Shy?”

Chu Qiao struggled to move away from his embrace, foolishly pointing at the candle at the foot of the bed. Her voice was hoarse beyond recognition as she pleaded pitifully, “Blow out the light.”

Zhuge Yue suddenly laughed happily, still in his usual manner—turning his head away without making a sound, yet one could see the upward curve of his mouth.

All around was silent; one could only hear the occasional water bird skimming over the river, flapping its wings with a rustling sound.

He embraced her waist and whispered in her ear, “Don’t be afraid.”

The brocade was smooth, and the moment his kiss fell, she felt momentarily dazed and breathless. Her skin raised in a layer of soft goosebumps, her body gradually heating up as layers of clothing were removed, leaving her shy, bare form.

Smooth, snow-white, like glassy jade, carved with divine craftsmanship. This was territory no one had ever trodden, swaying with youthful vitality and tenderness. He gently covered her, skin against skin, like a burning fire, igniting bit by bit.

Her breath was completely overwhelmed. Her face pressed against his shoulder blade, and she abruptly saw that hideous wound. Her body went cold, and she trembled.

He sensed it and quickly covered her eyes with his hand, saying softly, “Don’t look.”

But she pulled his hand away and reached out with trembling hands to embrace his shoulders. Her soft cheek pressed tightly against his wound, tears flowing down in rivulets, winding across that blackish-red scar.

Zhuge Yue silently took her into his arms, not speaking, just quietly watching her cry.

On the day of Li Ce’s burial, she had sworn never to cry again. But now, seeing the wound on his body, seeing the places she had repeatedly stabbed, she still felt unbearably sad. She held him tightly, as if afraid that if she let go, he would disappear, just like that frozen lake long ago when she let go and could no longer see him.

“Zhuge Yue, I’m sorry.”

She said through her tears.

“Silly girl.”

Zhuge Yue kissed her cloud-like hair and laughed softly, “You’ve ruined my looks; you must take responsibility for me.”

Chu Qiao knew he was joking. Still sobbing, she retorted, “The wound is… on your shoulder, it doesn’t… doesn’t count as ruining your looks.”

Zhuge Yue laughed softly, his pupils black as a deep pool, bottomless, reflecting only her lotus-like image. His soft lips gently kissed away the tears on her cheeks as he murmured, “Doesn’t matter, you still have to take responsibility.”

His arms were so strong they almost hurt her, but amid the pain, she was so happy, as if immersed in joy as vast as the ocean.

How wonderful that they could have today. Once upon a time, she thought everything had come to an abrupt end, buried in the cold lake waters, with no chance of turning back.

Their intimacy deepened. Fine beads of sweat slid from her forehead. All around was the blue water of the river. No human voices could be heard. Time seemed to stand still at this moment. Even the wind had stopped blowing, leaving only them amidst splendor. An involuntary soft moan escaped her lips as pain arched her body. A warm, salty sensation slid between her legs, spots of bright red like cinnabar.

His movements suddenly froze. Disbelief flashed across his brow before he gazed deeply at her as if peering through layers of fog, seeking confirmation of the path ahead from distant lights.

Her face was so red, her lips swollen. Her hand pulled at her nightgown, nervously covering her chest. Seeing him look over, she just stared blankly, without a word.

He suddenly smiled in a way Chu Qiao had never seen before. At first, it was just a slight curl of his lips, but gradually it became audible. The sound grew louder, frightening Chu Qiao into quickly reaching out her small hand to try to cover his mouth.

But he suddenly buried his head in the crook of her neck, saying softly, “Xingxing, I’m so happy.”

Her arms, so slender, embraced his waist. His physique was so perfect, like a CK jeans model from television. In the darkness, she smiled happily. The pair of red candles had gradually burned out, with wax trickling down. She thought with a smile, this is my wedding night.

Through so many people, so many events, so much time, national grudges and family hatreds, life and death, partings, time and space, this life and the previous one, step by step, they had still arrived at today.

She buried her face in his shoulder, freely letting her tears flow.

Chapter 181: Golden Wind and Jade Dew
It began to rain in the dead of night, pitter-pattering against the boat planks. The light vessel danced across the water, threading through mountain-enclosed waterways. One could faintly hear the wind wandering, mixing with the fine autumn rain, falling in delicate threads into the quiet river.

Chu Qiao awoke deep in the night, her dark tresses scattered around her neck, her cheeks flushed, eyes still drowsy with sleep. Her skin was like white satin as she lay amidst layers of brocade. She stretched out her slender, graceful arm, reaching out to touch beside her, but felt only coldness.

Startled, her drowsiness instantly vanished. She sat up immediately and saw the room was empty, with only herself in it. Outside the window, everything remained pitch black, and somehow it had started raining.

She suddenly felt anxious and quickly got out of bed, but as soon as her toes touched the floor, her knees weakened. There was a faint pain in her lower body, so vivid that it spread throughout her entire being. It seemed to remind her that after today, everything had already changed.

She put on a water-blue gown embroidered with pale white flowers and lush leaves. The embroidery thread delicately outlined her slender waist, with peach-colored stamens sewn stitch by stitch. The simple hem and cloud-like water sleeves draped over her shoulders. She took a bamboo-framed blue umbrella, opened the cabin door, and walked outside.

It was cold outside. The fine rain was like silk, resembling the drizzle of early spring, blown slantwise by the wind. Even with the umbrella, raindrops occasionally landed playfully on the hem of her dress, swirling lightly in the night breeze. She hurried across the empty deck, her dress hem already wet, her figure so light. The darkness enveloped her from all sides, with towering mountains on both shores and occasionally she could hear the clear, lingering cries of gibbons.

He stood at the bow of the ship facing the wind, seemingly having stood there for a long time. Dressed in a moon-white robe, tall and handsome, in the twilight shadows, he exuded a subtle, suppressed melancholy. Hearing footsteps, he turned around, and seeing it was her, he wasn’t surprised. He simply extended his hand and said quietly, “Come here.”

Chu Qiao quickly ran over, holding the umbrella over his head. Though the rain was fine, standing in it for long would still soak one through. His clothes were already damp, emanating a cold moisture. She frowned and said, “Can’t you see it’s raining?”

The mountain wind moaned as it passed between them, billowing his wide sleeves. He held her hand, his knuckles distinct, fingers long and strong. Suddenly, he embraced her, saying nothing, just holding her silently. He didn’t use much force, yet it was as if steel bars constrained her, making her afraid to move at all.

“Zhuge Yue?”

Time passed silently. She called him softly: “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

His voice was calm, like a tranquil lake. A few years’ absence had matured the once unruly young man. His gaze was now serene, occasionally flashing with a hint of coldness—all worldly experiences adding to his weathered demeanor. His voice carried gentleness, yet always concealed icy layers and undercurrents beneath. His emotions were not visible on his face, making it difficult to discern his thoughts.

“Xing’er, I’ve wronged you.”

He suddenly said this. Chu Qiao frowned in confusion: “What are you talking about?”

“I owe you.” Zhuge Yue’s lips curled into a smile, silently laughing. As if speaking to a child, he gently patted her cheek and said, “I will make it up to you in the future.”

“Zhuge Yue, what’s wrong?”

Chu Qiao grew nervous, clutching Zhuge Yue’s sleeve, looking up to ask, “I don’t feel wrong at all. I chose this myself.”

Zhuge Yue smiled, still with that unparalleled elegance. He stretched his arms to embrace her, resting his chin on the top of her head, just holding her that way. He didn’t hold her tightly, as if cradling a piece of porcelain.

Some words he didn’t say, allowing them to disperse with his breath into the gentle river breeze.

He had always believed he was much better than Yan Xun, that only by his side could Chu Qiao find true happiness and protection.

But in this matter, he was not as good as that man. After ten years together, Yan Xun was indeed a gentleman, while he had developed his selfish desires.

But what could he do about it?

With her, he had never been confident, always cautious, treading on thin ice.

The closer happiness came, the more afraid he became. So selfishly, he wanted to possess a little more, then a little more, and still more.

Sometimes, he mocked himself—who would have thought that you, Zhuge Yue, would have such a day?

But often afterward, his heart would be filled with even greater anxiety about gain and loss. He was such an unrestrained person—imperial ambitions, mountains, rivers, wealth, and fortune—all were just grand gambles made with the flick of a finger. Yet she alone was the one game he could never solve in his lifetime.

Chu Qiao still mumbled softly in his arms, seemingly trying to comfort him, repeatedly saying, “It’s nothing, I wanted it myself.”

He covered her mouth with his hand, then picked her up and carried her toward the cabin.

Chu Qiao let out a soft “Ah!” The bamboo umbrella fell to the ground. Fine rain struck her cheeks, cool and refreshing. She buried her face in his chest and protested in a hushed voice, “Put me down! It would be terrible if Mei Xiang and the others saw us!”

Zhuge Yue looked down and imperiously said, “Shut up.”

Chu Qiao frowned, reflexively snapping back, “I won’t!”

Zhuge Yue smiled, still in his usual manner. His lips curved upward, but he made no sound. He lowered his head and captured her lips with his, kissing her tenderly and deeply. Right there at the cabin door, under the night sky, he openly savored the sweetness of her mouth. After a long, long while, until Chu Qiao was completely limp and breathless, he finally released her.

He looked at her with an amused smile, slightly tinged with a hint of triumphant provocation: “I have plenty of ways to make you quiet.”

Chu Qiao hurriedly covered her swollen lips with both hands, her large black eyes wide with anger as she glared at him, silently protesting.

Zhuge Yue smiled and carried her back to the room. Fortunately, it was late at night, and everyone had gone to bed. They didn’t meet anyone along the way.

As soon as they reached the room, Chu Qiao quickly jumped down and assumed a defensive posture, glaring at him vigilantly. Seeing him casually undressing, she couldn’t help but blush.

Zhuge Yue suddenly leaned forward with a light laugh, his warm breath on her ear as he whispered, “Does it still hurt?”

Chu Qiao’s face turned even redder. She was always like this—capable of fighting in battle and commanding armies of millions, yet when faced with these matters, her skin was as thin as an unworldly maiden’s. Just one sentence was enough to make her utterly flustered.

Zhuge Yue embraced her from behind, his hands wandering downward. Chu Qiao was startled and quickly grabbed his restless hands, pressing them firmly against her burning stomach.

“Hmm?” Zhuge Yue asked, “I’m asking you a question. Does it still hurt?”

Chu Qiao was greatly embarrassed, shaking her head wildly like a frightened rabbit.

Zhuge Yue chuckled, a mischievous expression crossing his face as he deliberately whispered in her ear, “It doesn’t hurt anymore?”

She quickly nodded again.

“Then let’s continue.”

“What?” Chu Qiao was shocked, her mouth gaping wide enough to fit an egg.

Zhuge Yue burst into laughter at her reaction and lifted her into his arms, placing her on the bed. Chu Qiao didn’t know what had happened to her. Where was her martial skill? Her agility? Her nimble movements? Why was it that whenever he came close, her body became so soft and devoid of strength?

She stared stupidly as his face drew nearer—his straight nose, thin lips, alluring eyes, smooth skin. When he smiled slightly, he possessed a splendid elegance that could captivate anyone.

She froze, allowing him to claim her cherry lips. A wave of tingling numbness crawled up her spine, hot as electricity. Her shell-like teeth were pried open, his skillful tongue entering. His kiss changed from gentle to passionate, and she went from initial shock to gradually trying to respond. Her body trembled slightly, and her breathing became irregular and hurried. She finally surrendered to his seductive techniques, softly leaning in his embrace, like a disturbed spring lake, ripples spreading everywhere, beyond anyone’s control.

Her clothes had been removed at some point, leaving only a short undergarment, revealing her long legs and snow-white arms.

But at this moment, he smiled and pulled up a blanket, wrapping her in it. Then he kissed her face and held her in his arms, his voice slightly hoarse as he said with a smile, “All right, let’s sleep.”

Chu Qiao was stunned, not quite processing what was happening, and asked foolishly, “Sleep?”

“What?” Zhuge Yue propped his head with one hand, lying on his side as he looked at her flushed face, smiling as he said, “You don’t want to sleep?”

“I do!” Chu Qiao immediately exclaimed exaggeratedly, even yawning to show how very, very tired she was.

Zhuge Yue lay down and embraced her. He hadn’t intended anything more; after all, it was Chu Qiao’s first time, and she couldn’t so quickly endure a second round of passion. But just now, he had almost been unable to stop himself. He had to close his eyes and say, “Then let’s sleep.”

But someone in his arms gradually became restless.

She moved her arms a bit, changed positions, like a fidgety puppy, digging here and there, her hair fluffy, making one want to sneeze.

Zhuge Yue slightly furrowed his brow as the fire inside him kept rising. He tried his utmost to control it, but couldn’t suppress it.

He frowned and asked, “What are you doing?”

“Aren’t you going back to your room?” Chu Qiao looked up pitifully, her cheeks red as she said, “What if Mei Xiang and the others see us tomorrow morning? Ping An and Jing Jing are still little, they’re just children.”

Zhuge Yue continued to frown: “How old are they now? Still children? Have you forgotten, when you were their age, you almost ravished me in Wu Peng City?”

“I did not!” When it came to her reputation, Chu Qiao immediately retorted, “You’re making this up!”

“Oh really?” Zhuge Yue snorted, “You disguised yourself as a favorite concubine sent by Master Tian to warm my bed, parading before me barely clothed—weren’t you trying to take advantage of me?”

“Zhuge Yue, you—”

“You can speak even louder if you like. Then they’ll all know about it, not tomorrow morning, but in a moment.”

Chu Qiao quickly lowered her voice, glaring at him fiercely, gritting her teeth as she said, “I was trying to save someone then. How was I to know you would be there? You clearly know the whole story, stop pretending.”

“Hmph!”

Zhuge Yue impatiently rolled his eyes, his expression seeming to say, “I knew you would make excuses like this.”

Seeing he wasn’t speaking, Chu Qiao breathed heavily for a while, her aggressive demeanor subsiding. Then she pushed him again and said, “Hey! Go back to your room. This bed is too small, I can’t sleep well.”

This bed was small? Four people could lie side by side without feeling cramped. Zhuge Yue pretended not to hear and continued to sleep with his eyes closed.

“Hey! Go back to your room, what do you think you’re doing staying in mine?”

Seeing that Zhuge Yue was truly immovable as a mountain, Chu Qiao angrily sat up, grabbing her clothes, ready to leave. But just as she was about to climb over Zhuge Yue, her waist was suddenly caught, her elbow losing strength, and she fell onto Zhuge Yue’s chest.

The man’s eyes flashed with sparks, narrowing menacingly into slits as he looked at her askance, coldly saying, “I see you’re full of energy, not wanting to sleep anymore.”

“No! Not at all!”

Even Li Qing Rong, that little one, knew how to read the situation. Chu Qiao, a grown woman, naturally understood the implications.

Indeed, she quickly realized that all protests and escapes were unrealistic. So she obediently lay back in her original place and turned her back to Zhuge Yue, not making a sound, breathing evenly, as if she had truly fallen asleep.

All was quiet, everywhere was as black as thick ink. The rain seemed to have grown heavier, pitter-pattering on the boat planks, making crisp sounds.

A hand reached from behind, encircling her waist. The man’s breath warmed the back of her ear, sending tingles down her neck. He held her, tenderly kissing the edge of her ear, his tone low as he said, “Xing’er, I want to hold you like this every night from now on. Don’t always chase me away.”

Her heart suddenly softened, like a pool of clear water, light and floating.

It was hard to imagine that a man like him would speak to her in such a tone. She felt a bit of heartache and reached out to grasp his fingers. They were a bit cool. She gradually pulled them up, placed them against her lips, and kissed them gently.

The night was still so long, yet she had already fallen asleep, lying in his embrace. In her dreams, she seemed to see a clear sky, emerald lake waters, and green grasslands. A group of children in white dresses stood on the vast lawn, dancing and singing warmly:

Zhuge Yue, you are my sunshine, the sunlight I can never give up.

Sleeping in late was almost certain.

After a bout of forceful knocking on the door, she opened her eyes in alarm to see Zhuge Yue already fully dressed, standing by the window. In his hands was a light blue and cream-colored dress. He smiled and said, “Mei Xiang has called several times. If you don’t get up, she’ll rush in.”

Chu Qiao put on her clothes almost trembling, then inched her way to the door. She extended her hand, opening the door just a crack, and poked her head out, smiling foolishly: “Hehe, Mei Xiang, good morning.”

“Miss, it’s already noon. We’ll be docking soon.”

Mei Xiang stood at the door, imposingly with her hands on her hips. Jing Jing was holding Li Ce’s young son, trying hard to peek inside, suddenly very interested in Chu Qiao’s room. Little Rong stretched out his chubby hands, pinching Jing Jing’s cheeks, babbling something unintelligible.

“Oh, is it?” Chu Qiao laughed awkwardly, “Oh my, I’ve been so tired lately, I overslept. How strange, haha.”

“Yes, very strange indeed.” Jing Jing giggled from the side, looking like a mischievous little elf.

“Miss, why are you standing there? I’ve brought water for you to wash your face. Aren’t you going to freshen up?”

Chu Qiao grabbed the water bucket from the ground, declaring righteously, “I’ll do it myself.”

Mei Xiang frowned, “Miss, what’s wrong with you?”

“I’m fine! I just see you’re very tired. You should go rest for a while.”

Mei Xiang, very dedicated to her duty, continued, “But I still need to tidy your room.”

“No need, no need. I’m feeling very energetic today. I can clean up myself.” Without waiting for Mei Xiang to say anything more, she took the water and went back into the room, shutting the door tightly. Then, like a thief, she pressed her ear against the door, listening carefully to the movements outside.

After waiting for Mei Xiang and Jing Jing to leave, Chu Qiao let out a long breath.

Zhuge Yue was lying sideways on the bed, looking very leisurely as he said, “Look at you, acting like a thief.”

Chu Qiao glared at him, stepped forward, and pulled his arm: “While no one’s around, hurry back to your room.”

“No.” Zhuge Yue flatly refused, “Not unless you help me wash my face.”

Chu Qiao’s face fell: “Why?”

“If you don’t, I won’t leave.”

“Zhuge Yue, you—”

Chu Qiao gritted her teeth for a long time, but finally walked to the basin, poured water, prepared the face towel, and then approached him, rolling up her sleeves. Her posture didn’t look like she was about to wash someone’s face, but rather like she was ready for a fight.

She squatted in front of him and scrubbed his face forcefully. He frowned slightly but said nothing, still smiling. Chu Qiao suddenly felt she couldn’t be so rough. She sighed, and her movements became gentler.

Sunlight streamed through the open window, shining on both of them. Time seemed to rewind more than ten years. Back to that courtyard at Qingshan Yuan, where she had to rise early every day, carrying a basin scented with aloeswood, serving him as he awoke, helping him wash his face, dress, put on shoes, eat, and drink tea.

“See, after all this effort, I’ve gone back to my old job.”

Chu Qiao pouted, looking dejected.

Zhuge Yue smiled and said, “As they say, heaven’s net is vast, though the meshes are wide, nothing escapes. You were born to be mine, you can’t run away.”

Chu Qiao glared at him and cursed, “What a terrible metaphor.”

After brushing teeth, rinsing mouth, and dressing properly.

Chu Qiao pushed Zhuge Yue’s arm, pushing him all the way to the door: “Hurry up, hurry up and leave!”

Zhuge Yue turned back, eyeing her: “You wicked woman. One night as husband and wife should mean a hundred days of affection, yet you turn your back on me the very next day!”

“Hurry up, hurry up! Go back to your room!”

“Young Master!”

A clear, cheerful voice suddenly came. Chu Qiao was so frightened that three of her seven souls left her body. She turned abruptly to see Yue Qi smiling by the window. Seeing her, he grinned and greeted her: “I went to the Young Master’s room this morning and found he wasn’t there, so I guessed the Young Master spent the night in Miss’s room.”

Ping An stood behind Yue Qi, and behind him there seemed to be many more people. They were too far away to hear clearly what he was saying, but faintly there came sounds of jubilation: “Sister has finally married, now we won’t have to listen to her nagging anymore.”

At this moment, the door creaked open, and Mei Xiang entered with Jing Jing and others. Seeing Zhuge Yue, she curtseyed first, very politely calling him “Fourth Young Master,” then walked toward Chu Qiao’s bed, presumably to tidy up.

Chu Qiao suddenly remembered the bloodstains on the bed that shouldn’t be seen. Just as she was about to stop her, Jing Jing brought over a bowl of soup and whispered in her ear: “Sister Mei Xiang specially ordered this to be prepared. It stops bleeding and replenishes energy. Sister, drink it quickly.”

Chu Qiao’s vision darkened, her cheeks flushing as though they might bleed.

Zhuge Yue walked over, took the medicinal bowl, and held it to Chu Qiao’s lips, his mouth curved in a slight smile: “Indeed a good thing. Xing’er, drink it quickly.”

That afternoon, the boat docked at Lanling Prefecture. After replenishing the food supplies onboard, they continued their journey. Two days later, they finally arrived at Hu County.

Everyone disembarked. Although they were now within Great Xia’s borders, Yue Qi and the others strengthened their guard around Zhuge Yue. As soon as they reached the ferry dock, there was a guard unit of about five hundred people waiting. All the female attendants changed into men’s clothing, mixing among the troops as they boarded carriages, being extremely secretive and careful.

Chu Qiao noticed that most of the men in Zhuge Yue’s guard unit had facial tattoos, and knew they were mostly criminals who had been exiled to Qinghai. This somewhat put her mind at ease.

Most of these men were descendants of criminals and didn’t have much sense of belonging to Western Liang. Moreover, having lived in the wilds of Qinghai for years, they were physically agile and utterly loyal to Zhuge Yue. With them around, Zhuge Yue’s safety wasn’t a concern.

When they reached Baolin Prefecture, three thousand Qinghai troops in gleaming armor stood guard. Among them, one thousand wore dark blue leather armor, looking fierce and imposing, exuding a sharp, killing aura. Their faces showed resilience and weathering, with bulging temples—all trained fighters.

Yue Qi proudly told her that these were his subordinates, the Seventh Division, the most elite force of Qinghai. This was only a small portion; most of the troops were currently stationed at Cuiwei Pass and Zhenhuang City.

That night, they rested in Baolin Prefecture. The next day, they set out for Zhenhuang, and by evening, they finally saw that majestic city.

The land stretched vast and desolate, withered and bleak. The wilderness rolled endlessly, with dried grass swaying in the wind.

It was still the weather of Great Xia, the wind of Great Xia, and the autumn coolness of Great Xia. Chu Qiao lifted the carriage curtain, gazing at the towering city gate ahead, the iron-red city walls glowing with a bloody, tragic color in the setting sun.

She vaguely recalled those youthful days when she and Yan Xun had depended on each other for survival in that huge cage, hating everything here, wishing for a flood to wash away all the splendor into ashes. They had exhausted themselves, fighting to the death to carve out a bloody path, breaking free from this fence that had confined them for eight years.

But today, she was willingly setting foot in this place again, walking through this suffocating city gate.

Six years ago, she had left this place for one man. Six years later, she returned for another.

The strange wonder of fate always lay in its countless turns. With each step taken, you never know what results await ahead. All you can do is continue walking forward.

Her fingertips felt cold, and the wind whistling by her ears made a moaning sound.

A hand suddenly reached from behind, embracing her.

Zhuge Yue’s voice sounded behind her ear, extremely light and gentle, with a calming quality.

“Don’t be afraid. I’m here.”

Chu Qiao smiled slightly. He always seemed to say this. She leaned back into his embrace, taking a deep breath of his scent, then slowly closing her eyes.

She just held his hand, so tightly, as if she would never let go again.

Today’s Zhenhuang City has lost its former splendor and prosperity. Although night hadn’t fallen yet, there were very few people walking the streets. Upon seeing Zhuge Yue’s carriage, everyone made their way. It was nothing like the crowded scenes of the Lantern Festival years ago when people brushed shoulders as they moved about.

The carriage rounded Xuanhua Street, turned into Baiwei Road, and headed west through the city. Chu Qiao was slightly surprised and asked, “Aren’t we going back to the Zhuge residence?”

Zhuge Yue smiled: “I am now the Military Minister of Great Xia, so naturally I live in my own Minister’s mansion.”

Upon hearing this, Chu Qiao immediately felt relieved, unconsciously breaking into a smile.

Zhuge Yue laughed at her: “Displaying emotions so plainly—how does that match your title as the Elegant Princess?”

“What’s the point of pretending in front of you?”

Chu Qiao said naturally. Zhuge Yue paused slightly, then embraced her, praising: “Well said.”

With few people on the streets, the carriage moved faster. Before long, they arrived at the Minister’s mansion located by Bili Lake in the western part of the city.

Chu Qiao had seen this residence before. It was one of the royal family’s villas, built magnificent and imposing, dignified and substantial. The carriage didn’t stop but proceeded directly through the gates into the inner courtyard. After the soldiers had all dispersed, Chu Qiao followed Zhuge Yue out of the carriage.

At once, she saw Huan’er standing in the distance with reddened eyes. Upon seeing her, tears began to fall more profusely.

Though it was no longer the same courtyard as before, the people were still the same. Chu Qiao felt somewhat sorrowful and slightly extended her hand. Huan’er rushed over, lifting her skirt to kneel and pay respects.

Chu Qiao quickly reached out to help her up, but Zhuge Yue held her back, saying, “From now on, you are the mistress of this household. It’s only appropriate that they kowtow to you.”

With these words, all the maids and servants of the household dutifully kowtowed to her, saying, “We pay our respects to the Young Mistress.”

Chu Qiao helped Huan’er up. After many years apart, her appearance had changed somewhat. She had grown pretty and clever and had now become the head maid in Zhuge Yue’s household, managing over a hundred smaller maids.

Huan’er, wiping her tears, sobbed as she said, “This servant knew the Mistress would return sooner or later. The Mistress’s room has been prepared, kept for you all these years.”

Chu Qiao felt slightly embarrassed being addressed as “Mistress” repeatedly, but Zhuge Yue seemed completely at ease. He interjected from the side: “Leave that room empty. Move her things directly to my chambers.”

Everyone immediately understood. Huan’er quickly directed the maids to move Chu Qiao’s luggage. Mei Xiang and Jing Jing joined in as well, with everyone working enthusiastically.

“Come.”

Zhuge Yue whispered in her ear, then without further explanation, took her hand and walked forward.

Dusk had fallen, night stretching boundlessly. A crescent moon hung distantly in the sky, casting a faint, clear light. Lamps were lit on both sides, illuminating Zhuge Yue’s dark blue cloak. His hand was warm, and he walked silently. The wind blew from both sides, carrying the damp coldness of lake water, yet with the freshness of nightfall. The arrow patterns on his cuffs were densely woven, occasionally brushing against Chu Qiao’s white cape, making a rustling sound.

A very light fragrance enveloped them, not strong but omnipresent. It was a fine orchid scent, faintly mixed with the fragrance of pollia.

Zhuge Yue had always been a man who knew how to enjoy life. Perhaps it was the nobility in his bones, the accumulation of wealth over hundreds of years, that set these aristocratic families apart from ordinary nouveau riche. Almost every inch of soil, every plant, carried a certain rare elegance.

Pushing open the carved openwork door of Western Sea nanmu wood, what met her eyes was an elegant bedchamber. It wasn’t particularly sumptuous, but it was so exquisitely comfortable that even the most demanding person could find no fault. Soft, thick carpets covered the floor, giving a light, floating sensation when stepped upon. Writing desks, tea tables, antiques, and calligraphy paintings—the entire room was refined, with an unworldly simplicity. Eighteen white silk gauze curtains of silkworm silk were held by hooks shaped like purple-gold divine birds, extending to the inner chamber.

“Tired?”

He stood in front of her, looking down at her, asking softly.

Chu Qiao shook her head, holding her stomach and saying, “I’m just very hungry.”

A little maid in red clothing quickly said, “The meal will be ready soon. Would the Young Master and Mistress like to go to the dining hall now?”

Zhuge Yue shook his head and said to Chu Qiao, “I have matters to attend to and can’t accompany you for dinner.”

Chu Qiao nodded: “If you have a business, go ahead and take care of it.”

“They’re preparing the horse. Just wait a bit longer.”

Saying this, he embraced Chu Qiao. The cloud pattern embroidered on his chest lightly touched Chu Qiao’s face, tickling her slightly.

His voice came through his body, somewhat muffled: “Xing’er, you’ve finally come.”

Chu Qiao smiled, also embracing him, feeling an indescribable satisfaction in her heart. Her limbs felt lazy, and she didn’t want to speak.

The room was infused with fine fragrances, making one drowsy, wanting to close one’s eyes and sleep soundly.

“Tonight, wait for me here.”

Chu Qiao’s cheeks flushed slightly. She looked up and smiled at Zhuge Yue: “Then come back early.”

Chu Qiao nodded.

By now, the horse was ready. Zhuge Yue said, “I’m going to the Seventh Prince’s place. You eat first and rest early.”

“Mmm.” Chu Qiao stood on tiptoe and lightly pecked his lips, her cheeks red as she said, “Be careful on the road.”

A trace of joy flowed from Zhuge Yue’s eyes. He hugged Chu Qiao tightly, then turned and left.

Chu Qiao followed him to the door. The wind was strong, blowing her snow-white cape. She watched Zhuge Yue disappear into the thick night, smiling as she leaned against the doorframe.

In truth, Zhenhuang wasn’t as frightening as she had imagined.

From a distance came the exaggerated voices of Jing Jing and Ping An, though it wasn’t clear what had happened. They burst into laughter. Chu Qiao’s lips couldn’t help but curve upward. It was good here, really good.

After finishing dinner, she took a bath with the help of the maids.

Mei Xiang and the others were also exhausted from the journey. Little Rong needed constant attention, so Mei Xiang took two wet nurses to look after the child. The servants didn’t know and assumed it was Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao’s child born outside, so they took extremely good care of him.

Zhuge Yue’s bathroom was very large, entirely built with white jade from Shentian, inlaid with hundreds of pearls. Just a single candle could illuminate the entire room as bright as day. The water was drawn from underground hot springs of Cangshan, mixed with flower dew, combined with imperial medicinal powder, exuding fragrance. The bottom of the pool was carved with large wild roses to prevent slipping, the epitome of luxury.

Huan’er said, that when the Emperor bestowed the mansion on Zhuge Yue, he came to look around first. After seeing it, he said, “When I leave, this house can be sold for a good price.”

Chu Qiao smiled slightly upon hearing this. It seemed the rumors about the bloodsucking Minister were true.

After bathing, dressed in a white silk robe, she returned barefoot to the bedchamber.

At first, Huan’er was somewhat awkward, but gradually seeing how approachable Chu Qiao was, she opened up, boldly calling her “Xing’er.” She repeatedly brought up Zhuge Yue’s trivial matters from the past few years, though she only spoke well of him. The main point was that Xing’er had wisely turned back to the right path and returned to their Young Master’s side—a move so wise that even the gods in heaven would envy her.

Chu Qiao smiled as she listened to how Zhuge Yue had kept himself pure all these years, how he had avoided women, how he had made those aristocratic ladies regret bitterly, watching and waiting in vain. She listened to how Zhuge Yue had missed her every day, how he had thought of her, how happy and excited he was whenever he received news or letters from her, how he couldn’t sleep at night, how he ate several more bowls of soup. She listened to how miserable Zhuge Yue had been in those earlier years, how he had been mistreated, how his health had been weak, and how he had no status within the family.

Gradually, the little maid began to cry, mumbling about Zhuge Yue’s goodness while tearfully saying that Xing’er must never leave the Young Master again, the Young Master truly liked her.

The room was filled with fine incense. Chu Qiao sat on the soft bed, listening to every past event, feeling as if the bygone years swept past her eyes like mountains and seas.

See, he liked her, the whole world knew it, even a maid could see it so clearly. Yet it had taken her so long, so many years, to understand this.

Soon, someone knocked lightly on the door. A servant came to report that the wife of General Yue Qi had arrived.

Huan’er quickly jumped up and ran out. Shortly after, a pretty woman with clear features entered, wearing a goose-yellow dress that looked simple and elegant. When she smiled, she had two small dimples. She was holding the hand of a child of about ten years old. Upon seeing Chu Qiao, she was about to kneel and pay her respects.

Chu Qiao quickly helped her up, smiling as she said, “I didn’t expect Yue Qi to be so lucky, marrying such a beautiful wife.”

Xiao Fei smiled slightly, revealing two cute little fangs, and said to the child, “Mo’er, quickly greet Mother.”

The child looked up at Chu Qiao, staring for a good while, then suddenly opened his arms and hugged Chu Qiao’s leg, shouting, “Sister, you’ve come to see me!”

Chu Qiao was startled. Looking down carefully, she saw the child was handsome and adorable, wearing a pine-green vest, his eyes bright and sparkling as he looked at her happily, calling out, “Sister, don’t you recognize me? I’m Mo’er!”

Chu Qiao suddenly remembered—this was Ouyang Mo, whom she and Zhuge Yue had taken in on their way to the Tang capital. In a flash, more than six years had passed, and the little one had grown so big.

She quickly hugged the child, exclaiming with delight, “Mo’er has grown so tall, I almost didn’t recognize him.”

Mo’er hugged her affectionately and said, “Where did Sister go? So many years without coming to see me? If not for Father mentioning you often, Mo’er would have forgotten Sister.”

“Father?”

Chu Qiao frowned, looking questioningly at the two beside her.

Xiao Fei quickly said to the child, “Don’t call her that. Call her Mother.”

Mo’er looked at Chu Qiao and asked, “Sister, have you married my father?”

“Who is your father?”

“My father is the Military Minister of Great Xia. Sister, don’t you recognize him?”

Huan’er quickly explained from the side, “The Young Master adopted Young Master Mo as his son after returning.”

Chu Qiao finally understood. After chatting with Mo’er and Xiao Fei for a while, she learned that Xiao Fei had already given birth to two children for Yue Qi. This woman’s personality was completely different from Yue Qi’s—she always seemed shy, blushing after saying a few words, which was particularly endearing.

Since Chu Qiao had just returned to the mansion today, they didn’t stay long. After chatting for a while, Xiao Fei took Mo’er away. Before leaving, Mo’er repeatedly made Chu Qiao promise to visit him, as if afraid she would leave again once he turned away.

After everyone had left, Zhuge Yue still hadn’t returned. Chu Qiao was somewhat tired, so she dismissed the servants and went to bed.

Chu Qiao’s health had not been good these past few years, and after traveling for days, she was mentally fatigued.

The bed was warm and soft. Chu Qiao lay down, closed her eyes, and fell into a deep sleep.

She didn’t know how much time had passed when she vaguely felt someone kissing her. Stubbornly refusing to wake up, she made a lazy murmur and burrowed deeper into the bed.

A cold arm suddenly embraced her, warm breath on her ear, seemingly chuckling softly.

Her neck felt ticklish. She frowned and opened her eyes to see Zhuge Yue wearing a light purple nightgown, lying on his side on the bed. His bright black eyes fixed on her as he smiled and said, “With this level of vigilance, being taken advantage of without even knowing—is this still the Xing’er I know?”

Chu Qiao smiled, reaching out to encircle his neck, saying, “There’s a little thief with such good skills, coming and going without a trace. I can’t catch even a glimpse of him.”

Zhuge Yue chuckled softly, lowered his head to kiss her, and asked, “Did you sleep well?”

“Not bad.”

Chu Qiao leaned in his embrace, playfully saying, “If you hadn’t come back, I would have slept even better.”

Zhuge Yue laughed and scolded, “Three days without discipline, and you’re already causing trouble. It seems I need to give you a taste of household discipline.”

Saying this, he raised his hand. Chu Qiao was so frightened that she immediately closed her eyes, but after waiting for a while, the so-called discipline never came down. She opened her eyes to see Zhuge Yue looking at her leisurely, and couldn’t help asking, “Weren’t you going to enforce discipline? Why aren’t you doing it?”

Zhuge Yue embraced her, lowering his head to kiss her neck. His arm moved slightly, untying the silk ribbon at her waist. Her clothes slid down her shoulders, revealing snow-white skin.

Zhuge Yue’s arms tightened slightly, his body slowly covering hers as he said in a deep voice, “How could I bear to?”

On the twin-crane, flower-holding, twisted-branch candlestick, a pair of red candles burned quietly. Red lanterns covered the candles, with only a faint red glow seeping through.

The long night was silent. Chu Qiao’s first night back in Zhenhuang City slowly passed in such warm intimacy.

Chapter 182: Reunion with an Old Acquaintance
This autumn slipped away slowly amid such sweetness and joy. Though the autumn leaves fell, the golden chrysanthemums bloomed in clusters, adorning the already splendid Sima Mansion with even greater grandeur. Days passed quickly, like spring lakes in March, flowing through fingers, yet leaving behind the sweetness and hope of spring days in one’s palm, lingering for a long time.

On the day of the Autumn Festival, Chu Qiao accompanied Zhuge Yue out of the mansion. They went to enjoy Xiangzhi Mountain, thirty miles away and took the opportunity to visit and worship at Anyuan Temple on the mountain.

Although Chu Qiao had lived in Zhenhuang City for seven or eight years, she had barely visited any of the famous scenic spots around the imperial city. Firstly, her previous status wouldn’t allow it, and secondly, she never had the right state of mind. But now, with the vicissitudes of life and everything changed from the past, she was able to open her heart. The weather that day was excellent—clear and bright. Though there was a hint of a cool breeze, it made everything feel even more refreshing. Chu Qiao wore a moon-white pleated silk dress with a long satin cape. Accompanied by a group of excited attendants who had heard they were going out to play, they set off grandly.

Xiangzhi Mountain was located directly south of Zhenhuang, rising abruptly from a plain. Its peak was covered in snow year-round, resembling a lying dragon, lonely and isolated. The mountainside was covered with maple forests, which now appeared as bright as fire, creating a beautiful landscape. Today was the Autumn Festival, and wealthy households from Zhenhuang City were all out touring, with crowds of visitors, laughter, and a lively atmosphere.

As they climbed Xiangzhi Mountain and found themselves amidst layers of red maple forests, the magnificent scenery was breathtaking. Jingqing and Ping’an led the way with Mo’er, shouting and chasing each other. He Xiaoduoji and a group of Moon Guards protected them on all sides. Moon Seven had also brought Little Fei along, taking advantage of the festival to give this virtuous wife and good mother a break.

Zhuge Yue held Chu Qiao’s hand, walking upward, occasionally citing classics and engaging in witty conversation with everyone. This young master was rarely so happy and easygoing. Everyone was glad to join in, surrounding them like stars around the moon. Occasional passersby would turn to look, wondering which noble family was out on an excursion.

Zhuge Yue had always been very busy. He was the Minister of War in Great Xia, as well as the tributary prince of Qinghai, and now had subtly become the spokesperson for the Zhuge clan. Holding multiple positions, he carried military and political responsibilities, while constantly guarding against the attacks from both Zhao Yang and Yan Bei. These days, although he returned to the mansion on time every day to dine and chat with Chu Qiao, and rest with her, whenever Chu Qiao woke up in the middle of the night, she would not find him by her side. Opening the window, she could see the light burning all night in his study.

At such times, she always pretended not to know, going back to bed and sleeping soundly, until early the next morning when she would smile and ask him if he had slept well, watching him reply with dark circles under his eyes that he had slept extremely well.

His health was not as good as he made it appear. Having suffered such severe injuries years ago and having swum underwater for so long, it was already a miracle that he had survived. Now, as the weather grew colder, his ailments became increasingly apparent.

Autumn rains made everything cooler, and whenever it was cloudy or rainy, his complexion would worsen. Occasionally, waking up at midnight, she could hear his deep, suppressed breathing, see the fine cold sweat on the back of his neck, and his nightclothes soaked on his back, clinging softly to his spine.

At such times, she could never say anything, only lying in the dark with her eyes wide open, looking at the dimly glowing pearl chandelier, her fists clenched, lips pale, counting the fine sand in the water clock, quietly waiting for dawn. Then, the next day, she would frantically bring braziers into the room. She even directed craftsmen to spend more than ten days building a heating system, making the bedroom as hot as a furnace.

Yesterday morning, while eating breakfast, Jingqing and Ping’an talked about the lively Autumn Festival. She had merely casually agreed, but he remembered it. He didn’t say anything at the time, but the next day, he canceled all his appointments and, under the pretext of going to the mountain to worship Buddha, took her on an outing.

All these years, he had always been a stubborn and proud person, never believing in gods or Buddhas, rebellious and self-willed like a child. Chu Qiao mocked him for his sudden change of heart in wanting to worship Buddha. He smiled at her mysteriously, saying that while other Buddhas could be skipped, there was one Buddha they had to worship.

When Chu Qiao and the others entered the side hall of Anyuan Temple, her cheeks couldn’t help but blush slightly. Jingqing and the others laughed aloud, with only Little Fei seriously kowtowing and bowing, turning back to glare at the group of irreverent youngsters.

Incense smoke curled around them, and the great hall was solemn. The Guanyin, Bringer of Children, sat benevolently on the altar. The midday light shone from outside the hall, penetrating layers of fine incense ash, sprinkling on the spacious hall. Zhuge Yue’s voice was right beside her ear, carrying the warm richness of his smile, softly saying, “One must be sincere when worshiping Buddha.”

Chu Qiao turned her head and saw his bright eyes looking at her with a smile, showing some seriousness but also a bit of childish mischief.

She turned around with a smile, quite naturally kneeling, placing her palms together, silently making the wishes that thousands of women had made before, then placing both hands on the prayer cushion and bowing sincerely.

First bow, bless him with good health, to encounter good fortune in all matters, to turn misfortune into blessing.

Second bow, bless us to stay together safely, with no more separations.

Third bow, bless us to fulfill our wishes, to have a healthy child.

She bowed down one by one, so devoutly, with unprecedented satisfaction and peace on her face.

Buddha, you have blessed so many people, now, please bless me once too.

Jingqing, Mo’er, and the others were giggling behind her. Little Fei was earnestly persuading them to respect the deity. Moon Seven and He Xiao were chatting casually outside, talking about some lieutenant from a certain regiment who was caught by his wife at a brothel and beaten in the street, making all the guards laugh heartily.

The autumn weather was a bit cool, with the sky bright and high. She knelt there, looking up at the deity above, feeling that life was peaceful and good. The bloody storms of memories had long since departed, and her state of mind had never been as peaceful and tranquil as today.

Zhuge Yue helped her up, his arms gently encircling her waist, his cold lips giving her forehead a light kiss, and then he softly laughed.

Sharp-eyed Jingqing grabbed Little Fei, repeatedly calling, “Sister-in-law Seven, sister-in-law, look quickly, sister and brother-in-law are the ones disrespecting the deity!”

Everyone who heard this began to snicker quietly. Zhuge Yue didn’t care at all, while Chu Qiao’s cheeks flushed slightly as she gently pushed away from his embrace, but her hands below tightly held his arm, not letting go.

“Do you want to stay on the mountain to eat vegetarian food?” Zhuge Yue asked. Before Chu Qiao could respond, she saw Ping’an winking at her from the side. Understanding immediately, she said, “Let’s go down the mountain. We’re all carnivores here; there’s no need to force ourselves to follow the trend.”

Mo’er laughed foolishly, while Ping’an excitedly ran forward to tell Zhuge Yue how delicious certain dishes at Deyue Pavilion were, with Jingqing echoing his sentiments. Zhuge Yue gave Ping’an a flick on the forehead, jokingly scolding him as a “stinky kid,” and then led everyone out of the dignified Buddha hall.

After generously donating oil money, the temple prepared a quiet courtyard for them. Moon Seven and others went to prepare the carriages, leaving only Zhuge Yue, Chu Qiao, and a few others sitting among the falling maple leaves, enjoying tea.

Soon after they sat down, Little Fei became restless. Chu Qiao thought she needed to relieve herself but was too embarrassed to say so, so she took her to the side courtyard. However, with red cheeks, Little Fei eventually explained that there was a fortune teller in the temple of the Guanyin, Bringer of Children, who was extremely accurate. The pills he sold were also magical medicine. She had conceived twice because she had taken the fortune teller’s magic pills, but neither Moon Seven nor the young master believed in this. Now that they were here, she could only secretly go to buy some.

Chu Qiao naturally didn’t believe it, thinking, “Your pregnancies and childbirth are Moon Seven’s accomplishment. What does a street fortune teller have to do with it?” But seeing her speak so earnestly, she didn’t have the heart to refuse. She informed Zhuge Yue and accompanied Little Fei to the fortune-telling stall located on the maple path outside the main hall.

The fortune teller had white hair and a white beard, looking thin and aloof, indeed having an otherworldly appearance.

Upon seeing Chu Qiao, he immediately said she was a person of great wealth and nobility, though her life had many entanglements and constraints. As long as she sincerely turned to Buddha, there would be ways to break through disasters. Little Fei nodded repeatedly, continuously winking at Chu Qiao, as if to say, “See how accurate this fortune teller is.”

Chu Qiao knew that these were common phrases all fortune tellers used. Who doesn’t have a few worries in life? As for great wealth and nobility, just by looking at the attire of the two women, one could make a pretty accurate guess.

Little Fei sat at the stall, drawing divination sticks to ask about good and bad fortune, busying herself with great enjoyment. Chu Qiao stood beside her, bored, when suddenly she saw a very familiar figure in the distance. She immediately froze in place.

After a while, she whispered instructions to Little Fei, then quietly followed the figure.

In the blink of an eye, it had been six years since they last met.

Among the red maples, he wore a white robe, looking plain and unadorned, no longer with the dashing spirit of the past. The autumn wind blew, lifting a sleeve lightly, like willow catkins with no branch to rely on, floating softly.

“Your Highness, would you like some water?”

An eighteen or nineteen-year-old attendant walked forward, with a cold voice. Although dressed as a man, it was clear she was a young woman, but she had her back to Chu Qiao, so her face wasn’t visible.

Zhao Song turned around. His once carefree, slightly chubby face was now as thin as a blade. Though his figure was still upright, it showed signs of fatigue and frailty. His eyes no longer held the spirit of the past, calm and still like an ancient well. Though barely in his twenties, his temples were already streaked with gray.

He shook his head and said calmly, “I want to walk alone.”

But the young woman didn’t move, just slightly lowering her head, holding the water pouch. The clear breeze blew past her profile, carrying a vague, inexplicable familiarity. She suddenly raised her head, looking at Zhao Song, and said steadily, “Is Your Highness waiting for someone?”

Zhao Song’s expression showed slight displeasure. He frowned and asked, “What are you saying?”

“How long has Your Highness not left the mansion? Why are you so interested today?”

Zhao Song’s expression grew increasingly displeased. He looked at her deeply twice, then turned to leave. The young woman was startled and hurriedly caught up, grabbing his sleeve, saying sadly, “Has Your Highness forgotten what the Fourteenth Prince said?”

Zhao Song, with his sleeve in her grasp, slowly turned his head, his eyes like deep pools, staring deeply at the young woman in men’s clothes, saying solemnly, “Wuxin, not everyone in this world has wronged you. Is your hatred too long-lasting?”

With that, he turned and disappeared into the layers of maple forest.

The young woman stood motionless with her back to Chu Qiao, her silhouette wavering, her black hair like willows, her figure so thin that it seemed a gust of wind could blow her away. Indispensable loneliness flowed slowly from her rejected fingertips, drifting layer by layer through the forest. She stood silently for a long time. Finally, she wiped her face with her sleeve, as if wiping away something, then lifted her foot to follow in the direction Zhao Song had gone.

Birds flew and sang in the forest. Faintly, Chu Qiao seemed to see again the scene from many years ago: him wearing a little blue robe embroidered with colorful birds, brocaded and colorful, swinging a little golden whip in his hand, looking at her proudly and saying, “Of all the maids in the mansion, I find you the most pleasing. I’ll make you my gate-guarding general, how about that?”

A gust of wind blew by, and she suddenly felt so cold.

Little Fei’s voice gradually approached. She came back to her senses and returned hand in hand with the good mother who, after having two children, was still not satisfied.

Everyone was somewhat tired after touring for half a day, so they took carriages down the mountain. As the carriage swayed along, Zhuge Yue saw that she wasn’t in high spirits and frowned, asking if she was tired. Chu Qiao nodded, saying she was, and leaned on his shoulder, drowsily closing her eyes, but couldn’t fall asleep.

Zhuge Yue held her hand, which was ice-cold. Concerned, he ordered Moon Seven to hurry.

“In a few days, Zhao Che will be getting married,” he said.

Chu Qiao was startled and raised her head slightly. Zhuge Yue smiled and said, “He’s been unlucky these years, almost becoming an old bachelor. You don’t know the bride, but I think you’ll like her. She’s the youngest daughter of the Eastern Hu leader, named Wanyan Rou. Though her name contains the character ‘gentle,’ she’s not gentle at all—an arrogant and domineering crazy girl, but pure-hearted and kind. When she comes to the capital, I’ll take you to meet her.”

Chu Qiao nodded, seeming to think of something, but ultimately said nothing.

After the Autumn Festival, the weather began to turn cold. The lake’s surface froze, and with a heavy snowfall, the world became a blanket of white. The houses were warm all day, making people lazy.

These days, people were coming and going to the Sima Mansion. Zhuge Yue also seemed particularly busy, and even Moon Seven hadn’t been seen for a long time. According to Little Fei, he had been sent by Zhuge Yue on an errand and had been gone for seven or eight days.

That night, Chu Qiao casually asked Zhuge Yue about it, but he mysteriously didn’t answer, only saying he had a surprise for her.

The surprise came quickly. Three days later, Sun Di dispatched someone from Bian Tang to deliver personal letters and imperial documents to her.

It turned out that Zhuge Yue, Minister of War of Great Xia, had sent people to Bian Tang to propose marriage, to the Beauty Princess of Bian Tang. The first batch of betrothal gifts and dowry had already been sent to the Bian Tang Palace.

When Chu Qiao received the news, Zhuge Yue was still lounging in bed, not yet risen, wearing a white satin nightgown that was translucent. He propped his head up with one hand, glancing at her with a half-smile, looking lazy.

Chu Qiao walked up to him, spread out the letters, and asked, “What’s going on?”

Zhuge Yue calmly replied, “What do you mean? Men should marry, women should wed—it’s the natural order of things.”

Chu Qiao frowned, “But my status is awkward. With your current position, aren’t you afraid of court criticism?”

Zhuge Yue smiled lightly, saying disdainfully, “I, Zhuge Yue, am getting married. What do others’ criticisms have to do with me?”

Like a hot water bottle being punctured, warm water flowed over her heart. Her smile couldn’t be contained and slowly spilled out. She crouched down, resting her head on his leg, not moving.

Zhuge Yue sat up and embraced her, bending down to nuzzle her hair with his chin, saying softly, “I’ve thought about this for so many years. How could I let you enter my household quietly? I must announce it to the world, tell everyone that you are mine.”

The following days suddenly became busy. Chu Qiao didn’t know what methods Zhuge Yue had used, but it seemed as if the entire upper society of Zhenhuang had collectively forgotten overnight. No one remembered that she had once helped Yan Xun escape Zhenhuang, no one remembered that she had twice thwarted Great Xia’s northern expeditions, and no one even remembered that she had personally killed Great Xia’s Third Prince, Zhao Qi.

Day after day, noble ladies from various aristocratic families visited, and all kinds of precious gifts flowed into the Sima Mansion like water. Even some royal officials who weren’t close to Zhuge Yue or Zhao Che sent gifts to save face.

On the third day of the twelfth month, news suddenly came from the Saint Golden Palace that the Emperor was critically ill and urgently summoned Zhuge Yue to attend to him.

According to protocol, when the Emperor was gravely ill, ministers should not be summoned to attend, only princes and kings. However, with the Emperor on his deathbed, no one knew what might happen in the next moment. Prince Jing, Duke Mu of Lingnan, and various regional kings and crown princes were submitting memorials to enter the palace. At this point, it would be unwise to leave Zhao Che alone in the palace. Under these circumstances, Zhuge Yue had no choice but to submit a request to join them. The Emperor, in his illness, had no opinion, and Zhao Yang and others weren’t comfortable letting Zhuge Yue remain free outside. Thus, the Saint Golden Palace became bustling with activity, gathering all the powers of Great Xia.

However, on the very night, all the leaders entered the palace, the Eastern Hu army stationed in the western city clashed with the personal guards brought by Prince Jing. No one knew the exact reason anymore, but when Chu Qiao was awakened by the commotion, the entire western sky was red, with shouts of killing shaking the heavens. All messengers reporting to the palace were blocked outside the palace gates, clearly intentionally permitted by someone.

Half an hour later, the scale of the fighting expanded. The personal troops of the young Duke Mu of Lingnan also joined the battle. The local patrol teams of Zhenhuang, however, watched from the sidelines. No matter how the civilians in the western city cried for help, they were all stopped with the excuse of “waiting for orders from above.” They stood on the perimeter, holding their troops back, waiting for the two sides inside to fight it out.

At this time, various gangs and ruffians in Zhenhuang City took advantage of the chaos to loot. After some minor disturbances and finding no one interfered, they became increasingly rampant. The entire city of Zhenhuang, north, south, east, and west, was filled with wailing. Civilians hid in their homes, trembling with fear, afraid of getting caught in the crossfire.

Chu Qiao ordered the household troops to be on high alert, the main gate tightly closed, absolutely not stepping out.

He Xiao and Zhuge Yue’s guard, Moon Six, were responsible for the defense inside the mansion. Soon, the area outside the mansion was suddenly lit up by torches, seemingly surrounded by a large number of troops.

Moon Six and other guards gritted their teeth, flexed their muscles, and drew their wolf knives, looking ready to fight to the death. But Chu Qiao found it strange and sent He Xiao out to gather information.

He Xiao quickly returned, smiling to Chu Qiao that it was the government’s inspection army, ordered from above to protect the Sima Mansion. Soon, the clamor from all directions diminished significantly, suggesting that this so-called inspection army was having an effect. However, when Chu Qiao asked Moon Six, the young guard scratched his head, very puzzled, saying he had never heard of any inspection army.

At the second watch, there was suddenly a commotion at the main gate. Chu Qiao had just stepped out of her room when she saw Zhuge Yue hurriedly entering, wearing a deep purple fur coat. Seeing her, he asked, “Did I scare you?”

Chu Qiao smiled and said, “Do you think I’m made of paper? When I was out killing and burning, you probably weren’t even born yet.”

Zhuge Yue picked up a teacup, took a sip, forced a smile, and sat down.

Chu Qiao asked, “What’s happening?”

Regarding Zhuge Yue’s affairs, Chu Qiao seldom inquired. Firstly, her status and position were truly unsuitable for knowing too much; secondly, she no longer had the energy to meddle in such matters. But tonight’s events made her genuinely concerned.

Zhuge Yue looked up, seeing her worried expression, and felt slightly guilty. He held her cold hand and said, “It’s Jing Han and his people causing trouble. The South Gate is controlled by Zhao Yang’s men. I came out through the North Gate, which is why I was a bit late.”

“What benefit do they gain from causing trouble? If it escalates, the Council of Elders will send all the border troops back to their territories. Wouldn’t everyone lose out then?”

Zhuge Yue smiled coldly and said, “That’s exactly what they’re planning.”

Chu Qiao’s brows furrowed, and in a moment, she understood the strategy. She couldn’t help but sigh deeply, “That was close. Fortunately, you got out quickly.”

Zhuge Yue patted her cheek and said, “Don’t worry. I won’t be outmaneuvered by such tactics.”

The current conflict between Zhao Che and Zhao Yang was essentially a conflict between Great Xia’s southwestern army and the Eastern Hu army. Zhao Yang had Jing Han and the young Duke Mu in his arms, while Zhao Che had Zhuge Yue’s Qinghai army. Now that the Emperor was critically ill, various border armies had followed their masters to remain in the capital. Border troops stationed in the imperial capital were already against protocol; once trouble broke out, they would certainly be ordered to return to their territories. However, whether it was Zhao Che or Zhuge Yue and Jing Han, their subordinates were all regional border troops. Only Zhao Yang still controlled the Imperial Capital’s Xiao Cavalry Camp. These 30,000 cavalry might be insignificant on the battlefield, but once all border troops were sent back, these 30,000 troops would be the strongest force in the imperial capital. At that time, if Zhao Che didn’t return to the northern territories with the Eastern Hu army, he would certainly fall into Zhao Yang’s hands. And once he returned to his territory, the next Emperor of Great Xia would be essentially decided.

During this year of the Emperor’s critical illness, similar contests were played out almost daily in Great Xia. Chu Qiao, having led troops before, naturally understood the severity of the situation. She stepped forward to comfort Zhuge Yue: “Be careful in everything. Don’t worry about me. The mansion has enough troops; even if 10,000 people attack, we can hold out for two hours. Next time, don’t divide your forces to protect me.”

Zhuge Yue was startled by her words and asked, “When did I send troops back to the mansion?”

Chu Qiao replied in surprise, “Just now, the government’s inspection army came and guarded us for more than two hours.”

Zhuge Yue’s brows tightened deeply. After thinking for a long time, he shook his head and said, “Those weren’t my men.”

Chu Qiao looked at him doubtfully, her face full of gravity.

Zhuge Yue smiled, holding her hand, and said, “It doesn’t matter. They probably meant no harm.”

“Were they Wei Shuye’s people?”

“If I’m not mistaken, they should be Zhao Thirteen’s people.”

It felt like a handful of snow had been scattered on her heart, instantly turning everything cold. Zhuge Yue’s voice was slightly subdued: “With the Emperor critically ill, almost everyone with power in Zhenhuang City is in the palace. The only person who’s not in the palace at this time and still can mobilize government forces must be him.”

A trace of solemnity flashed across Zhuge Yue’s eyes, and he slowly said, “It’s been so long, I truly had forgotten about him.”

In the great hall, incense smoke curled upward, and the heat was so intense that one could only wear thin gauze. But Chu Qiao stood there feeling cold, feeling the coldness creep from her fingers, climbing up her spine, and boring into her mind.

Zhao Thirteen, Zhao Song, whose arm was cut off by Yan Xun, whose brother died by her hand, whose maternal clan was destroyed by her and Yan Xun. Had the once most prominent prince in Zhenhuang City been forgotten to such an extent? Not even allowed to enter the palace to attend to the ill Emperor?

The fragrance from Zhuge Yue’s clothes entered her nostrils. He held her in his arms, seeing her pale face and blue lips, and felt somewhat distressed. He said softly, “Xing’er, why don’t I send you back to Qinghai first?”

Chu Qiao was in a daze as if she hadn’t heard clearly. Only when he repeated himself did she hurriedly shake her head, nervously grabbing his sleeve, and repeatedly saying, “I don’t want to!”

She looked up at him, stubborn as a wild little lioness. Zhuge Yue sighed helplessly, reached out to hold her, and whispered with a sigh, “It will be soon.”

Yes, it would be soon. Every time the ministers and princes saw the Emperor’s condition, they would say this when they returned home. They would say to their subordinates and loved ones, “It will be soon. The Emperor doesn’t have much time left. The days of anxiety will soon be over.”

Yet day after day, the Emperor’s mouth became crooked, he became confused, he couldn’t recognize people, he couldn’t eat…

It seemed as if the Emperor was hanging on by just a breath, as if at any moment, the Emperor would depart this world, his soul flying beyond. Yet as winter gradually arrived, with snow blocking the gates and silver covering everything, with the Spring Festival approaching, the Emperor still endured day by day. Not only did he not die, but it was said that occasionally he could speak a few complete sentences, occasionally open his eyes, and drink some ginseng soup.

No one knew what that old, broken body was persisting for. It seemed he had some unfulfilled wish, seemed to be waiting for someone, dragging on day after day, unwilling to die, unwilling to close his eyes.

The atmosphere in the capital was also kept tense because of him. Since no one had complete confidence, no one dared to make the first move to kill the Emperor and take action. Zhenhuang City was as tense as a fully drawn bow; even a beggar shouting on the street could cause swords and spears to be drawn. Even newborn babies didn’t dare cry loudly at night.

Early one morning, just after Zhuge Yue had left for morning court, a visitor arrived.

A young woman wearing a pure white fox fur cape stood in the snow-covered landscape. Her eyes were jet black, her lips crimson red, her beauty otherworldly, like a person from a painting.

The winter light was dim yet distant as if coming from another world, cold even when it shone on one’s body. Chu Qiao stood at the doorway facing the wind, wearing a dark blue cape, and suddenly froze. She just stood there looking at her, motionless for a long time.

The visitor smiled faintly, a very thin smile, slowly stepped forward, stood in front of Chu Qiao, and said with a charming smile, “Sixth Sister, don’t you recognize me? I’m Little Eight.”

Time suddenly rushed away so swiftly, like a spring river, meandering eastward, its shadow no longer visible.

That little child from the past had knelt beside her, so small, thin as a wolf cub that had never been fed milk. In the cold moonlight, she had kowtowed, swearing to her dead brothers and sisters, telling them to wait and see, to wait for her to avenge them.

In the blink of an eye, fourteen years had passed.

Chu Qiao remembered that day of the execution. She had hidden in the crowd, listening to the child crying loudly, calling her name, begging her to come and save her. But in the end, she hadn’t stepped forward. Only on a night when the moon was hidden by clouds did she snatch the broken corpse from the mouths of wild dogs, and then, without even a straw mat, let her sink into the cold, clear lake.

Fourteen years. Fourteen years. She had thought she was dead. She had dreamed countless times of her stubborn, tearful face. She had blamed herself and regretted it for fourteen years, and because of this, had hated Zhuge Yue for so long.

Her eyes grew hot, almost bringing tears. Standing by the door, she reached out her hand, her lips curving into a smile—so bitter, yet filled with the joy of surviving a catastrophe—like water overflowing, seeping out little by little.

Little Eight held her hand, smiled very faintly, and said, “I’m amazing, aren’t I? Still alive. You didn’t expect it, did you?”

Her voice was familiar, light, and airy, always carrying a hint of detachment.

They went into the room together. Little Eight walked around the room with great familiarity, then sat down on a soft couch in the corner. Taking a deep breath, she smiled and said, “Zhuge Four still has the same habits, liking to burn agarwood incense in the room.”

With a familiar gesture, she looked around, casually mentioning all of Zhuge Yue’s living habits, then picked up a pomegranate and played with it in her hand.

Chu Qiao looked at her, thousands of words congealed on her lips, not knowing where to begin.

Little Eight smiled at her and said, “Sixth Sister need not be surprised. The person who died that day wasn’t me. At the last moment before the execution, your husband switched me out and raised me for many years. I have both gratitude and grievances with him, but I didn’t come today to force you to fulfill your promise to avenge our family, because even I have long abandoned the idea of revenge.”

Suddenly, there was a hint of wind in the room, making the curtains in the corner slightly roll up. Through the sunlight, one could vaguely see tiny dust particles dancing in mid-air. Between Chu Qiao and Little Eight, the sunlight was so dazzling that she had to squint, yet still couldn’t see Little Eight’s face.

Chu Qiao looked at her, and a sense of unfamiliarity suddenly arose. After thinking for a long time, she still asked gently, “Little Eight, have you been well these years?”

“So-so,” Little Eight said carelessly. “Zhuge Four treated me quite well. I probably benefited from your influence. Later, he went to Master Wolong to study and took me along. I followed him to read and write, but he restricted my freedom and wouldn’t let me leave. I ran away several times but was always caught and brought back. I lived like that for many years until…”

At this point, Little Eight raised her eyelids and glanced at her, suddenly chuckling, and said, “Until news spread that he had died in Yan Bei and the Zhuge clan had expelled him from the family. We, the people of Qingshan Academy, were also driven out. Only then did I gain my freedom. Afterward, I wandered about. Being a girl, I didn’t have any skills to make a living, so I fell into prostitution, drifting in brothels for more than a year. Then I met the Thirteenth Prince. I still have to thank you, Sixth Sister, because I look like you, and was immediately favored by His Highness. Now my status is that of a slave in the prince’s mansion. Hehe, after all these years, I’m still a slave, just with slightly better treatment.”

Chu Qiao listened to her casual tone, heard her mention Zhao Song, and remembered what she had seen on Xiangzhi Mountain days ago—that woman dressed as a man. She gradually frowned and asked solemnly, “You’ve known for a long time that I came to Zhenhuang. Why didn’t you come find me?”

“What would I seek you for?” Little Eight’s sharp eyes swept over, coldly smiling. The young face vaguely carried contempt and coldness. She slowly said, “Sixth Sister now has a noble status, being both Yan Bei’s Beauty General and Bian Tang’s Beauty Princess. Soon you’ll also be Great Xia’s Lady Sima. I, a mere slave, coming rashly, wouldn’t that embarrass Sixth Sister?”

Little Eight’s eyes were cold, especially when she said the words “Lady Sima,” her eyes almost shooting fire.

The incense in the burner gradually ignited, with a thin line of smoke slowly rising. The pale golden light, like sparse water, flowed in layer by layer, casting a fragmented pattern on the polished floor. The room was silent. Chu Qiao silently looked at her, her hot heart cooling inch by inch. The words that had reached her lips were ultimately swallowed back, her mind becoming blank, like the white snow of Yan Bei, a field of cold.

She heard herself asking in a flat, undisturbed voice, “Then why have you come today? What business do you have?”

“His Highness is leaving. I want to ask you to get me a document releasing me from royal slavery, so I can go with His Highness.”

Chu Qiao was somewhat surprised: “Where is Zhao Song going?”

“Where else could he go? To Yanse to guard the horse farm. A Great Xia prince, a legitimate son born of the Empress, actually demoted to guard a horse farm.”

Little Eight’s expression became gloomy. She gritted her teeth and said coldly, her voice carrying tremendous anger, almost uncontrollable.

“Why?”

“Why else? Isn’t it because of you?” Little Eight turned her head, saying coldly, “Since His Highness had his arm cut off by that Yan Bei dog, he has lived in seclusion, never caring about the court disputes, the struggle for succession. With all the princes busy fighting for power, no one paid attention to him. But a few days ago, he mobilized government troops for you and clearly showed goodwill towards you. Do you think people like the Fourteenth Prince would allow someone of his status to remain in the capital?”

Chu Qiao’s hands were unusually cold, her mind buzzing. She only heard Little Eight’s voice sharply ringing in her ears, saying angrily, “I’m not asking you to find a way for His Highness to stay in the capital. I just ask you to get me a document. His Highness won’t take me with him, so I’ll follow on my own. At least I can serve him morning and night, not letting him travel alone. His Highness has shown me kindness, and I will never, like certain people, repay kindness with enmity, being ungrateful.”

After a long while, Chu Qiao raised her head, looking steadily at Little Eight’s picturesque face, and said softly, “Little Eight, must you be so distant from me?”

“What is Sixth Sister saying? What is your status, and what is Little Eight’s status? How dare I aspire to your level? Moreover…”

“If you continue to speak like this, leave immediately. Don’t ask me for anything. I’ll just pretend I don’t have you as a sister!”

Chu Qiao suddenly said angrily, her voice freezing. Little Eight was stunned, staring blankly at the enraged Chu Qiao, unable to say a word.

“What are you resenting? What are you angry about? Are you angry that I couldn’t protect you back then, couldn’t take you away? Or are you angry that today I can’t avenge Zhi Xiang and Lin Xi, but instead marry the enemy, submitting to the foe?”

Chu Qiao said angrily, “In these years if you’ve suffered, I haven’t necessarily been happy. I thought you were dead, and I’ve been feeling guilty and self-reproachful for fourteen years. Today you come to me with cold mockery. Is this the sisterly affection between us?”

The midday light shone in, casting bright patches on the ground. Chu Qiao stood up, looking coldly at her: “It’s been fourteen years. How many things have happened in between? Your head is filled with your misfortune and sorrow, and then you blame everything on others. I truly wonder if you’re still that strong and brave sister I knew back then. You call yourself ‘Wuxin’ (No Heart). Have you become heartless?”

Little Eight stood in place, her face slightly pale. Chu Qiao suddenly felt so tired, as if every piece of skin on her body was screaming with fatigue.

She slowly turned away, saying softly, “You may go. I will handle Zhao Song’s matter.”

Then she returned to her room.

After a long time, Little Eight finally left. Through the window paper, Chu Qiao watched as she left the Sima Mansion escorted by Mei Xiang and others. Her figure was very thin, her clothes snow-white, as if about to merge into the vast snow.

Chu Qiao watched her, recalling her earlier words: being confined, wandering alone, falling into prostitution…

She bit her lip, her heart increasingly desolate, sitting alone until dusk fell.

Zhuge Yue embraced her from behind, his deep voice sounding behind her with a hint of reproach: “Why didn’t you eat dinner?”

Chu Qiao leaned into his embrace, like a fish swimming into water, so relaxed. She held his hand, so large it almost completely enveloped her small hand. She didn’t want to talk, just turned his hand over, carefully counting the calluses on it.

“Little Eight came?”

“Yes,” Chu Qiao nodded. “You knew all along. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I always wanted to tell you, but never found the opportunity.”

Zhuge Yue smiled, somewhat helplessly saying, “Whether you believe it or not, this matter has always weighed on my mind, a burden on my heart. In those years, I wasn’t very good to her. A few times when she tried to escape, I even beat her. I was peculiar back then; after saving her, I kept her confined, just not wanting to let her go. When I was in a good mood, I would teach her to read, write, and practice martial arts. When I was in a bad mood, I would think about how she looked like you and give her the cold shoulder. In those years on the mountain, with no maids around, she always served me. Her current eccentric personality is probably my fault.”

“How long has she been with Zhao Song?”

“About two or three years,” Zhuge Yue recalled. “It’s said that Zhao Song is very fond of her. She once accidentally caused the death of one of Zhao Song’s favored concubines, but Zhao Song didn’t hold her accountable.”

Chu Qiao was silent for a long time before slowly saying, “She might have feelings for Zhao Song.”

Zhuge Yue smiled and said, “I don’t care who she has feelings for, as long as you’re not angry with me.”

“What about Zhao Song’s matter?”

“Don’t worry. If Zhao Yang wants to control everything, he still has to ask if we agree. But I think there’s nothing wrong with Zhao Song leaving the capital. This Zhenhuang City will sooner or later face great chaos. For him, leaving is much safer than staying.”

Chu Qiao had thought of this too. She frowned slightly, “Then what should we do?”

“I plan to send him to Qiang Hu. Firstly, it’s close to the northern territories, within Zhao Che’s sphere of influence. Secondly, it’s where the Qiang people gather, life is prosperous, and the coastal climate is mild.”

Chu Qiao nodded and said, “Let’s do as you say.”

“Then I’ll arrange it tomorrow. Do you want to see him off, meet him once?”

Chu Qiao thought for a long time but still shook her head: “He might not want to see me. Let’s not meddle.”

Zhuge Yue said, “But I think you should see him once.”

Chu Qiao raised her head, frowning at him. Zhuge Yue smiled freely and said, “Don’t look at me like that. I have no other intentions. I just don’t want you to be so self-reproachful all day. What happened back then can’t be blamed on you.”

Back then?

Chu Qiao’s vision gradually became misty. In her mind flashed the scene on Xiangzhi Mountain that day: the man standing tall, his clothes dancing in the wind, his black hair frosted with gray, an empty sleeve like rootless willow catkins.

Memories long sealed away, are now torn open. Though things and people had changed, only the red maples remained, layered as they were back then.

Chapter 183: Faithful Until Death
It had snowed all night, and the entire Zhenhuang City was shrouded in a vast expanse of white. Early in the morning, when the doors were pushed open, the snow was a full foot deep, reaching the knees. The ground was covered with drifting white snow, and the white wind made it difficult to open one’s eyes. The soldiers guarding the city yawned as they opened the heavy city gates before the sun had risen. In the hazy light, they could vaguely see a blurred shadow. By the time they tried to widen their eyes for a clearer look, the civilians who had been waiting at the city gate to enter had already swarmed in.

A simple blue cloth carriage with ebony shafts rolled along, its wheels crunching through the pristine white snow on the ground, leaving deep tracks on the long street. The carriage looked plain and unadorned, following behind the line of commoners without complaint. The city gate guards naturally assumed this was not one of Zhenhuang City’s elite, and rightfully collected a considerable fee for the vehicle, huffing and puffing as they showed off their authority.

After waiting for more than an hour, the carriage finally left Zhenhuang City. The sun rose lazily, emitting a misty white light through the morning fog. The migratory birds had long since flown away, leaving only cold-resistant eagles that soared past the edge of the sky with long cries. Their wings were snow-white, and when they occasionally flew into the clouds, they disappeared, with only their long, clear cries echoing across the snowy plain.

When the carriage reached Xiema Ridge outside the city, a young woman was standing quietly on Yanguan Bridge. She wore a pristine white fur coat and dark blue riding boots. Her features were as beautiful as a painting. Having stood in the cold wind for a long time, her cheeks were flushed red, losing some of her usual sharpness and coldness, showing a rare gentleness. Seeing the carriage approach, she smiled and stepped forward, her horse obediently following behind. The accumulated snow on the ground made a crunching sound under her feet.

The driver was also a young man, no more than sixteen or seventeen years old. Seeing her, he seemed somewhat surprised and turned back to say something to the person inside the carriage. A thin hand reached out, slightly lifting the carriage curtain, revealing the man’s handsome eyes and tightly furrowed brows.

“Why did you come?” Zhao Song’s voice no longer had the clarity and brightness of his youth, having become somewhat deeper. For so many years, it had been like a still pond, without the slightest ripple.

But that didn’t matter, because when she first met him, he was already like this—calm, gentle, showing no interest in anything. And so, he had gradually withdrawn from Great Xia’s political stage, from being an illustrious legitimate prince to today’s desolate figure, so pathetic that not a single person came to see him off when he was banished.

Perhaps, except for her, no one in the entire imperial city would remember him anymore.

Little Eight smiled quietly, her lips still habitually carrying a hint of mockery. She stepped forward and naturally handed the reins to the young man on the carriage, saying, “A’Jiang, go harness the horses.”

Zhao Song frowned slightly and said in a deep voice, “What are you doing?”

Little Eight raised her eyebrows and smiled at him, her eyes clear, saying very naturally, “Of course I’m going with you.”

Zhao Song still frowned, his face slightly gloomy, showing rare impatience: “Wuxin, don’t be foolish.”

Little Eight was now called Wuxin, “no heart,” meaning one without a heart.

In her life, she had countless different names. She no longer remembered her days in the Jing family when she was small. The only relatives she remembered were Zhi Xiang and Lin Xi because she was young and not the child of the Jing family’s legitimate wife. She was even forgotten by her equally young brothers and sisters, who only called her by her rank in the order of those who escaped death. Like the other children, she was called Little Seven, Little Eight, and Little Nine, like livestock, just cold numbers, not even as worthy as a thoroughbred warhorse.

Later, she was rescued by Zhuge Yue and lived with him under Master Wolong for nearly seven years. During those years, she also had a name, but it was one Zhuge Yue had given her to conceal her identity from those around them. The purpose was none other than to protect the sister who lived in the Saint Golden Palace.

When she heard the news of Zhuge Yue’s death, she cried. This was the most unforgivable thing she had done in all these years.

She cried for a man who had killed her brothers and sisters and imprisoned her for more than ten years.

She still clearly remembered that morning. The terrible news reached the Zhuge Mansion, and Moon Thirteen rushed into the gates of Qingshan Academy covered in dust, followed immediately by servants from the main courtyard. Before they could react, they had thoroughly searched the entire Qingshan Academy. Then came officials from the Shanglü Court, constables from the Great Temple Office, and inspectors from the Elder Council. Various charges were successively brought against the man who had always been brilliant and proud: dereliction of duty, collaborating with the enemy, delaying military intelligence, corrupting military discipline, causing major military failures, and even treason.

The Qingshan Academy, which once had a transcendent status in the entire Zhuge Mansion, instantly fell to ruins, cast into a bottomless abyss. The Moon Guards ran in all directions, imploring Zhuge Yue’s former aristocratic friends, brothers, and sisters to clear his name, to send troops to Yan Bei, and to continue searching for their young master, even if only to find his corpse. However, facing the defeat in war and the nationwide criticism and opposition, except for the Seventh Prince Zhao Che, who also lost power because of this campaign, no one was willing to extend a helping hand. Even the young master of the Wei clan, Wei Shuye, hung a “No Visitors” sign and no longer saw these old subordinates loyal to Zhuge Yue.

Finally, even Zhao Che was banished to the northern territories. Yan Bei returned Zhuge Yue’s body, and although a large ransom was paid, the Zhuge clan expelled him from the family. Zhuge Muqing personally carried out the Elder Council’s judgment at the city gate, whipping his own son’s body to show his determination to sever ties with his son. Even after death, Zhuge Yue could not enter the ancestral temple and was discarded in a potter’s field, cursed by countless people, and his name removed from military records. And they, the former female slaves of Qingshan Academy, were driven out of the mansion, and after several betrayals, finally fell into prostitution.

Even after so much time had passed, every night, she could still recall those initial days as a prostitute. Because of her resistance, the brothel owner found two strong men to break her in. In that dilapidated woodshed, the two men grinned sinisterly as they tried to pull off her pants. They were so close to her that she could see their yellowed teeth and smell the alcohol on their breath. They were so strong, their palms covered with dark calluses. As soon as they entered the room, they impatiently undid their trousers, letting them hang around their ankles, allowing their ugliness to be exposed.

All struggles and pleas for help were useless. Although she had learned riding and martial arts from Zhuge Yue, the few fancy but ineffective moves she had learned in a state of discontent were useless under the influence of drugs. She could only watch numbly as they tore her clothes to pieces, watched as their faces came closer and closer. Next door was Lan’er from Qingshan Academy, and next to her was Zhishi, the daughter of Zhuge Yue’s wet nurse. All the cries and sinister laughter echoed in her ears. She thought that after experiencing so many changes, she had become numb and strong enough. She thought she had enough courage and integrity not to beg these shameless scum. But at the moment when her lower body was penetrated, when the pain swept through her entire body, when tears of humiliation spilled from her eyes, she still, like other servants from Qingshan Academy, cried out that man’s name.

She cried for Zhuge Yue to save her. She frantically cursed those two men, saying the young master would avenge her, saying they would all die miserably.

However, those men just laughed indifferently, then cruelly told her that Zhuge Yue had long been dead, died in Yan Bei, and now his corpse had filled the bellies of hunting dogs.

At that moment, she truly cried in despair. She suddenly recalled many past events: him teaching her to write, teaching her to ride, teaching her to analyze military tactics, teaching her martial arts for self-defense. Sometimes he would just call her to sit beside him, not asking her to do anything. No matter how much she mocked and ridiculed him, he ignored it all, just quietly drinking, occasionally glaring at her impatiently.

He had killed Lin Xi, caused Little Seven’s death, imprisoned her for ten years, beaten and scolded her. She had an irreconcilable blood feud with him. But he had never humiliated her like this. He had saved her from the brink of death several times, giving her a place to live. Despite her awkward status, despite knowing who all this should have belonged to, he was indeed protecting her. In her youngest years, in these troubled times, when she was still a child with nothing, he protected her for so many, many years.

In the moment of suffering the most humiliating experience of her life, she instinctively called his name, pathetically hoping he would come to save her.

But ultimately, he couldn’t. He was dead, died for her sister in the ice and snow of Yan Bei, and died under the iron hooves of the Yan Bei army.

That night, she cried desperately, like a young beast that had lost its mother wolf, lying on the dirty floor, her voice broken like a bellows, chilling to hear.

But it was only one night. After that night, unlike Zhishi, who resolutely committed suicide, unlike Lan’er, who died of depression, she seemed to suddenly become enlightened. She began to learn music, chess, calligraphy, and painting, learned how to seduce men, and learned all the knowledge and skills required in this place. Since she could no longer count on others, she could only rely on herself. Since she was destined to live in this place for life, she had to find ways to make her life better. Since she had to do it, she would be the most popular girl.

So, two months later, she designed a trap for the two strong men who had violated her. She watched them die before her eyes, feeling indescribable pleasure and frenzy.

She thought her life would continue like this, like a puddle of foul water, continuing to be dirty, dirty, and stinking. But then, she saw him.

The day she met Zhao Song, she was accompanying a rich merchant on a lake tour. That fifty-something obese man was a born exhibitionist. On the flower boat, in front of everyone, he tore her clothes. In her panic, she accidentally scratched his face. In his great anger, he threw her into the lake on the spot.

May in Zhenhuang was still very cold, with the lake’s surface just thawed, and the water extremely cold. Wearing heavy clothes, her hands and feet grew cold. She didn’t know how to swim and could only splash around a few times before allowing herself to sink bit by bit. The sunlight gradually moved away from her, the world becoming dim and desolate. She couldn’t see the sky or clouds. Cold water surged from all directions. Her breathing became slower and slower. At the moment of approaching death, she suddenly wondered if Zhuge Yue felt the same way when he died—everything around was so cold, with only a bit of warmth in the heart. But now, even that bit of warmth was gradually dissipating.

However, just as she was about to die, someone held her waist. She was pulled up, all the way up. After who knows how long, she suddenly broke the surface. The sun shone brightly on her. She coughed heavily, the excitement of resurrection making her want to cry with joy. Zhao Song stood beside her, talking to his drenched young attendant. Seeing her look over, he just turned his head, his eyes very calm as he looked at her, seeming somewhat surprised. He frowned slightly, then smiled in astonishment and said, “What a coincidence, you look very similar to an acquaintance of mine.”

He was smiling when he said it, but she distinctly felt the desolation and grief in his tone, like a wild goose unable to fly south in winter due to illness. His eyes were calm, but it was as if they had grown patches of desolate wild grass, cool and heart-wrenching.

She was thus taken away by him. Despite being a fallen prince, he was still royal kin. She had a clean identity, had the freedom she had yearned for over a decade, but in the end, she still voluntarily entered the slave registry of the prince’s mansion. When he found out, he didn’t stop her, just gave her a faint look and respected her choice.

In the blink of an eye, so many years had passed.

Perhaps she couldn’t clearly define her feelings for Zhuge Yue. That sentiment, accumulated over years, under the friction of hatred and dependence, had become deformed and broken, too complex for her to understand or want to understand. But she knew very clearly her feelings for Zhao Song. It wasn’t about repaying kindness or gratitude. She simply wanted to be with him, wanted his eyes to see her, wanted his heart to remember her. But even this small wish couldn’t be fulfilled.

In her life, she had loved two men, but both of these men loved another woman, and that woman was the sister who had shown her great kindness.

Fate was ridiculous.

Therefore, over the long years, she had so many complex emotions towards that figure in her memory who was always strong and brave, always with a resilient face. So much so that when she saw her, she almost couldn’t control her rationality.

But none of that mattered anymore. Everything had passed. She was about to leave with him, and everything else had disappeared like smoke.

What did status disparity matter? What did being a fallen flower matter? What did it matter that his heart belonged to someone else? She just wanted to follow him. Anyone or anything could stop her, but they couldn’t extinguish her determination to strive for it.

She raised her head, for the first time in four years appearing before him in women’s clothes, for the first time facing this noble but fallen prince with carefully applied makeup. Her eyes were so bright, her features delicate and beautiful. She grinned, shining in the sunlight, saying with a smile, “I’m not being foolish. I just want to follow you.”

Zhao Song coldly refused: “What would you follow me for? Go back quickly.”

Little Eight didn’t even look at him, directly handed him a knife, and said, “Kill me with one stroke, then.”

Zhao Song frowned and said to his attendant, “A’Jiang, drive her off the carriage.”

“Whatever,” Little Eight turned around frankly, waving the document in her hand, her voice very cheerful: “Anyway, I already have a complete set of past documents. I already have legal travel permits. I am no longer a slave with restricted movement. I have money, horses, and provisions. You can drive me away, but you can’t stop me from following behind. I’ll follow you to Qiang Hu. If you don’t want me, I’ll find a place to stay around you. You may be a prince of Great Xia, but you can’t stop a law-abiding little commoner from traveling, can you?”

She looked at him very calmly, her expression relaxed, without a hint of awkwardness or unease, nor any panic or helplessness. She just looked up at him, her eyes clear, her small chin slightly raised, with a bit of stubbornness and a bit of defiance, like a sulking child, also like a willful gambler.

Zhao Song suddenly felt a pang of heartache. He looked at her, and for the first time in many years, he seemed to have dispelled that person’s shadow and truly saw this equally stubborn and persistent girl. His voice was a bit low, like autumn wind sweeping through withered leaves, carrying a faint sense of desolation and decay, and he said quietly, “Do you even know that once we leave, I will no longer be the former prince of Great Xia?”

Little Eight’s heart seemed suddenly cut by a knife, aching bit by bit. She looked at Zhao Song’s desolate face, and it seemed there was a fire burning fiercely in her chest. But she didn’t show it, just snorted coldly and indifferently, saying, “What does it matter to me who you are? If you don’t let me follow, fine, I’ll leave now. At worst, I’ll follow behind on my own.”

With that, she turned to jump off the carriage.

At this moment, a slender hand suddenly grabbed her delicate, fair wrist. The person’s fingernails were distinct, his fingers long and powerful, somewhat pale, with calluses covering the palm. Though it was his left hand, it was unusually dexterous.

“Forget it.”

A deep voice quietly sounded. Zhao Song waved his hand helplessly: “A’Jiang, let’s go.”

A’Jiang was immediately stunned, stuttering for a long time. Little Eight stepped forward and rapped him on the forehead, lightly scolding, “Hurry up! Are you waiting for your master to change his mind and drive me away?”

A’Jiang immediately grinned foolishly, raised his whip, and lashed the horse. The carriage moved slowly, the morning sunlight golden, like a huge round disc high in the sky.

Out of Zhenhuang City, away from the Great Xia country. From now on, he was no longer Great Xia’s legitimate prince, and she was no longer the once-famous courtesan of the capital. Dust to dust, earth to earth. Thank heaven for giving them a chance to start anew before the storm came.

Among a dense poplar forest, a woman wearing a dark blue cape rode out on horseback. He Xiao stood not far behind her. A caravan of armed escorts passed by, raising a cloud of dust on the post road, but she seemed not to notice, still quietly watching the departing carriage, silent for a long time.

Goodbye, her friend. Goodbye, her sister. Goodbye, to the two people she had wronged the most in her life.

The sun gradually rose, the north wind still savagely whirling. Chu Qiao’s gaze returned from the distance, and she silently raised her head.

This was Great Xia, the taste of Great Xia, the wind of Great Xia, the past of Great Xia, and the old acquaintances of Great Xia. Those who had left had already gone, while those who remained had to continue facing the life ahead. Whether in adversity or difficulty, whether in hardship or setbacks, each of them had responsibilities they needed to shoulder, and people they needed to wait for and protect.

She turned around, facing the imposing thick walls in the distance. There were countless pavilions and waterside retreats, countless palaces and golden halls, countless powers and ambitions, and countless plots and traps.

Once upon a time, she had so detested everything here, but now, she willingly walked into this huge cage, just as her sister had voluntarily become a slave. These were the paths they had chosen for themselves. That was her battlefield, but she was not alone, because, in the center of that cage, someone was waiting for her.

Even if the world changed completely, they would remain faithful until death.

“Hya!”

Chu Qiao shouted coldly, spurring her horse to gallop. The biting wind blew past her ears, all turning into smoke and clouds, silently disappearing.

Chapter 184: Fearless With You
In the blink of an eye, it was already the end of the year. Although this year could hardly be considered one of peaceful prosperity, on the surface, Zhen Huang City still presented an image of splendor and harmony. With half a month until the Spring Banquet, the city governor had already lifted the night curfew in the imperial city. Under the authorization of the Council of Elders, taxes for merchants during the New Year period were reduced or exempted to encourage trade and boost the imperial capital’s economy. An imperial edict was issued in the Emperor’s name, inviting officials from the outer provinces to come to the capital to pay homage, with lavish praise for those officials who had shown outstanding performance this year.

Thus, within three days, Zhen Huang City had regained its former glory. With the intentional indulgence of the officials, this year’s New Year celebrations were particularly extravagant, with wealthy households from various regions successively arriving in the capital. Within the ten-mile prosperity of Zhen Huang City, trees were wrapped in colored silk, and there was singing and dancing everywhere. Regardless of how chaotic the situation was outside or how urgent the border conflicts had become, the people of the imperial capital remained immersed in the magnificent dream of the celestial empire.

The piercing cold wind swept through the city, carrying a haze of indulgent revelry, and continued far northward.

However, the conflict between the northwestern border and Yan Bei had grown increasingly tense. Zhuge Yue slept later and later, often staying awake through the night. The candle tears dripped one by one, accumulating on the candlestick like layers of red ripples, reflecting his increasingly haggard face but still straight back, like an unwavering spear.

Three days ago, Chu Qiao finally saw Zhao Che again.

It had been snowing heavily that day, with four consecutive days of snow accumulating over two feet deep, nearly reaching the thigh when walking. Chu Qiao had been in poor health for years and couldn’t withstand the cold, so she lazily stayed indoors, spending her days drowsily in her room.

That evening, Zhuge Yue’s laughter carried from afar. She lay sideways on the soft couch, slightly furrowing her brow. As soon as she opened her eyes, she felt a rush of cool air hit her face. She shivered slightly, pulled the soft blanket around her, and sat up a little. Then she saw Zhuge Yue smiling as he lifted the curtain, saying to her, “Xing’er, look who’s here?”

After speaking, he led the person behind him into the bedroom.

Zhao Che walked in against the light, wearing a black robe without any embroidery or patterns, understated and somber. He still looked the same, seeming a bit taller and thinner. His facial features hadn’t changed much, but his eyes no longer held the arrogance and defiance of years past. They had become deep and cold, like a frigid pool or deep lake. Even when smiling, his smile contained a measure of distance and caution. He greeted her very calmly, still in his old manner, slightly nodding, then smiling faintly as he said, “Finally, we meet again.”

Dishes from the kitchen were served one after another. Zhao Che had brought Qiang barbarian wine from the northern regions, which was very spicy. As soon as it was opened, a strong aroma of alcohol filled the air.

He drank and laughed with Zhuge Yue, discussing in detail the recent warfare and situation, occasionally making jokes and mutually expressing disdain for each other.

Zhuge Yue had few friends, and in this world, perhaps aside from the person before him, there was no one else with whom he could speak so openly. Chu Qiao sat quietly to one side. As the alcohol flowed, she heard them talk about the past, about how they couldn’t stand each other in the Military Academy when they were young, and how they each thought highly of themselves after growing up. It wasn’t until war broke out, the court became corrupt, smoke and fire rose across the land, and the imperial power wavered, that they gradually came together.

They were alike in their noble birth and eminent status, with aspirations to swallow the sun and talents to manage the affairs of the world. Both were unbridled and passionate in their youth, yet neither was accepted by the country or society. Both were arrogant, extreme, stubborn, and willful, considered unorthodox and outcasts in the eyes of the clan. Both were born in splendor, fell in splendor, crawled out of the mud, and returned step by step to the center of power. However, though their hearts were as hard as iron, they still could not conceal their genuine passion. Men’s friendship, in many cases, needs no words to express.

Chu Qiao sat quietly to the side, rarely seeing Zhuge Yue so animated, and never before had she seen Zhao Che so unrestrained.

In a daze, she seemed to see two poplar trees that had weathered many storms, standing shoulder to shoulder, slowly growing into towering ancient trees.

In her mind, another shadow unconsciously emerged—those dark years of youth, those tumultuous and dangerous days. While Zhao Che and Zhuge Yue were navigating the sea of worldly affairs together, she too had once fought alongside someone, cutting through thorns and brambles, but ultimately, they couldn’t reach the same destination despite their different paths.

That night, Zhuge Yue got drunk. His alcohol tolerance had never been very good, but he had always been self-disciplined and knew his limits. Yet today, facing a reunited friend, he seemed to have let himself go.

Chu Qiao knew, however, that he was simply too exhausted. These days, there has been heavy snowfall in the northwestern region and poor harvests in the southwest. One-third of the empire’s territory was in misery. The grain and clothing dispatched from the imperial capital had been embezzled layer by layer by local officials and great clans, and could not reach the hands of the common people. Zhao Ying, the actual power holder in the western part of the empire, indulged his subordinates in open corruption and pandered to the great clans to win their support. Within half a month, more than two hundred thousand people in the west had died, and over a million people had fled the famine, traveling long distances southward, eastward, and some even toward the northwest. At the Yan Ming Pass, Tang Hu Pass, and Yao Pass, large numbers of starving refugees had gathered. Every day, hundreds, if not thousands, died from freezing or starvation. Yet the imperial capital preferred to spend vast amounts of money on refurbishing palaces and buildings and lavishly preparing for the Spring Banquet rather than sending troops and provisions to give the people a chance to survive.

Zhuge Yue had written more than ten memoranda, but except for a few powerless officials, no one in the court was willing to support him. His memorials were ignored, his remonstrances were shelved, and the court was filled with voices of submission and pleasure. The elders of the Council were like a group of decayed insects, their eyes only able to see a small area the size of a palm, allowing local officials to sing their praises while turning a blind eye to the actual disaster.

He said the local disaster was severe and more than two hundred thousand people in the west had died. They claimed that the Great Xia was peaceful and the people lived harmoniously, dismissing his statements as nonsense.

He said that tens of thousands of famine refugees had gathered at the three passes of Yan Ming, Tang Hu, and Yao, and if they were not guided, there would be a civilian uprising that would certainly lead to great disaster. They claimed that the three passes were as solid as gold, with vast fertile plains beyond, a completely open and stable area where residents did not lock their doors at night and no thieves or bandits could be found.

He said that the rise or fall of the Great Xia was imminent, that the Council of Elders was deceiving themselves and others, that the court was without virtue, and that local officials were embezzling without restraint, warning that if they were not punished, great chaos would arise. They responded by falsely accusing him of amassing troops and power, creating confusion in the court, and attempting to usurp authority and govern independently.

The verbal battles in the court were like a boiling pot of porridge, while common people were dying every day. They produced merit umbrellas and ten-thousand-word petitions contributed by local people, praising the Emperor’s kindness and benevolence, the court’s fairness and justice, and the Great Xia’s continuous blessings. Then they accused him of slandering the court without evidence.

Evidence?

She heard him cursing furiously at several generals in his study, his face ashen with anger, his eyes like rolling waves.

The masses of refugees outside the three passes they ignored, the countless corpses on the western land they disregarded, the heart-wrenching cries they turned a deaf ear to. Now, they held merit umbrellas presented by local parasites, deceiving themselves, and mockingly demanded evidence from him.

That night before going to bed, he remained silent for a long time, then said through gritted teeth in her ear that he truly wished he could cut down all those corrupt parasites one by one.

He spoke with such deep suppression that a chill slowly crept up Chu Qiao’s spine. She reached out to embrace his waist, lightly touching his arm, only to feel his muscles tensed, his fist clenched, his skin cold like the harsh frost on the ridge.

Yet Chu Qiao knew that he could only talk about it. Despite his momentary power, his high position, his military authority, and his estrangement from his family, there were certain matters, certain people, and certain responsibilities that he could not ignore.

The Xia Emperor, who had been spiritless earlier, had gradually improved in recent days. His mind was now clear, and occasionally he could attend court to handle state affairs.

For this emperor who had been on the throne for many years and kept his intentions hidden, no one dared to underestimate him in the slightest. For many years, he had always appeared to be indifferent to politics, but as soon as anyone dared to cross the line even slightly, they would face devastating consequences. The massacre of the Lion King by Yan Bei and his entire family fourteen years ago was a bloody example.

However, everyone was also thinking that the Emperor was ultimately getting old; he wasn’t immortal and wouldn’t live forever. Now that Zhao Che and Zhao Ying were competing for the throne, whoever could please the Emperor more, whoever acted more to the Emperor’s wishes, would have a better chance of winning. And now, the Emperor was more pleased with the merit umbrella, so who would want to bring up the southwestern disaster at this time and spoil the Emperor’s mood? Even Zhao Che had to consider his reputation in the eyes of the Western great clans.

At that time, Zhao Che was not in Zhen Huang, and Zhuge Yue was supporting everything alone, forcibly extracting money and provisions from the ministry of households, the granary, and various merchant households of great clans, sending them continuously to the outer regions of the three passes, but it was still like a drop in the bucket.

Once, during the distribution of food at Yao Pass, there was a small error. Because the food was scarce, the rice porridge was very thin. When a soldier said something harsh in response to the complaints of the civilians, it unexpectedly triggered a small-scale riot among the local refugees. The military and civilians clashed, resulting in the deaths of more than thirty soldiers and over fifty civilians, with nearly a hundred injured.

When Yue Qi came to report, Zhuge Yue was in his study, and Chu Qiao happened to be there as well. She never inquired about Zhuge Yue’s affairs, but when occasionally present, he never hid things from her. So she heard all the criticisms made by officials regarding this matter and heard the curses and complaints from the civilians outside Yao Pass against Zhuge Yue. Yue Qi reported everything exactly as it was, with a black face. Those people accused him of embezzling relief grain, called him a black-hearted, blood-sucking dog official, accused him of harming the people, and cursed him as a wolf-hearted, dog-lunged man who would surely be without descendants.

He just listened, without any expression on his face, and only indicated with his eyes that Yue Qi must not conceal anything when he was reluctant to continue.

After Yue Qi left, she did not dare to approach him. The afternoon sunlight was so cold, quietly spilling on his increasingly thin face. He sat in the chair, quietly drinking tea as if everything that had just happened had never occurred. But Chu Qiao saw water seeping from the base of the white jade teacup. Although he held it in his hand, a crack had spread across the cup wall.

Yes, they were dying, they were starving, natural disasters and human calamities had descended one after another, the common people had no way to survive, and yet the officials were still embezzling and collecting wealth. They should curse. However, they did not know that the court had already acquiesced to this matter, that no one would address the exploitation by local officials, and that all disaster reports had been forcibly suppressed. The answer from the Ministry of Secretariat was that all miscellaneous matters would have to wait until after the Spring Banquet to be presented.

And every bowl of porridge, every meal they now ate, came from the funds Zhuge Yue had raised by selling his properties in various places. Such a proud person even had to lower himself to curry favor with the merchants of the capital, asking them to join hands to help the people through this famine year.

He was too tired, too exhausted. That’s why he drank heavily, cursed the Emperor’s muddleheadedness and the court’s lack of virtue at the dinner table, cursed Zhao Ying as a fool, and threatened to cut off his head that very night.

He was truly drunk, completely intoxicated.

That night, Chu Qiao personally escorted the already half-drunk Zhao Che out of the mansion. However, as soon as they walked out the main gate, the Seventh Prince, who had been staggering moments before, immediately straightened his back, with no trace of drunkenness in his eyes, and very soberly said to her, “Go back and take good care of him.”

Chu Qiao looked at him, standing quietly, saying nothing.

Zhao Che’s expression was somewhat cold. They stood facing each other, vaguely reminiscent of many years ago. At that time, the Great Xia was strong and considered the foremost of the three kingdoms. He was the most favored prince, and she was the most eye-catching female instructor appointed by the Emperor. She stood under the pitch-black sky, facing the shouts of killing outside the military camp, indifferently saying to him, “If you step outside the camp today, you will certainly die.”

How strange life is—at that time, they harbored ill intentions toward each other, and guarded against each other’s schemes. How could they have anticipated that one day they would stand in the same trench, becoming comrades fighting side by side?

“The situation is already like this, and I am powerless. If we continue like this, it would be opposing the entire upper clan of the Great Xia, and we don’t have that strength yet,” Zhao Che said in a low tone, his face showing no ripples.

Chu Qiao no longer looked at him and turned to leave. Suddenly, Zhao Che called her name from behind. She turned around to see him very seriously saying to her, “Fourth Brother is a good man, don’t let him down.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes gradually narrowed to a line, with a few strands of light flashing past, like a sharp sword. She spoke softly, saying, “You too.”

She spoke so vaguely.

“You too,” what? You are also a good man?

No, Zhao Che understood very well what she was saying, but she didn’t wait for his answer and turned to leave, her figure thin, looking as if a gust of wind could blow her away.

He is a good man, don’t let him down either.

The sky was pitch black, filled with stars. The wind blew from afar, and he breathed deeply, even able to smell the scent of hunger coming from the west.

When Chu Qiao returned to the room, everything had been cleared away, and Zhuge Yue, who had originally collapsed on the couch, was nowhere to be seen. She went straight to the study, and sure enough, when she opened the door, she saw him sitting upright behind the desk, his eyes clear, bent over the desk, writing rapidly.

She stood silently for a long time, watching him finish writing and seal it with wax before slowly walking over, crouching in front of him, taking one of his hands, and then quietly resting on his knees, not saying a word.

The candle in the room burned silently, occasionally bursting into a spark with a crackling sound. The fragrance from the incense burner rose in wisps, forming a thin smoke. His hand was dry and slender, lightly brushing over her long hair.

“Xing’er.”

He called her name in a low voice, his voice filled with deep weariness and hardship. But he only called once, without saying anything more.

Her cheek pressed against his leg, her nostrils filled with his scent. Her voice was like gentle waves, quietly echoing in the room. She said softly, “I understand everything.”

His knee trembled slightly, and then he gripped her hand even tighter.

Yes, she understood everything. She understood his hardship, his exhaustion, his disappointment in this country, his profound disgust with everything around him.

The Emperor was in a daze, the princes were fighting for succession, the court officials were corrupt and incompetent, and all the imperial institutions were trending toward decay and paralysis. Having experienced the hardships of war, having witnessed firsthand the struggles of the common people, and having returned from the wild and remote regions, how could he bear to see the decay of this country and the ugly faces of its officials?

Yet ironically, he was still a part of this succession battle. Once, he had naively believed that after Zhao Che took power, everything would be overthrown. But now, before seizing everything, they had to endure such a bitter winter. He didn’t even know what would be left of this world after they stood upon piles of white bones and defeated all enemies.

Civilization destroyed, common people slaughtered, armies decimated, the nation overthrown—what remained might only be them, facing this land filled with smoke and wounds, with countless lives sacrificed for this campaign.

Political maneuvering, what is political maneuvering? After the struggle, would the price of destroying everything be one they could afford to pay?

“Xing’er, I’m not a good person.”

That night, at the moment dawn arrived, he said this softly.

The following five days were extremely dark days that shocked all of Great Xia and even all of Ximeng.

The refugees outside the three passes finally rebelled. They attacked the mansions of the western clan households, looting grain and money. Because of hunger, they begged; when begging failed, they stole; when stealing failed, they robbed; when robbing failed, they finally revolted.

When officials push people to revolt, people have no choice but to revolt.

Hundreds of thousands of unarmed civilians, armed with wood and stones, broke open the doors of wealthy households, lighting black beacons across the Longxi land. Countless people died in this chaos. The government troops in the Longxi region seemed like paper dolls, as fragile as wheat before the disaster victims. Although they repeatedly reported that the rebels had strong military power and were being commanded by experts who outmaneuvered them, no one believed them, treating these as excuses and sophistry.

The local officials and clans who had just presented the merit umbrella were shocked and submitted memorials one after another. However, how could the officials in the imperial capital slap their faces and report to the court at this time? They could only secretly dispatch troops to quell the local rebellion.

However, Zhuge Yue, the Grand Marshal of the Ministry of War, countered by asking, “The empire is peaceful everywhere. The people of the Longxi region have just contributed a merit umbrella. How could they treasonously rebel? It’s utterly ridiculous.”

Thus, the matter of sending troops was repeatedly postponed, and the conflict in Longxi became increasingly urgent. On the twenty-fourth day of the twelfth month, a rider on a swift horse galloped into the capital. The soldier on the horse was covered in blood, holding the report from Cao Changqing, the Governor of Longxi, and collapsed on the Ronghua Imperial Road, spitting blood.

Zhen Huang City was shocked. The Emperor was so angered that he immediately suffered from a headache, cursing the Secretariat and the officials, and stripping Zhao Ying of his title as Marquis of the Southwest on the spot. However, Zhao Che didn’t gain any advantage from this turmoil either. Instead, the seventeenth prince, Zhao Yi, who had kept a low profile, was given the military authority of the southwest and sent to quell the rebellion. As for Zhuge Yue, because he had not immediately sent troops to suppress the rebellion, he was punished by the Emperor to reflect on his actions at home. Zhao Che went to the palace several times to plead for him but was rebuffed by the Emperor.

However, Chu Qiao knew the origin of this turmoil. When Zhao Che came to the mansion and saw Zhuge Yue, he immediately became furious, cursing him as a madman. Zhuge Yue just laughed casually, putting his arm around Zhao Che’s shoulder, saying, “I wanted to leave you some capital for when you ascend the throne. If everyone dies, whom will you rule as Emperor?”

The civil unrest in the Longxi region resulted in countless casualties. Seventy to eighty percent of the wealthy clan households were destroyed, and nearly eighty thousand civilians died in the conflict. But as Zhuge Yue said, if they rebelled, eighty thousand would die; if they didn’t rebel, several million would die. This deal was indeed worthwhile.

Yes, it was worthwhile. The southwest clans were mostly destroyed, the power of the young master Mu of Lingnan was greatly damaged, Jing Han was also affected, and Zhao Ying was reprimanded by the Emperor and stripped of his military authority. Although Zhao Che gained no benefit, he had no fault either. Only Zhuge Yue was confined to his residence to reflect, temporarily withdrawing from the political stage of Great Xia.

Everything seemed to be proceeding step by step according to his predetermined plan. However, Chu Qiao clearly remembered how, during those days, whenever he heard the news of civilians being massacred somewhere, of respectable wealthy families being slaughtered, of garrisons being annihilated, of civilians turning into bandits and becoming ferocious, he would lie awake at night, consumed with worry. If there had been even a slight deviation from the plan that day, if the troops he secretly dispatched had not been able to restrain the rebels, if they had not successfully avoided the local garrison, if they had not been able to instigate the rebellion of some soldiers, then the result would have been a mixture of blood and mud, with the entire southwest plunging into endless warfare—the consequences unimaginable.

They were all right—he truly was a crazy person.

She worried that he would become disheartened and depressed after being stripped of his authority, but he consoled her that he could finally spend the New Year with her.

The Spring Banquet finally arrived. The once-powerful Ministry of War Marshal’s residence was now deserted, but inside was a rare scene of laughter and joy.

Although news of the southwestern conflict had reached the capital, it did not affect the liveliness and prosperity of the imperial capital on the day of the Spring Banquet. The streets were filled with noisy voices. The government had organized wealthy merchants to set off fireworks in Ziwei Square. The laughter of children penetrated the thick walls, carried by the gentle wind into this imposing and towering mansion.

Starting three days ago, Zhuge Yue had ordered a new round of decorations for the mansion. Red lanterns were hung high along the corridors and doorways. Window flowers were bright red, and the skilled maids had cut out various patterns, including the Longevity Star of the Eastern Sea, the Longevity Deer of West Ling, the Eight Immortals Crossing the Sea, the Guanyin Delivering a Son, and the extremely labor-intensive Thousand Blessings Picture. Pots of flowers were displayed everywhere, brilliant and colorful, with luxurious fragrances all around. The servants had all changed into new clothes, red and pink, with an air of jubilation.

Zhuge Yue had also resumed the lifestyle he had at Qingshan Academy many years ago. He had always been a disciplined person, without the habit of hunting with eagles and horses like other wealthy young men. Now that he had free time, his days were even more leisurely. He seriously took care of his health, reading books and planting flowers in his spare time. He was also forced by Chu Qiao to exercise every morning. The two practiced martial arts together, comparing skills with knives, spears, and staff, often attracting servants to watch secretly. After a while, seeing that Zhuge Yue did not react, the servants grew bolder, occasionally applauding and cheering when the practice reached exciting moments.

The days became increasingly peaceful and smooth, like the eye of a storm, so quiet that it made one anxious.

The New Year arrived quietly in such an atmosphere. She changed into new clothes, a bright red color that was dazzling, making her face glow like the morning sun of spring as if endless joy and hope were overflowing. Zhuge Yue stood behind her, wearing a smoky blue robe, strikingly handsome. He casually picked up a pearl and gold hairpin, skillfully arranging her full black hair and inserting it at the side of her temples.

Chu Qiao looked at herself in the mirror and suddenly felt somewhat dazed. She had never seen herself like this before. It seemed that from a very young age, she had always stubbornly thought that it was vulgar for women to wear red and green. Later, after years of wandering, she had lost the spirit for adornment and decoration. But wearing it today, she felt waves of warmth gradually enveloping her. Her cheeks were as beautiful as spring peaches, like autumn water, and even her eyebrows and the corners of her mouth couldn’t hide her joy and warmth.

So-called vulgarity was merely because she didn’t have that kind of mood at that time.

Mei Xiang stood to the side, smiling as she looked at her, her face full of joy. Zhuge Yue lazily walked forward, smiled at the mirror, and said, “Truly a beauty that could topple a nation.”

Chu Qiao pushed him away embarrassedly, her ears turning red, saying, “It’s not that exaggerated, don’t talk nonsense.”

Zhuge Yue smiled as he looked at her and said, “I was talking about myself. You’re overthinking it.”

Chu Qiao was furious and reached out to pinch him. Zhuge Yue dodged and said to Mei Xiang, “Look at your mistress. She gets angry when I don’t compliment her.”

Mei Xiang just smiled without responding. The sunlight outside was very warm, and in the far distance, the crackling sound of firecrackers had already begun.

This was the most comfortable New Year that Chu Qiao had spent in many years. She even went to the kitchen herself to teach the servants how to make dumplings. She wanted to pull Zhuge Yue in to join, but the man with severe male chauvinism looked down on her and walked away gracefully.

They ate New Year’s Eve dinner, set off firecrackers, and hung lanterns. Zhuge Yue got a dumpling with a red date inside, and the servants all came to congratulate him on his good fortune in the New Year. He was in a great mood and rewarded them generously, filling the mansion with excited voices of gratitude. The gates of the Zhuge mansion were closed tight, with all visitors turned away. Only at midnight did Zhao Che send two jars of good wine. Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue drank together until Chu Qiao felt dizzy and drunkenly fell into Zhuge Yue’s arms.

The servants outside set off firecrackers, with crackling sounds coming in, full of joy. In her hazy state, Chu Qiao seemed to see Li Ce’s eyes smiling like a fox. She reached out to touch them but grasped nothing.

She was truly drunk, but her mind was so clear. In her daze, she thought of her years, thought of Xiao Shi, thought of Mao Er, thought of Min Rui, thought of Li Yang, thought of her colleagues at the Military Intelligence Department, thought of her white-haired grandfather, thought of the hardships and struggles of these years, thought of the several times she had lingered between life and death in distress and crisis, thought of Mr. Wu, thought of Miss Yu, thought of Jing Zisu, thought of so many people who had died or were still alive, and also thought of Li Ce, thought of Yan Xun…

Happiness came so quickly that she felt insecure as if everything was a dream.

She buried her face in Zhuge Yue’s embrace, her nose filled with the pleasant fragrance of iris on him. Her eyes were slightly wet. She raised her head, looked at his handsome profile, and suddenly said with bright eyes, “Zhuge Yue, I love you.”

Zhuge Yue was stunned. He lowered his head. Servants were all around, and her voice was so loud that it even drowned out the crackling of firecrackers. Everyone turned to look at her in astonishment, but she didn’t care at all and just said loudly, “Zhuge Yue, I have fallen in love with you!”

A warm breeze passed through the hall, and someone was chuckling softly. The playful sounds of Jing Jing and Mo Er came from afar. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes seemed to be filled with water, her gaze direct. In just over half a year, she seemed to have returned to the radiant beauty of seventeen or eighteen years old. She looked at him directly, smiling, her face almost visibly inscribed with the two words “happiness.”

With a whoosh, there was a gust of wind by her ear, and suddenly she was lifted into the air by someone. Then, to everyone’s amazement, Zhuge Yue left the table where they had barely started eating and returned to the bedroom.

The brocade quilt on the bed was brand new, all in auspicious bright red, embroidered with layers of brocade, featuring mandarin ducks playing in water, the cowherd and the weaver girl, magpies building bridges, and Guanyin delivering a son. Everywhere there was a warm sweetness.

His eyes were black, revealing a burning desire. He pulled open his collar with one hand, staring at her intently, saying in a hoarse voice, “Little temptress, I’m never letting you drink again.”

With that, he lowered his head and kissed her lips fiercely. His breathing was rapid and hot, like a blazing flame, bringing a numbing softness wherever it touched.

She smiled at the corners of her eyes, hugged his waist, and responded passionately.

The silk curtains hung low, brocade filled the room, and the long night was clamorous. Outside, there was another burst of joyful laughter.

Life has too many unpredictable variables. You don’t know when the storm will come, how big the waves will be, or whether they will easily overturn everything you currently possess. Those feelings that had been suppressed for so long, those words that had been hidden for so many years, those emotions that had always been held back, finally found an outlet. Everything is unpredictable; all one can do is cherish what one has at present.

The brocade covered them, the curtains flew, and she lay amidst layers of luxury, clinging to his body. Fine sweat emerged, and both mind and body were satisfied and tired. She curled up in his embrace, looking over his shoulder toward the window. Through a layer of window paper, she could vaguely see brilliant fireworks in the distant sky, rampaging across the entire horizon.

Whatever the future might hold, she would no longer be afraid.

Chapter 185: Yan Family Memorial Hall
The Lantern Festival had arrived again. The Sacred Golden Palace was hosting a grand banquet. Perhaps to dilute the unrest from earlier in the year, tonight’s feast was especially luxurious. Even Zhuge Yue, who had been confined for self-reflection as a disgraced official, received an invitation. Normally, he could have found some excuse to claim illness and not attend, but doing so now would inevitably lead to accusations and attacks from those with ulterior motives. At dusk, Zhuge Yue entered the palace wearing his court robes, with minimal escort and maintaining a very low profile.

Chu Qiao remained in her room. Recently, she had been constantly tired with a poor appetite. She spent her days eating and sleeping, which had given her a slightly fuller figure.

Suddenly, a series of chirping voices came from the entrance, then the door was pushed open. Mo’er entered, looking back repeatedly as he walked to Chu Qiao’s side, appearing somewhat nervous with his little nose reddened from the cold.

“Mo’er, what’s the matter?”

Mo’er hesitated for a moment, turning his head to look back at the doorway. After a good while, he asked in a small voice, “Mother, are we going out today?”

Counting the years, Chu Qiao was only about ten years older than this child. At first, she had felt uncomfortable hearing him call her “mother” all day long. But gradually she became accustomed to it and no longer minded.

She sat up straight and asked with furrowed brows, “Go out? Where to?”

“Today is the Lantern Festival. There are temple fairs and lantern exhibitions outside.”

Mo’er’s eyes sparkled with excitement. Chu Qiao turned her head and saw several figures peeking through the doorway.

These days, with Zhuge Yue under house arrest, few people in the household ventured outside. She pinched Mo’er’s cheek and said with a smile, “Alright, let’s go.”

The territory of Ximeng was vast. By modern counting methods, it spanned over four million square kilometers, equivalent to the size of five Chinas. This land had been passed down for many years and despite frequent warfare, its population had always flourished. Zhen Huang City, as the capital of Great Xia, had a particularly dense population.

As Chu Qiao’s group walked along the street, they saw bright lights all around, with colorful lanterns competing in beauty and catching everyone’s eye. The citizens of Zhen Huang City, regardless of gender, age, or social status, all came together to celebrate the festival. Various performances were taking place simultaneously, with music playing everywhere, creating a prosperous and lively scene.

This year’s Lantern Festival was more bustling than previous years, with thunderous voices and drums.

The children were having a great time, but after just over an hour, heavy snow suddenly began to fall. The north wind howled in, whipping up a blizzard on level ground, tearing apart the colorful lantern festival. Jing Jing and the others cursed as they boarded the carriage, with guards cracking their whips to hurry back to the estate. However, the wind grew increasingly stronger, and even the horses were reluctant to move forward. When they reached a secluded place, one horse suddenly lost control, broke free from its reins, and fled.

Yue Thirteen came running to report that the snowstorm was too severe and that they should find a place to take shelter first.

Chu Qiao nodded in agreement. Just then, she noticed what appeared to be a large mansion ahead. She ran up to knock on the door, but upon approaching, she discovered it was the Spirit Temple of the Lion King of Yan Bei.

Although Yan Shi Cheng was born into the royal family, because the empire had labeled him a traitor, his remains were not allowed in the ancestral temple. This mansion was nominally called the Spirit Temple, but in reality, it was a charitable cemetery. Not only did it house the coffins of Yan Shi Cheng and his children, but also those of ordinary citizens from nearby. Initially, Great Xia had dispatched troops to strictly guard it, but since Yan Xun returned to Yan Bei, no more assassins from the Da Tong Guild have attempted to seize it. Gradually, the place became increasingly desolate, and the empire was no longer willing to waste manpower guarding a pile of white bones.

Chu Qiao’s group entered a side room. The guards found candelabras and torches, and the room gradually brightened. They could see a dense array of memorial tablets in the gloomy hall, along with more than twenty coffins, shrouded in the pale candlelight, appearing eerie and frightening.

Jing Jing’s face turned pale, seemingly afraid. She hid tightly behind Duo Ji, clutching his sleeve, no longer displaying her usual cleverness.

Mei Xiang teased her, “I never thought our Miss Jing Jing would be afraid of anything. I thought you were a little demon king who feared no one in this world.”

Everyone laughed at her after hearing this, and the atmosphere momentarily lightened.

Rong’er was about to turn one year old now, babbling all day and walking with a wobble like a newborn duckling. He wore a bright red cotton jacket with blessing patterns. He yawned with his chubby little hands, then curled up in Chu Qiao’s arms, adjusting to a comfortable position to continue sleeping.

Chu Qiao stood up, handed Rong’er to Mei Xiang, and said quietly, “I’m going out for a while.”

“Miss, in this cold weather, where are you going?”

Chu Qiao picked up the food box that Mei Xiang had brought and a lantern, saying, “I’m just going next door to take a look. You don’t need to follow me.”

With that, she left the room.

The wind outside was terrifyingly strong. Chu Qiao had lived in Ximeng for fifteen years but had never seen such a powerful wind. The lantern in her hand was instantly blown apart. Her large fur coat was lifted by the strong wind, and the cold snow hit her face painfully, like pebbles. Chu Qiao tightly gripped the collar of her fur coat and struggled forward. After quite some time, she finally reached a dilapidated house, then reached out her hand and slowly pushed open the door with a creaking sound.

In an instant, the long wind rushed in, raising the thick dust on the ground. Chu Qiao coughed several times and quickly closed the door, pulling over a stool to block it.

The room was deathly quiet, seemingly even colder than outside. The roof had broken in several places, with the wind howling through. Everywhere was pitch-black darkness, but she seemed particularly familiar with the layout of this place. She took out a flint, tried several times, and finally lit all the surrounding candles one by one.

The dim candlelight slowly illuminated the room. Four black coffins were placed in the center, without memorial tablets, banners, or even markers. They were casually placed there, with weeds and garbage scattered everywhere, along with some cold, hard-steamed buns. This place had long been occupied by wandering beggars.

Chu Qiao placed the food box aside, rolled up her sleeves, and began to clean. She worked quickly, and despite not having the proper tools, she soon cleared away all the garbage on the ground. She made a simple broom from straw and swept away the spider webs visible on the surface. The room looked much cleaner and tidier. Then she took out the food items from the box one by one, arranged them on the ground, knelt, and bowed deeply several times.

Yes, these four coffins contained Yan Xun’s father, two elder brothers, and one elder sister. In those years, on every death anniversary of the Yan King, she would secretly come here with Yan Xun to pay respects. Back then, imperial soldiers still guarded this place, and they had to go to great lengths to visit. Now, even this place had fallen into desolation.

Since returning to Zhen Huang, she had never thought about coming here to pay respects. Unexpectedly, she had stumbled upon this place today—perhaps this was also a kind of fate.

Without incense, she substituted it with fragrant herbs. Without spirit money, she used silk cloth instead. Without fine wine, she only had a pot of sheep’s milk and two cups of clear tea.

Lord Yan, I’ve come to see you again.

She stood up, with a few specks of dust soiling her knees. Snowflakes fell through the roof, covering the coffin lids bit by bit. She quietly gazed at the coffins, trying hard to recall the blood-soaked heads she had seen long ago, feeling an immense desolation in her heart.

Even before the snowstorm in the Longxi region, Yan Bei had already fallen into great disaster. The homes of common people were destroyed, with the snowstorm being particularly severe in the Lan City area. In the Shang Shen regions, thousands upon thousands of cattle and sheep froze to death. People had nothing to eat, and Yan Bei was in a precarious situation.

However, just as the officials of Great Xia were clapping their hands in celebration, Yan Bei secretly mobilized 100,000 Dragon Chant Pass guards. They traveled on foot across the Lan River Plateau, entered the Great Tang territory through the 6,000-meter-high Wolf Peak, bypassed the Tang Hu Pass, and suddenly attacked Great Tang’s checkpoint. They seized more than 200,000 dan of grain, then returned to Yan Bei with lightning speed. The entire operation took less than four days. By the time the border war report reached Tang’s capital city, the Dragon Chant Pass guards had already returned to their post and fought two battles against the Xia army that had wanted to take advantage of Yan Bei’s disaster to launch an attack.

When this incident occurred, it was like a drop of water falling into boiling oil, stirring up tremendous waves.

Both Great Xia and Bian Tang were furious but could do nothing to Yan Xun. The scribes of Great Xia’s Imperial Censorate wrote vigorously, cursing Yan Bei as having bandit origins, naturally inclined to pillage and murder, violating the way of the sages. The old scholars of Bian Tang were even more enraged, shouting all over the world, cursing Yan Xun’s ancestors for eight generations, writing books to criticize him severely, so agitated they nearly fainted.

However, all they could do was just that. Dragon Chant Pass was as solid as gold, and the Yan Bei army was as fierce as tigers and wolves. In the current situation, they should burn incense in gratitude if Yan Bei didn’t come out to provoke a war. Who would dare to go and offend them?

When Chu Qiao heard this news, she couldn’t help but smirk coldly. Perhaps this was what they meant by “the soft fear the hard, and the hard fear those who don’t fear death.”

Zhuge Yue, however, still maintained an indifferent attitude, ignoring the unanimous voices from the court calling for war. Everyone knew that Great Xia was currently preoccupied with its problems. The princes’ struggle for the throne had reached a white-hot stage. Who had time to wage external wars at this moment? It was just talk. If he were to truly gather troops and march toward Yan Ming, those old fellows would probably do as they claimed in their memorials—spill blood three feet high and die to prove their integrity.

When he learned of the news, he was only slightly surprised, saying he hadn’t expected Yan Xun to do such a thing.

It wasn’t just him. Perhaps no one in the entire Ximeng continent would have anticipated this.

After all, there was a time when he had wagered the entire Yan Bei, using millions of soldiers and civilians as bait to lure the Xia army into the pass while he led troops eastward. Not long after, he eliminated dissenters and destroyed the Da Tong Guild that had supported his rise to power. Even his teacher’s head was severed.

Facing such a person, probably no one would imagine that he would take such a risk for the common people of Yan Bei.

Even Chu Qiao had not figured out the connections here.

Fortunately, the commander of Tang Hu Pass was the adopted son of Great Tang’s Prince Jing An. Although he had promptly surrendered and pledged loyalty after Prince Jing An’s downfall, he held military power and guarded an important checkpoint of the empire, which inevitably made people wary. In this instance, Yan Xun’s elimination of him could not be considered a loss for Great Tang.

As for the grain and fodder Great Tang lost…

Chu Qiao’s brows furrowed slightly as she once again recalled the Shang Shen Plateau and the Hui Hui Snow Mountain where she had lived for many years, along with the simple herdsmen and common people there…

Yan Xun’s tactics were becoming increasingly formidable—hiding a thousand miles away, acting swiftly, mobilizing tens of thousands of troops uniformly without leaking the slightest hint, striking unexpectedly and decisively. His precision, foresight, and courage were unparalleled, making him the foremost military talent of the age. As long as he remained, Great Xia would never break through Dragon Chant Pass, even if Zhao Che personally took command. He might have slight advantages in tactics, military strength, intelligence, weapons, and logistics, but in terms of ruthlessness of methods and firmness of resolve, he had no chance of surpassing Yan Xun.

The frightening aspect of Yan Xun on the battlefield was his ability to perfectly utilize everything around him as aids for victory in war. His understanding of human psychology had also reached an unparalleled level.

In this world, perhaps only Zhuge Yue could match him. Yan Xun’s advantage lay in his ruthlessness, while Zhuge Yue’s lay in his cunning. If these two men were to have a battlefield without rear concerns, they might truly create a legend in the history of warfare.

She shook her head slightly. Although she had grown weary of that life, when idle, her mind would involuntarily think of these matters. She would piece together the news she heard, gradually mapping out the general situation, then simulate, calculate, and arrange—like a chess lover who, even when not playing, would imagine various chess scenarios in their mind.

Only this time, she didn’t know which side she hoped would win this chess match.

Even if she and Yan Xun ultimately didn’t get along, she probably didn’t want to see him fall.

So, after learning that his sneak attack on Tang Hu Pass had succeeded, she felt a bit of secret joy, completely disregarding her identity as the Beautiful Princess of Great Tang.

She laughed at herself. Even she could not escape common sentiments. The so-called grievances and enmities, under the sedimentation of time, left only a blurry silhouette, a pair of cold eyes, and a strong hand.

Who betrayed whom, who owed whom—could it be calculated clearly?

Between them, even if they could not join hands, it didn’t necessarily mean they had to fight to the death.

The wind outside suddenly grew stronger. The door made a creaking sound, pushing the stool blocking it slightly ajar. Thinking it was the wind, she turned back to close the door. Just as she reached the doorway, the door was suddenly flung open. A person wearing a black cloak stood in the vast snow, with only one blue-robed attendant behind.

She couldn’t see his face. For a moment, she could only see a pair of eyes as black as an abyss, staring directly at her.

Chapter 186: The Coming of Yan’s Wind
For a moment, Chu Qiao even thought she saw Yan Xun again.

Outside there wasn’t a trace of moonlight, only howling snow and wind that cut against one’s face like cold knives. The person stood there, wrapped in a cloak with only a pair of deep eyes exposed, piercing through layers of wind and snow, staring fixedly at her. The candles in the room were all extinguished by the wind the moment the door opened. Only faint white snowlight flickered in the inky darkness, making that blurry figure appear even more heavy and oppressive.

It seemed like a long time passed, or perhaps just an instant, when the person slowly raised a foot, slightly lowered his head, with steps that faintly revealed hints of fatigue. A bony, emaciated hand was brought to his mouth as he lightly coughed once.

The door was closed, and the three people standing in the narrow memorial hall made it seem cramped. The hunchbacked blue-robed servant deftly relit the white candles. The dim light gradually illuminated the surroundings, also revealing the graying hair that hung quietly beneath the person’s hood and a pair of wrinkled hands beneath his sleeves.

The low stool that Chu Qiao had just used to block the door was wiped clean by the servant. The man sat down while coughing, his back bent, revealing how frail the body hidden beneath his clothes was.

Chu Qiao remained standing there, not having spoken since the moment they entered. She even wondered why such a sickly and weak person had shocked her so much at first, even making her think it was Yan Xun himself who had arrived.

The servant stepped back, standing by the door, his entire body hidden in the shadow of the lamplight, head lowered, like a stone that couldn’t speak.

The hazy light cast down softly. Wind howled through the gaps in the roof tiles, making the candle flames flicker as if they might go out at any moment. The man suddenly raised his head, his deep eyes looking at her, and abruptly said: “The wind and snow are truly heavy tonight.”

Chu Qiao was startled, but for some reason, facing this person, she felt an inexplicable tension. It was as if a low-pressure aura gradually flowed from him, slowly permeating the entire room, making even her breathing heavier.

“Yes, indeed very heavy,” she nodded and said quietly.

“It’s been many years since we’ve had such heavy snow.” The man must have been quite old, his voice revealing undisguisable age and fatigue: “It seems that in the winter fifteen years ago, there was also such heavy wind and snow. Even the old locust tree in front of the capital’s magistrate office was blown down.”

Fifteen years ago…

That was the year when Yan Xun’s family was destroyed. In that cold winter, they huddled in the dilapidated post station in the south of the city, burning everything in the house, and still they were covered with frostbite.

“Was the Lantern Festival lively this year?”

The man asked quite naturally as if they were long-acquainted friends.

Chu Qiao tilted her head slightly and said: “The weather was uncooperative, ruining a fine lantern festival. Was the old gentleman also trapped here by the wind and snow while viewing the lanterns?”

The man laughed softly and said: “With a body like mine, what lanterns could I view?”

Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows slightly and asked in a deep voice: “Then, sir, did you come specifically to pay respects to the old Lord Yan?”

Although she couldn’t see his face, Chu Qiao could imagine his silent smile.

From far away suddenly came a long sound of bells and drums. It was the eighteen watches of the Lantern Festival, from the Tian Cheng Tower in the Sacred Golden Palace, hosted by the Imperial Astronomical Bureau, with renowned high monks burning incense and worshipping Buddha, reciting peace scriptures, praying for favorable wind and rain, and national prosperity in the coming year.

Chu Qiao heard the sound and turned her head slightly, looking in the direction from which it came, somewhat lost in thought.

“This memorial hall is so desolate. Aren’t you, a young woman, afraid to stay in this spirit room?”

Chu Qiao turned to look at the old man, knowing that someone who could so easily enter the memorial hall without being detected by Yue Thirteen and others was certainly no ordinary person. She mentally filtered through all the people who could be here at this time, but couldn’t identify such a figure, and became increasingly puzzled. However, she didn’t show it on her face, only smiling faintly and saying: “With a clear conscience, there is nothing to fear. Compared to human hearts, so-called wandering ghosts are countless times kinder.”

“A clear conscience?” The old man’s tone lifted slightly as he quietly laughed: “In this world, how many people can truly bear these four words?”

“It’s enough if one feels they can bear it themselves,” Chu Qiao stood in place, her snow-white fur coat looking especially elegant in the lamplight, her cheeks smooth with a halo of pale white. She said quietly: “Some people spend their entire lives as honest officials, loyal to the state, not taking a penny from the people, with clean hands, living with a clear conscience. Others may toil their whole lives merely to feed their families, but because they don’t commit crimes, they have no guilt or debt in their hearts, and can also bear the words ‘clear conscience.’ What brings peace to the heart depends on oneself, not on achievements.”

The old man raised his eyebrows slightly. A gust of wind swept up the silk ashes on the ground, which lightly settled on the hem of his robe. He pondered for a moment, then smiled slightly and said: “What you say makes sense.”

“With such heavy wind and snow outside, has the old gentleman come in late at night because of some concern?”

“When one gets old, it’s easy to recall matters of the past.”

A sudden gust of wind blew the door open, and all the candles in the house immediately went out. The servant was startled. Despite his age, he moved nimbly, closing the door in two steps and then intending to light the lamps. The old man raised his eyes, his gaze fixed on the dark, deep row of coffins. His smile gradually disappeared as he waved his hand and said: “Let it be.”

The room was very quiet, with only the sound of the howling wind overhead. Her eyes gradually adapted to the surrounding darkness. Through the snow light outside the window, she could faintly make out people’s silhouettes.

The old man took off his cloak and said: “He might not want to see me.”

“I brought wine, will you drink a cup with me?”

Before Chu Qiao could answer, the old servant had already stepped forward, laying a layer of silk cloth on the ground. On it, he placed two wine cups and a translucent jade pot that emitted a faint glow in the darkness. The cups were filled, the wine’s fragrance spreading. The old servant presented a cup to Chu Qiao with both hands. Chu Qiao sniffed it and said: “It’s Qingyu Jiao from Qingqiu.”

The old man smiled with approval: “What a keen nose.”

Chu Qiao smiled: “My alcohol tolerance isn’t great, but I’m quite skilled at identifying wines.”

As she spoke, she took a silver hairpin from her hair, dipped it into the cup, and after a moment, withdrew it, sniffed it, and then drank the wine with confidence, praising: “Indeed a fine wine.”

Seeing her so openly test for poison in front of him without being annoyed, the old man instead showed interest and said: “Lend me your hairpin too.”

Chu Qiao was slightly surprised and asked: “You don’t trust the wine you brought yourself?”

“It never hurts to be careful.”

The old man imitated Chu Qiao’s actions, dipping the silver hairpin into the wine cup, then taking out a flint from his bosom, lighting it to look at the pin for a long time before drinking.

Chu Qiao laughed: “Actually, this way is even less secure.”

The old man was slightly surprised and asked: “Why?”

“Not all poisons corrode silver, and just now, when I handed you the hairpin, there were many ways to poison you. Even without poison, with you so close to me, aren’t you afraid I might be an assassin?”

The old man looked at her without any panic, instead asking very seriously: “Are you?”

“If I said no, would you believe me?”

The old man frowned, seemingly trying hard to think. After a good while, he said: “I don’t quite believe it.”

Chu Qiao laughed and said: “Indeed, a farmer wants to eat chicken today so he doesn’t kill the pig, but that doesn’t mean he won’t kill the pig tomorrow.”

“You compare me to a pig?”

“No, no,” Chu Qiao shook her head: “A person like you, three parts wolf, three parts snake, and the remaining four parts I can’t quite make out, but certainly not easy to deal with.”

The old man smiled and said to the old servant at the door: “Look at this girl’s mouth, comparable to the hundreds of poisonous pens at the Imperial Censorate.”

The old man seemed very happy and relaxed as he invited Chu Qiao to sit and drink wine with him. Outside, the wind and snow grew stronger. Chu Qiao pulled over a chair, wiped it clean, and sat down, drinking cup after cup with him.

It was pitch black all around, with only a few streams of light coming through the roof.

The wine had an enticing fragrance; once you took the first sip, you were tempted to take a second. Even non-poisoned wine can make one dizzy after drinking too much. After an unknown amount of time, Chu Qiao’s head gradually became dizzy. She leaned on the chair, her hand on the armrest, supporting her head as she slowly closed her eyes. She chatted intermittently with the old man. They seemed to talk about many, many things, but she gradually couldn’t remember. Her heart was very peaceful as if large white waves were sweeping over her, gently sweeping over her white fingers and cheeks.

She seemed to return to her childhood, with her grandfather holding her, methodically teaching her ancestral long fist, battlefield capture techniques, teaching her to recognize acupoints for attack, teaching her to use various weapons like daggers, and making her recite Chairman’s quotations over and over. Every morning, they had to stand under the party emblem to take an oath. At that time she was only a few years old, but she felt solemn and respectful, standing behind her elderly but still sturdy grandfather, loudly reciting over and over: “Loyal to the Chairman, loyal to the Party, loyal to the people, willing to give one’s life when the country and people need it…”

Then the scene shifted to a cold, deep palace, with a large moon shining above their heads. The boy stood stubbornly in front of her, looking at the new hairpin on her head, biting his lip angrily, refusing to speak. She was frightened and hurriedly removed the hairpin, nervously trying to comfort him, saying that Zhao Thirteen had forced it on her and she didn’t like it at all. After a long time, she saw him awkwardly take out an ugly hairpin from his palm, seemingly self-made from copper, just a bare rod without any decoration. His fingers were somewhat broken, with several places bleeding, carelessly wrapped with silk cloth.

Then, a pair of fox-like eyes emerged from the water waves. The man wore a bright red robe, sitting in a water pavilion playing a long flute flamboyantly. A group of gorgeously dressed girls surrounded him, their eyes intoxicated, as if they had drunk two jars of maiden red wine. He saw her from afar, suddenly stood up, waved vigorously at her, and shouted: “Qiao Qiao! Qiao Qiao! Come over quickly—”

Then, the scene shifted, the shimmering waves disappearing with it, and wisps of smoke began to float up on the long ancient road. Light poured down, drifting and scattering as if drifting through that long life, transforming into that aloof and handsome man. It was again the Lantern Festival three years ago, he was angry with her because she refused to go with him to Qinghai. He walked angrily in front, ignoring her, and before leaving, he cursed her as a stubborn idiot. She angrily picked up a clod of earth and threw it from behind, coincidentally hitting him on the head. His face turned iron-blue with anger as he turned back and glared at her fiercely.

Then, the boat swayed, and the two embraced in the fine drizzle as he murmured in her ear: “I am very happy, have never been this happy before…”

Just then, a childish voice suddenly echoed in her ear: “Finally, he died, he also died, she was sad alone, then left, and finally died too, leaving only him.”

Yes, yes, she was dreaming. Li Ce was already dead, killed by his mother, dying in her arms. She saw large patches of crimson blood spilling from his chest, she touched his cold body and closed eyelids. He died leaning on her shoulder, never again to smile and call her name, never again to reach out and pinch her cheeks, never again to climb through her window at night, never again to secretly read the letters Zhuge Yue wrote to her, never again to look at her tenderly when she was sad, holding her in his arms, then telling her, don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid, I’m still here, and so is Zhuge Si. Even that boy Yan Xun wouldn’t hurt you.

The world was filled with the vast north wind. Red-stained snow fell from the sky. She saw Zhuge Yue and Yan Xun facing each other on the battlefield. She saw the spirits of millions floating in the sky. She heard the earth’s lament, heard the wind’s desolation, and saw the sky split, with heavy deep red blood slowly seeping from the crack, falling onto this bloody land. She saw Zhuge Yue fall, his back split open, still the same wound she had inflicted many years ago, with a cold sword piercing through his body. She saw Yan Xun holding a three-foot-blooded sword, standing atop countless bloody corpses. Thousands of arrows shot over, the world turning pitch black. He stood at the highest point of heaven and earth, with fresh red blood constantly seeping under his feet, his body full of sharp arrows, yet he wouldn’t fall.

Thousands of troops swept in, and all the images shattered. The Quanrong’s wolf blades chopped up Ximeng’s territory. She knelt on the ice plain of Thousand Zhang Lake, watching heaven and earth collapse in an instant, with his repeated whisper in her ear:

Live on, live on, live on—

Her tears streamed down, flowing past her pointed chin, dripping one by one into her snow-white fur coat.

The old man stood in front of her, his face no longer showing the smile from before, becoming indifferent and distant. He turned to the old servant and said: “Is it her?”

The old servant, bent over, forever in that humble manner, said softly: “It is her.”

The old man smiled slightly, but without a trace of joy in his eyes: “Unexpected to meet her here.”

The old servant bowed slightly but didn’t respond. The old man pondered for a moment, then suddenly reached out his finger, the fingertip brushing across Chu Qiao’s cheek, touching a cold, wet tear. He was startled, and placed his fingertip in his mouth, slowly tasting with his tongue a bitter saltiness.

“An Fu, do people cry after drinking Yellow Millet Dream wine?”

The room was dim, and the old servant seemed not to have noticed that the woman sitting in the chair was quietly crying. He quickly lit a candle, approached Chu Qiao, and looked carefully. For a moment, he too was stunned.

Tears fell line by line, silently rolling down like unstrung pearls.

An Fu’s voice carried a hint of shock. After a long time, he slowly said: “This servant has never heard of anyone crying after drinking Yellow Millet Dream. This woman must have many sorrows in her heart.”

After saying this, An Fu frowned slightly, seemingly puzzled.

“With such a noble status, would she also have sorrows?”

Hearing this, the old man smiled slightly and said faintly: “The more one believes they have grasped happiness, the more they fear losing it one day. In this child’s heart, there is probably a fear that even she cannot control.”

“Your Majesty, it’s getting late, we should return.”

The old man nodded, put on his cloak, walked to the door, and suddenly turned back, fixing his gaze on a coffin placed in the middle of the ground.

“Shi Cheng, how many more years do you think Great Xia’s dynasty will last?”

The cold wind blew in, making his figure seem so thin. He suddenly coughed several times, laughing lightly as he opened the door and walked out.

A tiny flame remained, emitting a pale light, flickering several times in the wind, but still not extinguishing.

The woman in white clothes leaned against the chair, her head slightly tilted, tears flowing line by line, quietly, like a peaceful lake.

After an unknown amount of time, there seemed to be people talking beside her. She frowned slightly, the bright light somewhat piercing. Mei Xiang’s voice sounded in her ear, saying quite happily: “She’s awake, she’s awake, that’s great.”

Chu Qiao frowned and saw only Mei Xiang standing beside her, with Huan’er holding a lantern standing on the other side, both looking at her nervously.

“Miss, what happened to you?”

Chu Qiao looked around, but there was no trace of the old man, leaving her somewhat lost. She casually said: “Nothing, I just fell asleep accidentally.”

Mei Xiang immediately complained: “It’s so cold here, how could Miss sleep here?”

“I think Madam is too tired. The wind and snow outside have lessened a lot. We should hurry back to the estate.”

The group boarded the carriage. Rong’er was still fast asleep, and Mo’er was also curled up in Jing Jing’s arms, his eyes barely able to open.

The wind and snow had scattered the lively Lantern Festival. On the way back, they saw broken lantern fragments everywhere, with streets empty and desolate. She lifted the carriage curtain, looking out into the distance, seeing only a cold emptiness everywhere, without a trace of light, except for a white lantern hanging sparsely at the entrance of the memorial hall, completely intact, somehow surviving the recent storm.

When they returned to the estate, it was already late at night. Yue Six was guarding at the door and heaved a sigh of relief upon seeing them. He came forward saying that Zhuge Yue had already returned and had gone out to look for her several times.

Chu Qiao hurriedly returned to her room, entered the main hall, removed her fur coat, and handed it to a servant, then tiptoed into the bedroom.

Returning home from such a cold place, a warm atmosphere greeted her. The incense burner was filled with fine sinking water incense, rising in a slender column, spiraling upward. The room was very quiet, without a sound. She walked over quietly and saw that his face was slightly flushed, lying on the bed fully clothed, already asleep, but frowning tightly, as if something was angering him even in his dreams.

His breathing was somewhat heavy, and a strong smell of alcohol could be detected. His alcohol tolerance had never been very good; tonight, he must have drunk a lot to fall asleep like this.

On the red wooden bedpost hung a delicate small lantern, with red eyes and long ears, in the shape of a lifelike rabbit.

She took off her shoes and lay on her side next to him, smelling his scent, listening to his deep breathing, her cold heart gradually warming.

She reached out and encircled his waist, dispelling that desperate dream.

No, absolutely not.

They would be together and would live well. They would have a child, they would leave this place together, and begin their life in a brand new place.

It must be so, it must be.

After the spring banquet, the weakness of the Great Xia Dynasty became increasingly apparent. The Longxi region was filled with disaster victims walking on the post roads. Everywhere could be seen commoners selling their wives and children, or exchanging children for food. Although the court had issued disaster relief edicts, and despite the Xia Emperor’s utmost efforts to mobilize gold and silver from the treasury, Great Xia’s national strength was indeed insufficient. War, like a man-eating beast, had opened its bloody huge mouth, and in just a few short years, had dragged a once-prosperous empire to skin and bones.

However, life in Yan Bei was certainly no better. Although they had temporarily survived the winter with the grain and fodder seized from Bian Tang, they were now also having difficult days. Under such circumstances, there were no large-scale conflicts at the border at the beginning of the year. Both Yan Bei’s eastward advance and Great Xia’s northern expedition had been slowed by this natural disaster.

On the first day of the third month, the Xia Emperor granted the northern Hu region to Zhao Che as his fief. Although everyone knew Zhao Che was the lord of the northern region, there had never been an official enfeoffment from the court. Now, with the Xia Emperor letting Zhao Che lead the Hu people who had not suffered greatly from the disaster at this critical juncture, the court and the country immediately engaged in intense speculation.

On the seventh day of the third month, Grand Marshal Zhuge Yue finally ended his days of confinement at home and returned to the Council of Elders. The seventeenth prince, Zhao Qi, also showed goodwill toward Zhao Che. For a time, the seventh prince Zhao Che’s power at court rose greatly, with his authority increasing daily. Zhao Yang stayed in his princely mansion all day, claiming illness to the throne, and had not attended court for two consecutive months.

However, a dispatch from Yan Bei that reached the capital on the thirteenth day of the third month caused Chu Qiao concern.

Actually, the main content wasn’t much; Yan Xun merely wanted to trade with Great Xia at the border, exchanging horses and iron ore for Great Xia’s grain, tea, salt, and silk.

This matter naturally caused a burst of laughter in the Great Xia court. The officials of Great Xia mocked Yan Bei for being so poor that they would think of doing business with Great Xia. Although they equally lacked warhorses and iron ore, they could still trade with Bian Tang and Huai Song, unlike Yan Bei, who only had Great Xia as an option if Bian Tang blocked the passes.

Great Xia naturally wouldn’t pay attention to Yan Bei. Instead, the Imperial Censorate and the Grand Secretariat joined forces for the first time, writing a grand piece full of mockery, cursing Yan Xun for his wild imagination and not knowing his place.

This matter, for both countries, wasn’t a significant issue, but it clearly showed Yan Bei’s decline and predicament. Although Great Xia wasn’t much better off, seeing their enemy in a state worse than their own, the Xia officials became haughty again. A group of wild scholars shouted all day about destroying Yan Bei, their arrogant manner suggesting that Yan Bei would disappear with just a wave of their hands. Even some royal nobles in distant territories wrote to Zhuge Yue, demanding that he immediately lead troops into Yan Bei to eliminate the beggars of Yan Bei.

Zhuge Yue coldly observed the chaotic state of the court and country, couldn’t help but laugh coldly, and privately mocked: “Yan Xun’s tactics aren’t very clever, but they are precisely what the situation calls for. Just a few words have made the entire Zhen Huang court and country collectively lose their minds.”

When he said this, Chu Qiao felt her heart racing. Zhuge Yue had already thought a level deeper than most, knowing that this was Yan Xun deliberately showing weakness to lure the Xia army out of the pass to fight. However, having lived with Yan Xun for many years, Chu Qiao deeply knew his nature. This man, even if he were to die in battle, would never show weakness to his enemies. Is merely paralyzing the enemy, seeking a battle, truly worth such a great sacrifice from him?

Winter departed and spring arrived, another year of spring warmth and blooming flowers. But the cold wind in the shadows lingered, and opening the window, one could still see unmelted icicles.

This winter seemed especially long.

Chapter 187: Facing a Romantic Rival
Zhuge Yue had gone to Ye City on official business and had been away for half a month already. Three days ago, Chu Qiao received news that fighting had broken out again beyond Yanming Pass. It was merely thirty-some drunk soldiers who rushed out of the pass and went to provoke Yan Bei at Longyin Pass, firing a round of arrows. One Yan Bei soldier died and three were injured, but they didn’t retaliate.

By the time this news reached Zhenhang City, it was already ten days old. In the official memorial, the border commander requested the court issue an edict to attack Yan Bei, fervently claiming that according to reliable intelligence, Yan Bei was currently exhausted with depleted horses and insufficient provisions, and all kinds of military supplies were running low. There were also large-scale civilian uprisings in their country. It was the best time for a northern expedition, and once missed, future confrontations with Yan Bei would be immensely difficult.

Even before this, voices supporting the war in the court were already clamoring. This memorial now poured oil on fire, instantly stirring up Da Xia’s war spirit. From courts to commoners, everywhere echoed with enthusiasm for war. Da Xia’s subjects originated from beyond the past and were naturally a warlike people. Now, with the instigation of those with ulterior motives, the clamor was even more intense. At night, the sound of knife-sharpening could be heard from every household in Zhenhang City. The civil officials from the Censorate set up a war platform in Ziwei Square, specifically to enlist ordinary citizens who volunteered for military service. Long strings of names were densely written on the imperial notice and conspicuously posted in front of Ziwei Gate. Behind each name was a bloody fingerprint, creating a spine-chilling sight.

The public’s enthusiasm for war had reached unprecedented heights, yet the Sacred Golden Palace was still reluctant to issue an imperial decree. The Emperor had fallen ill again recently and hadn’t been able to attend court for seven or eight days. With the deliberate indulgence of the Council of Elders, various activities in the civilian sector were carried out with great fanfare. There were even self-organized guards from various regions, carrying war blades as they marched toward the capital.

Chu Qiao had sent four letters to Zhuge Yue, but before receiving his reply, the long-absent Zhuge Huai visited her, leaving her somewhat at a loss.

Zhuge Huai had specially come from the Zhuge family estate. Although Zhuge Mu Qing had once expelled this son from the family when Zhuge Yue was in trouble, after his glorious return, the entire Zhuge clan collectively chose selective amnesia, throwing this discordant past behind them. Zhuge Huai, who had repeatedly opposed Zhuge Yue, was abandoned by the family and sent far back to the estate. He had been away from the imperial capital for three years.

Yet his return this time was for Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue’s grand wedding.

A month ago, Chu Qiao’s dowry had entered Zhenhang City gates in a grand procession, with carriages stretching endlessly, beyond sight. Zhenhang’s garrison soldiers roughly calculated that there were as many as four hundred carriages and fifty thousand escort personnel. Bian Tang’s ceremony officials wore deep robes and splendid attire, completely in imperial ceremonial style.

Joy and celebration filled the entire journey, with crimson silk brocade paving the way and golden silk flowers scattered everywhere. Red gauze and glorious canopies lined the route, with three thousand lavishly dressed palace attendants leading the way, twenty thousand beautifully armored Xiuli soldiers fully equipped, and twenty thousand Wolf Army soldiers guarding behind. The display was so majestic that even the Emperor taking a wife or the Empress being enthroned would not be so luxurious.

The citizens of Zhenhang City were collectively dumbfounded, and even the officials of Da Xia were stunned. Li Ce had prepared her dowry for two years, sparing no expense for extravagance, giving her supreme honor and glory. Even though he was no longer present, he still supported her in this way, ensuring that no one would look down on her.

The Zhuge family immediately rose in status due to their marital connection with Bian Tang. Zhuge Mu Qing, who had been suffering from prolonged illness, also returned from the estate, cordially exchanging greetings with Bian Tang’s escort officials. Li Ce had somehow managed to bring together some distant relatives of the Jing family. Although Chu Qiao had never met them before, these elderly lords and ladies burst into tears upon seeing her, deeply expressing their longing and thoughts for her over the years.

Some elderly ladies from the Jing clan moved into the Sima mansion. Although Chu Qiao didn’t have a good impression of them, Zhuge Yue still earnestly instructed the servants to treat them well. For several days, Chu Qiao didn’t need to go anywhere; she just sat properly in her room every day, listening to them teach her wedding customs, instruct her on the duties of a wife, and explain what she should and shouldn’t do.

With the wedding approaching, she became increasingly anxious, as if all the eyes in the world were focused on her. She alone couldn’t find peace, always feeling that beneath all this extravagant splendor, hidden sharp edges lurked unseen, making her restless.

Zhuge Yue comforted her, saying she was silly with happiness, and she could only comfort herself with the same thought, hoping it was just pre-wedding jitters rather than some unfortunate sixth sense.

However, after Zhuge Yue left, her unease became even more apparent. Following closely were the strange war reports from Yan Bei, and the intense warmongering in the court, all making her increasingly uncomfortable. Yet she knew nothing and could only carefully guard against potential threats, quietly waiting for Zhuge Yue’s return and their grand wedding.

She politely received Zhuge Huai, and they sat formally in the hall, making small talk about his journey, discussing the scenery along the way, and hearing stories about Zhuge Yue’s childhood, with him presenting a fatherly, benevolent image of an elder brother.

The day after Zhuge Huai arrived, the young ladies of the Zhuge family collectively came to visit. The third young lady of the Zhuge family, Zhuge Qing, was born to the first wife and had always held some status. She was now the wife of Liu Wen, Deputy Minister of the Ministry of Revenue. The Liu family had been scholars for generations and held considerable status among Da Xia’s clans. Today, she led several unmarried younger sisters to invite Chu Qiao to return to the Zhuge mansion in the evening to meet with the sisters and aunts.

Chu Qiao had never imagined that one day she would return to the Zhuge family in such a capacity. Surrounded by Zhuge Qing and others, she stepped down from the sedan chair and saw the towering main gate of the Zhuge residence, solemn and severe. The various ladies and mistresses of the Zhuge family stood at the entrance in a neat row. Upon seeing her, they all bowed in unison.

After all, her current identity was not only Zhuge Yue’s bride-to-be but also the Xiuli Wang of Bian Tang, enjoying the treatment of a Prince of the First Rank, with her own fief and military authority, wealthy and powerful. In the eyes of outsiders, she was almost the second master of Da Tang. Throughout history, even if these aristocratic families had married imperial princesses, where had anyone ever brought home a foreign prince? No wonder the people of the Zhuge mansion were making such a grand show.

The women present were all adorned with pearls and jade, dressed in brocade and silk, smiling at her as if the past events were just a dream that had never happened.

The sun was bright, and the sky was clear and open. As the weather was gradually warming, Chu Qiao wore only a water-colored cloud-patterned wide-sleeved deep robe, with her hair in a low bun, adorned with a sapphire jade hairpin. She looked elegant and simple, yet not lacking in dignity.

Meeting, greeting, exchanging pleasantries, and banqueting—everything seemed like a pre-planned show. How to walk, what to say, what expressions to make—Chu Qiao performed it all perfectly. The banquet was lively, with several young ladies from the Jing family following Chu Qiao. Some of them didn’t even have the Jing surname; some were only called Jing because one of their relatives had a distant marital connection with someone from the Jing family. They accompanied Chu Qiao as her family members.

Most of the wine was intercepted by these maternal relatives. After the banquet, everyone went to the Flower Appreciation Chamber for tea. With many women gathered, the atmosphere became lively. These noble young ladies usually spent their leisure time appreciating flowers or embroidering. Now, sitting together, they inevitably felt somewhat dull. Someone suggested that each person compose a poem to match the day’s scenery.

Chu Qiao knew that this was the Zhuge family’s young ladies testing her. In others’ eyes, she was a woman of slave origin whose family had already fallen. She had only reached her current position through some coincidental encounters with important figures of the time. Now they were asking her, a lowly commoner of military background, to recite poetry, obviously intending to embarrass her.

Sure enough, most of the Jing family’s young ladies showed timidity. Except for one girl whose father was a minor county magistrate who managed to compose a verse, the rest mostly produced incoherent pieces. The young girls of the Zhuge family covered their mouths and laughed, their eyes full of schadenfreude.

If she had just arrived here, Chu Qiao might have had some desire to compete with them, but now, having experienced life and death many times, she found the methods of these noble ladies’ daughters tedious. However, since it was her first time coming to Zhuge Yue’s home in this capacity, she didn’t want to embarrass him too much, lest he tease her later. So she casually picked a few poems from her memory that weren’t too exquisite and recited them, merely going through the motions.

A young lady of the Zhuge family looked at Chu Qiao with a smile and said, “I’ve long heard that our future Fourth Sister-in-law is a talented woman skilled in both martial and literary arts. Indeed, seeing you today, you’re truly extraordinary.”

Chu Qiao lazily responded, “You flatter me.”

Another young lady of the Zhuge family turned her eyes and smiled, saying, “It’s just that our future Fourth Sister-in-law’s name is so difficult to address. We’ve deliberated for a long time and don’t know whether to call you Miss Jing or Miss Chu. Or perhaps, since you were once a retainer of Prince Yan of Yan Bei, and are now a prince of Bian Tang, should we call you by the surname Yan or Tang?”

As soon as these words were spoken, the young ladies from the Jing family beside them immediately looked displeased. The whole world now knew that after leaving the Zhuge mansion, she had changed her surname. She didn’t care, but for the Jing family’s main branch, it didn’t look good. This young lady, whatever her name in the Zhuge family, bringing up such matters on this occasion and mentioning that she was once Yan Xun’s servant, was trying to embarrass her.

She wasn’t angered, but just smiled quietly and slowly said, “If the young lady doesn’t know how to address me, you might as well call me ‘Your Highness, the Xiuli Wang.'”

The young lady’s pretty face immediately turned pale, her willow eyebrows raised, just as she was about to speak, she was immediately stopped by Zhuge Qing, who quickly said, “The wedding day is approaching, let’s call Her Highness ‘Fourth Sister-in-law,’ which sounds more intimate.”

At this moment, a maid came forward to refill the tea, easing some of the awkwardness. The group then chatted about some idle matters, such as how a certain family’s daughter had gotten engaged to a family earlier in the year, thinking it was a good match with a wealthy and noble family, only to find that within just two months, the man had already taken three concubines. Or how the daughter of some other family had lost her mind over a poor scholar, and when her parents disapproved, she shamelessly ran away with him, and their whereabouts were still unknown.

Chu Qiao had no interest in their topics but had to force herself to listen attentively. Suddenly, someone mentioned Zhao Che, saying he had taken a fancy to the daughter of the Eastern Hu clan chief, also a northern nomad.

The young ladies indignantly said that it must be that nomad girl who had used some fox-like seduction techniques to bewitch the Seventh Prince, but with her status, she was delusional to think she could marry into the royal family.

Zhao Che had experienced ups and downs over the years, and now he had finally gained power and had intricate connections with the Zhuge clan. Hence, these young ladies inevitably had some fantasies about him. Chu Qiao heard this but didn’t refute it. After all, in this era, prejudice about family status was indeed an iron rule, and she couldn’t be bothered to argue with them about such matters. However, the young lady who had been rebuked by Chu Qiao earlier sarcastically said, “The Seventh Prince is too brutal, contrary to the way of benevolence. I heard that he was once in the northern lands, eating raw meat and drinking blood, like a madman. His maternal clan has also committed crimes. I don’t understand why the sisters admire him so much.”

Zhuge Yue’s friendship with Zhao Che was well-known throughout Da Xia, and not everyone present had a good impression of Zhao Che. Saying this was clearly because Chu Qiao was present. Her jumping out to say such things again was looking for trouble.

Before Chu Qiao could speak, a young lady named Zhuge Xiu beside her chimed in, “Eighth Sister speaks rightly. Father often teaches us that one should harbor benevolent thoughts. No wonder during the Yan Bei military rebellion, our elder brother preferred to retreat to the estate rather than stain his hands with blood and engage in killing.”

“Exhausting the military and reveling in violence, fighting and killing, are ultimately the affairs of commoner warriors. The Seventh Prince, with such status, yet doing things contrary to the teachings of the sages, is truly disheartening.”

Chu Qiao listened with a slight frown, her gaze cold as she glanced sideways at this Eighth Young Lady, saying calmly, “Oh? I didn’t expect Eighth Young Lady to be so well-versed in the sage’s way of benevolence. I wonder, if everyone in the country thought as you do, and enemies charged into the capital, holding a war blade to your neck, how would you react?”

The Eighth Young Lady was slightly startled, her face changing subtly, and then she replied, “My Da Xia has a million strong soldiers and iron-like fortresses. How could bandits charge in?”

“Isn’t Eighth Young Lady advocating the way of benevolence? If the soldiers at the border all had the same realization as you, then the day of Da Xia’s demise would not be far off.”

The Eighth Young Lady’s eyes widened, and she angrily said, “Commoner children, how could they understand the teachings of the sages!”

“According to you, noble and prestigious clans who understand the teachings of the sages must rely on protection from these raw meat-eating and blood-drinking commoner children?” A cold voice suddenly sounded from the corner. Everyone turned to see it was the Jing family young lady whose father was a county magistrate. The woman’s face was cold, and she said with complete indifference, “What way of benevolence? The current situation is chaotic, the northwestern wars have not stopped for years, and border soldiers have suffered countless casualties. Once killing begins, where is the sage’s teaching? If it weren’t for the Seventh Prince’s stalwart defense of Zhenhang back then, how could we be enjoying this peaceful world today?”

The young girl was young, but her words were extremely sharp. With a few sentences, she silenced all the young ladies of the Zhuge family, and none dared to speak again.

Just then, a servant knocked on the door outside the flower chamber, saying, “Third Young Lady, the cousin Miss has arrived.”

Zhuge Qing was startled, her expression changing dramatically as she hurriedly stood up. Just as she was about to go out, she was stopped by the Eighth Young Lady. The Eighth Young Lady stood up proudly, took a few steps forward, and personally went to open the door, pulling a woman’s wrist as she walked in with measured steps.

The woman wore a moon-white ru dress, with an elegant and transcendent posture. Perhaps the wind outside was a bit strong, as it had blown her hair slightly disheveled. She brushed away the stray hair from her forehead, and bowed to each young lady one by one, respectfully but without any hint of humility.

Zhuge Qing’s face showed some displeasure. Seeing her finish her bow, she was about to send her away, but the Eighth Young Lady pulled her hand and walked to Chu Qiao’s side, smiling and saying, “Sister Su, you haven’t paid your respects to this lady yet. This is the renowned Xiuli General of Yan Bei, the Xiuli Prince of Bian Tang, the future Fourth Mistress of our Zhuge mansion, my Fourth Sister-in-law.”

The woman surnamed Su suddenly trembled, abruptly raising her head, her half-bent knee frozen there, unable to bend further.

The surrounding noble young ladies had unusual expressions—some worried, some fearful, and some gloating.

Chu Qiao didn’t know who this person was but sensed something was amiss, so she stood up to help her, saying, “No need for formalities.”

However, the woman instinctively stepped back, not letting Chu Qiao’s hand touch her. Her gaze gradually calmed down, and she softly said to Chu Qiao, “This commoner woman Su Wan Wan pays respects to Your Highness.”

“Sister Su, the Helian family has already fallen, and Fourth Brother has already redeemed you from the bureau of official servants. Why still say ‘commoner woman’? Who knows…” The Eighth Young Lady cast a sidelong glance at Chu Qiao and smiled, “Perhaps Sister Su will one day have the qualification to be addressed as a sister by Fourth Sister-in-law.”

“Qin’er, stop talking nonsense!”

Zhuge Qing raised her eyebrows and scolded angrily, “Our cousin rarely visits the mansion, and after such a long journey, she must be tired. Tao Shu, take our cousin to rest.”

“Wait!”

The Eighth Young Lady held Su Wan Wan’s hand and said sternly, “Third Sister, Sister Su grew up with us since childhood and has an especially deep friendship with Fourth Brother. Now that Fourth Brother is getting married, and we sisters are here to pay our respects to Fourth Sister-in-law, doesn’t Sister Su have the right to participate?”

Zhuge Qing looked annoyed, her slender white hand tightly gripping a clean handkerchief.

“Fourth Sister-in-law, you probably don’t know Sister Su yet. She is the Second Aunt’s niece and grew up with her Fourth Brother. If she hadn’t been betrothed to the Helian family, Fourth Brother wouldn’t have remained single for so many years. When Sister Su got married back then, Fourth Brother even led people to block the bridal sedan and beat up the groom. This incident has become a beautiful story in Zhenhang City, and everyone says Fourth Brother has been a romantic since childhood.”

“Eighth Young Lady, Third Young Lady, I have matters to attend to and won’t disturb you any longer.”

Su Wan Wan suddenly said loudly, turning to leave. Unexpectedly, the Eighth Young Lady grabbed her and angrily said, “I haven’t finished speaking. Did I say you could leave?”

Su Wan Wan bit her lower lip, tears welling in her eyes, pleading, “Eighth Young Lady—”

“So spineless, no wonder the Helian family fell so quickly!”

A crisp “slap” suddenly rang out, instantly shocking everyone present. The Eighth Young Lady’s cheek bore the red, swollen imprint of five fingers. She covered her face, looking at Chu Qiao in disbelief, pointing at her with a slender finger and shouting, “You dare to slap me?”

“Why wouldn’t I dare?”

After striking her, Chu Qiao calmly sat down, holding her teacup and stirring the tea leaves with the lid. She raised her eyebrows slightly and said quietly, “Officially, I am a prince of Da Tang and a guest of Da Xia. You’re shouting in my presence—punishing you for disrespect is perfectly reasonable. Privately, I am your future Fourth Sister-in-law, and you’re ordering around your cousin in front of all your sisters. Even if Master Zhuge himself were here, he would probably slap you as well.”

The Eighth Young Lady was furious, pointing at Chu Qiao and shouting, “Jing Yue’er! Don’t be too overbearing!”

“Do you believe I would dare to break your fingers?”

Chu Qiao turned her head, her voice extremely calm, but her gaze was like a sharp knife, silently cutting into the young lady’s face.

Zhuge Qing hurriedly ran forward, standing between them, repeatedly saying, “Your Highness, please don’t be angry. Qin’er is young and doesn’t know any better.”

Chu Qiao stood up, her gaze sweeping lightly over Zhuge Qin. Seeing that although her face was full of defiance, she no longer dared to speak, Chu Qiao turned to Zhuge Qing and said in a calm tone, “Since you know she doesn’t know any better, you shouldn’t let her out to embarrass herself, lest she damage the Zhuge family’s reputation.”

After saying this, she took Su Wan Wan’s hand and left the room with her entourage. The ladies of the Zhuge family had heard that Su Wan Wan had entered the mansion and already knew something was wrong. They hurriedly rushed over but only saw Chu Qiao’s back. A group of people followed out of the mansion, repeatedly apologizing. Chu Qiao had Su Wan Wan sit in a sedan chair while she mounted a horse, riding away under everyone’s varied gazes.

By the time they returned to the mansion, it was already dark. Chu Qiao sat by the candlestick, a halo of light shining on her face with a faint golden radiance.

Mei Xiang carefully walked in and said softly, “Miss, that Miss Su, how should we accommodate her?”

Chu Qiao didn’t say anything, as if she hadn’t heard, just quietly staring at the lamplight on the table, her eyes unfocused.

Mei Xiang knew she was in a bad mood but didn’t know if it was because of Miss Su. Just as she was about to leave, she suddenly heard Chu Qiao say, “Let her stay in the mansion tonight, and we’ll send her back to her residence tomorrow. Assign people to look after her, don’t let the people from the main mansion bully her.”

Mei Xiang nodded, “Yes, I’ll remember that.”

“Mei Xiang, do you think I’m meddling too much?”

Mei Xiang was startled and asked, “What do you mean, Miss?”

“This Miss Su is a very important person to him. I didn’t feel much when the Zhuge family was using words to provoke me, but I couldn’t bear to watch them bully her like that.”

The candlelight was golden, and aloeswood incense burned in the room, softly wafting out. She rested her chin on her wrist and said softly, “They brought her out just to make me jealous.”

Mei Xiang felt that Chu Qiao’s sentences were disconnected, so she asked, “Miss, did you get jealous?”

Chu Qiao raised an eyebrow and said, “Am I that kind of person?”

Mei Xiang hurriedly smiled, “No, I also think a person like Miss wouldn’t get angry over such a small matter.”

Chu Qiao looked at her, examining her carefully for a long time, making Mei Xiang’s scalp tingle. Finally, she said, “I’m tired. You can go rest.”

Mei Xiang hurriedly left, but Chu Qiao still sat by the window, showing no signs of going to bed.

Not jealous? How could that be possible?

But she couldn’t say she was heartbroken or upset either; she just felt a bit uncomfortable.

Seeing this gentle, elegant, delicate, pitiful woman standing there so frailly, not just men, even women would probably feel the desire to protect her.

Looking at her skin, so smooth and delicate, unlike her own—weathered by years of military campaigns, her skin had long since roughened. Then there were her hands, probably never having done any hard work in her life, as white and tender as freshly peeled lotus roots. And herself? A slave from childhood, training with spears and swords, how many calluses had she developed? And her chest…

Thinking of this, Chu Qiao suddenly stood up and ran to the full-length bronze mirror.

Well, her chest had grown over the years, and even if it wasn’t as impressive as in modern times, it was at least 34C. Her waist? Probably not as slim as hers; she seemed to have eaten too much lately and gained some weight. But her legs must be longer than hers. Chu Qiao nodded with satisfaction, feeling quite confident about this. Jing Yue’er had done well in this regard, leaving her with a pair of long legs, and after years of exercise, her figure should be quite fit.

She began to examine her face in the mirror. Her eyes weren’t very large, but they weren’t small either. Her nose was quite attractive, very straight. Her lips? A bit thin, not sensual enough. Her teeth were good—even and fairly white. Her face—passably oval. Overall, she’d rate herself at eighty points, which shouldn’t be a problem.

Just then, a faint sound came from outside the window. Chu Qiao frowned slightly, carefully walked to the window, and then pulled it open to see a young woman standing there—the county magistrate’s daughter who had spoken up for her at the Zhuge house earlier.

“What are you doing here?”

This Miss Jing was slightly startled, but she quickly recovered, dropping to her knees with a thud and saying, “Please save my father, sister. My father has been falsely accused of embezzling disaster relief grain by his superior officials and is now imprisoned in the imperial jail.”

Chu Qiao frowned and said gravely, “I can’t interfere with Da Xia’s political affairs. If what you say is true, when Zhuge Yue returns, I can help you speak to him about it.”

The young woman was immediately overjoyed and hurriedly said, “Thank you, sister.”

“Get up. What’s your name?”

“My name is Yu Xiao He.”

“Your surname is Yu? Then what relation do you have with the Jing family?”

Yu Xiao He quickly answered, “The second concubine of my grandfather’s elder brother was the cousin of the daughter-in-law of a distant clan brother of the former Mr. Jing.”

Chu Qiao’s scalp tingled as she heard this, thinking to herself, what kind of relationship is that? It couldn’t even be described as eighteen poles apart. She didn’t know where Li Ce had found them all or how much effort it had taken.

Thinking of this, she felt somewhat dejected. Only today did she fully understand the significance of everything Li Ce had done for her. Without this status, without this dowry, she wouldn’t have been able to walk into the Zhuge mansion with her head held high today. Even if she didn’t care, she couldn’t help but consider him. With all this, there was so much less pressure on both him and her.

Li Ce, that man who was always laughing and playing around.

“Go back first. I’ve noted this matter.”

“Thank you, sister.” Yu Xiao He bowed and ran off, her steps light and quick, like a fluttering swallow.

Just as she was about to close the window, she noticed a woman in plain clothes standing quietly under a tree not far away, silent, her gaze clear, like a faint moon.

Chu Qiao’s heart stirred, and she smiled slightly.

“Miss Su, the wind is strong outside. Would you like to come in and sit?”

Su Wan Wan sat on the other side of the small table, her demeanor quiet and gentle. Now, looking at her up close, she didn’t appear to be twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old. Her features were beautiful, with just a few crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes, adding a touch of charm.

She sat there without speaking. Chu Qiao poured her a cup of tea and smiled as she sat in her place. Since Su Wan Wan didn’t speak, neither did she.

Su Wan Wan’s self-restraint was no match for Chu Qiao’s, and she finally spoke, “Your Highness, the Xiuli Wang…”

“Miss Su, just call me Chu Qiao. There’s no need to call me ‘Your Highness.'”

Su Wan Wan complied readily, nodding, “Miss Chu Qiao, regarding today’s matter, I hope you won’t take it to heart.”

Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows and asked, “What matters today?”

Su Wan Wan’s cheeks turned slightly red, and she said, “Just… just what the Eighth Young Lady said about Xiao Si and me.”

Chu Qiao smiled, shaking her head very lightly, “I haven’t taken it to heart.”

With Chu Qiao saying this, Su Wan Wan’s face reddened even more. She thought for a moment and then said, “Xiao Si and I grew up together. He’s a rare good man, born into nobility and valuing feelings. When I married into the Helian family, it was out of helplessness. He was young then and stubborn, so he inevitably did some inappropriate things. Over the years, I’ve heard about some of your affairs with him. That’s just how he is—always full of passion for those he values. When the Helian family fell, he redeemed me and arranged for me to live in his separate residence, which was just out of consideration for old feelings. Please don’t take it to heart.”

Chu Qiao suddenly smiled. She was somewhat surprised and raised her eyebrows, saying, “Miss Su, you’re a bit different from what I imagined. You just said you’re advising me not to take it to heart, but why do I feel like with every sentence, you hope I’ll remember more?”

Su Wan Wan was startled and hurriedly shook her head, denying, “No, no, that’s not it.”

“Enough, no need to say more,” Chu Qiao interrupted her. “You don’t need to explain anything to me. Zhuge Yue and I have been through many storms together for many years. If I didn’t trust him, I wouldn’t be sitting here talking with you today. I understand your feelings, so please understand mine. Our circumstances are inevitably somewhat awkward, but those are past matters and won’t affect our future. You don’t need to worry about me, but I do have one thing to say to you: an arrow, once shot, cannot return. Times change, and not everyone will always stand in the same place waiting for you.”

Su Wan Wan fell silent, and after a long while, she slowly nodded, “I understand.”

“Miss Su, forgive me for speaking so directly. I just think it’s better for you this way.”

Su Wan Wan nodded, “It’s alright. I understand everything, but occasionally I still have a bit of hope. Perhaps this is retribution—back then, I left him for power and status, and now I’m destined to end up with nothing.”

Chu Qiao smiled and said, “Life is like a chess game. Even if you make a wrong move and lose some territory, it doesn’t mean you won’t find the taste of victory elsewhere. I’ve had days when I was more disheartened than you, more desperate to die than you, but I still persevered and came through bit by bit. Miss Su, you’re still young. There’s no need to sentence yourself to a lifetime of punishment for one thing.”

Su Wan Wan stood up, smiling quietly, and said, “Thank you, but don’t worry about me. You and Xiao Si are about to have your grand wedding. Take good care of him in the future.”

Chu Qiao nodded, “I will.”

Then Su Wan Wan walked out of the room. Her figure was thin, illuminated by the lamplight, casting a faint shadow on the ground. Outside, a light spring rain had started falling at some point, drifting lightly onto her body. The willow branches throughout the garden were like frost-covered brushes, gradually obscuring her silhouette.

Chu Qiao suddenly remembered the portrait she had seen many years ago in Qingshan Court—a girl in a goose-yellow dress, her smile as radiant as a blooming peony.

She was talking about others, but wasn’t she also talking about herself?

Once an arrow is shot, there’s no turning back.

But along this journey, how many chances to turn back had Zhuge Yue given her?

Su Wan Wan was unfortunate, but she was so fortunate.

She leaned against the doorframe, looking at the eastern sky, a gloomy darkness with no sign of light.

When will you come back?

She sighed helplessly, and the night breeze blew, lifting the strands of hair at her temples, bringing a bit of dampness from the night.

Returning to her room, she took a bath, let down her hair, and bare-footed in a clean white nightgown, slipped into the bedding filled with his scent. Suddenly, she saw a letter on the pillow. It detailed her opinions on the Yan Bei military situation, a long and flowing piece.

This was to be sent to Zhuge Yue, but it wasn’t finished yet.

Yan Xun wasn’t one to show weakness. If he appeared very tough, then perhaps there were indeed internal problems. If he appeared weak, then one would need to consider whether he was planning something big.

Ah!

Chu Qiao frowned in thought, hoping he truly had no strength to fight and could wait until after Zhao Che’s ascension to confront Da Xia.

Thinking of the strange person she met that night and that terrifying dream, her head began to ache slightly.

Nothing will happen, right?

She thought this but felt her conviction becoming less and less certain.

Hopefully not.

Chapter 188: The Collapse of Da Xia
Carved crimson railings, glistening azure tiles—sunlight fell through gaps in the branches, winding and turning, casting an ancient, simple golden glow. Flower shadows slanted sparsely; spring lingered briefly on willow tips outside the bedchamber, passing through the dim window frames, flickering uncertainly in the depths of her eyes.

A letter was pinched between her fingers, faintly carrying the scent of beacon fires, the ink soaking through with forceful strokes. The few words, like a ripple across a lake, silently flowed into this warm spring bedchamber.

Chu Qiao wore a moon-white gauze dress, reclining on a soft couch. A birdcage hung by the window with its door open. A snow-white bird lazily slept inside, its three red tail feathers drooping, showing none of its usual majesty.

Yue Qi said this was a snow cuckoo raised by Zhuge Yue, one of the most ferocious flying creatures, extremely fast, with sharp claws and teeth, and quite intelligent.

Chu Qiao used chopsticks to pick up a sliver of marinated meat. The bird barely opened its eyes before snatching it away, chewing twice before swallowing, then tilting its head to continue sleeping.

What a lazy bird, not making a sound all day.

Chu Qiao looked up at it, her fingers caressing the letter, a warm delight rising gently in her heart.

Though lazy, it was still quite useful.

This letter, once called correspondence, was now called a family letter.

The wedding date was approaching. In two more days, he would return.

After that, she would wear the phoenix crown and rosy cloud robe, ride in an eight-bearer sedan chair, and amid the festive sounds of drums and pipes, enter his household. From then on, she would be his rightful wife. The gold-plated betrothal card still lay under her pillow, painted with gold dust depicting mandarin ducks playing in the water, birds flying wing to wing, and auspicious flowers in full bloom. Inside, their names were written side by side.

Chu Qiao thought that perhaps she was like that snow cuckoo—her sharpness dulled, her killing intent diminished, content to live in a golden house. Even with the cage door wide open, she no longer wished to leave.

In this world, there are countless types of doors, but those that truly block one’s steps are always invisible.

He was a Sima of Da Xia, but also an enfeoffed prince, and she would marry with the ceremony of a princess. Dowry and betrothal gifts were piled in a courtyard, with mountains of pearls, jade, and treasures. The imperial tailors were making her wedding clothes and court attire, imperial rewards came one after another, and gift lists from various wealthy households were so extensive that they filled an entire hall.

She had shown unusual interest, occasionally bringing Jing Jing, Mei Xiang, and Huan’er to look through the gifts. When they came across some rare treasures, these women who had not seen much of the wealthy world would exclaim dramatically, like country bumpkins visiting the city.

Tonight she would stay in the Zhuge main residence, where the Zhuge family matriarch would prepare her pre-wedding rituals. Having no family of her own, she would stay at the Zhuge mansion before the wedding, then marry from the courtyard where she once lived into this splendid Sima mansion.

Time flowed like ripples in water, spreading outward in circles, extending far away.

After moving into the Zhuge home, she did not see the matriarch of the main branch. Accompanied by people from the Jing family, Chu Qiao kept the girl named Yu Xiao He by her side. When she occasionally became lost in thought, this girl from a modest background would quietly light some lotus incense. The fragrance was familiar, faintly reminiscent of the formula she had learned many years ago as a child in the Imperial Pharmacy.

One qian of perilla, one qian of lily, one qian of square tangerine, one qian of gold powder, two qian of withered lotus, two qian of rose foam, two qian of banana oil, two qian…

None were precious herbs, but the blend was calming and restorative, most helpful for those haunted by nightmares to get a good night’s sleep.

Two days later, a servant came to say that Zhuge Yue had returned to the city and had gone to the main branch to pay respects to his parents, but according to custom, he could not see her. When she heard the news, she was taking a bath, with hot water climbing up her smooth shoulders, warm and steamy. An attendant handed her a family letter. Her fingers were still wet, continuously dripping water, soaking the letter and blurring the ink. Through the mist, only one line was visible, written in a thin, elegant hand.

“I have returned. I will come for you in five days.”

Five days later would be their wedding day.

That night, Chu Qiao reached out to touch a vine that had withered slightly from the day’s sunshine. Her fingers bore a faint white saltiness. Water traces flowed, revealing hidden thoughts, climbing the layers of ivy tendrils.

A basin of salt water glimmered with a pale golden hue. The letter floated at the bottom, faint characters gradually surfacing—dense, tiny script meticulously writing out intricate plans.

Chu Qiao’s fingertips turned pale. The sounds of past battles echoed in her mind, like a melodious orchestral piece.

“Will you come with me, My Lady?”

Chu Qiao shook her head, smiling faintly. “I will stay here.”

He Xiao nodded, bowing respectfully: “Take care, My Lady.”

Outside the window, dewdrops fell. The night moon was round and white. Chu Qiao, gazing at the serene moonlight, murmured, “A storm is coming.”

The Zhuge family sent three noble women to dress her hair, but Chu Qiao dismissed them. Elderly women from the Jing family also volunteered, but she didn’t accept them either. In the end, on the night before the wedding, it was still Mei Xiang who was sent to her bedchamber.

The usually strong Mei Xiang’s hands trembled slightly as she helped Chu Qiao don the gold-embroidered auspicious robe with cloud patterns, bordered with golden luan bird motifs, adorned with small eight-colored designs and peony patterns, studded with eight treasures, bells, jade, white Hetian jade, and purple blood jade, with gold seals and purple ribbons, her head adorned with pearls and kingfisher feathers. Under the flickering lights, she appeared resplendent, completely magnificent.

Tears rolled from Mei Xiang’s eyes, even as her lips curved high in a smile as radiant as a cloud of smoke.

Chu Qiao reached out to wipe away her tears, then embraced this woman who had followed her for many years. The rouge on her cheeks was like September maple leaves, with a solemn glow.

“Miss.”

Mei Xiang hugged her, her voice trembling, carrying a barely suppressed sob.

“Miss, Miss…”

She could say no more, just hugging her, calling “Miss” repeatedly, then letting her tears flow freely.

Early the next morning, Chu Qiao finally welcomed her wedding day.

Bian Tang’s ceremonial officials guarded her, conducting everything according to a princess’s wedding protocol. The phoenix carriage departed from the Zhuge mansion, first going to Bian Tang’s residence in Zhenhang to receive the late Emperor Li Ce’s edict, then accepting the current Tang Emperor Li Xiu Yi’s gifts, passing through Zhuangyi Gate and Qiankun Gate. Joy resounded, pipes and drums played in unison, red gauze and splendid decorations flowed, crimson brocade was like flames, and golden foil fell like frosty snow along the route. Zhenhang sent out a large contingent of ceremonial officials to accompany the procession, and drums, and music sounded—all with the ceremony of a political marriage.

Commoners crowded around, dense as a vast mountain. Eighty bridesmaids rode in small phoenix carriages, followed by many sisters and noble women from the Zhuge family. Chu Qiao’s palms were wet with sweat. The red bridal veil blocked her vision; she could only hear the joyous sounds of gongs and drums.

Chu Qiao’s heart began to tighten as the carriage procession moved forward, gradually approaching the Sima mansion. The road was intimately familiar to her. Chu Qiao knew that barring any unforeseen circumstances, just ahead at Peacock Bridge, Bian Tang’s ceremonial officials would hand over the bridal sedan to Da Xia’s ceremonial officials, and Zhuge Yue would receive his bride on Peacock Bridge.

However, just as they reached Yue Liu Lake, the phoenix carriage suddenly halted.

Chu Qiao’s heart immediately skipped a beat. Almost simultaneously, a long, ancient bell sound suddenly came from the direction of the Sacred Golden Palace—fourteen solemn and dignified bell tolls echoing in the wide streets, five long and nine short, different from the nine long and five short imperial sounds she had heard before. The current sound seemed solemn and desolate as if a vast wind were howling through this land of luxury and brocade.

All sounds—walking, standing, gazing, busying—simultaneously ceased. The ground was silent, and even the birds in the sky seemed to stop flying. Someone was the first to react, and following closely, everyone knelt on the ground, prostrating toward the Sacred Golden Palace.

Huge wails immediately rose, coming from the direction of Ziwei Square.

Chu Qiao tore off her bridal veil and lifted the carriage curtain, and a gentle breeze blew on her temples, lightly shaking them.

Until this moment, she suddenly understood one thing.

The Emperor of Da Xia had passed away.

Da Xia’s ceremonial officials all prostrated themselves and wept, while Bian Tang’s accompanying officials stood dumbfounded, not knowing how to handle such an unexpected event.

Zhuge Huai came riding from behind, directing the procession to return with a solemn expression.

The breeze blew through the carriage curtain. Chu Qiao gazed into the distance at Peacock Bridge spanning the azure lake, her heart as chaotic as tidal waters, rolling in wave after wave. As the carriage procession moved away, Peacock Bridge gradually became a smoke-shrouded stone pier, hidden by layers of red flowers and green willows, no longer visible.

Chu Qiao suddenly felt anxious, momentarily disoriented, as if she had returned to that winter day at Ten Thousand Zhang Lake, the two of them growing more distant, eventually covered by vast snow, boundless and desolate.

She grabbed her skirt and pushed open the phoenix carriage door.

“Your Highness!”

A pair of thin hands suddenly gripped her tightly. Yu Xiao He looked at Chu Qiao in shock as she was about to jump from the carriage and cried out in panic, “Where is Your Highness going?”

Just then, a man ahead turned his head—his slender eyes like cold, still deep pools, bearing a slight resemblance to Zhuge Yue. It was Zhuge Yue’s elder brother, Zhuge Huai.

Chu Qiao’s movements gradually froze. Facing thousands of armored soldiers, she slowly closed the carriage door and then leaned back in her seat, silent.

Chu Qiao was taken back to the Bian Tang embassy. For an entire day, she sat in her room without taking a single step outside. In the evening, Ping An reported that troops were moving frequently outside the city. The Sacred Golden Palace had not yet announced the cause of the Emperor’s death. Citizens were hiding in their homes, and the city was filled with anxiety.

After darkness fell completely, the Bian Tang embassy was surrounded, and even Ping An and Duo Ji could not leave to gather information.

As the moon rose, a sudden clamor of footsteps erupted outside the embassy, as if a large contingent had surrounded the building in layers. Duo Ji went out to negotiate but only brought back one tall man. Zhuge Huai stood at the door, still smiling politely, though his attitude was far different from before.

“The city is in chaos. Please wait here, Your Highness the Xiuli Wang, and do not move about freely.”

Chu Qiao nodded and replied very gently, “I understand. Don’t worry, Elder Brother.”

Zhuge Huai smiled faintly without saying anything, then turned and left.

At midnight, a sudden burst of fighting erupted from the direction of the Sacred Golden Palace—sounds of bows and crossbows, screams, and drums attempting to mask the chaos but making it more evident, all mixing.

Ping An anxiously ran in, shouting, “Sister, we’re surrounded!”

Chu Qiao still wore her wedding dress, sitting in the main seat, holding a teacup. Upon hearing this, she remained motionless, only her slightly furrowed brow indicating that she had heard the child’s words.

“Sister! We’ll protect you and fight our way out!”

Jing Jing had put on warrior’s clothes and carried a small bow and arrows. Several elderly Bian Tang ceremonial officials stood nearby in panic, their faces pale with fear.

Chu Qiao shook her head. Her gaze fixed on the door, her fist half-clenched, her red auspicious dress eerily resembling blood in the candlelight.

“Miss, that Zhuge Huai is not a good person. He’s detaining us,” Mei Xiang also said, stepping forward.

At the second watch, the fighting outside gradually subsided. Zhuge Huai came to the door again, this time making no pretense at all, stating plainly, “Please come with me.”

“How is Rong’er?”

“Don’t worry. I have no grudge against Li Ce. As long as you cooperate, I guarantee the boy will be fine.”

Chu Qiao stood up and said straightforwardly, “I’ll go with you.”

Zhuge Huai looked at her with appreciation and praised, “My fourth brother’s taste isn’t bad.”

“You betray your family. Aren’t you afraid of retribution?”

Zhuge Huai laughed heartily. After years of restraint, he had finally reached the day of release. He smiled, “Betray the family? How do you know the family didn’t abandon him?”

Chu Qiao’s gaze immediately narrowed. After thinking silently for a moment, she finally nodded, “I understand.”

Hundreds of thousands of people simultaneously fell silent, with no one responding to this bold small soldier who had suddenly run onto the battlefield.

“What are you saying?”

A deep voice slowly sounded. Zhao Yang, as the commander-in-chief of the Southwest, with soldiers all hailing from the southwestern region, stepped forward and asked gravely.

“Your Highness! Your Highness, save us!”

The small soldier, upon seeing Zhao Yang, was immediately overjoyed and hurriedly said, “Yan Xun has brought an army of four hundred thousand, broken through the pass, and invaded our country. Within two days, he swept through nineteen provinces. The three southwestern generations have now become a scorched wasteland.”

“Treasonous lies!” Yue Qi, holding a war blade and sitting on horseback in full armor, said coldly upon hearing this, “The Yanming Pass garrison numbers one hundred thousand. How could Yan Xun silently enter southwestern territory?”

The crowd agreed in unison. Chu Qiao, suppressing the shock in her heart, also felt this made no sense. Even with the civil war raging, everyone knew the importance of Yanming Pass and the threat of Yan Bei. Thus, neither Zhao Yang nor Zhao Che had withdrawn a single soldier from Yanming Pass. Within just a few days, how could Yan Xun break through Yanming Pass and penetrate deep into Da Xia’s territory?

“Lord Sima, Yan Bei didn’t breach Yanming Pass—it was Baizhi Pass!” the messenger cried mournfully. “Bian Tang is in chaos. The Jing’an Prince Consort raised the flag of rebellion, contacted the Jing’an Prince’s former subordinates, and privately led troops to open Tang Hu Pass, letting Yan Bei forces enter Bian Tang. Bian Tang’s three southeastern generations of garrison troops were destroyed. The capital is in peril. Yan Bei, taking the route through Bian Tang and joining forces with Huai Song troops, attacked our Baizhi Pass. The southwestern garrison at Baizhi Pass had all been reassigned, leaving fewer than ten thousand mercenaries. The signal tower was destroyed by Lord Feng Si’s spies within the city, preventing messages from being transmitted. Thus, in less than two days, the entire southwestern territory has fallen.”

In an instant, the entire battlefield fell so silent that one could hear a pin drop. The north wind whistled, quietly blowing across the petrified battlefield.

On the sixth day of the fourth month in the year 882 of the Bai Cang calendar, a message like a joke thundered like lightning, shocking everyone.

On the third day of the fourth month, Yan Xun led four hundred thousand Yan Bei troops through Bian Tang into Da Xia. The southwestern territory completely fell, and approximately four million citizens became slaves of a conquered nation.

Chapter 189: The Yan Bei Military Tide
Wei Shuye raised his head, the fiery sun entering his vision. The newly risen red glow resembled fresh blood, with withered grass swaying in the desolate wind. Thunderous war drums roared beside his ears as thousands upon thousands of soldiers surged toward him. The iron-gray shadows resembled an all-encompassing tide, gradually covering the entire battlefield.

He was bathed in blood, his handsome face completely covered in gore, his hair tangled and soaked with foul-smelling blood. His battle blade was chipped, and his exhausted warhorse trembled on its legs, unable to bear any more burden.

A powerful enemy had invaded, the southwestern territories had fallen, and the Great Xia’s mortal enemy had pried open the national gates, bringing a wolfish army to rampage across the empire’s lands. Yet, besides the few southwestern garrisons, throughout the entire Great Xia border, among all the noble clans and aristocratic families, only he had led troops southward to resist the enemy forces.

Along the way, he had seen too many noble families leading their clan armies fleeing northward, a seemingly endless stream of people flowing like a long dragon, continuously surging northward. They drove carriages, wore luxurious clothes, and carried vast amounts of gold, silver, jewels, and personal guard units. Even some local provincial officials fled toward Zhenhuang with local guards in panic, wielding whips and spears to drive away commoners blocking their path, their faces showing pure terror with no trace of their usual nobility.

Wei Shuye had also tried to organize these troops. He even ordered his subordinates to block roads and confronted those fleeing officials and nobles with drawn weapons. However, those people all gave him ample reasons: defending the imperial capital, strategic retreat, rushing to the capital to stop the civil war, preserving the empire’s elite forces to fight the enemy later, and so on. In short, they would rather fight him than turn back to battle the Yan Bei army.

Someone cursed loudly, shouting that no regular southwestern garrison troops remained as they had all been recalled by the princes for the civil war. If the royal family members no longer cared about the country, why should they go to war?

Faced with these chaotic voices, Wei Shuye was speechless.

In just two short days, over 200,000 displaced people had gathered on the Songjiang plank road. Among them were nobles, aristocrats, soldiers, and commoners. The southwest had fallen, and they had fled thousands of miles to reach here, travel-worn and weary, like a pack of starving wolves, glaring vigilantly at the soldiers blocking their way.

The roadblocks were dismantled; a mere 20,000 troops could not stop such a tide. A lieutenant stood before the formation, shouting with a hoarse voice, mobilizing people to turn back and continue fighting, but no one paid him any attention. Wei Shuye sat on his horse, watching those wooden-faced people passing by him one by one, like a group of lifeless straw men.

After everyone had left, only a dozen or so children still stood in place. Some were fourteen or fifteen, others eleven or twelve, all boys. They timidly approached the hoarse-voiced lieutenant, raising their hands saying they wished to enlist. The lieutenant was greatly moved, thinking his speech had finally had an effect, and quickly asked the youngsters why they wanted to join the army—was it to sacrifice themselves for the country in this time of crisis? But the child replied that their rations had been stolen by fleeing soldiers, and they would die if they continued forward, so they might as well become soldiers.

The 20,000 soldiers collectively fell silent before these dozen skinny youths. Wei Shuye instructed the quartermaster to distribute rations and clean water to them, then watched them leave happily. The sunset shone on these seeds of the empire, like stalks of artemisia pulled from the soil.

After entering the southwestern territory, the situation became even more chaotic. When passing through a small town, the entire settlement was devoid of human presence. The troops moved as if through a dead city, hearing only their footsteps, so heavy, one after another. However, when they reached the town’s small square, they collectively froze in place. It was truly a scene from hell, with various bizarre forms of torture evident. A tall elm tree had dozens of naked male corpses hanging from it, and on the ground was a pile of remains over two men high, already burned to charcoal. There were also many naked female bodies, clearly victims of unimaginably cruel methods.

The entire formation was deathly silent. These were all battle-hardened veterans who had tasted blood on blade tips and killed countless people in their lives.

Yet at this moment, some were silently weeping, shedding tears as men.

Born as soldiers, unable to defend their country, unable to protect their people—what value remained in their existence?

Homes were destroyed, houses leveled, fertile fields turned to scorched earth, and prosperity transformed into ruins. Once flourishing and prosperous towns had become uninhabited dead cities. Once vibrant lives had become unfeeling rotting flesh, the stench overwhelming, surrounded by vultures—this was a terrible disaster, also a nightmare from which there was no awakening.

Wei Shuye could not imagine why the Yan Bei army would be so brutal. Great grief and anger surged through his chest; he gripped his blade tightly, his young spine straight as a battle spear.

However, the battles encountered immediately afterward, with their exaggerated tactics and chaotic troop deployments, gave him some understanding.

It turned out that the first wave entering Great Xia’s borders was not the Yan Bei army. Yan Xun had opened the Baizhi Pass, eliminated several military camps along the way, and then withdrew from Great Xia, occupying the pass without sending a single soldier into Great Xia territory. Instead, he issued proclamations inviting bandits and horse thieves active in the Yan Bei plateau, southern wilderness, Helan mountain range, and northwestern deserts to share in Great Xia’s spoils.

Wave after wave of mounted bandits surged into Great Xia’s territory. They were fierce, coming and going like the wind. They had no attachment to the land; they were only passionate about slaughter and plunder. Everywhere they passed was devastated—burning, killing, looting, and raping women—doing things soldiers could not bring themselves to do without blinking an eye. The cruel bloodshed stimulated those soldiers and nobles who had initially wanted to resist. Rumors about the enemy’s ferocity spread throughout the southwest, and panic about the war spread across the entire Longxi region within days. So, soldiers abandoned resistance, nobles abandoned their posts, and even commoners began to flee. Thus, in just a few short days, the entire southwest fell to the enemy, and the Yan Bei army’s subsequent forces didn’t encounter a single regular defense!

He’s a madman!

In the night, Wei Shuye smelled the pungent stench and said silently.

He had opened Great Xia’s gates, paving the way for those demons, turning all living beings into a hunting ground.

He hadn’t come to occupy, only to destroy, making the countless souls of this mighty Great Xia into sacrifices for his Yan Bei lineage.

The grief-stricken 20,000 Xia troops encountered the first regular Yan Bei army at Moon City—20,000 cavalry against 30,000 heavy infantry, truly a bloody hard battle. Wei Shuye’s army, driven by the spirit of a mourning force, defeated the Yan Bei army in one powerful charge. The enraged Xia soldiers cruelly killed all the wounded and prisoners; Wei Shuye did not stop them, because, in his own heart, he desired the same.

He hated the invaders, hated Yan Bei, hated Yan Xun, hated those ferocious mounted bandits.

But he hated the royal family even more, hated those arrogant nobles, hated those soldiers who enjoyed provisions yet fled in crisis, hated Zhao Yang who withdrew all southwestern troops for civil war, hated the aristocratic clans, hated the noble families, and even hated himself.

He tore up his uncle’s letters one by one. Family elders scolded him furiously, saying he was mad to lead the family’s troops into the southwest at such a time, calling him a sinner to the family, a rebel against the Wei clan.

However, this time, no matter how severe the reproaches, they could not make him turn back.

The enemy was attacking, the empire was trembling, the country was in civil war, the nobles were fleeing, and the common people were wailing.

He was a warrior of the empire; he could not retreat.

After the battle at Moon City, this deeply penetrating lone force caught Yan Bei’s attention. Within two days, nearly 70,000 troops had surrounded them. After a day and night of fighting, they finally were exhausted.

Arrows depleted, medicine exhausted, and supplies nearly gone, blades and spears all dulled. The warriors hadn’t slept properly for a long time; many times, they even dozed off during battle, occasionally awakened by pain, only to suddenly realize where they were.

The morning sunlight shone once more. Wei Shuye looked up at the sun in the sky, slightly squinting his eyes, telling himself that this might be the last sunrise he would see in his life.

A lieutenant rushed forward, with a long, deep sword scar across his cheek, looking grim and terrifying. His voice was hoarse beyond recognition, but he still shouted: “General! We can’t hold out! The enemy has sent three more reinforced battalions. Let’s retreat quickly!”

Wei Shuye said nothing, just looking at this man who was somewhat older than himself. He was a comrade who had followed him campaigning north and south, fought more battles than himself, was more skilled in military tactics, and more ferocious on the battlefield, also more beloved by the men. But just because he was of common birth, no matter how many military achievements he had, he could not be promoted. If not under his command, he might still be just a small squad leader.

But just because he had shown him a little favor, he was utterly loyal, always charging at the front in battle, taking arrows and blades for him. But how could he know that many times, he also looked down on these commoner soldiers? Rightfully enjoying their merit, standing behind them waiting for the battle’s outcome—how was he any different from those nobles who fled in the face of battle? They fled to save their own lives, while he would destroy others’ lives for the sake of his reputation.

All at once, countless thoughts flooded his mind.

Wei Shuye knew that today was the final battle. There would be no reinforcements, no turning point. Zhao Yang was still fighting Zhuge Yue and could not come to save him. And he also knew that even if he wasn’t fighting, he wouldn’t come in this situation. They were destined to be an abandoned force, resting eternally in the fires of this chaotic era.

Wei Shuye drew his battle blade, his face showing a trace of determination. He spurred his horse forward, moving to the front of his scarred soldiers.

“Warriors, today will be our final battle.”

The deep voice echoed across the battlefield, and thousands of blood-covered faces looked up toward their commander.

“Soldiers, the enemy has invaded, our territories have fallen, everyone is retreating, only you have bravely advanced. In just ten days, you have fought thirteen blocking actions, eleven field battles, two major engagements, and marched across half our nation’s territory. You are worthy of the title of soldier, worthy of the uniform you wear. Future generations of Great Xia’s people for thousands of years will be proud of what you have done today!”

“Today, perhaps we will rest eternally here, perhaps we will fail, but we must use the blades in our hands to tell those invaders, to tell them that Great Xia will not surrender our hot blood will not congeal, and all who trample on our dignity will pay a heavy price!”

The usually gentle general suddenly shouted fiercely, pointing at the dark mass of enemy forces charging toward them, roaring in anger: “Long live the Empire!”

“Long live Great Xia!!!”

Thousands of broken blades pointed toward the sky as the soldiers’ blood boiled. Wei Shuye spurred his horse out of the formation, shouting wildly as he charged toward the enemy, followed by thousands of roaring warriors, like a herd of frenzied wild bulls.

The fierce wind blew past his ears, making Wei Shuye’s eyes sting. His warhorse galloped, and he could not see anything around him, only instinctively swinging his increasingly heavy battle blade time after time.

Life became vivid in this moment. He recalled many things: growing up cautiously within the aristocratic clan, repeatedly working and fighting for the family under his uncle’s guidance, and gradually acquiring clouded eyes amid opulent wealth.

“I do not wish to be such a coward, growing according to the empire’s iron-like order, gradually aging, gradually dying. Someday, I will break through the cage, cast aside everything the aristocracy has given me, and use my only life to accomplish one heroic deed. Even if it seems so insignificant to others, I can tell myself before death that I was finally brave once.”

He smiled coldly at the corner of his mouth, swinging his blade to chop and kill, leading his troops in reckless slaughter, raising blood-red waves in a sea of iron-gray.

Near the Heng River embankment, a cloud of dust rose with a howl. A commander in ink-black armor coldly observed the battle situation, then suddenly ordered: “All troops prepare.”

“Your Highness!”

An adviser frowned and said: “That is Wei Shuye’s army, the Wei clan’s private forces. They are troops loyal to the Fourteenth Prince.”

The general raised an eyebrow, turned his head, his gaze profound, his tone low, saying each word slowly and distinctly: “I care nothing for aristocratic clans. I only know that those people are our compatriots and comrades, defending my country.”

The adviser was stunned, then immediately replied: “Subordinate understands.”

The general drew his battle blade in one motion, raising it high: “All troops, heed my command! Charge with me!”

“Kill the enemy!!!”

A tremendous charge instantly sounded, like earth-shaking muffled thunder, rolling forth!

“Large cavalry forces to the north!”

“Extremely fast! Charging toward us!”

“Friend or foe unclear! Their numbers are great, looks like over a hundred thousand cavalry!”

No one knew who shouted first, but soon everyone noticed the anomaly to the northeast.

The newcomers wore identical dark blue cloaks. Their warhorses galloped at full speed, and amid the vast yellow dust, one could not even see their numbers. Countless hoofbeats were like surging seawater, wave after wave magnificently rolling, the world filled with dust color. Dust rose high, extending beyond the towering embankment, looking like a majestic mountain range.

“Look at that banner! It’s the Eastern Hu army!”

A suddenly joyful cheer rang out, and in an instant, everyone was shocked. They looked in amazement, their faces red with excitement.

“It’s the Eastern Hu army! It’s the Eastern Hu army!”

“It’s the Seventh Prince’s army! It’s our people!”

“Long live! Long live the Seventh Prince! Long live Great Xia!”

…

Wei Shuye sat stunned on horseback. He never imagined that at this moment, Zhao Che, who should have been attacking Zhenhuang City, would suddenly appear here.

After he had betrayed their friendship, following family arrangements to support Zhao Yang’s ascension, in this time of crisis, his family abandoned him, Zhao Yang forsook him, the empire discarded him—yet it was the one he had betrayed who, from thousands of miles away, rescued him from certain death.

He clenched his teeth, roared wildly, and with one stroke, shattered an enemy’s skull.

“Kill the enemy!”

The charge sounded again, accompanied by boiling blood, together watering the warriors’ fighting spirit.

On the devastated battlefield at dusk, the killing cries suddenly stopped. The desolate wind blew, carrying a bloody stench.

Zhao Che, fully armored, stood far away on the river embankment, gazing at the devastated battlefield.

Wei Shuye stood not far behind him, looking at his silhouette from a distance. Vaguely, it seemed like returning to many years ago, when the defeated prince returned to the country in disgrace, kneeling in Purple Wisteria Square to beg forgiveness. He had also stood far away then, watching his straight back and forever clenched fist.

So many years had passed, through life and death, through ups and downs, through twists and obstacles, through loyalty and betrayal, everyone’s eyes and hearts had grown old and weathered. Zhao Yang had become ambitious, Zhao Song had become disheartened, Zhao Qi had died on the Yan Bei lands, Yan Xun had become cold and decisive, and Zhuge Yue had also opened his eyes from obsession. Yet only he, from beginning to end, still maintained that tenacious and resolute appearance, never changing, never weakening, not even showing a hint of hesitation.

This man was a born soldier, a born guardian.

He slowly walked over, stood behind him, and said: “Thank you for saving me.”

Zhao Che did not turn around, as if he had long known he was standing behind him. His calm voice came over: “I just didn’t want to dishonor my surname.”

Yes, he was the descendant of Emperor Peiluo, with noble golden blood flowing through his veins. He was simply defending his territory and people, regardless of standpoint, with no intent of bestowing favor.

“Look, how beautiful.”

Zhao Che suddenly extended his hand, using his scabbard to point at the vast plain below. The setting sun cast thousands of red rays over the barren wild grass, rising and falling with the wind, like blood flowing through gold, appearing magnificent.

“People have never seen the truly vast world, because it hasn’t been created yet. Someday, from the Shang Shen plateau of Yan Bei to the eastern cliff seas of Huai Song, from the Adu wasteland of the Western Desert to the Nine Wai mountains of the Southern Border, all will submit under the empire’s feet, and all this will begin with my battle blade.”

He turned around, looking at Wei Shuye with bright eyes, smiled confidently, then raised a fist firmly saying: “Great Xia will not perish.”

Wei Shuye looked at him, silent for a long while. Finally, he too revealed a slight smile, which gradually expanded, merging into his vibrant eyes.

“Great Xia will not perish!”

He raised his fist, forcefully bumping it against Zhao Che’s.

In the northwestern sky, a brilliant setting sun slowly descended.

The army that had marched rapidly for a day received temporary rest. The entire force began making fires to cook, then hurried to sleep, as they only had two hours before they would continue toward the southwest.

After inspecting the entire army, Zhuge Yue had just returned to his tent when he saw Chu Qiao had already prepared her belongings, appearing as if she had been waiting for his arrival.

Zhuge Yue stood at the entrance, silently watching her, without speaking for a long time.

The spring wind was strong, causing the tent curtains to sway. The crimson light shone in, falling upon them like a thin film of blood mist.

“You’ve decided?”

The deep voice slowly sounded, with no discernible emotion, just asking very calmly.

Chu Qiao nodded, saying very seriously: “Yes, I’ve decided.”

Zhuge Yue turned to leave, saying: “I’ll prepare a warhorse for you.”

“Zhuge Yue!”

Chu Qiao immediately ran forward and grabbed his hand, calling out somewhat distressed.

The atmosphere in the tent was very low. Chu Qiao lowered her head, her brows tightly knit, her palms ice-cold, like a block of solid ice.

Finally, the frontman turned around, looking at her gravely. After a long while, he sighed helplessly, removed the sword from her waist, hung his battle blade on her, and then crouched down to tie a sharp dagger to her leggings. He went into the inner tent, took out a sturdy inner soft armor, removed her cloak, and put it on her. He never spoke, just quietly busied himself, sharpening her blade, checking her pack, preparing her medicine…

Chu Qiao’s eyes stung with tears. She pressed her lips tightly, lowering her head as he worked.

“Done.”

The man finished everything, stood before her, and said: “Prepare to eat. In another hour we part ways. I can only send you off this far.”

Chu Qiao nodded, feeling somewhat sad, somewhat helpless, somewhat guilty, and even somewhat afraid.

She hadn’t been afraid like this for a long time. Indeed, people shouldn’t possess too much; once you feel happy, you become fearful of loss.

“Xing’er, promise me, you must return to me safe and sound.”

Chu Qiao quickly nodded, raising her head to look at him, asking: “Are you no longer angry with me?”

Zhuge Yue smiled bitterly: “If I’m angry, will you not go?”

Chu Qiao immediately lowered her head. They had argued about this matter several times already. Now with separation imminent, she didn’t want to continue this dangerous topic.

“Since I cannot stop you no matter what, I might as well send you off properly.”

Zhuge Yue suddenly opened his arms and embraced her, his chin resting against her forehead, saying softly: “Xing’er, Zhao Che has led troops into the southwest, the situation is critical, I must go to assist. Now the entire southwestern route is occupied by the Yan Bei army, and the road between Bian Tang and Great Xia is blocked. From now on, if anything happens, I cannot help you in time. The situation within Bian Tang is unknown to both of us; you must act according to your capability. Once you find the situation unworkable, you must turn back immediately, never take unnecessary risks.”

Chu Qiao lay against his chest, nodding repeatedly, but not speaking.

Zhuge Yue sighed, continuing: “If Bian Tang is in critical danger and the situation cannot be reversed, lead your troops to Qinghai. I’ve ordered Yue Qi to return to Cuiwei Pass; he will arrange for people to be ready to assist you at any time.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes showed a slight trace of moisture. She sniffled, only nodding.

“Alright, since you’ve decided to go, don’t maintain such an attitude. When leading troops into battle, momentum is most important. With you leaving like this, how can I be at ease?”

Chu Qiao raised her head, smiled at him, her voice slightly choked as she said: “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.”

Zhuge Yue cupped her face, gently kissed her lips, then smiled saying: “This is the spirit worthy of Zhuge Yue’s woman.”

Chu Qiao laughed at his teasing, tilting her head saying: “You must also be careful. This situation is critical, not only with the Yan Bei army, but also with Zhao Yang and various nobles—you must guard against them all. Great Xia’s mountains and rivers are broken, foreign enemies have invaded our gates, and the world is in turmoil, you must proceed with great caution.”

“I understand.” Zhuge Yue nodded: “I’ve been campaigning for so many years and rarely suffered major losses. You should trust your husband.”

Chu Qiao, fully armored, looking lovely and clear, blushed at his words, laughing and scolding: “Whose husband are you? Have I ever knelt with you before heaven and earth?”

Zhuge Yue disdainfully snorted: “You’ve long entered my household, yet your little mouth refuses to admit it.”

After speaking, his gaze suddenly softened, saying: “Xing’er, I still owe you a grand wedding.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes rippled with emotion, saying softly: “I don’t want any wedding, as long as I have you, it’s enough.”

Suddenly, loud military horns sounded outside the tent, penetrating the vast wilderness, echoing between heaven and earth. The surroundings suddenly became spacious. Chu Qiao closed her eyes, stood on tiptoe, kissed Zhuge Yue’s lips, passing sweetness, as tender as water.

“Zhuge Yue, neither of us can come to harm.”

“Mm.” Zhuge Yue tightly embraced her waist.

“I’m still waiting for you to gloriously welcome me into your home.”

…

The desolate plank road extended on, Chu Qiao and He Xiao sat mounted on horseback, gazing at the tall figure under the Qinghai banner, staring for a long time.

“Zhuge Yue! I’m leaving!”

The wind rose, raising a ground of dust. Chu Qiao’s cloak was lifted high, revealing the pure white sturdy inner armor beneath.

Zhuge Yue’s gaze was like lightning, his expression calm, calling loudly: “Success in battle!”

Chu Qiao raised the whip in her hand, also calling loudly in response: “Success in battle!”

The thunderous war drums and military horns immediately sounded. Chu Qiao whipped her horse’s flank, turned her mount, and shouted: “Hya!”

Hooves flew, the woman wearing a silver helmet, the bright red tassel like a jumping flame, so eye-catching in the vast world.

Parting was imminent, before the two formations, there were no comforting instructions, no womanly coyness. “Success in battle,” just these four words, that was all.

They both knew what the other wanted. In chaotic times, life was like duckweed, only belief never extinguished.

“Young Master,”

Yue Liu frowned, persistently asking: “Just letting the lady leave like this, Bian Tang is so dangerous, how could the Master not stop her?”

Zhuge Yue turned around, raising an eyebrow and smiling lightly: “If she didn’t go, would she still be herself?”

The hoofbeats grew distant, disappearing in the dust. Zhuge Yue gazed into the distance, in his heart was an unspoken phrase.

Isn’t this exactly the kind of woman I love? How could I cage her after obtaining her, and then destroy her?

He laughed heartily, turning to his troops who were ready to depart, saying: “Set out!”

In early April of the year 882, Yan Bei launched a full-scale attack against Great Xia. They joined forces with Bian Tang’s Jingan Princess Consort, Lady Qiu, entering Bian Tang through the Tanghu Pass which the Princess Consort had opened. With lightning speed, they crushed the Bian Tang garrison west of Meishan, paving the way for the Jingan Prince’s army. Then, before the civil war in Bian Tang fully erupted, they quickly withdrew their forces, circling to surround Great Xia’s Baizhi Pass.

Due to the outbreak of Great Xia’s civil war, the Fourteenth Prince Zhao Yang withdrew eighty percent of the southwestern troops to counter the Qinghai and Eastern Hu armies led by Zhuge Yue and Zhao Che. Moreover, since Baizhi Pass had seen no military action for many years, the garrison there was virtually non-existent, with only a few hundred old soldiers guarding the huge pass. Thus, facing Yan Bei’s fierce army, Baizhi Pass was as fragile as a paper window.

Subsequently, after eliminating some resistant troops, Yan Xun opened the pass, letting in the bandits and robbers that had been eyeing it from outside. With this, he brought a nightmarish wave of slaughter to the southwestern people.

Xi Meng had vast territories with many national factions, numerous uninhabited areas at the borders, and rampant bandits in significant numbers, fierce and brutal. Many renowned bandits could even confront small-scale national armies.

Relying on these people’s brutal methods and spine-chilling reputation, the noble families of the southwestern region retreated, civilians fled in disaster, and the army had no heart to fight. Over a hundred thousand local garrison troops fled in defeat without a single battle, handing over the vast southwestern territory to those iron-blooded soldiers from the Yan Bei continent. Thus, Yan Xun achieved the greatest benefit at the smallest cost.

In mid-April, Zhao Che led his army into the southwest, joining Wei Shuye who had first entered the southwestern heartland. This was the first large group resistance army since the war erupted, including fifty thousand cavalry, sixty thousand infantry, eighty thousand heavy armor troops, plus Wei Shuye’s ten thousand light cavalry, making an army of exactly two hundred thousand. Three days later, a logistics supply line stretching directly from the inland to the southwest was established under Zhuge Yue’s coordination. Meanwhile, Zhuge Yue also brought troops to Sheng City, personally overseeing the southwestern Sheng City camp. From there, he could support Zhao Che in the south, watch Zhao Yang in the north, monitor Yanming Pass in the west, and coordinate national grain transport in the center, instantly becoming the national political hub.

On April 15th, the Yan Bei army finally completed their first assembly at the lower reaches of the Heng River. Present were the Yan Bei Second Army, Sixth Army, Ninth Army, Thirteenth Army, and Black Hawk Army, with Cheng Yuan as the supreme commander. The Yan Bei troops assembled rapidly, with subsequent forces continuously arriving, totaling as many as two hundred thousand.

However, Yan Bei did not directly confront Great Xia. Just as Zhao Che was gathering all his strength, preparing to fight Yan Bei to the death, Yan Xun suddenly sent military orders from the rear, commanding the army corps to disperse and advance toward Great Xia’s northern heartland following the bandits’ footsteps.

In an instant, intelligence flowed like a tide from the front lines. Yan Bei divided into ten routes, attacking in all directions. Military advisers were confused by the scout reports: “under attack,” “heavy casualties,” “fallen,” “surrounded,” “unable to contact”—all kinds of bad news fell like snowflakes.

Zhuge Yue’s capable general Meng Feng returned from the Qinghai interior to her homeland, seeing warfare everywhere. The young female general was dumbfounded. Finally, she asked in surprise: “Has Yan Xun gone mad? Does he want mutual destruction with us?”

Zhuge Yue looked at the map marked with various colors, pondering for a long time. Finally, he went to the military advisory department, pressed the map on the table, and said softly: “I think I know what he wants to do.”

“I think I’ve guessed what he’s trying to do.”

In a dense forest at the Xia-Tang border, Chu Qiao and He Xiao had just reunited with Bian Tang’s bridal escort team. Fortunately, they had been blocked by the war and hadn’t returned to Bian Tang yet, enabling them to preserve their strength in such chaotic circumstances.

It’s worth noting that there were twenty thousand elite Wolf troops here. Adding Chu Qiao’s twenty thousand Xiuli troops, her current force was forty thousand.

Forty thousand, all elite troops. With this army, as long as she commanded properly, Chu Qiao was confident she could face an enemy three times her size.

Under the candlelight in the small tent, Chu Qiao wore soft armor, holding her helmet in one hand while pointing at the map on the table with the other: “He’s going to attack Yanming Pass.”

“Attack Yanming Pass?”

He Xiao’s brother, He Qi, frowned and asked: “My lord, they’ve already occupied Baizhi Pass, why bother attacking Yanming Pass?”

“You don’t understand him.”

Chu Qiao shook her head: “How could Yan Xun allow himself to be controlled by others? Right now he’s borrowing the route through Bian Tang, with his rear entirely in the hands of the Jingan Princess Consort. Once the Princess Consort turns on him, or if the Bian Tang royal family counterattacks, the Yan Bei army will certainly face attacks from both front and rear. Moreover, once the retreat route is blocked, it creates great psychological pressure on the troops. Therefore, Yan Xun must capture Yanming Pass within the set time, opening the northern gateway. Only then will it be time for the decisive battle between Yan Bei and Great Xia.”

Chu Qiao’s brows were tightly knitted. She took a deep breath, sitting cross-legged on the ground. She should have thought of this earlier. Yan Xun had been restraining himself, deliberately showing weakness several times, making the Great Xia court complacent. Later, he risked everything to attack Bian Tang’s grain convoy—plundering grain was just a pretense; capturing the Tanghu Pass commander was the true aim. Through this person, he contacted the Jingan Princess Consort who already harbored rebellious intentions, then took advantage of Great Xia’s civil war to quietly infiltrate the southwest. He had been planning this scheme for a long time.

“Yan Bei’s strength is not just what appears on the surface. What’s hidden outside Yanming Pass is Yan Bei’s true power.”

“My lord, should we inform Grand Marshal Zhuge about this?”

Chu Qiao shook her head: “What I can think of, how could he not?”

She rolled up the map and spread out the Bian Tang map, saying gravely: “The battle between Yan Bei and Great Xia is inevitable, and we cannot prevent it. Our current mission is to quickly return to Bian Tang, obtain firsthand information about Bian Tang’s battle situation, and see how we can aid His Majesty.”

The Wolf army’s vice commander, Guan Song, hurriedly nodded: “My lord, our scouts have been dispatched for two days already; they should return by tomorrow morning at the latest.”

Just as Chu Qiao was about to speak, she suddenly heard a soldier report from outside: “My lord, the scouts have returned.”

He Xiao at the doorway immediately lifted the curtain upon hearing this. Three dust and blood-covered soldiers staggered down from their horses. One of them said: “Report to my lord, Bian Tang’s military situation is critical. Rebel forces have broken through Hanshui Pass. Vice Commander Fang Huaihai of the Shennan Jizhi Camp and General Tian Rujia of the Dianxi Western Army have been captured. General Xu Su was betrayed by traitors and died in battle at Cang Muling. The Hanshui army has been completely defeated. The rebel forces grow stronger daily, numbering as many as two hundred thousand, and have now surrounded the capital.”

In an instant, everyone was shocked. Chu Qiao sat on the ground, her brows tightly knit, her fist slowly clenching, then gradually relaxing.

“Who is the enemy commander?”

“The Jingan Princess Consort.”

“Have you identified this person’s background?”

“Yes. This person entered the Jingan Prince’s residence four years ago, initially just a dancing girl sold by slavers. But later she was favored by the Jingan Prince a few times and became pregnant, successfully giving birth to a son. The Jingan Prince was delighted to have a son in his old age, favored her greatly, and took her as a concubine. Unexpectedly, a year later, she gave birth to another son, and the Jingan Prince was so pleased that he made her his principal wife.”

He Xiao asked: “Can a slave become a principal wife?”

“This subordinate doesn’t know, but later the Jingan Prince’s residence became unstable, with several incidents occurring. The old Princess Consort and two crown princes passed away one after another. From then on, she became the mistress of the residence. After the Jingan Prince’s rebellion failed, when the entire household was executed, she escaped under the protection of a group of people loyal to the Jingan Prince. Unexpectedly, she infiltrated Tanghu Pass, surviving under the protection of the pass commander. It’s said this Princess Consort had an affair with the Jingan Prince’s adopted son.”

Chu Qiao’s expression darkened as she asked: “What is her name?”

“This subordinate doesn’t know, only that her maiden surname is Qiu.”

“Surname Qiu?”

Chu Qiao murmured.

Guan Song, anxious about the capital’s siege, said: “My lord, the Tang capital is surrounded, we must return to save His Majesty!”

Chu Qiao’s gaze was profound as she looked distantly at Baizhi Pass, firmly occupied by Yan Bei. Beyond that pass lay the territory of Bian Tang.

She nodded, saying calmly: “Yes, we should return.”

Chapter 190: A Child in Chaotic Times
Never in her life had she seen true, heavy snow.

In the night with sparse stars, the moon appeared exceptionally bright. Its snow-white light poured onto the ground like waves of flowing water, like countless bright snow petals.

She stood at the top of the white tower, wearing loose-fitting robes. The wind rolled in from the horizon, blowing her sleeves up like two eagles spreading their wings about to take flight, fluttering upward. Her long hair was blown loose, flying wildly behind her like thousands of spider webs. The vast palace complex stood solemn and dense beneath the pitch-black night sky. In the distant black stone gate stood a figure whose face couldn’t be made out clearly. Only from the straight spine could one guess that this was a soldier and quite a young one at that.

She had been standing there for a very long time.

Xuan Mo had remained silent throughout. He gazed at her as the moonlight shone gently upon her, casting a pure white glow. The night was so quiet, that all sounds around them had vanished. Heaven and earth were in complete silence, with only the wind blowing through her robes making soft rustling sounds, carrying the fragrance of white orchids, slowly curling around his nose.

For a moment, he seemed to return to many years ago, when he was still a child. Following his father at the hunting grounds, he had won widespread praise for his excellent archery skills, standing out among the royal and noble children. But she had ridden into the field wearing bright yellow palace clothes, shooting three consecutive arrows that hit the bullseye, then turning back to look at him proudly, saying: “If you’re not convinced, come out and try yourself?”

That day, the Emperor sat on his throne laughing heartily, saying “My daughter is no less capable than any man!”

Other princes and nobles also praised the Princess’s excellent skills, but only he stood there quietly, looking up at the small figure sitting on horseback. The sun was so warm that day, the breeze so gentle. Sunlight fell on her delicate face, her eyes sparkling with brilliance. His chest felt warm, the arrow pattern on his sleeve rubbing against the skin of his wrist, causing a tingling sensation.

He said nothing, standing before her beautiful presence. It seemed from that moment on, he had lost the ability to speak. In the blink of an eye, so many years had passed. He had long grown accustomed to gazing up at that dazzling figure, watching her grow up from afar, watching her become stronger, watching her fall, watching her rise again, watching her step by step climb to the peak of power.

Time passed so quickly. The years were like water between fingertips, easily submerging the past youth and stubbornness, along with those thoughts hidden in the depths of his heart for many years—forever losing the chance to be expressed, covered by the sands of fate, permanently buried in the rolling dust.

“Xuan Mo,”

Nalan suddenly spoke softly. The top of the white tower was too spacious, making her voice sound somewhat ethereal. She didn’t turn around, her gaze still fixed on the brilliant lights of countless homes below as she asked softly: “Was I truly wrong?”

“Your Highness is not wrong.”

Nalan laughed lightly, shaking her head calmly: “I’m afraid I was wrong. Perhaps Counselor Cao was right—by opening the door to thieves, I will eventually ruin the foundations of Huai Song.”

“The Emperor is gravely ill, the Nalan clan has no more bloodline. The Huai Song lineage is already powerless to continue.”

“Who says it’s powerless to continue?” Nalan’s lips held a trace of calm indifference as she stated: “The King of Jin River, the King of An Li, the King of Jiang Huai—don’t they all qualify for succession?”

What Nalan said was true. When the royal family line couldn’t continue, branches of the royal family were eligible to inherit the throne. However…

Xuan Mo said nothing more. The white tower fell silent. The wind blew through the corridor, bringing damp moisture. Even in summer, it still felt somewhat cold.

“Ultimately, it’s my desires that are too strong. In my heart, there has always been family first, then country.”

Nalan seemed to fall into deep thought. Her gaze was profound and distant. After many years in high positions, the innocence and pure goodness in her blood and bones had long been worn away. Even if she occasionally had moments of impulse and willfulness, they were no match for the perseverance and obstinacy in her heart.

Thinking of the recent behaviors and actions of those royal relatives, her eyes involuntarily flashed with a cold, piercing light.

The Nalan clan had established the country hundreds of years ago. Their ancestors had shed blood and sacrificed lives on the battlefield to protect this vast land and its people. This empire was forged by the blood and bones of the Nalan clan, which she had painstakingly protected all these years. Those people were nothing but parasites enjoying the fruits of others’ labor—what right did they have to rule this empire?

“This country was established by my Nalan clan, and it was protected by the blood of my forefathers generation after generation. Even if it must end, it should end in the hands of a Nalan descendant. Others—they aren’t worthy.”

The low voice slowly rose. The moonlight was pale, falling on her bright yellow clothes, looking cold and solemn.

She spoke quietly: “Formally notify Yan Xun that I accept his proposal. Ask him to keep his promise to treat the people of Huai Song well. In the future, the successor to the throne must be my offspring. And also, I want the head of the King of Taiping.”

A cloud drifted by, gently covering the full moon, leaving only a faint glow. The earth was drawn into darkness. In the silence, something seemed to shatter instantly, scattering everywhere, carried by the rising wind, bit by bit to the corners of the earth.

Xuan Mo nodded and said in the darkness: “I obey your command.”

Nalan was silent for a moment, then suddenly said: “Notify Sima Yang to prepare the three armies, ready to cooperate with Yan Bei in attacking Da Xia at any time.”

The man in the darkness immediately raised his head, eyes fixed intently upon her, with a trace of shock and seeming disbelief.

Nalan breathed steadily, seemingly completely unaware of his emotional fluctuation, and instead calmly said: “Xuan Mo, pirates have invaded the East Sea again. This time, I must rely on you to defend the eastern border for me.”

For a moment, the white tower was completely silent. Xuan Mo stood tall like a poplar tree. He gazed at her, his gaze traversing through more than a decade of tender years, ultimately condensing into the wordless silence of this moment.

As childhood companions, he had used his status as a prince to become her guard, watching her childish innocence, her countenance as lovely as a flower.

When the Emperor passed away, he knelt for three days and three nights before his father’s door, desperately persuading his father to give up thoughts of usurping the throne, and instead assist the young Emperor and her as the Princess Imperial.

All these years, he had stood behind her, obeying her every command, being her most loyal subject and most trustworthy subordinate. Even when asked to marry the daughter of a powerful minister, he never objected.

And now, with the Emperor in critical condition, the fate of the Great Song Dynasty in peril, and Yan Bei’s iron cavalry approaching, she chose this moment to send him to the East Sea border.

But in just an instant, he understood the reasons behind it. His gaze gradually became calm, returning to his usual manner—composed and cool. He knelt on one knee and said solemnly: “Your humble servant obeys.”

For a moment, Nalan’s heart was suspended. Only when he quietly knelt, only when he said “your humble servant obeys” in his usual calm voice, did she finally release her tightly clenched fist. She turned around, her peerless beauty as delicate as a painting, her eye corners drawn with gold powder, radiating a dazzling elegance and dignity that was hard to look at directly. She felt the need to explain, so she said: “There will inevitably be a fierce battle between Yan Bei and Da Xia. The battlefield will be brutal and bloody. You are the only person I can trust. I don’t want to see anything happen to you.”

Xuan Mo still kept his head lowered, saying very calmly: “Your servant understands.”

Nalan took a deep breath and smiled lightly: “Very well, rise. Between us, there’s no need for such formalities.”

Yet Xuan Mo didn’t stand up. He knelt there with silver moonlight above his head. A few crows flapped their wings and flew across the silent sky. The night wind blew through his billowing robes, embroidered with nine winding dragons. The insignia of high rank was like a cold blade in his hand—capable of hurting others, but also capable of hurting himself.

He slowly took several items from his bosom and placed them one by one on the white jade steps. Nalan frowned when she saw them and was about to speak when Xuan Mo quietly said: “Your servant is leaving, not knowing when I might return. I hereby return the command of the Capital Army and the Xuan Unit to Your Highness.”

Nalan immediately wanted to refuse, but when her gaze fell upon the two command tokens, she paused momentarily. The Capital Army originally belonged to the Ministry of War. Years ago, after she and Xuan Mo defeated the Minister of War, they had taken control of the Capital Army. All these years, it had been under Xuan Mo’s command. As for the Xuan Unit, it was Xuan Mo’s guard, with extremely strong combat capability, considered one of Huai Song’s elite forces. As if possessed, she stepped forward, smiled, and helped Xuan Mo up, saying: “Very well, I’ll keep them for you. When you return, I’ll give them back to you.”

Xuan Mo stood tall, standing before Nalan, a head taller than her. His elongated eyes were like a cold lake, gazing at her quietly, without disrespect, yet somewhat boldly.

Nalan looked up at him, her pointed chin having a gentle curve. She smiled faintly at him, her eyes bright, seemingly with rippling light.

“Although the King of Taiping has already betrayed us, the King of Jin River and others are not easy to deal with. After I leave, Your Highness must take care of yourself.”

Nalan smiled and said: “Xuan Mo, how many years have you known me? Don’t you trust me?”

Xuan Mo bowed his head and said: “Your Highness is naturally gifted. I spoke out of turn.”

“Alright, no need for formalities. We have known each other for many years, supporting each other, both as ruler and subject and as close friends. I promise you, no matter what fate awaits Huai Song in the future, as long as I have authority for one more day, I will grant the Xuan Wang Mansion and your entire family honor and glory.”

The fingertips were slightly cold. The night dew slowly crept up the hem of the clothes, dampening the claws of the embroidered dragon. Xuan Mo bowed and said: “Thank you, Your Highness. It’s late now. If there’s nothing else, I shall take my leave.”

Nalan had wanted to give him a few more instructions, but at this point, she didn’t know what to say. She nodded and said: “It’s dark at night. Tell the servants to light more lanterns.”

“Yes, I will remember that.”

With that, Xuan Mo gave Nalan a formal bow and turned to walk towards the corridor. Moonlight filtered through the occasional lattice of the passage, casting down streaks of white light. Xuan Mo’s back was straight, his steps steady, appearing and disappearing among the dappled light and shadow. A long time later, he finally descended from the white tower, walking on the vast square. The night wrapped around his figure like a thick fog. Standing on the tower, Nalan could only see a blurry shadow.

The night wind was strong, blowing Nalan’s hair. She stood there like a white jade statue, not moving even slightly for a long time.

She remembered when she was very young, pirates from the East Sea were causing trouble at the border. Her father, the Emperor, personally led the army to fight. At that time, the empire was powerful with ample troops and widespread prosperity. She couldn’t understand why, with such a strong army, her father still needed to go to the battlefield in person. The young Nalan pulled at her father’s sleeve, puzzled: “Father Emperor, why do you have to lead the campaign yourself?”

At that moment, her father’s eyes were like a vast ocean, boundless to the eye. He fondly patted her head and said quietly: “There is no why. Because some responsibilities, if you don’t shoulder them, no one else will.”

At that time, she didn’t understand her father’s words. But now, she suddenly understood.

In this world, everyone has their own struggles, everyone has things they’re forced to do against their will.

Her single misstep had allowed the King of Taiping’s followers to succeed, poisoning the already deaf young Emperor. This poor child was not only deaf but also, due to this poisoning, had little time left. Once the Emperor passed away, Huai Song would certainly fall into chaos. The King of Jin River, the King of Huai An, and others were all eager to act. By then, the Nalan lineage would be cut off from the world.

She couldn’t accept that. All these years, she had exhausted herself handling state affairs, painstakingly assisting the young ruler. Those royal relatives, every one of them, were hoping for her death every day. Her ancestors had fought on battlefields—was it all just to become stepping stones for others? After years of diligent work, how could she let the country fall into the hands of such trash?

Yan Bei’s domination was becoming inevitable. Bian Tang was in civil strife, Huai Song was in chaos, and Da Xia was in complete disarray. At this point, rather than waiting for Qing’er to die and handing the country over to those treacherous royal relatives, it would be better to use the empire as a bargaining chip to secure the safety of Huai Song’s people and the preservation of the Nalan line. After all, she still had her seriously ill mother, Yu’er, and three young daughters, as well as a group of loyal ministers faithful to the royal orthodoxy…

Better to agree to his proposal. This way, the honor of the Nalan clan would not diminish. The two countries would ally to pursue greater ambitions, which would fulfill her aspirations. Moreover, wasn’t this wish something she had longed for over many years?

The nine palace gates opened wide, and Xuan Mo’s figure gradually disappeared into the boundless darkness.

She suddenly felt a bit anxious, as if something had left, dispersing in this somber night, quietly vanishing.

Regarding sending Xuan Mo to the eastern border, she had no choice. The sentiment against this war was too strong in the army. Without using thunder-like force, it would be impossible to intimidate them. Xuan Mo was lenient in his command of troops and would find it difficult to complete this task. With him present, he would only hinder Sima Yang, preventing him from disciplining the entire army to cooperate with Yan Bei.

Moreover, the recent rebellion of the King of Taiping had also shown her the importance of military power. Xuan Mo’s prestige in the army far exceeded what she could match. In times of peace, she could still control him through court politics. But now, with the situation so chaotic, she had to be cautious.

Hopefully, he wouldn’t blame her.

On the empty imperial road, Xuan Mo walked quietly. His personal attendant Jiang Wu carefully followed to one side, with the carriage moving behind, making rattling sounds.

The Princess Imperial trusted the King of Xuan, and the Xuan Wang Mansion was very close to the imperial palace. Before reaching his residence, several red lanterns could be seen from afar, emitting a warm color that brought comfort to anyone who saw them.

“My Lord has returned.”

Lady Yu Shu wore a moon-white robe, appearing elegant and serene in the lamplight. She took the lantern from Xuan Mo’s hand and asked in surprise: “Why is my Lord carrying an unlit lantern?”

Xuan Mo was slightly stunned. Looking down, he saw that the jade-white palace lantern had not been lit. The thin jade screen appeared like crystal in the light of other lamps, looking as if it would shatter at the slightest touch.

He said softly: “I forgot.”

With that, he walked ahead toward the prince’s mansion. Yu Shu took a cloak, intending to drape it over his shoulders, but accidentally touched his hand and exclaimed in shock: “Why is my Lord’s hand so cold?”

Xuan Mo said dismissively: “It’s nothing.”

Saying this, he walked directly toward the study.

Yu Shu stood still, watching his figure disappear into the garden after several turns. The soft white cloak in her hand was like a kite, blown by the howling wind, floating lightly upward.

“My Lady?”

The personal maid stood beside her, somewhat embarrassed, and said softly: “The night wind is strong. Let’s return to the chamber.”

Yu Shu nodded, her nodding extremely slow. Then she turned around, resuming her usual gentle demeanor, with a faint smile saying: “My Lord returned so late and must be hungry. Go to the kitchen and tell the cook to prepare some light dishes.”

The maid nodded helplessly: “Yes, I’ll go right away. My Lady should rest early. Your health is not good; you shouldn’t stay up late.”

Yu Shu didn’t answer, only urging: “Go quickly.”

The maid left, and Yu Shu turned around to see candlelight illuminating the study across the corridor. An extremely thin figure stood by the window, with flickering light and shadow, elegant and otherworldly.

Yu Shu looked on and suddenly smiled. She pursed her lips and took several maids to the tea room. They had recently received several boxes of fine tea, which she could brew for him to taste later.

In the study, Xuan Mo spread out a sheet of high-quality Lanling paper, dipped his brush full of ink, and held it suspended in the air, but didn’t write for a long time.

With a soft sound, a drop of ink fell, creating a large ink blot on the paper, but he didn’t notice, seemingly lost in thought.

Jiang Wu stood to one side, carefully saying: “My Lord, let me replace the paper for you?”

Xuan Mo looked down, then without changing expression, crumpled the paper and casually threw it on the ground.

Jiang Wu couldn’t help but shrink his neck. Having served Xuan Mo for seven or eight years, he understood well the temperament of this master who never showed emotion on his face. Seeing him like this, he knew his mood must be extremely, extremely bad right now.

After discarding that paper, Xuan Mo pulled out another sheet, stared at the blank paper for a while, then lowered his head and began writing.

He wrote very quickly. In just a moment, he had written a large piece. After finishing, he handed it to Jiang Wu, saying: “Send this to the Ministry of Rites early tomorrow morning. Give it to Lord Yu and have him send someone to White Iris Pass to personally deliver it to Yan Xun.”

Jiang Wu was startled, his heart missing a beat, but he nodded and said: “Your servant obeys.”

Seeing that his master had no further business, he quietly withdrew.

The letter was already sealed, and he certainly didn’t dare to open it. As he walked, he wondered: It’s said the royal family intends to form a marriage alliance with Yan Bei—could it be true? If so, would Huai Song in the future be surnamed Nalan or Yan? Could it be that the assassination attempt by the King of Taiping a few days ago was successful?

The thoughts of those high-ranking figures were not something someone like him could casually guess. Jiang Wu thought about it for a while, then stopped thinking. Attracted by the aroma from the kitchen, he went off to Slack.

Xuan Mo sat in the study, leaning against the back of a nanmu chair carved with nine dragons, slowly closing his eyes.

The news of the marriage alliance between Yan Bei and Huai Song quickly spread throughout the Western Meng lands. In these troubled times, this marriage allied the two countries. Soon, Huai Song’s navy positioned themselves at Huangfu Sea, eyeing Da Xia menacingly, posturing as if ready to cooperate with Yan Bei at any moment.

That night, the entire White Iris Pass remained immersed in cold silence as before. Since the Yan Bei army took over this checkpoint, the former prosperity had vanished.

Around the second watch, a group of soldiers wearing black camouflage uniforms with faces painted with greasepaint slowly appeared below the checkpoint.

Chu Qiao stood at the center of the formation and repeated the rules for this operation one more time.

First, indiscriminate elimination—anyone who might pose a threat or raise an alarm must be taken out cleanly and efficiently. Second, the first team would create chaos within the city, while the second team would drive horse herds from the northeast direction to cause panic among the garrison troops, creating the illusion of a large-scale attack by Da Xia forces. Third, the remaining forces would wait outside the city, ready to provide support to their comrades and slip through the checkpoint during the chaos.

Time ticked away second by second. When the drum of the third watch sounded, He Qi led the first team like a group of ghosts, swiftly moving toward the White Iris Pass checkpoint.

Simultaneously, the second team also departed, heading toward the horse herds that had been prepared in the northeast.

In the darkness, He Qi led the elite warriors of the Xiu Li Army, crawling forward, and soon disappeared. Chu Qiao waited in the dense forest with several personal guards. She sat quietly, repeatedly reviewing the entire plan in her mind, searching for flaws and loopholes.

Once, twice, three times.

Good, no problems. She took a deep breath and quietly waited for a response.

About half an hour later, thunderous hoofbeats suddenly resounded from the northeast. The horse hooves sounded like thunder, interspersed with the soldiers’ angry shouts. The dust raised by branches tied to the horses’ tails obscured the moon in the sky. At first glance, it seemed as if hundreds of thousands of troops were charging forward. The ramparts of White Iris Pass immediately erupted in commotion, with everyone’s attention drawn to the northeast.

Soon, the northeast gate of White Iris Pass opened, and two scout teams quietly rushed out. But before they could get close, the Xiu Li Army waiting outside the gate swiftly eliminated them.

Another half hour passed, and fires suddenly erupted inside the city. Chu Qiao immediately stood up and said in a deep voice: “Time’s up, let’s go!”

By the banks of the Chi Shui River, prepared rafts were pushed into the water. Chu Qiao led her subordinates onto the rafts, heading at full speed toward Bian Tang via the waterway.

The Yan Bei army consisted entirely of cavalry and heavy armor units without any navy. Having hastily taken over White Iris Pass, they certainly couldn’t fully defend such vast waters. With enemies attacking from both inside and out, at this moment, the Chi Shui waterway was the best route to Bian Tang.

However, less than the time it took to burn an incense stick, the sound of flowing water suddenly came from ahead. Chu Qiao quickly drew her strong bow, instantly pulling it to full draw. With a whoosh, a scream immediately rang out in the darkness, followed by hundreds of torches suddenly lighting up. About five hundred warships revealed themselves in the pitch-black night.

A series of urgent sounds followed as dozens of spears thrust toward them from all directions. A Yan Bei officer stood at the bow of a ship, holding a sword and shouting: “Rebels, prepare to die!”

Dozens of rows of sharp arrows were nocked, their points menacingly aimed at Chu Qiao and her people. The officer fiercely swung down his sword, and the soldiers pulled their crossbow triggers. Rows of arrows instantly shot forward.

“Jump!”

He Xiao suddenly shouted fiercely. In the next second, the Xiu Li Army collectively leaped into the vast Chi Shui River. The crossbow arrows struck the small rafts with a patter but left no trace of blood.

“Commander, they jumped into the river!”

Someone shouted, but soon, soldiers were crying out frantically: “General! The ships are leaking!”

Following that, countless voices rose one after another. Many ship hulls had been smashed, and river water rushed in roaring. In the blink of an eye, three small vessels sank. Those Yan Bei warriors who couldn’t swim clung to floating wood, struggling in the river. Miserable screams echoed across the water. Torches crackled, and chaos erupted everywhere.

“They’re under the water!”

That general raged and shouted: “Use stone machines and spears! Crush them! Stab them!”

“General, we can’t—our people are still in the river.”

“Get out!”

That adjutant was angrily rebuked. He still wanted to shout but was pulled aside by his comrades. The man said indignantly: “But His Majesty said to capture them alive!”

Others quickly responded: “Alive? We might not even catch them dead, let alone alive!”

Torches illuminated the sky as massive stones were launched.

The general shouted in rage, and his subordinates quickly loaded the stone machines while rows of spearmen rushed forward. In the next second, a rumbling sound filled the ears as huge stones crashed into the water. Spears rained down like arrows, piercing sharply into the Chi Shui River. The surface immediately rippled with waves of red mist, blood churning like red clouds.

The attacks came one wave after another. Gradually, the river surface calmed down. All of Chu Qiao’s rafts had been smashed. The fragments of nearly a thousand rafts formed a floating bridge on the water, rushing under the Yan Bei warships, piling up layer upon layer.

As the battle cries subsided, the hastily formed Yan Bei naval forces looked at the calm river surface in confusion, frowning: “Are they all dead? Why haven’t they floated up yet?”

“Look!”

Someone suddenly shouted, and everyone looked in that direction. Far behind them on the river, countless heads surfaced densely. These people floated on the water while removing their upper garments. Several gathered together, and after a moment, everyone rose, following the current, swiftly departing.

The general stared in astonishment, asking angrily: “What is that?”

An experienced old soldier said uncertainly: “It seems to be sheepskin rafts.”

“Chase them!”

“General, the wood fragments are blocking our way. The ships can’t move for now.”

The general stood dumbfounded. He hadn’t expected that despite having such huge advantages—sturdy ships, sharp arrows, and the defensive advantage of the terrain—these people had still managed to escape right under his nose. Nearly sixty thousand Yan Bei naval forces stood on the massive warships, watching those silhouettes gradually disappear into the thick darkness, unable to recover from their shock for a long time.

After reuniting with He Qi and the others, Chu Qiao counted their numbers and found that over three thousand people had died in the recent battle, with two thousand killed by Yan Bei’s stone machines and spears.

Still, passing through White Iris Pass at such a cost was an unimaginable victory. But this wasn’t the end. Although they had left White Iris Pass, they had successfully attracted the attention of the Yan Bei army, and the vast territory behind White Iris Pass was still under Yan Bei’s control.

Chu Qiao made a quick decision, leading the army into the mountains. Two days later, they encountered the enemy’s first ambush. In three days, the two sides clashed more than twenty times, mostly ending with the Xiu Li Army’s victory. After all, compared to the Yan Bei army, which excelled in cavalry warfare, the Xiu Li Army was more proficient in field operations and close-quarters combat. Under Chu Qiao’s military theory leadership, they fought while retreating, rapidly approaching the territories governed by the legitimate royal family of Bian Tang.

However, just as they were about to leave the mountains and enter Han Shui territory, Yan Bei suddenly set fire to the mountains. The fire burned for four consecutive days, spreading throughout the Qiu Tang mountain region. Many mountain villages were affected, resulting in countless deaths and injuries.

With no choice, Chu Qiao had to lead the army out of the mountains prematurely. Because of the fires, they lost their way, emerging more than three hundred li off course. Despite having Wolf Army veterans familiar with the terrain, the next morning, they once again encountered the Yan Bei army at a narrow pass.

In the battle of Li Kang Yuan, both sides suffered heavy casualties. Chu Qiao led three thousand elite troops to attack the enemy camp. The enemy commander was unfortunately hit by a stray arrow during the battle, his fate unknown. But the Yan Bei army proved worthy of being one of the continent’s top iron armies. Even with their commander wounded, they maintained their formation, fighting while retreating, resisting tenaciously.

The large troop had poor mobility, but fortunately, they had captured many horses in several battles. After the Li Kang Yuan battle, Chu Qiao divided the army into ten small teams of four thousand each, each team less than two li apart, advancing in a fan-shaped formation toward Han Shui Pass.

However, just as they reached South Li Prefecture, Chu Qiao suddenly fell ill. She had noticed her discomfort five days earlier—stomach pain as if being cut by a knife, along with fever, dizziness, nausea, and weakness in her limbs. Due to the urgency of the war, she had forced herself to continue with strong willpower. But now, having temporarily escaped the Yan Bei army’s pursuit, her spirit was increasingly failing. Despite her objections, He Xiao settled the troops outside the city and took her into South Li City.

Although Bian Tang had descended into civil war and Yan Bei had passed through this area, the domestic destruction was far less severe than in Da Xia. Some large cities still maintained their original prosperity. Apart from some prices being driven up due to the war, there was almost no other impact.

He Xiao sent someone to find a doctor. Chu Qiao, who had been drowsy, now couldn’t sleep. She lay on the clean bed, quietly staring at the curtains, her thoughts drifting like clouds on the horizon.

When the Yan Bei soldiers were hunting them down, they kept calling them rebels, which meant they knew her identity. Indeed, with Yan Xun’s wisdom, he should have guessed that at this time, the only one who would risk breaking through the checkpoint was her, the Xiu Li Princess personally appointed by Li Ce.

This meant that Yan Xun had set his heart on killing her.

It made sense. Now that Yan Xun had allied with the Lady of Jing An Wang, while she was bringing troops to help Li Xiu Yi, as the leader of White Iris Pass, he naturally had to help his ally block her at the checkpoint. On the battlefield, there was no father-son relationship, let alone whatever they had been to each other.

She understood this.

Yan Xun had increasingly acquired the aura of a hegemon—decisive in killing, sharp and bold, daring yet meticulous, with astonishing methods. The present him was no longer the child who had huddled in the Sacred Golden Palace years ago; he no longer needed to watch anyone’s face.

The doctor arrived quickly. He Xiao stood behind the doctor, anxiously watching as he took her pulse.

The white-bearded old doctor pondered for a while, then suddenly smiled and said: “Congratulations, young man. Your wife is with child.”

He Xiao was stunned, then his face turned bright red. He quickly told the doctor: “Don’t speak nonsense. This is my lady; I am just a guard.”

Hearing this, the doctor immediately apologized, explaining with a smile that seeing him so nervous, he had mistakenly assumed him to be the child’s father, and hoped for forgiveness.

While He Xiao and the doctor exchanged words, Chu Qiao was completely stunned, as if struck to the bone. Her mouth is slightly open, she couldn’t utter a word for a long time.

What did he say? With child? She was pregnant?

She looked at the old doctor incredulously, asking in disbelief: “What did you say? Say it again?”

“My lady, you’ve been far too careless. You’ve been pregnant for almost three months, and you didn’t know it yourself? Besides, your constitution is very poor, and your pulse is erratic. If you cannot rest peacefully, this pregnancy could be extremely dangerous.”

Three months?

Chu Qiao lowered her head, looking at her still-flat abdomen. How was it possible? She was pregnant? While waiting to be married, while fighting across the north and south, while soaking in rivers, facing gunfire, and riding horses into battle—there had been a child in her womb?

“I’ll prescribe some medicine to nourish your blood and qi and stabilize the pregnancy. You must take it diligently, then rest peacefully. You mustn’t travel long distances or exhaust yourself.”

The old doctor comforted her with a few words, then left with He Xiao. Chu Qiao sat on the bed, still dazed. These days, bad news had been coming frequently, and the war situation had been tumultuous. Everything was like huge waves, crashing toward her one after another. But unexpectedly, in such circumstances, she had become pregnant.

She reached out with trembling hands, gently covering her abdomen. Faintly, she seemed to hear the weak heartbeat of the child.

A tear suddenly slid from the corner of her eye. She bit her lower lip lightly, her throat holding back a choke, silently shedding tears.

Zhuge Yue, I’m carrying your child.

I have a child now.

Night gradually fell. He Xiao lit a candle in the room. He brought some nourishing food and soup, walked to Chu Qiao’s bedside, and quietly asked: “My lady, are we still going to Tang Capital? Why not turn back to Qinghai instead?”

Chu Qiao raised her head to look at him, her gaze fixed, not speaking.

“My lady, your body is not suitable for continuing to lead troops. If you don’t think of yourself, think of the Fourth Young Master, think of the child in your belly.”

Chu Qiao trembled at his words. She looked down at her stomach, continuing to remain silent. After a long time, she finally raised her head and said softly: “He Xiao, I’ve already deceived him once.”

He Xiao was surprised, not knowing who she was talking about, and asked: “My lady, what are you saying?”

“I’ve already deceived him once,” Chu Qiao’s gaze was calm and distant, quietly looking at the candle flame. “I told him I would stay by his side to protect him, not letting others bully him anymore, but I couldn’t do it. He has no parents anymore. I’m thinking of my child, but who will think of him?”

He Xiao suddenly understood she was talking about the Tang Emperor Li Xiu Yi. He frowned and said: “My lady, at this point, the situation cannot be reversed by your efforts alone. Even if you had stayed in Bian Tang, you might not have prevented today’s events. Your health is poor; you must not overthink and take everything upon yourself.”

Chu Qiao raised her head and took a deep breath.

“He Xiao, there are some responsibilities in this world that can’t be escaped.”

Her lips curved into a slight smile as she said quietly: “I owe a great debt to Li Ce, a great debt to Bian Tang. Now it’s time to repay. I think if I abandon that child to danger, my child would also look down on me in the future.”

She sat up, got out of bed, put on her shoes, walked to the table, and began to eat. After finishing her meal, she obediently drank her medicine.

In the lamplight, she looked thin, nowhere resembling a mother three months pregnant.

“Don’t worry, everything will be fine.”

He Xiao looked at her, not knowing for a moment who she was referring to—herself, the child in her belly, or the current Tang Emperor.

The night wind was a bit cool, blowing the willow branches outside the window.

The mountains and waters of Bian Tang remained as before, but the footsteps of war drew near.

At the same time, in the main tent at White Iris Pass, Yan Xun wore a dark robe, lounging casually on a couch. Below him were more than a dozen young beauties just sent by local wealthy merchants, each wearing light gauze, half-dressed, looking tender and alluring.

Occasionally, a bold young woman would raise her head to steal a glance at the man above who held immense power. Unfortunately, his gaze never turned in their direction, not even for a moment.

“Your Majesty, we have arranged our forces to ensure we’ll annihilate the Xiu Li Army at Han Shui Pass.”

“Guards!”

Yan Xun suddenly raised his head and gestured, and a guard walked in.

“Take him away and give him twenty lashes!”

The guard immediately seized the staff officer to take him out. The man didn’t know what he had said wrong and quickly begged for forgiveness, though he didn’t dare plead for mercy. Soon, screams of pain were heard, frightening the young women kneeling on the ground pale-faced. None dared to raise their heads again.

“Annihilate…”

Yan Xun softly repeated these words, his tone revealing neither joy nor anger. The candlelight shone on his face, seeming to cover it with a faint golden glow.

He lounged lazily on the couch, lying on his side to sleep, ignoring the many charming beauties kneeling below. Shortly after, he drifted into dreams.

That night, though thousands of li apart, they spoke the same words at the same time:

“Hopefully, I won’t meet him (her).”

Faintly, it was again many, many years ago. Under a dilapidated eave, a girl wearing a light pink padded jacket, with reddened cheeks, sat by the lamplight mending clothes. While sewing, she turned to tell the young man: “On the battlefield, there’s no father-son relationship, everything is for the nation’s interest. Even if brothers face each other on the battlefield, they cannot retreat. I’m not telling you about the ‘Romance of Sui and Tang’ now; I’m teaching you Tang history. That’s fiction, this is authentic history. Listen carefully.”

“What authentic history? I’ve never heard of it.”

“Just listen carefully, learn well.”

“If you were Li Shimin, would you also kill your elder brother?”

“Of course, I would. Would I leave him to kill me? Haven’t I told you they no longer had much affection for each other? By the way, what about you? Wouldn’t you kill?”

The young man thought silently for a moment, then suddenly said: “If it were me, I would have killed him while fighting Liu Wuzhou.”

The girl was startled, giving a thumbs up: “You’re impressive.”

…

The night of mourning enveloped heaven and earth, suppressing even the ripples of memory, unable to make the slightest sound.

The next day, someone secretly left White Iris Pass, riding to Han Shui, where one hundred thousand troops were now stationed—all elite forces from Yan Bei. They came both to aid the Lady of Jing An Wang and to guard the opponent’s lifeline while protecting their retreat route.

On the same day, Chu Qiao received the other warriors of the Xiu Li Army and Wolf Army at South Li Prefecture. Forty thousand people gathered in the wilderness, raising their black sabers like a flourishing forest.

“Han Shui is the necessary route from Tang Capital to the northwest. Without breaking through Han Shui, we cannot resolve the crisis of Tang Capital’s siege.”

Chu Qiao’s snow-white finger pointed at the map, drawing a circle at the Han Shui checkpoint, saying in a deep voice: “The battle that will determine life and death is about to come.”

Chapter 191: Meeting Again
The sky was a dull gray as the torrential rain continued to fall.

Near the Han River, the reeds grew as tall as a person. Thunder rolled across the water’s surface from west to east, followed by a lightning bolt that struck down a hundred-year-old elm tree inside Han River Pass. Two guards from the Yan Bei army were injured. In the eastern part of the city, a residence had its crossbeam split, killing all seven family members as they slept, their blood and brains splattering everywhere.

This was the first bloodshed in the battle of Han River Pass. Though there had been no fighting or sword clashes, it was enough to push the already tense atmosphere to the breaking point. The residents of Han River Pass stayed hidden in their homes, with no one daring to venture outside even during daylight. Rain poured down on the empty streets where not a soul could be seen. Only some withered yellow grass was blown by the wind, too wet to fly far—as soon as it raised its head, it was beaten back down by raindrops.

The heavy rain had continued for eleven consecutive days. The water level of the Han River rose frantically. The weather was unusual—flocks of birds flew north, and at night one could faintly hear the howls of lone wolves from the wilderness, like funeral bells calling for the dead. Some knowledgeable elders recalled that during the seventh year of Emperor Xiaozong’s reign, there had been similar continuous downpours and thunder. That summer, Bian Tang’s General Xue Li led an army of 400,000 to attack Great Xia. Under these same weather conditions, they crossed the Han River, advanced northward with unstoppable momentum, breached White Iris Pass, and pushed to the heartland of Great Xia. However, just when all of Bian Tang was expectantly waiting, believing that Great Tang was about to avenge its humiliation and reclaim lost territory, the Lion King of Yan Bei suddenly deployed his troops, defeated the Tang army, and personally beheaded the ever-victorious General Xue Li, once again crushing Great Tang’s ambitions for supremacy.

That year, blood had stained the Crimson River red, flowing into the Han River. Corpses floating on the water’s surface stretched for dozens of miles. Wild dogs and wolves leaped into the river, standing on layers of corpses as if on solid ground without sinking, their eyes bloodshot from feeding.

Decades had passed, but that brutal battle still echoed in the elders’ memories. Now, the Lion King of Yan Bei had been dead for many years, and moss and reeds grew thickly over General Xue Li’s tomb. Bian Tang had weakened, and Great Xia was torn by internal strife. With everything changed, Yan Bei’s eagle banner once again flew over White Iris Pass and wound its way to the top of Han River’s walls.

On the seventh day of the fifth month, Yan Xun, at the request of Great Tang’s Princess Jingan, personally led troops to garrison Han River Pass, resisting the Elegant Army coming to aid from thousands of miles away, and protecting the advantageous battle situation east of Han River Pass. Just one day later, Chu Qiao’s Elegant Army appeared in Wei Liao County on the western side of Han River Pass. Wei Liao, a small city that had previously received little attention, quickly rose to fame, drawing the gaze of all Bian Tang and even the entire Ximeng continent. White banners with red clouds were raised on the short city towers, and Chu Qiao personally donned armor to review the troops and administer oaths. Various Tang army units that had been scattered west of Han River Pass rushed to join upon hearing the news. Nobles loyal to the royal family also sent supplies and reinforcements. Within three days, the Elegant Army’s forces had expanded to 90,000 and continued to grow.

This was the first formal banner of rebellion raised within Bian Tang since Princess Jingan’s lightning-fast coup, and it faced the Princess’s powerful ally—the Yan Bei army.

An unprecedented large-scale war was imminent. Everyone held their breath, waiting for the coming blood rain.

On the fourteenth day of the fifth month, the torrential rain suddenly stopped. The Han River’s water level remained at an alarming height. After six consecutive days of standoff, both sides’ patience had reached a dangerous threshold. Although commanders on both sides understood the necessity of the standoff, having tens of thousands of troops at such proximity without engagement was extremely dangerous. A tense atmosphere hung over both camps; the slightest oversight could lead to mutiny.

Though Chu Qiao and Yan Xun had made thorough preparations, with scouts from both sides moving back and forth like the wind, and battle plans revised repeatedly, they had independently arrived at similar directions and locations for combat. Still, the arrival of the first battle caused a moment of panic for both.

On the afternoon of the fourteenth, Magistrate Mo Xu of Wuling County had just crossed the Heyuan Plain. He was escorting fifty thousand piculs of supplies, carefully traversing mountains and plains, slipping through layers of danger zones, and heading toward Chu Qiao’s Wei Liao headquarters.

Born and raised in Tang, his ancestors had followed the first Tang king in campaigns and been awarded high positions. His family had once included marquises and ministers, but over generations, the Mo family’s glory had faded. Now, in this time of national crisis, the seventy-year-old Magistrate Mo personally led troops to escort supplies, hoping to contribute to Chu Qiao’s restoration army.

However, just as they reached the Iron Line River, they unexpectedly encountered a small group of Yan Bei levee workers. Iron Line River was a tributary of the Han River with unstable embankments, so Yan Xun sent three thousand infantry to repair this section of the levee to prevent flooding downstream at the main camp. Unexpectedly, despite Magistrate Mo’s caution, they ran straight into these troops. War broke out immediately. The shouts of battle alerted scouts in the vicinity, and within half an hour, troops from both sides arrived, throwing the situation into chaos.

When Chu Qiao received the news, she was planning the next day’s strategic routes in the staff headquarters. Even someone as calm as she was momentarily stunned by this sudden information.

A Tang army commander frowned and said, “Your Highness, we should immediately send people to help them retreat. We haven’t made any preparations, and Iron Line River is close to the Yan Bei army’s main camp—we must be cautious.”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao shook her head and said gravely, “We haven’t prepared, but has Yan Bei? From the intelligence, this battle is completely unexpected—neither we nor Yan Bei had any preparation.”

“But…”

“He Qi, take twenty thousand infantry immediately to Iron Line River. Our first battle depends on you to launch it.”

He Qi was stunned and asked, “Twenty thousand infantry?”

Chu Qiao nodded, “Yes.”

“But sir, most of our troops are cavalry and heavy armor infantry. We have fewer than eight thousand infantry.”

“Then dismount. Remember, each person must carry at least three battle sabers. Remove heavy armor; light armor will suffice.”

He Qi frowned, but seeing that Chu Qiao was not joking, he nodded in agreement, strapped on his battle saber, and left.

After He Qi departed, the Tang army commander asked, “Your Highness, are twenty thousand enough? Why not send more troops? Iron Line River is close to the Yan Bei army’s main camp, and they can reinforce much faster than we can.”

Chu Qiao slowly shook her head, her eyes deep and sharp, saying quietly, “No need. Twenty thousand is enough.”

The sound of hooves like muffled thunder approached, making the ground tremble slightly. Huge formations assembled instantly, and before anyone could see clearly, they had drawn their battle sabers and charged forward like tigers and wolves.

Days of torrential rain had turned the already uneven ground into a mess. Mud greatly restricted the movement of war horses. Both sides’ forces clashed together, with soldiers’ bodies intermingling at the front. Battle sabers swung wildly, and the sound of impact was like sudden thunder on level ground.

The seventy-year-old Magistrate Mo, with his completely white hair and beard, sat on horseback with a flushed face, gripping his battle saber. His guard pulled at his horse’s reins, shouting “Magistrate, flee quickly,” but was knocked to the ground by Mo’s punch. The elderly magistrate raised his great saber, shouting “Kill the enemy for the country,” spurring his horse forward, leading by example. Though struck by more than ten arrows, he did not retreat. His subordinates followed behind him, including his son, his thirty-something grandson, and his great-grandson who was not yet sixteen.

By the time He Qi arrived with his troops, the battle was nearing its end. The officials and soldiers of Wuling County, inspired by their leader’s courage, had resisted several thousand enemy cavalry with just a few thousand men, but they were now at the end of their strength. He Qi wasted no time and led his men straight into battle. After the fighting, the Iron Line River had become half a quagmire. War horses were stuck deep in the mud, and Yan Bei’s heavy armored cavalry had no choice but to dismount and engage He Qi’s infantry with sabers. However, the advantage of heavily armored cavalry was in charging across plains; fighting on muddy ground with swords severely limited their mobility due to their heavy armor.

Men and horses fell, with battle cries and screams mixing. The scene was like a boiling pot of porridge, with flashing blades, a murderous aura, clouds blocking the sun, birds wailing in grief, and a blood-red light filling the space between heaven and earth.

The Yan Bei army finally realized their limitations. Some clever soldiers tried to remove their heavy armor, but in such urgent circumstances, how could they afford the slightest distraction? Before one could remove his cloak, a lethal blade had already severed his neck.

Yan Xun sat in the central military tent. Because Iron Line River was close to his main camp, his subordinates were the first to receive news of the battle there. However, for this very reason, when Yan Xun received the battle report, some guards who heard the fighting thought the camp was under attack and had already quickly dispatched troops to support it.

By the time he wanted to recall those cavalry, forces from both sides were already mixed in combat.

At first, the commanders throughout the camp mocked the Elegant Army for overestimating themselves, but soon, as battle reports came in one after another, their expressions grew increasingly grim. Some requested permission to send light infantry reinforcements, but Yan Xun coldly shook his head.

It was too late. Iron Line River was a small alluvial area, with only that much space, yet now nearly fifty thousand troops were crowded there, packed person against person. Sending more reinforcements now would only result in needless sacrifice.

However, they couldn’t just let it go either. This was the first battle in the Han River standoff. Losing would severely impact morale and directly affect future battles.

Yan Xun immediately issued orders: the entire army was to prepare, march on Wei Liao, and be ready for a frontal assault.

Deep in the night, a reddish moon rose from behind a bare hillside. Misty vapors shrouded the Han River. A young Yan Bei army staff officer repeatedly advised that their side was defending and should simply garrison Han River Pass rather than attacking proactively and wasting military strength.

At first, Yan Xun ignored him, but eventually, unable to bear the annoyance, he directly ordered his guards to bind the officer and lock him in the cellar. Without that irritating voice, he could finally calm down and quietly observe this not-so-imposing pass.

That staff officer didn’t understand, many people didn’t understand—perhaps even many of his generals who had followed him north and south might not understand his current intentions.

Indeed, the Elegant Army had come under the banner of defending the imperial capital. To reach the Tang capital and defeat Princess Jingan who was besieging it, they had to pass through Han River Pass. This meant that as long as he held Han River Pass, there would inevitably be a battle with the Elegant Army. And as the defending side, the price paid would be far less than that of the attacking side.

But now he was leading troops in a proactive attack, becoming the aggressor, which many might find puzzling.

Yet only he understood his current situation. Han River Pass was Bian Tang’s first major city and the most populous city on the Ximeng continent, covering a vast area with a population of up to a million. The reason he had been able to occupy this place easily without any resistance was firstly because of his notorious reputation for unleashing bandits into Great Xia and ruthlessly slaughtering people, and secondly because so far, the Yan Bei army had never been defeated. Added to this was his presence, which had intimidated these people. He knew that with just his and Princess Jingan’s strength, it was impossible to completely defeat Bian Tang’s armed forces. Back then, King Luo of Meishan had planned for more than a decade but still lost to Li Ce. Now, with him venturing deep alone, how could he destroy a thousand-year-old empire? He clearly understood that west of Han River, dozens of armies were quietly observing, all waiting for this confrontation between him and the Elegant Army. Once he showed any sign of fatigue, they would swarm in.

Therefore, the Iron Line River battle was crucially important. Although small in scale, it was an undeniable defeat. At this point, only a larger battle could provide cover, and his leading troops out of the pass to actively engage would also demonstrate the strength of the Yan Bei army.

“Ah Chu, the Iron Line River battle, though unintentional, was ultimately your superior skill.”

Under the night’s cover, Yan Xun sat in his royal war chariot, before him were eight pure black Yan Bei war horses. He wore an ink-colored python robe, slightly raising his chin and narrowing his eyes as he looked at the city tower hidden in the darkness. A honey-skinned, seductive-eyed dancer knelt on the chariot, her smooth back as white as a lamb. She looked up, holding a cup of fine grape wine high, giggling and saying, “I wish Your Majesty a triumphant victory, tearing that wench in the city to pieces, spreading the fame of Yan Bei.”

Yan Xun lowered his gaze, quietly looking at her, the corner of his mouth raising in a faint smile. He asked casually, “Are you a citizen of Yan Bei?”

The dancer was startled, then said, “This servant is originally from Han River, but I have long admired Your Majesty’s reputation. Now at Your Majesty’s side, I am Your Majesty’s person, naturally also a person of Yan Bei.”

Yan Xun’s smile deepened. He said, “Your country has been conquered by me, your compatriots slaughtered by me, yet you say you are my person. It seems you are truly loyal to me.”

Seeing his pleasure, the dancer was immediately delighted and quickly pressed on, “This servant is naturally Your Majesty’s person. As long as Your Majesty is willing, this servant will do anything for Your Majesty.”

“Anything?” Yan Xun slightly raised an eyebrow.

“Yes.” The dancer’s eyes were like water, her lips full as if honey could be squeezed from them. Her ample bosom pressed against Yan Xun’s leg as she twisted her waist like a water snake. Biting her lower lip, she softly breathed, “Anything.”

Yan Xun laughed and said to the guards on both sides, “She says she can do anything for me, so let’s fulfill her wish. When we attack Wei Liao city later, let her charge at the front.”

With that, the guards immediately seized the dancer. Her face instantly turned pale as she anxiously cried out, “Your Majesty! Your Majesty, spare me! This servant is a weak woman, how can I go to battle and kill enemies?! Your Majesty, spare me!”

The dancer struggled as she was dragged away. Yan Xun leaned back in his chair, quietly swirling the grape wine in his hand, murmuring to himself, “Anything?”

He couldn’t help but laugh coldly.

At this moment, in Wei Liao city, there was also a weak woman, wearing armor, standing on the high city tower, looking down at the continuous military formations below. Bands of light appeared on the horizon, thousands upon thousands of torches illuminating the night as bright as day.

She knew that Yan Xun was among those countless torches. Years apart, today marked their first reunion.

Perhaps she had always expected this day would come. Fate, like a mischievous child, enjoyed creating all sorts of dramatic collisions.

She stood on the high city tower, slowly raising her head. The night wind blew past her body, lifting the strands of hair at her temples. Torches made the sky fiery red, just like many years ago when they stood shoulder to shoulder, their knives swung in unison, breaking free from the confining cage and cutting a bloody path.

If they had known this day would come, would they still have joined hands back then?

She slowly closed her eyes, her features resolute, frost at the corners of her eyes. Worldly affairs were like rolling tides—no one could predict when the next wave would crash in.

She gripped her battle saber tightly. The man with wolf-like eyes emerged from the depths of her memory, standing before her across the golden spears and blades. The wild wind raged, the night was grotesque, and faintly, it was once again that season of pomegranates like fire and arrows like forests, filled with bloodshed.

A sudden thunderous boom sounded. In the red light, a bare-chested giant stood on a high platform, beating a drum. The drumbeats penetrated one’s chest as if the earth itself were trembling with each beat.

He Xiao drew his crossbow, fully pulled the string, and released. The arrow immediately shot forth like a meteor. At that moment, an arrow from the enemy formation came directly toward them. That arrow came even faster, quickly colliding with He Xiao’s arrow, shattering He Xiao’s arrow in half as if breaking dead wood, and still whistling forward without losing momentum.

Seeing this, Chu Qiao casually drew a throwing knife and released it. The knife hit the arrow, and both fell.

Cheers rose simultaneously from both armies.

Yan Xun lowered his crossbow and, among the ten thousand troops, slowly raised his head.

Chapter 192: The Choice of the World (Grand Finale)
The fragrance of roses dissipated in the night wind. All sounds had ceased. She stood on the high city wall, her gaze penetrating through layers of cold armor, resting on him. The torrent of years rushed past her ears, making a whistling sound like a hurricane in the wilderness, howling like an eagle at the mountain peak.

The black battle flag fluttered in the wind above Yan Xun’s head. The pitch-black night was like thick ink. The sky pressed low without stars or moonlight. Thousands of torches burned fiercely, casting a blood-red glow on faces. Yan Xun stood on his golden war chariot, holding a golden bow, dressed in an ink-colored python robe. His eyebrows were like swords, slanting into his temples. With his head slightly raised and eyes long and narrow, he quietly gazed at the familiar figure from his memories.

The entire battlefield was deathly silent. Everyone held their breath. Only the war drums, like the heart of the earth, beat down on people’s spines one by one, making the blood in their veins boil thread by thread.

Time froze. They silently looked at each other, their gazes intersecting and converging in midair.

Finally, the army surged forward like a tide. A life-and-death battle had begun.

In an instant, mounted archers raised their bows in unison. In the sharp whistling of the wind, arrows filled the sky, pouring down like raindrops on the soldiers’ heads. Countless people charged forward. From the very beginning, the battle displayed a terrifying cruelty that sent chills down one’s spine.

Screams, wailing, and command shouts mixed.

War horses stomped frantically. Rolling stones thundered. Battle sabers gleamed like snow. Dark clouds covered the cold moon. Even heaven and earth closed their eyes to this cruel battle.

After a day and night of fighting, the eastern city gate suddenly opened wide. The Elegant Army, which had fought bitterly through the night, seized the opportunity as the Yan Bei army was changing formations and rode out of the city. They charged to the banks of the Iron Line River. The road here was narrow, unable to withstand the impact of a large army. The Yan Bei forces had to abandon their horses to pursue. But when they reached the riverbank, they saw Elegant Army soldiers raising sheepskin rafts, crossing the river at its most rapid point.

“Be careful, sir!”

“Your Majesty, take care!”

Almost simultaneously, Yan Xun and Chu Qiao each raised their crossbows. Arrows pierced through the void, flying toward each other. Two clanging sounds rang out simultaneously—the arrows had not missed their targets, drawing exclamations of alarm from the surrounding guards.

On the great river, Chu Qiao stood on a raft, gazing at Yan Xun from afar.

She knew this battle was just for show; Yan Xun would not truly block her.

Yan Xun and Princess Jingan were allies. He had to guard Han River for her, but once Princess Jingan truly attacked the Tang capital and put the descendants of Prince Jingan on the throne, his retreat would be cut off. Thus, he could not win this battle, but he also could not lose badly.

He still needed her to hold up this civil war in Bian Tang, to keep the doorway to Tang Gate open for him.

Rows of torches spread across the river’s surface. The darkness before dawn was like a fierce demon, inserting blood-thirsty claws into people’s eyes. Everything between heaven and earth was blood-red. The wind blew fiercely, raising flames into the sky.

Yan Xun sat astride his horse. The war horse pawed the ground uneasily. His back remained straight, his entire being filled with imperial dignity, like a god of the dark world. His gaze was sharp and distant, crossing the wide river to rest on that figure—though thin, always strong. The night wind blew, lifting the hair at her temples. Her blood-stained armor flickered with brilliant light in the fire. She sat on her warhorse, separated by the surging river and raging flames, silently looking at him.

At that moment, the ice of Yan Xun’s memories suddenly cracked open. He could even hear the faint sound, as jumbled images emerged from the surging water with a series of cracks.

How long ago was it? Too long, like something from a previous life, so long that he could barely remember.

It was a night just like this, with the same deathly silence after slaughter, and the same pair of eyes gazing at him quietly across the flowing river. The fires of Zhen Huang City were raging, with endless battle cries echoing across the wilderness. The young versions of themselves had each resolutely turned away, going in their directions to do what they believed was right.

Perhaps, long, long ago, everything had already been determined. They were like two meteors traveling in opposite directions—though they had briefly crossed paths for various reasons, they were ultimately destined to separate, following their orbits and growing farther apart.

Chu Qiao stood on the riverbank with her sword, watching the last troops cross the Han River. The vast river was like a heavenly moat, separating them on the eastern and western sides. Thousands of lives and souls sank into the great river. Heaven and earth were the furnace, all things were fuel, and what burned in the fire were the blood and hopes of countless common people, along with their opposite beliefs. She looked at Yan Xun, and at that moment, a thousand thoughts turned to dust. The hundred thousand armored soldiers vanished from her sight, leaving only that man in black robes standing proudly between heaven and earth, with wolf-like eyes, just as he had climbed up from the Nine Abyss Platform years ago, leaving bloody footprints with each step. Though no one stood behind him, he possessed killing intent enough to destroy heaven and earth.

“Sir!”

Ping An, covered in blood and dirt, ran up with reddened eyes, looking up and saying, “In this battle, we lost more than six thousand brothers.”

Chu Qiao lowered her head and saw the young man’s face still had undried blood. The child who had lived in a peaceful environment for many years had grown up. After this baptism of blood, his eyes were no longer pure.

“Ping An, achieving any goal requires paying a price.”

The general of the Elegant Army sat on horseback, silently watching the dragon of torches for a long time before saying in a low voice, “True peace can only be attained through war.”

Ping An frowned, not fully understanding, and murmured, “True peace?”

“Yes, I cannot see it, and perhaps you cannot either, but eventually, someone will.”

Chu Qiao raised her head and looked one last time toward the other side of Han River. The fire had gradually died down, with layers of smoke rolling on the river’s surface. In the far distance at the eastern horizon, there was a faint golden light. That man wore black battle armor, his cloak fluttering in the night wind. Though she couldn’t make out his features, she could imagine his expression and profile, just like that afternoon many years ago when he shot an arrow at her from horseback. With that, he saved her life, and she accompanied him for ten years.

She reached to grip her right arm, where there was an armed guard made of dark iron that even a crossbow arrow couldn’t penetrate.

It was a gift from Zhao Song, a matching pair—she had given one to him.

She resolutely turned away, disappearing into the surging army, raising her whip and spurring her horse, never looking back at the path behind.

West of Han River, Yan Xun turned his horse around. A subordinate commander ran up and asked, “Your Majesty, aren’t we pursuing?”

Yan Xun said nothing, walking straight past him. After going some distance, he finally said faintly, “Retreat.”

The army ebbed away like the tide. The sun rose at the horizon, casting a quiet glow upon the earth. The two armies traveling in opposite directions gradually moved farther and farther apart.

In the empty tent, an armor-clad general knelt on the ground. He had been kneeling there for a long time. The sun gradually set, night fell, and the tent was pitch black, with only the gold-yellow fur inlaid with pearls giving off a faint light, vaguely illuminating that person’s silhouette, like a mountain peak.

The man had not spoken. Since returning from Iron Line River, he had sat there as if forgetting everything around him. Outside the tent, the green grass swayed gently, spreading a hopeful scent in the night wind. By the fifth month, Bian Tang was already in the height of summer. At night there was the clear and pleasant chirping of cicadas. The grass in the wilderness grew half as tall as a person. Unknown insects glided through the air, their wings giving off a faint phosphorescent light, twinkling like stars.

The tent was too quiet. The armor-clad general dared not move or even breathe heavily, nor dared to light a lamp. He was not among the original veterans of the Yan Bei army, nor was he an old subordinate of the Yan Emperor. Very few of those who had originally followed the Yan Emperor in his uprising remained. The current batch of people in the army had all fought their way up with swords and spears. Though His Majesty was gloomy and unpredictable, he was clear in his rewards and punishments and placed great importance on military achievements. As long as you dared to fight and kill, you needn’t fear having no opportunity to rise.

The general’s surname was Mu. His ancestors had been scholars, but by his generation, the family had declined. Still, he was literate and somewhat versed in military strategy. With this knowledge, he had risen step by step, and in just a few short years, had become one of the foremost commanders in the Yan Bei army.

Unlike others, the general felt that His Majesty was not as savage as rumors claimed. Yes, he had killed his teacher, killed his sister, killed a group of people from the Great Unity Association who had assisted him for many years, but so what? Perhaps those involved would think His Majesty was ungrateful and curse him for his wolf-like ambition, but ordinary people like themselves saw clearly that the Great Unity Association knew nothing of military affairs or governance. They were internally entangled, fighting for power and profit among themselves, with extremely serious factional infighting. They had occupied Yan Bei for so many years yet achieved nothing. To the north, the Quanrong invaded; to the east, Great Xia controlled them. They were powerless to protect Yan Bei citizens, yet they insisted on interfering in court politics. Such people, if His Majesty had not suppressed them with thunderous methods, it would only have fostered another Great Unity regime with chaotic factions in the land of Yan Bei.

For those who accomplish great things, what does killing a few people matter?

Since ancient times, in the power struggle, when has it not been a river of blood?

The difference between a successful emperor and ordinary people is the perspective from which they view problems—whether to consider the overall situation or personal feelings.

Therefore, General Mu had no good feelings toward the former Elegant General. According to his thinking, a woman simply could not achieve great undertakings.

“Mu Lang,” a deep voice suddenly sounded, echoing in the spacious tent. Hearing this, Mu Lang immediately straightened up and heard the person above continue, “Send a message to Cheng Yuan, tell him to divide his forces at Songyuan Ferry and maintain strict guard. Since the Elegant Army is so eager to enter, let them in—Prince Jingan’s army is still waiting inside.”

“Yes.”

“Also, tell him not to attack Zhao Yang’s army but to focus all effort on attacking Zhao Che. He must destroy Zhao Che’s supplies at all costs.”

“Yes.”

Mu Lang promptly answered, “This subordinate will immediately send someone to White Iris Pass to deliver the message.”

Yan Xun shook his head, his face indiscernible in the darkness. “No need, going tomorrow morning will be fine, there’s no rush.”

Mu Lang was slightly startled—military matters were urgent, how could there be no rush? But since Yan Xun had said so, he dared not contradict and simply knelt there silently, not speaking.

“Come, drink with me.”

Yan Xun, slightly hunched, lowered his head to pour wine, appearing somewhat dejected in the faint pearl light. Mu Lang was flattered, hurriedly rising and taking small steps forward to accept the wine cup, not daring to sit.

Yan Xun casually pointed to a seat nearby and said, “Sit down, don’t stand there.”

Mu Lang carefully sat down, drank in one gulp, and said, “Thank you, Your Majesty, for the wine.”

Yan Xun also threw back his head and drank. Mu Lang hurriedly poured more wine for him and heard him say with a light laugh, “It’s been a long time since anyone drank with me. Before, circumstances prevented me from drinking; now that circumstances are better, those who could drink with me are no longer here.”

Mu Lang’s hand trembled slightly. He was a clever man. Since last night when Yan Xun ordered the halt of pursuit against the Elegant Army, he had felt something was amiss. Now, hearing Yan Xun’s words, he increasingly felt he was hearing things he shouldn’t.

“Cheers.”

Yan Xun spoke casually and even lightly clinked his cup against Mu Lang’s. The rich red wine spilled onto his fingers, but he paid no heed. The wine vessel, as large as a fist, had a significant capacity, yet he always drank it in one go. Soon, more than half a pot of wine had been consumed.

Yan Xun spoke a lot tonight, perhaps more than in an entire month previously. He asked Mu Lang about the army’s meals, how many people were in his family, whether his parents were still alive and healthy, how many children he had, whether they had studied, how many wives he had taken, and even jokingly asked if the prostitutes in the military brothel were beautiful.

Mu Lang was deeply shocked. Previously, he had no opportunity to meet Yan Xun; everything he knew was hearsay. Now, seeing him so approachable, he increasingly felt his earlier choice had been correct. As for that woman who dared to betray His Majesty and join Bian Tang, she was even more ungrateful.

They chatted until deep into the night. The night watch drum had sounded three times. Yan Xun seemed somewhat drunk, half-lying on the couch, lazily making small talk, and gradually falling silent. Mu Lang thought he had fallen asleep, took a silk quilt nearby to cover him, and carefully withdrew from the tent.

The tent grew quiet again, so quiet one could hear the faint Yan Bei long songs softly hummed by soldiers in the distance, floating in the night sky with a sense of desolation, circling round and round. In the darkness, the man opened his eyes. Those pitch-black pupils were as clear as water, without a trace of intoxication.

Once again, he was left alone.

Everything around was vast and cold, without a single person. Outside, the wind howled—though it should have been warm when it blew into the tent, somehow it carried a chill. He lay alone on the wide soft couch, with brocade quilts and furs, jade pillows, and pearl curtains. The incense in the burner coiled upward, layer upon layer, filling the tent with a light, pleasant fragrance that entered the nostrils with a calming effect.

But in such a luxurious bed, on such a quiet, warm spring night, there was still only him. Just like that night many years ago when she was taken away, sailing south on a giant ship. He stood on the tower of North Shuo Pass, gazing at that white ribbon. The wilderness was covered in snow, the mountains and rivers like iron. She had finally escaped his grasp and left him.

Even when he was very young, he had already anticipated the future situation.

She had always been righteous and kind. No matter what crisis or predicament she faced, even covered in wounds, she never gave up her expectations and hope for the future. At first, he was the one constantly encouraging her, but gradually, it became she who supported him. She painted their future for him, told him her ideals and aspirations, and shared her political views and hopes. No matter what difficulties they encountered, she always found a way to solve them resolutely. She taught him knife techniques and archery, taught him military law and political strategy. Wu Daoya was nominally his teacher, but what he learned from her was far more than from anywhere else.

She was his good teacher and friend, his family and support, and moreover, the only woman he had ever loved in his life.

But the more this was true, the more uneasy he felt, the more worried and afraid. He didn’t know when it began, but he suddenly realized that perhaps one day they would go their separate ways, perhaps one day she would leave him.

When did it start?

Perhaps when she sympathized with the slaves, perhaps when her relationship with Zhao Song grew closer, perhaps when she explained to him the stability and prosperity of future society, perhaps even earlier—he couldn’t remember clearly. He just vaguely knew that perhaps someday in the future, he would ultimately disappoint her, ultimately hurt her, ultimately shatter that precious trust and dependence.

So he tried every means to marginalize her, wanting her to withdraw from military and political affairs, not wanting her to see his bloodstained hands, not wanting her to see the ferocity and cruelty of his ends-justify-the-means approach.

He was not a hunter who broke a white eagle’s wings, but an owl destined to walk in the night. When the long eternal night passed and the world began to have distinctions between black and white, he began to fear.

A low laugh sounded in the darkness. His eyes held a faint intoxication as he suddenly remembered his childhood when the insecure boy repeatedly asked:

“Will you stay with me forever?”

The girl smiled brightly, looking up and asking him, “Will you bully me?”

Will you bully me? Will you bully me? Will you…

Closing his eyes, that crisp voice seemed like rolling waves, surging from all directions.

I wanted to give you the best.

But the things I thought were best were not what you wanted.

In the darkness, a crisp sound suddenly rang out. Yan Xun unfastened the clasp on his right arm. The silver dark iron arm guard fell off, dropping to the ground. The faint pearl light shone upon it, giving it a glassy luster.

That was a gift from Zhao Song, a matching pair. She had given one to him—they had worn them for more than a decade.

“When I decided to set out, I knew that in this life you could never belong to me. You were born for the light, while I had too many bloody ideals. So I wanted you to submit to me, obey me, follow me for life. Unfortunately, I ultimately failed.”

He laughed silently in the darkness.

Achieving any goal requires paying a price, and he had already paid.

“No one wants to live an ordinary life. The question is, when an opportunity presents itself, do you truly dare to take it?”

In the darkness, the man’s voice was deep and hoarse, like an elder who had experienced several cycles of reincarnation. He lay on the golden fur couch, the mellow wine spilling across the table, emitting an intoxicating fragrance. In his brocade robes and fine clothes, in the darkness, he silently parted his lips, his smile like that of a pure child.

“Zhuge Yue, do you dare to take it?”

“I cannot do it.”

Zhuge Yue looked at the man before him, his gaze resolute, his tone calm as he spoke.

Zhuge Mu Qing’s hair was completely white, his skin like a crane’s, wrinkled. In just a few short years, all the youth had been drained from this old man. He was like a dead, stagnant pond, without a trace of vitality, carrying only a final madness as he stared at his son with bloodshot eyes.

“Zhao Che has already been defeated, and Zhao Yang cannot hold out much longer. Right now, in all of Great Xia, only you can turn the situation around. If our Zhuge family abandons Zhao Yang now, he will surely collapse. When that happens, you can raise your voice, and the world will respond. Then you will be the first man of Great Xia, and in ten years, our Zhuge clan will defeat Yan Bei and ascend to supreme power!”

Zhuge Mu Qing’s eyes were red, like a wild beast gone mad, staring directly at his son. He gripped Zhuge Yue’s shoulders and shouted, “Yue, the future and fate of Great Xia, the future of our Zhuge clan, all hang on your single thought!”

Zhuge Yue silently looked at his father for a long time without speaking.

Father had grown old. He was no longer the family leader with great foresight and decisive action. He had become vain, foolish, and crazed.

In this life, he seemed never to have been close to his father. From a very young age, he had lost his mother. In his childhood days, he walked alone through the vast Zhuge mansion, quiet as a tree’s shadow. Only when he gradually grew up and stood out among his peers through his efforts did this father, who had too many women and too many sons, give him a few more glances.

But later, he fell, was injured, and survived countless brushes with death, yet the family mercilessly abandoned him.

Until he regained power and brought glory back to the family, but they still chose his elder brother, intending to bring about his death. This was his family, his relatives.

Yet, he still could not completely hate them.

As Wei Shu Ye had said, no matter how much disgust and rejection they felt, they were ultimately aristocratic children who had enjoyed all the glory that came with being part of a noble family from an early age. Similarly, they needed to bear the responsibilities of nobility.

He was still his father—the one who gave him life, taught him, rejoiced in his achievements, and was happy for his progress. Although he had once been ruthless, he still provided him with a peaceful and prosperous childhood. When he was too young to protect himself, his father stood before him, protecting him and the entire family.

“Father, I cannot do it.”

Zhuge Yue stepped back, bowed his head to his father, and made a deep salutation.

“A person’s hand is only so big; it cannot hold everything.”

The candlelight flickered, illuminating his face with a pale golden glow. He calmly looked at his elderly father and said quietly, “I am grateful for Father’s nurturing grace, but this matter, I cannot do.”

“Great Xia without me still has other generals; Father without me still has other sons; but if Xing’er loses me, she loses all hope.”

He bowed again to the father who had given him life, raised him, abandoned him, and tried to kill him, his gaze calm, his expression peaceful.

“Father, take care of yourself.”

Zhuge Yue turned and left, the candlelight illuminating his back, making him appear so straight and steadfast. Zhuge Mu Qing stared blankly at his son, his gaze like dead ashes, his lips half-open, his hands still in the position gripping his son’s shoulders.

At this moment, he suddenly realized that perhaps from today on, he would forever lose this son.

Lose this son whom he had favored, in whom he had placed great hopes, yet who had repeatedly failed to meet his expectations—the son he had whipped, abandoned, driven from home, and sent assassins to kill.

The wheels of time flowed between this father and son. The wind blew in from outside the tent, lifting his white hair, and blowing across his hunched back. Suddenly, he had grown so old, able only to stretch out his hand in vain, unable to pull back the mercilessly passing time.

Zhuge Yue walked step by step, very slowly. He knew that once he turned around, he could never go back. After passing through this door, everything would be plunged into flesh, bone, and fire. Families would be scattered, loved ones separated, homes destroyed, and empires toppled, but he would still walk forward without hesitation. He wanted to use the blood of all the common people in the world to tell her what he truly cared about.

Not imperial ambition, not a name in history, not standing at the pinnacle alone looking down on all creation.

What he wanted was simply for her to live, to live well where he could see her.

Because he had something he wanted to protect, he repeatedly told himself to become strong. But if the thing he wanted to protect was no longer there, what meaning would all his efforts have?

In this life, he would not do anything he would regret.

The tent curtain was lifted, and his feet stepped into the military camp bathed in moonlight. The cold wind blew on his face, giving him a clarity he had never felt before.

The world can be lost and then retaken, and armies can be scattered and then regrouped, but when people die, they cannot be brought back to life.

Zhao Che’s parting words echoed in his ears once more:

“Recognize what you truly want, and live for yourself once.”

His friend, after being betrayed by his brother, attacked from front and rear, retreating all the way, had still come thousands of miles to see him in such a situation, just to say these words that had nothing to do with the greater situation.

Outside the camp, the troops had already assembled. Everyone was ready to depart. Zhuge Yue took a deep breath, strode forward, and leaped onto his horse.

“Move out!”

The grass flew, hoofbeats sounded, and they swiftly headed toward the distant, ancient Bian Tang.

Thousands of miles of rivers and mountains, majestic imperial power—all lay before him.

It was not that he dared not, but that he did not want to.

At the final northern checkpoint, even though it was May, the area was still covered in vast snow. The bitter north wind blew intermittently, hitting one’s face like a cold knife.

“Let’s go.”

Zhao Che smiled slightly at Wei Shu Ye, still full of confident radiance even in such a predicament.

Wei Shu Ye was thin. He looked up at Zhao Che, who was still full of confidence and couldn’t help feeling puzzled.

Yan Xun had madly come to plunder supplies, using human wave tactics to frantically consume military strength. Zhao Yang, having expended little military power in the battle against Yan Bei, had instead—with his mind clouded like by lard—attacked Zhao Che’s rear forces and blocked Zhuge Yue’s supply route, causing Zhao Che to fall into a dangerous situation, suffer massive troop losses, and lose thirteen central provinces.

By the time they had gathered forces to counterattack, they were already surrounded, beyond recovery.

That day, Zhao Che stood silently among the ruins for a long time. The battle-hardened prince general despondently put down his battle saber, turned back, and said to him, “We have lost.”

That day, all the generals who followed him wept, and even he, the traditionally aloof young noble master, shed tears of anger.

It wasn’t that there was no chance for victory, no strength for restoration. They had fought all the way, battling across a land of decline and depression. They had the determination and courage to die gallantly at any time and place.

But they still lost.

Not on the battlefield against enemies, but in the schemes of internal strife.

They had encountered the strongest enemy in history but also faced the most declining homeland in a hundred years.

The young prince raised his head. His warhorse pawed the ground uneasily. The northern checkpoint was a sheet of silver, with heaven and earth covered in snow. Beyond this checkpoint, it was no longer the land of Great Xia. From there, rolling sand and vast expanses outside the pass would no longer fly the flag of Great Xia.

He looked at the sky and said quietly, “The Zhao clan will not perish. Wherever the sun rises, there will be descendants of the Zhao clan.”

He spurred his horse, with thousands of troops following. Mountains and passes stretched for thousands of miles, snow like silver.

Zhao Che’s fists were like iron, his eyes like knives. His lips moved slightly, saying silently but firmly: I will return—

“Sir!”

He Xiao suddenly shouted, his eyes red as he said, “This subordinate does not agree.”

“Commander He, this is an order.”

On the fortress of Tang Capital, Chu Qiao, dressed in armor, looked at her most trusted subordinate and spoke each word distinctly.

“Sir, go escort the Tang Emperor out of the city. Let me stay behind.”

The battle cries were just below them. The thunderous sound of hoofbeats rumbled. The forces led by Princess Jingan outnumbered them ten to one. Thousands of cavalry charged wildly, repeatedly attacking the Tang Capital. Like a mountain flood or sea surge, they were unstoppable.

Chu Qiao said coldly, “Can you do it?”

He Xiao frowned and immediately declared loudly, “This subordinate swears to die—”

“Even if you die, you cannot accomplish it.”

Chu Qiao suddenly said sharply. Hearing this, He Xiao’s face immediately turned ashen. Just as he was about to speak, Chu Qiao continued, “Now Tang Capital is surrounded, with Yan Xun’s hundreds of thousands of troops forming a second layer of blockade outside. Bian Tang’s army has already been frightened; no one will aid us. In the entire country, we are the only army of suppression. The enemy’s eyes will be on me. As long as I remain on this city tower, they will not dare to divide their forces to pursue. But once I leave, they will abandon their attack on Tang Capital and pursue with full force. At that time, we will have no city to defend, with Yan Bei’s army in front and Jingan’s army behind. We will die even more tragically!”

How could He Xiao not have thought of this? He listened with furrowed brows, biting his teeth, not saying a word.

“He Xiao, I beg you, take them and escape. In my life, I have received great kindness from Li Ce that I cannot repay. Today I cannot protect his country, but at least I can protect his bloodline and descendants.”

He Xiao’s expression was desolate, his eyes fixed on Chu Qiao. Suddenly he said, “Sir, let someone else go. Let me stay by your side to protect you.”

Chu Qiao shook her head and said softly, “Others, I cannot trust.”

He Xiao looked at Chu Qiao, his gaze burning like fire and lava.

So many years of life and death together, so many years side by side. The time they had spent together was far longer than with anyone else. And that once budding feeling had, with time, gradually transformed, becoming like family.

The woman before him was strong, brave, kind, and sincere. Of course, she could also be timid, confused, and fragile, weeping loudly in his arms. They were comrades, friends, family. She was both his master and his sister.

The blazing firelight illuminated their faces. He Xiao suddenly reached out and embraced her, his voice low, as if chewing blood: “Take care!”

“You take care too!”

The warrior leaped onto his horse. Li Xiuyi called out to Chu Qiao, “Aunt! Aunt!”

He Xiao protected the child in his arms, no longer looking at her, and led a group of elite troops through the south-side gate, charging out. At the same time, the east and west gates also opened, with each having a group of soldiers rushing out to engage the enemy in battle.

“Archers ready!”

He Qi shouted, “Release!”

The vast wilderness was like a meat grinder, mercilessly absorbing the lives of warriors. Spears and sabers flashed with bloodthirsty light. Thousands of hoofbeats thundered like muffled thunder, rolling through heaven and earth.

Chu Qiao stood on the city tower, watching this deadly battle. All her memories flashed through her mind one by one.

In her two lifetimes, she had done many things and met many people. Some things she had done right, some wrong. Some people she had missed, some she had failed. But regardless, no matter what circumstances, she had never betrayed her beliefs.

Life became clearer in this moment. She closed her eyes, and those figures from her past appeared one by one—those she had loved, hated, failed, and hurt. Finally, they coalesced into a handsome figure standing at the bow of a ship, clothes rustling, touched by cold rain, turning back faintly, eyes cold yet filled with deep affection.

“I love you.”

She said softly. The wind was so strong, blowing through her hair. Everything between heaven and earth was blood-red. Those troops surging like the tide howled as they came, repeatedly striking the ancient city gate, making a deafening noise.

She placed her hand on her abdomen, which was already slightly swollen, carrying the hope of life, always supporting her, giving her the courage to stand here, unafraid, not weak, strong as a mother.

The road was so long; that he surely couldn’t hear.

She smiled and raised her face, looking at the clear sky: “I love you—”

But I ultimately cannot accompany you.

The sky was so blue it made her eyes sting. A tear flowed from the corner of her eye, sinking into her cold helmet, soaking into her thick hair.

She drew her battle saber. All enemy troops charged toward her. He Xiao’s forces had already broken through the flank. The deafening battle cries were like rolling thunder. The white banner with red clouds fluttered overhead, its bright red especially eye-catching in the rolling yellow sand, like a hopeful red sun.

She turned back, her gaze sweeping over those young warriors one by one.

These were the world-renowned Elegant Army, but now it was almost impossible to see those original faces. Over the years, this iron-blooded army had followed her north and south across the entire Ximeng continent. They had followed her without retreat or fear.

The Battle of Zhen Huang, the Northwest Battle, the Red Crossing Battle, the North Shuo Battle, the Thousand Zhang Lake Battle, the Fire Thunder Plain Battle, the Dragon Roar Pass Battle, the Tang Capital Battle, the White Iris Pass Battle, the Iron Line River Battle…

For seven years, this army had proven their loyalty to the entire Ximeng continent with their valiant record. Regardless of country or faction, they fought not for anyone else, but for her, for their own conscience.

Batch after batch had fallen, yet more people strove forward. Even if they had no deep feelings for the country they were protecting, even if their homeland was thousands of miles away, even if they had no idea what fate awaited them ahead. But just one reason was enough, just one person’s order was enough. As long as that person stood ahead, their loyalty would be like cold iron under a thousand-fathom ice lake—even if mountains and rivers collapsed, blood turned to ash, they would not waver.

There was no need for rousing speeches or further morale-boosting. The young woman removed her helmet, her dark hair flying, her eyes like morning stars. She smiled slightly at her soldiers, then raised her battle saber.

“Fight for freedom!”

Two thousand soldiers of the Elegant Army shouted their slogan.

A dull “boom” sounded, like thunder striking the earth, followed by countless people’s frenzied cheers.

The gate of Tang Capital, which had stood for a thousand years, finally fell.

Enemies poured in like the tide.

The wind blew past, battle cries were within reach. Chu Qiao said clearly, “You all go first, I will follow soon.”

“Sir! This general will go first!”

A commander laughed as he leaped onto his horse, waving his battle saber and shouting, “Fight for freedom!”

He raised his horse saber high, striding forward. The warriors of the Elegant Army followed behind him, charging toward the enemy’s massive formation, like an infant under one year old challenging a towering giant.

“Kill!!!”

The piercing battle cries filled the entire world.

Sunset, wilderness, cavalry crisscrossing, swords piled like mountains. A desolate wind blew past as unyielding warriors raised their sabers, charging one after another into the surging torrent.

The entire Tang Capital was engulfed in endless warfires. A hundred years ago, Great Tang’s rose battle flags had covered all lands of the continent. The four seas were unified, the territory vast, and Great Tang’s will had once ruled this world. Today, however, Chu Qiao gazed at the tumultuous battlefield, the shattered armor, and the withering battle flags. Layers of gunpowder smoke shrouded the majestic palace. The scent of death had swallowed the magnificent streets, while her ears were filled with the neighing of war horses and the wailing of common people…

She raised her head, looking to the western horizon where a bright red setting sun slowly descended.

Those warriors gallantly rushing to their deaths, that blood that would never congeal, those men whose names would never appear in history books even in death—they would now sleep forever in this vast land. Despite using all their strength, they still could not stop the empire’s decline.

The brilliance and magnificence of history, the glory and dreams of thousands of years—today, right here, she would witness with her own eyes the complete decline of this great empire, its thorough march toward extinction.

The sunset reflected on her pale face. She took a deep breath, slowly closed her eyes, and once again saw those fox-like eyes flash before her.

Li Ce, I’ve tried my best.

In this world, perhaps not everything you did was right, but at the time, you had no other choice.

Zhuge Yue, goodbye.

Another round of rope ladders was set up, and countless enemy soldiers climbed up like locusts. Chu Qiao threw away her scabbard and charged forward with her sword.

“Protect the commander!”

The soldiers of the Elegant Army rushed forward, shielding Chu Qiao.

Below the city, the Elegant Army wore black armor, holding cloud-like sabers level, forming attack formations, and fearlessly charging toward the enemy. The sky was dim, the sun gradually setting behind the mountains. A blood-red light enveloped the earth, reflecting an eerie glow on the warriors’ faces. Blood soaked the ground. Battle cries were deafening. Everyone’s eyes were wide open as they swung their blades with all their might.

Iron cavalry flooded the entire area below the city. The black mass of troops was like a collapsing mountain river. Hoofbeats thundered, the earth trembled, and the red-eyed warriors stood like towering mountains. They were an army skilled at creating miracles. Once, at North Shuo City, they had defeated a larger force, facing Great Xia’s million-strong allied army while still defending the city gates without retreating a step. At Dragon Roar Pass, they had stood shoulder to shoulder in a line, resisting Zhao Yang’s iron cavalry.

“Kill!”

The earth-shaking roar drowned out all other sounds—the screams of war horses, and the clang of weapons. People surged forward like a mountain landslide, entangled with these warriors who viewed death as a return home. Iron armor covered the ground, smoke rose to the sky, battle sabers chopped, and splattered flesh and limbs flew everywhere like a typhoon over the straw. Young bodies fell in large swathes. Hard iron armor was trampled by war horses, with thousands of hooves stepping over them, turning them into pulp.

A black rain of arrows covered the last ray of light. The enemy’s front-line soldiers had no time to even scream before being pierced through. Screams, blood, death, severed limbs, panicked crowds trampling each other. War horses shrieked miserably but could not escape the cold spears that were everywhere. Death, death was everywhere. Blood-thirsty sabers flashed with an eerie red glow. The warriors’ eyes were red with killing. They forgot everything, remembering only one action—to chop and chop again. Kill one to break even, kill two for profit. People screamed and wailed. The wounded fell to the ground, and before they could crawl up, they were trampled by the war horses behind, their skulls crushed, blood splashing, and brains flowing.

It was a terrible nightmare, trapping everyone in its web with no escape.

The city had fallen, yet the enemy still could not rush in. Intense fighting had broken out in front of the city gate. Bodies piled up, forming a natural gate. Chu Qiao stood among the crowd, holding her saber. Blood had stained her armor red. Her breathing was heavy, but her sword technique grew increasingly fierce.

Delay—each moment of delay allowed He Xiao to run farther.

The sky grew darker, night completely enveloped everything. Battle cries came from all directions. Chu Qiao suddenly felt so tired. Her movements were no longer agile, and even her attack power greatly decreased.

Yes, she was a mother now. Even knowing she would certainly die today when fighting, she still tried her utmost to protect her belly.

An enemy noticed her weakness and secretly approached from the side. Suddenly, in the firelight, he saw her delicate face and distinctive armor. The soldier was startled, then instantly recognized her identity. He opened his mouth wide, seemingly about to call out loudly.

“Ah—”

A long scream suddenly rang out. Blood splattered. Before the man could even make a dodging movement, the blade came down on his head. The speed and force were so great that one could hardly believe their eyes. The next second, the body fell heavily, split in two from the right shoulder, adding another brick to the human city gate.

The enemy outside the city gate was shocked. They stood there, staring blankly at Chu Qiao.

Chu Qiao stood there, one hand holding her battle saber. At this moment, her ears suddenly became so sensitive. She could hear the sound of the wind blowing, the sound of blood flowing, the sound of people’s fearful breathing, the sound of the earth trembling one beat after another.

“Boom! Boom! Boom!”

She was so tired, weary enough to close her eyes. Overwhelming darkness came from all directions.

Fall, stop forcing yourself.

He Xiao should have run far away by now. He would lead the Tang Emperor to find Sun Di, who had gone out to seek reinforcements and protect Li Ce’s bloodline.

It’s useless, stop persisting, and sleep for a while, it’s enough.

Her feet grew weak, her head began to feel dizzy.

However, at this moment, the enemy’s offensive suddenly receded like the tide. Urgent gong sounds came from the opposite military formation. Messengers were shouting something loudly, but it was too far away to hear clearly. Bright torches waved constantly, seemingly conveying some information.

Panic! Great panic!

“Sir?”

A surviving soldier looked questioningly at Chu Qiao. Chu Qiao was stunned for a moment, then suddenly seemed to understand something. Without a word, she turned and ran toward the city tower.

“Sir! Reinforcements have arrived!”

Before she could run up the city wall, a messenger staggered down, falling to his knees before Chu Qiao, his face red with excitement, shouting, “Reinforcements have arrived!”

Chu Qiao didn’t bother with him and rushed up to the city tower in a few steps. The tower was in an uproar. Everyone was clapping and celebrating. They hugged each other, giving out thunderous cheers.

At the horizon, an iron-gray dragon appeared, like a faint stream. But in an instant, the stream expanded, rushed out from the horizon, converging into a vast ocean. Countless soldiers held wolf sabers, wearing cyan armor, surging forward with an overwhelming momentum, thousands upon thousands, like a storm.

“Kill!!!”

“It’s the Qinghai Army!”

Someone shouted first, followed by everyone crowding together. Countless soldiers wept with joy. Warriors who had escaped death cheered loudly at the distant reinforcements. The Qinghai Army responded with deafening charging sounds.

“Sir! We’re saved! Great Tang is saved!”

The Wolf Army commander, covered in blood, rushed up and excitedly shouted to Chu Qiao, “The King of Qinghai has come with his people!”

However, Chu Qiao did not respond to his words. In the firelight, the dust-covered woman stood silently, her battle saber hanging at her side, motionless. Only tears silently fell.

At the banks of the Han River.

Even from so far away, the Yan Bei warriors could still hear the continuous sounds of fighting coming from due east.

Mu Lang trotted forward and said to Yan Xun, who sat on horseback, “Your Majesty, we should depart.”

Yan Xun silently nodded but did not move. He gazed long at the eastern sky filled with towering flames, his expression mysteriously indecipherable.

He had come after all.

For some reason, the tightly strung string in his heart suddenly broke, with a quiet echo, empty.

Perhaps, subconsciously, he had not wanted her to die.

But he ultimately did not want him to come.

Empire and beauty—since ancient times, it had been an unsolvable choice.

What he could not let go of, others ultimately could.

“Your Majesty, after Zhuge Yue left, our army launched an attack on Yan Ming Pass. Commander Lu has now breached the pass.”

“Your Majesty, Zhao Che led his defeated troops out of the North Pass. General Cheng Yuan pursued the victory and has already occupied eighteen northeastern provinces.”

“Your Majesty, within Great Xia’s borders, only Zhao Yang’s army remains, currently near Fangcun Mountain.”

“Your Majesty…”

Suddenly, Yan Xun could hear nothing. In his ears repeatedly echoed a crisp voice from many years ago. The girl, with a smile like flowers, looked at him, stood on tiptoe, reached out with her tender white finger to lightly touch his chest, and asked with a smile, “Will you bully me?”

Will you bully me?

Will you?

A strong wind rose, and two war eagles circled overhead, emitting sharp cries.

He turned back, his mind clearing.

Others had already made their choices. He should also proceed along the path he had long determined. No matter what fate lay ahead, ultimately, it was the road Yan Xun himself had chosen.

Life’s hundred years pass like a white colt through a crack, allowing no room for romance, no room for hesitation, no room for lingering doubt, no room for regretful looking back…

He repeated the Yan family ancestral teachings in his heart over and over, thinking back to many years ago when his parents were expelled from the Zhao family genealogy, and his father and brothers were cruelly killed on the Yan Bei plateau.

From now on, the eight million territories of Great Xia would be planted with Yan Bei eagle flags. The world’s people would submit at his feet. His will would cover the entire land. He would be the new ruler of this land. Such illustrious achievements—how could they be compared to a woman? He did not regret it, absolutely did not regret it.

Yan Xun spurred his horse forward, walking at the very front of the army. Thousands of troops followed behind him like a surging ocean.

Mu Lang stood far behind, watching the gradually departing King of Yan Bei. Suddenly, this young general felt that their emperor was so lonely. Darkness had swallowed all the light around him, leaving only his straight back, like a sharp battle spear.

Inside Tang Capital, cheers and clamors filled the air.

Chu Qiao stood at the city gate, behind her were countless civilians and soldiers.

Zhuge Yue jumped down from his horse, covered in dust. His dark blue cloak was stained with blood, completely black.

“Why did you come?”

“To take back what belongs to me.”

Chu Qiao’s eyes gradually swelled red. She pursed her lips, holding back the sting in her eyes. She stepped forward, reached out her fist, and lightly knocked his chest, saying softly, “Fool.”

Zhuge Yue extended his arms and embraced her, saying with a smile, “Xing’er, come back to Qinghai with me.”

Chu Qiao lay in his arms, tears falling line by line, wetting his clothes.

The morning sun made one’s bones numb. He held her hand, warm and firm as if he would never let go for a lifetime.

Her tears flowed continuously. In his embrace, she nodded forcefully.

She stood on tiptoe, leaned to his ear, her voice so small, yet carrying so much, so much joy.

“Zhuge Yue, I’m pregnant.”

…

The world was so vast, time so urgent. What was meant to end had finally ended, while the future still shone with endless brilliance ahead. Though the road ahead was unpredictable, they leaned on each other at this moment. Their smiling faces were as warm as spring, bringing all things to life.

Yan Hong – Autumn Thoughts
Outside the curtains, fine rain fell continuously, marking the depths of autumn once again. The imperial carriage’s curtains were dampened by the rain as it rumbled through the deep alleyways. The light misty drizzle resembled cold tears, and the imperial gates loomed majestically in the distance, resembling a delicate ink painting with light strokes and pale colors, drawn with a gentle touch.

The carriage curtain was lifted, revealing a slender hand with fair and delicate finger bones, nails painted a deep red, and a purple gold cloisonné bracelet on the wrist that accentuated her jade-like skin.

“Princess Consort.”

An elderly palace servant knelt by the roadside and spoke softly to the slightly parted carriage curtain: “Imperial Physician Sun is inside taking pulses.”

The curtain moved, and a woman in light blue palace attire stepped down slowly from the carriage. She had clear features and a serene expression.

Two maids came forward from behind to hold umbrellas for her. A woman in her early thirties led a child of six or seven years. Though still young, the child had exceptionally handsome features. Upon seeing her, he grinned and said, “Mother, I’m done with my studies.”

Yu Shu smiled slightly and gently brushed the loose hair from the child’s forehead: “Come with Mother to see the Empress.”

The child frowned slightly, seeming somewhat reluctant, and pouted: “Can Yong wait for Mother here?”

“No,” Yu Shu said seriously, shaking her head: “Yong is a filial and kind child. The Empress is unwell, and you must be obedient.”

The child thought silently for a moment, then finally nodded reluctantly: “Very well then.”

Yet his expression still revealed a measure of unwillingness.

Four years ago, the Princess Imperial had offered her kingdom as dowry. At a time when Yan Bei’s eight hundred thousand troops were stationed outside the border, she had secured the status of a vassal state for the weakened Huai Song, which had suffered years of internal strife. She then left her warm homeland, traveling north by boat along the Red River, and finally entering the city of Zhen Huang. She and the other royal relatives had followed the Princess, leaving their homeland to settle in Zhen Huang.

The Great Xia Dynasty had fallen several years ago, and now the eighteen prefectures of Hong Chuan had been renamed “Yan.” The new Yan Emperor had renovated the state residence, expanding the Sacred Gold Palace on its original foundation, and had also established the Southeast Palace for the Huai Song Princess Imperial, allowing the Empress to participate in politics and manage the affairs of the Huai Song vassal state. Huai Song officials below the third rank could be appointed without imperial court approval, and the outer court even referred to the Southeast Palace as the “Little Court of Former Song.”

However, in recent years, as the Princess Imperial’s health deteriorated, the Southeast Palace had grown increasingly quiet.

Yu Shu’s father had once been an official of Huai Song. When they first submitted, he was still a pillar minister of the Southeast Palace, but over the years, the former Huai Song officials had gradually integrated into the imperial court. The Emperor’s inclusive policies had gradually eroded the wariness of these foreign ministers. Now, coming to this Southeast Palace, it was so quiet that one could hear the autumn cicadas in deep slumber.

“The Xuan Princess Consort has arrived.”

Cloud Aunty was now over sixty years old and had aged considerably in recent years, with a head full of silver hair and wrinkled skin. She approached with a smile, bent down to tease Prince Yong, and said with a smile: “Prince Yong is becoming more and more handsome. When he grows up, he will surely be as handsome as Prince Xuan.”

Cloud Aunty had followed the Empress for many years and held a high position in the palace. Even Yu Shu had always been extremely respectful toward her. She now smiled and asked, “Has Aunty been well recently?”

“Yes, yes, thanks to the Princess Consort’s blessing.”

“How is the Empress’s illness?”

“Ah, still the same.” Cloud Aunty sighed. Being advanced in age, she tended to ramble, saying to Yu Shu: “She eats very little and doesn’t like to take medicine. Such a grown person, still acting like a child.”

“Yong isn’t afraid of taking medicine!”

Prince Yong suddenly exclaimed loudly upon hearing this. Cloud Aunty laughed, stroked Prince Yong’s head and said with a smile: “Prince Yong is a true man. When you go in later, please persuade the Empress, alright?”

“The Empress has awakened and is asking who is outside.”

A palace attendant suddenly came out. Upon hearing this, Yu Shu quickly nodded to Cloud Aunty and led Prince Yong into Zhao Yang Hall.

Zhao Yang Hall remained unchanged—magnificent, but Yu Shu always felt it was too spacious, where even footsteps created echoes when walking.

The Empress was a person who enjoyed tranquility, with very few people around her. Even in this palace chamber, only a few servants were attending to her.

Two second-rank Hui ladies lifted the eastern pearl rain curtain for Yu Shu. Those bright pearls collided with each other, creating a crisp sound. Yu Shu led Prince Yong inside, knelt outside the warm chamber, and said softly: “Your servant pays respects to the Empress.”

After a while, a calm voice slowly sounded, with a hint of lingering breathlessness upon careful listening: “It’s Yu Shu, come in.”

The hall was somewhat cool. A marble screen carved with mountains and flowing water added a touch of serenity to the already spacious sleeping chamber. The Empress wore a bright yellow phoenix robe, reclining on her couch. Her hair was immaculately arranged, though she wore few ornaments—just a jade-green Lantian hairpin, with a fingernail-sized bloodstone adorning her brow.

“Wen Yuan, grant her a seat.”

A first-rank Shu lady official came forward to seat Yu Shu. After expressing her gratitude and sitting down, Yu Shu heard the Empress ask: “How has everything been at home lately?”

Yu Shu respectfully replied: “All is well.”

“I heard the princes have new teachers. Is Yong still keeping up with his studies?”

“Yong is young, and his natural talents don’t match those of the other princes. However, I have engaged two tutors for him at home, and now he is barely managing to keep up.”

The Empress suddenly coughed slightly, her complexion somewhat sickly pale, and said: “You come from a scholarly family, so naturally you know how to educate children. But don’t be too anxious. Yong is still young, and children shouldn’t be pushed too hard.”

Afterward, the two engaged in casual conversation. Yu Shu’s relationship with the Empress had always been strange. Although on the surface, the Empress showed great favor towards their princely household, when speaking, there always seemed to be several layers of distance between them. Even though she brought her child to pay respects every few days, their conversations always revolved around the same few matters.

After chatting for about the time it takes to drink a cup of tea, suddenly three whip cracks sounded from outside. Yu Shu was startled and quickly stood up, pulling her son to his feet. The pearl curtain was lifted, and the Emperor, dressed in a bright yellow dragon robe of dazzling color, strode in.

“Your servant pays respects to Your Majesty. Long live the Emperor, long live, long, long live.”

“Yong pays respects to Your Majesty. Long live the Emperor, long live, long, long live.”

The Emperor slightly raised his hand, his tone low and calm: “Rise.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”

The Emperor sat casually on the couch. The Empress, being ill, merely bowed slightly, then asked with a faint smile: “How is it that Your Majesty has time today?”

The Emperor said: “Imperial Physician Sun mentioned that you’ve been unwell recently, so I came to see you.”

“Your Majesty handles countless affairs of state yet still thinks of your servant’s health. I am truly unworthy.”

Yu Shu sat with her head lowered, listening to the formal, distant pleasantries between the Emperor and Empress, feeling somewhat uncomfortable. She remained silent, keeping her child by her side, pretending to be content listening.

After exchanging a few words with the Empress, the Emperor turned to her and asked: “How has everything been at home lately?”

“Thanks to Your Majesty’s blessing, all is well.”

“The princes have new teachers. Yong is young; is he keeping up with his studies?”

Yu Shu was slightly taken aback, thinking that they truly were husband and wife, and quickly nodded: “Thank you for Your Majesty’s concern. He is managing to keep up.”

The Emperor nodded and asked about a few other matters, then suddenly said to the court attendant Cao Qiu: “Bring that bow and arrow gifted from Falang. Yong will be eight years old after the New Year and should begin military studies. Xuan Mo loved wielding weapons, especially excelling in archery. Like father, like son—I believe Yong will not disappoint me.”

Cao Qiu immediately came forward with a bowed back, presenting a box. Yu Shu quickly rose to express gratitude but inwardly felt somewhat concerned. The Emperor said he had come to check on the Empress’s health, but why would he bring a bow and arrow? Did he know that she would bring Yong to the palace?

Over the years, the Emperor had indeed treated their princely household well. Various rewards had never been overlooked, without the slightest neglect due to the household lacking a male head. This had already caused many in the court and beyond to speculate privately. Moreover, whenever the Emperor spoke of Prince Xuan, he used a very familiar tone, yet to Yu Shu’s knowledge, the Emperor and Xuan Mo had never met.

For a moment, many thoughts flashed through her mind. Yu Shu accepted the box, and beside her, Yong seemed pleased, properly kowtowing twice and saying with a smile: “Your Majesty is so kind to Yong.”

The Emperor rarely showed a smile, but now rose and said: “I still have some state affairs to attend to and must leave for now. You stay here and keep the Empress company.”

With that, he departed amid everyone’s respectful send-off.

Once the Emperor left, the Empress began to cough, her spirit noticeably waning.

Wen Yuan inquired softly, then helped the Empress remove her outer garment and change into a plain sleeping robe. The Empress conversed intermittently with Yu Shu, and seeing that the Empress was tired, Yu Shu rose to take her leave. The Empress did not detain them, only instructing servants to give them prepared rewards before having court ladies escort them out of the palace.

In the long, narrow red alley, Yu Shu held Yong in the carriage as it moved slowly, autumn rain falling lightly on the curtains. Yu Shu’s thoughts were somewhat distracted. She considered carefully and realized that she had encountered the Emperor during her last few palace visits. Each time, the Emperor had gone to visit the Empress when they entered the palace. In fact, by custom, a widowed princess consort like herself should not meet with the Emperor.

She suddenly felt somewhat uneasy, recalling the Emperor’s expression when mentioning her husband today, and began to have doubts.

She suddenly opened the carriage door and asked Jiang Wu: “Jiang Wu, was His Highness very skilled in archery?”

Jiang Wu was slightly startled, not expecting her to suddenly bring this up, and quickly replied: “His Highness was naturally skilled in archery and horsemanship, but His Highness’s swordsmanship was most excellent, well-known throughout the capital at that time. As for archery, the Empress is also very skilled.”

Yu Shu frowned, a thought flashing through her mind, but it was gone so quickly that she couldn’t grasp it.

She nodded and closed the carriage door.

Yan Hong – Yin Yang
As soon as Yu Shu left, Nalan began to cough. Several physicians on duty from the Imperial Medical Academy hurriedly rushed into Zhao Yang Hall to check her pulse and prepare medicine, busying themselves for a full two hours.

The hall was filled with the strong scent of medicinal broth. Nalan lay on the bed, still gasping for breath. The exhaustion of the past half day had made her face even more bloodless.

“Your Majesty, we’ve inquired and learned that the Emperor will be staying in Qing Lu Palace tonight, without any consort in attendance.”

Nalan covered her chest with her hand, her breath somewhat weak, and asked: “Is Consort Cheng not in Qing Lu Palace?”

“No, Consort Cheng is having her monthly period and is in Red Chamber observing seclusion.”

Nalan nodded, contemplated silently for a moment, then said: “The weather is getting colder. Go instruct Cao Qiu to tell those servants to be cautious and take care not to let His Majesty catch a cold.”

“Yes.”

Just as Wen Yuan was about to leave, Nalan suddenly called out: “Never mind, there’s no need to go.”

After speaking, she turned and lay down inside, her voice carrying over very softly: “No need to call for the evening meal. I want to sleep for a while.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Yan Xun had been on the throne for five years now, and like many emperors throughout history, his imperial harem had gradually become lively. Countless young and beautiful women flowed like water into the palace. Some were coquettish, some were cold and beautiful, some were full of knowledge, and some were adorably naive. It was as if all the flowers in the world had suddenly bloomed in this lonely deep palace, creating daily scenes of splendid beauty and prosperity.

Unfortunately, despite having been in the palace for four years, Nalan had still not given birth to a single child, while other consorts repeatedly became pregnant. Consort Cheng, the sister of General Cheng Yuan, had even given birth to twin boys, and her position in the harem now directly challenged that of Nalan, the Empress who avoided the world due to illness.

And he had not set foot in Zhao Yang Hall for a very, very long time.

Today, if Yu Shu had not brought Yong, he probably would not have come.

The sun gradually set, and the moon climbed over the treetops. A pair of red candles burned high, flickering with bright light. Nalan was now very thin, curled up in her brocade quilt like a frail bird, occasionally coughing softly.

Perhaps she had long since ceased to hope.

Six years ago, on the day of the alliance at the border, news of the birth of the young heir in Qinghai spread throughout the Ximeng continent. The young heir, having suffered from cold and turbulence in his mother’s womb, was in poor health and nearly died soon after birth. The Qinghai Princess Consort was also in critical condition due to postpartum weakness. The Qinghai Prince’s devotion to his wife and child was known throughout the world—he had been willing to give up the opportunity to compete with Yan Xun for the world for the sake of his wife, let alone now.

Qinghai immediately issued an announcement, offering a reward of ten thousand gold pieces to seek the world’s finest physicians. It was heard that Master Qingzhu of Maoling was highly skilled in medicine, but being elderly and traditional, he viewed Qinghai as barbarian territory and refused to go. The Qinghai Prince, at a time when Yan Bei and Huai Song were in a fully advantageous alliance, dared to lead just three thousand elite cavalry through Cuiwei Pass, fighting Maoling to abduct Master Qingzhu, ultimately saving the lives of the young heir and the Elegant Princess.

News of this arrived on the day of her and Yan Xun’s betrothal ceremony. Elegant gold cards, large red mandarin ducks—everything fulfilled her wishes of many years.

She opened the gold card, at the top of which were their names written in his hand.

Yan Xun Nalan Hong Ye

Just like that, side by side, stroke by stroke, each horizontal and each turn, as if sketching out her long half-lifetime. Her fingers glided over the white-headed phoenix, the double red gold card, and the golden seal characters, stopping at those eight auspicious words:

“Watching over each other, hearts united forever.”

Though they were just eight simple words, they made her eyes somewhat moist.

That evening, they sat in Hehuan Hall eating their double happiness feast. Outside the courtyard, an apricot tree was in full bloom, like burning clouds at sunset. The wind blew, scattering blossoms everywhere, with red and pink flowers flying throughout the sky like colorful rain.

He sat across from her, his expression calm, his mouth full of diplomatic rhetoric, speaking little but without loopholes, neither showing disrespect nor excessive intimacy.

Several times Nalan wanted to speak of some past events she had hidden for long, but each time she was blocked by his indifferent expression. As the sky darkened and he was about to leave, she grew somewhat anxious and was just about to speak when his guard suddenly reported urgent military intelligence.

The Qinghai Prince was approaching Maoling, and these people had only just reported this important news.

Yan Xun had always been calm and indifferent, yet at that moment his expression changed. He immediately ordered the troops near Maoling to assemble, sparing no expense to ensure the Qinghai Prince would be kept outside the pass for one day.

But before the guard could leave, he called him back. The evening sun shone on his face with an indistinct light. His hand was half-extended, maintaining a gesture as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t. The apricot blossoms in the courtyard fluttered and fell, scattering across the ground.

“Never mind.”

He lowered his hand, regaining his usual composure.

“Never mind?”

The guard was slightly startled and involuntarily repeated the question. Hearing this, Yan Xun slightly raised his eyebrows but said nothing, his gaze merely circling the guard’s face like ice-cold water.

The guard, frightened, fell to his knees with a thud and retreated.

As the sky gradually darkened, Yan Xun turned his head and naturally smiled at Nalan, picking up a piece of bamboo shoot for her, saying: “Eat more bamboo shoots, they’re good for your health.”

Nalan, having spent half her life navigating court politics, had long since developed perfect composure.

She also smiled and nodded: “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

This was merely a tiny, tiny interlude, and all the attending servants promptly forgot this inconsequential matter. Only she remembered it clearly.

That evening, in the remnants of the sunset’s glow, she seemed to have suddenly recognized something, though for many years she had refused to acknowledge it.

A low coughing sound came from the sleeping chamber. Wen Yuan, attending in the outer hall, took a handful of balm and placed it in the incense burner, her brow slightly furrowed.

Outside the window, the moonlight was graceful, tree shadows danced—winter in Zhen Huang was coming again.

Yu Shu had slept during the day and now found herself unable to sleep at night.

Wearing a silver fox-trimmed cloak and carrying a lantern, she went to Yong’s room. Yong was well-behaved, not having kicked off his covers, sleeping soundly with pursed lips as if dreaming of eating something.

Yu Shu sat down by his bed. The night wind was so still, and the calming incense in the corner spiraled upward, circle by circle, like the curling smoke from countryside chimneys. Yu Shu reached out to touch her son’s face but feared the coolness from outside on her hands might disturb him, so she merely made a gesture above his forehead, then her lips curled into a slight smile.

Before she knew it, the distant drum marking the third watch sounded, and the night watchman’s call was long and drawn out. Yu Shu’s heart was now completely at peace, and even the “be careful with fire” calls seemed especially serene to her ears.

She stood up and went out, closing the door for her child. Just as she was about to turn and return to her room, she caught sight of the candlelight in that room.

At that moment, she froze.

Just as she had done thousands of times over these years, she stood there, quietly gazing.

Five years had passed. The stone statue at the East Sea was covered in dust, and the upright officials at court had forgotten that name. Even the coastal people who once prayed for him day and night had probably removed his memorial tablet and replaced it with those of their parents and relatives.

Everyone had gradually forgotten that person—forgotten his achievements, forgotten his contributions, forgotten his appearance and smile, and even forgotten what a high price he had paid for this country, for this land.

However, only she, this foolish woman, did not forget to light a room full of candles for him in his study when night fell each day.

She dared not approach, just as during his lifetime, when even after preparing soup with her own hands, she could only have servants deliver it to him.

He said he had government affairs to attend to and couldn’t be disturbed, so she believed him.

He said he had urgent military matters and outsiders were not allowed to approach, so she believed him.

He said he would be busy until very late tonight and would stay in his study, telling her not to wait up, and she believed that too.

She was just such a foolish woman who believed whatever her husband said. But sometimes, she also wanted to say something, just a few simple words, such as she would be like the servants, just delivering soup and leaving without disturbing him. Such as she was his wife, perhaps not considered an outsider. Such as she stayed up very late every night, so no matter how late he worked, he needn’t worry about waking her.

But she still dared not speak, perhaps simply feeling too shy, unable to say it.

So, day after day, night after night, she would lean against the window sill, watching the light in the study until it was extinguished. Only then would she climb into bed and close her eyes with peace of mind.

Sometimes she would think, could this also be considered sleeping together?

But as soon as such a thought arose, her face would already be flushed with embarrassment.

Every time she returned to her maiden home, her sisters would secretly tell her that her prince must have taken a fancy to someone else. Each time she heard this, she would become very angry. How could they malign him with such thoughts, knowing what kind of person the prince was?

But her eloquence was truly poor, and after arguing rationally a few times, she could not outargue her sisters. Gradually, she visited her maiden home less frequently.

She knew she had the best husband in the world—he was upright, kind, and brilliant. His paintings were praised throughout the court, his calligraphy was unparalleled in the capital, and his poetry was widely circulated. At home, he never drank alcohol, and even when socializing outside, he never got drunk. He did not take concubines, nor did he visit places of ill repute. He was the renowned Virtuous Prince Xuan at court and the most famous commander in the military.

Although he sometimes neglected her due to his busy affairs of state, what did that matter? Compared to her mother, her sisters, those noble ladies who spent their days competing and plotting against other wives in their households, she was already too fortunate.

He was her husband, her heaven, her entire world.

Wasn’t it her duty to believe in him, care for him, and wait for him?

How could there be doubt, suspicion, slander, or melancholy resentment?

Moreover, even though he was gone, she still enjoyed the merits he had left behind in life, and most precious of all, the child he had given her.

There was nothing to be dissatisfied with.

She smiled slightly, her smile clear and pure. She tugged at the collar of her cloak and silently thought:

“Tomorrow, I must buy window paper. The weather is getting cold, and the window paper in the study needs to be changed.”

Yan Hong – Gone
In the dim light of dawn, she seemed to see his shadow once again.

Spring as deep as the sea, pear blossoms like snow. The young man stood beneath the pear tree, wearing a sapphire blue robe with a jade-adorned purple belt. Sunlight penetrated through the treetops, falling upon the corner of his eye, passing through his eyelashes to his nose bridge, casting a fan-like shadow. The young man gazed at her from afar, his laughter bright and clear as he called out loudly: “Hey! I’ve been waiting for you!”

Suddenly, the rippling light before her eyes shattered, and through a haze of indistinct light, she saw Wen Yuan’s anxious face. Wen Yuan’s mouth opened and closed, but she couldn’t hear what she was saying.

She knew she was probably ill again. People surrounded her, someone pulling at her arm, shaking her urgently, shaking until she felt pain.

She frowned, somewhat angry, wanting to scold these servants for their roughness, but her throat seemed unresponsive. She tried hard to open her mouth, yet like a fish at the bottom of the sea, she could only open and close it silently, without a breath of sound.

Wen Yuan grew anxious and scolded a young eunuch nearby: “Why hasn’t the Emperor arrived yet? Has he been notified?”

The young eunuch’s face was ashen, his voice trembling with tears as he knelt and replied: “This servant’s legs are nearly broken from running, and the message was sent in long ago, but Consort Cheng said the Emperor was taking his afternoon nap and that any matter should wait until the Emperor awakes.”

“How outrageous!” Wen Yuan raged. “How dare Consort Cheng! Is this something she can take responsibility for?”

Having been at Nalan’s side for so long, Wen Yuan had gained considerable authority. Seeing her anger, all the servants knelt, not daring to speak.

Nalan, however, thought that Wen Yuan was becoming increasingly bold, daring to speak such words. If they reached Consort Cheng’s ears, it would surely cause another storm.

Since she couldn’t speak for the moment, she continued to rest with her eyes closed, letting the servants scurry about anxiously like ants on a hot pan.

Consort Cheng had indeed become somewhat improper, relying on her maternal family and her two princes, acting with increasing disregard. Yet she didn’t know that blessings often come with disasters—today’s support could become tomorrow’s calamity if one acts so recklessly and without restraint. It seemed that once her health improved, she would need to teach her a good lesson, or else this vast harem would be thrown into chaos.

She sighed wearily, feeling somewhat drowsy, too listless to try speaking again. The surrounding clamor gradually faded away as she once more fell into a dark, deep sleep.

Consort Cheng, also known as Cheng Rongrong, was the cousin of Great General Cheng Yuan. After the Great Yan established its capital in Zhen Huang, to enrich the imperial harem and win over powerful ministers, Consort Cheng and several other daughters of important court officials entered the palace together. Due to her brother’s influence at court and her beauty and intelligence, she was promoted several times and won the Emperor’s favor. Indeed, she proved herself worthy, soon giving birth to twin princes for Yan Xun, rising to become the foremost of the three consorts, with status second only to the Empress.

She had originally been a clever woman who knew her limits, but unfortunately, after years of honor and favor, she increasingly acted without restraint, her speech becoming more rash and impulsive.

Yan Xun slept for a long time until the evening sun blazed red and the aroma from the imperial kitchen filled every corner of the Sacred Gold Palace before he finally awoke.

The previous night, urgent reports had come from the border, and Yan Xun had not slept all night. He still felt somewhat dizzy now.

Consort Cheng knelt on the footstool, wearing a soft goose-yellow gauze, charming and alluring as she offered Yan Xun a cup of flower tea, casually mentioning interesting happenings from various palaces.

Yan Xun listened absent-mindedly, occasionally responding, when suddenly a fragment of speech drifted into his ear. He paused slightly and asked, “What did you say?”

Consort Cheng was inwardly startled but forced herself to remain calm, maintaining her smile as she said: “At noon, Xiao Shunzi from the Southeast Palace came to say the Empress was unwell. Seeing Your Majesty sleeping soundly, I didn’t dare wake you. I suspected the servants were being ignorant and making a fuss over nothing. The Empress’s poor health is common knowledge, and she wouldn’t want to disturb Your Majesty with such matters. I’m sure she was unaware of this; if she had known, she would have punished that servant rather than allowed him to disturb Your Majesty.”

Yan Xun sat on the sleeping couch, not speaking for a moment. He quietly washed his hands, wiped his face, drank tea, and put on his boots, his gaze profound, his expression calm, his thoughts unreadable.

Consort Cheng was inwardly pleased, busily helping Yan Xun dress and wash, but to her surprise, once Yan Xun had dressed, he prepared to leave. Consort Cheng anxiously spoke up: “Will Your Majesty not stay for dinner?”

Yan Xun slowly turned around. The sunset shone on his face with a faint golden light, making his eyes appear even deeper, like profound springs. He looked at Consort Cheng silently, showing no visible anger, yet his gaze was enough to send chills down one’s spine and make one’s body cold.

Consort Cheng immediately knelt, her beautiful face drained of color. The fate of the Emperor’s once-favored concubine Yuan Shilan flashed before her eyes, making her tremble with fear.

The hall was silent. After an unknown length of time, a maid whispered in her ear: “My Lady, the Emperor has left.”

She slowly raised her head, feeling cold sweat on her temples, and stood up weakly, nearly falling. The maid cried out in alarm and supported her, helping her to sit on the soft couch.

She covered her chest with her hand, her face pale, and remained silent for a long time.

She knew that although the Emperor had said nothing, in that instant, she had come infinitely close to death.

As the sky grew darker, she silently contemplated, finally exhaling deeply and saying to her servant: “Give thirty strokes to Xiao Dengzi who was guarding the door today, then prepare generous gifts. Tomorrow, go to the Empress’s palace gate to ask forgiveness, saying the doorkeeper was lazy and delayed the message.”

The maid assented, and though fearful, did not dare to question. Soon, Xiao Dengzi’s screams, each louder than the last, could be heard from outside.

After all, one who could climb to her current position would never be a simple, ignorant woman. She knew her limits and understood propriety. Even if she occasionally forgot herself, once there was any sign of trouble, she would quickly come to her senses.

Today’s warning had been enough for her to understand.

“Liu Xue, prepare incense, candles, and scriptures. Beginning tomorrow, I will go to the temple daily to copy scriptures and pray for the Great Yan’s blessings.”

“Yes.”

This test had been enough.

Cheng Rongrong sighed, her fingers touching the brocade quilt where Yan Xun had just lain, feeling only coldness.

By the time Yan Xun reached the Southeast Palace, the sky had completely darkened.

The Southeast Palace had few lights, and the imperial physicians had already withdrawn. When the court attendants saw him, they hurriedly knelt and were about to announce him, but he interrupted them. He walked straight in, with all the palace maids and eunuchs kneeling on the ground, their black heads bowed low, winding to that cold and quiet palace gate.

She had already gone to sleep, lying amidst layers of brocade, her face pale, her hair disheveled, appearing terribly thin.

Wen Yuan, with a face full of joy, laid out soft cushions on the sleeping couch for him, but he pulled over a chair himself and sat opposite Nalan.

All the maids and servants withdrew, leaving only the two of them. He sat quietly while she slept deeply.

It seemed he had never seen her like this before. In his memory, Nalan Hong Ye had always been dignified in demeanor and exquisitely beautiful, wearing noble attire, adorned with elegant makeup, her words and actions flawless, her face always wearing a detached smile, filled with the royal air accumulated over long years.

Even on their wedding night, in the intimacy of the bedchamber, she never lost the elegant demeanor of a princess.

Never like now—disheveled, haggard, skeletal.

She had truly grown thin. Looking at her now, he could hardly connect her with the brilliant Princess Imperial of before.

Time rushes on; in the blink of an eye, so many years have passed.

He said nothing, just sat quietly for a while before leaving, but this brief visit was enough to make the servants of the Southeast Palace overjoyed. Wen Yuan happily bustled about the outer hall, arranging various reception matters, because the Emperor had said before leaving that he would come to visit again tomorrow.

As soon as the palace gates were locked, Nalan opened her eyes.

She had grown thin, with sunken eye sockets, but her gaze remained sharp and calm, possessing the wisdom and dignity cultivated over many years.

That chair still stood by her bed, empty now, its nanmu wood carved with auspicious patterns of twin dragons playing with a pearl, with circles upon circles of swirling clouds.

After all these years, Nalan Hong Ye, do you have even a shred of regret?

In the dim lamplight, she silently questioned herself.

Finally, she merely smiled faintly and closed her eyes.

The palace continued as always, days passing one by one. The weather gradually grew colder, and braziers were lit in the rooms, yet Nalan’s health showed no improvement. Nearly half the Imperial Medical Academy had moved in, taking up residence at the Southeast Palace gate, coming and going throughout the day without end.

This morning was once again the day for the young princes’ lessons. Yu Shu brought Yong to visit Nalan, bringing bird’s nest and ginseng, sitting in the warm bedchamber to keep Nalan company.

After chatting about various things for a while, seeing that Nalan had grown tired, Yu Shu was about to take her leave when Nalan asked in a light tone: “Tomorrow is Prince Xuan’s death anniversary, isn’t it?”

Yu Shu was slightly taken aback. For some reason, a string deep in her heart suddenly grew extremely taut. She replied softly: “Yes.”

Nalan nodded, and nearby Wen Yuan smiled as she presented a brocade box. Nalan said quietly: “The Prince made contributions to the country. My health is poor and I cannot go to pay respects, so would the Princess Consort take this small token from me?”

A chill suddenly crept into the warm bedchamber, climbing from Yu Shu’s fingers up her arm. She accepted the brocade box with a stiff posture, lightly biting her lower lip, respectfully bowing her head: “Your servant will thank the Empress for this gift on behalf of my late husband.”

Nalan shook her head, about to speak, when suddenly a maid ran in from outside and whispered something in Wen Yuan’s ear. Wen Yuan’s expression immediately froze, and she turned to look at Nalan.

Yu Shu immediately rose to take her leave, and seeing this, Nalan did not detain her.

Outside the hall, the sun shone brightly. Yu Shu’s palms were covered in cold sweat. She clutched a corner of her garment tightly as if by doing so she could completely suppress some thoughts.

Suddenly, she saw a group of eunuchs hurrying frantically toward the west. Yu Shu, seeking a distraction, casually asked her maid: “What happened? What are those people doing?”

The young maid, accustomed to coming and going into the palace, was quite shrewd. She went to inquire briefly and returned with an alarmed expression, saying: “Princess Consort, Beauty Yuan of the Western Cold Palace has hanged herself.”

“Beauty Yuan?”

Yu Shu was startled and asked in surprise.

The young maid licked her lips and said: “She used to be Consort Chu.”

“Yuan Shilan?”

Now it was Yu Shu’s turn to be shocked.

Consort Chu, originally named Yuan Shilan, was the most legendary favored concubine in the imperial harem since the founding of Great Yan.

She had originally been a minor laundry maid in the imperial harem who, after making a mistake, was thrown into the punishment chamber. Unexpectedly, this small palace maid knew some rudimentary martial arts and injured the matron guarding her at night, escaping from the punishment chamber. In her panicked flight, she collided with the Emperor’s carriage as he was returning from the study. Shot with an arrow and with nowhere to run, she slammed her head against the palace gate of Chu Lan Hall, preferring death to surrender.

Fortunately, she was later rescued. The Emperor admired her spirit and elevated her from a mere slave to a fifth-rank Noble Lady, showing her extreme favor. Within half a year, Yuan Shilan exclusively enjoyed the Emperor’s love, rising meteorically to finally be named Consort Chu. Although this caused various dissatisfaction and criticism from the court, the Emperor never wavered. Her prominence in the palace was unmatched, with no one able to compare.

Until a stormy night three months ago, after an incident in Chu Lan Hall, the once-pampered Consort Chu suddenly fell from favor. Within three days, of her position as a second-rank Pure Consort, she was demoted four consecutive times, becoming a mere seventh-rank Beauty, living alone in the Western Cold Palace.

No one knew what had happened that night, only that Consort Chu had allegedly quarreled with the Emperor and, in a fit of anger, disfigured herself, becoming neither human nor ghost, naturally incurring imperial wrath and demotion.

When palace people spoke of this matter, they naturally mocked and ridiculed. Firstly, Yuan Shilan had been extremely arrogant when in favor, ignoring other consorts in the palace. Secondly, since ancient times women had served the sovereign with their beauty; she was foolish enough to disfigure herself, naturally earning no sympathy from others.

“Princess Consort? Princess Consort?”

The young maid was somewhat frightened and called several times. Yu Shu came to her senses and quickly said: “Leave the palace immediately.”

Passing through the second gate, the carriage rumbled along. In the far distance, crows flew past, stirring up cold winds. Several black feathers fell, drifting slowly downward, gradually melding into this lonely palace.

Yan Hong – Xuan Mo
After hearing the news of Yuan Shilan’s suicide, Nalan remained silent for a long time. Wen Yuan led the servants as they slowly withdrew, leaving a room filled with clear, quiet afternoon sunlight.

Recalling the last time she saw that sharp, ice-like woman—at that time, her head was wrapped in layers of gauze. Even though the wound could not be seen, one could still imagine the horrific face beneath through the traces of blood.

She gazed calmly at Nalan and said in a very light voice: “Even if it’s not me, it will certainly never be you.”

Nalan smiled indifferently. In truth, given her status, she should not have visited a disgraced, discarded consort in the Cold Palace. But she went anyway, so now, faced with her customary lack of courtesy, Nalan had no extreme reaction. She merely looked at her quietly and asked the question that had been hidden in her heart: “Even if it’s not you, you needn’t have done this. Don’t you know that everyone in the palace has been waiting for you to have such a day?”

“Who has time to engage in scheming with them?”

Yuan Shilan laughed coldly, revealing the scar at the corner of her mouth, looking eerily frightening.

“I simply don’t want to waste time waiting for a man who has no heart for me.”

Nalan continued to ask: “And what about your feelings toward the Emperor? Do you also have no heart for him?”

Yuan Shilan’s expression suddenly became ferocious. She turned her head away viciously, lowered her voice, and said resentfully: “If he’s not mine, I don’t want him.”

In the brilliant lights of the Southeast Palace, Nalan, dressed in brocade finery, leaned against the back of her chair and laughed softly to herself.

Did she truly not want him? Was she truly indifferent? If she truly meant what she said, how could she have mutilated her face for someone she didn’t care about? How could she have wallowed in endless loneliness, eventually resolving to die?

She was still young and impetuous, still naive and willful, to be so rash, so impulsive, without considering at all what price her parents and relatives would have to pay for her irresponsible suicide.

This harem was indeed such a terrifying place—it could drive people mad, could drive people insane, could make a young girl cut her face one stroke at a time, then take her own life without any concern.

She thought her suicide would make him feel remorse and guilt, would make him remember her forever, not knowing that in this vast palace, her life and death were merely a brief display of fireworks. Beyond becoming a small topic of conversation for the consorts over tea, it would not cause any ripples.

In this imperial palace, what was least lacking were the wrongful ghosts of those who died in vain.

With time—one month, two months, one year, two years—who would still remember that once there was a greatly favored Consort Chu?

“How foolish!”

Nalan sighed lightly. Having been granted such a title, she could have relied on lifelong glory, and with that face and temperament so similar to hers, it would not have been difficult to enjoy exclusive favor for life. Unfortunately, she simply didn’t have the mind or heart for it.

“Your Majesty?”

Wen Yuan stood at the doorway, holding a freshly prepared medicinal brew, calling softly.

Nalan casually beckoned her to enter, took the medicine, and spooned it into her mouth one spoonful at a time. Though the medicine was so bitter, she drank it as if it were soup, not even furrowing her brow. Wen Yuan watched from the side, with a small bowl of rock sugar on the tray. Several times she moved her lips but ultimately said nothing.

“Convey my imperial edict: Beauty Yuan was virtuous and magnanimous, respectful and good. Now that she has died of a terrible illness, bestow upon her the rank of sixth-grade Hui Person, bury her in the Western Consort Cemetery, reward her maternal clan with a thousand gold, and promote her elder brother in official rank. Have the Ministry of Revenue handle it accordingly.”

Wen Yuan was slightly taken aback and looked at Nalan in confusion. Yes, the Princess Imperial had the right to participate in political affairs and to appoint local officials below the fourth rank in the Huai Song region. But since falling ill, she had relinquished power for more than two years. Was it worth it now for a minor criminal consort?

However, Nalan did not explain to her but simply continued: “The Emperor has been burdened with state affairs recently. It’s better not to tell him the news of Beauty Yuan’s death. Order all palaces to mind their tongues.”

Wen Yuan quickly nodded in agreement.

The hall quieted once more. The speech just now seemed to have greatly exhausted Nalan. She lay down, massaging her temples with her fingers, her brow slightly furrowed.

Even if he had demoted her in extreme anger, there must still have been some affection. Such exclusive favor, such indulgence—there must have been at least some sincerity. And as long as there was a bit of sincerity, once he learned of her suicide, he would inevitably feel some grief. Now, with unrest at the northwestern border and constant factional strife in the court, he already had enough worldly concerns to worry about.

After taking the medicine, she felt especially drowsy. In her haze, she thought: a discarded consort in the Western Cold Palace was forbidden from seeing the Emperor’s face for life. After two or three years, he would probably forget her, and even if he remembered someday, his state of mind regarding a woman who “died of illness” would not be too unbearable.

The candles crackled, marking another cold and lonely deep night. The imperial edict from the Southeast Palace reached all palaces, and the palace mistresses quickly comprehended the Empress’s intentions. Even though some were angered by the Empress’s kind treatment of Yuan Shilan’s relatives, none dared to say anything. Consort Cheng’s visit to apologize a few days ago and her subsequent retreat into the temple had subtly made them understand: the Empress still held imperial favor and authority, and could not be underestimated.

The harem remained as peaceful as ever, like a deep lake with gentle winds and waves, without a trace of turbulence. Music and dance lingered melodiously night after night, instrumental music surrounded their ears day after day. Beneath the harmonious exterior, all the scheming and maneuvering were quietly covered by winter snow. The palace was so vast, worldly affairs so numerous, that the woman with an icy heart and cold gaze had, like a withered flower, simply fallen away lightly, without a sound.

“Living always requires more courage than dying.”

Nalan’s smile was always extremely faint. Gazing at the increasingly beautiful light outside the window, she seemed to see that dark blue shadow again. He stood in the shadows, silently watching her, the long sword at his waist ancient and heavy, its bloodthirsty edge concealed within that small iron sheath.

He stood just like that, above his head a pitch-black canopy, like the butterfly of death, spreading its wings fiercely.

That day was the day of her father’s burial. He stood behind the grieving, weeping princess and said such a sentence.

“But…”

Suddenly, the wind rose outside the window. A layer of light snow had fallen last night and had not yet stopped. With the wind, snowflakes from the sky and ground danced together, hovering and weaving like white fish in the deep sea.

“Why did you suddenly lose courage?”

Yu Shu remembered that it was pouring rain the day Xuan Mo died. The rain was so heavy, like a cascading flood. The doctors rushing from the Imperial Medical Academy were all soaked, with rainwater all over their foreheads and cheeks, looking like ducks that had just emerged from a river.

In the early morning, it had still been a beautiful day with clear skies. She had brought servants to take out his books to air in the courtyard, the sunshine warm on her body, like lake water in June.

But in the evening, soldiers from the Southeastern Naval Office suddenly escorted a carriage into the capital, rushing straight through the gates of Prince Xuan’s mansion.

His face pale, he was supported from the carriage, then entered his study. A moment later, having changed into a court robe, he tried to forcibly go to the palace. However, before he could leave the main gate, he collapsed, blood surging from his body, everywhere, like winding streams. She stood helplessly by his side, crying out of fear, while the servants around rushed forward in a flurry, carrying him into the house, then racing out to find doctors.

The rain began at that moment.

It continued for seven days without stopping.

The common people said it was heaven weeping for Prince Xuan, respectfully sending off a loyal and upright minister.

The imperial physicians came in waves and left in waves, looking dejected. They kept saying things in her ear. Something about his injuries being too severe, losing too much blood, continuous military campaigns, weakened body, unhealed serious wounds, forcing himself to travel, the wound being too deep, heart and lungs damaged. But she couldn’t hear any of it. She watched these white-bearded, white-haired old men pass before her eyes like a revolving lantern, each with a solemn expression, their mouths opening and closing like fish silently blowing bubbles in the deep sea.

She wondered, what were they saying? Why didn’t they go in to treat him? His body was so strong—he could wield an eighty-jin broadsword and could dance with a hundred-jin iron spear. He just suffered some injuries, and lost some blood, what was the big deal? Why was he still lying there, not getting up? The Princess Imperial’s betrothal ceremony had already passed, and tomorrow the Yan Emperor would depart. He was an important minister of Huai Song—how could he not go to see him off?

She automatically ignored all the sounds outside and stubbornly ran to his side, gently pushing his arm, just as she had done many times over the years, seriously whispering in his ear: My lord, get up, my lord, please get up…

But he still didn’t move, just tightly closed his eyes, his brow furrowed, as if he had something troubling him even in his dreams.

His arm was ice-cold, like the ice blocks used to cool down in midsummer. She finally grew increasingly afraid, yet still didn’t dare to use force, continuing to gently push his arm, calling out again and again: My lord, please get up, my lord, please get up…

Gradually, there were sounds of crying around her. Some attending maids took out handkerchiefs to secretly wipe their tears. But she suddenly became angry and turned around to drive them all away.

Outside, the rain was so heavy. When the door opened, the wind carried cold raindrops in, hitting her thin clothes, and soaking them instantly.

An imperial physician stepped forward and said softly: “Princess Consort, the Prince is gone. Please accept my condolences.”

Throughout her life, she had always been a virtuous and obedient woman, filial to her parents at home, obedient to her brothers and sisters, after marriage making her husband her heaven, never daring to be willful or mischievous in the slightest. But at that moment, she suddenly became so angry. She slapped the third-rank imperial physician across the face, shouting: “You’re lying!”

However, the elderly physician said nothing, just silently looking at her, his gaze so calm yet full of sympathy and pity.

And she, in such a gaze, completely collapsed. Her legs gave way, and she fell into a deep darkness.

When she awoke, Xuan Mo had also awakened. His disciples and former subordinates all stood in the courtyard, going into the room in groups to hear him speak. Seeing her come carrying the child, these people automatically made way for her. She stood under the peach tree in front of the house, quietly looking at the window flickering with candlelight, just as during their first meeting many years ago.

At that time, she was still young, obediently following behind her father, with brothers and sisters beside her, along with children and young ladies from prestigious families. She wore an inconspicuous white satin dress, standing out like a featherless goose amidst the silk and brocade. He stood on the corridor, with handsome features, extraordinary in appearance, yet so gentle when he smiled, like the warm breeze of early spring.

A servant followed behind her, holding an umbrella for her. Yong was still little, white and plump, curled up in her arms, occasionally yawning, looking very sleepy.

Those people seemed to have spoken for a long time, and because she was Xuan Mo’s wife, no one concealed anything from her. She heard people whispering discussions around her, mostly about how they, the former officials of Huai Song, should maintain Huai Song as a country after the Princess Imperial’s marriage alliance, how to position themselves properly in the new dynasty, how to avoid conflict with Yan officials, how to gradually integrate into the Yan court and become assistants to the Princess. There was also Xuan Mo’s confidant, said to have Xuan Mo’s letter to be delivered to the Yan Emperor.

Finally, the crowd gradually dispersed, and the courtyard became quiet again. Apart from the sound of rain, there was no other noise.

The steward walked up to her, personally holding an umbrella for her, escorting her into the room.

He was leaning against the bed, wearing a clean and refreshing long robe. Seeing her, he still smiled slightly as before, extending his hand, pointing to the chair beside him, indicating: “Sit.”

She sat down blankly, her eyes looking at him, tears welling up but not daring to cry. She merely bit her lip, controlling herself, not letting herself cry out loud.

“Yu Shu, from now on, it will be hard on you.”

He looked at her, very calmly saying these words, speaking slowly but clearly. On the small table’s tray lay two ginseng roots, already half consumed. He took a slight breath, looking lovingly at Yong, saying softly: “I have not been a qualified father.”

Yu Shu was so afraid. In her entire life, she had never been so afraid. She suddenly boldly grabbed her husband’s arm, foolishly saying: “My lord, this won’t do, it can’t be like this.”

Xuan Mo smiled, his face pale, his eye sockets sunken, already thin beyond recognition.

“My lord, it can’t be like this.”

This simple woman didn’t know what else to say. She just shook her head forcefully, clutching her husband’s wrist tightly, repeating over and over: “It can’t, it can’t be like this.”

The night breeze gradually pushed open the window. The cold candlelight was nearly extinguished several times in the wind. The air outside was so cold, blowing from the north, faintly carrying the fragrance of autumn chrysanthemums.

She vaguely recalled playing and joking with her sisters when she was young. The sisters fantasized about their future husbands—someone wanted a top scholar renowned for his poetry, someone wanted a general with extraordinary martial skills, and someone wanted a son from a prestigious family. Only she, after thinking for a long, long time, finally pressured by her sisters, stuttered: “Just, just as long as he’s good to me.”

Just as long as he’s good to me.

She had always been such a humble person that even her sister despised her for lacking ambition. But what did it matter? At least she wasn’t greedy, she wasn’t melancholy, she didn’t complain about heaven or blame others. Her wish was simple, yet easy to fulfill. Her life was monotonous, yet more peaceful and happy.

But at this moment, she suddenly didn’t even want this last bit.

Grasping Xuan Mo’s hand, she trembled and said: “My lord, the old lord is gone, please divorce me. I know my lord doesn’t like me, my lord has someone else in his heart. I don’t want anything now, I just want my lord to live. As long as you live, it doesn’t matter if you divorce me.”

At that moment, all the wind and rain seemed to suddenly stop. The battle-hardened general was stunned by this simple woman’s determined gaze. A trace of bitterness rose from the bottom of his heart. Years of stubbornness and persistence turned to ashes in this moment. Time, like a surging long river, completely submerged his years of obsession. The ocean of guilt washed over him, condensing into a sigh in the final moment of his life.

Married for many years, he finally embraced his wife for the first time, sighing apologetically: “Yu Shu, I have failed you.”

Yu Shu leaned in this unfamiliar embrace, stunned for a moment.

So much endurance, so much self-control, so much self-comfort, so much self-deception. She had always thought she was virtuous enough, always thought she upheld the virtues of a wife, always thought she was not sad.

But everything, ultimately, completely collapsed in such a simple sentence, in such a simple embrace.

It turned out there was disappointment after all. It turned out there was no lack of disappointment. It turned out there were desires and fantasies.

It’s just that she had always suppressed it all so deeply.

She suddenly began to wail loudly, heartrendingly, beyond words.

This was the first time in her life, and also the last time, that Yu Shu cried in her husband’s arms.

After saying those words, Xuan Mo passed away peacefully, like an ink painting.

The next day, upon learning of Prince Xuan’s death, the Yan Emperor, who had been preparing to leave the city, temporarily changed his route and headed straight for Prince Xuan’s mansion. The young and stern emperor, dressed in black robes, stood before Xuan Mo’s coffin for a very long time. All those who came to pay their respects were too frightened to make a sound. Only he, like a stone statue, did not leave for a long time.

After that, there followed a series of conferments, a series of honors, but ultimately, they had nothing to do with her. Her heart had died. No matter how beautiful the world was, falling into her eyes, it was ultimately just a vast white land.

—————————————-

Yan Hong – Memorial Ceremony
The carriage traveled slowly along the official road, passing through bustling streets, through lively crowds, out of Zhenhuang’s city gate, heading southeast, moving unhurriedly. The clamorous sounds gradually faded away; mountains wore snow, wild grass swayed, and the sky was a hazy gray. Occasionally, a lone wild goose flew overhead, letting out a sorrowful cry as it quietly glided across the sky.

Yong’er leaned against Yu Shu’s embrace, drowsy and sleepy. Inside the carriage it was warm; the cotton curtains were thick, blocking out the cold from outside. Yu Shu held the child, gently patting his back rhythmically, unconsciously humming nursery rhymes she had heard in her childhood. Time moved slowly, yet the road beneath their feet seemed especially long.

“Princess, there’s a teahouse ahead. Would you like to stop and rest for a while?”

Jiang Wu, accompanying the Xuan Prince’s mansion guards alongside the carriage, wore an understated gray sable coat. Rubbing his hands together, he leaned over and asked.

The curtain moved slightly, and a cold breeze rushed in. Yu Shu frowned, looked up at the sky, and said: “Let’s hurry on our journey instead. I think it looks like it might snow, and we don’t want to get stranded on the road.”

“Yes,” Jiang Wu agreed, then added: “Red River is such a cold place. If we were in Huai Song, the lotus flowers would still be blooming at this time.”

“Mother?”

Yong’er rubbed his eyes, his cheeks flushed red. The wind blew against his face, making him more alert as he wrinkled his little nose and asked: “Are we there yet?”

Yu Shu looked outside, then nodded: “Almost there.”

Yu Shu hadn’t traveled to many places in her lifetime. Her first time leaving home was journeying from Huai Song to Zhenhuang, traveling thousands of miles, following tens of thousands of Huai Song royal nobles, leaving their homeland behind to arrive in this cold and unfamiliar land.

The circumstances at that time, put nicely, were that Huai Song was following heaven’s mandate, surrendering to Great Yan, and becoming a vassal state of Great Yan. However, everyone knew that the Nalan clan of Huai Song, apart from the Princess Imperial Nalan Hong Ye, had only a few daughters left by the late emperor and a dying young emperor. Their family line could hardly continue, and this so-called vassal state was nothing more than a figurehead. Once the Princess Imperial passed away, Huai Song would inevitably be renamed with the surname “Yan.”

Yet perhaps this outcome was already a good one. In those years among the three kingdoms, Huai Song’s territory was the smallest, not even a tenth of Great Xia’s size. Despite being close to the coast with developed commerce, it lacked iron ore, war horses, and other necessary military equipment, with military power always ranking last among the three kingdoms. It was only because Bian Tang and Great Xia kept each other in check that Huai Song was able to stand firm in the gap for a hundred years without falling. Once the regime of Great Xia or Bian Tang collapsed, the victor’s first move would be to deal with Huai Song.

During those chaotic times, Huai Song’s internal regime was unstable, Bian Tang’s territory was divided in two, state institutions collapsed, Great Xia was fragmented, with continuous civil war, and the Yan Bei iron cavalry emerged from the pass, sweeping across the Central Plains. Huai Song had neither the ability to maintain the triangular balance of power among the three kingdoms, nor the army to seize the opportunity to occupy other countries’ territories, nor a stable domestic regime. Under those circumstances, there was no second option but to rely on Yan Bei. And facts proved that the Princess Imperial’s strategy was indeed wise. Even though the country became a vassal state, the people and officials of Song barely suffered from the war. The royal family and court suffered no losses, and Song officials held extremely high positions in the new dynasty, far from being like the remnants of Great Xia, who were placed at the lowest level in the empire’s hierarchy.

Common people don’t care who is emperor; as long as they have clothes to wear, food to eat, and land to farm, no one will care whether their sovereign’s surname is Yan or Nalan. However, some people still couldn’t accept it. Yu Shu still remembered the day they left Huai Song; many scholars ran to block the royal procession. After being reprimanded by soldiers, some even poured oil on themselves and self-immolated.

Even today, Yu Shu still clearly remembers that scene. The fire roared as it burned, and the person screamed the Xuan Prince’s name while others prostrated themselves, weeping loudly, saying that if the Xuan Prince were still around, he would never allow the kingdom to be handed over by ignorant women and children.

In the blink of an eye, so many years had passed. Now under Great Yan’s governance, such voices gradually subsided, and the man once regarded as the savior by the people of Great Song was mentioned less and less. Even on his death anniversary, only this widowed mother and orphaned child would leave the city early, traveling dozens of miles to pay their respects.

After sitting in the carriage for half a day, they finally reached Yan West Mountain. The mountain was steep, and the carriage couldn’t go up. Yu Shu, wearing a white fur cloak, held Yong’er’s hand as they got off the carriage. The servants brought a soft sedan chair; she sat in it, and the chair swayed as it began to climb the stone steps one by one.

Because the snow was thick, the servants walked slowly. Yong’er was now energetic, lifting the sedan curtain and curiously looking outside from time to time.

Halfway up the mountain was a temple that looked dilapidated. Yu Shu had rested there before when climbing the mountain. She knew there were only about a dozen monks inside, most of them elderly. Due to its remote location, there were few pilgrims, and it always looked deserted, with snow piled up at the entrance and no one to sweep it away.

She looked out through the window and saw green pine trees, lush and verdant, feeling somewhat melancholic.

Another year had passed.

“Princess, we’ve arrived. The path ahead is narrow, and the sedan can’t go further.”

Yu Shu nodded, took Yong’er down from the chair, instructed the other guards to wait there, and taking only Jiang Wu, carrying paper money and incense, she held Yong’er’s hand and walked up the mountain.

The higher they went, the stronger the wind became, making their faces hurt. She kept Yong’er behind her, walking step by step. Suddenly, a gust of wind whistled past her ears, and a black shadow darted out from the forest beside them like lightning. Jiang Wu immediately drew his sword, standing in front of Yu Shu, but before he could pull his sword from its scabbard, two swords were already at his neck.

“Who goes there?”

The other party demanded in a low voice. Yu Shu turned pale and quickly covered Yong’er’s eyes. Unexpectedly, Yong’er was quite brave, pulling his mother’s hand away and shouting righteously: “I am the heir of the Xuan Prince’s mansion, this is my mother, we are here to pay respects to my father. Who are you? Are you a bandit? Aren’t you afraid of being beheaded?”

The child’s voice was as clear as pearls falling on jade, echoing in the forest with the howling wind. Yu Shu was frightened and pulled Yong’er back, holding him tightly in her arms.

To their surprise, the bandits looked at each other, sheathed their swords, and the leader stepped forward, bowing respectfully: “So it’s the Xuan Princess and the young heir. Please forgive our rudeness. May the Princess wait here for a moment.”

With that, they leaped away and were gone.

After a short while, the man returned and said: “Please follow me, Princess.”

Yu Shu looked at them suspiciously, but Jiang Wu seemed to understand something and nodded to Yu Shu, indicating that she need not be afraid.

The white marble floor was very smooth, looking from afar like a huge, polished mirror. The sky was so close it seemed one could reach out and touch the clouds. The wind blew from all directions, lifting the hems of their clothes from below. Snowflakes danced everywhere in the air, whistling and swirling, appearing like a milk-like thick fog.

Yu Shu squinted as she looked ahead and saw a figure standing amidst the snow and wind, wearing a black cloak with the hood raised, concealing his head and face. The mountain wind blew, making a moaning sound, and the snow swirled around him, isolating him from the rest of the world. All that could be seen was a solitary figure, like a towering pine tree, so straight that it seemed able to hold up the entire world.

Even though she couldn’t see his face clearly, Yu Shu immediately knelt, pulling Yong’er beside her, and called out in her not-so-loud voice: “Greetings, Your Majesty.”

Yan Xun turned his head, and his icy gaze softened slightly when he saw her. He smiled faintly, his smile somewhat stiff, perhaps due to the cold weather, or perhaps because he had forgotten how to smile for too long. He nodded quietly and said: “You’ve come.”

Yan Xun did not ask her to rise, and Yu Shu did not dare to move. Her heart pounded as she nervously replied: “Yes.”

“Rise. In front of Xuan Mo, don’t let him think I’m bullying his wife.”

He spoke very casually, but Yu Shu’s legs went weak when she heard it. She nodded timidly and stood up. Leading Yong’er forward, she stood ten paces behind Yan Xun. Before Xuan Mo’s spirit tablet, banners and candles burned high, incense smoke curled upward, and black paper money danced with the wind all over the ground, like a string of black butterflies.

Yan Xun didn’t speak either, just casually stepped back, making room in front of the tomb. Yu Shu led the child forward tremblingly, lit incense, set up banners, and burned paper money. The white paper was gradually consumed by the flames, turning into black ash. Her pale cheeks appeared blood-red in the firelight. Her stiff fingers slowly warmed up but still maintained their rigid posture, gradually pouring all the paper money into the roaring flames.

“Father, Yong’er has come to see you.”

Yong’er obediently knelt on the ground, properly kowtowed three times, then said with a serious face: “This year, my studies have been very good. Master Lu has praised me three times. I’ve learned many characters and also learned to ride a horse. Uncle Jiang gave me a little pony, black with a tuft of white hair on its nose. It’s very beautiful.”

The child chattered on, his words carrying the innocence unique to children. His voice was soft, but he deliberately put on a serious adult manner, frowning with his little eyebrows, looking very adorable.

“Father, it’s getting cold, you must remember to wear more clothes. The cotton clothes that Mother and I burned for you, remember to wear them. Since you’re alone here, you need to learn to take care of yourself, don’t get sick. I will take care of Mother for you, so don’t worry.”

The mountain wind suddenly grew stronger. Yu Shu turned her head away, her eyes somewhat moist.

“Mother? What’s wrong?”

Yu Shu forced a smile and said: “It’s nothing, the wind got in my eyes.”

As she spoke, she suddenly felt the wind diminish. Yu Shu raised her head in confusion and saw a tall figure standing upwind, right in front of them. Ahead was a cliff; that person stood against the wind, his clothes blown by the breeze, white snowflakes swirling around. Though he stood so close, it seemed as if he were a thousand miles away, forever unreachable.

“Mother? Mother? What’s wrong?”

Seeing her daze, Yong’er called out anxiously. Yu Shu, aware of her lapse, quickly turned her head and said: “It’s nothing, Yong’er, quickly kowtow to your father.”

The child stared with wide eyes: “I already did.”

Yu Shu nodded, threw the last string of paper money into the fire, then also bowed three times before standing up.

“Are you done?”

A deep voice sounded from ahead. Yu Shu, with lowered eyes, nodded quickly. Yan Xun said: “Then let’s go together.”

How could Yu Shu dare to object? She continued to nod obediently in agreement.

Yan Xun stepped forward, took Yong’er’s hand, and smiled: “So you can ride a horse now?”

More than a dozen guards ran forward, some cleaning up the memorial ceremony items behind them, others guarding the left and right sides.

Yong’er frequently visited the palace and, since Yan Xun was always friendly to him, he was not shy. Holding the hand of the most powerful person in the world, he looked up with a bright smile and said: “Yes, Uncle Jiang taught me, but I’m still too small to ride a big horse, I can only ride a pony.”

Yan Xun smiled and said: “Your father couldn’t ride a horse when he was your age. You’re better than him.”

“Ah? Really?”

Yong’er was surprised, opening his eyes wide, and asked: “Was my father so silly?”

Hearing this, Yan Xun laughed happily: “Your father was good at everything else—he excelled in poetry, was widely read, but just couldn’t ride a horse. He learned horsemanship from me.”

“Wow, so Your Majesty is my father’s teacher? Can Your Majesty teach me? I want to ride a big horse, not a pony anymore. The little pony Uncle Jiang gave me is too lazy; it doesn’t even run, it only walks with small steps.”

“You’re still too young to learn horse riding, but I can teach you something else.”

“What else can Your Majesty do? Can you fight crickets?”

Yan Xun smiled calmly: “I know many things.”

“Your Majesty is boasting. My Red-Headed General is undefeated throughout the palace; even the Second Prince’s Mighty Green-Headed King had a leg bitten off.”

…

On the narrow stone path, a tall figure and a short one walked at the front, chatting as they went, in perfect harmony. Snow and wind were all around, but they seemed unable to intrude between them.

Yu Shu followed behind, gazing absent-mindedly at their backs, vaguely thinking that if the Prince were still alive, perhaps it would be just like this. Perhaps he would also take Yong’er out for spring outings in his leisure time, talk about some embarrassing childhood stories of other friends, and then arrogantly boast about how clever and valiant he was in his youth. Perhaps it would be just like this.

She suddenly felt sad. Although she was a simple woman who only knew how to take care of her husband and raise her child, she was not entirely ignorant of the outside world.

In recent years, especially the last two, princes were born one after another in the palace, but there was never any mention of the Emperor showing particular affection for any son. Subconsciously, Yu Shu understood that the Yan state was newly established, and various political powers were still unstable. There were still small-scale wars in the north, and Great Yan had promised before the Empress married into the Yan country that the Emperor of Great Yan must be the Empress’s son. So even though the Empress currently had no children, the Emperor could not be too close to his other sons, lest it arouse suspicion at court. After all, old officials from Huai Song still held some power in the court.

For the Emperor to speak with such a gentle expression—perhaps even his sons had never seen it.

Having his own son right before him yet unable to be close to him—the Emperor’s heart must be very sad too.

Yu Shu sighed foolishly. A flock of birds flew over from the forest, their wings flapping noisily. She raised her head; the wind on her face felt ice-cold.

Laughter came from ahead, the sound so joyful.

In the distant deep palace, Nalan threw a piece of white silk into the fire, watching it gradually being consumed by the flames, turning into black ash. Faintly, she seemed to hear the wind blowing from the southeast, carrying unfamiliar voices, lingering in her ears.

The deep palace was cold and quiet. She wore elaborate palace garments, layers of brocade wrapping her entire being, along with her joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness, all becoming a rigid symbol amidst the splendid silks and satins. Her back was straight, her face adorned with exquisite makeup. All the maids and eunuchs stood far away, none daring to raise their heads to look at her. She was still that noble lady, the de facto Empress of Huai Song, the legitimate Empress of Great Yan, the last princess of the Nalan clan. However, her shoulders were slightly weary.

Sunlight shone on her, and in the beam of light, tiny dust particles danced up and down.

Everything was changing, except for her shadow, which for many years had been lonely, stretched long, long by the gentle passage of time.

“Another year has passed.”

Silently, she smiled faintly, a smile that dissipated like mist in the cold snow of late autumn.

Yan Hong – Pear Blossom (Final Chapter)
Outside the window, the wind rustled. In the spacious hall with heavy curtains, the imperial physician who had just checked her pulse withdrew. Cloud Aunty then entered the hall, wearing the ceremonial court dress of a first-rank female official. She paid proper respects to Nalan but did not rise.

Seeing this, Nalan smiled bitterly and asked, “What is the matter, Aunty?”

Cloud Aunty had grown very old, her hair completely silver, her wrinkles deep. Her eyes, usually dull and cloudy, now shone like knives. She raised her head, looking sharply at Nalan, and said in a low voice, “His Majesty went to Yan West Mountain again.”

Nalan neither confirmed nor denied, silently smiling and nodding, “Xuan Wang made great contributions to the country. It’s commendable that His Majesty shows such consideration for a meritorious official. Isn’t that a good thing?”

The hall was very quiet, so quiet that one could hear the wind passing through distant corridors. Cloud Aunty knelt there, silently gazing at her without speaking. Her gaze wasn’t particularly stern, but under that silent stare, Nalan’s superficial facade gradually fell away.

She sighed helplessly, smiling bitterly, “What does Aunty want? I am well now. His Majesty hasn’t broken his initial oath. Why create unnecessary trouble?”

“But His Majesty hates you!”

Cloud Aunty suddenly exclaimed emotionally, “He hates you for stripping Xuan Wang of his military power, hates you for withdrawing his guards, hates you for sending him to the Eastern Sea, hates you for withholding Xuan Wang’s last letter to him. He believes Xuan Wang was the sworn brother who stood by him. All these years, he has loathed you deeply. Don’t you know that?”

“Yes, he loathes me deeply.”

Nalan smiled faintly, her voice surprisingly carrying a hint of joy, “Look, Aunty, he isn’t heartless. He still treats my sworn brother quite well.”

“Princess!”

Cloud Aunty finally became angry, standing up with her cane, her face turning blue with rage.

Nalan coughed lightly a couple of times, then sighed helplessly, “Aunty, at your advanced age, how can you still have such a temper?”

Cloud Aunty didn’t speak, just staring fixedly at her. Nalan continued to smile, though that smile somehow carried an indescribable bitterness.

“What does Aunty want me to do? Use this as leverage to beg His Majesty for a bit of affection? Aunty, what do you take me for? Has the nation fallen, and has Hong Ye also lost her dignity?”

Cloud Aunty was suddenly stunned. The candlelight in the great hall illuminated her aged face, showing a kind of helpless desolation.

“I am not living for myself alone. Behind me are thousands upon thousands of royal relatives. With the position of Empress and Xuan Mo’s relationship, our Huai Song remnant officials can avoid too much hardship.”

Cloud Aunty frowned, struggling to argue, “But if His Majesty knew the truth, he would be good to you too. There would be no difference.”

“There would be a difference.” Nalan turned her head, a gentle smile on her lips. “You understand.”

The fragrance of incense curled upward, strand by strand. Night fell, and the heavy curtains came down, making the entire palace feel increasingly deep, quiet, and solemn. She turned away, never looking back, just walking step by step inside.

“He and Xuan Mo shared brotherly affection, but it was only brotherly affection. Once a brother becomes a wife, that affection is gone.”

The vermilion-lacquered, gold-plated palace doors creaked open slowly. The depths of the hall were empty. Nalan stood straight-backed, gazing at the magnificent imperial court bathed in bright yellow. The fingers inside her sleeve clenched one by one, then opened one by one. Indistinctly, it seemed she had let go of something, or perhaps acknowledged something.

“What good would telling him to do? He wouldn’t love you—he would only feel indebted to you.”

In her heart, she said softly to herself. After all, acknowledging all this was such a simple matter.

She was a woman of such refined sensibilities, with a brilliant mind, crystal clear in her understanding. All her life she had been playing strategic games at court, manipulating people’s hearts. She knew every method and technique to win the greatest benefit for herself. The reason she didn’t speak, the reason she concealed, was only because she knew that even if everything were revealed to the world, it still couldn’t win his glance back or his affection in this lifetime.

Rather than receiving one part gratitude and two parts guilt, yet still having to compete and scheme against the endless stream of women in the harem, it was better to give him—and herself—a way out.

She had long understood that some things in this world cannot be forced. The human heart is the strongest shackle between heaven and earth. Just as Xuan Mo had felt toward her, and just as she felt toward Yan Xun, it was all the same. Once trapped within, one cannot transcend.

“Princess! To protect our Great Song’s remnant officials, the most important thing is to give birth to a prince. Five years—it’s been five years already!”

The palace doors slowly closed, and Cloud Aunty’s impassioned voice could no longer be heard. Wen Yuan and the other servants also withdrew, leaving only her in the hall. She walked calmly to a small table and slowly sat down, steadying herself on a gold-lacquered carved pillar. Quietly, she poured herself a drink. The liquid that flowed out was black medicinal soup. She didn’t mind the bitterness, just drank it sip by sip. The soup still emitted steam, spiraling upward in circles. The orchid-carved pattern on the cup’s wall touched her fingertips with a warm, smooth sensation. Just like on their wedding night, when her fingers lightly touched his skin, covered with scars, cold as frost.

“There can only be brothers who stand as equals and share their hearts openly. There cannot be a husband who possesses three thousand concubines yet has his heart belong to another. I am the Princess Imperial of Huai Song. I am Nalan Hong Ye.”

In the silence, a low voice slowly sounded. She opened her eyes wide, and two clear tears streamed down.

The tears meandered down her pale, thin cheeks, following the curve of her chin to her wrist. Cold. Just two drops.

She sat like this, motionless, for an entire night.

The next day, the wet nurse of the Great Yan Empress passed away. Yan Xun personally issued an imperial decree, conferring upon Cloud Aunty the title of Kang Lu Furen of the second rank, with the funeral rites of a third-rank court official. Cloud Aunty had never married and had no husband’s family, so the rewards were given to her maternal family, allowing them to enjoy the posthumous honor: gold, silver, brocades, bestowing glory on her descendants.

On the day of Cloud Aunty’s funeral, Nalan stood at the corner tower of Zhenhuang City’s west gate, wearing a black imperial robe, her head adorned with a purple gold empress crown. She silently watched the dragon-like funeral procession slowly exit Zhenhuang City, heading south.

The dead return to their homeland and fallen leaves return to their roots. Five years ago, Cloud Aunty had followed Nalan on the long journey away from home, coming to this snowy land. Now, her princess had grown up, no longer the child who would hide in her arms and cry. She had finally let go of everything and departed.

That evening, it began to snow again. The maids draped a heavy fur cloak over her, but she still felt cold. Her complexion was ashen, her figure thin. She stood alone on the high tower, like a frozen statue.

Father Emperor was gone, Hong Yu was gone, Xuan Mo was gone, and now Cloud Aunty was gone too.

Finally, all the people in this world who loved her were gone, leaving only her, thousands of miles from home. Perhaps for the rest of her life, she would never again see the warm sunshine of her homeland or smell the slightly salty waves of the seaside.

Tears welled up, but her eyes remained dry. Her heart suddenly hurt so much, her throat felt salty as if blood was seeping from the corner of her mouth. Yet she stood facing the wind, unaware, until the white front of her great fur cloak turned crimson until Wen Yuan’s cry of alarm pierced her eardrums and black crows flew across the distant sky. Only then did she softly collapse. The snow is vast and boundless, and the world turned yellow and upside down. She seemed to see again Cloud Aunty’s young face from many years ago, gazing at her tenderly, softly calling her childhood name.

After Cloud Aunty’s death, Nalan wilted like a withered lily, declining day by day.

The weather grew colder, bitter winds sweeping across the land. Physicians from the Imperial Medical Academy came and went more than a dozen times each day. All kinds of precious medicines flowed like water into the Southeast Palace, but there was no sign of improvement.

At noon on this day, the heavy snow finally stopped. Outside, the sunshine was pleasant. Wen Yuan called some young maids to have a snowball fight in the courtyard and carried Nalan to sit in the corridor. She wore a thick white sable cloak, sitting on a soft couch. The joyful sounds spread throughout the Southeast Palace, somewhat broadening one’s spirits.

Suddenly, a faint voice reached her ears. Nalan turned slightly and saw Imperial Physician Wang and Imperial Physician Lu in the side hall, discussing something in low voices. They seemed not to have noticed her, and their voices were somewhat loud.

Imperial Physician Wang was an old official from Huai Song, already over seventy years old. His brows were furrowed tightly. Because of the distance, not everything was audible, just a few vague phrases about “exhausted vital energy,” “excessive worry,” “imbalance of qi and blood,” “internal and external deficiencies,” “lamp oil depleted,” “medicines unable to save…”

“What are you gentlemen discussing?”

A light reprimand suddenly sounded. The two physicians looked up to see Wen Yuan standing at the doorway, her face anxious and angry as she glared at them. Nalan sat nearby, her expression calm, as if she had been listening for a long time.

The two men were so frightened they immediately fell to their knees, hastily apologizing.

But Nalan said nothing, just silently turned her head away, quietly watching the maids playing in the snow in the courtyard. Neither happy nor sad, as if she had never heard those words.

At dinner time, Wen Yuan smiled as she kept her company. Seeing her mood was still good, she carefully comforted her, saying not to mind what the two physicians had said, even criticizing them, saying they were senile and not to be believed.

Nalan listened with a faint smile, took her medicine, and went to bed early.

The next day, a new batch of imperial physicians arrived at the Southeast Palace. Nalan didn’t object. She followed the physicians’ instructions daily, resting quietly. Though her condition showed no improvement, it didn’t worsen either. The doctors were very pleased, saying that once she got through this winter, her illness would take a turn for the better.

The servants in the Southeast Palace were delighted to hear this. With the Lantern Festival approaching, Wen Yuan led the female officials and eunuchs in redecorating the Southeast Palace. Red and green, all sorts of bright-colored silks were hung up, making it look like a commoner’s wedding. Nalan understood their intentions and didn’t stop them, just quietly lying in bed, rarely speaking.

However, after a few days, the weather suddenly turned extremely cold. Howling winds, freezing temperatures—Nalan’s condition immediately worsened.

At noon on this day, with snow howling outside the window, Nalan leaned against her couch, listening to the sounds outside, somewhat lost in thought. She quietly said, “I’m afraid the Lantern Festival can’t be held this year.”

Her voice was very hoarse, carrying an undisguisable air of decay. Wen Yuan’s face was constantly filled with worry, though she dared not let it show. Hearing Nalan speak, she quickly smiled and replied, “With such strong winds, any lanterns hung out would be blown away immediately. It probably can’t be held.”

Nalan nodded. Wen Yuan continued, “Your Majesty should rest for a while. Is your mouth bitter from the medicine? Would you like some sweet water?”

Nalan shook her head. Wen Yuan was about to continue when suddenly three whip cracks sounded outside, clear and melodious. Her face immediately brightened as she quickly stood up, saying repeatedly, “Your Majesty, the Emperor has come.”

With that, she led the servants out to receive him.

Soon, the palace doors opened layer by layer, the heavy curtains were lifted, and Yan Xun, wearing a raven-gold robe, walked in, removing his outer black fur coat and handing it to a waiting-maid.

He was still the same as always: heroic brows, straight nose, thin lips, eyes like deep lakes, unfathomable no matter how one looked. He sat opposite Nalan’s couch, accepted a hot towel from Wen Yuan, first pressed it to his face, then wiped his hands before asking, “Is your illness better?”

Nalan leaned against the couch, nodding lightly, her face bearing her customary calm and peaceful smile. “Your Majesty is concerned. It’s much better.”

He nodded and continued, “Have you been taking the medicine prescribed by the imperial physicians on time?”

Nalan said, “Yes, on time.”

He pondered for a moment, then asked, “I remember you’re quite afraid of the cold. Now that the weather is cold, is the palace warm enough?”

A faint light flashed in Nalan’s eyes, but it disappeared instantly, almost imperceptibly. She raised her head, her cheeks now so thin they formed a sharp line, and said, “Your Majesty need not worry. Everything is fine here.”

Then, the great hall fell quiet, as serene as an autumn lake. The wind outside continued to howl, growing stronger and weaker by turns. The two sat there, neither knowing what to say to break the awkward impasse.

“Well then, the Empress should rest well. I will first…”

“Has Your Majesty had lunch?”

A very clear voice suddenly sounded from the side. Both Nalan and Yan Xun were startled and looked up to see Wen Yuan. The young servant was so frightened her lips turned white, her hands tightly clutching a handkerchief in front of her, her forehead beaded with sweat, the arms hidden in her sleeves trembling slightly.

Yan Xun looked at Nalan in surprise, then turned his head, but he wasn’t angry. Instead, he nodded and said, “No.”

“Then why doesn’t Your Majesty dine in our palace? Our small kitchen is very skilled. The Empress enjoys the food here. Your Majesty has never dined in our palace.”

Yan Xun smiled and nodded, “Very well.”

Wen Yuan was so delighted she became almost flustered, saying hurriedly, “Then this servant will go prepare.”

With that, she ran off like a gust of wind.

Seeing her leave, Nalan helplessly said, “This subject has failed to properly discipline the servants. Please forgive me, Your Majesty.”

But Yan Xun shook his head, “It’s fine. She is very loyal.”

How could Nalan not understand Wen Yuan’s intentions? She simply hoped Yan Xun would stay longer to keep her company. She said nothing more.

Yan Xun stood up and walked around the great hall casually. Reaching the bookshelf, he randomly pulled out a book, flipped through it, and put it back, then pulled out another. Nalan reclined on the couch, carefully fidgeting with a French button clasp. Sunlight streamed in through the window, drawing square after square on the floor. The afternoon sun was warm; despite the howling gale outside, this chamber was peaceful and serene.

“You enjoy merchant arts?”

Yan Xun suddenly asked, holding a book titled “The Art of Commerce.”

Nalan looked up and said, “My ancestors were merchants. Song territory had developed commerce, and in my leisure time, I enjoy studying it.”

Yan Xun smiled, saying, “I wouldn’t have guessed.”

“Wouldn’t have guessed what?”

Yan Xun shook his head, “Nothing. Just that I know someone else who also enjoys this field.”

Nalan smiled, “It’s Xuan Wang, isn’t it?”

Yan Xun was slightly surprised, asking, “How does the Empress know?”

Nalan said naturally, “Of course I know. I’ve known Xuan Wang since childhood, so I naturally understand him better than Your Majesty does.”

Yan Xun laughed lightly, seeming unconvinced, but he didn’t say anything. He just turned his head and continued flipping through the book. Nalan secretly felt a little triumphant, like a child who had succeeded in mischief, her lips curling up as she lowered her head to continue fidgeting with the clasp.

Time silently flowed by. After many years of marriage, this seemed to be the first time Yan Xun had carefully observed Nalan’s bedchamber. He felt that this empress of his was indeed an unusual person. Not only was her taste outstanding, but her knowledge was also extensive. The books she collected covered a wide range, and most showed signs of having been read, unlike other imperial concubines whose books were mere decoration.

“Your Majesty, Empress, please dine.”

The dishes were quickly arranged. Because Nalan was taking medicine and needed to follow dietary restrictions, she had only four small dishes on her side. On Yan Xun’s side, however, there were a full sixty or more dishes, both cold and hot, vegetarian and meat, spread lavishly across a large table, making quite a spectacular sight.

Yan Xun was slightly embarrassed and couldn’t help glancing at Nalan. But Nalan smiled and said, “Your Majesty rarely visits me, so the servants don’t know your tastes and had to prepare extensively. Please don’t blame them; they are sincerely trying to please you.”

Such words could only come from Nalan’s mouth. If spoken by anyone else, they would have seemed like bitter jealousy.

Wen Yuan stood to the side, and seeing that Yan Xun said nothing but obediently began to eat, she was overjoyed. She thought to herself that she had been truly brilliant today—when had her mistress ever shown such good spirits? Indeed, heartache needed heart medicine. Perhaps if His Majesty visited a few more times, her mistress’s illness would improve.

The meal progressed slowly. By the time they finished, it was time for an afternoon nap. Yan Xun and Nalan exchanged a few casual words, now much more natural than before. He instructed the servants to take good care of her and was about to return to his palace when suddenly there was a ripping sound—his sleeve had caught on the table corner, tearing a large hole in the cuff.

Yan Xun raised his arm, glanced at it casually, and didn’t seem concerned as he prepared to put on his coat.

But Nalan said, “Your Majesty, your clothes are torn.”

Yan Xun was unconcerned, saying casually, “It doesn’t matter.”

“Wait a moment.”

Nalan pulled Yan Xun’s sleeve closer, examining it carefully, and said, “This is tribute embroidery from Tianci. This fabric is so rare that Tianci County can only produce enough for a few garments each year. Your Majesty only had this one Tianci embroidered court robe made this year. Now that it’s damaged, even if we sent it to the imperial embroidery chamber, I fear no one would dare repair it.”

Yan Xun had no idea that a garment could involve so many considerations. He looked more carefully at the robe and said, “If it’s damaged, it’s damaged. It doesn’t matter.”

But Nalan said, “Your Majesty might not care, but I do. Do you know how many embroiderers go blind each year making this fabric? Look, not only is it embroidered on both sides, but if you look carefully at the cross-section of the fabric, you can see small ‘fu’ characters for good fortune.”

Yan Xun looked carefully and indeed saw them. He couldn’t help but exclaim, “Truly exquisite.”

“Wen Yuan, bring needle and thread.”

Yan Xun was startled and asked, “What is the Empress doing?”

“Since no one in the embroidery chamber would dare repair it, and it would be discarded anyway, let me try. If I ruin it, please don’t blame me.”

Yan Xun was even more surprised and couldn’t help asking, “The Empress knows needlework?”

Nalan’s eyes lifted slightly, a glint passing through them as she glanced at him. Taking the needle and thread, she began to mend the tear, saying as she worked, “Sit down. It will be done soon.”

For some reason, Yan Xun felt somewhat nervous. He sat down next to Nalan but seemed uncomfortable and tried to move away, frowning as he said, “Don’t prick me.”

Nalan raised an eyebrow: “A veteran of battlefields, afraid of a tiny embroidery needle?”

Yan Xun didn’t trust her skill and frowned without speaking. Soon, however, Nalan was skillfully threading the needle, her fingers slender and graceful. In her hands, the needle and thread seemed to come alive.

She was so thin. From Yan Xun’s angle, he could only see a beautiful, white neck. Sunlight fell on her, carrying a calm and peaceful aura. The air held a faint scent of medicine. The sand in the hourglass slid down grain by grain, so quietly one could almost hear the soft sound of the needle passing through the cloth.

Suddenly, Nalan’s hand trembled, and she began to cough lightly.

At first, she tried to control it, but gradually she lost control, and the coughing grew louder. Yan Xun frowned, extending his other hand to gently pat her back, calling out, “Bring water, quickly!”

Wen Yuan rushed forward. Yan Xun took the tea and helped Nalan take a sip. Slowly, her breathing steadied, though her cheeks remained flushed while her eyes grew increasingly weary.

“Are you all right? Should we call the physician?”

Nalan weakly shook her head: “No need. It’s an old ailment. I’ll be fine after resting.”

“Don’t mend the clothes today. Wait until you’re feeling better.”

Nalan was indeed exhausted and nodded.

Yan Xun removed his outer garment and handed it to Wen Yuan, instructing, “Wait until your mistress is feeling better before mending it. Don’t give it to her in the next few days.”

Wen Yuan nodded happily, thinking to herself that after five years, heaven had finally opened its eyes—His Majesty now knew to care for the Empress.

Yan Xun put on his great fur coat and said to Nalan, “I’ll go now. You rest well.”

Nalan nodded. Yan Xun turned and walked out, the curtains of the great hall lifting layer by layer, his figure disappearing step by step. For some reason, Nalan suddenly felt such anxiety, as if her heart were filled with wild grass. She called out loudly, “Your Majesty?”

Yan Xun paused, turning his head from afar.

The palace was deep, and they were so far apart, gazing at each other while time passed between them—one year, two years, three years, five years, and those he didn’t know: ten years, eight years, many, many years.

“Tonight, I will instruct the kitchen to prepare several delicious dishes. Will Your Majesty come again?”

Yan Xun stood in the center of the great hall, at a distance, looking at the woman sitting on the bed.

She was his wife, whom he had never truly acknowledged, yet who had genuinely helped him in many practical ways.

He stood there, just looking at her, trying hard to recall her previous appearance in his mind. Yet all he could remember, besides her eyes full of pearls and jade, brocade, and gold, was emptiness. And now, she wore a simple white soft robe, her hair without a single ornament, no makeup, her face pale, her lips blue, so frail, like a candle in the wind, not knowing how much longer it could burn.

Enough…

Yan Xun silently sighed in his heart.

Even though she had stripped Xuan Mo of his military power, even though she might have discovered his relationship with Xuan Mo and privately destroyed the letter Xuan Mo wrote to him before his death.

Enough.

From afar, Yan Xun nodded and said, “You should rest well. I will come to see you again tonight.”

The great doors swung open, and fresh wind blew in.

Nalan sat on the couch, silently watching his departing figure, her expression gentle, her gaze like clouds in the sky, so peaceful.

“Your Majesty—”

Wen Yuan smiled happily, almost at a loss for words, finally rushing out, shouting, “This servant will go make preparations.”

Nalan took a deep breath and leaned back into the soft bedding. Suddenly, she remembered a twilight many years ago. He had ridden on horseback, catching up from afar, finally standing at the bridgehead, calling loudly to her as she departed: “I’ve buried good wine under the pear tree. Will you come back next year?”

Will you come back next year? Will you come back next year? Will you come?

For so many years, as soon as she closed her eyes, she could hear this voice. It seemed like just yesterday, right at her ear.

“Yes! Wait for me!”

Sitting in the carriage, she had stuck her head out and shouted at him, who had already become a small black dot in the distance.

Yes! Wait for me!

However, she ultimately could not return.

Her father emperor passed away, leaving her alone with her sick mother and foolish brother, struggling against the ambitious royal relatives and court officials. The country and family all fell on her slender, tender shoulders.

As for him, his family was destroyed, and he became homeless. The once-favored son of heaven instantly became a prisoner beneath the steps.

Ten years of life and death, vast and boundless. They finally returned to the place where they had met, but alas, the mountains and rivers had shattered, and things and people had changed. Though they faced each other, they no longer recognized one another.

She slowly closed her eyes, the corners of her mouth pulling into a faint smile.

The sky had not yet darkened when Wen Yuan began bustling about, matching clothes for her, and arranging her makeup, while the kitchen servants, knowing the Emperor would come to dine, exerted all their efforts in preparation. Though she didn’t want this, seeing them so happy, she didn’t object.

Yet as the sky grew darker, long past the dinner hour, there was still no sign of him.

All the servants were secretly anxious. Wen Yuan sent capable servants out to gather news, while she repeatedly comforted Nalan.

Nalan gradually understood in her heart, yet didn’t feel particularly sad, only somewhat empty. Yu Shu was right; the Southeast Palace was too large, always seeming desolate.

Soon, a small eunuch from Yan Xun’s side came to relay a message: urgent military news had arrived from Meilin Pass in the northwest. His Majesty would be in the military council chamber with several officials discussing state affairs tonight and would not come.

At that moment, Nalan could almost clearly hear the collective sigh throughout the great hall. She responded to the messenger eunuch with a composed expression, rewarding him. To Wen Yuan, she said, “Alright, serve the meal.”

Wen Yuan was stunned: “What?”

Nalan laughed, “To eat. His Majesty isn’t coming. Does that mean I don’t need to eat?”

Wen Yuan finally realized and hurriedly led the dispirited servants to serve the meal.

Nalan, all alone, ate more than twenty dishes. Her appetite seemed exceptionally good today, her spirit also good. She ate for a long time before calling for soup.

For the next three days, Yan Xun remained busy with military affairs. Zhao Chun’er, the Princess of Jing’an, had retreated to the southern border after her defeat years ago. Despite being encircled several times by Zhuge Yue, she had fortunately escaped. Zhuge Yue, out of consideration for Zhao Che, did not pursue her relentlessly when she no longer attacked Bian Tang. But recently, news had come from the northwest that the Princess of Jing’an’s forces were frequently moving with the Quanrong people outside the border, possibly indicating trouble.

All sorts of intelligence rapidly reached the capital, instantly putting the Great Yan court on alert.

During these three days, Nalan’s condition repeatedly fluctuated. The Southeast Palace was filled with gloom, cold, and quiet.

This evening, Nalan, who had not left her bed for three days, suddenly sat up and asked Wen Yuan to bring her the brocade box stored in the cabinet.

Wen Yuan initially wanted to persuade her not to tax her mind, but seeing her determined expression, she dared not say more.

A sandalwood-colored brocade box, which looked very old, not heavy, felt light in hand. It was unknown what valuable items it contained, yet it had three locks in a row.

Wen Yuan used a handkerchief to dust off the box’s surface, causing her to cough. The dust had accumulated thickly, indicating it had been left untouched for a long time.

Nalan took the box, silently looked at it for a while, then took three keys from under her pillow and opened it.

Wen Yuan stretched her neck to see that the box contained a thick stack of letters. Many of the letter papers had turned yellow, appearing very old. She felt somewhat disappointed and frowned in puzzlement.

“Wen Yuan, bring a fire basin in.”

“Your Majesty, what do you need a fire basin for?”

Nalan pointed to the letters and said, “To burn these.”

“What? Burn them?” Wen Yuan was startled. Although she didn’t know who had written these letters, just by seeing where the Empress had kept them, she knew they must be very important. She hurriedly asked, “Why, Your Majesty? Why burn them?”

Nalan, lost in thought, said softly, “If not burned, should they be left to cause others heartache and guilt?”

Wen Yuan clearly didn’t understand, but obediently walked out. Soon, she brought in a fire basin. The charcoal crackled, giving off warmth.

“Wen Yuan, you may leave now.”

Wen Yuan nodded: “Yes, call for me if Your Majesty needs anything.”

The hall doors closed, and the great hall grew quiet again. Nalan picked up the thick stack of letters, her pale fingers caressing the paper she had read countless times, her gaze gradually softening.

Yes, Aunty was right; she was a coward.

All the dignity of the Princess Imperial, all the national integrity of Huai Song, all the surname of Nalan—all were false, all were self-deception. She was just afraid, just lacked courage, just dared not take that step.

He didn’t know everything, so when she saw him missing Xuan Mo, saw him taking extra care of Yu Shu and Yong’er, she would feel sweet, would feel he still valued her sworn brother, would know she still had a place in his heart.

But once he knew everything, yet didn’t fall in love with her, how could she bear it?

She was afraid, she lacked courage, and she feared that after everything was clarified, he would only be slightly shocked, unable to respond to the feelings she longed for. She feared that after staking everything, she still couldn’t compare to the person in his heart. She feared that after the truth was laid bare, she would still be destined to be the loser, without even the right to continue fantasizing, to continue dreaming. At the very least now, she could deceive herself into thinking that she and that person were equally important.

Look, this was how weak she was, knowing she was deceiving herself yet stubbornly persisting.

But what else could she do? Her love was like a tree that bore no fruit. She feared the moment autumn arrived, so she stubbornly remained in spring and summer. This way, she didn’t have to face that bleak outcome.

She picked up a yellowed letter, the ink spreading. Her hand raised high, her fingertips pale and slender. The letter had been kept for so long it was thin and brittle, making a crisp sound. Suddenly, Nalan gently released her grip. The letter slipped, and the flames in the fire basin immediately rose, consuming the letter she had treasured for so many, many years. In an instant, it turned to flying ash.

When she had sent Xuan Mo to the southeast years ago, she hadn’t intended to harm him, nor had she wanted to seize his military power.

At that time, Huai Song was weak, with various armies restless. She had intended to use Yan Bei’s strength to save the Nalan clan and the people of Huai Song in case of emergency, but those court officials loyal to the country wouldn’t agree. At that time, whoever surrendered the country would be a treasonous minister, eternally infamous and irredeemable. She just didn’t want the Xuan Prince’s mansion, loyal for generations, to bear this infamy for her, so she moved him far from the center. Fearing his guards might cause disturbances—if his subordinates collectively petitioned, even if Xuan Mo refused, when Yan Xun came to power, Yan Bei’s officials would fabricate crimes against Xuan Mo—she had reassigned his subordinates, sending him to command the completely unrelated Southeastern Naval Yamen.

However, with all her calculations, she hadn’t anticipated that southeastern bandits would seize the opportunity of Huai Song’s internal chaos to unite and attack the Southeastern Yamen, nor had she expected that Xuan Mo, a noble prince, would personally don armor, charging into battle.

Looking back, her current state was perhaps karmic retribution.

Having been in politics for many years, her hands were stained with countless blood. One imperial decree meant tens of thousands of heads falling. She had never regretted her moves; she understood it all.

So, when she realized he was calculating the days to visit her palace each month, she suddenly understood: he didn’t want her to bear children for him.

Even though she had promised the Huai Song officials to stabilize the court, to maintain the status of Song officials, to ensure the next Yan Emperor would have Huai Song bloodlines, on this matter, she was unwilling to force it, unwilling to brand everything between them with a political label.

This was the only willful act in her life.

After each subsequent imperial favor, she would swallow bitter medicine, killing everything he worried about. Until later, his visits became fewer and fewer, and now, he hadn’t spent the night in the Southeast Palace for two years.

In her life, everything she sought was like sand slipping through her fingers. The tighter she tried to hold on, the more it slipped from her palm. Now, nothing remained.

The flames spread, letter after letter consumed by the fierce fire. The fire burned away the last evidence of their acquaintance, bit by bit, along with her broken life, all turned to ashes.

Some love is sweet; some love is a burden. She had failed Xuan Mo herself, guilty for a lifetime. Now, she was about to die. Why let him know everything and then feel guilty about her for a lifetime?

His life had been bitter enough. Why sprinkle salt on his many wounds?

Burn them, burn them all.

The world speaks of wealth and glory, of all-encompassing power, but only she knew, only she saw what kind of scarred heart lay hidden beneath all that splendor.

It wasn’t a lack of love; it was the inability to love.

She and he were the same, bearing too many responsibilities, too many missions, unable to be willful, unable to be impulsive, unable to be passionate, and even more unable to be naive.

Burn them, burn them all…

Thick smoke rose, and she began to cough deeply, warm blood slowly flowing down. Indistinctly, it still seemed like that year when spring flowers were abundant, white pears and pink apricots flying like early morning clouds. He stood with flowing robes in the spring garden of the third month. Suddenly turning back, his eyes like stars, his mouth curved in a smile, teasingly looking at her who had rashly intruded, his eyes long and narrow, his gaze bright, asking with a light laugh: “Lost your way? Which palace are you from?”

She was dressed as a man, her face flushed red, gathering her courage to speak, yet her voice remained very small:

“I-I am the son of the Prince of An Ling of Huai Song. My name is Xuan Mo…”

Perhaps it was wrong from the beginning.

The splendor of spring encounters, the brilliant morning light, ultimately covered by the heavy dust of this chaotic world. The sky was clear, but it was no longer the clouds and rainbows of that day. The invisible shadows of swords and daggers had, layer by layer, cut away the naive innocence of youth, leaving only broken walls and ruins, flickering with yellowish spots in the night, ridiculously and stubbornly remembering those simple days that had passed.

In his life, only two people were most important. One had been banished by his hand; the other would forever become his most beloved brother, living in the softest place in his heart.

Alas, neither of these two was her.

The great hall was brilliantly lit, but to her, it seemed veiled by a dark red gauze, obscure and gloomy, dim and lightless.

This lifetime of resilience and persistence, through numerous storms, finally transformed into a silent ache, falling into the cold and quiet deep palace. Thousands of lives, bloody storms, all quietly turned by a pair of plain hands. Looking back now, she only felt weary of floating, like a fleeting bloom, life like a dream, suddenly falling into the vast void.

The letters in her palm suddenly slipped like snowflakes, softly floating, scattered all over the ground. Black ash rolled in the fire basin, roaring, climbing softly upward, spewing pale flames.

She smiled vacantly, her wrist silently dropping.

In the fifth year of Yan Taizu’s Kaiyuan era, on the fourth day of the twelfth month, night, heavy snow, Empress Nalan passed away in the Southeast Palace of the Yan Detached Palace.

“Your Majesty.”

The eunuch behind softly said, “We found it.”

Yan Xun slowly turned around. The Southeast Palace was now empty and quiet. The great hall was devoid of people. The Empress’s mourning period had passed, and the former residents of the Southeast Palace had been assigned to various palaces. Only two elderly eunuchs remained, responsible for morning and evening cleaning.

Opening the box lid revealed a raven-gold robe embroidered with patterns of blue clouds. The two lapels had small groups of the character “fu” (fortune), looking simple yet luxurious. But on the left sleeve was a tear that had been mended; if not examined carefully, it was almost unnoticeable.

Yan Xun stood there, silently looking for a long time, finally raising his head, handing the clothes to a servant, saying, “Return to the palace.”

“Yes.”

A crowd of servants followed behind him. The doors of the great hall opened wide, and a cold wind blew in, raising small particles of dust from the floor. The sunlight outside was somewhat blinding. He narrowed his eyes slightly, standing at the doorway, suddenly turning his head to look at the soft couch behind the deep curtains, as if it were a month ago when she sat there, softly asking, “Tonight, I will instruct the kitchen to prepare several delicious dishes. Will Your Majesty come again?”

Will Your Majesty come again?

The sunlight pierced his eyes, suddenly making his heart desolate.

Just a momentary delay, unexpectedly becoming an eternal farewell.

His brows slightly furrowed, then slowly relaxed, gradually dissipating that air of sorrow.

Just as he was about to step away, he suddenly smelled a wisp of smoke in the distance. He turned to look and saw a small palace maid crouching at a far corner, burning something.

He was slightly startled and walked over with his people.

The palace maid, seeing him, was immediately frightened, jumping up and quickly kneeling to pay respects.

Yan Xun looked at her, frowning slightly, and said, “You are Wen Yuan from the former Empress’s palace?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Why are you here?”

“These are the Empress’s old possessions. Before she passed, she said to burn all these miscellaneous items. I have been reassigned to Concubine An’s palace these days and haven’t had time to return. Today I had some free time, so I came back to take care of this.”

Yan Xun saw that Wen Yuan wore the clothes of a low-ranking servant, with faint red marks on her neck, and knew that after the Empress’s passing, her former servants must have suffered mistreatment elsewhere. After thinking for a moment, he asked, “Where is your home?”

Wen Yuan was startled, not expecting the Emperor to ask this, and hurriedly replied, “I came with the Empress. My home is in Song territory.”

“Do you still have family?”

“In reply to Your Majesty, I still have elderly parents, three older brothers, two older sisters, and one younger sister.”

Yan Xun nodded and instructed a nearby servant, “Order the Bureau of Servants to confer upon her the position of a fourth-rank Zhao Rong Female Official, with the salary of a proper fifth-rank court official. Also, bestow one hundred taels of gold. Have her leave the palace today and send her home.”

“Yes, this servant will remember.”

Wen Yuan seemed stunned, kneeling there, speechless for a long time. Instead, it was the eunuch who smiled and said, “Zhao Rong Female Official, you’re stunned with joy. Quickly accept the decree and thank His Majesty!”

Tears immediately welled in Wen Yuan’s eyes. She kowtowed with her head to the ground, loudly exclaiming, “Thank you for Your Majesty’s heavenly grace! Thank you for Your Majesty’s heavenly grace!”

Yan Xun said nothing, his gaze lightly sweeping over the white papers scattered on the ground, finally turning to leave.

The snow had stopped. The sky was so blue, as blue as a clear pool of water. The wind blew from afar, catching up a letter, making it float lightly upward, passing through the flames. The end of the letter curled, beginning to burn slightly. That letter floated in the wind, chasing after the departing figure.

Many years ago, under a lone lamp, the dying general had used his last strength to force himself to write this letter. This letter had passed through many hands, yet no one found it inappropriate. It was merely an ordinary letter to the Great Emperor of Yan Bei, detailing Huai Song’s troops stationed at the Great Xia border, the permanent army in the rear, and the temperaments, virtues, and shortcomings of various border generals.

However, in the world today, only three people could understand this letter, and two of them were gone.

Forceful and vigorous, with the strokes of dragons and snakes, the letter bore Xuan Mo’s name and seal, but the handwriting was not that of the old friend who had corresponded with Yan Xun for many years.

The wind continued to blow. That letter chased after Yan Xun, swirling, dancing, the flames gradually creeping up from behind, burning past the letterhead, burning past the greetings, burning past the respects, burning halfway…

The wind suddenly strengthened, and the letter flew high up with a whoosh, seeming about to overtake the figure ahead. But at this moment, a pear tree abruptly appeared. The letter hung high on the pear tree, just one body’s length away from reaching the person’s front.

Yan Xun was slightly startled. He silently looked at that tree, remembering that it was here, in his childhood, where he first met Xuan Mo. At that time, he had lost his way, foolishly wandering around, his little face red with anxiety, like a shy little girl.

“Your Majesty?”

The eunuch softly called, “Your Majesty?”

Yan Xun came back to himself, made a sound of acknowledgment, and turned toward the palace gate.

The flames crept up bit by bit, consuming that letter which had been delayed for five years and never delivered, under the obstruction of the pear tree. Finally, only a soft black ash remained, hanging on the treetop. As the wind passed, it shattered into thousands of flying ashes.

In the far distance, the still-crying palace maid picked up the other letters from the ground, pouring them all into the fire basin. The great fire flared up with a whoosh, raising bright red flames.

No matter how deep the feelings, if fate is shallow…

It was so then, and it has always been so.

Historical Records:

In the sixth year of Kaiyuan, Empress Nalan’s mausoleum was completed, located south of Sunset in Yan Bei.

Twenty-three years later, Yan Taizu passed away and was buried in the Taiji Mausoleum, located north of Sunset Mountain, facing Empress Nalan’s mausoleum from afar.

The Qianhua River, a tributary of the Red River, flows through this area, connecting the two tombs. Due to winter snow falling on the river’s surface, resembling pear blossoms, locals also call this river the “Pear Blossom River.”

[End of Volume]

Protecting Ximeng: Reverse Scale
—— [“Even if the sky falls, he cannot leave, because under his shoulders are the people he loves.”]

The cold wind blew across his brow. The young scout sat on horseback, but his spine was already bent. More than ten arrows were lodged in his back, yet he hadn’t fallen. Instead, he had tied a long spear to the horse’s back, with the spearhead piercing his chest, propping up his already dead body, sitting upright.

On his chest, his armor was torn apart. On the pale white undershirt, several large characters were written in blood: Southeast direction, thirty li, light cavalry, ten thousand.

Zhuge Yue silently looked at this young warrior. He slowly lowered his head for a long while, then said softly, “Thank you for your service.”

With a “poof” sound, the spearhead that had borne such weight suddenly pierced through the chest. Dark red blood seeped out from the back. The young soldier fell from the horse. The warhorse whinnied sorrowfully, lowering its head to lick the soldier’s cheek, pacing back and forth while crying out in grief.

“My Lord!”

The burly personal guard general ran forward, grabbing a skinny old man, and shouting, “We found him!”

The old man was over sixty years old. In this era, living to sixty was considered a long and blessed life. He was very thin, but his spirit was full. Even though he was in a sorry state at the moment, he still showed no signs of defeat. Zhuge Yue looked him up and down, then slowly nodded, “Sir, you look well. It seems you can endure the hardships of a long journey.”

“You… Qinghai is a barbarian territory, uncivilized, eating raw meat and drinking blood. I am a scholar, how could I…”

Zhuge Yue’s gaze shifted, his slender phoenix eyes bright and intimidating. His voice was neither hurried nor slow but carried an indescribable force.

“This Prince traveled thousands of li to welcome you, clearing the path with heavy troops. It seems you still think my sincerity is lacking.”

These words were spoken lightly, but the killing intent contained within made Gao Qingzhu freeze in place.

Qinghai sent troops to Cuiwei, cutting through provinces, killing their way through with impressive force. How many lives had been lost along the way? With such “sincerity,” who would dare say his sincerity was insufficient?

“Escort Qingzhu Sir to the carriage.”

“Yes.”

The gates of Maoling City were intact, and the officials and soldiers offered almost no resistance, opening the gates to let the Qinghai army enter. Now, with Ximeng in turmoil and the Hongchuan Plateau engaged in constant fighting, the Da Xia royal family had retreated to the north, and the Yan Bei cavalry had occupied the imperial territory, taking the capital. Although local garrisons had nominally surrendered to Yan Bei, some smaller local guards were still the former Xia officials. So, compared to the invaders’ orders, Zhuge Yue, the former Da Xia Ministry of War official, somehow seemed more familiar and comforting.

When the Qinghai army entered Maoling City, the local people thought the imperial army had started to counterattack. Many men came to join the army carrying knives and axes, while civilians brought out rice and flour from their homes to reward the troops. The streets and alleys were filled with gongs and drums, a joyous atmosphere everywhere, showing no sign that this was a captured city.

“My Lord,”

Guo Huai, carrying a heavy broadsword on his back, ran forward, wiped the dust from his face, and said loudly, “The Yan army is approaching. What should we do?”

Zhuge Yue looked toward the southeast, his expression unchanged, his tone low as he said, “Fight.”

At once, cheers erupted throughout the army. These fierce Qinghai elites had been carefully sneaking since they left Cuiwei Pass, retreating whenever they encountered battle, rushing forward at full speed. They had truly been stifled. Now, hearing they could finally fight, everyone was excited and cheered loudly.

However, by evening, when the Yan army finally arrived, they did not launch an attack. Instead, they surrounded the city without sending in a single soldier.

Zhuge Yue knew they must be waiting for reinforcements. Once reinforcements arrived, it would be very unfavorable for him. That night, before the Yan army could properly form its formation, the Qinghai army charged out of Maoling. After three assaults, the Qinghai army, relying on their superior mobility, tore open a gap in the right rear of the Yan army and broke through the encirclement. These ten thousand Yan soldiers were not regular troops but reserve soldiers hurriedly dispatched from nearby reserve camps in response to Maoling’s emergency. Suddenly encountering the Qinghai elite, they were naturally no match.

At once, the southwest line within the great Yan territory was ablaze with warning fires. Elite troops from various garrisons rushed out like knife points, but the Qinghai army’s horses were extremely fast. Many troops rushed to the scene only to catch a glimpse of the vast dust clouds raised by the passing Qinghai army.

On this day, they finally reached the last checkpoint, Cangming Mountain. Beyond this mountain lay the territory of Qinghai’s Cuiwei Pass. The night before, the Qinghai soldiers had all sharpened their weapons, waiting for the final hard battle.

Zhuge Yue, wearing cold armor, stood in the desolate moonlight, raising his wrist high. A snow-white eagle landed on his wrist, obediently extending a foot carrying a message tube.

Opening the letter, the verbose and exasperating letter from a certain person jumped into view. Fortunately, reading through it, he found the news he wanted to know. He read the letter twice carefully, then placed it in his bosom, feeling the warm touch of those few characters, like holding a silver warming pot on a cold, snowy day.

Everyone has their reverse scale, some for gold and silver, some for power and authority, but he was just one person.

He had never been a kind man, only for her was he willing to sheathe his sharp edges, but that didn’t mean he had forgotten how to kill.

He slowly raised his head. The black sky was so low, the stars sparse as if they could be touched by reaching out. The wind blew from far away, faintly carrying the scent of Qinghai. His heart was very quiet, like the waves of grass in Qinghai, layer upon layer, swaying gently.

The next day, eight thousand troops were deployed at the foot of Cangming Mountain. Unlike the Da Xia remnant troops and newly recruited reserves they had previously encountered, these were Yan Bei’s native soldiers, steel troops tempered in the edge of blades and rain of blood.

The border wind was always hard and cold, blowing across the vast land, lifting the misty Kao grass. The Qinghai warriors tightened the black silk on their wrists, gripped their wolf knives firmly, and gazed coldly at the enemy opposite. A strong fighting spirit rose on the battlefield, and even the passing wind carried a faint metallic ring.

However, at this moment, the Cangming Mountain garrison suddenly showed signs of confusion. Mounted on his horse, Zhuge Yue slowly frowned. Soon after, the Cangming Mountain garrison slowly retreated to both sides, and the heavy gates of the pass slowly opened. A wide road lay before the Qinghai army.

“What are they doing?”

Someone in the army whispered.

“It must be a trap. The Yan Bei dogs are playing tricks.”

The crowd was in chaos, all the noisy voices like boiling water, surging wave after wave.

Zhuge Yue looked at the silent Yan army opposite, silently frowning, saying nothing. Time passed slowly in this eerie environment, the Yan army remained silent, and the Qinghai army said nothing. The knee-high green grass swayed slowly, wave after wave with the wind.

Zhuge Yue’s horse hooves moved forward slowly but firmly one step.

Guo Huai anxiously blocked his way, urgently saying, “My Lord, be careful of tricks.”

“They dare to open the city gates before this Prince, does this Prince not even have the courage to walk through?”

Zhuge Yue’s voice was extremely low, not particularly inspiring, but in an instant, everyone’s fighting spirit seemed to be ignited. He raised his head with a light smile, his scabbard pointing crosswise, looking calmly at all the Qinghai warriors, saying clearly, “Who dares to follow this Prince through?”

“This humble servant is willing!”

At once, all the Qinghai soldiers shouted in unison, their voices like thunder, making the earth tremble slightly.

Three thousand Qinghai soldiers followed behind Zhuge Yue, hooves flying, galloping toward the majestic city gate.

One thousand zhang, five hundred zhang, three hundred zhang, closer and closer. So close they could even see the eyebrows and weapons of the Yan Bei soldiers, see the fighting spirit and edge in their eyes. However, no one drew their swords, and no one shouted. They just roared through the pass of Cangming Mountain, leaping through the gate that should have required countless corpses to open.

Cangming like a wilderness, the heavy gates slowly closed after they passed through. Black battle flags waved on the high city gates, as if they were someone’s eyes, watching them leave.

Zhuge Yue silently looked back twice, then turned his horse around and said to the Qinghai native general Guo Huai, “Send a message to General Yue Qi, bring the troops back.”

Guo Huai was slightly stunned. To coordinate this operation, General Yue Qi and General He Xiao led thirty thousand death troops to infiltrate Zhenhuang City. They were only waiting for a change in the situation here to immediately attack Zhenhuang and cooperate with the Da Xia participating forces to divert Yan Bei’s attention. Now letting them return so easily, wasn’t it a waste of the previous arrangements?

But he said nothing, only quickly instructing his subordinates to comply.

Ahead, the layers of clouds had dispersed, and Qinghai was in sight.

As soon as the doctor left, Zhuge Yue walked in. The vermilion-lacquered sandalwood hall was filled with the fragrance of calming incense. He casually dismissed the maids and walked straight to the bedside, sitting down along the edge of the bed.

She had lost a lot of weight, almost beyond recognition. Her eyes were already large, and now they looked even larger. The day he left, Liang Shaoqing came to see her and joked that she looked like a big-eyed monkey from the forest. She got angry and tried to throw a pillow at him, but couldn’t even hold the pillow steady.

She was asleep, her breathing steady. Having just taken medicine, her breathing had also become much more even. Whether it was psychological or not, Zhuge Yue felt that after passing through that stubborn old doctor’s hands, even her complexion seemed much better.

He had fought his way through, forcibly carving out a path with fresh blood. All along the way, his heart had been anxious, unable to sleep at night, but now it all transformed into the joy and comfort in his heart at this moment.

Thankfully…

He silently sighed in his heart, admitting that fear he would never admit to in normal times.

Thankfully, she’s alright.

From the baby cradle nearby, a small sound suddenly came. He turned his head to see a small child lying there on his side, staring at him with round, large eyes.

The child’s eyes were pitch black, like ripe grapes. He was still too small, his neck soft and unable to straighten. But his little fists were strong, tightly clenched, looking at this person sneaking by his mother’s bedside, frowning his eyebrows that didn’t yet have hair, very seriously staring at him.

Zhuge Yue was staring back at his son. This feeling was somewhat strange for a moment, and inexperienced as he was, he didn’t even know what expression to use. He raised one finger to his lips, indicating he should be quiet and not wake his mother from sleep.

But the child obviously couldn’t comprehend this complex gesture. Perhaps he was hungry; he very naturally picked up his little foot and, quite skillfully, stuffed it into his mouth.

Zhuge Yue frowned, thinking this was a bad habit. Too unhygienic.

His long arm reached over and pulled the little foot out of the child’s mouth, then gave him a warning look.

Though small, infants can keenly discern others’ attitudes toward them. So in the next second, predictably, the Qinghai little heir, full of dissatisfaction, opened his little mouth and began to wail loudly with earth-shattering force.

Suddenly, maids, servants, wet nurses, attendants, and doctors, all popped out from every corner of the hall like beans. Even Chu Qiao, who was in deep sleep, immediately woke up and sat up.

“What’s happening?”

“Did the little heir wet himself?”

“Quickly call the doctor.”

“Young master, don’t cry, don’t cry, look, what’s this?”

A group of servants very impolitely pushed a certain person out. The child’s eyes scanned the crowd, finally stopping on his mother’s face, looking very aggrieved with puckered lips, extending two chubby little hands, sobbing.

Chu Qiao held the child in her arms, looked around, and only then noticed her husband who had returned after a long separation. But she raised her willow eyebrows and angrily said, “You’re bullying our son!”

“I did not.”

Zhuge Yue denied it outright and was about to step forward. But as if to refute his words, the child, seeing him approach, cried even louder.

“You still say you didn’t?” Chu Qiao glared at him, “How can you, such a big person, still bully a child?”

Zhuge Yue was fuming with anger. Was this kid his son? Seeing him there with tears and snot staining Chu Qiao’s white collar, he was burning with rage. What was this? He had gone through life and death, traveling thousands of miles to seek medical help for the mother and child, and this was their attitude toward him.

“Your Highness, there’s too much dust on you. The doctor said to let you go out first.”

Zhuge Yue widened his eyes, nearly giving the little maid a heart attack on the spot. But after glaring for a long time, he finally left his own home with a black face, driven out by that vindictive old doctor.

Just as he was feeling extremely upset, a man in white robes wearing a scholar’s hat came scurrying up from outside the hall. First, he very formally gave a grand bow, then said, “Your Highness, did you receive my letter? Do you agree to arrange a marriage for me?”

Seeing him made Zhuge Yue even angrier. He frowned and said, “Meng Feng and General He’s wedding date is approaching. Don’t make trouble anymore.”

“How can this be?”

Liang Shaoqing said indignantly, “In terms of time, I knew General Meng Feng first. In terms of knowledge, I am full of learning and talent. In terms of compatibility, we complement each other, one civil, one military, like twin swords. In terms of…”

“Someone, drag this madman away.”

Two burly men immediately stepped forward. The talented and gentle scholar used all his strength to cling to the door, wailing heart-rendingly, “Your Highness, you can’t burn the bridge after crossing the river! Back in the day, Qiao Qiao had feelings for me, and it was my noble character that made me withdraw from the field of love, giving you an opportunity. Alas, Your Highness, as the lord of a country, how can you throw bananas at me? Such a lack of dignity, how can you be… Ouch…”

“Oh my, the young master has wet himself!”

“Quick, bring diapers. Wet nurse, come over. The young master might be hungry.”

…

Inside and outside the hall was a scene of chaos, with servants coming and going, everyone so busy that no one glanced at him.

The triumphantly returning Qinghai King was very depressed. He sat there with a dark face, feeling that this situation was far from what he had imagined.

It should have been like this: there should have been a filial son, a gentle wife, subordinates full of admiration. They should have all looked up at him sitting on horseback, moved to tears, loudly praising his achievements.

Not like now, where his son only knew how to cry and chew on his toes, his wife’s eyes and heart were only for the child, and his subordinate was not sensible, crying and shouting about stealing someone else’s bride.

He sighed, continuing to sit there very depressed.

“Sister Mei Xiang, should the young master wear this sapphire blue one or this beige one?”

“Miss, the young master has spit up his milk. Did he eat too much?”

“Oh my, Your Highness, could you get up for a moment? You’re sitting on the young master’s toy.”

…

Everyone has their reverse scale. For some, it’s gold and silver; for others, it’s power and authority; but for him, it’s two people…

Protecting Ximeng: Qinghai
—— [“Qinghai is a vast land. If you have never set foot there, you can never imagine that behind that blood-stained forest hides such a beautiful paradise.”]

Two hundred and eighty li east of Chifeng, stands an iron-strong fortress named Cuiwei, towering majestically like Mount Canglang.

Zhuge Yue rode on horseback, followed by over a hundred war horses. His current personal guard captain, Guo Huai, led twenty to thirty soldiers at the back, escorting several dozen blue cloth carriages. The wind blew from the east, carrying the scent of soil. It was another spring with blooming flowers, and the Qinghai continent was already a splendid landscape of brilliant blossoms.

At the checkpoint, the guards had already received the news. Upon seeing Zhuge Yue, they bowed respectfully and opened the heavy city gates.

Zhuge Yue spoke quietly to one of the carriages: “Third Uncle, forgive me for not seeing you off further.”

The curtain of the carriage was lifted, revealing an aged but still handsome face. However, the owner of this face was currently frowning, his long eyes filled with regret. He looked up and pleaded one last time: “Your Highness, I was foolish. Please forgive me just this once.”

Zhuge Yue remained silent, simply gazing at him calmly. His gaze was tranquil, but like a frozen mirror lake, it coldly reflected everything, without a trace of emotion.

The old man continued to plead: “Da Xia has already fallen. My older brother and his family have long gone to the north with the Seventh Prince. Now Red River is under the control of that little wolf cub Yan Xun. If you send me back, what am I to do?”

“That’s your problem, not mine.”

The old man was almost in tears. He scrambled up and knelt in the carriage, saying sorrowfully: “Your Highness, it’s my fault. I was bewitched. But I was only thinking of your lack of heirs when I thought of marrying Chou’er to you. I meant no harm to her, I just…”

Before the old man could finish, Zhuge Yue had already turned his horse around, his back straight as a spear, without a hint of hesitation.

The old man was startled and suddenly called out loudly: “I didn’t do anything! I was just thinking about it!”

“Even thinking about it is not allowed.”

Zhuge Yue’s voice echoed calmly in the wind, like a leaf floating on water.

“They are my wife and child. Even if you just think about it in your mind, if I know about it, it’s not allowed.”

A snow-white bird flew over from the Qinghai plains, carrying a twig in its beak. It appeared to be a male bird that had just built a nest.

“Guo Huai, escort them out.”

The gate opened for a long time, then closed heavily again. He led his troops back without a word. The sound of hooves, the green pasture, the circling eagles – everything was peaceful and quiet.

This was Qinghai, his home. He ruled everything here with an iron fist, governed everything here, and would certainly protect everything here. Anything that might threaten this peace would be ruthlessly eliminated. Even if it was just a thought.

“Clip-clop, clip-clop!”

A crisp sound of hooves suddenly rang out. Zhuge Yue looked up to see her wearing a goose-yellow dress, riding on horseback, galloping from afar.

“Whoa!”

Chu Qiao pulled on the reins, straightened up on horseback, looked toward the distant checkpoint, and frowned, asking: “Your third uncle has left?”

Zhuge Yue nodded: “Yes.”

“Why didn’t you call me to see him off?”

Zhuge Yue laughed: “He was reluctant to leave his homeland but wanted to go back. Why trouble you with it?”

Chu Qiao frowned, displeased: “He is your elder. It doesn’t look good if I don’t see him off.”

“What’s not good about it?” Zhuge Yue casually brushed it off, spurring his horse forward, saying: “I’m not close to him anyway.”

Since he was already gone, Chu Qiao sighed helplessly, pouted, and said: “This is because you didn’t let me see him off. Don’t find fault with me later, saying I didn’t give you face.”

The two chatted and laughed, heading toward home. The post road was straight, with green grass and abundant flowers on both sides, faintly emitting an enticing fragrance from afar. This post road was the necessary route to the outside of the pass. Now that the Red River situation had settled, with Yan Bei taking over the eastern land, the Bian Tang civil war subsiding, and Huai Song submitting to Great Yan, the political situation had stabilized. Trade gradually developed. Qinghai had open policies, and Bian Tang had also established formal trade relations with Qinghai. Therefore, this post road was very prosperous and lively. In this short time, more than ten merchant caravans had already passed by.

Both Zhuge Yue and Chu Qiao were wearing ordinary people’s clothing, and the guards behind them were not wearing armor, so they looked like an ordinary family outing.

Shortly after, they suddenly heard the sound of gongs and drums ahead. Looking up, it was a wedding procession – a white horse, a red sedan chair, music, and drumming, winding their way toward them.

Seeing this, Zhuge Yue smiled: “What an auspicious day. We meet commoners celebrating a wedding as soon as we go out.”

After saying this, he instructed Guo Huai and others to make way. Everyone retreated to the side of the post road. The wedding procession came from afar. The groom sat on horseback, quite dignified in appearance. From a distance, he clasped his hands at Zhuge Yue, thanking him for making his way. Zhuge Yue also nodded and returned the gesture with a smile.

Chu Qiao looked at the wedding procession, her memories suddenly becoming a bit hazy. She vaguely remembered that it seemed like a long time ago when she had also sat in a royal palanquin, accompanied by drums and music, walking on this newly built post road.

At that time, she was already six months pregnant, her waistline long gone. She understood the customs here – a woman getting married while heavily pregnant would inevitably cause some gossip. But he insisted on giving her an official status before the child was born. So, she once again became the most controversial bride under heaven, wearing a loose wedding robe, sitting in the emperor’s jade palanquin, and making her way into that magnificent palace built especially for her.

Things in this world are often strange. Many times, you strive hard for something, but may not achieve your ideal. And sometimes, an unintended glance back is destined to create a bond that cannot be severed for a lifetime.

That day, on the Wutong Terrace, she wore a phoenix crown and ceremonial dress, marrying him as his wife under the witness of this Qinghai land. Purple gold, green threads, brocade, and fine garments – he used half a lifetime’s effort to weave this grand wedding for her, giving her a home she could rely on for life, on the land he had built from scratch amid adversity.

Bowing her head in worship, her heart was full of gratitude. In this life, she did not worship gods or Buddhas, yet she was blessed by them. After a hundred battles and countless brushes with death, she had found this good man whom all women in the world would seek but could not obtain.

A man like him deserved all loyal women in the world to love him with their entire lives.

And she was the luckiest one among the countless beings.

That night, he removed her hairpins and makeup for her. The red candles weren’t trimmed, but the western window was already bright. After a journey of life and death, they had finally waited for this day.

Just like the wind on the Qinghai continent, roaming hundreds of times, blowing in all directions – east, south, west, and north – but eventually returning to Chifeng to find its home.

“Xing’er?”

Zhuge Yue frowned and called: “What are you daydreaming about?”

Chu Qiao immediately came back to her senses and said with a smile: “I was thinking about our wedding day. You didn’t ride a horse to pick me up.”

Zhuge Yue looked thoughtfully at the procession gradually disappearing in the distance and nodded: “Indeed. Why don’t we have another one?”

“Sure, I have no objection.”

The two joked as they walked. Soon, they entered Qiuye City and went into the Star Moon Palace through the back palace gate.

However, just as they reached the outside of the Taihe Hall, they heard a commotion inside. The attendant was about to announce them, but Zhuge Yue waved his hand and frowned as he walked in.

As expected, in the courtyard, all the servants were standing trembling to one side. His son was sticking out his little bottom, using all his strength to drag his belongings into the palace. And in the courtyard, someone’s pillow was placed at the door, clearly having been banished outside.

“Zhou’er, what are you doing?”

The three-and-a-half-year-old child was startled by the voice and plopped down on his bottom. He cautiously turned his head, covered his eyes with his hands, and peeked through his fingers, indeed seeing his father’s stern face.

Having already done the deed and been caught red-handed, there was nothing more to say.

Zhuge Yunzhou gave up, stood up, puffed out his little belly, and said loudly: “Zhou’er is moving house!”

“What are you moving house for again?”

The son replied righteously: “Father five days, Zhou’er five days. It’s been five days.”

Zhuge Yue was exasperated. Yes, there had been such an agreement. He and Chu Qiao, though looking shrewd and capable normally, spoiled their child beyond measure. Until the child was two years old, he had always lived in the same room with them. But this, this was sometimes very inconvenient. For instance, late at night, when the night was dark and the wind was high, doing something beneficial for physical and mental health, there would always be a little fellow with ears sharper than a rabbit’s, staring at you with wide eyes – how terrifying!

Finally, Zhuge Yue could bear it no longer and made a pact with his son: Father and son would live in separate halls, each having Chu Qiao for five days. This temporarily gave him a few nights of freedom and abandonment.

Unfortunately, it also caused Zhuge Yunzhou’s trust in his father to decrease significantly. Every few days, this man would refuse to return to his mother with various excuses. The little fellow became increasingly dissatisfied. What’s going on? Bullying me because I’m young and no one listens to me? Mother said, do it yourself, be self-sufficient. If the mountain won’t come to me, I’ll go to the mountain. If you won’t move out, I’ll move in.

So today, taking advantage of Zhuge Yue being out on business, Zhuge Yunzhou perseveringly shuffled his little short legs, moved all his things into Chu Qiao’s bedchamber, and even threw out Zhuge Yue’s pillow to show his determination.

“Ahem,” Zhuge Yue cleared his throat and said meaningfully: “Zhou’er, you’re growing up now. You need to learn to be a man. You can’t always cling to your mother.”

Little Zhuge looked up, blinking his eyes, gazing at his father very, very seriously. Zhuge Yue thought his sermon had succeeded and shamelessly struck while the iron was hot:

“When your father was your age, he could already bend a bow, ride a horse, and was well-versed in poetry and literature. You should focus your mind on proper matters, not thinking about these useless things every day. Do you understand?”

Little Zhuge nodded and said obediently: “I understand.”

Zhuge Yue was overjoyed. This boy had finally seen the light.

“But it doesn’t work.”

Little Zhuge pouted, extending a pair of rosy little hands toward Chu Qiao, saying very aggrievedly: “Mother, my hands hurt. So tired.”

Seeing her precious son’s expression, Chu Qiao immediately melted like butter. Taking two steps at a time, she directed the servants to help him move his things.

Zhuge Yue stood in the courtyard, watching his wife instantly defect, his heart as desolate as autumn wind sweeping fallen leaves.

Late at night.

Someone tiptoed up, got dressed, and left the great hall.

The person responsible for the rendezvous outside asked triumphantly: “Is he asleep?”

“Yes.” Chu Qiao nodded: “Quick, let’s go. I still need to get up early to return tomorrow morning.”

“You little brat, trying to compete with me.”

“Keep your voice down, the little one has sharp ears.”

The night was pitch black. A small child lay at the window, gazing at the two people walking side by side outside, sighing sadly: “Mother has already betrayed me.”

Long ago, Qinghai wasn’t called Qinghai. Long ago, this place had no name. Much later, someone walked onto this land, saw the grass like the sea, the sky and earth vast, and so gave it this name.

Zhuge Yunzhou wasn’t originally called Zhuge Yunzhou. He was called Zhuge Kongming. Later, his mother had a dream where an old man with a fan brought the Thunder God to strike her, so she changed his name.

The Star Moon Palace wasn’t originally called the Star Moon Palace. This place was once an uninhabited land. Only after a family arrived here was a grand palace built, bringing a peaceful and tranquil life.

Heroes walked out of the magnificent battlefield and returned to a mundane, peaceful life. When life is no longer as turbulent as sailing on angry seas, you begin to appreciate the joy of living.

Living day by day, this is what’s real.

Protecting Ximeng: Pearl
—— [“I want to be an oyster, using time and flesh to nurture my pearl.”]

Late at night, heavy snow suddenly began to fall. There was no wind, and snowflakes drifted everywhere like cotton. The plum trees throughout the garden bloomed overnight, red as blood, standing delicately on the branches.

Mei Xiang entered the hall at night to add coal and was startled to see her sitting on the couch. She slowly walked forward and called softly, “Miss, what’s wrong?”

Chu Qiao wore a white cotton nightgown, her long hair like black satin. She seemed slightly dazed, her face pale. She shook her head slightly and said, “I’m just feeling a bit anxious.”

Hearing this, Mei Xiang’s lips curled into a faint smile, teasing her, “The Fourth Young Master has only been gone for two days, and the Miss is already lovesick and unable to sleep?”

Although Zhuge Yue occupied Qinghai, he still governed as a vassal of Da Xia, respecting Zhao Che from the North as his sovereign. Therefore, in terms of rank, he was still a prince, and Chu Qiao was a princess consort. Mei Xiang had followed them for a long time but had never changed her form of address.

Chu Qiao gently scolded her, and Mei Xiang withdrew.

The curtains lightly rolled, the lamp shadows deep. Without him, the room suddenly seemed vast.

She recalled the dream she had just had. In the dream, the woman’s silhouette was blurry and slender, her face pale, but the smile at the corners of her mouth was gentle and serene. Dressed in a white gown, she stood quietly in a courtyard of blue bricks and red tiles, gazing at her. Snow-white pear blossoms bloomed behind her, falling petal by petal in the wind.

The deep night was cold and quiet. At some point, the wind suddenly rose outside, carrying snow and plum blossoms to beat against the window frame with a rustling sound.

She gazed silently out the window, a strange bitterness slowly rising in her heart, for reasons and people unknown.

That day was the fourth day of the twelfth lunar month. Zhuge Yue had gone to Gong Yue to handle military affairs and had been gone for just two days. In Yanhua Hall of the Star Moon Palace, Chu Qiao had a dream where she saw a strange woman standing outside her window, standing silently for a long time before leaving.

Half a month later, Zhuge Yue returned from Gong Yue, galloping all the way, dusty from the journey.

Zhuge Yunzhou frowned his little brows and complained to his mother before even getting off the carriage, aggrieved, “Zhou’er never wants to go out with Father again. Always rushing on the road like we’re being chased, not fun at all.”

Li Qingrong, now eight years old, resembled his father greatly and particularly loved bright-colored clothing. In his every gesture, there was the demeanor of that man from years past. He leaned lazily against a stone pillar in front of the palace gate, continuously yawning, his almond eyes slightly upturned, grumbling, “I told you so, but you wouldn’t believe me and insisted on going along.”

Chu Qiao ignored them and walked straight over, smiling as she brushed the dust off the corner of Zhuge Yue’s clothes, asking, “Was the journey tiring?”

Zhuge Yue embraced her and planted a light kiss on her cheek. “It was fine.”

“Alas!” Zhuge Yunzhou sighed helplessly. Seeing no one paying attention to him, he could only climb down from the carriage with his little arms and legs, shaking his head as he disembarked, “The world is declining, and people’s hearts are unpredictable. Even though we’re all family, the treatment differs so much.”

Li Qingrong made a pained expression, covering his eyes with one hand while feeling his way back to the palace with the other.

That night, a grand banquet was held at the Star-Moon Palace. Delicacies were served one after another, the dancing was graceful, and the music melodious. Palace attendants moved elegantly, trusted officials brought their families, and the great hall was filled with laughter and joy. Yet none of this compared to a single glance from him. Outside, snow piled up, plum trees swayed, and when the wind blew, snowflakes tumbled and danced like the water sleeves of a fairy from the Jade Pool.

He had drunk some wine and was in good spirits. When teased by his subordinates about rushing home through the night because his heart was with his family, he just stared stubbornly with wide eyes, looking like a child who would settle accounts later.

That night, after the banquet dispersed and the palace gates closed, within the lightly flying curtains, their skin burned hot in a passionate embrace. After the clouds dispersed and the rain ceased, he gently kissed her earlobe, whispering in her ear, “Xing’er, the Empress Nalan of Zhenhuang City has passed away.”

Passed away? Gone where?

For a moment, Chu Qiao’s mind seemed a bit confused, her usually clear thoughts still not having emerged from the extreme warmth. She leaned in his embrace, thinking hazily: Empress Nalan? Which Empress Nalan?

“They say she died of sudden illness, already for half a month. After I heard, I was very frightened, remembering how you were when you were sick, so I became even more impatient to rush back.”

Zhuge Yue spoke softly, his arms encircling her from behind, his chest pressed tightly against her smooth back, holding her so tightly that it was almost difficult to breathe.

But Chu Qiao’s body gradually stiffened, coldness rising from her fingertips, creeping up bit by bit, like winter well water from the Yan Bei plateau, capable of freezing one’s nerves. The wind outside blew, making a howling sound, and a plum tree branch swayed in front of the window, graceful like a woman’s slender waist and cloud-like hair.

She suddenly remembered that night half a month ago when she awoke from her sleep in shock, her body covered in cold sweat, sticky against her skin. After so many days, she had forgotten, forgotten that person’s eyebrows, forgotten that person’s face, forgotten the cloud pattern on that person’s clothes. But she still remembered those eyes, serene and calm, like clouds in the high sky, floating lightly, falling upon her, yet seeming to look through her to somewhere far, far away.

She saw her silhouette, so thin, the wind lifting the corners of her clothes, with pear blossoms falling on her head, scattering a ground of paleness.

They had never met, and their only interaction in this life seemed to still be that inadvertent glance.

Ink splashed messily, scented paper, disordered verses, only the heartbroken tears of a woman, falling drop by drop, soaking through the paper, blurring the thick ink, dissolving into a shallow tear mark.

By a strange coincidence, her pain went unseen by all except her, who in a casual glance, saw the wounds of a high-ranking woman that were never shown to others.

The mountain has trees, trees have branches, my heart rejoices in you, but you do not know…

With a whoosh, a black shadow flashed outside the window, and she suddenly startled, her fingers becoming rigid.

Zhuge Yue noticed her discomfort and held her in his arms, half propping himself up, calling out, “What’s that?”

From outside the hall came the hurried footsteps of a palace attendant, and someone replied in a high voice, “Prince, it’s a raven flying at night.”

“Order the arrow mechanism camp to shoot all those feathered beasts nearby.”

“Yes, this servant will see to it immediately.”

The night wind continued to blow. Zhuge Yue held her, comforting softly, “Don’t be afraid, it’s nothing, just a bird.”

Her eyes suddenly felt hot. She turned around and tightly embraced his waist.

He held her with one arm and gently patted her back with the other, somewhat investigating, asking in a low voice, “Xing’er, what’s wrong?”

She buried her face in his warm embrace, her voice very small, saying quietly, “I just feel that life is unpredictable.”

He said soothingly, “Life is unpredictable, but not for you and me.”

Chu Qiao raised her head, her jet-black eyes showing a confused expression in the darkness. She frowned slightly and said, “Some things are ultimately beyond human power, and heaven’s will is hard to fathom.”

“I’ve never believed in any gods or Buddhas.”

He smiled faintly, his eyes shining with a bright light. He leaned forward, lightly kissing the corner of her mouth, murmuring, “And I’ve never done anything I would regret.”

Her heart seemed to suddenly fall into scalding hot springs, her limbs and bones all softening. She held him, responding subtly with her lips and teeth, her skin like satin, touching and rubbing bit by bit. Her fingers like butterfly wings, gliding over his broad shoulders, pressing against his hard chest, her ear coming close, and even through her palm, she could hear that steady, powerful heartbeat.

Thump, thump, thump—

Her tears fell drop by drop, without reason, and she didn’t want to stop them.

Outside the window, snow was falling heavily. She was in her own warm bedroom at home, leaning in her husband’s embrace, and in the opposite sleeping chamber slept her son. The world was so vast, but her world was firmly grasped in her hands. No matter what storms came into this world, she dared to face all twists and hardships.

Winter in Qinghai is very short and quickly passed.

Spring rain is as precious as oil, as fine as dancing ox hair. This day was an auspicious day for spring plowing. Zhuge Yue led the court officials to the Divine Farmer’s Altar. Ouyang had grown up and, along with Ping’an Duoji, followed Zhuge Yue for duties. Jing Jing was bored to death and begged Chu Qiao to go out of the palace for some fresh air.

She had been feeling tired lately and didn’t like to move much, but unable to refuse her, she had to take Yunzhou and Rong’er out of the palace. Despite his young age, Li Qingrong was extremely fond of sleeping. Having just left the palace gates, he hadn’t yet woken up. Chu Qiao had no choice but to prepare a separate carriage for him, while she rode on horseback with Yunzhou and Jing Jing.

Upon reaching the mountain, everyone dismounted and proceeded on foot. Li Qingrong followed behind, sighing and groaning, saying repeatedly that he had come to Qinghai to escape the bustle, only to find himself still laboring.

Jing Jing was so angry that she quarreled with him, but after just a few words, she was defeated and had to seek help from Chu Qiao.

Chu Qiao smiled and asked if the Tang Emperor still forced him to study state affairs every day.

He nodded urgently, sighing helplessly, “Royal Brother says that when I’m a few years older, I can take over for him for a few years, to let him catch his breath.”

Chu Qiao had long known that the brothers were very close, so she wasn’t surprised. She smiled and said, “It’s rare for your Royal Brother to have such a broad mind.”

Li Qingrong, however, pursed his lips disdainfully, “Being an emperor is the most bitter job in the world. He wants to trick me into falling for it, but there’s no way.”

The fine rain fell like silk, making the mountain path slippery. As everyone reached the mountaintop, the sky happened to clear. The rising sun pierced through the clouds, and a great rainbow descended, like a ribbon from the edge of the sky.

Jing Jing danced with joy, while Zhuge Yunzhou frowned at her, asking, “Mother, when will Auntie get married?”

Jing Jing sensitively turned her head and said fiercely, “Why do you care?”

Zhuge Yunzhou pouted, “Who cares about you? I just want some peace.”

As the two were quarreling on one side, Chu Qiao turned her head to see Li Qingrong wearing a bright red light robe, his soft belt tying his hat, his sleeves fluttering, leaning against a green pine. Despite his young age, his features were identical to Li Ce. His slender eyes were like a fox’s, half-squinting. Seeing her looking, he suddenly smiled and said, “When will Auntie have another little sister? When Rong’er grows up, give her to Rong’er as a wife.”

Chu Qiao was stunned, laughing and asking, “You’re so young, why did you suddenly think of this?”

“It’s not sudden,” Li Qingrong raised his eyebrows, a shallow smile at the corners of his mouth. Though still a child, his eyes seemed to be covered with a layer of misty haze, making them impenetrable.

“I’ve had this thought since I was little. It seems Rong’er was born for this purpose.”

The gentle breeze came, lifting Li Qingrong’s hair. He looked into the distance, saying quietly, “Auntie, there are too many unhappy couples in this world, like my father and mother, grandfather and grandmother, all harboring hatred for a lifetime, never stopping until death. Couples like Auntie and the Prince are too rare.”

Suddenly, the mountain wind rose. Seeing Chu Qiao’s thin clothing, he hurriedly fetched a cloak and ran over. Despite his small stature, he steadily draped the cloak over her.

The young boy smiled and said, “Auntie, I want a sister to be my wife, so you and the Prince need to work hard.”

Seeing such a small child also teasing her, Chu Qiao felt a bit embarrassed and lightly scolded him a few times, but he maintained that smiling, lazy demeanor.

The fine rain stopped, the rainbow curved, and sunlight pierced through the clouds, casting a golden glow on the ground.

Half a month later, when the Imperial Physician’s Office reported during pulse-taking, they submitted a joy report: the Qinghai Princess Consort was pregnant.

At the end of the same year, a daughter was added to the Star Moon Palace, named Zhuge Yunshen, with the childhood name Pearl, also known as Princess Pearl.

The marriage proposal from Bian Tang passed through the Cuiwei Pass in the second month. Li Qingrong, riding a horse, intercepted it halfway and drove the envoys who had brought the marriage proposal back to Bian Tang.

Tang Emperor Li Xiuyi wrote a letter scolding him for losing his mind, but he just lightly snorted, replying, “The pearl of an oyster, what has it to do with a clam?”

Another child moved into the bedchamber of Yanhua Hall. The poor Qinghai Prince, after ending a half-year period of abstinence, had to start the difficult path of competing for his wife again.

The wind blew from the pass, carrying the faint fragrance of green grass. One year gone, another year come. On the east coast of Huai Song, fishermen caught new oysters this year. Some oysters had brilliant pearls, while others had thrown away their pearls.

Originally all just a grain of sand, becoming precious only because someone cherished it.

Polished over time, finally became a pearl.

Protecting Ximeng: Steel
————【There is a kind of person whose veins flow not with blood, but with steel.】

The flames rose, crimson like scalding blood. Arrows released from golden crossbows struck the heart of the sun. The howls of celestial gods echoed from the heavens. Blood dripped as rain, the earth cracked, mountains collapsed, and oceans churned, raising towering ice peaks. The world became an enormous crucible, with all living beings cooked in blood and tears within.

In the boundless darkness, his eyeballs moved rapidly. A blood-red light covered his chest. He saw pitch-black armor, shark-blue battle blades, the moon in the night, and the vast snowy plains. Fighting crowds fell like wheat fields, flesh, and blood piled up, covering the sky and earth. Eagles and vultures dove down phosphorescent light from rotting flesh flashing on their talons. Great winds swept across the wilderness. All around was the overwhelming sound of slaughter. The wind against his face carried the dryness of sand, sharp as knives.

War drums grew more urgent. Enemy troops came in vast numbers. The earth trembled, hooves thundered, and dark clouds pressed overhead like fierce, vicious dragons.

“Kill—”

“Kill, kill—”

“Kill, kill, kill—”

His eyes suddenly opened. All the visions instantly vanished. He lay alone on a dragon bed larger than an ordinary family’s bedroom. On the dark black satin were embroidered golden dragons, their ferocious heads and horns rearing up so ostentatiously. The golden threads, even in such a dark room, flashed with piercing brilliance.

He didn’t move or speak. The hair at his temples was slightly damp, yet he made no effort to wipe away the sweat slowly flowing down his neck.

The night was too quiet. No voices, no footsteps, no sounds of silkworms, not even the sound of wind. Only his breathing, so slow, so heavy, one breath, another breath, and another.

No matter how long the night, it eventually passes.

He had always been a person skilled at endurance—before, now, and in the future.

A faint red light suddenly flickered on the window. His gaze was drawn to it, his brow slightly furrowed. From outside the hall came the hurried footsteps of an attendant.

“What’s happening outside?”

His throat was slightly dry, but his voice remained characteristically calm.

“Reporting to Your Majesty, a fire broke out at Changle Palace. The fire brigade has entered the palace and is extinguishing the flames.”

The attendant’s voice was still shrill, so effeminate on this night that it made one’s spine chill.

He sat quietly on the bed, looking at the tree shadows outside the window, sitting still for a long time. Suddenly, he got out of bed, stood up, and barefoot, walked out of the bedchamber. More than ten night-duty palace maids rushed forward in panic to drape a bright yellow robe over him and put on his dragon boots. He walked straight out of the great hall, heading toward Changle Palace with large strides. The head attendant hurriedly summoned a large group of guards to accompany him. Palace servants carrying lanterns followed behind, winding along in a long row, proceeding majestically toward Changle Palace.

“Beat them! Beat them to death!”

Before they reached Changle Palace, the voice of an attendant rang out from afar. He walked over expressionlessly. Across a dragon-coiled canal, under the moon gate of the corridor, several palace servants surrounded a few young children. The children were pressed against the railings as the attendants raised boards and forcefully struck them again and again. Their pants had been beaten to shreds, sticking to their buttocks in a bloody mess. At first, they could still emit a few screams, but later, they couldn’t even cry out.

“I set the fire! If you have the guts, kill me!”

A frail child suddenly shouted. Though beaten beyond recognition, she still raised her small face defiantly and said coldly, “I only regret that I couldn’t burn you Yan Bei dogs to death!”

These were children left from the previous dynasty. After Yan Bei’s army charged into Zhen Huang, all Da Xia nobles who couldn’t escape in time suffered bloody slaughter. Only these young children miraculously survived under the wolf blades of the warriors. After all, at that time, they were just five or six-year-old babies. Even the most ferocious soldiers would feel their hands soften after killing eight or ten. Yet who could have imagined that these children, who couldn’t even remember events back then, would now commit such a crazy act?

Changle Palace was the newly promoted Beauty Yu’s palace. He had drawn Beauty Yu’s tablet tonight but grew tired and didn’t go.

Hatred, indeed, is the hardest thing in this world. Even as steel blades are consumed by raging fires and ice mountains melt under the scorching sun, hatred cannot be erased.

“Your Majesty.”

The head attendant knelt on the ground, his back trembling uncontrollably. He didn’t know why he was so afraid, only feeling cold creeping up from the soles of his feet, spreading throughout his body in tremors he couldn’t stop.

“Return to the palace.”

The black gold-dragon brocade swept past nearby branches. Having rushed here with such pomp, he took just one look and turned to leave.

The night remained pitch black, like a pen tip saturated with ink. His figure disappeared into the dark corridor, faintly visible. A cold wind blew, raising small ashes from the ground. No sound could be heard, only the children’s weak screams and curses echoing in the sky.

“I must avenge my mother!”

“Cursed Yan Bei dogs!”

“You will all die terribly!”

“Our king will return! You will regret it!”

…

The long night dragged on. The armor in the armory was covered with a layer of frost. Blood flowed like a river under the moon gate. Children’s corpses were dragged winding out of the palace gates, thrown into a mass grave, and devoured by wild dogs.

In this world, legends are too few. Most people who harbor resentment die in the abyss of hatred. Those who can endure humiliation to survive and climb out are not necessarily any happier.

But living is always better than dying.

He sat quietly by the window, wearing a white jade thumb ring on his severed finger. The ring was already broken, repaired inside with gold wire. It was a bit small for him, with large gaps in some places, so broken that if thrown on the street, probably no one would pick it up.

He caressed the shabby ring with his fingertips. The calluses on his fingertips were hard, making very faint sounds when touching the white jade ring. He lowered his head, looking at the faint pattern on the ring. Vaguely, the sword in the depths of his heart seemed to unsheathe again, gleaming with bloody ferocity. Within the bright sword light, a face he knew by heart was reflected.

“Do you regret it?”

He laughed coldly in silence.

Those emotions common people should have—like fragility, fear, dread, or what the child called regret—he didn’t allow himself to possess.

Because those things, besides making him feel sick, had no other purpose.

The great enterprise was accomplished, blood vengeance achieved; he got what he deserved.

Regret?

He closed his eyes. At the distant horizon, a ray of light appeared, shining through the window onto his chiseled face. The entire palace was made of ebony and obsidian, possessing a suffocating, oppressive beauty as the sun began to rise.

His blood carried the martial heritage of the Yan Bei land, his bones filled with years of repressed, pent-up air. Even in dreams there were flooding rivers and troops breaking through Zhen Huang’s mountain passes. How could such a person regret it?

He raised his eyes to see the vast sky and circling birds, no longer like the palm-sized patch from his childhood, too confined for even the moon to dare linger.

Regret?

He sneered.

On March 16th, the governor of Dongye Prefecture sent an urgent report saying they had captured a group of rebels, among whom one appeared to be of noble status.

The Ministry of Justice immediately ordered that person to be brought to the capital.

Half a month later, that person was finally brought bound before him. With refined eyebrows, phoenix eyes, high nose, and thin lips, even in such miserable circumstances, his elegance and extraordinary bearing couldn’t be concealed.

Yan Xun sat on the throne, looking at this former favored son of heaven, and remained silent for a long time. Instead, it was he who raised his blood-stained face and smiled faintly, greeting as casually as an old friend:

“Young Master Yan, long time no see.”

Young… Master… Yan…

Such a long-forgotten title. He calmly nodded in response: “Prince Jing.”

“It’s been so long, Young Master Yan’s demeanor is even more impressive than before.”

“Is it?” Yan Xun said blandly. “The Prince looks somewhat different.”

Jing Han laughed: “Fortune’s wheel turns, no flower blooms a hundred days. The world changes; it’s only natural.”

“The Prince takes it well, truly worthy of being a heroic figure.”

Jing Han suddenly laughed loudly, shaking his head: “Heroes died long ago. Those who survive are merely those who compromise and live on in obscurity. Thank you, Young Master, for soon ending this embarrassing situation for me.”

“It seems the Prince is quite eager.”

Jing Han, with a face full of having met a kindred spirit, bowed his head in salute: “I hope Young Master will oblige.”

Yan Xun’s gaze suddenly became somewhat sharp. It was the keen edge of one who had walked among military ranks for years, like an arrow full of killing intent—one shot enough to pierce through eighteen layers of cowhide. However, in this man’s eyes, he saw nothing.

Swords and blades can conquer the world but can never conquer the heart. On this ugly, filthy land, there still existed some stubborn souls.

He casually waved his hand: “I won’t see you off.”

Jing Han laughed free-spiritedly, his sleeves fluttering. Though covered in wounds, he still maintained the air of imperial nobility.

“Young Master has many important matters; please stay.”

Sunlight shone through the window lattice, casting circles of light.

The disdain of youthful arrogance, the open and hidden struggles in the martial hall, the battles for gain after achieving greatness. In the end, it was he who stood here, watching that man of noble birth who had always been proud, walking step by step onto the execution platform.

His chin was slightly raised, and small winds blew past his ears. For a very long time, he didn’t want to speak. A kind of weariness pierced his heart when he was momentarily unguarded. From such a distance, he seemed to hear the sound of the guillotine blade cutting through the air at the Nine Abyss Platform. Blood spurted from the neck, a splash of bright red. Tiny blood drops flew in the air, with a warm, fishy smell. The proud head fell into the dust, the body prostrate, never again able to stand straight. The defiant, fearless eyes finally had to close forever.

Dignity? Pride? Royalty? Bloodline? Stubbornness? Faith?

All of it, what importance did it have?

How could those who had never fallen to the bottom, never crawled out from the place where one wanted to die, understand what was most important?

Everything is premised on survival. If a person dies, there is nothing left. Living is what matters most.

He slowly opened his eyes. The civil and military officials knelt before him. The deathly silent great hall was cold and severe. The air pressure was so low it almost made one suffocate. He could see some people trembling slightly. They all feared him, perhaps even hated him, but what could they do? In the end, he was still the ruler of this land. They all needed to submit to him. That was enough; that was sufficient.

Brilliant light shone on his resolute face. This was the new continental ruler, the founding emperor of Great Yan.

He was Yan Xun. He was a demon who crawled out of hell. He was a vengeful spirit with a remnant of soul after nine deaths and one life. He would not regret it, never.

“Your Majesty, Empress Lan Ya of the North Ross Empire has sent us another plea for help. Zhao Che has led troops to conquer more than twenty countries north of the desert and has almost brought the entire Western Europe under his control.”

“Your Majesty, the Northwestern Quanrong have conscripted three hundred thousand troops, stockpiled outside Meilin Pass, eyeing us covetously with ill intentions!”

“Your Majesty, the forces of the Duchess of Jing’an of Great Tang have been very active recently. The Ministry of Justice’s spies stationed at the northwestern border have captured more than ten of the Duchess of Jing’an’s spies. We suspect she has some close connection with the Northwestern Quanrong.”

“Your Majesty, there are floods in the East River and drought in Jiangnan. This year’s taxes are less than forty percent of previous years. We need to take some preventive measures.”

“Your Majesty…”

There is a kind of person born to endure loneliness and pain. Storms cannot break him, swords cannot kill him, raging fires cannot extinguish him, and dangers cannot defeat him.

Because in his veins, what flows is not fresh blood, but steel.

Protecting Ximeng: Wolf Smoke
————【When wolf smoke rises, it doesn’t necessarily herald war; it might also symbolize the coming of peace.】

The azure wind drifted, green grass swayed. The young general, dressed in cyan-colored armor, sat on horseback, unfolding the letter in his hand, silently reading it for a long time.

In the distance, hoofbeats sounded. Wei Shuye galloped from behind, seeing his unpredictable expression, slightly raised his eyebrows.

“Another letter from Zhuge Four?”

“Yes.”

After a long while, Zhao Che finally raised his head, chuckled, and said, “He’s had another daughter and is asking me for a title.”

“Oh?” Wei Shuye smiled genuinely: “He truly has both sons and daughters now. We should send a congratulatory gift.”

“No need to worry. He’s already drafted a gift list, asking us to send according to what he wrote.”

Wei Shuye was momentarily stunned upon hearing this, then laughed: “He’s already a father of two, yet still has that awkward demeanor. No matter what, he refuses to lose out on anything.”

Zhao Che’s gaze softened, seemingly recalling some youthful memories, speaking with a smile at the corner of his mouth: “He’s been like that since childhood. Do you remember when we studied at Shangwu Hall together? Everyone had to host a feast on their birthday, and others prepared red envelopes and gifts. But he was peculiar, never saying anything or hosting feasts. Once, Thirteen ate a meal with him, coincidentally on his birthday. Thirteen later boasted to us about how impressive he was, eating Zhuge Four’s free meal. The next day, more than twenty businesses went to Thirteen’s steward to collect debts, saying that Zhuge Mansion’s Fourth Young Master had bought a bunch of things using Thirteen’s name, telling them to find him for payment.”

Wei Shuye laughed heartily: “I remember, I remember clearly! That time, His Highness Thirteen bled money. One meal cost him half a year’s salary. He borrowed money from me for three consecutive months and hasn’t paid back even now.”

“Haha, they say Thirteen is honest, but he’s the most cunning. From childhood to adulthood, he’s notorious for not repaying borrowed money.”

The two chatted as they walked back. Currently, Zhao Che’s temporary palace was set in Shuanghan City, adjacent to North Ross, covering a vast area comparable to Da Xia’s capital, Zhen Huang. After these years of development, the population had gradually prospered, already showing some characteristics of the north’s premier commercial city.

Before entering the city, they heard the clamor of rapid hoofbeats approaching. The woman at the front wore a bright red cloak, with fire-red fox fur boots. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, her brows and eyes like a painting. Looking carefully, her belly was slightly protruding, seemingly pregnant. Seeing Zhao Che, her eyes immediately brightened. She vigorously waved her whip and spurred her horse forward.

Zhao Che couldn’t help but frown, while Wei Shuye covered his mouth and laughed softly.

“You come back without telling me. Humph, I still found out!”

The woman was already a mother of two children, and now her third child was about to be born. Yet she still maintained a girlish, coquettish demeanor. Swinging her whip, raising her small chin, and narrowing her eyes at Zhao Che, she appeared triumphant.

“You’re pregnant, why are you still riding horses? Do you not take my words to heart?”

“Tsk—”

Wanyan Rou softly grunted, carelessly saying: “I was born on horseback. We Eastern Hu women aren’t as delicate as your Da Xia women.”

As she spoke, she suddenly jumped down from her horse, ran to Zhao Che’s side, and used both hands and feet to climb onto his horse. It seemed she wanted to ride with him.

“Pull me, give me a hand!”

Wanyan Rou stood on tiptoe, calling from the side. With her big belly, mounting a horse was indeed inconvenient.

Zhao Che, looking at her stubborn little face, finally surrendered helplessly, sighed, and pulled her onto the horseback. But he no longer dared to gallop wildly, only lightly kicking the horse’s belly, making it walk slowly.

And Miss Wanyan Rou, who vocally claimed not to be as delicate as Da Xia women, obediently leaned in her husband’s embrace, smiling contentedly, like a cat that had caught a fish.

Just after returning to the palace, a servant came to report battle news from the inland. Wanyan Rou cursed angrily, pouting as she returned to the inner palace, saying she would go play cuju with her son.

Zhao Che, walking towards the political hall, instructed the servants to watch over her. The afternoon sunlight was warm, filtering through the window lattice onto the ground, creating a patch of brilliant golden yellow.

The news was delivered by Zhao Xie’s people, with content similar to what Zhuge Yue had said, only more detailed.

It was not surprising that Zhao Xie, who had been active at the northern border for years, knew more. Moreover, Zhuge Yue’s letter was probably sent half a month ago when the battle situation wasn’t yet intense. That he could detect the seriousness of the situation early was already remarkable.

Wei Shuye had long known that Zhuge Yue’s letter wouldn’t be just about that. But he had just returned from an expedition against Tujue Hun, and Zhao Che didn’t want to worry him. So he had just gone home briefly before entering the palace. As soon as he entered the political hall, he indeed found Zhao Che had summoned a group of generals and ministers, discussing military affairs.

After discussing for a full two hours, dinner time arrived. Wanyan Rou had sent people to urge several times, almost coming personally to fight with the ministers. The elders finally had to leave the palace with anxious hearts. Zhao Che invited Wei Shuye to stay for dinner, and Wei Shuye didn’t refuse, though, during the meal, he inevitably received several glaring looks from a certain woman who wanted to monopolize her husband.

After dinner, the two entered the study. Zhao Che asked directly: “What do you think of this matter?”

Wei Shuye smiled slightly, saying: “Your Highness should already have an idea. Why ask me?”

Zhao Che frowned, saying: “I haven’t decided yet.”

“When Your Highness hesitates, it means you’ve already decided.”

Zhao Che slowly sat down, his fingers caressing the wall of the teacup, silently not speaking.

“The Duchess of Jing’an, braving the world’s condemnation, attacking Meilin Pass, letting the Quanrong people advance eastward, this is simply seeking death. Your Highness, this time, even if she is a blood descendant of our Great Xia, we cannot tolerate it.”

Seeing Zhao Che remain silent, Wei Shuye continued: “Previously, she tried to kill Chu Qiao several times, openly and secretly. If not for your face, Zhuge Four would have acted long ago. These years, Bian Tang didn’t move against her, Qinghai didn’t move against her, and Yan Xun, I don’t know what he’s thinking—he had several opportunities but didn’t strike in the end—plus our covert protection, so she faced no mortal danger. But this time, what she’s done is too much.”

After a moment of silence, Zhao Che said: “The Quanrong people have already reached Beishuo.”

“Great Yan has just been established for six years. Domestic forces are unstable, and local Da Xia military forces have not been completely removed. Princess Chun, raising the banner of restoring the Xia regime, can indeed gain some advantages. But once the timing passes slightly, letting the common people and army witness the Quanrong’s brutality, they will inevitably turn against her. At that time, Princess Chun will be in a completely passive situation, and the title of Eastern Land traitor will be fixed.”

Wei Shuye spoke eloquently. After years of bloody cleansing, he was no longer the elegant young master from the capital city of Zhen Huang.

Zhao Che frowned, slowly saying: “What Minister Zhang said, do you think it’s feasible?”

Wei Shuye laughed: “Your Highness, you know it in your heart, so why ask me?”

Zhao Che looked at him, and after a while, suddenly smiled: “Indeed, no wonder Ah Rou says I’m becoming more and more indecisive. I am truly anxious about gain and loss.”

“All rulers are like this. Before, you were just a vassal king, but now you are the monarch of Great Xia, responsible for so many people. You can’t help but be cautious.”

“I understand. Yan Bei’s rule has already stabilized. Now the northern situation is chaotic. We cannot fight on two fronts simultaneously. The result of trying to take care of both would be gaining nothing. We cannot take this advantage.”

Wei Shuye asked: “Then what about Zhuge Four’s proposal?”

“Let’s wait and see.” Zhao Che frowned: “We are different from him. Qinghai has always been independent, with no fundamental hatred of the inland. But our warriors, especially the upper military officers, hate Yan Bei to the bone. Asking them to help Yan Bei fight would be harder than asking for their lives.”

Upon hearing this, Wei Shuye sighed helplessly, shaking his head: “Alas, how is this fighting for others?”

Zhao Che also smiled helplessly: “How can we make these people understand?”

“By the way, the ritual official just sent out a swift horse beyond the pass. What was so urgent?”

Speaking of this, Zhao Che finally revealed a relaxed smile, saying: “It’s about finding a wife for Xian’er. Currently, the Pearl Princess from the Zhuge family is a treasure. I need to secure the marriage before Bian Tang does.”

“Emperor Tang Li’s Concubine Xiu?”

Wei Shuye asked in surprise: “Hasn’t he already established an Empress?”

“You’ve forgotten, Li Ce still has another son, the son of Concubine Zhan, who has been living in Qinghai.”

“Oh, I remember now.” Wei Shuye nodded: “I’ve seen that child once. He’s very much like his father, especially those eyes.”

Zhao Che leaned back in his chair, saying proudly: “He asked me for so many things, sooner or later he’ll have to return them all to me as his daughter’s dowry.”

Wind rose in the northern lands where green grass had just begun to sprout. At this time in Qinghai, rain was beating on the banana leaves, creating a scene of lush greenery.

In the deep of night, Chu Qiao, wearing cotton-white nightclothes, lowered the window shields. The pitter-patter of rain was immediately blocked out. A pair of red candles burned quietly, the light dim, everything peaceful.

A pair of hands embraced her from behind, warm breath on the back of her ear. Zhuge Yue, with a deep weariness, leaned against her soft body, saying softly: “Not asleep yet?”

“How could I dare sleep first when you haven’t returned?”

Chu Qiao smiled, turning around, lightly pecking his lips, asking: “Are you hungry? Do you want to ask the kitchen to prepare a late meal? I’ve had them keep it warm waiting for you.”

Zhuge Yue smiled, seemingly not too satisfied with her dragonfly-touching-water kiss. He lowered his head, covering Chu Qiao’s soft lips, tracing her lip shape with his lips, his tongue skillfully prying open her pearl-like teeth, passionately entwining with her tongue.

Chu Qiao gently embraced his waist, fervently responding. Soon, the temperature in the air seemed to rise on its own. Zhuge Yue’s husky voice sounded by her ear, filled with intense desire, with a uniquely charming allure: “It’s been so many days, don’t you miss me?”

Chu Qiao’s cheeks were pink, panting softly, her entire body leaning in his embrace, head raised, her eyes seeming covered with mist, moist and profound.

“I’ve been missing you. If you keep torturing me like this, I’ll have to take concubines.”

Chu Qiao frowned, her fist weakly hitting his chest: “You dare?”

“If you don’t want me to take concubines, then be more diligent.”

Zhuge Yue’s wrist moved nimbly upward, removing her hairpin. Her full black hair instantly fell. His hands were long and white, like Hetian jade, slowly sliding down Chu Qiao’s neck, arousing a numbness. Delicate kisses followed down her snow-white neck. His fingers untied her nightclothes. The lamplight flickered, and the warm curtain rippled like spring tides. Silk and gauze fluttered to the floor. Her skin was like porcelain, smooth and delicate, with exquisite curves.

Zhuge Yue lifted her horizontally in his arms, turning to walk to the wide bed…

The consequence of not eating dinner was severe. Someone woke up in the middle of the night, dragging an aching body to get up, walking to the small table to secretly eat pastries.

Just taking two steps, she nearly fell headlong to the ground. She frowned, very aggrieved, rubbing her lower back.

So sore, so painful, even standing was difficult.

She glared at a certain person on the bed.

Must it always be like this? How was she supposed to teach Zou’er sword practice tomorrow? Did he feel accomplished when her son laughed at her?

Squatting by the small table eating pastries, the tea was already cold, but being hungry, it still tasted good. Suddenly, a low laugh came from the bed. She startled, immediately standing up, wiping her mouth, saying: “You’re not asleep?”

Moonlight shone through the window. The man on the bed lay on his side, one hand propping his head, beckoning to her, smiling faintly, saying: “Come here.”

Chu Qiao grunted, saying: “No.”

Zhuge Yue smiled, saying: “It’s for your own good. You’re wearing nothing; I fear you’ll catch a cold.”

Chu Qiao’s face immediately reddened. She hurriedly looked for clothes on the floor but felt her waist suddenly tighten, pulled into the embrace of someone with long arms and legs.

“Tired?”

Using a thin blanket to wrap around her chest, her snow-white shoulders exposed to the air, he couldn’t help but lower his head to kiss them.

Chu Qiao honestly nodded: “A little.”

“Hungry? I’ll call someone to bring food.”

“No, no!” Chu Qiao hurriedly refused. What a joke! Calling for food at this time? Tomorrow she would be laughed to death by Li Qingrong and those precocious children.

He held her, sitting on the soft couch by the small table, taking a piece of pastry and putting it in her mouth. The two chatted casually. Time passed bit by bit. The great hall was as quiet as water. The entire world had already fallen asleep, leaving only them leaning together, skin warm, all peaceful and serene.

“Xing’er, the Quanrong people have already fought to Beishuo Pass. What do you think?”

Chu Qiao sighed slightly, thought for a while, and then carefully asked: “Zhuge Yue, do you trust me?”

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow, smiling: “You want me to send troops to help Yan Xun?”

“Not to help Yan Xun, but to help ourselves.”

Chu Qiao shook her head, quietly saying: “You and I both know that in this war, the Quanrong people absolutely won’t gain any advantage. Perhaps in the initial stages, they might gain a slight upper hand due to the element of surprise, but once Yan Bei recovers, the Quanrong’s good days will end. But exactly how long that will take is debatable. Perhaps the difference in this battle is only how much destruction the Quanrong can cause to Yan Bei. These people are fierce in battle, but overall they lack military strategy, attacking without direction, just a frenzy of chaotic fighting. To call them an army, it’s more accurate to call them a meat grinder.”

Zhuge Yue embraced her, quietly listening, not speaking.

Chu Qiao continued: “In the thirteenth year of Emperor Ming of Tang, the Quanrong people also broke through Meilin Pass once. In just one month, the entire western border became a scorched earth. Nearly a million civilians died. All the classics and buildings were destroyed. At that time, national power declined for decades. If not for that incident, Great Tang would not have later been taken advantage of by Da Xia, eventually ending in a fragmented situation.”

“If Yan Bei’s national power declines because of this war, wouldn’t we have more opportunity to recover lost territory?”

Chu Qiao smiled, glancing at him sideways, saying: “You clearly know what the situation is in your heart, yet you ask me this question. Can I understand this as our Qinghai King is feeling jealous?”

Zhuge Yue laughed, lowering his head to kiss her once, saying: “I understand. Yan Xun definitely won’t let me watch from the sidelines. If he sees me not moving for a long time, he might lead the Quanrong people to attack Qinghai.”

“Guessed very accurately, completely in line with his way of doing things.”

“Forget it,” Zhuge Yue said: “Rather than having him lead people to Qinghai, I should send troops to help him block people outside Beishuo, saving us from chaos. Now the common people have just begun spring planting. If they come to cause trouble, who would still have the heart to farm and work?”

Chu Qiao asked: “When do you plan to send troops?”

“In the next few days.” Zhuge Yue said: “I’m waiting for news from Zhao Che. At this time, he must be taking advantage of the fire to loot in the north. If Yan Xun wanted to withdraw troops to fight the Quanrong, he would have to let him gain some advantage. I need to wait until he succeeds before taking action, and also need to find the wealthy Emperor Yan to ask for some military funds.”

Chu Qiao said: “You two are really like barefoot people who don’t fear those wearing shoes. Aren’t you afraid negotiations will break down? Then when you send troops, won’t you lose even more face?”

Zhuge Yue smiled, saying: “We three have fought for so many years, we understand each other somewhat. Fighting back and forth, we can’t determine victory or defeat. Now all regimes have just stabilized, and no one dares to use national power to launch large-scale wars. Continuing to fight like this is not a solution. When war can’t thoroughly solve problems, the final method is still negotiation. Ximeng has been fighting for more than ten years; it’s time for a rest.”

Hearing this, Chu Qiao sighed slightly. She leaned in Zhuge Yue’s embrace, quietly saying: “Let’s hope so.”

The Quanrong people outside Meilin Pass came killing with fierce momentum. All the common people of Ximeng hated them to the core. But perhaps they didn’t know that the arrival of these people, although bringing intense bloodshed and tragic killing, also brought a glimmer of chance, a hope for true peace.

Beishuo, Beishuo, how many years had it been since she left that land?

Unexpectedly, there would be a day to return.

Protecting Ximeng: Great General
————【History won’t remember details, only results, but the common people will remember the grace of saving their lives. First Great General of Ximeng, you deserve this title without a doubt!】

If there is such a thing as the end of the world or absolute racial extinction in this world, then the year 788 of the Bai Cang calendar was undoubtedly the closest to death. That spring, Yan Xun, following tradition, was still fiercely fighting with Zhao Che of the Northern Territory and Zhuge Yue of Qinghai. The Huai Song territory under Great Yan also had multiple conflicts with Bian Tang. Wars across the Western Ximeng continent raged on. All were immersed in civil war, enjoying it tirelessly, yet oblivious to the powerful and evil force that had already reached out toward them in the birthplace of Great Yan.

On April 9th of the year 788 in the Bai Cang calendar, news that shocked the entire continent shattered the peace of the Ximeng people who had just enjoyed six years of tranquility—the Bian Tang rebel Duchess of Jing’an led 3,000 troops, secretly infiltrated Meilin Pass, and on the evening of April 8th, collaborated with the Quanrong people who had long been lying in ambush outside the pass. They occupied the checkpoint, opened the Meilin Pass gates, and let the Quanrong in. All officials and soldiers at Meilin Pass, totaling more than 28,000 people, collectively died heroically for their country, with none surviving.

At the same time, another piece of news spread rapidly across the entire continent.

The Duchess of Jing’an, who had been hiding behind the scenes with few knowing her true identity, suddenly stood out prominently under the protection of the Quanrong people. Declaring independence as a direct princess of Da Xia, she borrowed troops from the Quanrong, raising the banner of restoring the Xia dynasty and avenging the former emperor, advancing eastward with her army.

Meanwhile, the Great Khan of Quanrong, Nayan, also sang loudly of protecting the royal bloodline of a friendly nation, eliminating rebellious thieves, and marched his troops eastward with great pomp.

This was Zhao Chun’er’s third appearance on the historical stage.

The first time was on May 20th of the year 775, at that bloody wedding in the city of Zhen Huang. As the bride, Zhao Chun’er became famous because of her fiancé Yan Xun, becoming the laughingstock of the entire world. That year, she was sixteen.

The second time was on September 1st of the same year. After Yan Xun’s desertion, Yan Bei declared independence, and Da Xia, for political reasons, urgently sought an alliance with Bian Tang. After the Ninth Princess of Da Xia was returned by Li Ce, Zhao Chun’er went to Tang alone as a peace-making princess of Da Xia, entering the Bian Tang royal family. However, she was eventually expelled for maliciously creating impurity incidents and inciting central army mutinies. Unwilling to accept defeat, with the help of the Lo King who was still deeply hidden at that time, she allied with Bian Tang’s general Zhong Peng, plotting a rebellion at the Meishan Royal Tomb. In the end, she was discovered by Li Ce, who was still the Crown Prince at that time. Since then, there has been no more news of this woman.

Until this third time, thirteen years later, she reappeared in high profile as the Duchess of Jing’an of Bian Tang, opening Meilin Pass, borrowing 800,000 troops from the grassland aliens, personally taking the field, letting the Quanrong tigers and wolves ravage the Central Plains.

No matter how many years later, when recalling that battle, it was an extremely terrible disaster. Even top generals of the continent like Zhuge Yue, Zhao Che, and Yan Xun did not anticipate how rapidly the situation would deteriorate to that level in the early stages of this turmoil. After all, when first receiving this news, Zhuge Yue’s thought was merely: “Rather than waiting for these people to come to our door, it’s better to deal with them early, and incidentally extort some military funds from Yan Xun.”

No one expected the war would be so brutal.

Mentioning the Quanrong, perhaps everyone’s first impression is of physically strong country bumpkins. For thousands of years, this fierce race has been roaming outside Meilin Pass. They ride horses at full speed, following water and grass to live. They have no fixed abode, no cities, no unified government, no advanced equipment, and no excellent commanders. When they fight, basically the leader leads a group of herdsmen charging on horseback, attacking when they meet weaker enemies, and fleeing immediately when facing stronger ones.

So when mentioning them, almost all Eastern Land military officers would disparagingly call them country bumpkins.

But no one seriously considered that from the year 775 when Yan Bei declared independence, to the year 782 when Da Xia fell, plus these six years of continuous small-scale civil wars, Ximeng had spent thirteen years in chaotic times. In contrast, the Quanrong had quietly passed thirteen years, with no large-scale wars except for small-scale looting.

Thirteen years, the grass on the steppe had yellowed and greened again, young children learned to ride horses and wield blades, and the blood of war, dormant for thirteen years, finally began to stir again.

Meilin Pass became a thoroughfare. Quanrong cavalry poured in like a tide, armies like seas, weapons like forests, war horses neighing wildly, arrows falling like rain. The majestic army, and the magnificent dust, caused the garrisons of several cities near Meilin Pass to collapse without a fight, abandoning the cities and fleeing.

On April 13th, the Quanrong’s Red Di tribe, Yellow Mang tribe, Blue Xiang tribe, Brown Blood tribe, White Shang tribe, and Black Water tribe, six great tribes, arrived at Meilin Pass, gathering with the four tribes that had departed first. On April 15th, the Great Khan of Quanrong’s main Nayan tribe arrived at Meilin. All eleven tribes of the Quanrong had assembled, numbering more than 1.5 million.

Before the blood of Great Yan’s warriors had been wiped clean, the Quanrong army had already occupied the heart of the city. The common people hid trembling in their homes, none daring to make a sound, fearing to anger these northern stars of misfortune. But because there were too many troops to be accommodated within the city, the Quanrong’s Third Prince Tuoha ordered his royal guards to kill some civilians to clear out hundreds of houses for him.

It was this order that opened the bloody nightmare of Meilin Pass. At once, the leaders of other tribal armies followed suit. By the time Nayan Minglié learned of this, it was already too late. The entire Meilin Pass no longer had a single living civilian.

For ten consecutive days, Zhao Chun’er and her subordinates stayed at the Meilin Pass General’s Mansion. The sounds of killing, screams, curses, burning fires, and the wailing of women being violated pierced the night’s tranquility, spreading painfully through every corner of the city.

Her subordinate, with a pale face, asked: “Duchess, those grassland people have gone mad. They’re massacring civilians.”

Zhao Chun’er sat expressionlessly in the darkness, as if not hearing his words, silent, not saying a word.

Zhao Chun’er didn’t know that in the conference hall not far from her, the Quanrong people had already spread out maps and begun plotting and planning the division of spoils across the Ximeng continent. Having broken through Meilin Pass, the land ahead seemed completely within easy reach to them. The eleven tribal chiefs argued until their faces turned red and their necks swelled. Finally, under the coordination of the Great Khan Nayan, they reluctantly reached an agreement. At daybreak, the tribal chiefs, leading their respective troops, charged out of Meilin Pass, rushing toward the colorful world they had coveted for hundreds of years.

Among all forces, including the Huai Song territory, Qinghai was the first to stand out clearly, expressing that they would mobilize all forces to help Great Yan resist the Quanrong military regime.

When everyone was watching, waiting, and thinking, the dual monarchs of Qinghai were the first to assemble troops at Cuiwei Pass, withdrawing all soldiers confronting Great Yan, opening the pass to head north, and providing military support to Great Yan’s Beishuo Pass.

At the same time, Qinghai divided their forces into three routes. Qinghai King Zhuge Yue led the main force to support Beishuo, General Yue Qi carried Zhuge Yue’s letter to the Northern territory, while the Queen of Beauty Chu Qiao secretly came to Bian Tang to discuss joint military action.

On May 3rd, Zhao Che agreed to Zhuge Yue’s proposal, leading troops toward the Yan Bei plateau. The Emperor of Great Yan, Yan Xun, actually also opened his national gates with ease, allowing these normally hated enemies to swagger into his territory.

Three days earlier, the Tang Emperor Li Xiuyi had already authorized Regent Tutor Sun Di to collaborate with the Queen of Beauty Chu Qiao, bringing 200,000 Bian Tang troops, departing from Tanghu Pass.

This was truly a too absurd thing. Without this incident, people would never have imagined there would be such a day, even if they racked their brains. For six years, the four powers had been fighting endlessly, a small battle every ten days, a large one every month, hating each other to the bone. Yet who could have imagined they would join hands to resist enemies one day?

Whether contemporary or later generations, no one can deny the force of Bian Tang’s Queen of Beauty in this matter.

She was once the mistress of Shang Shen, the guardian deity of the Yan Bei plateau, the first regent confidant under the Yan Emperor, the Yan Bei general who repelled Da Xia’s million-strong army outside Beishuo Gate. Now she was the wife of the Qinghai King, a regent prince of Bian Tang. Her husband and the ruler of Northern Da Xia, Zhao Che, were bosom friends, and most of her subordinate generals came from the Shang Shen plateau.

Moreover, under the larger situation of the Quanrong’s eastern invasion, Northern Da Xia was watching with folded arms, the Bian Tang royal family was looking on coldly, the Huai Song territory had ulterior motives, and Great Yan was split into several parts, resisting enemies while guarding against them. Only she clearly and accurately foresaw the future development of the entire war situation, soberly recognized the Quanrong people’s wolf-like ambitions and tiger-like momentum, calmly abandoned all past grievances for correct strategic thinking, and actively worked for it, liaising with various forces.

All of this destined her to be the best coordinator for this allied army. Only she could quell conflicts and contradictions from all sides, temporarily suppressing suspicions that would never disappear, and facilitating a coalition that was at least superficially acceptable.

The intricate relationships among these matters could truly make even the smartest person’s head spin. Yet she accomplished it.

When news came that Bian Tang, Qinghai, and Northern Da Xia were simultaneously sending troops, the Great Khan of Quanrong was so angry that smoke came out of his seven orifices. Before attacking Meilin Pass, they had considered this scenario, but at that time, all tribal chiefs had dismissed it with laughter.

Ridiculous, who didn’t know what relationship those three had with Yan Xun? If they didn’t come dragged behind or stabbed in the back at a critical moment, that would already be good, let alone come to participate in the war.

But reality was so cruel. The facts before their eyes mercilessly shattered these grassland people’s fantasies of eliminating Great Yan within a month, conquering Ximeng within two months, and dominating the Eastern Land within half a year.

In their humiliation and rage, the Quanrong people went on an even more frenzied killing spree, their cavalry piercing into the heart of Yan Bei like a dagger.

On May 23rd, Beishuo Pass once again became the focus of the entire Ximeng. The four nations’ forces gathered at Fire Thunder Wall, with troops totaling 1.2 million.

Before the battle began, the Allied forces elected a commander-in-chief. Great Yan naturally proposed Yan Xun without hesitation, Qinghai proposed Zhuge Yue, the Northern territory was divided into two factions: Zhao Che, who had conquered the northern countries, and Zhao Xie, who had been roaming the borders fighting with Yan Bei. Although the Bian Tang Emperor Li Xiuyi didn’t come, Sun Di also reported his name, saying he could send daily pigeon messages asking His Majesty for brilliant battle strategies.

Various opinions reached a deadlock. The staff officers and diplomatic military officers of all sides almost turned the tent upside down with arguments. For two consecutive days, they couldn’t reach a consensus. In the end, it was Sun Di who, unable to bear it any longer, proposed that the Queen of Beauty Chu Qiao serve as the commander-in-chief for this campaign, immediately silencing all discussions.

Although Chu Qiao was the Qinghai King’s wife, she was nominally a regent prince of Bian Tang. Given her relationship with Li Xiuyi and her past achievements in protecting the Tang capital, naturally, all in Great Tang agreed. After some thought, Qinghai’s Zhuge Yue also magnanimously chose to support his wife. Zhao Che followed closely, seconding Zhuge Yue. Zhao Xie had previously participated only to prevent Zhao Che and Yan Xun from gaining advantages, so he naturally also agreed. Only Great Yan, on the second morning after the proposal, belatedly expressed the Yan Emperor’s opinion: “No objection.”

Thus, this magnificent, dazzling allied army, composed entirely of elite troops, was immediately placed under Chu Qiao’s command. In the square formation of 1.2 million men, the one presiding over the central military camp was a woman.

Beginning on May 25th, the defense battle of Beishuo fully unfolded.

Chu Qiao mobilized 600,000 troops and 500,000 civilian workers, beginning to build defense lines along the Sunset Mountain Range. Her designed trenches and pitfalls were diverse, with military defense lines like a chessboard from Sunset Mountain to Beishuo City, densely covering the entire land.

When the Quanrong’s vanguard troops arrived, the Third Prince Tuoha was so shocked he couldn’t close his mouth. Looking at this magnificent defense belt before him, his first reaction was that the opponent had gone mad.

No one would be suicidal enough to attack such military defenses, so the Third Prince Tuoha naturally took another route—Chidu.

It can’t be said Tuoha wasn’t clever. After all, facing such a defense belt, no one would have the courage to attack.

But what Tuoha didn’t know was that behind this seemingly vast and terrifying defense belt, there were only 500,000 civilian workers. They had not a single knife, not a single gun. Their only task was to hold flags and, when someone came, stamp their feet to raise large clouds of dust.

That was all.

While in that small Chidu City, 800,000 troops were now lying in ambush, waiting for his arrival.

Being surrounded was certain. After three consecutive days of fierce fighting, Tuoha’s main force of 100,000 quickly dwindled to 40,000. Blood spread across the entire Chidu river mouth, dyeing the river red, and making it undrinkable for many days.

Without food reserves, Tuoha found himself in a dilemma. The allied forces took turns attacking, wearing Tuoha’s soldiers to near death.

Finally, on the fifth day, Tuoha’s army sent a messenger, deciding to surrender.

However, the order from the central military camp surprised everyone. Chu Qiao ordered not to accept Prince Tuoha’s surrender unless they first offered Tuoha’s head to comfort the spirits of the 200,000 soldiers and civilians of Meilin Pass.

Tuoha was furious and fought again, but ultimately couldn’t escape the encirclement.

Two days later, he was killed by his royal guards at night. His subordinates collapsed without a fight and were all captured by the Allied army.

This was the first victory the Eastern Land army had achieved since the Quanrong’s eastern advance!

With bold tactics and extraordinary courage, Chu Qiao surrounded and annihilated 100,000 troops. With absolute advantage and minimal casualties, she killed 70,000 enemies, captured 30,000, and took the head of the enemy leader, achieving a complete victory in this battle.

When the news returned to Ximeng, people of all countries clapped their hands in celebration.

That night, Zhao Che sat in Chu Qiao and Zhuge Yue’s Qinghai grand tent, drinking a full cup, toasting Chu Qiao from afar: “The title of Ximeng’s First Great General, you deserve it without doubt.”

The next day, Chu Qiao reorganized the army, withdrew to Beishuo, and in front of that huge defense camp, quietly awaited the threatening Quanrong cavalry. She hung Tuoha’s head in front of the military formation, quietly waiting for the Great Khan of Quanrong—Nayan Minglié!

Suddenly, urgent drum sounds came from the Quanrong army. Flags waved everywhere, messengers ran in panic, and commanders on horseback showed anxiety, shouting.

Chaos, extreme chaos.

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow and lightly kicked his horse’s belly, and the cavalry parted like a tide, making a path for him. His armor was like ink, the earth spread with gold. The man in cyan fur was as beautiful as a deity on Tian Mountain. Huge snow peaks stood behind him, majestic and undulating, extending like the sea. The wind blew from afar, lifting the hair at his temples. His eyes were deep and calm, his lips crimson, charming and noble, like a wolf king on the snowy plain.

He spurred his horse forward, staring intently, slightly furrowing his brows.

The battle had just begun. What matter could make the usually fierce and self-confident Quanrong people so panicked?

“King! On the west side of Sunset Mountain, a large number of Yan Bei cavalry have been discovered, rapidly approaching.”

A scout galloped over, horse hooves crushing the snow on the ground. His sturdy knees knelt on the cold ground as he reported loudly.

Zhuge Yue frowned slightly, thought silently for a moment, then said in a deep voice: “How many troops does the other side have, and who is commanding?”

“Currently unknown.”

“Explore further.”

“Yes.”

Horse hooves rolled, and two routes of scouts carrying the Qinghai seal galloped away, raising dust. The scarlet sun hung in the west, the earth is blood-red, slaughter deafening. After eight consecutive days of surrounding and pursuing, today was finally the last battle.

Yan Bei visitors? Who exactly? Had the Shang Shen battle ended so quickly?

Zhuge Yue turned back to the grand tent, spreading out maps for careful planning. It was already evening, the light in the tent dim. He sat at the desk, two candles burning quietly, flames like beans, twinkling.

This time, the Quanrong people entering the pass had burned, killed, and looted all the way. Fortunately, Yan Xun reacted quickly enough, promptly relocating Yan Bei civilians, and clearing land to await the enemy. However, civilians near Meilin Pass still could not escape, with many dead and injured. The three places—Wuting, Guiyu, and Dangrong—suffered city massacres, even newborn babies dying at enemy hands. A spy who had penetrated deep behind enemy lines reported that around Meilin Pass, across twenty-eight cities, there was not a trace of human presence. All people in Jiaxi City, regardless of gender or age, were hung by the Quanrong people in the Red Forest twenty lie outside the city, collectively hanged. When he went, he saw thousands of vultures circling above that forest, tearing at the rotting flesh of the dead.

When hearing this, the generals of Qinghai who had come for this expedition were all present. Even these battle-hardened warriors, upon hearing this news, turned pale and couldn’t speak for a long time. Finally, it was Liang Shaoqing who cried out in horror: “Those people, are they still human?”

Of course, they were human, and they would soon be wielding battle blades and appearing before them in the flesh.

Zhuge Yue couldn’t help but recall what Chu Qiao had said before leaving Qinghai. She said this was not an ordinary campaign, not a struggle between the Quanrong people outside the pass and Yan Bei’s Yan Xun, but a clash of one culture against another, a bloody massacre launched by barbarism against civilization. In this war, no one would benefit as a fisherman, no one could be the bird behind. Once the Quanrong gained the upper hand, even if they could get some sweet land and benefits after Yan Bei weakened, they would have to pay ten or a hundred times the price.

At that moment, he suddenly deeply understood.

When disaster comes, any internal struggle is no different from destroying the Great Wall oneself. Facing the fierce Quanrong cavalry and their cruel fighting methods, no one can stand aloof, no one can reap without sowing.

The Beishuo defense battle achieved an unexpected great victory, with the fire cannon invented by Chu Qiao when defending Chidu years ago playing a huge role.

After half a month of battles, the Quanrong suffered heavy casualties. Finally, the Black Water tribe was the first to collapse. Black Water tribe leader Xiao Dahan led his tribe to flee secretly, exposing the Quanrong’s left wing to the Allied army’s offensive. Chu Qiao seized the opportunity, destroying their flank deployments, piercing through the entire left side’s defense line, separating it from the central army, causing it to fall completely into paralysis. Continuing the offensive, the Quanrong finally, after half a month, collapsed like a mountain. The remaining 700,000 troops, as if struck by plague, scattered and fled in panic under the leadership of various tribes.

Chu Qiao immediately ordered the allied army to divide into Qinghai, Bian Tang, Northern Zhao Che, Northern Zhao Xie, Huai Song, Great Yan, and Yan Bei local garrison troops, splitting into seven routes, closely pursuing the fleeing Quanrong army.

Zhuge Yue was responsible for this battle area, the Sunset Mountain Range, which was one of the cores of the Yan Bei plateau.

“Report—”

A scout quickly returned, leaping down from his horse, holding something in his hand, saying loudly: “King, the battle at Shang Shen has not ended. This time, the Yan army has only brought 3,000 cavalry, led by the Emperor of Great Yan.”

“Yan Xun?”

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow, looking down. Indeed, in the scout’s hand was Yan Xun’s golden arrow.

He looked at the arrow expressionlessly, his brows slightly furrowed, silent. Liang Shaoqing stood beside him, hearing this, said: “Why would he come? And with so few people?”

“Immediately order General Yue Qi, to invest two more cavalry units, and attack the Quanrong’s main tent. No matter what, we must discover the identity of the leader commanding the Quanrong this time.”

“Yes!”

The sky gradually darkened, and the night deepened, killing sounds like thunder. The moon rose and gradually set. All night, Zhuge Yue sat in the tent without rest. Before dawn, Yue Qi’s battle report finally arrived. With almost eighty percent certainty, the one presiding over the Quanrong central military camp was indeed the current Great Khan of Quanrong.

Zhuge Yue’s lips curled, smiling faintly. No wonder, so the Wolf King was here. No wonder Yan Xun wanted to take personal action, bringing elite troops.

“Prepare armor!”

Zhuge Yue stood up, and immediately royal guards prepared armor and battle robes for him.

The Qinghai King, in cyan armor, wearing an iron-gray cloak, holding a battle blade, mounted his war horse. The woeful military horn sounds immediately arose. Liang Shaoqing ran out from his grand tent, excitedly grabbing his horse’s reins, shouting: “Your Highness, you can’t be foolish! Xiao Qiao specifically instructed that you are not allowed to charge into battle!”

Zhuge Yue looked at him helplessly, waving to those around him. Immediately, people came forward to hold the great scholar Liang, walking toward the grand tent.

“You, you, you, you’re too honest! You don’t even keep your word! Xiao Qiao will scold me to death!”

The cry was as miserable as a slaughtered pig, even making soldiers fighting on the battlefield tremble.

Zhuge Yue quietly turned his head to look at the battlefield ahead, red with light, saying in a deep voice: “Move out.”

The army howled past, thousands of horses galloping in unison.

At this moment, not far away, someone approached Yan Xun’s side, saying softly: “Your Majesty, the Qinghai King has personally led troops here.”

“Is that so?”

Yan Xun responded faintly, then raised an eyebrow. For some unknown reason, he seemed to be imbued with a youthful, handsome, spirited air. In a determined tone, he said: “We must capture the Quanrong Khan before the Qinghai army.”

“This subordinate obeys!”

The army quickly departed, hoofbeats like thunder, raising rolling dust.

Protecting Ximeng: The Cycle (Final Chapter)
——【I love you, I will love you forever.】

“Is that the Prince of Qinghai ahead?”

A Jing spurred his horse forward, shouting his question, but heard no response from the opposite side. He only saw the Quanrong army’s formation split apart like a sliced melon. A man wearing cyan-colored battle armor wielded his sword fiercely. Because of the distance, his face wasn’t clear, but his swordsmanship was exquisite and his martial skills extraordinary. With just one man and one sword, he cut through enemy lines as if entering unoccupied territory, slashing his way forward and shattering the Quanrong army into pieces.

“Your Majesty, the person approaching may be Zhuge Yue, the Prince of Qinghai’s army.”

Yan Xun’s eyebrows raised slightly as he watched this old rival who had opposed him throughout his life. A youthful vigor that had disappeared long ago suddenly arose within him. With a hearty laugh, he rode forward, declaring loudly: “Then let’s go meet him.”

The battlefield was now in complete chaos. The Quanrong people, driven to desperation, fought like madmen without any strategy. The generals of Qinghai and Great Yan watched in shock as their commanders shot forward like arrows released from bows, nearly falling off their horses in astonishment.

What, what, what, what is happening?

The Emperor (Prince) had never behaved like this before! So disregarding his safety, so inconsiderate of the overall situation, so rashly charging forward, so, so…

These men couldn’t think of any more words and could only desperately follow behind, yet still unable to catch up to that unstoppable figure ahead.

Both men were highly skilled warriors with proud and arrogant temperaments, each believing themselves invincible under heaven. Lifelong rivals, neither could afford to lose face before their old adversary.

Blood and corpses covered the ground, blood flowing freely, staining the vast snowy plain red. Zhuge Yue and Yan Xun charged toward each other, galloping like two lords of hell. Wherever they went, devastation followed, and no one could withstand even a single strike from them. The Quanrong people were terrified. Initially, they had attempted to surround and kill these two high-ranking officials who seemed not to fear death, but gradually, the situation reversed—the two men were chasing while thousands fled before them.

Time ticked away. Reinforcements gradually arrived. The Quanrong people, unable to resist, fled northward in panic. Seeing this, Zhuge Yue and Yan Xun immediately spurred their horses forward, leading their troops in fierce pursuit, neither willing to miss the opportunity to capture Quanrong Khan.

They fought from midnight until dawn, from dawn until dusk, and from dusk until deep night again. The earth resembled a ferocious beast; horse hooves trampled upon it, creating thunderous sounds. Everyone fought with bloodshot eyes, relentlessly pursuing the defeated Quanrong under the leadership of those two godlike men.

The vast snowy plain was silver-white. The Quanrong people were finally trapped on a narrow small hillock. The Yan cavalry remaining at Yan Xun’s side numbered less than twenty; the rest had joined Zhuge Yue’s forces to surround the hill. Yan Xun, having fought through the night with multiple wounds to his arms and legs, exhausted and bleeding, had no choice but to dismount and rest.

Zhuge Yue wasn’t faring much better, but as always, he was stubborn and willful, refusing treatment and merely sitting on his horse, breathing heavily.

After a while, the sound of hoofbeats approached from behind, and Yan Xun’s cold face suddenly came into view.

Zhuge Yue examined him with sidelong glances. For some reason, he suddenly untied the wine flask from his waist and offered it.

Yan Xun frowned slightly. He didn’t accept the wine but merely gazed at him coolly, saying nothing.

Zhuge Yue sneered: “What’s the matter? Afraid I’ll poison you?”

Yan Xun nodded honestly: “Yes.”

“Hmph.”

Zhuge Yue snorted coldly and took back the flask, about to remove its wooden stopper. But Yan Xun, with his long reach, snatched the flask, opened it, and took a swig. After drinking, he wiped his mouth and scornfully mocked: “Qinghai is truly a remote and desolate place; even its wine is extremely unpalatable.”

Zhuge Yue immediately retorted: “Do you know how to appreciate wine? I suppose in your mind, the best wine is just Yan Bei moonshine.”

And so, beginning with this exchange, the two most powerful men in the world started bickering in the night like children, trading words back and forth.

They stared at each other, finding everything about the other person disagreeable, feeling that there wasn’t a single part of the other that looked pleasing.

A Jing stood behind Yan Xun, his heart nearly jumping out of his throat, thinking silently: My lord, we’re in someone else’s territory right now, couldn’t you say a bit less?

The battle continued fiercely. At midnight, the Quanrong attempted to break through from the northwest. Zhuge Yue and Yan Xun again led their troops in hot pursuit.

After a full two hours of pursuit, Yan Xun’s left shoulder was struck by an arrow again, and Zhuge Yue was also wounded in the shoulder. Just then, from the southwest, the sound of galloping hooves suddenly rolled in. Before they could send scouts to investigate, that group had already engaged the Quanrong in fierce combat.

Surrounded from all sides, the Quanrong army was finally annihilated, their central camp destroyed by the suddenly appearing cavalry. Zhuge Yue cursed loudly, no longer paying attention to Yan Xun, and rushed forward urgently, wanting to see who this despicable person stealing his achievement was. To his surprise, he saw a capable female military officer standing at the front of the formation taking inventory of the spoils. Upon seeing him, she calmly said: “This is the Quanrong Khan. He had already committed suicide when I arrived.”

Zhuge Yue was stunned, covered in blood, awkwardly looking at his wife, saying somewhat unnaturally: “Why have you come?”

Chu Qiao raised her eyebrows slightly, looking at him with composure, and said: “Liang Shaoqing escaped in the middle of the night to inform me. How could I not come?”

Just then, the sound of hoofbeats slowly arose from behind, and Yan Xun’s figure gradually emerged from the darkness, his black armor damaged in multiple places, his complexion somewhat pale, yet still standing straight. He stood beside Zhuge Yue as countless torches lit up around them, yet they seemed unable to penetrate the darkness surrounding him. He just gazed quietly at Chu Qiao, his expression calm, showing no fluctuation, but his eyes were like the sea under the night sky, pitch-black, rolling with deep vortices.

Compared to Zhuge Yue, who was guarded by a massive army, Yan Xun, who had brought only three thousand elite soldiers, had suffered much more severe injuries. Now, he had numerous wounds all over his body, and his shoulder was pierced by a broken arrow, bleeding profusely, but he seemed not to feel it at all.

Chaotic sounds filled their ears—the angry shouts of soldiers, the groans of the wounded, the crackling of burning torches, the howling of the north wind—but they seemed to hear nothing. Their profound gazes met, like flames burning in the night, sparking one by one, gradually growing into a prairie fire.

“Xing’er.”

Zhuge Yue suddenly said in a deep voice. He dismounted and said very calmly: “I’ll go check on the casualties. The Yan Emperor is wounded; find someone to treat him.”

With that, he turned and left, leaving his wife standing with this man of complex and unfathomable relationship on the pitch-black snowy plain.

For a long time, Chu Qiao didn’t know what to say. This was their first reunion since the Battle of Huolei Yuan ten years ago. Not separated by armies slaughtering each other, not by massive formations of troops, not by the vast flowing Chang Lang River, but face to face, eye to eye, just by raising their heads, they could see each other’s eyebrows and eyes, and even hear the beating hearts beneath their chests.

For a moment, mountains and rivers roared through their minds, and all language seemed pale and shallow at this moment. The desolation of changed circumstances rose like a great fire, making this pair, who should have been the most familiar to each other, become strangers as if they had never known each other. Time and changing situations, it seems, were truly the cruelest words in this world.

Yan Xun sat on horseback, looking down at her, his eyes like a calm sea. Many people moved around them, the crimson torches flickering, making their faces alternately bright and dim.

Still those eyebrows, still those eyes, still that face so familiar it couldn’t be more familiar, but that person was no longer the one who had promised to walk side by side for life.

Can one comprehend the melancholy of that moment?

Perhaps yes, perhaps no. Language had already become weak and powerless. Just like red leaves, no matter how brilliantly they shine, they cannot avoid the fate of withering. The sky was dark, the earth was white, still the same sky, still the same land, still the place they had dreamed of thousands upon thousands of times, but why had even said a word become so difficult?

Yan Xun looked at Chu Qiao. Roaring fires burned behind her, making her entire being like a deity of light, possessing a warmth he could never reach in this lifetime. Suddenly, he remembered that snowy night many years ago, in that dark prison cell, where they had struggled to extend their hands through the cracks in the wall, holding tightly together.

Perhaps they were like two seeds, able to huddle together for warmth in the ice and snow, leaning on each other, waiting for spring to come. But when spring truly arrived, when they supported each other to break through the soil, they discovered that the nutrients in the soil were far from enough to sustain both of them together. Thus, they gradually drifted apart, going their separate ways.

Yan Xun suddenly felt tired, his heart as vast and desolate as the snow on Goddess Peak. In all these years, no matter when, no matter in what difficult environment, he had never felt as tired as he did now. He told himself, I should leave, and so he turned, slowly spurring his horse, about to depart.

However, at that moment, an extremely warm voice suddenly called from behind: “Yan Xun!”

Yes, it was warm, a feeling that had disappeared for many, many years, like plunging a frozen hand into boiling springs, a warmth that made one tremble.

“Yan Xun,” she persistently called from behind him. “Cheng Yuan and his men are right behind me, they should arrive soon.”

Yan Xun didn’t nod, nor did he speak, but merely reined in his horse, standing silently there.

“You’re wounded. Let’s treat it first, alright?”

She slowly walked over from behind, passed by his side, came in front of him, and then reached out to hold his reins, stubbornly asking: “Alright?”

Yan Xun suddenly felt a bitterness; it seemed that from childhood to adulthood, she had always been the braver one. Several medical officials ran up with medicine boxes, standing with bowed heads behind her. Without a word, he dismounted, allowing them to treat his wounds, apply medicine, and bandage him. When the arrow was pulled out, he didn’t even grunt. After about half an hour of busy work, the medical officials withdrew, sweating profusely, and she approached, handing him that blood-soaked broken arrow.

At that moment, Yan Xun’s heart suddenly ached. His brows furrowed slightly, but in the end, he did not reach out to take it, saying coldly: “The enemy is dead; there’s no need to keep it.”

Indeed, not a single Quanrong soldier had escaped, even the Khan was dead—what enemies remained?

This had been his habit for many years, to keep all weapons that had harmed him until he had avenged himself, and only then would he destroy the weapon.

So, he had not completely forgotten. Even if he deliberately tried not to think about it, some things, some years, had still passed through his life, leaving indelible marks.

They stood there for who knows how long. The distant wind blew over, carrying the unique scent of the Yan Bei plateau.

Yan Xun quietly raised his head, looking at Chu Qiao standing before him. They were so close as if with just a slight reach, they could touch each other. But across this short distance, he would never have the chance to cross it again. He could make the entire world prostrate at his feet, his blade could conquer every inch of land that refused to submit to him, and if he wished, he could exert all his strength to destroy everything he disliked. But facing her alone, he was powerless.

Something called self-mockery gradually rose from the depths of his heart.

Yan Xun pulled at the corners of his mouth, wanting to smile, but only managed a cold curve.

He suddenly turned his back, his silhouette like a towering pine, straight and proud, yet strong as if able to hold up heaven and earth. And so he walked away step by step, his stride heavy, yet faster and faster.

“Yan Xun, take care of yourself!”

Someone called softly from behind. Who was speaking? Who was she calling?

Yan Xun, Yan Xun, Yan Xun, Yan Xun…

In a blur, it seemed like that night many years ago when Wei Shuyou cut off his little finger, and she cried sorrowfully and suppressively in the night, calling his name over and over again.

Yan Xun, Yan Xun, Yan Xun, Yan Xun…

But ultimately, no one would call him like that anymore. He was His Majesty, he was the Emperor, he was the Son of Heaven, he was the royal “We,” he was the sovereign, he was the ruler of this world, yet he had lost his name.

Yan Xun, Yan Xun, are you still there, are you still well, you’ve gained everything, yet what have you lost, are you truly happy?

Unknown, and he didn’t want to know. A person lives one lifetime, not just for happiness. For some things, doing them might not bring happiness, but not doing them would certainly not bring happiness. At least, I’ve gotten what I wished for, haven’t I?

He walked faster and faster, his steps firm, his back straight. His hand was strong, gripping the reins tightly as he mounted his horse.

He didn’t want to say anything, didn’t want to see anything. The iron defense in his heart had been forcibly torn open, and he needed to leave! Immediately! Must! Now!

Memories surged up like an avalanche; those things sealed away for many, many years were like decayed dead trees, struggling to climb onto his heart. He wanted to suppress them, to get rid of them, to throw away everything that disgusted him!

Weakness, sadness, remorse, hesitation…

All of it should not exist within him!

But when everything else had gone, two words spread so clearly, so distinctly through his heart, his lungs, his throat, the corners of his mouth. Those two words knocked against his vocal cords, nearly jumping out several times. He frowned tightly and gritted his teeth like a blood-thirsty wolf, his eyes glowing red.

But despite this, that voice still crashed back and forth inside his chest, and all the echoes gradually converged into those two words:

A Chu, A Chu, A Chu, A Chu, A Chu!

No one could experience it, no one could know, only him, only him, only him alone.

He breathed deeply and slowly as if swallowing those things bit by bit.

Alright, it’s all over, don’t think anymore, don’t look anymore, don’t linger anymore.

Go, leave, it’s long over. Everything will dissipate with your determination, all memories will turn to ash with time, and all the past will be forgotten by you, becoming inconsequential dust.

Alright, it’s fine now, I am the Emperor of Great Yan, I am their king, I possess ten thousand miles of rivers and mountains, and I have obtained everything I wanted.

Horse hooves trampled on the cold snowy plain, making crisp clacking sounds. Tiny ice crystals splashed up, disappearing bit by bit with the receding figure into the boundless night. Ahead, light and shadows were blurred, golden battle flags flew high, and black eagles on the flags stretched their wings fiercely. That was his army, his men, his world. It was also a chain forged of gold, firmly locking his person, his heart, his everything in that highest position, allowing not even the slightest hesitation or wandering.

In the end, he was the Emperor of Great Yan, and on this throne built with conscience, blood, and white bones, he had no right to look back.

So he did walk away with a straight back, never turning his head, never once turning his head.

His steps were firm, his gaze like a blade, just like the man himself. Forever steel-strong and resilient, never to be defeated by any hardship.

At that moment, Chu Qiao stood in the swirling snow, watching Yan Xun’s back, and suddenly seemed to understand something. At his side were thousands upon thousands of torches, thousands upon thousands of subordinates, thousands upon thousands of followers prostrating on the ground, but for some reason, as she looked at him, she felt his figure was so lonely.

Perhaps, the past she truly could not understand.

That bone-deep hatred, that humiliation of falling from heaven to hell, that pain gnawing at my heart and lungs during those eight years. Even though she had always been by his side, she couldn’t bear his pain or hatred in his place. Looking back now, two people who once supported each other all the way and vowed never to abandon each other had come to this point—wasn’t there a reason of her own?

She had once said: no concealment, no deception, complete honesty, never doubt.

But had she truly done so? No, her tolerance, her indulgence, her retreat, and her coldness, ultimately let him go further and further down that path. To say that personality determines everything, to say that his becoming like this was fate—wasn’t that just absolving herself of responsibility? Honestly speaking, when he was gradually changing, when he was going further and further away bit by bit, had she tried her utmost to stop him? Had she done everything possible to bring him back? Had she formally protested to him, expressing her dissatisfaction?

She hadn’t. She only blamed and resented him when everything had already become a foregone conclusion, but hadn’t made any substantial effort before that.

She came from another world, so she took the ideals she believed in and admired as given, naively thinking others would think the same way. Yet she didn’t realize that some things are like river channels—without regular dredging and maintenance, there will be a day when the banks break.

In the end, they were simply too young. At that time, they understood little about love, not knowing how to express their feelings or how to protect this love. They stubbornly and simply decided what was good for the other person and did it without a word, not understanding that difficulties, poverty, desperate situations, and hatred are not love’s fatal wounds. The real killer that destroys love is when two people forget how to communicate.

Time passed. As Chu Qiao stood here now, already a wife and mother, she suddenly could understand everything Yan Xun had done. In her previous life, she had no family, had never witnessed loved ones die before her eyes, so she could never understand that kind of maddening hatred. If now someone were to harm Zhuge Yue, or harm Yunzhou and Zhenzhu, she feared her revenge would be no better than Yan Xun’s.

Because it wasn’t her own loved ones, she couldn’t empathize.

At this moment, she finally understood.

The world stretched vast and boundless, and the moon emerged from the clouds. Yan Xun’s figure disappeared below the horizon. Chu Qiao gazed in the direction he had vanished, and in her daze, seemed to see again that afternoon many years ago. The youth’s eyes sparkled with bright sunshine, and the corners of his mouth lifted proudly, filled with the spirit of an energetic young man. He bent his bow and nocked an arrow; the arrow shot toward her like a meteor, grazing her neck, and giving her a brilliantly sunny rebirth.

Then he raised his eyebrows slightly, his gaze shooting over, looking at her with interest.

That momentary connection of gazes seemed to forge a long lifetime; he on that end, she on this end. What was once a short distance now stood a towering mountain between them. Light and shadows surrounded her dreams, gradually becoming majestic and towering. In her daze, it was again that year of swaying green grass, ethereal and vague; looking up, the sky was still blue as a mirror, seemingly able to reflect the pure faces of their youth.

She could faintly see time flowing through her fingers; tracing upstream, it was again that year of growing grass and flying orioles. The sunlit youth sat in a dense tree, picked up a pine cone, and threw it at the girl’s hair bun. The girl turned back in anger, raised a middle finger, and made a gesture from afar. What was meant to be an insulting taunt, he thought was an apology. The years went from “I will always be by your side” to “We are finished from now on,” finally arriving at the endpoint where they could no longer continue. Occasionally, in midnight dreams, remembering that young, innocent face from years ago, it had already become blurred, the eyebrows and eyes unclear. Only that phrase floating in the wind continued to echo in her ears—”If I help you again, my name isn’t Yan!”

But in the end, he had forgotten his angry oath. Just like the later promises, torn to pieces.

Hair disheveled, eyes clear, the scene ancient and worn, yet still pure and peaceful.

So, time had already gone so far, but those memories, hidden in the depths of the mind, had become lonely migratory birds, lingering without departure, always, always. Finally, time told them, everything had come full circle.

The strong wind blew, but she didn’t feel cold. Compared to this cold world, she had already gained too much. The hurts of youth gradually receded, covered by dust, gradually becoming a monument whose face could no longer be seen. The past was like the wind, chaotically dancing in mid-air, like a broken kite that had broken free of its string, never to return.

The sound of hoofbeats arose behind her, but she didn’t turn her head. Then, a strong arm suddenly encircled her waist, embracing her tightly without any reservation. The man’s jealous voice sounded sourly at her ear: “What? Finished reminiscing with your old lover?”

Chu Qiao turned around, looked at Zhuge Yue’s face that had obviously become thinner lately, and suddenly reached out to embrace his waist, burying her face in his chest, silently saying nothing.

Zhuge Yue immediately panicked. According to normal circumstances, at this moment, Chu Qiao should put on her Xiu Li Wang demeanor and argue with him. Now looking like this, wasn’t it too strange?

“What’s wrong?” Zhuge Yue pushed her shoulder, frowning, and suddenly said in a sinister, deep voice: “Did that Yan fellow bully you?”

Chu Qiao still didn’t speak, just leaning in his embrace. In the cold wind, her slender figure appeared particularly thin.

Someone suddenly became angry. Well, Yan Xun, I kindly lent my wife for you to see for a while, and you dare bully my person?

Zhuge Yue pushed Chu Qiao away and strode toward the warhorse, saying as he walked: “I’ll go teach him a lesson!”

“Don’t go.”

Chu Qiao suddenly held him back, embracing his waist from behind, her cheek pressed against his cold armor, like a small grass leaning on a big tree. The wind blew from afar, rolling up the dusty snow on the ground. Zhuge Yue turned around helplessly, embraced his wife, and whispered like soothing a child: “Xing’er, what’s wrong with you?”

“I’m fine.”

Chu Qiao shook her head: “Just missed you a bit.”

The moonlight was faint, but one could still see the smile gradually spreading across someone’s lips. Zhuge Yue tried his best to control his joy, not wanting to appear too obvious. He cleared his throat lightly and said: “I’ve only been gone a few days, why are you becoming more and more like a child?”

“Only a few days?” Chu Qiao leaned in his embrace, her voice muffled: “But why does it feel like it’s been so long, so long?”

Zhuge Yue smiled even more happily, lowered his head, and kissed Chu Qiao’s forehead: “Alright, it’s cold here, let’s go back.”

“Mm.”

Chu Qiao obediently followed him onto the horse. The two shared one mount, not even pulling the reins, just slowly walking toward the camp.

“Yue, don’t be so reckless and personally go into battle in the future. I’ll worry.”

Just one word, “Yue,” made Zhuge Yue’s bones half-melt. How could he pay attention to what she was saying? He immediately put on the appearance of a model husband, nodding: “Fine, I’ll listen to you.”

“If something happened to you, what would Yunzhou, Zhenzhu, and I do? Without you, how would I go on living?”

Chu Qiao had always been shy, with sweet words as rare as rain clouds in the desert. Such unusual behavior now made certain people forget all about those mood-dampening questions from earlier.

“Mm, I understand.”

“Ten thousand Yan Bei, ten thousand Qinghai, ten thousand Ximeng combined aren’t as important to me as one of you. In the future, whatever you do, you must think of me first. If something happened to you, I definitely wouldn’t live alone.”

Chu Qiao continued her tender offensive.

Finally, the Qinghai Prince’s defenses fell. The one who never apologized for breaking precedent lowered his head, and meekly acted like a little rabbit: “Xing’er, I know I was wrong, I shouldn’t have made you worry.”

“Mm, it’s good that you know.”

“I’ll remember.”

“Alright, let’s go back, I’m hungry.”

“Okay.”

……

If you love, you should boldly say it out loud.

Chu Qiao, who had just had this realization, demonstrated this principle thoroughly. Moreover, saying these things could make someone forget some unpleasant topics—why not?

The north wind swept the ground, snow fell heavily, the lone traveler walked solitary, the companions leaned on each other. In this world, power, status, money, and authority are open to all those with strong will and unyielding perseverance, but only love, only sincere people can obtain it.

At the foot of Sunset Mountain, Zhao Che and Zhao Yang stood under the Great Xia imperial banner, looking at the Yan Bei and Qinghai battle flags returning together, and couldn’t help but be stunned.

After a long while, Zhao Che’s lips twitched. After years of campaigning in the northern territories, eliminating countless northern countries, and establishing vast territories, Zhao Che smiled at Zhao Yang: “The world is so vast, with all kinds of wonders. If those three people can join forces, what’s the point of us two fighting?”

Zhao Yang turned away disdainfully and said coolly: “I wasn’t fighting with you; you’ve been the one chasing after me.”

Zhao Che frowned and said unthinkingly: “If you hadn’t come to attack me during the civil war, would I have been driven out of Ximeng by that kid Yan Xun? Hitting you a couple of times was letting you off lightly.”

Zhao Yang immediately retorted: “I fell into Yan Xun’s trap at that time, but if it were you, with such a good opportunity to eliminate me, wouldn’t you have acted?”

Zhao Che angrily said: “You dead boy, you’ve been like this since childhood. We’re brothers, why would I eliminate you?”

Zhao Yang made a face: “Brothers, hmph!”

Zhao Che: “I hate that yin-yang weird look of yours the most!”

Zhao Yang: “Same here, I can’t stand your fake benevolence and righteousness!”

Zhao Che: “Say that again, and don’t you believe I’ll hit you?”

Zhao Yang: “Come on then, who’s afraid of whom?”

……

Wei Shuye stood behind the two, sighing helplessly.

“Ah, they’re not young and impulsive anymore, but after so many years, they still can’t put down their pride. Who was it that, seeing Zhao Che struggling to fight against Xi Mo Ye, secretly disguised himself as a northern bandit and went to raid Xi Mo Ye’s city of Zibo? And who was it that, seeing heavy snow falling on the northern border and fearing Zhao Yang’s supplies wouldn’t arrive in time, deliberately sent twenty soldiers to escort two hundred carts of military provisions, only to have them ‘robbed’? These brothers, though not born of the same mother, have temperaments and characters that are remarkably similar.”

War eagles circled, their sharp cries rising. The great battle against the Quanrong was finally coming to an end.

The Quanrong came with great momentum, but under the attacks from various powers, they couldn’t even hold out for half a year. Three months later, most of the Quanrong people withdrew from Ximeng’s territory. Only small groups of bandits who couldn’t escape in time hid in the mountains and wilderness, sooner or later perished either in the mouths of wild beasts or at the hands of the angry Yan Bei people. Princess Zhao Chun’er of Jing’an had disappeared during the war. This result, although making the common people gnash their teeth in hatred, also set many minds at ease. After all, among the allied forces this time were also Great Xia’s troops. If this Xia princess of awkward status had been captured, they wouldn’t have known how to deal with her.

Yan Xun reorganized the Great Yan cavalry and joined Zhuge Yue’s three-way allied forces to pursue beyond Meilin Pass, driving the Quanrong people to flee in panic. It would be difficult for them to recover in thirty to fifty years.

In October, most of the troops responsible for pursuit and recovery returned. Captured Quanrong cavalry numbered over a hundred thousand, marching grandly across the Yan Bei plateau, with flags furled and drums silenced, no longer displaying their former formidable might.

On the third day of the eleventh month, the first snow cleared on the Yan Bei plateau, spreading a vast whiteness.

Officials from all directions gathered at Goddess Peak on Min Xi Mountain. The army stretched out, officials flowed like the tide, and various flags and battle armor covered the sky, extending for several miles.

At the summit, in front of a high temple, on a stone hall built of Xilan stone, the double-faced goddess looked down upon the world with compassionate eyes. Vermilion damask and dark prayer flags, the contrast of red and black fluttering high above the stone hall, just like the goddess’s swollen belly and sharp battle-axe, protection and slaughter coexisting.

The Emperor of Great Yan, Yan Xun; the Lord of Qinghai, Zhuge Yue; the Ruler of Great Xia, Zhao Che; the Commander-in-Chief of Great Xia, Zhao Yang; as well as the Xiu Li Wang of Bian Tang, Chu Qiao; and the Regent Grand Tutor, Sun Di, together signed the famous “Goddess Peak Treaty” here.

The treaty had twenty-eight provisions, making relevant agreements in military, commercial, political, and diplomatic aspects. Bian Tang, Great Xia, and Qinghai also officially recognized Great Yan’s sovereignty over the Eighteen States of Hong Chuan and the territory of Huai Song for the first time. They also agreed not to wage war for thirty years, giving the people of Ximeng a peaceful land.

This treaty continued for more than seventy years, until the year 852 of the Bai Cang calendar when the feudal prince of Song territory, Nalan Tian He, rebelled and was eliminated by the second emperor of Great Yan, Emperor Zhao Wu. Bian Tang took the opportunity to attack Great Xia, triggering the famous Tang-Hu Second War on the border, which was considered the first armed conflict after the “Goddess Peak Treaty.”

During the seventy years, Ximeng’s economy developed rapidly, its customs became open, trade flourished, and politics was clear. Under Qinghai’s influence and Xiu Li Wang’s strong leadership, Bian Tang reformed its social system in the year 796, amended its laws, abandoned the original slave system, and changed to a feudal system.

Five years later, Great Yan experienced the shocking Shilin Reform. The Yan Emperor complied with public opinion, eliminated the slave system, and completed the transformation from the slave system to feudal centralization. Yan Xun thus gained unanimous support from the people. Officials presented memorials, honoring him as the “Northern Benevolent Emperor.” Yan Xun resolutely destroyed clan forces, vigorously selected officials from commoners, firmly controlled military power, and greatly consolidated the Great Yan regime. For three hundred years, Great Yan’s iron cavalry dominated Ximeng, invincible, with none daring to block them.

Under Zhao Che’s leadership, Great Xia eliminated the Northern Ross Empire and the Maro Empire, expanding northward for hundreds of thousands of miles, and establishing an unprecedentedly powerful Great Xia Dynasty. Its vast territory was beyond even Great Yan’s reach. However, after Zhao Che’s hundred years, his descendants were unable to maintain such a huge empire, and finally, the Xia Dynasty fell apart again. Fortunately, the fourteenth prince, Zhao Yang, had managed the northern border for decades, and in times of crisis, gathered Zhao Che’s remaining forces and the enormous wealth accumulated over many years, continuing to maintain the Xia family’s rule in the northern territories.

In the year 791, Qinghai declared independence, with the national name “Qing.” The national flag featured a star and moon shining together. The capital was established at Hai Qing. The Qinghai Prince Zhuge Yue ascended the throne, honored as Bai Yuan, and the year 791 was officially renamed as the first year of Great Qing Bai Yuan. After the Qinghai Prince took the throne, he abolished the imperial concubine system, discarded the position of empress, and established a single-wife system. Xiu Li Wang Chu Qiao became the mother of the Qinghai nation, participating in state affairs, and assisting the Qinghai Prince throughout her life. Her influence could be seen behind every policy of Qinghai.

Because of the Qinghai King’s monogamy system, similar to the imperial consort system of the Western Regions, Xiu Li Wang was also known as Qinghai’s First Imperial Consort or the Xiu Li Imperial Consort.

Due to the enlightened policies of Emperor Bai Yuan and the Xiu Li Imperial Consort, Qinghai became the most prosperous country on the continent after thirty years. Its economy was developed, and its technology was advanced. In the year 321 of Bai Yuan, Qinghai was the first to experience an industrial revolution. Its scientific and technological radiation spread throughout Ximeng, driving scientific development across the entire continent.

Fifty years later, a democratic party uprising occurred in Qinghai. When the royal family was unable to suppress it, civil and military officials, under the emperor’s leadership, opened the national crisis edict left by Emperor Bai Yuan and the Xiu Li Imperial Consort four hundred years earlier. After reading it, they took the initiative to reorganize the state power, and Qinghai thus embarked on a democratic republican social system. Compared to the Western countries across the great ocean, it was one thousand eight hundred years earlier.

Time flowed like a flood, surging away. In the third year after the defense of Ximeng, Chu Qiao gave birth to her third son, Zhuge Yunye. The whole country of Qinghai celebrated, and the Star Moon Palace was filled with joy.

At the hundred-day feast, Zhuge Yue held this son who was most friendly to him, his joy evident.

How could he not be happy? Chu Qiao had given birth to three children. The first was mischievous and naughty all day, glaring at him, fighting with all his might to compete for his wife’s attention. The second had been bewitched by Li’s son from birth, sticking to Li Qing Rong, not allowing any other man to hold him, not even his father.

Fortunately, now there was Yunye.

Zhuge Yue held the child, looking him over, and found him resembling himself in every way. Looking at those eyebrows and eyes, he was a perfect replica of himself.

“Son, smile for your father.”

Upon hearing this, the little one, regardless of whether he understood or not, immediately gave him a brilliant smile. Zhuge Yue was so pleased that he kept showing off to the people beside him: “Look, how smart my son is, so young yet he can understand what I’m saying.”

Most people responded with warm smiles, praising the young heir endlessly. Only Liang Shaoqing, that mood-dampener, sat aside drinking wine sourly, saying neither coldly nor warmly: “Yunye smiles at everyone like that, not just at you alone.”

Zhuge Yue raised an eyebrow, thinking this guy hadn’t been disciplined for a long time and was about to settle accounts with this person who repeatedly coveted his wife. Nearby, the Maolin Divine Physician Gao Qingzhu, who had recently become Liang Shaoqing’s father-in-law by accepting Mei Xiang as his adopted daughter, suddenly had a bright idea in his urgent situation. He jumped forward, ran to Zhuge Yue’s ear, and whispered something.

It must be said that old ginger is spicier. Master Qingzhu’s speech stopped Zhuge Yue in his tracks.

After a moment of silence, he resolutely handed Zhuge Yunye, whom he had just been treasuring immensely, to Mei Xiang, then turned and left the great hall, heading toward the inner palace.

Meng Feng was now pregnant too, and He Xiao stayed at home every day. Today was a rare outing, and seeing Zhuge Yue like this, he couldn’t help but be puzzled. He asked doubtfully: “Where is His Highness going?”

Master Qingzhu chuckled, and Yue Qi’s mind turned quickly, saying quite vulgarly: “We’re all men who have been fathers; this kind of thing, let’s not spell it out, shall we?”

He Xiao, hearing this, was briefly stunned, then suddenly understood and couldn’t help but laugh heartily.

Only Liang Shaoqing, like a tall monk who couldn’t figure things out, frowned and repeatedly asked: “What’s going on? What are you talking about?”

Mei Xiang, holding Yunye, seeing his expression, couldn’t help but blush. She pinched his thigh hard, and a pig-slaughtering scream immediately resounded throughout the great hall.

In the inner palace, Chu Qiao’s hairpins were already askew, her hair disheveled, panting softly. Her nails slid across Zhuge Yue’s back muscles, sweat flowing down her fragrant shoulders, falling drop by drop onto the crimson gauze curtains.

“…Yue…didn’t Master Gao say…my…my body…”

“Huh…he just said it’s fine now…”

The bedframe creaked, the warm curtains were scorching hot. Not until the feast in the front hall had dispersed did Zhuge Yue’s long-accumulated desire finally release. After the clouds dispersed and the rain ceased, the two embraced, lying down. Chu Qiao leaned in Zhuge Yue’s arms, quietly closing her eyes, her fingers unconsciously drawing circles on his chest.

Suddenly, this woman, acclaimed as Ximeng’s number one general, raised her coquettish eyebrows, bit her rouge-red lips, and asked: “Zhuge Yue, I’ve given birth to three children now, am I old? Will you despise me?”

Zhuge Yue looked at her with slanted phoenix eyes. Her hair was disheveled, and covered in fragrant sweat, and because of childbirth, her white breasts were particularly full. The flames that had just been extinguished ignited fiercely again.

“I’ll immediately show you through practical action whether I despise you or not.”

A bewitching voice suddenly sounded, and the second round of wind and rain arrived instantly.

After four consecutive battles, Chu Qiao was so tired she couldn’t open her eyes. Leaning in Zhuge Yue’s arms, she drifted off to sleep.

Zhuge Yue wiped the sweat from her brow, covered her with a blanket, and then held her in his arms, calling softly: “Xing’er?”

“…Mm…”

Chu Qiao, with her eyes closed, not sure if she heard, murmured a response.

Zhuge Yue’s eyes were as gentle as spring water. He lowered his head and kissed her brow. His lips were tender, lingering for a long time. Finally, in a deep voice, he slowly said: “I will love you forever.”

The red candles burned high, and the person in dreams had no idea what rare words her husband had said while she was asleep.

The long night stretched endlessly. This lifetime had experienced wind and rain, but fortunately, ahead lay countless such nights for them to sleep in each other’s arms.

“Sleep.”

Extra Chapter: Opium
——【Someone once told me that love is tolerance, love is patience, love is acceptance, love is full of hope. Love is standing forever on the opposite shore when the other person is happy, not approaching, not staying together, just silently gazing at each other. However, my love is selfish, desperate, intense, full of calculations and demands for reciprocation. It can hurt others and hurt myself. Yet it has seeped into my marrow, pierced my heart, accompanying the beating of my pulse, ceasing only with death. Does this not count as love?】

The carriage traveled through several winding alleys before stopping outside the Jingxiang Gate. Facing them was a dense grove of trees with lush branches and leaves that almost blocked half the sky, even keeping the sunlight outside. All that remained were layers of rusty red high walls, worn mottled by the years. A light touch with the fingertip would cause pieces of colorful wall paint to fall off.

A snow-white hand gripped the collar of the cloak, lifting the carriage curtain. Sunlight shone on her temple, and the wind blew through her hair, revealing a glimpse of her forehead. It was like twilight snow at the peak of Lingxiao Mountain—white to the point of transparency, with a cold and detached aura emanating from her skin, causing everything around her to feel a chill. The corners of her eyes lifted slightly as she held a bamboo umbrella, shielding her face and exposing only a slender chin.

Bei’er followed from behind carrying a medicine box. Seeing the eunuch guide speaking with the guard at the gate, she excitedly whispered in a low voice: “Master, this is the Imperial Palace!”

She did not answer, merely lowered her eyes and quietly gazed at the bluestone path on the ground. It had rained all day and still had not cleared up. Raindrops were blown in fine threads by the wind, and the light was thin and dark red, shining on her snow-white Taoist robe, creating rings of dim concubine purple.

Seeing her remain silent, Bei’er secretly stuck out her tongue and also stood properly like her master. At this moment, the eunuch guide walked over and said with a smile: “Master Shui Xiang, please follow me.”

Shui Xiang nodded and said: “Thank you, Eunuch.”

Her voice suddenly rang out—coarse and hoarse—startling even the carriage driver. He hadn’t expected that such an otherworldly female physician would have such a voice, as if it had been burned by hot coals, making people inexplicably feel a chill. The old eunuch couldn’t help but secretly observe her again. She wore a Taoist robe with ink-black hair, her face covered with a veil that hid half her face, revealing only a pair of eyes. Her pupils were black and bright, unfathomably deep. Though she kept her head bowed, there was an inherent nobility exuding from her slightly raised eyebrows and eye corners. When she raised her eyes, there was a certain sharpness to her demeanor.

“Eunuch?”

She raised her eyebrows slightly and called softly. The old eunuch came to his senses and hurriedly said: “This way.”

After several days of rain, despite the palace’s good drainage, there were still puddles everywhere. The old eunuch knew Shui Xiang’s status and dared not treat her lightly. Hunching his back habitually, he volunteered to hold the umbrella for her. Shui Xiang didn’t refuse and walked with her head lowered at his side. When they reached a corridor, Shui Xiang instinctively turned left, and the old eunuch exclaimed in surprise: “Master Shui Xiang, this is only your third time entering the palace, and you already remember the way? When I first entered the palace, it took me two or three years to understand the layout.”

Hearing this, Shui Xiang paused slightly, smiling faintly, and said: “I have a good memory.”

The old eunuch laughed: “No wonder you’re the female miracle doctor! You truly have talent. Noble Consort Yang took your prescribed medicine and improved the very next day.”

Shui Xiang smiled faintly: “You’re too kind, Eunuch.” After speaking, she imperceptibly retreated half a step, following behind the old eunuch, walking quietly with her head bowed.

Upon reaching the Internal Supervision Department, they underwent a routine inspection. The Chief Eunuch of the Ceremonial Department admonished them briefly before handing her over to the Chief Attendant Eunuch of Qian’an Palace. Bei’er could no longer follow. She handed the medicine box to Shui Xiang and smiled: “I’ll wait for Master here.”

As soon as she finished speaking, she saw Shui Xiang turn to look at her silently. Shui Xiang’s eyes were extremely deep, staring at her quietly like a black cat’s eye stones. Bei’er had followed Shui Xiang for three years. Three years ago, hysteria had spread throughout the capital, and her father had also died from it. Fortunately, she had been blessed with good fortune and was taken in by Shui Xiang. Although this master was cold in temperament and rarely spoke, she was still good to her. But now, she inexplicably shivered under Shui Xiang’s gaze, feeling somewhat afraid, and called out softly: “Master?”

Shui Xiang withdrew her gaze, raising her hand to smooth the stray hair at Bei’er’s temple, saying in a gentle tone: “Are you hungry?”

Bei’er quickly replied: “Not hungry.”

“Didn’t we bring some snacks? Eat a little if you’re hungry.”

Shui Xiang was rarely so amiable, making Bei’er feel somewhat overwhelmed with joy, though her heart couldn’t help but be delighted. She quickly smiled sweetly and said: “Your disciple isn’t hungry. I’ll wait for Master to return in the evening so we can eat together.”

Shui Xiang said no more and turned to follow the Chief Attendant Eunuch. As she walked out of the courtyard, she turned her head and could still see Bei’er standing smiling at the entrance, her small face flushed red like it had been brushed with fine rouge.

How old is Bei’er now? She must be fifteen, right?

As the weak thought barely rose from the depths of her heart, her brows furrowed slightly. The rain had stopped by now, but the air grew increasingly cold. The Chief Attendant Eunuch explained at her side what to be mindful of when meeting the Emperor. She listened silently, committing everything to memory. After walking for nearly half an hour, they finally reached the outside of Qian’an Palace. The palace attendant went in to announce her arrival, and she stood outside waiting.

She was nervous, her heart beating violently in her chest. Thump—thump—thump! Like war drums on a battlefield, each beat making her throat itch. She placed her hands flat on her knees, kneeling according to standard palace etiquette. The shadow of time swept past her hair tips, solidifying on her thin shoulders and that slender neck, white as frost and snow, pale to the point of bloodlessness.

“Rise.”

A deep voice sounded from the depths of the grand hall. It was neither warm nor particularly cold, just quiet, like a drop of water falling into a still lake, creating transparent ripples. Yet these simple words immediately made Shui Xiang’s back tense, raising small goosebumps on her skin. She stood with her head bowed behind the Chief Attendant Eunuch, hands seemingly naturally hanging at her sides, fingers slightly curved, but her thumb’s nail pressed hard against her index finger, poking sharply. The pain was like sharp, fine silver needles, prodding at her violently tumbling reason.

“Your Majesty, this is Master Shui Xiang from Taiji Temple, recommended by Noble Consort Yang.”

Yan Xun raised his head slightly. A day of toil had left him somewhat fatigued. He put down his brush and pressed the thumb of his left hand against his temple, his eyes half-closed as he massaged slowly. His gaze swept lightly over Shui Xiang’s figure. He nodded and said: “Come forward.”

Shui Xiang followed the Chief Attendant Eunuch forward. Yan Xun extended his right hand, placing it flat on the desk. Shui Xiang knelt at his side. Her veil concealed half her face, and her bangs hung down, further obscuring her eyes. She lowered her head, her gaze fluid, but in the unseen depths, it seemed as if a black snowstorm was raging. It was still that hand—long, pale, with calluses on the fingertips from years of wielding swords and drawing bows. The little finger was missing a large section, with newly grown flesh that had become rough after years of wear, bearing hideous scars.

She was only briefly stunned for a moment before regaining her composure. Her fingers rested on the Emperor’s pulse to diagnose him. Yan Xun couldn’t help but glance at her. Most physicians would be startled upon suddenly seeing his hand, but she adjusted her emotions so quickly—truly an intelligent person.

After checking his pulse, Shui Xiang silently retreated a step and lowered her head, saying: “Your Majesty’s illness is not serious. It’s merely due to overwork and lack of sleep. This humble nun will prescribe some medicine. After taking it and with sufficient rest, Your Majesty will naturally recover.”

Her voice was low and hoarse, completely unlike what one would expect from her. Hearing this, Yan Xun raised an eyebrow slightly, his gaze casually examining her. He asked: “Has your voice always been like this?”

Shui Xiang replied: “In response to Your Majesty, this humble nun’s family suffered a great fire in childhood, and my voice was damaged by the smoke.”

Yan Xun said no more, his gaze lingering on her face briefly before lowering again. At that moment, a palace attendant entered with memorials. A cold wind suddenly blew in, causing Yan Xun to frown slightly, his fingers unconsciously pressing harder on his temple.

Seeing this, Shui Xiang said: “This humble nun knows a massage technique that can relieve headaches. Would Your Majesty like to try it?”

The candles in the hall grew brighter, the sunset faded outside the window, and twilight descended. Time slowly passed, and Yan Xun’s gaze fell like snow, scattered over her. He looked at Shui Xiang, his gaze seemingly carrying deeper meaning. After a moment’s silence, he nodded: “Very well.”

Shui Xiang walked with steady steps behind him, extending a pair of fair hands and placing them on his forehead. Her fingers were ice-cold, like mountain-top snow when first touched, chilling to the heart. Yan Xun remained composed, feeling her nimble and strong fingers press on his head, the headache indeed relieved somewhat. He closed his eyes slightly and casually asked: “Your master is Nun Jingyue?”

Shui Xiang answered in a low voice: “Yes.”

“How many years have you been in the capital?”

Shui Xiang replied: “Five years exactly.”

Yan Xun’s mouth curled into a smile, but there was no mirth in his eyes. He said faintly: “Where were you from before?”

Shui Xiang’s voice was calm as she answered with her head bowed: “Min Province.”

Yan Xun’s brows furrowed slightly. He made a fist, placed it by his mouth, and coughed lightly, saying: “Your capital dialect is quite good.”

Shui Xiang responded with a soft sound but said no more. The hall was large, ridiculously so. A breeze of unknown origin blew in, light and airy, carrying a faint fragrance. Shui Xiang’s gaze was calm as she silently looked at the person before her. Although she was looking at his back, although she had kept her head bowed since entering the hall, she could still imagine what he looked like. Yes, it must be like this—narrow eyes, profound gaze, high and straight nose, thin lips, very pale in color, always pressed together as if disdaining everyone. How long ago was it? Shui Xiang stood there, but her memories traversed mountains and seas back to that bygone era. She had hidden behind her brothers, tightly held by her nanny, peering through the gaps in the crowd. She saw that young man coming from afar. Other young princes and young masters were crying and making a fuss. Even the few who were quiet had swollen eyes, reluctantly being sent in. Only he had bright eyes and a natural smile, without any fear of leaving his homeland to be a hostage. Seeing her staring foolishly at him from the crowd, he mischievously winked at her.

From then on, a series of bright days followed. The palace was so large, with so many people, yet her eyes could only see him. She was so small then, but the thresholds of the palace were so high, almost higher than her calf. Every day, she would run from one palace gate to another, running until she was sweating profusely, just to hide outside the Shangwu Hall and secretly catch a glimpse of him…

However, such days eventually passed.

Shui Xiang silently, slowly, and deeply took a breath. Through her mind flashed the mountains of swords and seas of fire as the kingdom fell, the killing and conquering of war horses and weapons, and the bitter struggle through shame and darkness. Finally, everything dissipated, leaving only the figure before her—this man who, from beginning to end, had stood as straight as iron.

Shui Xiang’s right hand pressed over his temples, over his neck, over his shoulders, over his spine, as if pressing over her entire tumultuous life. She looked at him, this man whom she had chased for half her life, loved bitterly for half her life, hated for half her life, and who had ruined her entire life. Her heart beat violently, as if about to leap from her mouth. Like this, what more could there be? Isn’t this the best? She had endured and struggled, suffered all humiliation, all hardship, all torture, waiting for this very moment, wasn’t she?

A flash of sharpness crossed her gaze. With a flick of her wrist, a soft silver light slid from her sleeve into her palm!

Yan Xun’s quiet eyes flickered slightly, his gaze profound, as if instantly seeing through everything.

At that moment, a palace maid in plain palace attire approached, carrying white charcoal to add fire to the incense burner behind the screen. Yan Xun moved his foot, stepping on the carpet, and suddenly exerted force. Immediately, the palace maid let out a startled cry as she toppled toward them, and the basin of white charcoal in her hands spilled entirely over both Yan Xun and Shui Xiang!

In an instant, the cries and screams of the palace attendants erupted. Shui Xiang was stunned by this sudden turn of events, while Yan Xun took advantage of the moment to retreat swiftly.

“Quick! Someone come quickly!”

The Chief Attendant Eunuch was shocked and frightened, rushing to Yan Xun’s side, anxiously shaking his clothes, afraid that he might be burned even slightly. The palace maid had already fainted with terror, her eyelids fluttering shut. Guards rushed in and restrained her, fearing this “assassin” might make another move. Though the empire had gradually become peaceful in recent years, assassins risking their lives never lacked in the Emperor’s palace—whether they were unwilling remnants of the previous dynasty or hidden believers of the fallen Great Unity Society—they had repeatedly infiltrated the palace attempting assassination.

The hall was in chaos, everyone pale-faced and vigilant, fearing the Emperor’s wrath over this incident. However, Yan Xun had not uttered a word from beginning to end. He frowned deeply, so tightly that he seemed somewhat puzzled, confused, and even at a loss. Yet none of this diminished his authority. His eyes remained cold as he stared at that person as if trying to penetrate through the stray hair at her temple, through her thick veil, straight into her heart.

The Chief Attendant Eunuch followed his gaze and was startled to see Shui Xiang.

The guards were busy dealing with the “assassin,” summoning imperial physicians and protecting the Emperor. Only she remained standing there, her skin pale, her gaze bewildered, like a wandering ghost, without a trace of color. The clothing on her back had been burned, and her neck was also red with burns, but these were not the most important things. What mattered most was that she still had her arms outstretched, standing like a scarecrow, blocking the way. The sleeves on her arms had caught fire, blazing bright red.

“Ah!” the Chief Attendant Eunuch cried out, “Quick, save her!”

A bucket of water splashed over her with a “puff” sound. Her clothes were in disarray, and her arms were severely burned. Several palace attendants rushed forward to support her when the Chief Attendant Eunuch hurriedly said: “Quickly escort Master Shui Xiang to the side hall and summon the imperial physician.”

The palace maids responded and were about to lead her out.

“Stop.”

He suddenly called out, his voice extremely cold, like burnt incense ash, carrying bitterness and gloom, lifting through layers of splendid, luxurious curtains to reach her ears. Outside the window, the wind and rain wailed dismally. Rainwater slid past the eaves, making dripping sounds, highlighting his calm trailing tone, echoing clearly in the empty grand hall.

“You… turn around.”

The light in the room was dim, with an eerily red tint. The bright yellow candles burned silently, casting their light strand by strand on Yan Xun’s lean, straight back. The golden threads on his robes were dazzling, the dragon claws ferocious, seemingly about to break through the black brocade and soar away. He frowned, his ears catching the distant rumble of thunder, so far yet so near.

Shui Xiang stood there but seemed to hear nothing. The world became terrifyingly empty, everything before her turning ethereal. These years of enduring humiliation, of escaping death countless times, of wandering like a homeless dog, of painstaking planning, and the loneliness and pain of every night—suddenly all turned into a pool of cold, dead ashes, without a trace of warmth. She lowered her head, looking at the pair of phoenix-adorned, jade-hooked slippers embroidered with misty brocade. A slight breeze blew, lifting them lightly, like rootless duckweed, just like herself—this life, this existence, never truly held in her own hands.

Let it be this way, her mouth twitched, but she couldn’t even manage a bitter smile.

Let it be this way, what else could there be? After all, it was so useless, so foolish, so despicably beyond redemption!

She bit her lower lip, bit it hard, almost biting through. She didn’t know what she was thinking at that moment, why that needle wouldn’t strike, why she had, as if possessed, stretched out both hands to block.

Had she gone mad? Had her mind become unclear? Had she been bewitched?

Or, was there still such a nauseating thought lurking in her heart, unable to forget for ten, twenty years?

Suddenly, she wanted to cry, wanted to cry uncontrollably, to release all the suffering, exhaustion, pain, and humiliation of these years, to never again cower and struggle in nightmares every night. But when had these eyes dried up? Was it from the day of defeat and flight? Or the day of humiliation beneath that old man? Or the moment when those beasts tore her clothes?

Or, was it many, many years ago, when she wore a bright red wedding dress, kneeling in the night sky filled with a raging fire, watching those two people riding horses, hand in hand, rushing out of the Zhenhuang City gate that night?

The rain outside grew heavier. With a sudden gust, a corner of the window blew open, and the icy wind lifted her Taoist robe, just like when she was little, sitting on a wisteria-entwined swing. Her nose filled with the faint fragrance emitted by those light purple small flowers. The wind blew past her ears, lifting the hem of her skirt and her sideburns. The palace maid gave a hard push, and she soared high. The sky was so close as if she could touch it with an outstretched hand. The clouds were white, just like the cattle and sheep beyond the frontier that her mother often mentioned. The shouting sounds of her brothers practicing martial arts in the Shangwu Hall were like layers of ocean waves, echoing clearly and loudly in her ears.

The sunshine was so warm then, the air filled with joyful moisture. She was so small, so young, her eyes as clear as water in a mountain lake. She stretched her legs straight, swinging back and forth, yet her eyes flew over the high walls, past the red walls and golden tiles, past layers of palaces, all the way to that black-lacquered wooden door. She saw him standing in the courtyard, his brow and eyes cold, his gaze profound. The wind blew at the corner of his clothes, and then his whole person seemed as if about to fly away, even his face seemed to be covered by a layer of mist. That mist grew larger and denser, finally hidden beneath layers of years, never to be found again.

“Master Shui Xiang, the Emperor is calling you, Master Shui Xiang?”

The Chief Attendant Eunuch called anxiously at her side, but she didn’t move at all. Yan Xun’s face was hidden in the lingering agarwood incense. Following those drifting white vapors, he looked at her back in Taoist robes, and suddenly seemed to understand.

Yan Xun looked at her for a long, long time before quietly asking: “Your name is Shui Xiang?”

She did not answer, nor did she turn around, just standing silently.

Yan Xun asked again: “You live in Taiji Temple?”

She still didn’t answer. The hall was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. The candlelight shone on her, casting a long shadow on the ground, so thin that it seemed a light touch could make her collapse.

Yan Xun’s tightly knit brows gradually relaxed. He silently gazed at her, his gaze so long, piercing through grudges and favors, finally saying in a flat tone: “You may go.”

It was as if a mouthful of cold water had suddenly poured into her throat, making her choked throat tighter. Shui Xiang’s fingers, hanging at her sides, trembled slightly. Despite several attempts, she couldn’t clench them into fists. That persistence, that humiliation, that hatred that gnawed at her heart and lungs day and night like bone-clinging worms, suddenly dissipated in such a light sentence. Her heart, which had been forcibly pieced together with resentment over these years, instantly shattered—so vast, so painful, so cold.

“Master Shui Xiang, the Emperor is telling you to leave, please go quickly!”

The Chief Attendant Eunuch, having become shrewd after years in the palace, also sensed something unusual and hurriedly urged her in a low voice. Shui Xiang silently exhaled, raised her foot, and slowly walked towards the exit. The candles in the grand hall flickered. Yan Xun, seemingly troubled in thoughts, dismissed his attendants and sat down again at the desk that had just been tidied, lowering his head to review the remaining few memorials. The vermilion brush slid over the imperial yellow paper, making a soft sound. The wind blew, lifting the hem of Shui Xiang’s ash-gray Taoist robe, revealing a pair of cloth shoes beneath. Her pace was calm and dignified, even concubines who had been in the palace for many years couldn’t match it.

The attendant opened the door. The slanting wind carried cold rain, striking her body, chillingly cold. Shui Xiang had one foot across the threshold, half her shoulder exposed outside. She should have left, should have gone, but for some unknown reason, she suddenly stopped, just like that, firmly, unable to take another step.

The Chief Attendant Eunuch raised an eyebrow, stepped forward, and took her arm, saying: “This servant will help Master walk.” Having said that, he insisted on supporting her as they walked out.

The little eunuch of the grand hall immediately came forward to close the door. Shui Xiang obediently allowed the Chief Attendant Eunuch to support her, slightly lowering her head. The night wind blew, instantly blowing away her veil. The Chief Attendant Eunuch exclaimed and released her to bend down and pick it up. She took advantage of this to turn slightly, her eyes glancing through the gap of the not-yet-closed door. In the dim light and shadow, he sat alone there, not raising his head, but his brush had paused.

The palace gate closed inch by inch. At that moment, she vaguely remembered so many things, so many things she had forgotten for so long. Back then, they were young and brilliant, still pure and youthful. Days were like mountain stream water, flowing joyfully through those bright and vivid days.

How long had it been? How long since she had remembered? So long that she thought she had forgotten.

But, at this moment, standing here, those memories came like a midsummer flood, instantly shattering the sealed barrier of her memory.

At that time, the Great Xia Dynasty was at its peak. Her imperial father’s health was good, and her brothers were still young. Even if there were occasional conflicts, they carried the innocence and joy of children.

And she at that time, her eyes too pure, her thoughts too simple. She couldn’t see the piles of white bones buried beneath the dazzling golden palaces, nor the blood-stained blade covered by five-colored brocade. Even the increasingly urgent war drums were drowned out by the music of zithers and pipes in the deep palace. She deceived herself, living in her world, fantasizing that one day she would marry him in a phoenix crown and red robe, then follow him for a lifetime, care for him, believe in him, and listen to his words.

If, life were only as it was at first sight, would there have been the later sword glint and shadow, the karmic entanglements?

After all, who was wrong?

“Master Shui Xiang, your veil.”

Shui Xiang turned her head, and the Chief Attendant Eunuch was suddenly stunned. Although he had never seen Master Shui Xiang’s true face before, she had only covered her mouth and nose, not her brow and eyes. Yet in just this brief moment, she seemed to have suddenly aged twenty years. Wrinkles filled the corners of her eyes, her temples were snow-white, and especially those eyes—no longer calm and profound as when first seen, but filled with vicissitude, as desolate and lonely as a handful of dead ashes.

“Thank you.”

Shui Xiang took the veil from the Chief Attendant Eunuch’s hand but did not put it on again. She turned and walked outside the hall, not needing anyone to show the way, as familiar as if in her garden.

With a “bang,” the heavy palace gate finally closed completely. The wind rustled like night-crying birds, flying across the dome of the Holy Gold Palace. A small eunuch hurried up with an umbrella. The Chief Attendant Eunuch came to his senses and hurriedly chased after her, only to see Shui Xiang’s thin, slender figure slowly walking in the long, eternal corridor. The night mist was thick, and the rain beat on her shoulders, like a lonely ghost shadow.

This day was the fourth day of the ninth month in the fourteenth year of Kaiyuan. On the ninth day of the twelfth month of the same year, a fire broke out at Taiji Temple in the eastern part of the imperial capital. The fire raged for a day and a night, reducing the entire temple to ashes.

That night, Ajing, the Commander of the Imperial Guard, entered the palace with a secret memorial. Yan Xun was eating at the time. After Commander Ajing knelt in greeting, he said solemnly: “Master Shui Xiang of Taiji Temple has left.”

Yan Xun raised an eyebrow and asked: “Died?”

“No, just left.”

Yan Xun made a faint “oh” sound, lowered his head, and continued drinking his porridge, asking: “Haven’t you eaten yet?”

Ajing wanted to say he had eaten but felt he shouldn’t deceive the Emperor, so he honestly answered: “This minister just rushed back from the auxiliary capital and hasn’t eaten yet.”

Yan Xun casually said: “Sit down and eat together.”

Ajing hurriedly said: “This minister dares not.”

Yan Xun didn’t insist and ordered the palace maid to set another table for him. Ajing sat on a small stool nearby and ate half a bowl of porridge. When he finished, Yan Xun ordered him to withdraw. Ajing, full of confusion, finally asked softly: “Doesn’t Your Majesty want to know where she went?”

Yan Xun said faintly: “No need to know.”

“Should we continue to have people monitor her?”

The incense was misty on the large burner. A palace maid in rain-blue palace attire stepped forward with small steps and sprinkled a handful of golden yellow incense into the golden censer. Yan Xun was silent for a moment, but eventually said in a faint tone: “No need.”

Ajing immediately regretted his loose tongue after speaking and left the grand hall after paying his respects.

The grand hall was deep black, but outside was white with snow, reflecting the bright moonlight, illuminating everything in a pale white. Yet there was still an ineradicable darkness, stubbornly lingering in the shadows of the corners.

The lamps in the grand hall flickered once and extinguished themselves. The Chief Eunuch of the Internal Service walked out with a hunched back. The waiting Eunuch of the Imperial Historical Archives came forward and asked: “Which consort will be summoned tonight?”

“None of them.” The Chief Eunuch made a circle with his index finger and thumb, signaling that the Emperor was in a bad mood: “The Emperor has already retired.”

The grand hall was as silent as water. Yan Xun lay on the dragon couch, his eyes closed.

The night was so long.

Extra Chapter: Bian Tang Flourishing Flowers (Part 1)
(1) Hua Yan

I always feel that I can clearly remember everything that happened on the day I first entered the palace, including the weather, the scenery along the way, the crowds I saw, and every word they said. But I know this is unrealistic. What I remember is merely a story described to me later by my aunties. In the story, there was a woman—my mother. They told me she was an unparalleled beauty, more beautiful than even the Queen of Qinghai. I believed this without any doubt.

It was autumn, many years ago. In Bian Tang, it had rained for fourteen consecutive days. The crops rotted in the fields and could not be harvested. The common people wept as they awaited a winter in which they might starve. The Emperor of Da Xia seized the opportunity and sent his trusted general to declare war on Bian Tang once again. Outside Baizhi Pass, blood flowed like a river. My father died on the battlefield, and his young, hot blood spilled onto the devastated land.

Because the heavy rain had washed away the plank roads, reinforcements were delayed. When the pass was breached, the remaining soldiers of Baizhi Pass surrendered to the Xia army, but the Xia commander had them all buried alive.

This is a tragic story. Whenever my aunties reached this part, they would emphasize the cruelty of the Xia army. From them, I learned that Xia soldiers were monsters with three heads and six arms, standing over ten feet tall, with blue faces and fangs, who ate human flesh raw. This sensory understanding became the mainstream of my consciousness for much of my life, to the extent that many years later, as an adult, whenever I saw people from Xia, the first image that formed in my mind was this appearance. For someone like me who grew up in the Bian Tang Palace reading poetry and literature, this was truly distressing.

However, yes, when a story reaches a certain level of tragedy, there’s often a turning point—just as a handsome hunter will surely appear before the big bad wolf eats the beautiful maiden. The sixty-something-year-old Lady Murong, along with her four widowed daughters-in-law, staged a grand performance of patriotic loyalty. She led all the elderly, weak, women, and children in the city to engage in street fighting against Da Xia’s fifty thousand soldiers within Baizhi Pass. They finally won enough time for reinforcements from the court to arrive, and thus Bian Tang’s last northern barrier was preserved.

Legend has it that after the Xia military commander Meng Tian was defeated, he was so angry that he kidnapped the already severely wounded Lady Murong and threatened to rape and kill her in front of Baizhi Pass’s gate. Lady Murong, being incredibly chaste and unyielding, immediately laughed coldly and threw herself onto Meng Tian’s blade to commit suicide. Even a beast like Meng Tian was moved. After a moment of silence, he bowed three times to her corpse and then led his army away in dejection.

I think this is entirely a fabricated story created by the romantic people of Bian Tang to showcase Lady Murong’s virtue. Putting aside whether Meng Tian could have possibly captured Lady Murong at the exact moment of retreat during the chaos of war, just looking at the age difference between them makes such an event impossible. After all, Meng Tian was in his prime, while Lady Murong was already over sixty. Even if Meng Tian was utterly depraved and had complex feelings of both hatred and admiration for Lady Murong, he couldn’t have made such a boastful claim in public without considering international opinion.

This shows that for the sake of an interesting story, those who fabricate tales can ignore natural laws and deceive the kind-hearted public without a shred of conscience.

However, regardless of how absurd the story’s ending might be, the prestigious Murong family, which had served the court for generations, was indeed destroyed in this battle. On the road escorting eleven young masters of the family fleeing from Baizhi Pass, one hundred elite family members died due to war, ambushes, drownings, frightened horses, getting lost, and various weather conditions. In the end, only my mother made it alive to the Tang capital. She collapsed at the city gate holding Princess Fu, who was not yet four years old. By the time the gate guards surrounded them, she had already breathed her last.

Princess Fu thus survived and entered the Jinwu Palace as the last bloodline of the Murong family. She was given the title of Princess Zhang Yi. And I, along with the first ray of light after the continuous dreary rain, arrived in this world.

Few people knew that my mother was already pregnant, with a seven-month-old me growing beneath her wide cloak. After my father died on the battlefield, my mother raced thousands of miles to deliver the last drop of blood from a loyal and martyred minister. And I, after my mother’s death, was taken from her body by imperial doctors, becoming another orphan of that war.

Both of us were descendants of loyal ministers—she became a princess, I became a maid.

There’s nothing to say about fairness or unfairness because fate always likes to look down on us from different heights. What you lose today is often accompanied by what you gain in the future. Similarly, an overly happy childhood greatly reduces your ability to withstand setbacks and pain, causing you to fall even harder in your future life. So from this perspective, the saying “poor children must grow up early” is not at all meaningless. Of course, these are things I only realized after I grew up. At that time, I never thought about these matters because I was too young and didn’t understand what it meant to think.

Time is like a bird flapping its wings, eventually unable to flap anymore, becoming just a pile of white bones—so heartless, so cruel.

And then, I grew up. I have a name: I am called Hua Yan.

(2)

When I say I grew up, I didn’t grow up much—just to about three or four years old. Please don’t doubt my excellent memory capacity, because long ago I already expressed to the world that I am a child prodigy. Although most people don’t acknowledge this—in their eyes, I’m just an ugly little cripple who couldn’t possibly possess any profound wisdom—I must say that sometimes people can be superficial.

Oh right, I almost forgot to mention: I am a cripple. Not completely crippled, at most half-crippled—I just walk with a bit of a limp. However, the imperial doctor said my condition might worsen as I grew older. I was very angry that he would tell such a cruel fact to a child like me, which I found quite unkind. So I decided to ignore his words and treat everything he said as nonsense, continuing to live my days happily.

Life in the palace isn’t as miserable as novelists outside describe. All that fighting for favor, palace intrigue, poisoning, and forcing miscarriages—those are just irresponsible rumors spread by people outside who are jealous of us because they can’t have grapes. In reality, apart from occasional quarrels between palace maids, eunuchs, and aunties who might curse and scratch at each other, life in the palace is quite peaceful and comfortable. I have food and drink every day, no work, and a relaxed life—truly happy. Because the palace people cannot have children of their own, they were especially affectionate toward me, the only child belonging to the lower class in the palace. Because of this, I gained many “mothers” and “fathers.”

From this perspective, my relationships were much better than Princess Fu’s. Perhaps because she had personally witnessed the war, she was always particularly sensitive. She would often wake up terrified in the night, crying and saying she dreamed of her mother, father, grandfather, grandmother, and so on. She would always feel that certain people looked down on her because she had no background or backing, and thus served her carelessly and spoke to her disrespectfully. I remember once when my ninth father and twelfth father went to the Mihe Residence to clean the pond, my ninth father saw me limping along behind them and shooed me away, saying, “Little children should stay away from the water. The pond edges are very slippery.”

Princess Fu happened to be passing by and, upon hearing this, her eyes reddened. I hurried after her and saw her standing under the dense phoenix trees, wearing a light green dress with tears in her eyes. When I asked what was wrong, she told me that the eunuch cleaning the pond said the edge was too slippery because he was disgusted by the overgrown weeds. These weeds were lowly things that shouldn’t be growing in the imperial palace, just like her—they were both illegitimate and should be cleared away.

I was too young then and really couldn’t understand how she made such an association from a simple statement, so I asked my twelfth father. After hearing this, he was very angry and said he would never clean her pond again.

But in the end, he was just talking. Princess Fu always said she had no backing, but in fact, her backing was very strong—one was Lord Luo and the other was the Crown Prince. One represented the Empress, and the other represented the Emperor. Who would dare say her backing wasn’t strong? Probably only she.

There were only three children of similar age in the palace, so naturally, their relationship was very good. Of course, I was not included among them.

But from a child’s perspective, I never thought Lord Luo and the Crown Prince were truly as friendly as they appeared on the outside. The Empress disliked the Crown Prince—even the dogs in the palace knew this. Everyone also tacitly understood the stories between these people. The Crown Prince was clever from a young age. According to my second mother, when he had just learned to crawl, he already knew to put stones in Lord Luo’s shoes while the latter had just learned to walk. I greatly admired this point. It wasn’t until I could walk that I thought of placing nails on the chair of my twelfth father who had hit me.

My first meeting with the Crown Prince was when I was four years old. The Crown Prince was seven, and Lord Luo was eight. I was playing with a little rabbit given to me by my twelfth father in the Imperial Garden. The Crown Prince and Lord Luo, leading a group of little eunuchs, were playing horse-riding and fighting. When they passed by, they wanted to take my rabbit. At four years old, I was still very fair and just. I didn’t submit to Lord Luo’s power despite the Empress controlling the rear palace. Seeing that the Crown Prince was so handsome with his red lips, white teeth, and smiling eyes, I wanted to give the rabbit to him. Lord Luo became angry, snatched the rabbit, and smashed it on a rock. Instantly, its skin split and blood flowed. The Crown Prince lost face and stepped forward to fight. Given that it was almost time for morning lessons, they agreed to fight again that evening at the same place.

So in the evening, I was also invited to watch the battle. Princess Fu also came in disguise with the Crown Prince and Lord Luo. Together, we waited in the clear moonlight to watch this cruel battle about to unfold. However, before my emotions could build up, the war was abruptly interrupted. The Empress, wearing a wine-red formal dress and accompanied by many palace attendants, stood there with a frost-covered face, looking at Lord Luo and said sternly, “Have you been ignoring my words?”

Lord Luo lowered his head without speaking. His palms were red and swollen, with traces of blood seeping out. The Empress ultimately couldn’t bear it. She took his hand and pulled out a silk handkerchief from her collar to wipe it bit by bit, asking, “Does it hurt?”

Lord Luo pressed his lips together and shook his head. Seeing this, the Empress finally couldn’t scold him anymore and took his hand, saying, “Come back to the palace with me.”

After walking a few steps, she stopped and said to a nearby palace maid, “Escort the Crown Prince back to the palace. Tonight, all the duty attendants in the Crown Prince’s palace will receive twenty heavy lashes.”

Her voice was ice-cold, and she didn’t even glance at the Crown Prince from the corner of her eye. After saying this, she left with Lord Luo. Princess Fu hesitated for a moment before following Lord Luo. The palace attendant ran to the Crown Prince’s side, looking as if she might faint with fear, and exclaimed, “Oh! Crown Prince, your knee is injured and bleeding! I’ll go find the imperial doctor immediately.”

The Crown Prince was wearing a pine-green robe and wasn’t even as tall as the flowers in the garden. His little face was dirty, but his eyes were as bright as stars. He sat crookedly on the ground, staring at the backs of the Empress and Lord Luo for a long time. Then, he nonchalantly pushed away the attendant who came to help him, got up by himself, patted the dirt off his clothes, and said with a raised eyebrow, “Look how scared you are. This is just red medicine water. I put it on myself.”

He wiped it hard with his sleeve and paid no more attention to it. Walking with his hands behind his back like a little adult, he muttered, “Li Luo, that bastard, always finds women when we fight. I don’t like playing with him.”

He walked with a limp, his posture remarkably similar to mine, which instantly gave me a feeling of kinship—like we were both fallen people. I hurried forward to support him. He turned his head to look at me and frowned, asking, “Who are you?”

His question hurt me. He might have already forgotten that just this morning, I had given him a rabbit, and it was precisely that rabbit that had triggered tonight’s bloody incident. But I couldn’t say these words, so I just held my breath and said, “I’ll escort the Crown Prince back to the palace.”

He asked with a cold smile, “Aren’t you afraid of being beaten?”

I became angry too, sticking out my neck and saying, “Afraid of what bird?”

He was stunned, then burst into laughter and said, “I like you. Come with me!”

That sentence—yes, that very sentence—made me reminisce countless times in the days and nights that followed. Each time I recalled it, I felt sweet. Even though we were just children then, and he hadn’t even figured out whether I was a boy or a girl.

So that night, I supported him as he limped on the left, and I limped on the right. We walked together, in perfect harmony.

I think I will always remember that night.

(3) Fu Shang

Honestly, Princess Fu is something. This is specifically demonstrated by the fact that she and Lord Luo had feelings for each other for so many years without anyone knowing. After all, given the Empress’s dominant position in the rear palace at that time, if Lord Luo had been unwilling, I don’t think the Emperor would have gone against the Empress’s wishes to arrange this marriage for the Crown Prince. After all, Princess Fu no longer had any impressive family background. Apart from her identity as a princess, her social connections weren’t as solid as mine. Even if she married Li Luo, it wouldn’t have been a big deal. And from what I know of the Crown Prince, although he might occasionally be a bit unreliable, he’s certainly not like Lord Luo, who would smash a little white rabbit to death just because he couldn’t have it.

Unfortunately, Lord Luo didn’t argue with the Empress, and Princess Fu didn’t express any obvious discontent on the day the marriage was bestowed. The entire palace was filled with joy, and the Crown Prince’s face was full of spring sentiment. By then, I was already one of the Crown Prince’s attendants, serving him diligently every day. Combined with my long-standing relationship with the Crown Prince since childhood, I had essentially become a spokesperson in the Crown Prince’s palace. This wedding was very important to the Crown Prince, and it was the same for me. I mobilized all my mothers and fathers spread throughout the various palaces to work together, attempting to make the Crown Prince’s wedding flawless.

However, the biggest drop of water still leaked out. Princess Fu was hanging from that phoenix tree, her tongue protruding long, her face already purple—truly as unsightly as one could imagine. I think if she had known how ugly she would look after death, she definitely wouldn’t have died, or at least wouldn’t have chosen this method of dying. But she still died, died in front of the Crown Prince, died on the day he came to marry her.

Lord Luo stood beneath the pomegranate tree in the courtyard, his gaze fixed intensely on this scene. Strangely, I didn’t read much pain in his eyes, but rather a fiery hatred, flowing out like endless water. It made my spine chill, and I unconsciously wanted to shield the Crown Prince.

Many years later, when Lord Luo was defeated and died in battle, the Crown Prince decided to bury Princess Fu with him. Others might think the Crown Prince was deeply affectionate, but I remained unconvinced. No offense, but I just felt that after all these years, the Crown Prince still didn’t understand—did Lord Luo truly love Princess Fu? Perhaps not. Given the Empress’s position, if he had spoken up and pleaded, this marriage would not have happened. And if he had given Princess Fu a clear answer, with her stubborn and contrary nature—the kind that could associate even a little eunuch cleaning a pond with her situation—she would likely have been the first to jump up and object on the day the imperial marriage was bestowed.

Perhaps, in the end, it was just Princess Fu’s one-sided love. From the bestowal of marriage to the wedding day, she just silently waited day after day. Waiting for a response, waiting for an answer, waiting for a reason to live on bravely and continue to resist. Ultimately, she couldn’t wait any longer, so she cleanly ended her life with a rope, leaving behind so many dirty thoughts and feelings to taint what should have been others’ happy and pure marriage.

I despise such stubborn people. If there are no persimmons, can’t you eat apples? Besides, apples taste better than persimmons anyway.

I swore that in this life, I would never be such a stubborn person.

But I forgot that in my life, I’ve made too many false oaths—like swearing not to eat meat to lose weight, or not to read novels at night so I could sleep early and avoid dark circles the next day. I never achieved any of these, and this one was destined to be no different.

Murong Fu’er died just like that. Everyone thought it was a pity, especially since the kitchen had already prepared the wedding feast, which now had to be thrown away uneaten. I felt heartbroken too.

The Crown Prince ate his dinner as usual that night, also took his usual stroll in the palace, and then returned to his quarters to sleep.

I threw a handful of incense into the Twin Branch Coiled Flower Censer, watching it burn into pale white ash, then seep out thread by thread through the copper holes, swirling thinly in the air, just like early autumn leaves, messy but with a desolate beauty.

The great hall was frighteningly quiet. The entire Jinwu Palace seemed to have died, even breathing unconsciously slowed. I closed the windows and walked quietly toward the door. Just as I reached the doorway, the Crown Prince called out to me, saying, “Hua Yan, I should have known all along.”

I stopped in my tracks and stood up straight respectfully. After all, it was no longer like when we were children, and I didn’t have a truly flower-like face that would allow me to be casual in front of my master. I responded softly, “What does the Crown Prince know?”

“She never used the things I gave her, but when he merely gave her a broken wind chime, she hung it up like a treasure.”

Although I usually appeared quite insensitive, this couldn’t mask my ice-clear intelligence. Nevertheless, in such a hasty and awkward situation, I found it difficult to find an appropriate answer. I could only mutter, “Perhaps Princess Fu had a special taste and just liked broken wind chimes.”

The hall was so quiet that my final syllables echoed faintly, dispersed by the wind. After quite a while, the sound of silk rustling arose. From deep within the heavy curtains, the Crown Prince seemed to turn over, his back toward me, and said faintly, “That must be it. That girl has had poor taste since she was little.”

Then the Crown Prince probably fell asleep. He neither told me to leave nor to stay, so I simply sat down by the incense burner. Layer upon layer of fragrance enveloped me; my clothes and the corners of my mouth seemed to be permeated with it.

I knew the Crown Prince was very sad, but I didn’t know what to say. Having lived in the palace for over ten years, I could discern the subtleties of people’s expressions. If I truly had a pretty face, perhaps I would have been like those presumptuous palace maids, gently comforting him while hoping to take advantage of his vulnerability and rise to a higher position. If I had a distinguished family background, I might have shamelessly asked my father, grandfather, uncles, and other relatives to help me marry into the royal family to enjoy glory and wealth. Unfortunately, I had nothing—no looks, no money, no status, a complete nobody, and also a little cripple. Being able to serve in the Crown Prince’s palace was already fortunate; how could I dare to have any other ambitions?

I sighed with grief, feeling that this palace was truly quiet, without even a bird. The Crown Prince lay behind the heavy curtains, his body seeming to have thinned. Tomorrow, I would need to go to the imperial kitchen and tell them to make some dishes the Crown Prince liked. Yes, and also some that I liked. Thinking this way, I felt much better.

(4)

Murong Fu’er died, but life in the palace continued as usual. No one was so heartbroken that they couldn’t eat. On the contrary, because of the exhaustion from preparing for the wedding, my “fathers” and “mothers” generally had increased appetites. The imperial kitchen eunuchs were very supportive, providing meat dishes for several consecutive days. Those who didn’t know the situation might have thought something good had happened.

That’s how it is in the palace—the more unfortunate the event, the more one must appear unperturbed. Murong Fu’er quietly hanged herself on a crooked tree. If she had dramatically killed herself by crashing into the palace gate, the head aunties would likely have made us sing and dance daily to show that the royal family was normal and everyone was happy. Thinking of it this way, Murong Fu’er’s death seemed quite meaningless.

Officials from the Ministry of Rites soon began planning to select consorts for the Crown Prince. The Crown Prince seemed to have little interest in this matter. He was still young at that time and couldn’t yet appreciate the wonder of certain activities between men and women. I didn’t understand either. This was what my twelfth father told me. At the time, I believed him without a doubt and admired him, thinking his knowledge was truly profound. But when I grew up, I realized that my twelfth father didn’t understand either. He had been castrated and entered the palace at the age of six, so he would never experience the joy of such activities in his lifetime.

People always said that Bian Tang’s army was weak and officials were inefficient, but I think this is pure slander. Within half a month, they had gathered detailed information on over a hundred young ladies from official families for the Crown Prince, including personality assessments, portraits, educational backgrounds, and talents—all compiled and sent to the Crown Prince’s palace. Since these weren’t for the position of primary consort, the requirements for family background weren’t too strict, so many local officials also recommended themselves, eagerly trying to establish connections with the Crown Prince.

The Crown Prince threw these materials to us palace maids to help with the selection. Every day, we sat in the palace, flipping through these materials like comic books, conducting internal elections. Occasionally, the Crown Prince would also give us some opinions. But everyone knew that in matters of selection, the more people involved, the harder it is to reach a consensus. Because our aesthetic judgments were so vastly different, we couldn’t find a clear result despite much discussion. This matter even threatened the harmony and unity among the palace maids in the Crown Prince’s palace for a long period. Finally, the Crown Prince suggested drawing lots, which everyone agreed to, and the matter was perfectly resolved.

But this indirectly led to the first batch of consorts being of varying quality. There were even two who were more muscular and stronger than the Iron Guards, and we couldn’t understand how their family’s painters had managed to create such portraits of them. It was truly puzzling.

That’s how life in the palace was—time passed in a blur. When I was fourteen, my twelfth father died of hemorrhoids. This was truly a tragic way to die, evoking a sense of desolation, involuntarily bringing to mind the image of an old eunuch in his declining years, lonely and with a rotting backside. The real situation was simply that the old man was too stubborn and too embarrassed to tell anyone. He suffered so much pain each day that he couldn’t eat, eventually becoming weak and passing away.

In his final moments, I, as his only nominal relative in the palace, was given the heavy task of sending him off. I was still young then, and knowing he was about to die, I opened my throat and cried with all my might. He seemed to want to tell me something, but from beginning to end, he couldn’t get a word in. He was so anxious that he clawed with his hands and kicked with his feet, then finally stretched out his legs and departed.

Thinking about it now, it was truly tragic. After all, my twelfth father had worked in the palace for many years and eventually attained a significant official position. Perhaps on his deathbed, he wanted to tell me where he had buried the savings of his lifetime—under which stone in which garden. Thus, I sent off my twelfth father without receiving any inheritance, and another secret treasure was added to the soil of the Bian Tang Imperial Palace, unnoticed by anyone.

For a long time, I was troubled by this matter. Whenever I thought about how my twelfth father had worked hard all his life to save money that I couldn’t spend, I felt sad for him. The Crown Prince, perhaps thinking I was grieving over the loss of my father, invited me out for an evening stroll. Before this, I had never been outside the palace, so I immediately expressed genuine enthusiasm for the outing.

Then I spent an entire day making exciting preparations—clothes, shoes and socks, snacks, fruit—gathering all the supplies for the rumored “picnic.” However, that evening, the Crown Prince stuffed me into a carriage, had Iron Guard take me out of the palace for a ride, and disappeared in a flash himself. As a result, the entire night, the imperial guards followed me and the Iron Guard desperately. To allow the Crown Prince to enjoy himself fully, we could neither shake off our pursuers nor be caught by them, which was technically challenging. In the end, I decided that I would never believe a word the Crown Prince said again. Even if he told me he was dying, I would turn around and leave.

In the end, I still didn’t fulfill my wish to see outside the palace; I just sat in a carriage circling the imperial palace. Fortunately, the Empress never concerned herself with the Crown Prince’s affairs. If we had encountered the kind of abnormal, extreme empress described in novels, probably Iron Guard and I would have lost our lives.

When the Crown Prince returned the next day, he told me that in the outside world, he heard that besides the heir of Yan Bei of Da Xia, there was a loyal little female slave. She had followed the Yan heir when his entire family was exterminated and he was imprisoned in the Sacred Gold Palace. At that time, the Yan heir was abandoned by everyone, and even relatives who had received great favors from the Yan City Lord refused to associate with him. Only that little girl stayed with him, young yet brave and strong, and also very beautiful.

When the Crown Prince said this, he had a look of longing on his face, the same expression he had when he talked about certain young ladies from certain officials’ families who had captivating eyes.

I wanted to say that if you were abandoned by everyone, I would follow you too.

But I didn’t say it. After all, I’ve heard many stories where those who follow fallen heroes are always peerless beauties. This highlights the beauty’s loyalty and the hero’s extraordinary charm. You never hear about a fallen hero sharing hardships with a crippled maid, eventually doing this and that. It would be too unsightly; even the most tolerant readers couldn’t accept it. So, I sycophantically said, “What’s so special about that Yan heir? If you, Crown Prince appeared before that girl, she would cry her eyes out and fall hopelessly in love with you.”

The Crown Prince laughed with satisfaction and said, “Hua Yan, you have such talent.”

After that, I kept that little female slave of the Yan heir in mind, but because she was so far away and not an important figure, my knowledge remained scarce. I only heard that her name was Chu Qiao, my age, and greatly favored by the Yan heir. I felt quite jealous about this. Both being servants, her fame had spread so far that even I, a little maid who had never left the palace, knew about her, while I remained obscure. But soon I became reconciled to this. After all, the Yan heir only had her as a female servant, while the Crown Prince had countless palace maids. Moreover, I was a palace maid while she was a slave, so from a status perspective, I was still slightly higher than her. Thinking this way, I felt better.

Thus, several more years passed in a blur. Suddenly, Da Xia wanted to form a marriage alliance with Bian Tang. Everyone knew that Da Xia’s ancestors were foreign tribes from beyond the border who had risen and occupied Bian Tang’s eighteen prefectures of Hongchuan, making them hereditary enemies. But compared to Da Xia, the ancestors of Huai Song were even more hateful. The Nalan family had been subjects of Bian Tang but had conspired to rebel, and raised a banner for independence. So in terms of national sentiment, Huai Song was even less welcome than Da Xia.

The position of Crown Princess had been empty for so many years; it was time for someone to fill it.

The Crown Prince set out half a year in advance, making a big show of many activities. Outsiders said he was being frivolous, but I knew he was just taking the opportunity to go out and play. Given the enlightening education I received from my aunties when I was young, which made me excessively fearful of the Xia people and unconsciously express this fear, my name was not on the list of attendants for this journey. I appointed Little E and a few others to go instead. They were delighted and gave me more than ten agate flower hairpins as gifts. I had a little eunuch help me sell them, making a small fortune.

If life could continue like this, it would be quite nice.

Extra Chapter: Desolate City
Part 1: Desolate City

The setting sun’s light poured down like thick blood on a battlefield, streaming from Chengqian Palace into Cuixin Hall. The light and shadows intertwined, enveloping this swaying imperial court. A sharp whistling arrow suddenly sliced through the air above the city wall, instantly piercing Shu Bai’s eardrums. She raised her head to look westward. The sun hung like a plate, casting blood-red light upon her porcelain-white forehead, faintly emanating a chilling air, just like this murky dusk, making one feel ice-cold in the chest.

All the imperial consorts had gathered here. The palace gates were thrown wide open, with gold and jade vessels scattered across the floor. The cyan-colored curtains danced in the wind, resembling soul-summoning spirit banners guiding the way. Gu Jin’an held a war blade against a palace maid’s neck. His phoenix eyes narrowed as he smiled wickedly, saying, “Shu Bai, do you truly refuse?”

More than ten palace maids and eunuchs already lay sprawled on the ground, all servants of Cuixin Hall. Shu Bai’s face was pale, her cheeks tinged blue, her hands trembling beneath her sleeves, yet she still bit her lip firmly.

“Your Highness, Qin’er is not afraid,” Tao Qin shook her head. Her pale little face forced a smile, ignoring the bloodied blade at her neck as she bowed deeply to the ground. “I can no longer serve Your Highness. Please take care of yourself.”

With a swooshing sound, a stream of blood shot skyward. The sharp blade pierced through her chest, and Tao Qin’s tiny body swayed slightly before collapsing to the ground.

It felt as if a giant club had struck Guan Shu Bai’s head violently. A dull pain filled her chest, like a knife stabbing into her heart, twisting viciously, grinding ruthlessly, turning her internal organs to pulp. Her throat tasted of blood, her eyes bloodshot, barely able to see anything.

Gu Jin’an lowered his blade. Blood droplets slid from the edge and fell onto his boots. He stood in the depths of the great hall, wearing cyan iron armor and a pitch-black cloak. His armor was stained with blood, his eyes cold and dark as he stared fixedly at her, devoid of any trace of his former gentle elegance. With a smile on his lips but not in his eyes, he asked, “Guan Shu Bai, do you want all these people to perish with you?”

His war blade casually swept through the air, pointing at all the palace women behind him. The imperial consorts immediately became alarmed. Lady Meng dropped to her knees with a thud, trembling as she cried, “Noble Consort, save me!”

Consort Tian wept bitterly, “Your Highness, even if you don’t pity us, please consider His Majesty’s bloodline.”

Princess Jinghe huddled in her arms, crying softly, her small face ashen. Her left hand had been wounded by a stray arrow, bleeding profusely, yet she bit her lip and dared not make a sound.

Her heart twisted in agony. She stared at Princess Jinghe’s young face. Jinghe seemed to understand something, biting her lip and extending her delicate white hands to timidly tug at her sleeve. “Mother Consort Rong, please save Jing’er.”

A wisp of white smoke curled upward from the incense burner, winding past the ornate beams and rafters, meandering toward the dimming sky. Shu Bai suddenly recalled that day in this very room. After her miscarriage, in her grief and distress, he had placed that object in her hands and told her, “I entrust my life and the nation’s lifeline to you. From now on, you must protect not only yourself but also me.”

Her breath congealed, like tiny knives scraping her throat. She brushed away Jinghe’s hand with a sweep, biting her tongue hard, almost spitting blood. Rebels stepped forward immediately, war blades cutting through the night air with a hum, severing blood vessels. Consort Tian stared blankly at the headless Jinghe in her arms, then let out a horrific wolf-like shriek. The sound was so heart-rending, like a summoning death spirit, making Shu Bai’s entire body tremble.

All the imperial consorts screamed in unison. Noble Lady Chang shrieked wildly, covering her face as she turned to flee, only to have her legs severed by a soldier’s blade at the door. Her blood splattered like a broken melon onto Shu Bai’s dress, bright red and searing like boiling water.

Lady Meng stared wide-eyed, covering her mouth as if unable to believe what was happening before her. She crawled backward repeatedly, muttering like a mad woman, “You’re all insane, you’re all insane!”

“You vicious whore!” Consort Tian’s eyes were bloodshot. She sprang up, her blood-soaked hands seizing Shu Bai’s neck, screaming ferociously, “Give me back my child! Give me back my child!”

Gu Jin’an’s brow darkened as he swung his war blade with a swoosh. Consort Tian screamed in agony as both her hands were severed at the wrists. She writhed and wailed on the ground. The onlookers were horrified, retreating in disarray, covering their mouths in grief. Gu Jin’an brushed away the severed hands from Shu Bai’s neck, took out a snow-white handkerchief from his waist, and tenderly wiped her face. Leaning close to her ear, he whispered, “No wonder you refused to save them. They are so vicious to you. Very well, let me help you kill them all.”

A resounding slap echoed throughout the hall as Guan Shu Bai struck Gu Jin’an’s face with all her might.

Gu Jin’an stepped back, showing no anger. He merely touched the side of his face where he had been struck and smiled coldly.

Noble Lady Li had been standing behind everyone, but now she could no longer endure. With a thud, she knelt before Gu Jin’an, kowtowing as she said, “General, spare my life. I know where the military tally is.”

Gu Jin’an raised an eyebrow: “Where is it?”

Guan Shu Bai was startled, then heard Noble Lady Li say, “I once saw Noble Consort Rong place it in…”

Suddenly, the last ray of sunlight pierced through the clouds, its brilliance hurting the eyes. A woman in an imperial yellow phoenix robe lunged forward, knocking Noble Lady Li to the ground. The rebels swarmed in, their fists and feet merciless, kicking the woman away in just a few blows. They found a phoenix hairpin embedded in Noble Lady Li’s throat. She spat blood, her eyes rolled back, convulsed a few times, and then died.

The Empress had been kicked in the chest by the rebels. Blood flowed from the corner of her mouth, which she wiped away with her sleeve before coldly saying, “Useless waste, better dead and clean.”

Several rebels rushed forward, grabbing her hair and lifting her. She raised her phoenix eyes and said coldly, “I am the Empress of the Great Yan Dynasty! How dare you treat me this way?”

Perhaps intimidated by her bearing, the soldier released his grip and stepped back slightly, then felt embarrassed and delivered a violent slap to her face. The Empress lost teeth, her cheeks swollen, yet still stubbornly held her head high. She said to Guan Shu Bai, “Guan Shu Bai, if you hand the military tally to him, I’ll never forgive you, even in death!”

Guan Shu Bai’s eyes grew hot. She turned her head and felt the Empress’s gaze so intense, like the scorching midday sun of July or August, blazing upon her. Struggling to suppress the choke in her throat, she said firmly, “Rest assured, I will never do so.”

The Empress smiled desolately, scanning the many consorts in the hall, saying lightly, “After contending with you all these years, in the end, only you are somewhat worthy of respect. These cowardly creatures simply disgust me.”

She turned to face Gu Jin’an, laughing coldly, “Do you think you’ve won?”

Gu Jin’an raised his eyebrow, about to speak, when the Empress suddenly smashed her head against a hall pillar. In an instant, red and white splattered everywhere, creating a mess on the floor. Only her resentful final wail still echoed in the hall, vengeful like a malevolent ghost: “Gu Jin’an! You will surely die a miserable death!”

The night wind blew in, dispersing the bloody smell that filled the room. Gu Jin’an beckoned slightly, and men came forward to restrain all the imperial consorts in the hall. Shu Bai felt only cold, a chill that penetrated her bones. Gu Jin’an stood amid the corpses, smiling as he said, “Shu Bai, do you love him so much? That you’re not even afraid of death?”

Shu Bai’s eyes were dark and gloomy as she looked down at her shoes. Blood spread upward from the floor, scalding hot. Gu Jin’an’s voice turned cold, with a hint of malicious glee: “You love him so much, but are you certain he loves you the same? In imperial affections, how much is true and how much is false?”

Shu Bai raised her head, her eyes sweeping past his iron armor and cloak, her features utterly cold: “Winner takes all, loser suffers all. There’s no point in saying more, Gu Jin’an. I have fallen into your hands today; do with me as you will, kill me if you wish. But if you think you can get the garrison military tally from me, I advise you to abandon that hope early.”

Gu Jin’an laughed heartily, pushing her to the ground, staring coldly at her: “Fine, I won’t kill you. When I capture him, I’ll let you watch him die with your own eyes.”

He sheathed his sword and strode through the dark palace gates. The night was as black as ink. The majestic palace had fallen into a sea of flames. Fire blazed everywhere, as if ferocious beasts had emerged from underground, rampaging through this night filled with demons and monsters.

Guan Shu Bai sat in the pool of blood as rebels came to bind her. She turned her head to see someone dragging the Empress’s legs, stumbling out. This once most noble woman still had her eyes wide open, her head covered in blood, dirty dust smeared on her temples, ashen gray like the frost beyond the Great Wall.

Part 2: Imprisonment

The night was as cold as water. The moon cast flickering shadows, reflecting a ghastly white patch on the ground like a pale ghost’s face.

Guan Shu Bai slumped in a corner of the prison cell. Moonlight streamed through the narrow skylight, illuminating her face with a dismal gray-white pallor. Her white robe was stained with blood, her back clothing tattered, displaying hideous whip marks. Most terrifying was the fine chain piercing through her shoulder blades, causing purple blood to seep out with the slightest movement. The chain was crafted with great delicacy, about the thickness of a thumb, engraved with intricate patterns, and adorned with silver bells that jingled softly with any movement, the clear sound echoing in the deathly silent prison cell.

Gu Jin’an had been inside for a long time. Though it was raining outside, it was still August and not particularly cold. Yet he wore a black cloak and deerskin-lined boots. If not for his exceedingly pale face, he would have made a handsome figure.

He stood there, silently watching Guan Shu Bai. The prison door was wide open; only a few steps separated them. In his twenty-some years of life, he had never been this close to her. The night breeze blew in, carrying the distinctive dampness of the prison, lifting his hair and making his face appear even more eerily white.

“Does it hurt?”

Guan Shu Bai neither looked at him nor spoke. He removed his coat and walked slowly to her, draping it over her shoulders. Seeing the chains in her shoulder blades, he smiled faintly and gently touched them. “The day the Gu clan was exterminated, I was strung up like this too, crawling like a dog through Changxing Gate, watching my clansmen die by the blade. I know, it’s very painful.”

Seeing that Guan Shu Bai would not speak, Gu Jin’an smiled gently and embraced her tenderly, saying, “Xiao Bai, I don’t want to hurt you, but you’re too stubborn. I have no choice.”

“I won’t give you the military tally,” Guan Shu Bai weakly laughed coldly, saying faintly, “You should give up that idea.”

“Who says I came for that?”

Gu Jin’an raised an eyebrow slightly, his fingers caressing Guan Shu Bai’s chapped lips, whispering, “I remember when you were little, you feared thunderstorms the most. Now with thunder and rain outside, I’ve come to be with you.”

As he spoke, he lowered his head and kissed Guan Shu Bai’s neck. Guan Shu Bai raised her hand in disgust to strike him, but Gu Jin’an grabbed the chain in her shoulder blades and pulled it gently. Guan Shu Bai immediately felt her limbs weaken with pain. She screamed in agony as large beads of sweat rolled down her temples. Gu Jin’an captured her lips, swallowing her cries of pain. One hand held the chain while the other deftly undid her clothing, his palm seizing her snow-white breasts as he chuckled softly, “Xiao Bai, does he kiss you like this as well?”

“Get out!”

Guan Shu Bai cursed hoarsely, in such pain, that she nearly fainted. Her eyes were red, yet she still endured without shedding a tear.

Gu Jin’an’s fingers circled her abdomen before finally lifting her skirt, reaching downward.

“He has so many women, how could he attend to you? On such thunderous rainy nights, who embraces you?”

Cloth tore. Gu Jin’an chuckled and covered Guan Shu Bai’s soft, snow-white body.

The flickering light cast a dim, gloomy glow. Gu Jin’an’s eyes were blood-red like those of a fierce beast as he flogged and took from Guan Shu Bai’s body. Guan Shu Bai bit her lip firmly, refusing to make a sound, her limbs struggling desperately, but how could she break free? She could only let more blood flow, turning purple-black like crushed rose juice.

It was like a nightmare, indescribable. The sound of bodies colliding rose decadently in the air, one after another, like a lingchi execution tearing apart one’s senses. Guan Shu Bai’s resistance grew increasingly feeble, and her eyes began to turn hollow. Her long hair was tangled in the dirty soil, stained with blood, exuding a salty odor.

After what seemed an eternity, Gu Jin’an finally let out a satisfied groan. At the height of pleasure, he kissed Guan Shu Bai’s bloodied lips, laughing softly, “Xiao Bai, you are finally mine. Are you happy?”

Gu Jin’an contentedly kissed her, took out a bottle of medicine, and carefully applied it to her wounds. He dressed her again, covered her with his cloak, and then sat down to chat with her.

He talked at length, mostly about their childhood. He spoke of the weather then, their friends, and mischievous antics, his tone so cheerful, like that of a seventeen or eighteen-year-old youth. Finally, he laid her on the ground, pinched her nose, indulgently, smiling as he said, “Wait a little longer. After I kill him with my own hands, I’ll come take you home.”

Then he left, finally left. His footsteps grew fainter, so distant that eventually they couldn’t be heard, as if he would never return.

Guan Shu Bai still lay there silently, motionless and speechless, showing no reaction. Everything around was so quiet, with only the sound of the tiny bells at her shoulder blades tinkling, echoing faintly, making the surroundings seem all the more vast.

She lay there, seemingly deaf to all external sounds, feeling only that this night was so long as if a lifetime had passed. She knew this day would come, had known it since the day the rebels breached the palace gates. Did she feel humiliated? Disgusted? Or so filthy that she wanted to die?

“Hehe…”

Guan Shu Bai laughed coldly, but the sound was hoarse and terrifying, like that of an eighty-year-old crone.

Truly filthy, filthy to the core.

She closed her eyes, her eye sockets burning, scorching hot, so dry that no tears would flow. She just wanted to lie there, die there, and bury all this filthy, disgusting, base, vile—everything—in this murky night!

She bit her lip so hard, almost biting through it.

If it were someone else, what would they do? Cry and weep? Be devastated? Curse loudly? Or smash their head against a stone, like the Empress, dying cleanly and decisively?

But she couldn’t die yet.

He was still waiting for her. If she died, what would become of him?

She moved her numb hand, turning her wrist, revealing a sheathed dagger hidden in the withered grass, with a small character “An” engraved on the hilt, visible in the moonlight.

She sat up, holding the dagger, and began to laugh coldly.

Guan Shu Bai walked to the prison door and struck the chain with the dagger. The lock broke immediately, truly cutting through iron like mud.

Outside the cell, jailers lay sprawled everywhere, clearly drugged. How could someone like him let others witness his shameful act? Guan Shu Bai laughed coldly as she walked past, and no one stirred.

She leaned weakly against the prison door, gasping lightly, her throat sour, the strong smell of blood making her nauseous. She pressed her abdomen, her expression inadvertently softening. He had just left when she discovered she was with child. Having already lost one child due to palace intrigue, she was more cautious this time. Moreover, with him absent from the palace and her deadly rivalry with the Empress, to protect herself and this child, she had concealed all news. Besides a few confidants in her palace chambers, no one knew—only to find herself in such a predicament.

“Don’t be afraid,” she said softly. “Mother will protect you.”

The night breeze blew, lifting Guan Shu Bai’s dark hair. She took a deep breath: “I will protect you.”

Part 3: Nightmare

It began to rain in the evening, with fine, dense raindrops making soft sounds on the glazed tiles. The night rain was cold and damp, with a chill in the air. Qiu Cheng brought Meng Suxin a brocade robe with white fox fur embroidered on the cuffs and lit charcoal, yet still couldn’t dispel the paleness from her face. Qiu Cheng sent someone to the small kitchen to brew a bowl of ginger soup, brought it to her, and said, “Your Highness, please drink a little. With such a poor complexion, His Majesty will be worried when he sees you.”

Meng Suxin lowered her head, the soup’s color making her expression appear dim. She gently rubbed her temple with her fingers, saying softly, “I heard the Empress died terribly, her skull shattered. Noble Lady Chang had both feet severed, Consort Tian lost both hands, and even Princess Jinghe died—such a small child, yet decapitated. Those people are truly ruthless.”

Qiu Cheng frowned and said, “Which thoughtless wretch told Your Highness such things? Don’t they know Your Highness is with child? They truly deserve severe punishment!”

Meng Suxin replied, “With only me left in the entire palace now if they don’t speak to me, who else would they tell? Tomorrow we must perform memorial rites at Chongming Hall, so I needed to know.”

Qiu Cheng pulled the blanket up for Meng Suxin and said, “Your Highness should think less about these matters. Didn’t the Imperial Physician say Your Highness’s excessive worry has caused instability in the fetus? Your Highness is carrying a prince now; if not for yourself, please consider the child in your belly. Forgive this servant’s insolence, but now that the Empress is gone, Noble Consort Rong has disappeared, and the other consorts are either injured or ill. Even though Consort Liang, Consort Hui, and Noble Lady Xian remained unharmed, after being imprisoned by the rebels for so long, their purity is compromised—they certainly cannot remain in the palace. Your Highness is now the only proper mistress left in the palace. Besides the fact that you’re with child, your father and two uncles have rendered great service in suppressing this rebellion. Not to mention His Majesty’s affection for you over these years—there are still many good days ahead. Has Your Highness forgotten? When you were a young lady, the monk Huiming at Kunlun Temple said you were destined for great fortune. Now it seems Your Highness’s blessings are all yet to come.”

Meng Suxin laughed softly and said quietly, “His Majesty has indeed been good to me. If not for him secretly arranging people to keep me by his side this time, I might not have escaped misfortune.”

The night rain fell densely, knocking down a tree of pear blossoms in the courtyard. Fine incense burned in the room, filling it with tranquil fragrance. She gently stroked the arrow pattern on her sleeve and continued, “I wonder where Noble Consort Rong has gone. She’s from a military family and has some martial skills. I think she truly escaped.”

“Even if she escaped, what then? The Guan family has fallen. Even if she returns safely, with her temperament, she simply won’t be tolerated. Besides, when the rebels entered the city, amid the chaos of war, how far could she go as a mere woman? In this servant’s opinion, Your Highness is too kind-hearted. Noble Consort Rong was arrogant and domineering; we’ve suffered much from her over the years.”

Meng Suxin shook her head and said, “She comes from a prestigious family and is the eldest legitimate daughter. It’s natural for her to be somewhat willful. Besides, she never truly bullied me. His Majesty favored her to secure the loyalty of the Guan family.”

Qiu Cheng smiled and said, “This servant doesn’t know about others, but I know His Majesty favored her to divert attention, to protect Your Highness. No matter how proud she was, all these years she was merely a decoy. His Majesty loves Your Highness deeply, truly from the bottom of his heart.”

Meng Suxin chuckled, about to scold her for her glib tongue, when suddenly a whip cracked outside the hall. Qiu Cheng sprang up, saying, “His Majesty has arrived! Let me help Your Highness change.”

The Emperor wore a bright yellow cloak, with rain still hanging from its hem and a strong damp smell on his body. Seeing the dark circles under his eyes, Meng Suxin knew he hadn’t slept well last night. Feeling heartache, she reached out to touch his face, saying softly, “No matter how busy state affairs are, you should mind your health. Your Majesty’s eyes are dark with fatigue.”

The Emperor held her slender fingers and asked, “Why are you still awake so late?”

She raised her eyes to look at him steadily, smiling gently, “I missed Your Majesty.”

The Emperor smiled and embraced her, “I missed you too.”

The couple had some late-night snacks and talked for a while before retiring to bed. A young palace maid crouched at the corner of the bed, lifting the incense burner, about to withdraw. The Emperor suddenly stopped and gave her a look. Meng Suxin, noticing his unusual expression, hurriedly asked, “What is Your Majesty looking at?”

The Emperor didn’t answer her but instead asked the maid, “You weren’t from Lianxi Palace before.”

The maid was startled and quickly knelt, replying, “In response to Your Majesty, this servant previously served in Cuixin Hall.”

The Emperor silently gazed at her, his eyes calm, with a fleeting glimmer passing through them. Then he suddenly turned away and entered the bed chamber without another word. Meng Suxin bit her lip slightly, dismissed everyone, and followed him in. Just then, hurried footsteps were heard outside, and Chief Eunuch Chang Xi urgently called from the door, “Your Majesty, Noble Consort Rong has returned.”

With a whoosh, the Emperor threw back the bed curtains and strode out. His face turned deathly pale. The room’s lights flickered with a warm orange glow but falling on his face, they seemed like bone-chilling water in the spring rain. He frowned deeply and asked in a grave voice, “Where is she?”

“Just outside the palace gates.”

“Is she… well?”

Chang Xi lowered his head, “The Noble Consort came with a blade.”

The Emperor was silent for a moment, then said, “Take her to Cuixin Hall first. Order that she not be harmed.”

Chang Xi secretly glanced at Meng Suxin standing behind the Emperor and said softly, “Your Majesty, Noble Consort Rong is with child. The guards dare not approach her for fear of harming her. She insists on seeing Your Majesty and refuses to enter the palace.”

The Emperor’s expression changed drastically, “Pregnant?”

Chang Xi naturally knew what he was asking and quickly said, “Yes, her belly is quite large, and appears to be six months along.”

The Emperor said no more, immediately striding out of the palace gates. Qiu Cheng hurried forward to support Meng Suxin’s arm.

“Let’s go see her.”

“Your Highness?”

Meng Suxin put on her cloak and repeated, “I want to see her.”

A fierce wind blew against her face, like tiny knives. She bent over on horseback, controlling the reins with all her might. Her hair streamed behind her like seaweed. Thin and frail, she galloped wildly. The night wind was icy cold. The vast square was deathly silent, with only the crisp, rhythmic sound of horse hooves echoing against the four walls. Guards ahead heard the noise and rode forward, drawing swords and shouting, “Who goes there?”

Guan Shu Bai swept her cloak aside and leaped from the horse. The fierce wind blew her hair open, revealing her pale face.

How could the palace guards not recognize her? They were stunned on the spot. She drew her sword in one swift motion. The war blade was extremely heavy, dragged in her hand like a piece of cold black iron, dimly reflecting the brilliant palace lights. She walked very quickly, apparently wounded somewhere, as a trail of fresh blood stretched behind her, looking alarming.

“Get out of my way.”

She spoke slowly and deliberately, her voice hoarse beyond recognition. Her pale wrist held the blade level, its edge sharp like a beast’s teeth.

“Move aside!”

She repeated in a low voice. The attendants, seeing fresh blood flowing from between her legs, pooling into a purple-black puddle on the ground that seemed to never stop, trembled with fear and pleaded, “Your Highness, please return to the palace for medical attention. His Majesty is currently holding court in Yangxin Hall and cannot be disturbed for the moment. We have already sent someone to report this. Your Highness must not harm yourself.”

With a whoosh, fireworks burst into the night sky, brilliant in red and purple, instantly adorning this night with even more splendor. Cries of joy like flowing water came from within the palace walls, the tones filled with intense happiness as if the bloodshed and slaughter from months before had never existed.

Guan Shu Bai’s face instantly grew even paler. She tilted her head back, blue veins protruding from her white neck. She took a deep breath and dragged her sword toward Yangxin Hall. A guard tried to stop her, but she shouted in anger, swinging her blade and cutting him down. Blood sprayed as the man cried out in pain and retreated. The other guards drew their swords in threatening gestures, but to their surprise, she neither dodged nor retreated, charging forward as if bent on death. The guards were in disarray. For a full five years, who didn’t know the extent of the Emperor’s favor toward this consort? Now that she had come with a sword, who dared to truly harm her?

Shu Bai kicked open the palace doors and strode in. Her lower body was covered in blood, and she swayed with every step, yet she still dragged her sword forward, stumbling ahead.

Gradually, palace servants discovered her, exclaiming in alarm as they surrounded her. She ignored them, swinging her blade and wounding several people before they fearfully retreated to a distance. The more quick-witted ones ran into the palace to report, the announcements winding like a long Mongolian tune into the inner court. Palace lamps shone brilliantly, coiling like long dragons. Gradually, everyone gathered to watch this woman in blood-soaked clothes dragging a sword, and no one dared to speak.

“Noble Consort, His Majesty commands you to await him at Cuixin Hall.”

A large contingent of guards surrounded her, a mass of black, firmly blocking her path. Guan Shu Bai stopped, the night wind blowing against her, lifting her blood-stained dress hem like a white silk flower splashed with cinnabar. She looked coldly at everyone and uttered one icy word: “Move!”

The guard captain stepped forward, bowing respectfully, “Your Highness, please don’t make it difficult for this humble servant.”

“Move!”

Guan Shu Bai, in extreme anger, raised her sword to advance. The guard captain frowned, blocking her with his sheathed sword without drawing it. Shu Bai had only practiced some basic martial arts for physical fitness; how could she compare to these military men? Her tiger’s mouth (the webbing between thumb and forefinger) trembled, her body swayed, and she nearly fell. Yet she wasn’t discouraged, trying to bypass him to continue forward, but other soldiers came with staff to block her path.

The captain said sternly, “Your Highness if you defy the imperial order, this humble servant will have to be discourteous.”

Guan Shu Bai clenched her teeth, seemingly deaf to his words, and continued to charge forward. The captain’s eyes hardened as he swung his sheath, striking her leg. With a crack, Shu Bai stumbled and fell to her knees. Her lower body was already bleeding profusely, and this blow made it worse. Yet one hand still gripped the sword as she struggled to stand.

“Commander Meng, His Majesty ordered not to harm her!”

Seeing Guan Shu Bai injured, the attendants cried out in alarm. Commander Meng frowned slightly, thinking of his younger sister’s endurance over these years and the future honor or shame of the Meng family. Darkness flashed in his eyes as he said, “Noble Consort Rong has defied the imperial order, wielding a sword to force her way into the palace. As the commander of the imperial guards, I must offend.”

Guan Shu Bai remained silent, only gritting her teeth, her neck stubbornly raised, staring at the magnificent palace ahead as if in a nightmare, completely insensitive to anything around her.

“Escort the Noble Consort back to her palace.”

Guards came forward to seize Guan Shu Bai. She struggled fiercely, swinging her sword wildly. The soldiers grew impatient, forcibly pressing her down, and pushing her pale face against the dirty ground. Guan Shu Bai’s eyes were bloodshot, her legs thrashing, her thighs purplish-red. Commander Meng looked, and the guards pinned her down, dragging her toward Cuixin Hall.

“Let me go!”

Guan Shu Bai was dragged by her arms like a dead dog, yet she still struggled, as if possessed. The lights before her were dazzling, almost blinding her eyes. What were those people saying? The Emperor, wise and divine, had foreseen the three provinces’ disloyalty, ostensibly organizing a hunt but secretly deploying troops to eliminate Gu Jin’an and the three provincial kings of the southwest. She had escaped from the capital with her life hanging by a thread, hiding in the mountains under Gu Jin’an’s pursuit, fleeing for three months over mountains and ridges to reach the garrison, only to find it empty, the military tally in her possession a fake.

And when she finally returned to the capital with great difficulty, she learned that her maternal clan, her father who had fought for Great Yan all his life, had been charged with colluding with the enemy, and the entire family had been slaughtered!

And three days later would be the Empress’s enthronement ceremony!

Guan Shu Bai, you fool! Did you truly think he liked you? Open your eyes and see—who sits by his side now?

Who sits by his side now?

Who? Who? His Empress? Hadn’t the Empress died? Died right before her eyes, smashing her head against a pillar, dying cleanly and decisively. Then who could it be? Who is his Empress?

She felt as if her heart was being gnawed by ten thousand ants, such pain, such despair. She wished she could cut out her heart and throw it away, which would be better than this pain like slow slicing!

Everything before her suddenly blurred. In the haze, she recalled that day when he stood in the square, backed by vast darkness, holding her hand and saying, “Xiao Bai, in this world, I only have you now.”

He said he only had her.

Yes, he only had her, and she only had him. They had promised to face everything together—danger, hardship, difficulty, desperate situations. They had vowed never to betray or abandon each other. She had fled thousands of miles, surviving countless perils, just to see him once more, to be with him until the end. What had she done wrong? What misunderstanding had occurred between them? Where had things gone wrong?

If not, if all this was true, then at this moment, in that resplendent palace, who was standing by his side?

Who!

Her limbs were numb, almost turning into a sculpture. Her throat was filled with the rusty sweetness of blood. Her eyes were blood-red, her throat as if stuffed with lead, choking, gasping, until finally, broken like a beast’s howl, she cried out in despair and anguish: “Yan Lin! Come out and face me!”

Just one cry, yet it silenced everyone. She spat fresh blood as if this one cry had exhausted all her strength. She stared fixedly at the palace gate, her black hair wild, each breath carrying blood foam, her face ashen, like a vengeful ghost.

“Release her.”

Part 4: Shattered Jade

A voice quietly sounded from the distant palace gate, where the lights were so bright they made one dizzy. But Guan Shu Bai seemed instantly paralyzed, staring intently, her wrists hidden in her wide sleeves trembling violently, like a dying patient, without a trace of strength left.

A figure in bright yellow appeared even more magnificent under the many lights. Dozens of palace attendants and guards carefully served on both sides, surrounding him like stars around the moon, elegant and distinguished, standing out from the crowd. And at his side, a figure in light pink stood gracefully, her fingers white as jade, timidly yet firmly grasping a piece of his sleeve.

It was like a drowning person desperately grabbing at a floating log, spending every effort, using all their strength, and finally grasping it in hand, only to discover that the log was a venomous water snake.

A salty sweetness surged from her throat, but her consciousness suddenly became clear.

This woman, she was not unfamiliar. It seemed from the day she entered the palace, that this person had already been living there. Named Meng Suxin, she was reportedly just a menial maid who, through a coincidence, gained favor but was only granted a very low rank, with nothing more afterward. For so many years, while the imperial harem was filled with competition, and struggles of life and death, no one ever noticed this quiet woman who had no children, no title, no strong family background, and not even the Emperor’s favor.

A great darkness swirled before her eyes. Guan Shu Bai wanted to laugh but couldn’t.

Well done, what brilliant scheming!

The guards had withdrawn, leaving her standing alone. Behind her was the black palace wall, like a towering green mountain range, standing majestically there, cutting off all hopes of this life like a guillotine. Her white clothes were now blood-red, with a trail of blood winding beneath her in a grotesque pattern, purple-black as ink. It was her six-month-old fetus, finally leaving her on this absurdly ridiculous night. Her face was as white as paper, yet her cheeks flushed with a sickly red. The wounds at her shoulder blades had reopened, with fresh blood flowing steadily. As if unable to bear the sight of this wretched scene, she raised her left hand to cover her eyes, yet large tears fell through her fingers.

All these years of passionate love had ultimately become a joke. All the vows, mountains, and seas, were nothing but precise calculations and exploitation.

Guan Shu Bai, Guan Shu Bai, aren’t you awake yet?

She laughed coldly, her face pale as a ghost, yet her eyes glowed with intimidating light. The smile at the corner of her lips gradually widened, finally bursting into mad laughter, tears falling with the laughter, laughing at her self-deception, laughing at her wishful thinking, laughing at her incredible foolishness!

“Yan Lin! How could I have believed you?”

Her eyes grew cold, yet her lips still smiled as she articulated each word in a hoarse, grievous, ghost-like voice: “How could I have believed you?”

The Emperor stood there, his eyes like black obsidian, deep as water, seemingly transparent, yet containing all emotions, without even the slightest ripple visible. She had once been so enamored with these eyes, but now looking at them, she felt only bone-chilling cold, almost freezing her blood. This handsome, wickedly beautiful man, this man she had loved and trusted for so many years!

“Life is like chess, once a move is made, there’s no taking it back. Xiao Bai, you’ve lost.”

A gentle, mild voice, like a calm autumn lake, quietly sounded on this cold, desolate night. Yan Lin stood there, looking at the blood-soaked woman, speaking plainly.

Such familiar words. He had always enjoyed chess, whether in court politics or bedroom play. She had studied hard to play with him during his leisure time. She always lost and often complained after losing, and he would always tell her gently, “No taking back moves, you’ve lost.”

Once such sweet memories, but now recalling them brought knife-like pain. Guan Shu Bai stared at him intensely, the whites of her eyes bloodshot, gritting her teeth as she asked softly, “Why?”

Yan Lin replied, “The time was right, the place was right, and the person was right.”

Like a guillotine suddenly severing all signs of life, at this moment, all memories shattered with a crash, transforming into thousands upon thousands of sharp arrows, instantly piercing that last trace of stubbornness. Blood pooled in her chest, unable to be expelled, like a heavy hammer striking her internal organs, a deep, profound, dull pain.

So it was just this simple—no reason, no conspiracy. She had merely appeared before him at the right time and place, coincidentally becoming a suitable chess piece. She helped the Emperor conceal his strength, and balance the imperial harem, making outsiders believe he was indulging in beauty and lowering his guard, while attracting all hostile gazes, protecting his true beloved from harem conflicts so she could safely wait for him to take control of the situation.

Just that, nothing more.

“Why was it me?” she asked.

He was silent for a moment, then said faintly, “The Guan family’s power was sufficient to counterbalance the Gu family.”

Yes, before she entered the palace, the most favored was Gu Jin’an’s sister, Gu Lanjin. The Gu family was headed by a prince of different surname who had harbored disloyal intentions. After she entered the palace, she fought against Gu Lanjin and eventually brought her down. Her father had also helped him remove the Gu family thorn from his side in court.

How long ago was that? So long that she had almost forgotten.

She clutched her chest, the abdominal pain now numb. That was her child, the one she had yearned for through countless days and nights, drinking bitter medicines to finally conceive. She still remembered losing her first child the same way. The Gu family had fallen, yet he hadn’t killed Gu Lanjin, only lowering her rank. But that woman wasn’t content and pushed her down a high flight of stairs during a small banquet. She had been terrified, desperately clutching her belly as she tumbled down the tall steps. Her head was split open, bleeding profusely, but she didn’t care at all. The sun was scorching that day, shining brightly on her face. Though it was so warm, she felt cold and trembling. So many people gathered around, yet not one could save her child.

That child ultimately died. She woke on the rainy night, crying in despair. At that time, Gu Lanjin was also pregnant, her belly full, almost ready to give birth. The Empress Dowager did not punish her for this but instead settled her in the Cold Palace. When she learned of this, she flew into a rage, drew her sword, and rushed to the Cold Palace, ending Gu Lanjin’s life with one strike. With that, except for Gu Jin’an who had escaped, the entire Gu clan was exterminated—not one survived. When the Empress Dowager learned of this, she was furious, accusing her of abusing imperial favor and plotting against the imperial bloodline, sending her to the Imperial Clan Court for legal punishment. When he received the news, he rushed from court, carrying her out of the Imperial Clan Court. His brows were furrowed tightly, lips pressed, holding her firmly, repeating over and over, “We will have children again.”

We will have children again!

Yes, finally there was one, but he had used it as bait and personally killed it!

Looking back now, everything from those years was just a predetermined play. The Gu family had fallen, and Gu Lanjin could not be allowed to live. The child in her belly likewise could not be allowed to live, even though that child also carried his blood.

After her miscarriage, she was physically weak, yet on her way to the Cold Palace with a sword in hand, not a single person stopped her. Could it be that he had used her hand to eliminate both Gu Lanjin and the trouble in her womb?

He was so ruthless, even toward his wife and child.

Of course, after all, he had so many wives, and so many people eagerly waiting to bear his children.

He had spent five years setting up this scheme, first removing the Gu family, and then cutting down the Guan clan. In today’s battle, she was a pawn, as was Gu Jin’an, who had escaped the net years ago. What he truly aimed for were the three provincial kings of the southwest. With this campaign, three of the five provincial kings had been eliminated. The reduction of provincial powers was inevitable; no one could stop his steps now.

When the heart aches to numbness, does one stop feeling pain? But why did she still feel the hurt, so painful that she wanted to follow the Empress’s example, wishing to smash her head against something and die?

She raised her head, feeling that this life was utterly ridiculous. All that she had been devoted to, all that she had insisted upon, turned out to be wrong.

She crouched down to pick up her knife, but it was too heavy. She swayed several times, unable to succeed. The guards watched her warily as if fearing this barely breathing woman might suddenly rise and harm their monarch.

With her slightest movement, more blood flowed from her body. The knife tip scraped the ground, emitting a piercing screech. The guards tensely surrounded her, separating her from the Emperor. All around were bright red torches, as if they might set the sky ablaze. Cold sword edges were pointed at her in rows; any slight movement would reduce her to pieces.

Meng Suxin was uneasy, her brow tightly furrowed, eyes glistening with tears, looking at her with some reluctance. Her fingers were slender and white like fine jade, lightly tugging at the Emperor’s sleeve, fingertips trembling, touching the Emperor’s long wrist.

The Emperor turned his head, comfortingly patted the back of her hand, then took her hand in his palm, stepping slightly forward to shield her behind him.

Just a small action, yet it almost shattered Shu Bai’s resolve to pieces. She felt large patches of darkness flashing before her eyes, dizzy to the point of nearly collapsing. She bit her tongue hard, almost biting it to bits, taking bloody steps forward, staring fixedly at Yan Lin, asking hoarsely, “I ask you just one thing—these years, everything, every day and night of our past, was it all false?”

Yan Lin’s brow creased slightly, but his expression remained calm. He stood there, behind him the brilliant lights, his radiance as dazzling as a deity, so noble and lofty as if everyone before him was as worthless as grass and dust.

After a long silence, he finally nodded slightly and uttered faintly, “Yes.”

Shu Bai’s throat tasted sweet as blood surged up. She suppressed it forcefully, swallowing it back. So it was all false—five years of affectionate days, without a trace of sincerity. A heart pierced by ten thousand arrows could be no worse than this. Guan Shu Bai had no wish to say more. She tilted her head toward the sky, feeling this night was bitterly cold.

“Xiao Bai, if you’re willing, you can remain by my side. I won’t mistreat you because of your father’s affairs. You will still be a mistress in this palace, still my Noble Consort. I can even elevate your rank if only you’re willing.”

Yan Lin looked at her, his expression softening slightly. He raised his wrist, exposing a section of slender bone, extending it toward her with a hint of expectation. Guan Shu Bai laughed coldly, finding his words ridiculous. She raised an eyebrow, revealing a smile of peerless beauty: “Elevate my rank? What rank does Your Majesty wish to give me? Imperial Noble Consort? Or Empress? If I become Empress, how will this lady by Your Majesty’s side be accommodated?”

“If you don’t wish to stay in the palace, then leave,” Yan Lin said, his eyes profound. A courtier nearby felt this improper and wanted to advise against it, but was stopped by him. “You once said you disliked the palace. I now release you.”

After speaking, Yan Lin no longer looked at Guan Shu Bai, turning to leave. “Chang Xi, escort her out of the palace.”

Chang Xi nodded in acknowledgment and stepped forward with his men. Guan Shu Bai’s gaze grew cold as she swung her blade to meet them, fighting in a suicidal manner. Chang Xi hurriedly ordered the guards not to harm her, but they couldn’t get close to her.

The clamor of voices and the clashing of weapons filled the air. Under the cold moon, in the brilliance of torchlight, swords, and blades like a forest were all pointed at the once most noble woman. Meng Suxin looked back in terror and saw Guan Shu Bai acting like a madwoman. Though she had lived in seclusion these years, she had heard rumors about her. Legend had it that Guan Shu Bai was shrewd, capable, and exceptionally intelligent. Who would have thought she’d be seeking death this way today? She turned to look at the Emperor and saw Yan Lin with cold eyes, staring straight ahead, as if deaf to everything behind him. But his grip on her hand was so strong, almost crushing her bones. This side of him was unfamiliar to her, making her feel anxious and afraid. She called to him softly, but he seemed completely unhearing, just pulling her step by step away, step by step up those cold white jade stairs.

“Your Highness! Your Highness! Leave! Don’t cut off your life path!”

Chang Xi shouted, but she no longer heard. Determined to die, her moves became more fierce, her blade like snow. In a moment, several guards were wounded by her sword. The guards grew desperate, drawing their swords to meet her. Blood immediately spattered.

Chang Xi was startled and about to intervene when suddenly a sharp cry came from behind: “Yan Lin! Hand over your life!”

Chang Xi turned to see a blue shadow leap out from the attendants, the sword light flickering like a swimming dragon, heading straight for the Emperor’s face!

“Protect the Emperor!”

“Protect His Majesty!”

Commander Meng turned ashen and rushed forward with a shout. Yan Lin frowned, dodging the blade, his hand forming a claw to grasp the sword’s edge. With a crack, he broke the blade, and with a reverse throw, embedded the broken sword in the assassin’s chest. The assassin was fierce, not uttering a sound, still wielding the half-broken sword as he rushed forward. This time, however, he didn’t target Yan Lin but headed straight for Meng Suxin!

“Ah!” Meng Suxin screamed in fear, covering her eyes as she fell to the ground. “Your Majesty, save me!”

“Wretch!” Yan Lin raged, flashing to shield Meng Suxin.

At that moment, several more figures leaped out from among the attendants, all exceptionally skilled, standing on the jade steps to block Commander Meng and his men. Guan Shu Bai’s eyes brightened. Taking advantage of the chaos, she rushed up the jade steps in a few strides, swinging her blade toward Yan Lin.

Another assassin rushed out to attack Meng Suxin. Yan Lin couldn’t protect both and received a wound on his arm. Yet he remained fearless, still smiling coldly as he countered the leader’s moves. The assassin grinned fiercely, throwing himself forward, suddenly not evading Yan Lin’s attacks at all, raising his broken sword to stab viciously, shouting, “Yan Lin! Die!”

“Your Majesty!”

“Your Majesty!”

“Your Highness!”

For a moment, all sounds seemed frozen. Yan Lin’s five fingers pierced like blades into the assassin’s chest, creating a gory hole! Yet the assassin seemed completely insensitive to pain, not even glancing at him, just staring wide-eyed at the woman shielding the Emperor. His broken sword had penetrated the woman’s heart, blood gushing out, scalding hot as it dripped onto his wrist.

The torchlight illuminated the assassin’s face—it was none other than the escaped Gu Jin’an. His face was covered in blood, brows furrowed deeply, his chest a bloody mess with his beating heart almost visible. He stepped back suddenly, laughing wildly with mockery, his bloody finger pointing straight at Yan Lin: “After how he treated you, you still save him?”

With that, he fell backward, lifeless.

The broken sword was pulled from Guan Shu Bai’s chest with a spurt of fresh blood. Her body went limp, about to fall to the ground, when Yan Lin caught her, holding her in his arms.

“Why?”

His eyes had darkened to the deepest night, without a trace of light. Guan Shu Bai was also stunned. She was not a coward; though resigned to death, she had hoped to kill him with her own hands for vengeance. When she rushed close and raised her knife, she still harbored such intentions, but when she saw Gu Jin’an’s sword heading toward him, her body seemed to react before her mind. She stood there, limbs trembling, face as pale as a ghost. Regret, shame, anger—all these emotions gripped her throat like a vengeful ghost’s claws. She was dumbfounded for a long time, her eyes reddening. She wanted to say something but suddenly began coughing, blood foam spattering her face. With her last breath, she said, “You deceived me… so… cruelly. How could I let you die… at another’s hand?”

Yan Lin’s narrow eyes narrowed fiercely as if something was going to burst out monstrously, yet he suppressed it forcefully. His breathing was heavy, his voice even deeper, no longer with its usual indifference, but cold to the extreme: “If you hate me, then kill me.”

Guan Shu Bai took a deep breath and struck his shoulder with her fist. But with such severe injuries, she had no strength left. Her punches were as light as cotton, while fresh blood flowed from her wounds with each effort. Yet she paid no heed, continuing to strike him again and again. As if finally realizing it was useless, she summoned all her strength to prop herself up, climbed onto his shoulder, and bit down hard on the left side of his neck.

She bit so fiercely, so forcefully that a line of blood droplets fell from his neck, disappearing into her cloud-like hair.

Finally, she released her bite, as if even this little strength was gone.

“I’m dying… Yan Lin, I can’t kill you now.”

Her voice sounded softly by his ear, her lips pale, moving slowly, just like the delicate kisses during every day and night of those five years. A very faint, bitter smile remained on her lips. Her wrist fell lifelessly onto the cold jade steps.

The square was deadly silent. For a long time, no one dared speak a word. Meng Suxin got up from the ground, and walked to the Emperor’s side, her fingers trembling as she touched his sleeve, calling softly, “Your Majesty?”

“I’m fine.”

He said quietly, using “I” to refer to himself. Meng Suxin lowered her head and stepped back.

The clouds at the horizon dispersed, moonlight pristine, like a layer of frost, coldly covering this blood-soaked palace gate.

## Finale

In the vast, empty great hall, the windows were thrown wide open. The night curtain, like the giant black wings of a great peng bird, slowly descended from the west. Before the hall stood a clear pond, its water reflecting the palace lamps, stretching into a brilliant rainbow, making the depths of the hall appear even dimmer, almost obscuring people’s faces. The Emperor sat alone, burying himself in reviewing memorials. The hall was filled with the scent of lily fragrance, so faint that a breeze would disperse it. Usually, at this time, golden-cup incense would be burning, but the Emperor had said a few days ago that golden-cup incense was difficult to make and time-consuming, so he ordered the Ministry of Internal Affairs to cease this offering. Great Yan had been experiencing frequent warfare lately; the three provincial kings of Huaisong had rebelled. Though the conflict had been quelled, it had indeed depleted the nation’s strength. The court treasury was strained, and even the Emperor had become more frugal in his meals.

A palace maid entered to serve tea. Seeing the Emperor finally straighten his back and rub his neck, Chang Xi hurriedly said in a low voice, “It’s late, Your Majesty should rest. The Empress’s maid Gan’er said the Empress caught a chill last night. She woke up feeling unwell this morning and has barely eaten all day. Would Your Majesty like to go see her?”

The Emperor was silent for a moment, then said, “I still have some memorials to process. Have the Imperial Physician take good care of the Empress. Tell the Empress to rest well, and I’ll visit her when I’m free.”

“Yes,” Chang Xi acknowledged, and then there was silence. The hall was quiet for a long time as if deserted, with only the sound of the cold wind blowing through the fire-red maple leaves outside, making a rustling noise. The Emperor continued to bury himself in documents, showing no intention of retiring to sleep. Chang Xi, who had served the previous dynasty, thought from this angle that the Emperor greatly resembled the previous Emperor, hidden behind layers of lamplight, his features indistinct.

The hall door opened slightly, and the little eunuch Fu Zi entered, crouching, to whisper something in Chang Xi’s ear. Chang Xi waved to dismiss him, then stepped forward to say quietly, “Your Majesty, the Empress has sent Imperial Physician He to take your pulse.”

The Emperor didn’t even raise his head, as if he hadn’t heard at all. Chang Xi boldly said again, “Your Majesty, the wound on your neck needs medication. If not treated, it may leave a scar.”

Moonlight filtered through the gauze-covered window lattice, bringing a chill. The tea grew cold, and the palace maid came forward to replace it. Chang Xi left Yangxin Hall. Imperial Physician He was still waiting in the corridor. This old physician had served the previous Emperor and was quite stubborn. Even Chang Xi, the head eunuch of Yangxin Hall, dared not offend him. He was dismissed when it was already the third watch, the sky dark as thick ink. The Emperor finally rose, saying he would go to the Empress’s palace. Chang Xi wanted to say it was too late, that the Empress might be asleep but then thought that even if awakened, the Empress would be glad to see the Emperor, so he remained silent.

The palanquin passed through narrow lanes, the palace lamps swaying, casting dancing shadows. The tree shadows on both sides seemed somewhat ferocious in the dim light. Night roosting ravens were startled and flew far away with flapping wings. The night was deep, and everywhere grew increasingly quiet. Halfway along the route, the Emperor suddenly called for a stop. Guards, eunuchs, and palace maids stood in formation but heard no further instructions from within the palanquin. Chang Xi looked up and saw, just across a palace wall to the northwest, a vast complex of palace buildings, with pavilions arranged in a staggered fashion, magnificent. But there was not a single light, quiet like a giant mausoleum, without a trace of human presence.

That was Cuixin Hall, called Chulan Hall in the previous dynasty, the residence of the previous Emperor’s favored consort, Consort Chu. In this dynasty, only Noble Consort Rong had lived there. Both Consort Chu and Noble Consort Rong had been the Emperor’s favored consorts, but unfortunately, neither had a good ending. Newly appointed consorts felt the place was unlucky and no one was willing to live there. Neither the Emperor nor the Empress had mentioned how to dispose of it, so the palace servants had temporarily sealed it. Who would have thought that in just two months, it would already be so abandoned?

“Your Majesty, shall we still go to the Empress’s palace?”

Chang Xi asked. After a while, the Emperor said quietly, “No, let’s go back.”

The moonlight emerged from behind the clouds, faintly white. From the distant Yingge Pavilion came a strain of ethereal song, like a wisp of smoke, gently echoing over the lake’s surface.
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