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Chapter 1 

Overlord

The third day of the third month, the spring mountains smiled like blossoms.

After the rain cleared and the sky turned blue, the clear stream by the riverside rose with the boats, clouds steamed and mist gathered, drawing quite a few men and women, young and old, who came to perform purification rituals①.

For a time, fragrant carriages and precious horses, flower-adorned wine vessels, came and went in endless succession.

Under the shade of trees by the roadside, green silk screens were set up, and several young and beautiful noble ladies were gathered together chatting leisurely.

When the wind rose, a young girl exclaimed “AH!” lifted her skirt to chase after her wind cap that had been blown toward the riverside, but was pulled back by the leading noble lady.

“Hey, don’t run around carelessly. Go any further and you’ll be in Tiger Might Army territory.”

“Sister, don’t frighten me. How could the Tiger Might Army be in such a place?”

“Why would I lie to you? I heard Father say that the Danyang Prince has returned from suppressing the rebellion, and his soldiers are stationed in the suburbs ten li away. They often send people to patrol and inspect this area. It’s terrifying.”

“Danyang Prince, Xiao Ran?!”

Upon hearing this demon’s name, the several women who had been laughing and making noise just moments before all fell silent.

“Is that the one who followed his father to war at thirteen, led troops to conquer three cities in succession at fourteen, killed seventy thousand enemies at sixteen and escorted the coffin to the capital, and at seventeen killed people in broad daylight and publicly executed four court officials at the palace gates…”

The girl who had lost her wind cap swallowed hard, “…Xiao Ran?”

The Xiao Ran family were descendants of a declining branch of the imperial family. By his grandfather’s generation, they had fallen so low as to make a living training horses for others, even marrying a foreign female captive as a wife.

Fortunately, the old man had a promising son. When the previous emperor was still the Langya Prince, during the time of competing heroes, Xiao Ran and his father relied on supporting the previous emperor’s southern and northern campaigns to establish merit as founding supporters, thus regaining their princely title and joining the ranks of imperial relatives.

And Xiao Ran was even more formidable than his father.

His fearsome reputation was once enough to stop children’s crying at night in the capital.

The great clans and noble families had subtle attitudes toward this family of impure bloodline who made their living through killing and fighting: the disdain was real, but so was the fear.

A noble lady in fine silk covered her lips with a silk fan and joked: “Sister, be careful not to be carried off by military ruffians and forced to be a bride!”

The girl was both shy and afraid, pretending to pinch the other’s mouth, and the group of girls giggled together.

“EH, I heard that this living King of Hell, on the orders of the Regent Princess, married Shen Li, the legitimate daughter of the Shen family, as his consort. But he donned armor and went to war before even entering the bridal chamber, abandoning his new wife for half a year. Is this true or false?”

“Which Shen family?”

“Which one could it be? Of course it’s the Shen family that is ‘first among the four surnames, unparalleled in Lan Capital.’“

“OH, the Shen family head has only this one precious younger sister, raised from childhood at their maternal family’s home in Langya, a thousand li away, cherished like the apple of his eye. So many young masters from prestigious families wanted to form marriage alliances but were rejected… How could he bear to let that rough overlord pluck such a delicate flower? Would he be willing?”

“What willing or unwilling? It’s nothing but a marriage of convenience, the result of a power struggle between imperial authority and the great families…”

Realizing she had spoken inappropriately, the noble lady in fine silk quickly raised her sleeve to cover her lips and coughed lightly to end the topic. “SIGH, I wonder how many days that Shen family lady can survive in that overlord’s hands.”

The women all sighed with regret, turning in unison to look at a girl standing quietly to the side, as cold and noble as drifting snow.

“Xue Yi, you’re also from Langya. Do you know that pitiful Shen family lady?”

The show had come to her.

The girl whose real name was Shen Li but who went by the false name Wang Xue Yi lightly lowered her veiled gauze and returned from her wandering thoughts.

She smiled gently: “AH, I don’t know her.”

****

She was the female teacher “Wang Xue Yi,” and also the Shen family noble daughter Shen Li.

She was the delicate flower mentioned in rumors who had submitted to a rough military general, plucked by the overlord.

Last summer, Shen Li’s cousin Wang Zhi Heng lost his composure while drunk and was imprisoned for openly criticizing government policies and insulting the Regent Princess Xiao Qing Li.

Although the Langya Wang family was a prestigious clan with a hundred years of history, after experiencing turmoil and disaster, their numbers had dwindled and they lacked successors. With no pillars above and no talented people below, by this generation their circumstances were much worse than before.

Now that the Princess wanted to implement new policies, she would inevitably weaken the great families’ constraints on imperial power. For the declining Wang family to clash with her at this time was tantamount to seeking death.

To rescue this only remaining heir, the old lady on her sickbed could only act first and report later, sending her granddaughter’s birth certificate along with half the Wang family’s foundation to Lan Capital overnight.

The Princess went with the flow, and Shen Li, who had been used as the Wang family’s pledge of loyalty, became the Danyang Prince’s consort.

This both weakened the Langya Wang family’s power and allowed Shen Li to be used to control the leading Shen family among the Lan Capital’s great clans, killing two birds with one stone.

This hasty marriage was originally just an exchange of interests, without any genuine affection.

For half a year, the young couple had one stationed at the military camp and the other hiding under a false name. Their wedding night had ended unpleasantly, and they probably couldn’t even remember what each other looked like.

Collecting her thoughts, Shen Li sighed softly.

Never mind, now was not the time to think about such troubling matters.

The reason she had hurried here today was to handle an important matter—this morning, two of her female students had secretly left the academy with the Imperial Academy students to hold illicit sacrificial ceremonies② by the Qing Stream riverside.

Such matters that could easily offend people if not handled carefully were naturally something other teachers didn’t want to deal with.

So the youngest, most solitary teacher with “no background or backing,” the female etiquette teacher “Wang Xue Yi,” had no choice but to take her supervisor’s official document and crawl out of her fragrant, soft bedding on this rare day off, ride in a bone-jarring carriage, and travel over mountains and rivers to this desolate wilderness.

Those ladies fond of gossip had provided no useful clues. Shen Li nodded farewell to them and lifted her skirt to continue searching upstream along the stone path.

Having walked only a few zhang, she saw the coachman hurrying to report: “Miss, the students have been found! But… but something seems to have happened!”

Upstream of Qing Stream.

About ten young men and women dressed as scholars were gathered together, all with suspicious expressions on their faces, whispering among themselves.

Seeing Shen Li arrive, two female students hastily straightened up and called out nervously: “Teacher Wang, how did you…”

How did I come?

Because Teacher Wang doesn’t like days off, because Teacher Wang doesn’t like sleeping until she wakes up naturally.

Shen Li sighed softly and looked through the gap the scholars had naturally opened, only to see a strangely human-shaped rock standing in the shallow water by the riverside.

The strange rock was white all over, about six chi tall, and like a weeping beauty, it faintly displayed several lines of shocking large characters:

【The hen heralds the dawn, Mars guards the heart; Feng Yue Wang Li, mountains and rivers shall fall】

Something had indeed happened.

Something huge.

The four characters “Feng Yue Wang Li” combined together were precisely the Regent Princess’s name “Qing Li.” Combined with the phrases “the hen heralds the dawn” and “mountains and rivers shall fall”…

This was a killing scheme targeting the Princess’s rule.

Who knows how many times this had happened this year. Shen Li didn’t quite understand why Imperial Academy students always managed to encounter all sorts of strange accidents.

She looked around at everyone: “What exactly happened?”

“Teacher, it wasn’t us!”

The female student Lu Wen Hua was the first to calm down, stepped forward and performed a student’s bow: “We heard there was a strange rock here that resembled a beauty and was most effective for praying for marriage, so we agreed to come here to play and make wishes. Who knew… who knew that in just the time it took us to kowtow, when we looked up again, the rock had started seeping blood writing…”

If the students had been worshipping a marriage stone, it would at most be considered an improper illicit sacrifice, and after being handed over to the Imperial Academy Chancellor for confinement and wall-facing for two days, the matter would be dropped.

But now, what they had been worshipping was a “divine oracle,” a prophecy about “women disrupting the nation.”

Witchcraft, intended to subvert imperial authority—this was a capital offense!

Shen Li focused her attention and moved forward, raising her finger to lightly touch the characters on the stone. Her fingertip was soon stained with a thick red like fresh blood.

If someone wanted to use the Imperial Academy students to fan the flames of the “women disrupting the nation” theory and build momentum for overthrowing the Princess’s regime—

Then the instigator must still be hiding nearby, perhaps even among the crowd, to guide public opinion.

“Who brought you here? And who told you about such strange rock tales?”

Shen Li rubbed her fingertip, and the “fresh blood” on it gave off a faint and strange sweet fragrance.

“It was…”

Lu Wen Hua bit her lip, her gaze unconsciously glancing toward a handsome young man, seeming hesitant.

“It wasn’t me! It was…”

Before Shen Li could ask, the young man panicked and pointed to the side: “It was Brother He! Brother He said he wanted to pray for a romantic match, so we accompanied him!”

The so-called Student He was about twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old, of medium height, with slightly dark skin—an extremely ordinary and extremely unfamiliar face.

Shen Li had always had difficulty recognizing people, and with so many students, she dared not claim to know every one. But Student He’s face—

She was certain she had absolutely never seen it before.

Moreover, although the man was dressed as a scholar, he lacked a scholar’s humility, and even his stance was subtly different from that of a scholar: legs slightly apart, hands loosely held at his sides, toes pointing outward, lower body stable…

That was the defensive posture only martial artists would have.

Student He defended himself: “I am new to Lan Capital visiting friends, and happened to hear that there was an effective spiritual rock here, so I invited three or five like-minded people to come. This rock suddenly appeared a month ago, as if dropped from heaven. Many people know about this, not just me alone. If the teacher doesn’t believe it, you can ask them!”

Several young men nodded in agreement upon hearing this.

Shen Li raised her finger to part her veiled gauze and said without revealing her thoughts: “Sir, you look rather unfamiliar. I wonder under which Doctor you studied the classics?”

Student He, seeing she was a young female teacher, only perfunctorily cupped his hands and replied: “I am from Ying Yang, and have only studied at the county school for a few years.”

“Ying Yang?”

Shen Li seemed surprised and smiled slightly: “I’ve long heard that half the students of Ying Chuan come from under the tutelage of Elder Huang of Ying Yang. I wonder how the old gentleman is doing lately?”

Student He said: “Well… Master Huang should be in good health.”

“If you were truly a scholar from Ying Chuan, how would you not know that the Ying Yang county school was destroyed in the war and only rebuilt the year before last? There’s also no ‘Elder Huang’ in the county.”

Upon hearing this, Student He’s expression suddenly stiffened.

As expected.

Shen Li dropped her smile: “If you weren’t guilty, why would you lie?”

Seeing his cover blown, Student He unconsciously stepped back two paces and secretly gripped the short blade in his sleeve.

“Stop him!”

Several Imperial Academy students reacted and surrounded Student He, blocking his escape route.

Just as the standoff continued, the sound of horse hooves splashing through water approached like thunder, startling everyone.

Then the sound of bowstrings rang out.

One arrow broke through the air and pinned into the ground at the scholars’ feet as a warning; another arrow grazed Shen Li’s temple hair and went straight for Student He’s arm.

Shen Li’s eyes widened slightly, her breathing stopping for an instant.

Student He covered his wounded arm, his eyes splitting with rage, as if seeing something extremely terrifying. He couldn’t help but knock aside those blocking his way and turn to run into the dense forest.

“Stop…”

This person was related to the innocence of over ten Imperial Academy students. Shen Li didn’t know where she found the courage to instinctively grab the suspect’s sleeve.

But Student He struggled back with his other hand, and only the sharp sound of “RIP” was heard as the wide scholar’s sleeve tore away, exposing half a bare arm.

Shen Li was close enough to clearly see a conspicuous scar on Student He’s forearm.

It looked like an old burn, as if to cover up something, the flesh there had been burned beyond recognition.

The uneven scar edges still retained two uncovered black marks, shaped like scissors or swallow tails…

Shen Li’s pupils contracted, and she could barely breathe.

Long-sealed memories came roaring back.

She seemed to see again that blood-soaked heavy snow from eleven years ago: carriages destroyed and horses dead, corpses everywhere, the bandits’ blade piercing through her mother’s body, the cold light reflecting the blood moon and illuminating the swallow tattoo on that person’s hand…

And the two remaining ink marks on Student He’s arm looked exactly like those desperados’ totem.

Shen Li’s throat tightened.

Years later, she could still recall that overwhelming thick smell of blood, haunting her like a nightmare.

Was it a coincidence?

Or was it…

She eagerly stepped forward, wanting to see more clearly, completely unaware that the neighing of war horses had already swept up behind her.

What arrived before her eyes faster than killing intent was a black-lacquered, silver-bladed Overlord spear.

The spear tip struck down the suspect who was trying to take Imperial Academy students hostage, then swept horizontally, pressing against Shen Li’s throat.

The fierce wind shook, and the cold spear blade was as bright as silver frost and snow, sweeping a thin moon-like cold light across the girl’s eyes.

In that instant, all light dimmed, and within her vision she could only see a hunting red robe burning like flames, dazzling and brilliant.

The young man on horseback had hair bound like splashing ink flying in the wind. With one hand he reined in the rearing, neighing war horse, while the spear tip in his other hand remained perfectly still, without even the slightest tremor.

The wind stopped, the horse rested.

When their four eyes met, Shen Li discovered that the young man actually had an impossibly handsome face.

He wore his hair in an unrestrained high ponytail, with thick eyebrows and rugged yet handsome features. Combined with his naturally pale complexion, like snow that never melts in the frontier, it made his red lips and straight nose stand out even more, with superior bone structure. As his cold eyes looked down disdainfully, his slightly curled hair ends swept across his profile with the wind, as if even his hair refused to be tamed, curling with wild, rebellious arrogance…

It was a somewhat familiar face, unforgettable once seen.

Yes, familiar.

A young military general, naturally curly hair, a black-lacquered silver-bladed Overlord spear, and thinking of the Tiger Might Army stationed nearby…

Shen Li’s heart skipped a beat.

Could it be him?

A sudden coolness at her jaw, the bone-chilling cold of the weapon against her skin, brought Shen Li’s thoughts back.

“A student from the Women’s Academy?”

The young man used his spear tip to lift her chin, forcing her to look up. “How dare you collude with rebels to cause trouble. What great audacity.”

“…”

“…”

Shen Li’s feathery eyelashes trembled lightly.

The look he swept over her was clearly no different from how he would look at a stranger.

 

Footnoted Terms

①Purification Rituals – Traditional spring ceremonies for spiritual cleansing.

②Illicit Sacrificial Ceremonies – Unauthorized religious practices that could be considered improper or politically subversive.
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Chapter 2 

Eyes Blind

The young military general looked down from his elevated position with cold, phoenix-like eyes.

The spear tip pointed forward, viewing all things as if they were dead objects.

“Young lady!”

The coachman was so frightened that cold sweat nearly broke out, hastily stepping forward to explain, “General, my master is a female teacher from Lan Capital, not a criminal. Please spare her life!”

The academy students, surrounded on all sides, turned fear into anger and raised their heads defiantly: “Who are you? Why do you point weapons at our teacher without distinguishing right from wrong?”

“Female teacher?”

The spear tip shifted to lift Shen Li’s veiled gauze, and Xiao Ran’s gaze lightly swept across her face.

The young woman stood gracefully in plain clothes, her misty hair styled in elegant coils, her beautiful face delicate and smooth. The light gauze swirled around her in the wind like swaying begonia flowers, her ice-and-snow beauty untouchable and unattainable.

She was quite beautiful indeed.

She looked to be only sixteen, seventeen, or eighteen years old, like a student herself, yet she was already teaching others?

Xiao Ran slightly raised his eyebrows.

The women’s academy that his imperial sister vigorously supported seemed to have rather low standards for hiring.

“Don’t worry, no one present today will escape.”

Moving the spear tip away, he casually raised his hand and called out to his personal guards behind him: “Smash this broken stone! Take everyone away and escort them back to the capital for interrogation!”

The personal guards drew their swords and surged forward. The academy students were mostly young masters from noble families, well-read in poetry and literature—when had they ever been treated this way?

For a moment, unable to bear such humiliation, they erupted in indignant protests.

Xiao Ran turned a deaf ear, showing no mercy whatsoever.

Just as he was about to turn his horse around and leave, he heard a clear, cold female voice.

“The carriage is right by the roadside. Please allow the students to ride back to the city.”

Xiao Ran had always been most annoyed by pedantic scholars who spoke in flowery language and didn’t know how to adapt. Hearing this, he turned his head, his eyes absolutely unfriendly.

Instead, he seemed to be amused by her audacity and let out a brief, mocking snort.

“Colluding with rebels and practicing witchcraft, intending to disturb the foundation of the state, and you still want to ride comfortably in a carriage?”

The young man leaned forward on his horse, not bothering to hide the mockery in his eyes. “How about I give you a few horses to carry your severed heads back instead?”

“First, the truth of this case is unclear, so the students cannot be considered criminals and should not be treated as prisoners. Second, even if they were truly guilty, ‘punishment does not extend to officials,’ so they cannot be publicly shamed with shackles. Third…”

Seeing the young man’s expression growing increasingly dark, Shen Li continued calmly and without servility: “Third, the women’s academy was personally established by the Regent Princess. If the general parades the Regent Princess’s students through the streets, it would damage the imperial family’s dignity. In the future, when scholars throughout the realm criticize and condemn this with their tongues and pens, who would still respect the Regent Princess?”

Having said this, the young woman gathered her sleeves and bowed, her slender waist displaying scholarly integrity.

“Therefore, please allow the students to board the carriages to preserve everyone’s dignity.”

Unhurried and measured, courteous and proper.

Yet every word was like a precious pearl, leaving no room for refutation.

Xiao Ran’s gaze was icy cold, as if he wanted to flay a layer of skin and flesh from her body.

Shen Li looked back calmly, her eyes clear and containing a few traces of gentle stubbornness.

An invisible tug-of-war.

Finally, the young man let out an ambiguous snort and ordered his personal guards: “Give them two carriages.”

*****

The students were divided into two groups and separately escorted into two carriages.

Shen Li, after all, had the identity of a “female teacher,” so the soldiers didn’t treat her harshly and allowed her to ride alone in the small carriage she had brought.

The personal guards formed two rows flanking the carriages, with elite soldiers guarding front and rear—even a fly would find it difficult to escape.

Though this was an escort under guard, at least there were carriages for shelter, so the scholars’ dignity wouldn’t be completely lost.

With such an incident occurring, the students were probably all frightened. She wondered if they would panic during interrogation and say something wrong, revealing some disadvantageous evidence…

Forget it, this wasn’t something an unlucky female teacher earning a thousand coins monthly salary should worry about. She’d better wait for the families’ elders to come and bail them out.

Shen Li lowered the carriage curtain and gently pressed her temples with her slender fingers.

Hiss, her head hurt.

‘Truly a butcher in the previous life, a teacher in this one.’

Shen Li was originally a pampered noble lady from a scholarly family. Getting up early on a rest day and being busy all morning had nearly exhausted her strength.

Just as she relaxed her posture to rest for a moment, she saw the entire carriage sink down, and a striking red figure lifted the curtain and stepped in, sitting cross-legged across from her with bold, sweeping movements.

The carriage was cramped, and this person’s oppressive presence was too strong.

Shen Li slightly lowered her eyes, her gaze falling on his mud-stained leather boots.

The crimson hem of his robe was wrinkled, with several damp, broken grass leaves still clinging to it…

Xiao Ran examined the upright, meticulous young woman and saw her staring intently at the dirt on the hem of his clothes. He carelessly raised his hand to brush it off—

Whether intentionally or not, the mud-stained grass leaves flew out and happened to land on the young woman’s spotless gauze skirt.

Shen Li’s spine stiffened, and she found it somewhat difficult to breathe.

She forcibly suppressed the urge to immediately change out of the soiled garment and, supporting herself on the armrest, stood up: “I didn’t know the general wanted to ride in the carriage. I’ll go join the students in theirs.”

“Sit down. Did I tell you to move?”

The young man bent one long leg and placed it against the carriage wall, solidly blocking the path. “Scholars are silver-tongued. Riding together, you might collude on your stories.”

Having said this, he tapped the wooden panel with his knuckles, signaling the military scribe outside to record testimony.

“……”

Was he really treating her as a rebel for interrogation?

Shen Li sat back down in her original position. As she raised her eyes, the jade pendant at her ear gently swayed like a brilliant pearl illuminating the world.

“Has the general come here because there are clues about the suspect’s identity?”

“Are you very concerned about him?”

The red-robed young man sat with his knees folded, his razor-sharp tone inexplicably making Shen Li’s heart tremble.

She answered cautiously: “It concerns my innocence, so I cannot help but be concerned.”

“Oh, innocence?”

The interior of the carriage was dim, making the red clothes of the person before her appear even more blazing like fire. His rebellious eyes were as fierce as a wolf’s, and the hands resting on his knees were slender and powerful, with veins prominently displayed, as if he could easily crush an opponent’s neck with a gentle squeeze.

Shen Li heard the mockery in his voice.

“I’ve already said that this matter has nothing to do with the students—they were also being used. I also have a personal letter from the Imperial Academy’s Libation Officer as proof that my appearance at the scene was indeed to search for students.”

“This only proves your identity is genuine, but it cannot corroborate your students’ innocence. How do you know they weren’t communicating with foreign enemies, plotting for a long time?”

The young military general let out a mocking laugh, as if ridiculing her rigid naivety. “That fake scholar has already confessed, saying this matter was planned through inside-outside collaboration between him and your obedient students.”

“Absolutely impossible.”

Shen Li understood these young men. After pondering for a moment, she quickly grasped the crux of the matter: “The fake divine oracle on that strange stone was written with some special dye. The key to making it appear might be related to water temperature and timing, which is why it was placed in the shallow water by the riverbank. Such a massive and meticulous plan couldn’t be accomplished in a single day, yet these students have all been studying diligently at the Imperial Academy and Women’s Academy for the past ten days, with attendance records kept day and night. There’s absolutely no possibility they could have gone out to cause trouble.”

“Just because they couldn’t get out doesn’t mean no outsiders helped execute the plan.”

Xiao Ran pressed his attack step by step, meeting her point for point: “I’ve heard that you scholarly families have been dissatisfied with the Regent Princess’s rule for quite some time.”

“……”

Shen Li raised her eyes, meeting that hawk-like gaze without fear, and said methodically: “If the general thinks this way, it would be dangerous. The suspect’s wild accusations, dragging those academy students into this case, undoubtedly serves two purposes:

First, these students represent the nation’s scholarly heritage. Any article they write could be circulated for thousands of li. If they were deceived by false appearances and wrote compositions unfavorable to the Regent Princess, it would surely shake popular support. Second, even if no unrest occurred, since the academy students are mostly from aristocratic families with elders serving as officials in court, causing such a disturbance could turn them against the Regent Princess… This scheme can attack or defend, cunning and treacherous. I hope the general will investigate clearly.”

Xiao Ran hadn’t expected that a mere female teacher could see to this level.

Though it was a lengthy discourse, it was rarely disagreeable.

He leisurely flexed his wrist and raised his eyes with a hint of dangerous roguishness: “I’m never afraid of trouble. Whether scholarly families or commoners, if I find you’re connected to this case—death without mercy.”

Shen Li was also studying him, her gaze containing some bewildered confusion.

Was he Xiao Ran or not?

If he was, why did he look at her as if she were a complete stranger? But if he wasn’t, could there be another young military general in the Tiger Might Army with such unusual appearance and skill with the spear?

Shen Li couldn’t be certain. On their wedding night, they had avoided each other like pollution, leaving no substantial impression.

Moreover, she really wasn’t good at recognizing people.

Seeing the young man rise to leave, she asked directly: “May I know the general’s honored surname and name?”

The person who was supposed to be under interrogation was now interrogating her instead.

Xiao Ran didn’t answer but asked in return: “Your surname is Wang—are you from the Jin Yang branch or Langya?”

Shen Li was puzzled, but she had an agreement with the Regent Princess that she couldn’t reveal her true identity while working as a teacher. Also, with ears listening beyond the curtain, it was better to be cautious.

“Neither. I’m just a nobody.”

“Well then, this nobody should worry about who you’ll find to vouch for you later.”

Having said this, the young man lifted the curtain and left.

The personal guards “escorted” several carriages into the city and temporarily detained everyone at Yong Ming Temple for interrogation.

As Shen Li had expected, after several rounds of questioning, the academy students could only stare with clear, bewildered eyes and repeatedly answer ‘I don’t know’ and ‘It wasn’t me.’ The interrogators couldn’t find anything suspicious and had to release them.

The only breakthrough remained Student He.

By afternoon, carriages came and went continuously in front of the temple, as family heads arrived one after another to redeem their people.

After another hour, only Shen Li remained in the Buddha hall.

Xiao Ran had just emerged from the makeshift torture chamber, blood still wet on his sleeves. He strode boldly into the pure Buddhist sanctuary, his chilling murderous aura causing the sweeping young monks to retreat repeatedly.

The man surnamed He was tight-lipped—even with blood choking his throat, he wouldn’t utter a few truthful words, making everyone irritable.

While casually wiping the blood from his fingers with a handkerchief, he strode toward the side room where the academy students were being interrogated. Seeing that slender, jade-like white figure in the Buddha hall, he backed up two steps.

Light columns slanted through the entrance, and the Guanyin statue in the hall gazed down with compassionate eyes—she was like a goddess beneath the lotus.

A personal guard said: “General, this female teacher seems to have no background. No one has come to redeem her.”

Such was the way of the world—without some aristocratic family backing, one could hardly take a step.

Xiao Ran frowned and walked over to tap on the door.

“What’s this, no one to claim you?”

He leaned against the door and lifted his chin toward her: “Do you have family? Have them come.”

Shen Li turned around, her gaze lingering on him for a moment before tentatively saying: “There’s a… husband.”

“You have a husband and he won’t come? Is he dead?”

Xiao Ran raised his eyebrows, his expression slightly arrogant due to impatience.

Shen Li looked at him again: “His… eyesight isn’t very good.”

A blind man? No wonder he couldn’t come.

When Xiao Ran spoke again, his voice was gentler by a degree: “What about parents? No brothers either?”

Shen Family head Shen Yun was famous in Lan Capital for doting on his sister.

He was already troubled by his sister’s marriage and had fallen ill during winter. If he knew she was trapped here, it would likely add fuel to the fire.

Shen Li didn’t want her elder brother to worry.

After weighing her options, she finally removed the jade pendant from her waist and handed it to Xiao Ran: “Please trouble the general to present this item to the Regent Princess. When she sees it, she will naturally attest to my innocence.”

Her slender, pale fingertips almost merged with the jade’s color.

Xiao Ran took it and glanced at it—the jade was carved with the two characters “Ling Jia,” simple and nothing special.

She was probably at her wit’s end, desperately grasping at straws, actually fantasizing about moving the imperial sister to intervene with pressure.

Xiao Ran tugged at the corner of his mouth and casually tossed the jade to a nearby personal guard: “Take my waist token into the palace and do as she says.”

He was curious to see what medicine this woman was selling in her gourd.

The personal guard with the longbow rode hard and fast, returning in less than an hour with the Regent Princess’s oral decree.

“Your Highness, the Regent Princess’s oral decree not only orders you to immediately release Wang Xue Yi, but also says… also says…”

The personal guard stammered, and Xiao Ran urged: “What else? Straighten your tongue!”

“Also says you should take good care of her without being rude, then personally escort Teacher Wang into the palace because the Regent Princess wants to see her.”

The young personal guard said it all in one breath without stopping, his eyes constantly darting between Shen Li and Xiao Ran, as if sniffing out gossip.

“……”

Xiao Ran’s expression immediately became strange.

Throughout the journey, neither of them spoke again.

The young man spurred his horse forward, lazily glancing sideways to observe the graceful silhouette in the carriage.

“Hey, are you the Regent Princess’s student? Advisor?”

Shen Li sat quietly in the carriage burning incense, pretending not to hear.

Just now, hearing the personal guard call him “Your Highness,” Shen Li had basically confirmed his identity.

Shen Li’s courtesy name was “Ling Jia.”

Just now, she had handed Xiao Ran the jade pendant inscribed with her courtesy name. Even if he didn’t recognize “Wang Xue Yi,” he should recognize her courtesy name. But this person showed no reaction at all—he clearly knew nothing about her, the kind of casual indifference where he was too lazy to even glance at the marriage contract…

Thinking about having to spend the rest of her life with such a vastly different person, Shen Li felt the future looked bleak.

Seeing she wouldn’t respond, Xiao Ran was too lazy to waste more energy and whistled for his eagle before galloping away.

Behind Cheng Ming Hall was an imperial garden, currently in full spring bloom with clusters of flowers.

A female official led the way ahead, while Shen Li maintained an arm’s length distance from Xiao Ran throughout.

Before they drew near, they could already hear the WHOOSH-WHOOSH sound of arrows cutting through air.

They saw a noble lady in purple robes practicing archery among the flower clusters. She was tall and graceful with a fierce bearing, her arrow wind stirring up dancing fallen petals—fragrance and killing intent danced together.

This was Shen Li’s second time seeing Xiao Qing Li.

The actual controller of imperial power was currently wearing her hair in a loose, drooping style, with only a simple gold hairpin inserted diagonally. Her sleeves were bound up with silk bands, her clothes without ornament, her face bare of makeup. Sweat-dampened hair clung to her beautiful features, making her appear so bright and open that she didn’t seem like a decisive, power-wielding Regent Princess at all.

Catching sight of one plain-dressed and one brilliant figure, as distant as strangers, from the corner of her eye, Xiao Qing Li’s red lips curved upward. She instantly drew her bow and turned, the arrow tip pointing at the two.

Xiao Ran stood unmoved and raised his arm to catch it.

The wind’s howling stopped abruptly. The arrow shaft between his fingers still hummed and trembled, the unsharpened lead tip only three inches from his brow.

His slender knuckles applied slight pressure, and the arrow snapped in two, falling to the ground.

Attack and counter-attack—victory and defeat were decided in an instant.

The young man’s brow carried an air of wild arrogance: “Imperial sister’s archery has grown rusty.”

“Good boy, it’s your skills that have improved again!”

Regent Princess Xiao Qing Li handed the longbow to a spirited martial maid beside her, patted Xiao Ran’s shoulder, then looked toward the dignified young woman bowing respectfully nearby: “Ling Jia, it’s been a while. We’re all family—stop with the formalities!”

“Family… people?”

Xiao Ran’s thoughts hadn’t fully processed when Xiao Qing Li had already warmly taken Shen Li’s hand, smiling radiantly: “Yes, aren’t we family! Look at you two, what a well-matched couple!”

Couple?

Who was whose couple?

After a brief silence, Xiao Ran suddenly looked toward Shen Li.

His phoenix eyes widened slightly, filled with undisguisable shock and trembling.
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Chapter 3 

Together in Return

The palace garden’s warm fragrance intoxicated the senses. The pavilion was silent as crows and sparrows, pervaded with an eerie awkwardness.

Princess Regent Xiao Qing Li had already removed her silk bands, her fingers twirling a gold hairpin as she casually scratched at her temple hair. Her brilliant and magnanimous Phoenix Eyes swept back and forth over the distant and rigid young couple, and she suddenly smiled: “Don’t tell me you two don’t recognize each other?”

“No.”

“How could that be?”

The young married couple spoke in unison, their stiff smiles flashing briefly before quickly returning to indifference.

Xiao Qing Li pretended not to understand while knowing perfectly well, suppressing laughter as she said: “That’s good then! I was originally worried that you had just performed the wedding ceremony only to be forced apart, harboring misunderstandings and grudges… It seems I was overthinking.”

Shen Li changed the subject: “Princess Regent summoned me to the palace – is there urgent business?”

But Xiao Qing Li spoke intimately: “Like Yuan Zhao, you can simply call me Elder Sister.”

Elder Sister…

Shen Li found it somewhat difficult to say.

Xiao Qing Li didn’t mind either. Her fingertips lightly caressed the gold hairpin as she slowly inserted it back into her hair knot, smiling as she said: “Ling Jia, I heard your elegant reputation even when you were still in your boudoir. I truly adore you, so regardless of your elder brother’s and maternal family’s stance, I will always treat you as family. Though this boy Yuan Zhao is somewhat unruly and like a living King of Hell on the battlefield, at home he’s someone who wouldn’t even bear to scold a cat. If he dares to act foolishly, feel free to discipline him thoroughly…”

Xiao Ran frowned, his face stern as he said: “Elder Sister, what nonsense are you spouting.”

“You too – put away that military camp demeanor. Girls need to be cherished. You act like this, visiting your home three times without entering, what does that look like when word gets out?”

Xiao Qing Li’s tone grew serious toward him, carrying the natural authority of someone in a position of power.

Xiao Ran was rather indifferent: “Other people wagging their tongues – what’s that got to do with me.”

His crude words made Shen Li’s eyelids tremble as she forcibly suppressed the urge to cover her forehead, saying: “The Prince wholeheartedly serves the country – naturally military affairs take precedence.”

But in her heart she thought: It would be best if he stayed in the military camp forever and never had to return to the manor.

“Cultivate oneself and regulate the family, only then can one govern the country and bring peace to the world. If the family is not in order, how can one govern the country?”

Xiao Qing Li put on a smiling expression again, her tone rather meaningful: “Marriage is like driving a chariot – with shared aspirations working side by side, one can travel a thousand Li in a day, achieving twice the result with half the effort. But if going in opposite directions, creating many conflicts, then one stops making progress, even to the point of falling apart and being smashed to pieces. You two must not let this fine story become a laughingstock.”

Shen Li’s heart was clear as a mirror – she naturally heard the Princess Regent’s implied meaning: regardless of how things were behind closed doors, in public, the two must perform this act of devoted love well.

After all, many among the noble families opposed the Princess Regent’s rule. With storms brewing in the court, this marriage alliance was exactly like a dose of nourishing medicine – both showing the world imperial grace rather than imperial power being intolerant of noble families, and demonstrating both thunder and dew, pacifying the hearts of the great houses. Two birds with one stone.

Shen Li glanced sideways at Xiao Ran. Xiao Ran was already impatient and stood up saying: “Elder Sister, I’ll take my leave first.”

“Stop right there.”

Xiao Qing Li called out to halt him, gesturing: “Newlyweds should not always live separately. Since you’re meeting with Ling Jia, escort her back to the manor together.”

Xiao Ran: “……”

Shen Li: “……”

At the thought of having to live under the same roof as the other party, both felt somewhat desperate.

“Military affairs are pressing.” Xiao Ran’s face was expressionless.

Xiao Qing Li scolded him: “Stop using that as an excuse. The Liang City disturbances have been quelled – what military affairs could there be?”

Shen Li spoke with difficulty: “The Prince’s manor is very far from the Women’s Academy, making travel inconvenient. I hope Your Highness will show understanding.”

“Right now it’s the ten-day holiday period, so there’s no rush. After the rest period ends, have Yuan Zhao personally escort you to the Women’s Academy to teach. This boy has nothing to do lately anyway – he has plenty of time.”

Shen Li was about to speak again when she heard Xiao Qing Li say knowingly: “Having the dignified Prince’s manor empty day and night isn’t proper either. So many eyes are watching from the shadows – don’t give them something to gossip about.”

One word settled the matter, brooking no argument.

*****

On the journey back to the manor, there was deathly silence, with only the sound of wheels rolling.

It was just at dusk, with slanting sun rays stretching for thousands of Li. The entire street’s blue eaves and black tiles were draped in a layer of orange-yellow golden gauze, making the young man driving the horses alongside appear even more dashingly dressed and spirited.

It was just that his mood was clearly poor at the moment. With a cold face, his aura frightened pedestrians into repeatedly avoiding him.

Shen Li sat properly in the carriage, her heart also in turmoil, so she could only read to distract herself.

Forget it. Since there was no way to make the Princess Regent retract her command, it would be better to think about how to make herself comfortable.

“I want a separate courtyard.” She gripped her book scroll and spoke first.

The young man on horseback obviously heard, and let out a scoffing laugh: “Don’t worry – even if you begged to share a room with me, there’d be no chance. I’m not one of those casual men.”

“That would be good then.” Shen Li nodded.

After a moment of silence, Xiao Ran began settling old scores: “At the riverbank, why did you conceal your real name? Deliberately watching people make fools of themselves?”

There was a sound of fingertips flipping through book pages, then Shen Li said: “Regarding the matter of using a false name, I informed you from the very beginning – you simply didn’t pay attention.”

“When?”

“Our wedding night.”

Half a year ago, the wedding night.

In the Prince’s manor’s bridal chamber, the crimson bed curtains were bright and beautiful. The linked-branch lamps with red candles burned continuously, and the gold and silver wine vessels on the ceremonial table wove together gorgeous luster.

Shen Li wore a crown with dangling pearls and tassels, dressed in wide-sleeved ceremonial robes, sitting properly on the wedding bed. She held a fan to cover her face adorned with beautiful makeup, revealing only a pair of moist, lustrous dark eyes and the bright flower decoration on her forehead.

Across the screen, she faced off with the bridegroom who had just entered.

The young man behind the screen was very tall, with a robust build that even the wide and elaborate Prince’s wedding attire couldn’t conceal – like a crouching tiger or leopard, dangerous and agile.

He walked forward slowly, casually glancing over the festive arrangements on the table, then picked up the pair of gourd wine vessels tied with red rope – 

Shen Li’s grip on the fan handle tightened, but she heard the young man’s arrogant mocking laughter.

“You’re not still waiting to drink the wedding wine, are you?”

The young man seemed to see through her nervousness and drank from one gourd to quench his thirst, his voice tinged with dissolute and unrestrained sharpness: “Let’s stop pretending. Since we won’t grow old together anyway, who are we performing these empty rituals for?”

The gourd was casually thrown to the ground, the strong wine fragrance wantonly assaulting the senses.

Only then was Shen Li certain: this person, like her, was thoroughly disgusted with this forcibly bound marriage of convenience.

That made sense too. The two families’ camps were as incompatible as fire and water. The brief balance achieved through marriage alliance was destined not to last long.

Seeing the other party take the initiative to speak plainly, Shen Li actually felt relieved and put down her fan, saying: “Since Your Highness also doesn’t think well of this marriage, some things are better said clearly in advance.”

The young man was at his leisure.

Shen Li spoke each word clearly: “After marriage, I have my own affairs to attend to. No one may interfere or obstruct me. This was personally approved by the Princess Regent – one of the conditions of the marriage alliance.”

“That couldn’t be better. You and I will live separately with clear boundaries, minding our own business.”

“When going to the Women’s Academy, my true identity needs to be concealed from outsiders. Your family and mine may continue fighting forever. It’s better that outsiders don’t know about this secret marriage.”

Behind the screen, the young woman’s posture was upright and serious: “Rather than being husband and wife, we’re more suited to be opponents.”

Her tone was cool as rinsed jade, but it sounded rather like a provocation.

But it had always been only the Xiao family’s prerogative to provoke others.

The young man’s face was cold as jade as he crossed his arms and snorted coldly: “That you can have such awareness is truly a blessing from heaven! I don’t care what you want to research, but if I discover you’re using this marriage to spy and monitor on behalf of your elder brother, don’t blame me for showing no mercy!”

“Fine.” Shen Li agreed readily.

Without the imagined quarreling and backing down due to difficulties, and not expecting her to agree so easily, Xiao Ran was momentarily silent.

It went so smoothly that it actually gave the illusion of hitting it off immediately, of being kindred spirits.

Xiao Ran was too lazy to continue with false courtesy, so he left the city that very night, mobilizing troops early to head north to quell the rebellion, gone for half a year.

“……”

Xiao Ran furrowed his brow and recalled for a moment – it seemed there was indeed such a thing.

That was indeed something from “the very beginning.”

At that time, he had been very perfunctory about this marriage and had little patience to seriously listen to his opponent’s words.

Xiao Ran felt no guilt whatsoever and clamped his long legs against the horse’s belly: “Hey, you didn’t recognize me either, did you? If you had recognized me, why would you have tested my name in the carriage?”

Shen Li kept her eyes straight ahead: “First, I’m now called ‘Wang Xue Yi’ – you can also call me by my given name ‘Shen Li’ in private when no one’s around. Second, it goes both ways – didn’t you fail to recognize me too?”

“During the ceremony you kept your face covered with a fan the entire time, and wore heavy makeup – who could know what you really looked like?”

Xiao Ran counterattacked: “But you – the fan gauze was thin, and even viewing someone through a fan shouldn’t make you completely unable to remember your husband’s appearance, should it?”

Shen Li felt her head starting to ache again and simply ignored him.

Xiao Ran glanced at the figure seriously reading behind the carriage curtains and veiled gauze, only feeling she was as pretentious as those other people.

“There’s a question I’ve been puzzled about for a long time –  you’ve been maintaining that kneeling posture the whole time. Don’t your legs and feet go numb?”

She was probably already numb to the point of stiffness but still forcing herself to maintain elegance.

Shen Li’s brow furrowed slightly, then quickly smoothed: “I also have a question – when will the Prince change out of those filthy military clothes? Doesn’t it feel uncomfortable parading through the streets wearing them?”

Xiao Ran looked down: wasn’t it just some mud spots on the hem and boots? People who rolled around on battlefields had no leisure time to change clothes and dress up – she had actually been disgusted the entire journey!

“We haven’t returned to the manor yet, and this Prince isn’t so particular. You think everyone has that idle time to change three sets of clothes while riding in a carriage.”

Before traveling, Shen Li always prepared several sets of clothing and matching jade ornaments in her carriage for changing at any time.

She tried to reason: “Proper attire is the beginning of etiquette. When cap and sash are soiled, they should be washed clean with ash and water.”

Xiao Ran didn’t understand and spoke mockingly: “I heard you’re even two years younger than me. Having read for just a few years and then becoming a female teacher – aren’t you afraid of misleading students?”

Shen Li retorted: “At least I’ve read a few more lines than the Prince.”

Going back and forth, the gunpowder smell in the air gradually thickened.

Fortunately, a personal guard came forward in time, interrupting their mutual taunting: “Your Highness, there are carriages blocking the road ahead.”

Golden bells rang clearly on the road. A high four-horse carriage with blue canopy and crimson gauze slowly came to a stop. More than ten servants in brocade opened the way. Where the carriage curtain was half-rolled, a young man could faintly be seen sitting upright like snow bamboo –  wearing a black gauze cap, dressed in wide robes with broad sleeves, moon-white sleeves flowing like clouds, with an elegant bearing and temperament like orchids. Like a banished immortal from a painting, he momentarily drew countless passersby to hold their breath and stare. Some young women even starred in fascination, unconsciously dropping their round fans without noticing.

“Palace Secretary Shen Yun pays respects to the Danyang Prince.”

The young man bowed with sleeves gathered from within the carriage, his eyelashes half-closed like beautiful butterfly wings: “My younger sister has not returned for a day, fearing she might disturb the Prince’s peace. Please grant this minister permission to take her home for care, to fulfill sibling affection.”

This was Shen Yun, the one who had repeatedly blocked imperial edicts and could anger Xiao family members to death in court – Shen This-Gentleman.

When political enemies met, they were particularly hostile.

“Palace Secretary Shen has such grand airs – you’ve nearly occupied the entire main road.”

Xiao Ran faced off with the carriage procession, the curve of his lips light but arrogant: “This Prince has always been enthusiastic – why don’t I help Palace Secretary Shen tear down this carriage convoy to save you from bumps and scrapes that might hurt your dignity.”

As he spoke, the personal guards behind him were already poised like tigers and wolves, hands on their sword hilts.

The atmosphere immediately became tense.

“Elder Brother……”

A female voice from the carriage was like broken jade, melodious – the voice alone already surpassed countless elegances.

Shen Li was about to straighten up and get out of the carriage when she suddenly felt a piercing numbness in her calves.

That crow’s mouth had really hit the mark!
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Chance Encounter

Shen Li pressed her lips together, and only after the wave of numbness and weakness had passed did she properly put on her veiled gauze to cover her face.

When she lifted the carriage curtain, she had already regained her composure. She looked toward Xiao Ran: “I wish to speak a few words with my elder brother before leaving. I hope Your Highness will grant this favor.”

The evening wind was cold and clear, and there were still quite a few passersby gathered around watching.

Perhaps it was because her eyes behind the thin gauze were too bright and clear, but Xiao Ran ultimately didn’t refuse her face again. He called out “Move!” and led his light cavalry away first.

More than ten riders galloped like lightning through the narrow path beside the carriage, stirring up a clanging of carriage bells and filling the air with dust.

Shen Yun opened his fan to shield against the dust, and when he lowered it, his sister had already boarded his carriage and sat down obediently beside him.

The servants thoughtfully lowered the carriage curtains, blocking the view of outsiders.

“I already know about the prophecy matter. Have they made things difficult for you?”

Only when no one else was around did Shen Yun show some emotion, turning Shen Li’s shoulders to examine her from top to bottom.

“They have not.”

Shen Li smiled and shook her head, giving a general account of today’s encounters.

Shen Yun had initially breathed a sigh of relief, but when he heard that the Regent Princess Xiao Qing Li had summoned his sister, that breath caught in his chest again. His gentle voice carried suppressed anger: “Where is she concerned about the imperial family’s reputation? She’s simply placing you under Xiao Ran’s nose for convenient supervision and control of the Shen Family.”

In private, elder brother rarely used Xiao Qing Li’s title, always referring to her as “she.”

Even when this graceful and elegant noble young master was extremely angry, his voice only deepened a few degrees as he instructed the coachman: “To the palace gates. I’ll speak with her personally.”

“Elder brother, it’s really nothing…”

Shen Li was about to console him, but saw Shen Yun’s serious expression: “Nothing? Do you know what kind of person Xiao Ran is? Setting aside the matter of killing people in broad daylight, do you know how he rose to his current high position? Three years ago in the Siege of Liang City, he knew it was a death trap yet insisted on leading thirty thousand elite troops out of the city to lure the enemy, causing the entire army to be wiped out. His elder brother—the originally designated heir to the Danyang Prince title—also had both legs crippled in that battle. Ah Li, how could such a wolf who stepped on the blood and flesh of his own relatives to rise to power be a good match for you? I failed to stop grandmother back then, already failing in my responsibility as elder brother. I absolutely cannot let you fall into a tiger’s den again.”

Speaking of the emotional part, Shen Yun covered his lips and coughed softly, the ornaments on his body colliding with crisp sounds like broken jade.

He was indeed still blaming himself and tormenting himself for failing to protect his sister.

Shen Li would always remember that day when she set off from Langya to the Lan Capital for marriage—elder brother had rushed over through wind and dust, his face that was renowned throughout the Lan Capital full of anger and exhaustion.

He had always been gentle and courteous in front of the Wang Family people, as if after their mother’s death, he had taken on their father’s share of guilt as well…

But that day, Shen Li saw him argue with reason before grandmother and uncle for the first time.

He said the Shen Family people weren’t all dead yet, that Ah Li was his sister, not a bargaining chip for the Wang Family to exchange for advancement;

He said no one had the right to decide Ah Li’s future—not grandmother, not uncle, not even himself!

As he spoke, his eyes reddened, and then he looked at Shen Li.

He said: Don’t be afraid, brother will take you away.

He ultimately couldn’t take his sister away. Imperial marriage decrees were matters of great importance; Shen Li couldn’t possibly gamble with the lives of both the Shen and Wang families.

Though she knew that elder brother was willing to pay any price for her.

Because she knew this, she couldn’t just walk away.

Shen Li bloomed with a tranquil smile, consoling: “Elder brother, please don’t worry. Since I’ve married Xiao Ran, I’ll inevitably have to live under the same roof as him. Rather than avoiding and complaining, it’s better to go with the flow.”

After a pause, her tone became more determined: “Moreover, I have a reason I must stay.”

“A reason?”

Shen Yun looked suspicious, his jade bamboo-like finger joints curling as he gently tapped her forehead: “What reason could you possibly have?”

Shen Li blinked her eyelashes, pondered for a moment, then asked: “Elder brother, do you still remember those Swallow Ridge bandits?”

Eleven years ago, for some forgotten matter, their mother Wang Zhu and father Shen Jing Ting had a conflict.

After a big fight, the furious mother abandoned her husband and son, taking her six-year-old daughter and dowry servants back to her mother’s home in Langya overnight.

That night the moon was dark and wind fierce, heavy snow blocked the roads, and the carriages were trapped on the mountain path. They happened to encounter bandits who had wandered down from Swallow Ridge.

That became an indelible nightmare for Shen Li’s entire life: her mother along with family servants and guards, ninety-three people in total, all died by the blade. Only six-year-old she was hidden by her mother under an overturned carriage, surviving the disaster in a space created by accumulated snow and carriage shafts.

The bandits had killed the matriarch of a top aristocratic family and should have paid a heavy price.

But when the heads of the Shen and Wang families personally led their private troops to exterminate them, the Swallow Ridge stronghold was already empty, several hundred people having disappeared without a trace overnight.

As if they had never appeared in this world, as if those corpses covering the ground and the pain of losing family were just Shen Li’s nightmare.

“The Swallow bandits numbered three hundred thirty-seven, all with swallow totems tattooed on their arms, meaning ‘swift as swallows in plunder, beasts leave skin when they flee.’ Even if someone wanted to wash their hands of it, they had to sever one arm, leaving behind the severed hand with the totem tattoo before they could leave the mountain.”

How could Shen Yun forget these enemies who killed their mother? The melancholy between his brows deepened: “They haven’t appeared for eleven years. No matter how the Shen and Wang families used all their power to search and capture, they couldn’t find half a trace.”

“I think I’ve seen them again.”

Shen Li looked directly into her brother’s shocked eyes, her fingers in her sleeves unconsciously clenching tight: “Today, on that suspect who was inciting the prophecy, I saw what appeared to be a Swallow totem tattoo on his arm. Unfortunately, the tattoo was mostly covered by scars, and I didn’t have time to confirm it…”

“So you’ve decided to go along with the plan and get close to Xiao Ran, to extract information about the suspect from him?”

Shen Yun took a deep breath and said quietly, “Absurd.”

“Xiao Ran is already wary of the Shen Family, and you’re sending yourself into the tiger’s mouth. Even if we need to investigate, it should be me as the elder brother who comes forward…”

“Elder brother also said that Xiao Ran is wary of the Shen Family. If elder brother goes to investigate, it will only make him more suspicious. By then, not only will we learn nothing, but people will use it as an excuse to make trouble.”

Shen Li pressed her lips lightly: “Elder brother, I cannot stand by and watch, always living under your protection. I know what I’m doing.”

Her gaze was clear, cold, and determined. Shen Yun was momentarily speechless.

He and his sister were the twin jades of the Shen Family, both brilliant as bright pearls, but their personalities were completely different—

He inherited Shen Jing Ting’s character, equally disciplined and upright in conduct; while his sister was a replica of their mother, appearing gentle as jade branches and snow, but hiding an unsheathed frost blade within, clear-minded and strong-willed. Once she made a decision, she would never turn back.

The tragedy eleven years ago was also an unresolvable knot in his sister’s heart.

Shen Yun knew her mind was made up, so he could only yield: “I’ll have someone send your usual items and attendants over together. Having your own people serving you will put my mind at ease. If you’re uncomfortable living there, come back to elder brother’s place. No matter what public grievances or private vendettas exist, I only want you safe and well.”

Shen Li couldn’t hide her emotion, nodding: “Elder brother, rest assured. I’ll deal with things for a couple of days then return. It won’t be long.”

****

The courtyard Xiao Ran had cleared out for Shen Li was called Zhuo Zhi Courtyard, separated from the rear garden’s empty ground by only a wall.

At this moment, the room was empty, containing only basic tables, seating, screens, and bedding, with no other decorations—entirely the cold, hard military camp style that could bore a person to death.

Two young guards looked somewhat embarrassed, steeling themselves as they bowed: “Greetings to the Princess Consort.”

Shen Li remembered them—

Xiao Ran had two personal guards: one guard wore a brush pouch at his waist and had the bearing of a scholarly general, steady and quiet by nature, skilled with the sword, named Wen Qing; the other carried a longbow on his back, had a youthful and lively personality, skilled in archery, named Wu Si Hui.

The old Princess Consort lived in seclusion elsewhere, taking the manor’s maidservants with her, so the Prince’s Manor currently had no other women except for a few servant women who washed clothes.

The guards and servants around Xiao Ran were all men, not particularly meticulous in their work, and Zhuo Zhi Courtyard had been vacant for a long time. Shen Li glanced at the messy flower beds and damp wooden bricks, and her temples, which had finally calmed down, began to ache faintly again.

Fortunately, elder brother had prepared well in advance. In no time, she saw Shang Ling leading more than ten of the Shen manor’s original maidservants, young servants, attendants, and even cooks and kitchen staff filing in.

Dusting and organizing, changing curtains and laying bedding, adding precious ornaments, sorting books… In just two brief periods, this vacant courtyard had been completely transformed. The sweet fragrance of fruits in dishes filled the air, elegant flower arrangements in vases were captivating, and the gold and jade vessels and paintings on the walls all revealed the refined elegance accumulated over a hundred years by a great aristocratic family.

The maidservants shook out fine, lustrous brocade carpets, laid out round cushions, and arranged dozens of pots of seasonal flowers at various levels on the courtyard steps before retiring to the corridors with curtseying bows.

Their movements flowed like water, extremely elegant. The previously empty and cold courtyard had transformed into a celestial jade garden in the blink of an eye.

Wen Qing could at least maintain his composure on the surface, but Wu Si Hui and those old masters of the Prince’s Manor had their jaws drop.

Shen Li finally felt more comfortable, gathering her skirts to kneel and sit behind the low table. After the maidservants presented the Bo Shan incense burner, she asked the two guards who stood like pillars before her: “What incense does your Prince’s Manor usually burn?”

She needed to ask about the details clearly—she didn’t want to breach etiquette in such small matters.

Wen Qing and Wu Si Hui exchanged glances and answered: “Reporting to the Princess Consort, the Prince is allergic to strong fragrances, so the manor rarely burns incense.”

Upon hearing this, Shen Li calmly added two more handfuls of incense materials to the burner until the room was filled with pleasant, elegant fragrance, then stopped with satisfaction.

“This fragrance has a nice scent,” she commented casually.

“It’s the Spring Day incense blended by Shang Feng.”

The armed maid Shang Ling held her blade and giggled, showing some playful mischief of enjoying the spectacle: “If the young lady likes it, why not summon him to serve as well?”

Shang Feng was Shang Ling’s younger brother.

Unlike her with her excellent martial skills and bold personality, Shang Feng had been weak and sickly since childhood, unable to endure hardship or serve as a guard. Fortunately, he was born handsome and had a delicate mind, skilled at domestic affairs, so the young lady arranged for him to manage the villa’s food, clothing, and daily necessities.

The siblings complemented each other—one managing external affairs, one internal affairs.

Shen Li was perceptive and, after thinking, said: “That’s not necessary. The villa still needs him to manage things.”

Besides, she hadn’t planned to stay at the Prince’s Manor for very long.

After finishing her business, she would naturally return to her own residence.

The courtyard came with a small kitchen. When lamps were lit, the cook brought by the Shen family came to ask about the evening meal arrangements.

Shen Li didn’t know the Prince’s Manor’s rules or any taboos, so she asked the household servants sweeping the steps, but they shook their heads in confusion.

Helplessly, she sighed: “Where is the Prince? I’ll go ask him personally.”

And take the opportunity to seek an answer from him.

The servant pointed toward the green eaves of the bathhouse behind the high wall, saying honestly: “His Highness just returned from outside and should be resting in his room now.”

Shen Li nodded, dismissed the attendants, and walked alone toward the direction the servant had indicated.

The corridor was winding. After passing through the moon gate, everything she saw was as cold and hard as always, without even a single flowering tree.

Shen Li had only stayed at the Prince’s Manor for one day and didn’t know what this room was used for.

With no one around, she gently knocked on the door, but it was ajar, revealing the hazy lamplight from inside.

So quiet—could it be that no one was there?

Shen Li curiously walked in two steps. Just as she rounded the outer screen, her sleeve was caught by a crane-shaped copper lamp on the floor, making a slight CLANG sound.

“Who?!”

A low shout came from the inner room, followed by sword light piercing through the mist. A pale figure accompanied by killing intent had already swept before her eyes.

Shen Li was startled and instinctively stepped back.

Seeing her face clearly, the young man’s thick, damp black eyelashes widened slightly, and the sword momentum in his hand deflected, SPLASH—piercing through the screen beside her ear.

Her heart pounded—the sword blade was only a hair’s breadth from her slender neck.

However, what made her pupils tremble was far more than the killing intent of this moment, but also the bare, robust young man’s body before her eyes—

Xiao Ran had obviously just finished bathing, his body emanating cold water vapor, his damp, thick black hair scattered over his shoulders, covering scars from years past.

Seven feet tall with strong arms and a lean waist, crystalline water droplets kept falling from his nose tip, chin, and the slightly curled ends of his hair, sliding like swimming fish across his prominent collarbones and bulging chest, then along the clearly defined grooves of his abdomen into his undergarments…

The white undergarments had become slightly transparent from moisture, vaguely revealing a dark mass there.

Quite a large mass.
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Chapter 5 

Subtle Fragrance

Xiao Ran followed Shen Li’s line of sight.

His face couldn’t help but burn with embarrassment, and he cursed under his breath before quickly ducking behind the curtain into the inner room. In his panic, he knocked over something, causing a string of CRASHING and CLATTERING sounds.

There were no maidservants in the Prince’s Manor, only unrestrained grown men around him, so Xiao Ran naturally did whatever was comfortable. Being disheveled in private was commonplace…

He never expected to be caught by Shen Li, who had seen almost everything.

How could she be here?

She looked like snow on high mountains, untouched by worldly matters, yet privately she had the habit of peeping at men bathing…

Xiao Ran hastily threw on his middle garment and outer robe, then tightened his sash before walking out with a cold, damp handsome face.

Shen Li was still standing by the screen, her snow-white cheeks flushed pink, seeming somewhat lost in thought.

Seeing him emerge with disheveled hair and loosely draped clothes, her dark eyebrows furrowed almost imperceptibly, and she averted her gaze.

What kind of expression was that?

Xiao Ran also frowned. His physique wasn’t bad at all—much better looking than those reed-thin, weak scholars!

“What are you here for?” he asked harshly.

“I came to ask about the dining customs of the Prince’s Manor in previous years…”

Shen Li paused, then added, “I asked the servants below just now, but they weren’t clear about it.”

“…”

This was probably the first time Xiao Ran had ever seen someone who insisted on following proper etiquette even for private meals. His dark eyes widened slightly. “Eat whatever you want—steamed, fried, roasted, boiled, whatever suits your fancy.”

“That’s not proper.”

“In this Prince’s Manor, I am the rules. My rule is that there are no rules.”

Xiao Ran crossed his arms and leaned against the carved moon gate, looking at her provocatively. “Is that all?”

Shen Li gave up wasting words on this matter. After all, arguing about etiquette with a wild man who only had functioning limbs was meaningless.

“The evening meal… shall we have it together?”

“No need. After all, I’ve always preferred eating raw meat and drinking blood, gnawing bones and sucking marrow. I can’t get used to your refined grains.”

Xiao Ran knew how those aristocratic families talked about him. Seeing that Shen Li still wouldn’t leave, he raised one long eyebrow. “Is there something else?”

Shen Li glanced at the blood-stained old clothes draped over the screen and asked, “About today’s suspect, did Your Highness discover anything from the interrogation?”

“Couldn’t endure the torture. He died.”

Xiao Ran seemed to have expected this, tilting his head to study Shen Li. “Did Shen Yun tell you to ask?”

What does this matter have to do with Brother?

Shen Li raised her pair of lustrous, exquisite eyes and asked directly, “Was that person a Swallow Bandit?”

The moment the words “Swallow Bandit” were spoken, Xiao Ran’s gaze became sharp as a blade.

Shen Li only felt a pain in her wrist. When she came to her senses, she had already been pressed against the screen by Xiao Ran.

With no way to retreat, she looked at the young man’s stern face so close to hers that her breath unconsciously froze.

Contemporary men favored powder and rouge, considering the delicate beauty of resembling beautiful women as attractive. By current standards, Xiao Ran couldn’t be considered a qualified beautiful young man.

He was extremely tall with a broad frame, his muscle lines tense with coiled power. His dark eyebrows and curly hair still retained some of the ruggedness of northern bloodlines, yet his eyes and overall features were entirely the refined handsomeness of a Lan Capital youth—beautiful with a wild, rebellious nature.

“How much do you actually know? Is this matter related to you?”

The young man dangerously half-closed his eyes, staring down at the prey in his grasp.

Seeing his reaction, Shen Li knew she had guessed correctly.

The fake scholar surnamed He was indeed one of the Swallow Bandits. The other three hundred-plus people must also be like him, using false names and identities, scattered everywhere, hiding beyond the reach of the law.

Having gotten her answer, Shen Li instead calmed down, her clear, bright eyes showing no fear as she met Xiao Ran’s gaze.

“I guessed.”

“Guessed?”

Xiao Ran chuckled, his eyes clearly saying: Are you trying to fool a child?

“I saw the scars on his hand. Based on the remaining tattoo traces, I made a random guess.”

The wrist he was gripping ached terribly. Shen Li took a shallow breath, trying to keep her voice steady. “This person framed my student and me. I wanted to confirm his identity—that’s not overstepping bounds.”

Her expression was frank, not seeming like she was lying.

Xiao Ran leaned closer, his dark eyes seeming to pierce into the depths of her soul, trying to dig out how much of these words could be believed.

Water drops fell from his damp hair ends, landing on Shen Li’s cold, stubborn face, stirring up a bone-chilling coldness.

Right in the middle of this standoff, Xiao Ran suddenly stopped and wrinkled his nose.

Then, without warning, he turned his head and sneezed.

“You…”

His expression changed. He had just opened his mouth when he sneezed twice more in succession, forced to release his grip.

He staggered back a step, covering his straight nose, staring at Shen Li warily.

“You… what’s that smell on you?”

Shen Li didn’t understand what was happening. She raised her sleeve to her nose and sniffed, then realized: she had burned incense before coming here.

The guard had said Xiao Ran was allergic to strong fragrances. Being so close just now, he must have smelled it.

“Just ordinary Spring Day Incense.”

She suddenly found a bit of joy in counterattacking, as if trying to prove something. She gracefully stepped forward. “If you don’t believe me, Your Highness may smell it.”

“Stop, no need!”

The art of subduing enemies had always been about striking with full force initially, then weakening with each subsequent attempt. After those few sneezes disrupted everything, all intimidation was completely gone.

Xiao Ran’s long eyebrows knitted together as he used his sheathed sword hilt to press against Shen Li’s shoulder. “Get out! From now on, you’re not allowed within three Zhang of me.”

Shen Li naturally couldn’t ask for anything better.

After her figure disappeared into the depths of the corridor, Xiao Ran finally lowered his palm with relief, like surfacing from water, taking a long breath.

Only that subtle fragrance like spring snow and moonlight still seemed to linger around his nose, elusive and persistent, refusing to fade for a long time.

****

Shen Li returned to Zhuo Zhi Courtyard and instructed the small kitchen to keep everything simple, preparing a few light dishes immediately.

She added another spoonful of incense to the Bo Shan Incense Burner, then collapsed powerlessly against the armrest, gazing at the curling fragrant smoke in a daze.

Although she had confirmed the news of the Swallow Bandits’ appearance, several questions remained unresolved—

For over three hundred people to whitewash their identities was no easy task. A group of mere bandits could never accomplish this alone. So exactly who had this heaven-reaching ability?

Where were they hiding after changing their names and identities, and did they still maintain contact with each other?

Eleven years ago when the incident occurred, Father and Uncle practically turned Swallow Ridge upside down but couldn’t find a single living person. So some said these Swallow Bandits were celestial soldiers descended from heaven, capable of flying through the sky and burrowing through the earth, which was why they vanished without a trace overnight…

Shen Li had never believed in ghosts and spirits. Behind supernatural phenomena, there were usually evil human hearts.

Now that the Regent Princess and the Imperial Academy were implicated, Xiao Ran would definitely investigate with all his might.

But Shen Li didn’t want to rely on him. Only when the direction was in her own hands could she feel at ease.

She would have Brother’s people secretly investigate Student He’s social connections in Lan Capital. Following the trail, they might be able to reconnect the threads that had been broken for eleven years.

The soreness in her wrist hadn’t faded. Shen Li quietly rolled up her thin sleeve, revealing a faint red mark circling her snow-white, delicate wrist.

What terrifying strength.

“Oh my, how did this happen!”

The sharp-eyed, quick-tongued martial maid who had been playing with a red knife hairpin nearby jumped up indignantly. “Who hurt Miss? Tell me, and I’ll go beat him up!”

“It’s nothing.”

“How can this be ‘nothing’? Even if Miss lost a single hair, it would be a big deal. If the Family Head knew about this, he’d be heartbroken to death.”

Speaking of Brother, there was still business to attend to.

“Shang Ling, return to the Shen Manor tomorrow and deliver a message for me.”

Shen Li rolled down her sleeve again, told her the plan, then softly instructed, “The Prince’s Manor has tight security. You must restrain yourself and absolutely must not climb walls at night. Wait until morning to leave with the purchasing staff.”

Shang Ling was used to being unrestrained and pouted, somewhat unwilling.

Shen Li smiled and coaxed her, “Be good, A-Ling.”

Shang Ling felt half her body go weak, stuck the knife hairpin into her hair bun, and winked. “I know. I’ll go have someone prepare hot soup to dissolve Miss’s bruises.”

Shen Li ate a little of her evening meal, then moved to the bathing pool to cleanse and bathe.

Who would have thought that just after she had finished bathing and changing clothes, before she could even lie down on the brocade quilt that had just been ironed and scented—soft as cloud fluff—she heard urgent knocking at the door from outside—

Someone from the palace had come.

Shen Li signaled for Shang Ling to stay in the room, then draped her clothes and got up from the bed, following the lamp-carrying maidservant to the central courtyard.

Just as she turned the corner of the corridor, she saw an old woman dressed as a Palace Tutor leading twelve palace maids and twelve palace eunuchs arranged in perfect order in the courtyard. Each palace attendant held various antique treasures and cosmetic boxes in their hands, with more than ten gold-inlaid large chests nearby containing unknown items. The scene was magnificent.

The old woman was about fifty years old, with deep wrinkles at the corners of her eyes and slightly graying temples. Her hair was arranged without a single strand out of place, appearing quite stern and unsmiling. She was bowing her head, reporting something to Xiao Ran.

Unexpectedly, Xiao Ran’s attitude toward her could be called respectful.

Seeing Shen Li, the old woman turned and performed a standard formal bow, saying solemnly, “This old servant is surnamed Zhu, the Foster Mother of the Regent Princess. I pay my respects to the Princess Consort.”

She was actually the Foster Mother of the Regent Princess.

Shen Li nodded in return, already having a bad feeling in her heart.

“Foster Mother, arriving so late at night, what urgent matter brings you here?”

“In reply to the Princess Consort, the Regent Princess was concerned that everyone in the Prince’s Manor consists of rough men who don’t know how to serve the mistress properly, so she ordered this old servant to personally train these palace attendants to come and serve the Princess Consort’s daily needs.”

Lady Zhu stepped aside to reveal the gift chests in the courtyard. “There are also brocades, ornaments, and jewelry, all personally bestowed by the Regent Princess. Please allow this old servant to arrange them in the Princess Consort’s room for daily use.”

“…”

If Lady Zhu entered the bridal chamber, their separate living arrangements would definitely be exposed!

While her mind was racing, Xiao Ran had already taken action, immediately stepping forward. “How can we let Foster Mother do such rough work? Wen Qing, Si Hui, help Foster Mother move the things to the room…”

“Men are clumsy with their hands. This old servant will do it herself.”

Lady Zhu walked directly past the guards, stepping briskly as she led the twelve palace maids carrying trays toward the bridal chamber.

“Foster Mother! Fos…”

Xiao Ran strode after her, but Lady Zhu had already pushed open the door to the bridal chamber.

It was over.

Shen Li rubbed her forehead in despair.

The room had already been stripped of its red silk and happiness characters. The sparse lamplight illuminated the cold, hard furnishings and the gleaming weapons. There was neither a dressing mirror nor a dressing table—from top to bottom, inside and out, there wasn’t a trace of any woman having lived there…

“Today was rushed. We haven’t had time to arrange and decorate yet.”

Xiao Ran made up an excuse with a straight face.

Lady Zhu was experienced and sharp-eyed. How could she not see that the young couple had never intended to share a room?

“Your Highness, please forgive this old servant’s bluntness. The Old Princess Consort is in seclusion elsewhere. Your marriage was personally arranged by the Regent Princess herself. If outsiders learned that Your Highness and the Princess Consort live separately, it would not only shame our own family but also disappoint the Regent Princess’s devoted efforts.”

Lady Zhu spoke earnestly and seriously. “Your Highness and the Princess Consort are a young married couple. Being shy is understandable, but marital harmony is also natural law. How can you live in separate rooms? Please, Your Highness and Princess Consort, follow the old customs and don’t make this old servant’s position difficult.”

Thus, after the time it takes to drink a cup of tea, the door panels suddenly closed behind them.

The three-Zhang agreement from an hour ago was now completely void.

Shen Li and Xiao Ran faced the only large bed in the inner room, falling into a long silence.
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Chapter 6 

Sharing the Same Bed

Silence.

More embarrassing than walking into the wrong examination hall during the annual trials—a deathly silence.

Shen Li had originally intended to get through today and be done with it, but who knew that Lady Zhu would appear halfway through, forcibly bringing her and Xiao Ran together into the bridal chamber.

Before and after the wedding, the two had only met twice in total, and neither encounter had left a good impression… it could even be said they were quite terrible.

No one could accept sharing a bed with a stranger, let alone when that person’s personality, knowledge, habits, family background, and political stance were all completely incompatible with hers.

Clearly, Xiao Ran thought the same way.

Why didn’t you stop Lady Zhu?

—Shen Li inquired with her eyes.

Do you dare to block the Regent Princess’s Foster Mother?

—Xiao Ran replied with his eyes.

They stared at each other, locked in confrontation.

The young man snorted lightly and was the first to look away. He leaned back and glanced at the shadows of Lady Zhu and the palace attendants on the door paper, then quietly walked toward the window.

He wanted to climb out the window.

Shen Li understood—someone as arrogant and willful as him, how could he possibly sit still and await his fate?

But the moment he pulled open the window, a familiar, stern old face appeared before his eyes—

No one knew how Lady Zhu, who had been standing guard at the door just moments ago, had managed to appear accurately at the window in the span of a breath!

“Does Your Highness have any orders?”

“…”

Xiao Ran’s face was like cold jade, displaying the composure of one who wouldn’t change expression even if Mount Tai collapsed before him: “There aren’t enough quilts in the room to cover us, this Prince is going to get some.”

Lady Zhu was confident of victory: “This old servant anticipated as much and has already placed several Cloud Silk Brocade Quilts in the tall cabinet in the inner room. Your Highness, please help yourself.”

Wu Si Hui and Wen Qing stood far away in the courtyard, helplessly shrugging at their master.

There was no choice—Lady Zhu was the Regent Princess’s Foster Mother, her status was extraordinary. How could they, mere guards, dare to act presumptuously?

Xiao Ran closed the window expressionlessly.

Turning around, he met Shen Li’s hesitant gaze.

After a moment of silence, Xiao Ran seemed to make a decision, a provocative smile flashing through his eyes.

He undid the leather belt at his waist with one hand, gripping it in his well-defined fingers, his shadow gradually devouring the delicate young woman step by step.

Shen Li watched him loosen his clothes and approach her, instinctively stepping back until her hand pressed against the bonsai stand behind her.

The next moment.

Xiao Ran threw his leather belt and outer robe onto the clothes rack, then boldly sat on the wide bed, occupying it first.

Shen Li: “?”

Xiao Ran kicked off his boots, propped one arm leisurely behind his head, and said unhurriedly: “When in Rome, do as the Romans do. This is this Prince’s bed, so this Prince will sleep in it. You can make yourself a floor bed. After all, doesn’t your etiquette learning often say something about… sleeping under the window?”

“It’s ‘Set bed and mat beneath the window,’ and moreover, that phrase describes the funeral rites of the deceased.”

Shen Li sighed lightly, her tone carrying despair at the collapse of ritual propriety.

Honestly, she had little interest in Xiao Ran’s bed—

After all, it was a bed a man had slept in. Who knew whether he had bathed, cleansed himself, changed clothes, and burned incense before lying down?

Just because she had encountered him bathing tonight didn’t mean he bathed every night.

She went with the flow, turning instead toward the inner room, where she found the spare mattresses and Brocade Quilts in the tall cabinet, and discovered two brand-new clean fur blankets and jade mats at the very bottom.

Xiao Ran closed his eyes to rest for a moment, then heard rustling sounds from within the room.

He frowned and couldn’t help but open one eye to peek.

He saw Shen Li first move the thin silk screen over to partition off a separate space, then kneel and sit on the ground, laying out the jade mat and animal fur blankets flat, covering them with mattresses and Brocade Quilts, and finally placing a pillow that she had fluffed to softness…

And she still wasn’t finished—she placed sachets made of dried fragrant herbs and flowers under the Brocade Quilt to perfume it, then washed her hands and removed her hairpins, using a golden iron to carefully smooth out every wrinkle inch by inch.

Behind the silk screen, her slender, delicate silhouette was hazily reflected. When she bent over to iron, her waist—slender enough to be grasped in one hand—curved into a graceful arc, and her lustrous black hair cascaded down her shoulders like silk ribbons. A few strands brushed her cheek, which she gently tucked behind her ear with her delicate fingers…

It was an unconscious movement, but Xiao Ran suddenly looked away as if scalded.

What was there to look at?

The young man angrily closed his eyes: Just some tedious, nitpicking bedtime rituals of aristocratic families.

Before long, the soft, subtle sounds outside the screen stopped. Two of the silk lamps were extinguished, and the room suddenly plunged into hazy, dim yellow light.

Finally, quiet.

Xiao Ran slowly exhaled a breath of stale air and secretly turned his head to look. He saw the blurred figure behind the thin silk screen lying elegantly on her side, her spring shirt and waist sash folded beside her pillow, and a pair of small, plain-colored silk slippers neatly placed to one side.

Such small shoes…

No wonder she seemed as delicate as a willow swaying in the wind—could she even stand steady while walking?

Those who practiced martial arts were mostly alert; they couldn’t tolerate outsiders sleeping soundly beside their beds. Now that there was suddenly another person’s presence in the room, there was an indescribable strange feeling.

Xiao Ran endured the discomfort of having his territory invaded, turned to face away from the screen, and once again forced himself to close his eyes and rest.

After enduring for a long time, just as a trace of drowsiness was beginning to emerge, he heard a faint sigh from behind him.

Xiao Ran opened his eyes alertly and instinctively reached for the short blade beside his pillow as he turned around, immediately freezing—

He saw Shen Li kneeling behind the screen wearing thin, plain-colored nightclothes, her black hair draped over her shoulders, her snow-white cheeks and cherry lips creating a melancholy, empty appearance that, when contrasted by the flickering, dim candlelight, possessed an eerie, supernatural beauty reminiscent of a night spirit.

Xiao Ran’s voice was tense: “Not sleeping in the middle of the night—are you sitting there playing ghost?”

“I can’t sleep.”

“Huh?”

“There’s some foreign object on this ground that’s making it difficult to fall asleep.”

The young woman’s voice was weary, her clear lotus-like face carrying a somewhat pitiful expression.

Could it be that some hidden weapon of his had fallen to the ground and injured her?

Xiao Ran steeled himself to lie back on the bed, pretending to stare at the ceiling beams. After a long while, he resignedly sat up, got out of bed barefoot, grabbed the candlestick and walked to Shen Li’s bedding.

The young man looked down at her with his chin, frowning: “Move aside.”

Though he appeared impatient, his body was quite honest.

Shen Li maintained her proper kneeling posture and obediently shifted half a foot to the side as instructed.

Xiao Ran placed the candlestick beside the bedding for illumination, then under Shen Li’s watchful gaze, lifted two layers of Brocade Quilts, three layers of mattresses, and one fur blanket…

Finally, in the crevice beneath the jade mat, he discovered half a grain-sized pebble.

Xiao Ran: “…”

Shen Li: “…”

Just for this little thing???

Xiao Ran pinched that piece of grit smaller than a mosquito, closed his eyes and took a deep breath, getting through that moment of speechless frustration with nowhere to vent, before crushing it forcefully with his fingertip in front of Shen Li.

With another blow, even the fine powder scattered completely.

Shen Li’s dark eyes widened slightly, thinking to herself that the rumors of Xiao Ran’s ability to lift cauldrons and split stones barehanded were not groundless.

Xiao Ran brushed the dust from his hands and said indifferently: “The foreign object is gone.”

Just as he turned to leave, his robe was tugged by an almost imperceptible force, as light as a breeze.

Xiao Ran looked back and saw Shen Li nonchalantly withdraw her hand, placing it on her knees.

“?” Xiao Ran raised an eyebrow. “What else do you want?”

The young woman raised her head slightly, her face showing a lustrous, warm jade color in the candlelight: “The floor tiles are cold and hard.”

Her tone was flat and waveless, merely stating the simplest fact.

But those dark jade-like, transparent and tranquil eyes had already spoken volumes, silently questioning her opponent’s conscience.

Xiao Ran had no conscience.

Xiao Ran’s conscience was wavering.

Xiao Ran’s conscience began to battle internally.

Then, when he caught sight of the faint bluish finger marks on the young woman’s pale wrist, his conscience completely surrendered—

He couldn’t help but recall the scene when she had come to investigate the Swallow Bandits, when he had pressed her against the screen for questioning…

It couldn’t be, could it?

Had he done that?

Xiao Ran’s temple twitched. He had only gripped her so lightly at the time, hadn’t even really applied force—how could it have left such clear bruises?

She truly was delicate-skinned and tender-fleshed, a person molded from ice and snow, precious indeed.

The young man’s gaze changed several times. He wanted to say something, but in the end it only became a stiff sentence: “Fine, you sleep on the bed.”

Shen Li hadn’t expected him to give in, and surprise flashed briefly in her eyes.

Xiao Ran glanced again at the bruises on her wrist and lowered his voice by three degrees: “Not going? Then pretend this Prince didn’t…”

“Thank you.”

As if afraid he would change his mind, Shen Li had already picked up her clothes and pillow and risen, walking to the bed.

Then she paused again, looking at the slightly disheveled wide bed with some hesitation.

“What now??”

Xiao Ran felt that all the patience of his lifetime had been exhausted on this night—sleeping was more troublesome than fighting a battle.

Shen Li said honestly: “The bedding—you’ve slept on it.”

Xiao Ran pressed his palm against his forehead, inhaled, then inhaled again.

Then he strode over, bundled up the thin quilt and hard pillow from the bed into a ball, tossed them beside the floor bedding, then gathered all her fragrant, soft Brocade Quilts, silk mattresses, blankets, and jade mats under his arm, threw them on the bed and spread them out, making a “please” gesture.

“Much obliged.”

The young woman had the refined bearing of one raised in scholarly surroundings, polite and proper, making one’s anger rise to the lips only to be forcefully swallowed back down.

Shen Li removed her shoes and got on the bed, pulling the Brocade Quilt up to her chin.

Just as she relaxed slightly, she caught sight of the horn bow and blade placed beside the pillow and hanging on the wall, and was startled again.

Shen Li had never seen anyone place so many weapons in their bedroom.

Perhaps to be able to observe the surrounding movements the moment he opened his eyes, no bed curtains were hung around the bed. The dim yellow candlelight illuminated the cold gleam of the weapons, casting sinister, murderous reflections.

It was as if the moment she closed her eyes, thirty axe-wielding executioners would rush out from the shadows and strike her down beneath the bed…

She couldn’t continue thinking like this.

Shen Li changed to a position lying on her side facing outward, trying her best to ignore the weapons behind her.

From this angle, she could just see the direction of the screen. She saw Xiao Ran lying on his back, both hands bent and pillowed behind his head, one leg casually raised, the other lying flat. The hazy silhouette projected on the thin silk was infinitely magnified, making the young man’s superior brow bone and straight nose bridge even more prominent. His slightly curled black hair scattered across his chest, like a wandering swordsman who used the sky as his canopy and the earth as his mat, even his sleeping posture revealing an unrestrained and heroic spirit.

In the future, would she and Xiao Ran… have to be like this every night?

For a moment, her thoughts wandered in all directions. She also found the candlelight dazzling, so Shen Li had to change back to her original sleeping position, pillowing one hand under her cheek and lying on her side facing inward.

Even her sleeping posture was dignified and elegant, carved into her very bones—lying auspiciously on her side like a refined hermit who used stones as pillows and streams as washing bowls.

When Xiao Ran had the third thought of ‘wanting to roll Shen Li up in a quilt and throw her out the door,’ the restless person on the bed finally fell into slumber.

Listening to the long, gentle breathing sounds coming from the bed, Xiao Ran instead lost his sleepiness.

The thin blanket beneath him still retained the elegant fragrance she had perfumed it with—very light, not overwhelming, but it made one unable to ignore it like gentle rain that moistens things silently.

Thus, the Great Yu Overlord, who could take enemy heads among ten thousand troops without a ripple of emotion, lost sleep for the first time in his life.

****

The next morning, Shen Li was awakened by a series of noisy CLANG CLANG BANG BANG sounds.

She sat up with a tuft of hair sticking up, opening her eyes in confusion to see that the candles had burned out and the sky outside the window paper was just beginning to brighten.

Behind the screen was clean and tidy, already empty of people.

The commotion outside continued.

Shen Li covered her ears and stared blankly for a while, then saw the window being gently pushed open as a familiar figure nimbly slipped inside.

“Ah, Young Lady is awake?”

Shang Ling knew her master had a bit of morning irritability and always needed to be awake for a long time before gathering enough courage to get out of bed. Without waiting for her response, she continued on her own: “That Foster Mother went to prepare breakfast, so I seized the opportunity to sneak in. If not for Young Lady instructing me not to act rashly, I should have fought my way in last night to rescue Young Lady from this den of tigers and wolves!”

Shen Li’s scattered gaze finally focused, and she asked slowly: “What’s that noise outside?”

Shang Ling closed the window behind her: “Outside? Oh, it’s the Prince practicing martial arts with his personal guards. A dignified prince’s manor has been turned into a military camp.”

In the dim morning light, Shen Li saw that she was covered with cold dew, her hair was disheveled, and her sleeve had a tear in it, so she asked with concern: “What happened to you? Did you get into a fight?”

“You mean this?”

Shang Ling tilted her head to look at the tear in her sleeve and said in high spirits: “Hai, I went out early this morning to see the Family Head and told him what you instructed me to say yesterday. On my way back, I happened to run into that tall guard beside the Prince who carries a brush pouch and has a serious face. He questioned me about where I’d been and why I was returning at this hour. I refused to say, and after some back and forth tugging, I simply exchanged a few moves with him… Young Lady, don’t worry—he didn’t get the better of me, so he stopped pursuing questions about my whereabouts.”

She finished speaking like a rapid-fire cannon, then as if remembering something, held up the Mother-of-Pearl inlaid Eight Treasures food box in her hands before Shen Li.

“Oh right, the Family Head had someone make your favorite Plum Syrup Cake and told me to bring it to you…”

When the box opened, the exquisite various pastries inside had been crushed to powder.

“This… must have been damaged during the earlier scuffle.”

Shang Ling was embarrassed.

She even suspected that she and her younger brother Shang Feng had their personalities switched in the womb—how was it that she, the older sister, was so rough around the edges, while her younger brother was so meticulous?

Shen Li covered her mouth and yawned, closing the food box: “It’s not a big deal. Go prepare the morning ablutions.”

The serving maids filed in carrying towels, combs, and clothing. Shen Li methodically changed clothes, got out of bed, washed, applied face powder, and matched fragrances with jade ornaments.

By the time she finished dressing, the sounds of swords and blades outside had turned into dust-filled shouts.

Shen Li preferred quiet and couldn’t concentrate on reading with all the noise, so she simply rose and went to the adjacent tea room to brew tea and calm her mind.

The tea was Sparrow Tongue ancient tea brought from the Shen Manor, produced from the only hundred-year-old tea tree that hadn’t been destroyed in the war. The annual yield was only a few dozen pounds—half was presented to the imperial palace, and half fell into the hands of the top aristocratic families.

Shen Li didn’t care much for food and drink, but she had a particular love for the unique fragrance of Sparrow Tongue tea.

In previous years during the sweltering summer heat, burning incense was too heavy and easily made one dizzy, so she would use this tea to make incense—smelling it could clear the mind and calm the spirit.

Currently, a culture of heavy drinking prevailed among the scholar-officials, with all the people’s winter grain being turned into wine for the nobles’ cellars. To conserve grain and curb famine, the Regent Princess had implemented a prohibition on alcohol last year, and the culture of tea drinking had gradually become popular, giving rise to many strange and peculiar brewing methods.

When Shen Li brewed tea, she simply loved the natural flavor of the tea soup and didn’t like adding those pungent and salty medicinal herbs.

The tea kettle bubbled with boiling water. First, she used bamboo tongs to roast the tea leaves, grinding them finely, then used a duck-head ladle to pour in boiling water in sequence.

The first water was for its fragrance, the second water for its color, and the third water was for its taste.

Amid the steaming mist, tea fragrance filled the entire room, further highlighting the snow-clothed young woman kneeling in the painting-like scene, resembling a moving portrait of a lady.

The serving maids watched from afar, and no matter how many times they saw it, they were still captivated by this pleasing sight.

The Young Lady didn’t like ostentatious luxury and wasn’t like other aristocratic young ladies who wore gold and silver with jewels covering their bodies, yet etiquette and elegance were carved into her very bones. Even simple blue shirts and plain skirts could be worn with noble and otherworldly bearing.

Breathing in the tea fragrance, Shen Li indeed felt the restlessness around her body gradually dissipate, her state of mind becoming tranquil.

She held the duck-head ladle, pouring the successfully brewed third water into a blue porcelain cup. The tea soup was amber-colored—she only needed to let it cool a bit before she could slowly savor this heavenly delicacy.

One wall away.

After finishing his morning practice, Xiao Ran casually threw the long spear in his hand to his personal guard and doused himself with cold water from the well, finally venting all the energy he had accumulated overnight.

He shook his head to flick off the water drops on his face, grabbed a cloth towel to randomly rub his damp curly hair, put on his clothes, and passed through the Moon Gate.

Passing by the tea room, he happened to glance at several cups of prepared tea cooling on the table.

He was feeling extremely thirsty, and without thinking much, he turned and strode inside, grabbed the first, second, and third bowls of tea from the table, and drained them in one gulp.

Finally, he set the blue porcelain cups down on the table with a THUNK and complained: “Tsk, so bland.”

He completely failed to notice that behind the folding screen, Shen Li was pressing her lips together, her delicate fingers nearly snapping the tea spoon.

The tea she had carefully brewed all morning was gone.

Not a single cup left—all guzzled down.
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Chapter 7 

Loss of Composure

Lady Zhu managed the Prince’s Manor with perfect order, and the servants brought from the Shen residence were also handed over to the steward for verification and registration, with their monthly salaries and treatment all treated equally with the manor’s existing staff.

Under the meticulous care of the elderly lady, Shen Li’s morning meal and evening meal were both taken together with Xiao Ran on this day.

Although they dined at separate tables, it was truly beyond words.

Shen Li suffered from a weak constitution and cold stomach, a lingering ailment from the calamity of that snowy night eleven years ago. She could not consume cold or raw foods, nor meat and fish, and her diet consisted mainly of light fare to nourish her stomach.

Meanwhile, Xiao Ran was at the age of vigorous energy and great appetite, and being a military general, he clearly preferred spicy and meaty dishes. His dining table was laden with large plates of cold sliced pork knuckle and roasted mutton.

He ate like a whirlwind sweeping away fallen leaves, and for convenience would directly grab mutton bones with his hands to tear the meat. The maidservants from the Shen family, accustomed to refined chewing and delicate dining, stared in stunned silence, always suspecting that beneath the youth’s handsome exterior lurked a barbarian who consumed raw meat and drank blood.

Shen Li held a soup spoon between her jade fingers, watching in a daze for a while before finally being unable to resist asking: “Does this food… bite people?”

The implication being: Why eat so fast?

Xiao Ran caught the underlying meaning, took a napkin to wipe his hands clean, and said with seeming mockery: “Someone like you on the battlefield would probably have their head fall into the pot before they could even swallow their food.”

The maidservants’ eyes widened in terror.

“Your Highness, do not speak while eating, and do not frighten the Princess Consort,” Lady Zhu intervened diplomatically.

Fortunately, although Xiao Ran ate boldly, he did not make unpleasant chewing sounds. After finishing his meal, he set down his chopsticks and stood up, saying: “I’m full.”

Lady Zhu served him soup: “Drink a bowl of lotus root soup before you go.”

Xiao Ran took the soup bowl, tilted his head back and drained it in one gulp, then placed the bowl upside down on the dining table.

And left.

Shen Li only symbolically picked at a few mouthfuls of vegetable dishes before finding an excuse to return to her room to write lecture notes. Lady Zhu, knowing that she and Xiao Ran had incompatible tastes, specially ordered the kitchen to prepare water shield soup and wild rice porridge separately, personally delivering them to her room.

Shen Li could not bear to reject the elderly lady’s kindness, so she stood up and drank a small half bowl to warm her stomach.

When retiring for the night, she always felt that her body and hair still carried the greasy smell of roasted mutton from the neighboring table, so she hurriedly ordered people to prepare fragrant bath water.

Immersing her body in the hot water, various thoughts bubbled up one after another like air bubbles.

Must she endure such discord in daily life and meals for the rest of her life, facing a person who did not understand her heart, spending her remaining years in silent confrontation and superficial harmony?

If they could remain strangers for life, that would be tolerable, but the most terrifying thing was having to fulfill the duties of marital intimacy despite having no love—what if the other party was merely a hollow shell with only appearance, offering no pleasure even in physical union, hastily resolving needs before making another trip to the gates of hell, bearing a child of unknown fortune or misfortune, ending this life amid endless domestic entanglements, disputes and quarrels…

Ah, the thought was truly despairing.

Yet the fate of most women was exactly this—they all withered in this manner.

Just like the petals scattered throughout this pool, appearing fresh and beautiful, their life force had long since been completely drained away.

Shen Li closed her eyes and sank into the water, getting past that wave of unknown panic.

After bathing, she returned to her room to find the space beyond the screen empty—Xiao Ran was not there.

Lady Zhu led palace servants to hang new bed curtains, then bowed and withdrew to keep watch outside the door.

Shen Li sat on the edge of the bed for a long time, wondering in her heart whether Xiao Ran would make his own floor bedding tonight.

Never mind, bedding was naturally first come, first served.

This person Xiao Ran was ruthlessly straightforward, always engaging in direct confrontation, so he probably would not stoop to the petty behavior of crawling into bed in the middle of the night to take advantage…

Tomorrow when she returned to the Women’s Academy to teach, she would find another excuse to rest for a few days.

Thinking of this, she finally could not resist the fatigue of consecutive days and closed her eyes to sleep lightly.

Xiao Ran knew that women’s grooming was troublesome, so he deliberately did not compete for the bathing room, but instead took his clothes to wash in the side room by the well. After finishing, he went to the study to pretend to read through military affairs until Lady Zhu sent someone to urge him for the third time, only then did he reluctantly return to the room.

Closing the door, he tiptoed to peek behind the screen—Shen Li had indeed finished grooming and gone to bed.

Without the awkwardness of sitting together in silence, Xiao Ran breathed a sigh of relief.

He walked to the inner room, pulled out the blankets and thin quilts he had hastily stuffed in there that morning, threw them on the floor and roughly arranged them, then lay down with his arm as a pillow.

His nose again caught that faint, subtle elegant fragrance.

Xiao Ran didn’t quite understand why places where women existed always seemed to have fragrant air.

He could not help but sneeze, and the bed also rustled with the sound of someone turning over.

Had he woken her up?

Xiao Ran alertly held his breath and turned to look, immediately freezing and quickly averting his gaze as if scalded—

He saw that the young woman, who had been properly lying on her side with her head on her palm, had changed to a position facing outward, with one foot kicking away the brocade quilt, revealing a small section of evenly proportioned, lustrous white leg between her nightgown and silk stockings.

A woman’s leg, thinner than his arm.

Xiao Ran loosened his collar, stood up to drink two cups of cold tea, then pushed open the window shutters a crack. While blowing in the cool breeze, he somehow inexplicably…

Developed a sense of crisis as if enemy troops were approaching the city.

****

Shen Li was completely unaware of her loss of composure the previous night.

Lady Zhu, sleeping less with age, had already prepared breakfast early the next morning and strongly advised that Xiao Ran personally escort the Princess Consort to the women’s school.

The reason being—the Prince had to go to the outskirts of the capital on business anyway, so it was on the way.

The Prince’s Manor and the Imperial Academy were in opposite directions, one south and one north, requiring a full half hour’s carriage ride, and that was under the condition that the main streets were not congested.

In the carriage, the red-robed youth and the plainly dressed young woman each pressed against opposite walls, as if wishing to draw a clear boundary line between them.

Shen Li was still in the listless period after morning rising, and it would not be proper to nap in front of him, so she simply laid out her plans openly.

“The Prince’s Manor and the Women’s Academy are very far apart, which might delay morning classes, so in the future when teaching I will still reside at the villa, returning only during the ten-day breaks.”

Shen Li’s lips curved in a shallow smile that did not reach her heart, appearing consultative: “I think the Prince has the same plan.”

Xiao Ran had not slept well last night either.

He was already pondering spending a few days at the military camp, so seeing Shen Li speak first, he was naturally pleased to see it happen.

The youth crossed his arms and leaned against the carriage wall, the high-bound ends of his hair swaying with the carriage’s rocking, and asked an unrelated question: “So, can this Prince return to sleeping in the bed?”

“No.”

Probably realizing she had refused too directly and forcefully, Shen Li softened her tone again: “Such a large Prince’s Manor surely has other beds. As for how to explain to Foster Mother… such a small matter, I’m sure the Prince can appease her appropriately.”

Xiao Ran mocked her: “Don’t try to flatter me. You say no and that’s it? When I return, I’ll go roll around on your bed a couple times.”

“…”

Do as you please, at worst I’ll throw away the bed when I return next time.

“You can stop here.”

Shen Li held her books and called for the carriage to stop half a street away from the Imperial Academy. “The Imperial Academy has many people and prying eyes; it would not be good if someone saw us.”

Just as she was about to get up, she was called back by Xiao Ran.

“Take the carriage. It doesn’t bear the Prince’s Manor’s insignia, so even if others see it, they won’t recognize it.”

Xiao Ran glanced at her flowing, ethereal plain clothes, lifted the curtain and stepped down from the carriage, then mounted the warhorse brought by his attendant.

It had rained lightly last night; if she went down in those clothes and walked around, would she still be presentable?

****

The Women’s Academy was located at the northwest corner gate of the Imperial Academy, with only three courtyards hastily cleared out and barely allocated for the women’s school’s teaching and instruction use.

Because the Women’s Academy was adjacent to the Imperial Academy, being small in scale with few people, and the authorities treating it perfunctorily, it was incorporated under the jurisdiction of the Imperial Academy’s doctoral libation officers.

On the first day after the ten-day break, the teachers and doctors of both the Imperial Academy and Women’s Academy were required to report to the Education Office for routine meetings, to communicate with each other, summarize the previous ten days’ teaching progress, and jointly discuss the next ten days’ chapters for each subject.

Due to the Purification Festival, the school had given an extra day of break, and the Imperial Academy students’ hearts were scattered from play, with noisy conversation everywhere inside and outside the lecture halls.

Shen Li entered the Education Office through the northwest corner gate and saw several sixteen or seventeen-year-old dandyish young men with arms around each other’s shoulders, joking with a hunched, thin doctor in a faded scholarly robe in the corridor.

“Teacher, this student has a stomachache and requests leave from morning class!”

“Teacher, this student’s essay was torn to pieces by the vicious dog at home, completely destroyed—it’s really not that the student didn’t write it!”

“Teacher, this student has no money to buy paper and brushes. Could the teacher lend this student a hundred coins?”

No matter what strange excuses the students came up with, the honest and straightforward mathematics doctor Zhou Hui would only nod and say “Good.”

Just as those dandy young men were about to actually snatch the money pouch from his hands, a bamboo disciplinary ruler intervened, lightly tapping the back of the leading youth’s hand.

A lazy female voice came: “This is truly turning heaven and earth upside down, students robbing their teacher’s money.”

“Ah, Teacher Cui.”

Cui Yu was the music teacher at the Women’s Academy, with an alluring appearance and a leisurely position. But because she came from the Boling Cui family, the students did not dare to be too presumptuous in front of her, only laughing shamelessly twice before scattering like birds and beasts.

Cui Yu walked gracefully, turning her head to look at the poor and honest colleague before her: “I’m not criticizing you, Doctor Zhou, but you shouldn’t be so agreeable with them. How many times have they lied and made scenes to borrow money from you? Have they ever returned a single coin of what they borrowed before?”

Shen Li had already approached the two, also gently advising: “They are all children from aristocratic families, born into privilege, and do not lack gold and silver. They only see that you nod and agree to everything, so they deliberately tease you.”

Zhou Hui unconsciously nodded his head, still in that slow, infuriating tone: “Precisely because they are born into privilege, they must not be slighted. They are young and don’t understand; they’ll be better when they grow up.”

Beyond saving, truly ‘What a pitiful slave who just says yes, bowing and nodding with nothing but “good.”‘

Cui Yu rolled her eyes and no longer meddled in others’ affairs, pulling Shen Li into the hall and finding seats in the female teachers’ row.

Most of the male teachers in the Imperial Academy carried the scholars’ self-important arrogance, disdaining to associate with women, so they all sat upright with raised heads and eyes forward. Only a young lecturer with clear, handsome features in the corner stood up with gathered sleeves, smiling as he performed the greeting ceremony between colleagues toward Shen Li and Cui Yu.

Shen Li and Cui Yu also nodded in return.

Years of turmoil had greatly damaged the old aristocratic families’ vitality, and Princess Regent Xiao Qing Li intentionally took this opportunity to change the blood, so the Imperial Academy not only exceptionally recruited many students from humble families, but also won over some marginal scholars from secondary clans like Yuan Fan and Zhou Hui to serve as academic officials.

Perhaps due to his humble origins, Yuan Fan was among this group of scholars one of the few who respected women and was modest and courteous.

When the current Imperial Academy doctoral libation officer Wang Zhan arrived late, the meeting officially began.

Sure enough, Libation Officer Wang emphasized the illicit sacrifice incident at the Purification Festival, and used poor supervision as grounds to deduct Shen Li’s monthly salary.

Cui Yu was yawning drowsily, but upon hearing this, she feigned surprise: “Punishing only Teacher Wang’s monthly salary isn’t quite fair, is it? After all, eleven people were involved, and Imperial Academy students accounted for nine of them. If we’re talking about poor supervision, everyone present among the Imperial Academy teachers shares responsibility.”

“Teacher Cui is a music teacher for women; you should not interfere in matters of ritual studies.”

“It’s because the ritual studies teacher failed to educate strictly that students performed improper sacrifices. The Libation Officer’s clear distinction between right and wrong, punishing in this way, is precisely a manifestation of fairness.”

Scholars stick together—even if they occupy different social strata, they are unprecedentedly united when it comes to the distinction between men and women.

“Students performing improper sacrifices—I indeed bear responsibility. But following this logic, their youthful romantic feelings and unauthorized departure from school was due to the poetry doctor’s poor guidance; the prophetic divination in the countryside was the failure of the divination doctor; the eleven people being drawn into court political struggles was also due to the Spring and Autumn Annals doctor’s inadequate teaching… Is this not so?”

Shen Li used their own methods against them, leaving over a dozen Imperial Academy teachers speechless.

The argument bore no fruit, and the red-faced Imperial Academy teachers successively left in anger.

Instead, Yuan Fan’s expression remained bright and clear, saying something fair: “Teacher Wang is not at fault; please do not blame yourself.”

The calligraphy female doctor Zhu Ruowen did not approve of making things bigger, consoling Shen Li: “The pure will naturally be pure; young people need not compete over every win, loss, right, and wrong.”

Cui Yu smiled meaningfully: “Great Scholar Zhu truly has the good nature of a bodhisattva.”

The Women’s Academy, incorporated under the Imperial Academy, had to depend on others, yet the funds allocated from above did not increase. With too many monks and too little porridge, the budget that could leak into the Women’s Academy from Libation Officer Wang’s hands was but a drop in the ocean.

Zhu Ruowen devoted herself wholeheartedly to scholarship, always disdaining to be tainted by these intrigues and schemes. No matter how the two factions in the school were on the verge of storm with undercurrents surging, she remained as tranquil as a chrysanthemum, aloof from worldly affairs.

On the contrary, Cui Yu, this self-proclaimed small fry who mixed and waited for death, dreaming of someday ‘rising to success through former students and subordinates,’ would occasionally flap about following “Wang Xue Yi.”

“I see that Wang Zhan is just bullying you for having no family background.”

After everyone had left, Cui Yu slouched over boneless, indignant on behalf of her friend: “Before, when he saw your surname was Wang, he would still greet you with a smile. Later, when he learned that your Wang surname did not come from those two great families, he changed his attitude. All day long he only knows how to bully the Women’s Academy—no budget, lowest salaries, most troublesome matters, and even promotion quotas are monopolized by the Imperial Academy… Even with all this, he still boasts daily about being a collateral branch of the Langya Wang family! If the Langya Wang family knew they had produced such a fence-sitter, they would probably die of shame and anger!”

Shen Li was surprised: “The Libation Officer comes from the Langya Wang family? How did I not know?”

Cui Yu had not yet realized what was wrong with her statement, snorting with laughter: “Exactly! It’s probably completely made up, gilding his own face. When real Wang family descendants appear in Lan Capital someday and expose him face to face, that will be a sight to see.”

The “real Wang family descendant” smiled in agreement: Yes, that scene would certainly be spectacular.

Cui Yu walked shoulder to shoulder with Shen Li: “Xue Yi, aren’t you Doctor Cao’s student? Why don’t you have her come forward to support you?”

Cao Qing Yu was the original ritual studies female doctor at the Women’s Academy, and also Shen Li’s mother’s close friend.

This resilient and proud woman had never married, devoting all forty-odd years of her life to the restoration of Zhou Dynasty rituals, almost becoming an anomalous, lonely seeker of truth in this chaotic world of collapsed rituals and ruined music.

However, the hardships and wandering of her early years had already exhausted Master Cao’s vitality, and the torment of illness had left her unable to teach. So on the eve of her resignation, hearing that Shen Li was coming to Lan Capital to marry, she personally recommended to the Princess Regent this most proud disciple whom she had personally guided and raised.

Shen Li always felt grateful that Master Cao had pulled her out of the confusion of political marriage. If she were to rashly disturb her mentor’s recuperation over such trivial matters, it would show that she, as a student, did not know the proper priorities.

“A small matter?”

Cui Yu sighed deeply: “If this continues, you’ll be paying out of pocket to teach.”

Shen Li smiled and shook her head: “I don’t have many places to spend money.”

Because at home there was a brother who took care of every detail for her, eagerly throwing money at her every day.

These years, the only hardship she had endured was having to play the role of a harmonious married couple with Xiao Ran.

Fortunately, she wouldn’t have to see that person for the next eight or nine days…

Shen Li paused: She shouldn’t have to see him, right?

****

In the palace, Cheng Ming Hall.

The resolute voice of the young military general came through.

“I won’t go!”

Xiao Ran suppressed the urge to flip the table, took a deep breath: “You want me, a dignified Prince, to enter the Imperial Academy to study alongside those bookworms who only know ‘indeed, however, therefore’? No way, unwilling, absolutely impossible!”
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Chapter 8 

Enemies

“Keep your voice down.”

Xiao Qing Li wore her hair in a high seven-pin coiffure, clearly having just come down from the court. She casually threw several memorials from the desk to Xiao Ran, “First take a look at these.”

Xiao Ran caught them with one hand, opened the lengthy memorial and scanned it, then snorted coldly and threw it back onto the desk.

“That man surnamed He died in prison, and the court ministers, not knowing his bandit identity, are quite displeased. The Censorate has thus made this into an article, impeaching you for forming cliques and persecuting scholars… If this continues to spread, I fear it will arouse the dissatisfaction of scholars throughout the realm, and I must give them an explanation.”

Xiao Qing Li pressed her temple with her finger, then changed the subject, “But you also know that the matter of the Swallow Bandits’ reappearance cannot be made public for now, lest we alert the enemy and cause panic among the people of Lan Capital. So, I currently have no way to prove your innocence to the world, to prove that the one who died in prison was an unforgivable bandit, not a genuine scholar.”

“Why need proof? Let them fart.”

Xiao Ran sat back in his seat, his posture still maintaining that arrogant attitude of considering nothing worthy of attention. “I’ve just uncovered some clues about this matter, and the memorial impeaching me was delivered before Imperial Sister’s eyes. There must be someone in the court fanning the flames…”

His words paused, as if he understood something: “That man surnamed He’s movements all revolved around the Academy. Imperial Sister wants to investigate the Imperial Academy?”

“Clever.”

Xiao Qing Li cast him an approving look, speaking unhurriedly, “These past two years I’ve deliberately promoted those of humble origins, so the Academy is no longer the exclusive domain of official families’ sons. If the Imperial Academy and Women’s Academy that I personally supported ultimately become sharp knives pointed at me, that would truly be murder by breaking one’s heart.”

Xiao Ran: “Even if you want to investigate the Imperial Academy, there are other methods. Why must I disguise myself as a student?”

“The enemy is hidden while we are exposed. Open investigation won’t work – by then, before you can make a move, the evidence will probably be burned to ashes.”

Xiao Qing Li lightly tapped the memorial with her fingertip, a profound smile blooming in her eyes, “So, we might as well go with the flow and send you to the Imperial Academy to ‘reflect’ in the name of ‘cultivating character and understanding propriety.’ This can both appease the scholars’ anger and secretly investigate the Imperial Academy’s spies. Wouldn’t that kill two birds with one stone?”

“…”

Xiao Ran felt that Imperial Sister’s smile at this moment was extremely similar to those scheming power-brokers described in history books.

He didn’t dislike studying, he just didn’t like wasting energy on disputes of words and writings. Twenty years of chaos and war, with the people suffering, those high-minded principles couldn’t save the common people from their tormented times.

Moreover, Shen Li was a female teacher – if she knew he was going to the Imperial Academy to study, wouldn’t that be losing face?

No way, too embarrassing.

“If you’re unwilling to go, I won’t force you.”

Xiao Qing Li put on a worried expression, stealing a glance at her cousin’s expression, and sighed, “It’s just a pity that outsiders can’t be relied upon, and Ling Jia is at the Women’s Academy, so she can’t manage the Imperial Academy’s affairs… Alas, who would be suitable to find?”

Xiao Ran’s ears twitched.

After a long while, despite his extreme reluctance, he could only support his forehead and agree: “Imperial Sister need not provoke me. I’ll go.”

Since Imperial Sister said the Women’s Academy and Imperial Academy were separated by a wall and didn’t interfere with each other, he probably wouldn’t encounter Shen Li.

It was only a month or two anyway – he could endure it and muddle through.

****

Shen Li didn’t yet know what she was about to face.

When she lectured under the identity of “Wang Xue Yi,” she often stayed in her private villa courtyard, which had a quiet environment and convenient location, only a quarter-hour walk from the Women’s Academy.

More importantly, the courtyard was adjacent to the main Shen family residence—

The Shen family’s large main residence faced south, while Shen Li’s separate courtyard faced north. From the front gates, the two residences appeared to be on different streets, separated by a great distance, but in reality their back courtyards were connected. By opening a single door in the back wall, one could directly access the Shen residence’s garden, making it convenient for Shen Li to avoid public attention when returning home for reunions.

But most of the time, it was the Shen family head who came to visit from time to time, displaying the patience of someone keeping a beloved in a golden house, providing comprehensive care for his sister’s clothing, food, housing, and daily needs.

“Replace the porcelain vase on the flower stand with that pair of newly acquired snow-jade colored white porcelain chicken-head ewers. Late spring is ending, so the indoor curtains should also be changed to smoke-water blue thin silk gauze – it’s both light and cooling, yet doesn’t lose elegance. And these few wooden bricks with scratches and marks need to be carefully polished and maintained with wax.”

The graceful young man in bamboo-moon green wide-sleeved everyday robes sat elegantly across from the chess board, playing against Shen Li while directing the servants carrying various items to their proper positions. The feather fan in his hand swayed with an air of strategic planning.

The two siblings held chess pieces and played against each other, their clear, beautiful faces making even the spring flowers and moonlight in the courtyard seem brighter.

The green porcelain lotus candle stand on the table crackled and emitted a wisp of black smoke.

Shen Jun frowned his handsome eyebrows and asked while holding a chess piece: “You usually use candles like this?”

“…Hm? What’s wrong with the candles?”

Shen Li was exhausted, her gaze unfocused, still not having recovered from her daze.

A servant had already efficiently removed the candle stand and replaced it with more expensive smokeless sandalwood beeswax, which when lit gave off a faint woody fragrance that was refreshing to the spirit.

“I really don’t know what you’re trying to achieve—”

That refined young master’s pleasant voice showed no mercy when lecturing his sister, “Using stone wax that could blind one’s eyes, doing work more tiring than oxen and horses, going from female teacher to lecturer to assistant teacher – accumulating day by day, you’d have to endure until age forty to qualify for evaluation as a seventh-rank doctor. Your working years are longer than other people’s lives…”

“Stop talking, Elder Brother, stop talking.”

Shen Li showed signs of despair – if he continued, they wouldn’t even be able to remain siblings.

Shen Jun sighed deeply, his jade-bamboo-like hand touching his sister’s plain sleeve with his fan, his clear eyes containing obvious heartache: “A monthly salary of a thousand coins – throw it out and you can’t even hear it land, not enough to buy three chi of good fabric to make a proper outfit. The first noble lady of Lan Capital, yet her dress doesn’t even have a single embroidered decoration.”

“The candles are distributed by the Academy, material goods used to offset wages. The clothing is the uniform dress of female teachers, naturally it should be simple and elegant.”

Shen Li didn’t dare say that this month she didn’t even have a thousand coins.

Elder Brother was like this – the more he cared and felt sorry for someone, the harsher his words became. She looked up at her brother’s personal attendant and asked with a smile: “Who provoked him today? He’s been finding fault since he arrived.”

The attendant Sang Zhi blinked twice and quietly replied: “The family head was discussing matters in the palace and got into a dispute with the Regent Princess’s people. Both sides made quite an ugly scene. After court, this servant asked the family head what he wanted for his evening meal…”

Sang Zhi paused, then switched to Shen Jun’s elegant, composed tone: “The family head said, ‘Cook some ox heart, ox liver, and ox lung soup, and see if their internal organs are black.’ At that time, the Regent Princess’s confidant Minister Niu was right there. After hearing this, his face turned black, but his attendant had to poke his lung and eagerly came forward to ask Minister Niu what he wanted to eat. Minister Niu said—”

Sang Zhi cleared his throat with a clenched fist, then switched to Minister Niu’s furious voice, booming like a great bell: “Eat shit!”

Sang Zhi was skilled at vocal mimicry, learning their tones like a parrot, making the male and female servants present laugh until they swayed back and forth. Even Shen Li couldn’t help but burst into laughter.

A court minister losing composure and cursing – he must have been driven to distraction by Elder Brother.

“Ah Zhi, don’t speak nonsense.”

Shen Jun’s expression didn’t change as he elegantly placed a piece, “I am a Secretariat Attendant and Shen family head – how could I do something like mocking a colleague?”

Shen Li also placed a piece, teasingly saying: “Elder Brother’s mockery is indeed more skillful than direct cursing.”

Shen Jun, having been exposed by his sister, picked up his tea cup and took a light sip, changing the subject: “This tea is good. Whose handiwork?”

Shen Li said: “It’s Shang Feng’s.”

The young male servant whose name was mentioned put down the tea grinder, straightened up from behind the small stove, and bowed with gathered sleeves.

He truly was a delicate and elegant young man – eyebrows like emerald feathers, red lips and white teeth, lustrous black hair half-draped over his shoulders. His clothing had no ostentatious decorations, but he excelled in his graceful bearing and outstanding temperament. One could easily believe he was a young master from some minor aristocratic family.

The close attendants of the Shen family, whether in talent or appearance, were all outstanding, surpassing even the marginal minor aristocratic families outside.

Around his sister, there should naturally be such gentle and refined people serving her, unlike that brutish fellow who only knew how to kill and hack…

The thought of that person made him feel suffocated.

Shen Jun put down his tea cup and looked toward his sister across from him: “This tea brewing technique has some of Ah Li’s style.”

Shang Feng humbly bowed in thanks: “You flatter me, Family Head. Young Lady’s tea ceremony accomplishments are like the bright moon in the sky. This servant is clumsy – if this slight skill can be touched by half a ray of Young Lady’s pure radiance, it would already be tremendous fortune.”

Since his sister had married, only Shang Feng still respectfully addressed her as “Young Lady.”

Shen Jun was quite satisfied with him and gently instructed Sang Zhi: “Go fetch that set of ice-jade green porcelain tea cups and give them to this young man.”

This was recognition of him.

Shang Feng was overwhelmed with honor and looked to Shen Li for permission.

Shen Li said gently: “Elder Brother is giving them to you, so accept them.”

Shang Feng rose to bow again and withdrew with Sang Zhi.

Shen Li dismissed the other servants. When only the two siblings remained in the room, she got straight to the point: “Elder Brother came to see me – it probably wasn’t just for playing chess and giving gifts, was it?”

“Can’t I come see you without a reason?”

Shen Jun smiled faintly, placing the black stone held between his fingers back into the chess bowl. “The people below have already traced He Jin Xian’s lodging place in Lan Capital.”

He Jin Xian was the fake scholar who had spread prophetic rumors and was suspected of being a Swallow Bandit.

Shen Li’s fingertips holding the chess piece tightened slightly as she asked: “What happened?”

“Burned.”

Shen Jun said slowly, “It was a guesthouse in the West Market. A great fire the night before last burned that courtyard to ashes. Fortunately, the night watchman discovered it early and it didn’t harm innocent neighbors.”

Shen Li’s expression grew slightly grave: “Being so eager to destroy traces actually confirms his suspicious identity. There must be accomplices hiding in the shadows.”

Shen Jun nodded: “After learning this person’s name, I immediately sent people to investigate his household registration and ancestral home, but surprisingly found no suspicious points at all – three generations of ancestors were all clean scholars. I then sent people to explore Ying Yang, and they said there was indeed such a person, only he had disappeared during the Xing Ning rebellion and it’s been over ten years now.”

Shen Li said: “So someone assumed Scholar He’s identity.”

“Exactly. The other Swallow Bandits probably used the same method to shed their skins like golden cicadas, assuming the identities of missing or deceased people and hiding in the depths of the human sea.”

Thinking of something, Shen Jun drew a small lacquered wooden box from his sleeve and gently pushed it toward Shen Li. “By the way, those who went to investigate found this object in the burned guesthouse. Because Danyang Prince had soldiers guarding the scene day and night, the people below didn’t dare act rashly and only brought back these few traces.”

Inside the box were several pieces of charred paper slightly larger than fingernails, with blackened edges. They must have been corners of letters that the criminals hadn’t managed to burn completely when they set the fire to destroy evidence.

Such tiny pieces of evidence made it impossible to decipher any writing on them.

But Shen Li still discovered clues from the thickness and texture of the paper.

“This paper…”

Shen Li’s fingertips lightly rubbed the paper, her gaze sharpening. “It’s from the Yun Tai Bookstore on North Street.”

The Yun Tai Bookstore was located directly across from the Imperial Academy, in an extremely advantageous position, and business was exceptionally prosperous.

The Imperial Academy students purchased all their monthly books, paper, and writing implements from this bookstore, simply because if they bought books and paper from other stores, Imperial Academy Doctor and Libation Officer Wang Zhan would order them returned, claiming the paper was crude and full of errors.

Over time, shopping at Yun Tai Bookstore for school supplies became an unspoken rule among Imperial Academy students.

After all, aristocratic family children didn’t lack this bit of money, and no one cared about the thoughts of humble-born students anyway.

But Shen Li had seen the hemp paper sold by Yun Tai Bookstore – expensive, rough, with frayed edges, and extremely prone to ink bleeding. Both the material and craftsmanship were much inferior to other stores.

Shen Li and several other teachers, unwilling to see students’ painstakingly written essays ruined by ink bleeding, quietly permitted them to buy superior paper from other stores.

When Wang Zhan later learned of this, Shen Li and those young teachers found their situations much more difficult.

Thinking of this, Shen Li softly said “Ah,” belatedly realizing the root of her recent string of bad luck.

Shen Jun pondered for a moment and asked slowly: “Ah Li, are you certain this paper is unique to that bookstore?”

Shen Li was definite: “The bookstore owner hired people to make pulp and dry paper, supplying only his own store, thus eliminating middleman costs and maximizing profits.”

Such rough, easily frayed paper couldn’t be found anywhere else in all of Lan Capital.

Moreover, He Jin Xian’s base was at a West Market guesthouse, yet he would cross half the city to specifically buy paper from the bookstore near the Academy on North Street – highly suspicious indeed.

“Good, I’ll have people investigate this bookstore.”

Shen Jun naturally had complete trust in his sister.

“Elder Brother, have you ever heard of someone named Wang Zhan, courtesy name He Xuan, among the collateral branches of our maternal grandfather’s family?”

“Imperial Academy Doctor and Libation Officer Wang Zhan?”

Shen Jun thought briefly and sighed: “You know that since Mother passed away, I haven’t had deep relations with maternal grandfather’s side. Why do you suddenly ask about this?”

“Nothing much.”

Shen Li thought for a moment, then added, “This person may be connected to the bookstore. Elder Brother could investigate him as well.”

Shen Jun nodded in agreement, then asked: “Will you come home for dinner tomorrow? You’ve grown thinner.”

Shen Li shook her head: “I don’t want to move.”

Shen Jun laughed: “It’s just a few steps through the back door to get home. Or should I have someone deliver it to you? What would you like to eat? Also, cold enters through the feet – even though the weather’s warming, you should wear shoes indoors…”

“Yes, yes, yes, I know. Elder Brother, please go back. I want to rest.”

Shen Li responded while escorting the chattering Shen Jun out the door.

After the family servants escorted Elder Brother away in a grand procession, Shen Li returned to her bedroom. With no one around, she briefly cast aside propriety and threw herself into the fragrant, soft bedding, rolling around while hugging her embroidered pillow.

Her own bed was still the most comfortable to sleep in. Not having to share a room with that person, even her breathing seemed to become lighter.

However, this rare lightness vanished completely the next day.

Someone new had come to the Imperial Academy to audit classes, and Libation Officer Wang Zhan personally ordered all the teachers to send over copies of their respective course books with annotations.

Shen Li organized her ritual studies lecture notes, still thinking on the way: The Imperial Academy recruiting students mid-term and having teachers personally deliver books – this person must have considerable background.

But if it were a prince, duke, or top aristocratic family’s son, they should go to the Imperial College instead. Why would they come to the Imperial Academy?

It wasn’t until she pushed open the door to the Education Office and unexpectedly saw a face that shouldn’t appear here—

Xiao Ran rarely wore the snow-white Imperial Academy student scholarly robes, standing tall with a face like cold jade, also wearing an expression of seeing a ghost.

Dear heavens…

Both their eyes were filled with the words “enemies on a narrow road, fate playing tricks.”

“Your Highness, this is the ritual studies teacher Wang Xue Yi – Master Wang. Though Teacher Wang is a female instructor, she is Master Cao’s only direct disciple, and despite her young age, she holds teaching positions at both academies…”

Sensing the subtle atmosphere between the two, Imperial Academy Doctor and Libation Officer Wang Zhan’s rat-like eyes darted about as he asked carefully, “Do you two… know each other?”

“…”

A moment of unspeakable silence.

“On the Purification Festival, we met once.”

Xiao Ran pulled at his lips: “I’ve long admired your talent.”

Shen Li replied evenly: “Your reputation precedes you.”
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Chapter 9

Not Familiar

If you asked Shen Li what was the most difficult thing about teaching at both the Women’s Academy and the Imperial Academy, she would think it should be rushing between places.

After finishing her lectures at the Women’s Academy, she had to use that brief quarter-hour break to hurry non-stop through the northwest corner gate, past the Education Office, through the archives, across the covered walkway, and arrive at the Imperial Academy’s Ming Li Hall to teach her second class.

Though time was tight, she couldn’t lose her composure due to hasty walking.

Just as Shen Li passed the corner gate, she saw someone leap down from a jujube tree on the wall, landing lightly before her eyes like an agile tiger or leopard.

The full tree’s flower shadows swayed, wind filling her sleeves, stirring the plain-colored ribbons in her hair to dance lightly in the breeze.

Jujube blossoms fell rustling down like golden rain filling the sky. In it, the young man dressed in scholar’s robes brushed the flower petals from his shoulders. His unruly curly hair was all bound up, reducing some of his wild, untamed coldness and adding several points of precious, jade-like nobility.

He had clearly been observing from above for quite some time. He pressed his palm against his sore neck before leaning against the corridor pillar to ask: “Aren’t you a Women’s Academy teacher? Why would you be teaching at the Imperial Academy?”

His tone had a subtle stiffness hidden beneath the distance.

Shen Li was still not used to seeing him dressed in scholarly robes without looking like a real scholar. She replied calmly: “Currently in Great Yu, there are only two people who can restore the Rites of Zhou – one is my teacher Master Cao, and the second is me.”

Although there were also Master Cao’s students in the Imperial Academy, those young men had only studied the Zhou rituals for a year or two, naturally they couldn’t compare to “Wang Xue Yi” who had been Master Cao’s disciple since age seven and had studied ritual studies for ten years.

Xiao Ran’s expression shifted slightly.

He had originally thought Shen Li was like those others, relying on family background to enter the academy, but he hadn’t expected that at such a young age she already had such accomplishments.

But Shen Li was pondering another matter: “Why would Your Highness enter the Imperial Academy?”

Xiao Ran’s gloomy expression was quite meaningful, roughly conveying: Do you think I wanted to?

Shen Li had occasionally heard colleagues mention in passing: recently at court there had been impeachment of Xiao Ran for not respecting ritual law and executing scholars. To appease the masses’ anger, the Regent Princess had ordered Xiao Ran to enter the Imperial Academy to study rituals and reflect on himself.

But Shen Li always felt this was not the Regent Princess’s true intention.

He Jin Xian’s activities during his lifetime all revolved around the Imperial Academy, and he had frequently visited bookstores outside the academy. Right after the guesthouse was burned and the clues cut off, Xiao Ran entered the Imperial Academy to study under the pretext of self-reflection…

Thinking carefully, it seemed somewhat coincidental.

Shen Li’s train of thought was forcibly pulled back when Xiao Ran, wearing that restrictive, oversized scholar’s robe, brushed past her.

“Your Highness is going the wrong way, Ming Li Hall is not in that direction.” She held her books and couldn’t help but remind him.

Xiao Ran didn’t turn back: “This king isn’t blind.”

Shen Li understood: “Your Highness… is planning to skip class?”

“You don’t need to concern yourself.”

The next class was on the Rites of Zhou. Xiao Ran couldn’t manage to sit below and listen to Shen Li lecture as if nothing had happened – that would be too bizarre.

“In my ritual studies class, those absent will have their names recorded by the registrar and their family elders notified for disciplinary instruction.”

Shen Li blinked lightly, with an inquisitive tone: “I wonder who Your Highness’s elder would be?”

“…”

Xiao Ran stopped walking.

“Are you… threatening me?”

His handsome face was bathed in flower shadows, carrying quite an ominous meaning.

“How would I dare? I’m merely stating the rules.”

The tall figure approached menacingly. Shen Li maintained her composed tone as if Mount Tai could collapse before her without changing color: “Reporting on students’ coursework is a teacher’s responsibility. I wouldn’t mind frequently catching up with Her Highness the Regent Princess.”

“Good, very good.”

Xiao Ran took a deep breath and said “good” twice in succession.

If murderous intent could harm people, Shen Li would probably already be riddled with holes by now. He crossed his arms and stared at the blue-robed girl before him for a long moment, his expression changing several times, before finally turning his steps toward Ming Li Hall.

Shen Li’s lips curved slightly upward.

Strike the snake at its vital seven-inch point, grab a person by their weakness – she was quite experienced as a female teacher.

Just as she was thinking this, Xiao Ran ahead suddenly stopped, turned around, and strode back to stand before her.

Shen Li was caught off guard and nearly collided with him. Looking up, she saw the young man lean down close and say through gritted teeth: “In the future, at the academy, pretend we don’t know each other. Don’t tell anyone about our relationship!”

Shen Li tilted her head slightly, the swaying late spring flower shadows reflected in her eyes.

“Why pretend?”

She looked at Xiao Ran somewhat strangely, her temple hair brushing across her white cheek in the breeze: “You and I aren’t familiar to begin with.”

“…”

The young man’s fierce expression, not yet retracted, froze on his face just like that.

“Please step aside, my class is about to be late.”

At Ming Li Hall, teaching through a curtain, a clear, jade-like female voice accompanied the scattered reading sounds of the young men.

Shen Li turned a page of her book, pressed it down with her finger, and during the gap when the Imperial Academy students were reviewing, she raised her eyes to look out.

The gauze curtain was hazily transparent. Looking past row after row of desks, she could see bamboo curtains swaying lightly in the breeze, large patches of bright sunlight streaming in through the latticed windows like golden gauze spread on the ground.

Xiao Ran sat in this patch of golden light at the back by the window – not sitting properly like the Imperial Academy students, but cross-legged, one hand supporting his chin, the other carelessly twirling an un-inked brush between his fingers, like a wild horse that had charged into a flock of docile white sheep.

Occasionally when he raised his eyes and his gaze met Shen Li’s through the gauze curtain, he would frown and look away, staring absently at the birds perched on the branches outside the window.

Shen Li found this secretly amusing.

So even the fearless, heaven-defying tyrant was afraid of this kind of embarrassing role reversal – though he was only here to cultivate his character and wasn’t truly a student in the real sense.

Seven days later, the Education Office was shrouded in gloom and despair.

Twenty academy teachers sat around together, all looking haggard.

“Ever since the Danyang Prince came to the Imperial Academy to cultivate his character and study rituals, we have to copy an additional detailed lecture outline for inspection daily – that’s bearable. Half the students all imitate his disregard for ritual law and lackadaisical attitude – that’s also bearable… Yesterday during examinations, I assigned all students to write an essay on the topic from the Gongyang Commentary: ‘The Great Unity is the eternal principle of Heaven and Earth‘.”

The doctor who taught the Gongyang Commentary, Zhang, threw an exam paper on the desk, pointing at the sword-like wild calligraphy on it, his beard trembling with anger: “The Prince answered: ‘Stop killing with killing, stop war with war, and the world will achieve Great Unity‘ – listen, listen! What kind of talk is this!”

The Yi Studies doctor shook his head: “Too much killing nature, this child cannot be taught.”

Another white-haired teacher said: “Today, when the Xie family’s son merely commented ‘barbarian warrior‘, Your Highness flew into a rage and drew the ceremonial sword from the wall, splitting the Xie family’s desk in two, scaring the Xie family’s son so much he wetted himself in panic… Sigh!”

“Well, he’s a military general, so having a direct temper and great strength is normal.”

The music teacher Cui Yu sighed resentfully: “The day before yesterday in music class, Your Highness used tremendous force and consecutively broke a row of my bronze bells and snapped three zither strings. Did I say anything?”

Cui Yu made quite a sarcastic remark, and like someone who enjoys watching drama unfold, turned to the young man beside her: “Yuan Fan, how is your poetry class surviving?”

Yuan Fan smiled modestly and shook his head: “Your Highness is still relatively polite to me, only turning in blank papers.”

Amid the snickering, Libation Officer Wang Zhan slowly spoke up.

“Gentlemen, Wang understands all your difficulties. However, as teachers, we should naturally teach without discrimination. How can we sit here sighing and complaining just because Your Highness has a more direct personality and weaker foundation?”

Libation Officer Wang held his teacup, blew on it, and tried to smooth things over: “As the saying goes, we shouldn’t just focus on students’ shortcomings, but should be good at discovering students’ strengths. For example, the Prince has good relationships with people, is skilled in military strategy, and his archery is excellent. Not only does he keep the academy peaceful, but he can also lead the students in cuju and polo, diligently practicing the six arts…”

Before he finished speaking, a solid leather ball burst through the window paper and CLANG landed in Libation Officer Wang’s teacup.

Tea splashed up high, giving the Libation Officer a face wash.

From beyond the wall behind the Education Office came the noisy sounds of young men.

The “popular” one shouted loudly: “What’s going on? Whoever kicked it over should go fetch it back!”

The leather ball rolled to the ground and slowly came to rest at Shen Li’s feet.

Libation Officer Wang shakily pulled out his handkerchief to wipe his face. The setting sun streamed through the damaged window, illuminating the deathly pallor inside the room.

“Aiya, how can we delicate, weak scholars withstand his torment?”

Cui Yu sighed: “The next monthly examination will be a joint test with the Imperial Academy, and who knows how it will turn out…”

Hearing this, the faces of all the teachers grew even more despairing and defeated.

Cui Yu’s eyes turned and she said: “I have an idea – would you gentlemen like to hear it?”

At this point, the Imperial Academy teachers didn’t mind that she was a woman, and all straightened up saying: “We’d like to hear the details.”

Seeing the cunning smile in her friend’s eyes, Shen Li knew it probably wasn’t a good idea.

Sure enough, Cui Yu raised her finger to cover her lips and smiled mysteriously.

“Speaking of graceful nobility and cultivated propriety, who could compare to the Princess Consort from the model aristocratic Shen family? Why don’t we all go squat outside the Prince’s Manor gates, and as soon as that reclusive Princess Consort comes out, we’ll swarm up to her crying and begging the Princess Consort to come manage her husband. How about that?”

I don’t think that’s a good idea, Shen Li answered silently.

Moreover…

She looked down at the bamboo paper spread on her lap, staring at the stick figure wielding weapons and the turtle warfare diagram on it –

Moreover, the Princess Consort herself was also quite troubled.

****

After the meeting, Shen Li returned to the Education Office to pack up a thick stack of books and lecture notes, getting off work before the academy locked up.

Two carriages were stopped outside the back gate – the smaller one was hers, the larger one had no manor insignia but was very familiar.

Seeing her come out, Shang Ling quickly gave the neighboring carriage a look and silently mouthed: “Miss, he’s here…”

The bamboo curtain of the neighboring carriage was lifted by a pale finger, revealing the young man’s deep, lazy eyes bathed in a narrow shaft of light.

Xiao Ran tilted his head slightly and called to her: “Get in.”

Shen Li looked around before asking: “How does Your Highness come to be here?”

“Waiting for someone who dawdled for three full ke and still hasn’t gotten off work.”

“Waiting for me?”

Shen Li hadn’t reacted yet: “Why wait for me?”

Xiao Ran’s brow furrowed as he looked at her somewhat strangely.

The carriage driver Wu Si Hui quickly smiled and reminded: “Your Highness, have you forgotten? Tomorrow is the ten-day holiday. Lady Zhu gave thousands of instructions that Your Highness must harmoniously pick up the Princess Consort to return home together.”

Ah, the ten-day holiday…

That’s right, once every ten days, they needed to return to the Prince’s Manor to play the role of a loving young couple.

“Go to the Prince’s Manor, be careful.”

Shen Li instructed Shang Ling, then carried her stack of books into the carriage sent by the Prince’s Manor, taking a seat on the opposite side.

Just as the carriage started moving, Shen Li’s body swayed toward Xiao Ran’s side, then quickly sat up straight, scooted an inch to the side, and slowly smoothed the wrinkles in her sleeves.

Xiao Ran watched her distant movements and gave a meaningful snort, turning his head toward the carriage window.

After a moment, his large hand grabbed a soft cushion nearby and pushed it toward her side with apparent casualness.

Shen Li looked at the stone-cold young man, then at the cushion he had pushed over. After hesitating briefly, she finally placed the small soft pillow gently beneath herself to relieve the soreness from sitting upright.

At the academy they had to pretend to be strangers who had met by chance, and returning home they had to play the role of harmonious, loving spouses – thinking about it was truly laughable.

In the rumbling sounds of the carriage, Shen Li spaced out like a wilted flower for a moment, then gathered her spirits to take up her brush, ink it, and mark the books and lecture notes she had brought back.

Xiao Ran listened to the rustling sounds of pages turning beside his ear and thought that Shen Li really was impossibly proper.

Even after getting off work, she could still sit there motionless writing and drawing for a full hour.

Returning to the Prince’s Manor, under the etiquette officer’s watchful eyes, Shen Li cooperated with Xiao Ran in their superficial harmony through the warm dinner that Lady Zhu had arranged.

Returning to Zhuo Zhi Courtyard, she spent some more time transcribing lecture notes obtained from other teachers. When she looked up, it was already completely dark.

Seeing the young man carrying a longbow and leading the manor’s attendants past the courtyard on patrol, Shen Li called out to him.

Wu Si Hui hurried over with quick steps, revealing a charming dimple on one side: “What are the Princess Consort’s orders?”

Shen Li began to know her enemy: “I just wanted to ask, why does the Prince respect Lady Zhu so much?”

Wu Si Hui said: “The Princess Consort may not know, but when the late emperor was raising his rebellion, he unfortunately left his wife and daughter behind in the chaos of war. It was Lady Zhu who risked her life to stay by the Regent Princess’s side until the old Prince came to the rescue – oh, the old Prince is Your Highness’s father. There were no women in the army, and Your Highness was still young, so Lady Zhu voluntarily took on the responsibility of caring for Your Highness. Therefore, the Regent Princess’s foster mother is also Your Highness’s foster mother.”

So that’s how it was.

Shen Li asked again: “In that case, Your Highness must listen to Lady Zhu very much.”

“Of course! Don’t look at how Your Highness shows no mercy to outsiders – he’s extremely filial and sentimental. Your Highness’s mother was a gentle and virtuous great benefactor who never harshly scolded children. When Your Highness was young and mischievous like a little monkey, only Lady Zhu dared to discipline him with a ruler…”

Wu Si Hui was completely unaware he had sold out his master completely, continuing enthusiastically: “So besides the Grand Consort and the old Prince, Lady Zhu is the second elder that Your Highness respects most.”

Shen Li understood the situation and felt confident.

She flexed her knuckles before carrying her organized book case toward where Xiao Ran was located.

In the study.

Xiao Ran wiped the spear blade with cotton cloth, his gaze slowly moving down from Shen Li’s serious face to land on the thick book she handed over.

“…For me?”

Shen Li nodded lightly and seriously.

Xiao Ran looked at her suspiciously for a moment, then his phoenix eyes widened slightly.

Scholars all treasured their books and ink treasures highly, never giving them away lightly. This was…

What did this mean?!

 



  Chapter Spring Snow About to Melt Chapter 10

Chapter 10 

Persuasion to Study

In an instant, Xiao Ran’s thoughts turned between “romance” and “the dagger revealed at the end,” his chest pounding like war drums.

Vigilance mixed with a trace of unprecedented bewilderment.

Just as he was pondering, Shen Li spoke softly: “This is the key chapter for the next Monthly Examination’s Zhou Li policy essay.”

“……”

Xiao Ran: “?”

“And these too. I have already organized all the five classics for you.”

Shen Li pulled out one book, two books, three books…… a stack of scrolls and lecture notes from the book case beside her, pointing to the dense annotations above: “The annotated passages are extremely likely to appear on exams and require focused review. The chapters marked with cinnabar need to be memorized through repeated reading. One chapter per night – there’s still enough time.”

“………………”

Xiao Ran nearly choked on his breath, feeling a dull ache in his chest: “Poetry, Documents, Rites, Changes…… are all yours to teach?”

“No.”

“Then what does this have to do with you?”

“Next month, the Imperial Academy and the Imperial University will jointly conduct examinations. If Your Highness cannot achieve a Bing grade in each subject, the teachers from all subjects will collectively come to the Prince’s Manor gates to cry, make a scene, and beg the Princess Consort to discipline you on their behalf……”

Shen Li paused, then said calmly: “When that time comes, my identity will be exposed, so naturally it will concern me.”

“Then let them make their scene. If they hang themselves at the manor gates, this prince will be responsible for collecting the corpses.”

Xiao Ran’s expression was displeased, and the long spear in his hand struck the ground with a resounding CLANG.

The spear tip’s cold light swept across Shen Li’s eyes, reflecting a brightness like autumn water: “Does Your Highness truly refuse to study?”

“I. Will. Not. Study.”

Upon hearing this, Shen Li did not obstruct him, but unhurriedly collected the scrolls and placed them on the desk.

Still in that spring water washing jade-like clear voice: “If that is so, then I can only ask the elders to discipline you instead.”

Xiao Ran asked warily: “What are you planning to do?”

Shen Li smiled slightly, rose and walked to the door, pushing open the door panel: “Foster Mother, His Highness he…… MMM!”

Before the words could leave her mouth, a large hand with calluses suddenly covered her mouth.

Xiao Ran hooked his toe, and the half-open door panel slammed shut with a BANG, completely blocking the view of outsiders. Shen Li’s heart panicked, and she instinctively raised her hands to pry away the young man’s palm, but both her wrists were easily captured and held together, pressed against the door panel.

“You dare?”

Xiao Ran’s pupils reflected her startled appearance, like some beautiful yet dangerous wild beast.

Absolute suppression through force.

Shen Li was entirely enveloped in Xiao Ran’s shadow, forced to look up. As her pupils trembled, the young man’s unfamiliar yet vigorous aura invaded, tightly binding her within it.

The door panel reflected the overlapping shadows of the two figures.

With her mouth and nose covered, Shen Li instinctively moved her chest to draw in air, and because the two were extremely close, their breaths intertwined, their heartbeats collided.

Only then did Xiao Ran realize that a woman’s face could be so small – small enough that his single palm could cover most of it, leaving only a pair of clear, cold eyes exposed outside, with trembling eyelashes that cast rippling, pitiable watery light.

The lips beneath his palm were soft as flower petals, and when she breathed, it brought a tickling sensation like feathers brushing past.

The fierceness in the young man’s eyes gradually dissipated.

His Adam’s apple bobbed several times, and for some unknown reason, he slowly loosened his grip and stepped back.

Air rushed back in, and amid rapid breathing, Shen Li’s face gradually showed a gorgeous crimson flush.

In the spreading flush, burning undercurrents silently surged.

Xiao Ran averted his gaze, clenched his fist and coughed lightly, saying in a low, hoarse voice: “Don’t go calling people randomly.”

Shen Li tucked the stray hair clinging to her lips behind her ear, deliberately avoiding his gaze as she looked toward the books piled on the desk: “Then the books?”

Xiao Ran gripped his still-hot and numb palm, and after a long moment, lifted his robes and sat behind the desk, casually picking up a book to flip through it in a pretense of reading.

Fine, he’d just go through the motions.

The window paper was bright, and two bronze gilt branched lamps burned throughout the night.

The candle flames crackled. Xiao Ran rubbed his stiff neck and glanced at the girl sitting properly: “Let’s make a deal – you sitting here watching, the fragrance from your body makes my nose itch, and I can’t focus on the words.”

Shen Li calmly turned a page of her book, her long lashes casting beautiful delicate shadows, completely ignoring him.

“Your Highness has a truly keen nose.” Like a dog.

Perhaps guessing her unspoken criticism, Xiao Ran narrowed his eyes dangerously.

Ah, baring his teeth in a fierce expression – even more dog-like.

“You should return to your room to rest. This prince will study on his own.”

Seeing that she didn’t move, Xiao Ran changed his position, casually draping his arm over his raised knee: “Or do you want to stay here and share a bed with this prince? The study is cramped, and there’s no place to lay out bedding for you.”

She feared that once she left, these books would be shelved and forgotten.

Shen Li put down her book and asked amiably: “If Your Highness doesn’t wish to see me, why not call for Foster Mother instead?”

She made as if to rise, and Xiao Ran quickly reached out to press down on her sleeve.

Gritting his teeth, he said: “You. Are. Not. Allowed.”

Lady Zhu came carrying stomach-warming midnight refreshments, just in time to witness this scene.

On the window paper appeared the silhouette of the young couple “holding hands and sitting together.” Seeing that the Prince was actually studying under the Princess Consort’s supervision for the first time ever, she was greatly comforted. After quietly retreating, she couldn’t wait to report this good news to the Regent Princess.

The Regent Princess’s discerning eye was indeed sharp – the Princess Consort and the Prince, one refined and one martial, one dynamic and one static, truly were a match made in heaven!

The next morning, dust filled the air at the small training ground in the Prince’s Manor’s rear garden. The guards were running laps with sandbags tied to their bodies, wailing in misery.

“HUFF…… HUFF…… how many laps is this?”

A square-faced guard was drenched in sweat. While jogging in place, he made eyes at Wu Si Hui, who was supervising: “Vice Commander, is His Highness in a bad mood? Before dawn even broke, he came to the training ground for morning practice, beat us brothers to a bloody pulp, and then added thirty penalty laps with weights…… TSK TSK, His Highness hasn’t been this ruthless in a long time.”

Wu Si Hui crossed his arms: “His Highness definitely didn’t sleep well. Show some understanding.”

The guard turned his ear: “How so?”

Wu Si Hui chuckled: “Newlyweds, young and hot-blooded…… you understand.”

Nearby, Wen Qing, who was recording the lap count with his brush, pricked up his ears and drifted over like the wind, saying nonchalantly: “His Highness has always avoided women. Don’t speak nonsense.”

Wu Si Hui: “It’s not nonsense! I saw it with my own eyes last night – the Prince and Princess Consort were……”

Wen Qing: “Were what?”

“Were doing that!”

Wu Si Hui fidgeted, then held up his left and right thumbs, lightly touching them together while making a loud “POP” sound with his mouth.

Wen Qing: “WOAH.”

Guard: “WHOA!”

Although it was only overlapping shadows cast on the door paper, Wu Si Hui still saw it clearly – Prince Xiao Ran grasped the Princess Consort’s hand and quite manfully pressed her against the wall corner.

Then he leaned close……

And then, Foster Mother sent all the servants away and wouldn’t let them watch.

Wu Si Hui supplemented the scene on his own, not forgetting to conclude: “Though the Shen family doesn’t get along with His Highness, the saying goes ‘Heroes cannot resist beautiful women.’ His Highness is young and vigorous – how could he resist……”

“Looks like the penalty laps were too few, since you still have energy to gossip here.”

A sinister voice suddenly came from behind. The three gossiping men were immediately struck as if by lightning, the hair on their backs standing on end.

Xiao Ran lifted one person with each hand, smiling coldly: “Sixty Jin weights, follow and run. When your tongues are too tired to wag, then you can stop.”

With that, he flicked his robes and kicked Wu Si Hui and Wen Qing into the sweating guard formation.

The formation immediately erupted in gloating laughter. Xiao Ran stood with his hands behind his back, watching those two stumbling figures, and called out loudly: “Whoever ‘cannot resist’ and falls behind will be dragged out to feed the dogs!”

What ‘Heroes cannot resist beautiful women’ – complete nonsense! What kind of hero would those who fall to women be?

This couldn’t continue.

A real man stands tall and proud – how could he be a slave to appetite and lust?

Under the rising sun, the young man’s red robes were like fire, but his hands clasped behind his back unconsciously clenched tight.

Even after a night had passed, the touch of the woman’s face, soft and smooth as congealed fat, still lingered, making his palms burn.

Shen Li was still unaware that through a series of coincidences, rumors had already spread throughout the Prince’s Manor.

She was composing test questions for the Ten-Day Examination in the tea room when she saw several maidservants enter carrying trays, seeming hesitant to speak.

“What is it?” Shen Li continued writing without pause, asking gently.

The maidservant’s cheeks reddened, her voice tiny: “Miss, Foster Mother had someone send Angelica and Red Date Chicken Soup and Honey Bean Cakes, saying they’re to nourish your body.”

“For me?”

Shen Li wasn’t fond of meat and fish, and besides, she had been in good health lately with no need for nourishment, so she said: “I appreciate her thoughtfulness, but I don’t need it.”

The maidservant made an “AH” sound.

Shen Li said: “Send it to the Prince instead. He stayed up all night – if anyone needs nourishment, it should be him.”

After all, he had spent the entire night with the door closed, reading books, and forcibly suppressing his resentment must have been quite draining.

Just listening to the commotion from the rear garden, one could tell how great his frustration was.

The maidservant clearly misunderstood her meaning, her eyes widening like saucers.

“OH OH!”

The maidservant’s face turned crimson as she nodded vigorously while holding the soup tureen, “Understood, understood……”
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Chapter 11 

 

Anger

 

The moon hung high in the sky, and the lamplight was dim.  

 

Xiao Ran had just finished bathing, wearing only a loose undergarment as he haphazardly dried his wet, ink-black hair with a cloth towel and stepped out into the night breeze.  

 

Passing by the washroom, the lamplight reflected on the bright window panes, and his hair-drying motions slowed.  

 

A young woman dressed in a plain undergarment sat by the window washing her hair, surrounded by three or four maids holding towels and combs. Some scooped water, some combed her hair, and others applied fragrant ointments. As she leaned to the side, her lustrous black hair cascaded like spilled ink into a silver basin. When she lowered her head, the back of her collar revealed a slender neck, whiter than snow, its delicate three-inch span outshining the brilliance of the moonlight.  

 

The sound of dripping water trickled from her hair into the basin, shattering the shimmering reflections of the lamplight. Golden light danced, and she seemed to glow with a soft radiance, like snow gathered under the moon or a luminous pearl illuminating the world.  

 

Xiao Ran still couldn’t understand the need for such elaborate rituals seventeen or eighteen steps just to wash one’s hair.  

 

During military campaigns, soldiers slept in their armor. In harsh conditions, the luxury of a cold bath in a wild stream was rare.  

 

Yet, these tedious formalities seemed perfectly reasonable when it came to Shen Li.  

 

Though she was delicate, particular, and bound by many rules, her daily necessities were never extravagant. She treated everyone equally, regardless of their social status, and even her maids were lively and free-spirited…  

 

Tsk, she wasn’t at all like the haughty noblewomen he had imagined.  

 

As he mused, the maids began fanning the heat from a charcoal brazier, blowing warm air from a distance. The young woman in the washroom had already wrung out her hair and slowly turned around.  

 

Xiao Ran promptly averted his gaze, pulled the towel down to cover his eyes, and quickened his steps toward the bedroom.  

 

While Shen Li was away, he needed to change into dry undergarments.  

 

Pushing the door open, the room was brightly lit, and Xiao Ran immediately noticed the draft of the examination paper drying on the desk. The night breeze blew through the door, causing the pages to rustle.  

 

With no one around, it was the perfect opportunity to gather intelligence.  

 

As if guided by some unseen force, Xiao Ran walked to the desk, bent down, moved the white jade paperweight aside, and examined the paper under the lamplight.  

 

He had to admit it was the most beautiful handwriting he had ever seen in his nineteen years of life.  

 

Delicate yet precise, like flourishing orchid leaves, soft yet unyielding, without a single flaw. It was so perfect it could have been a printed treasure.  

 

Though the monthly exams were detestable, it would be a shame if such stunning calligraphy were accidentally burned by a stray spark.  

 

Unaware of the “breach” in her rear, Shen Li was still pondering how Xiao Ran could be so indestructible.  

 

He had barely slept all night, leaving for the training grounds before dawn to practice martial arts. Then he drilled the guards, rode out to the military camp outside the city for exercises, and returned at dusk to wolf down a few bowls of rice before burying himself in military affairs. He was constantly on the move, yet still found the energy to run with his hounds and groom the warhorses in the stable…  

 

It was almost monstrous how much energy he had.  

 

Hearing her sigh, a servant sweeping the courtyard proudly said, “What’s so surprising about that? His Highness can launch night raids spanning thousands of miles and fight for seven days and nights without rest, leaving the enemy in disarray!” 

 

Seven days and nights of continuous battle that was truly formidable!  

 

Meanwhile, she had merely drafted a few lectures and prepared an examination paper, barely stepping outside, yet she was already exhausted and just wanted to lie quietly on the bed for a while.  

 

Pushing the door open, she caught a glimpse of a tall figure moving behind the screen.  

 

Seeing someone there, she paused, her gaze shifting between the examination paper on the desk and the agile figure changing clothes behind the screen. “Your Highness, have you seen the examination paper?”  

 

Xiao Ran pulled out dry clothes and replied nonchalantly, “What examination paper? No.”  

 

Shen Li lowered her eyes and said softly but firmly, “The paperweight has been moved two fen to the left from where I left it. Someone must have touched it.”

 

“……” 

 

Xiao Ran realized she was observant to such an extent. No wonder she could spot him zoning out in class and fix him with a stare through the curtain.  

 

“This prince isn’t blind. Your examination paper was right there on the desk. Hard to miss.”  

 

“That’s debatable.”  

 

Shen Li was referring to the time during the Shangsi Festival when he hadn’t recognized her.  

 

For a moment, Xiao Ran entertained the thought of burning the damned examination paper to ashes as payback for the two nights of studying by lamplight.  

 

But it was just a thought.  

 

As a man of honor, he couldn’t bring himself to scheme behind someone’s back.  

 

Besides, he had been too busy admiring the handwriting to even read the content, let alone resort to cheating after all, he wasn’t at the Imperial Academy to study etiquette.  

 

“Don’t worry. Whether I’ve seen the paper or not, it won’t affect my grades.”  

 

Xiao Ran emerged from behind the screen, draping his outer garment over his shoulders, and tossed the thin quilt and pillow he was carrying onto the floor beside the desk. “I’m making my bed. Move.”  

 

Shen Li decided she would rewrite a new examination paper the next day.  

 

She neatly folded the current one, placed it in a wooden box, and reminded him, “If I recall correctly, Your Highness should review ‘Qin Music’ tonight.”  

 

“Again…?”  

 

Xiao Ran sat at ease, his ink-black hair cascading loosely to his waist, accentuating his ruggedly handsome features. “Not doing it. I’ve already read this one.”  

 

“When did you read it?” Shen Li asked, puzzled.  

 

She had meticulously planned the daily review schedule. Last night and this morning, they had covered the Book of Rites and the Book of Songs, with no mention of Qin Music.  

 

“Last night, the seventh line on the seventh page of the nineteenth chapter of ‘Records of Rites: Music.’ The annotation there overlaps with the second part of Qin Music. Isn’t it all the same recycled nonsense about ‘the origin of music’?”  

 

Xiao Ran scoffed. “What’s the point of chewing over the same thing repeatedly?”  

 

Shen Li leaned over the desk, reaching past Xiao Ran to retrieve the volumes of Qin Music and Records of Rites.  

 

Upon checking, she found the content was indeed similar   

 

The Five Classics contained many passages about rituals and music. For example, the ancient melodies mentioned in Book of Songs, the sacrificial music in Rites of Zhou and Records of Rites, all shared the same roots as Qin Music.  

 

The review plan had been hastily prepared. Shen Li had only managed to compile and annotate the lecture notes provided by the instructors, leaving little time to eliminate redundancies.  

 

What surprised her, however, was that Xiao Ran remembered the exact locations of the annotations.  

 

With such a memory, how could he have become a brute who knew nothing and performed poorly in every subject?  

 

Lost in thought, she failed to notice she was still leaning over the desk, her thin spring robe slightly open, revealing the delicate lines of her collarbone against her snow-white skin.  

 

Her half-dried hair, gathered over one shoulder, pooled like soft ink on the desk, and the faint, unsettling fragrance in the air grew stronger.  

 

Xiao Ran’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he turned away to create distance.  

 

His movement was so abrupt that Shen Li blinked in confusion.  

 

Was the scent on her too strong for him?  

 

But she hadn’t used any incense these past two days. The only fragrance on her was the herbal aroma of her hair ointment…  

 

Could his sense of smell really be that sharp?  

 

****  

 

It wasn’t until a few days later that Shen Li became certain Xiao Ran was avoiding her.  

 

After all, Madam Zhu, the governess, had no authority over the academy. During the day, Xiao Ran mingled with the Imperial Academy students, and after classes, he galloped off to the military camp for training, only to rush back the next morning making it impossible to pin him down for study sessions.  

 

Perhaps it was the nature of youth to admire strength. Even during breaks, Xiao Ran was always surrounded by a crowd.  

 

The arrogant scholars who had initially looked down on him, occasionally making veiled jabs about his background, gradually changed their tune especially after a few archery and horsemanship classes. The number of students following him snowballed, and within ten days, he had gained a commanding presence.  

 

Young men were incapable of keeping secrets and loved making friends, freely sharing everything.  

 

Soon, the academy held no secrets for Xiao Ran. He knew which family’s elder had taken a new concubine, which young man had a crush on the girl next door…  

 

In stark contrast to his rising reputation, his academic performance remained abysmal.  

 

One day, after her class, Shen Li pushed open the door of the instructors’ office and found the four music masters responsible for pipes, strings, bells, and songs sitting together with grim expressions.  

 

Shen Li knelt properly and looked at Cui Yu, who was rubbing her temples and sighing. “Mengyu, what’s wrong?”  

 

Cui Yu raised her lovely but despairing face and said faintly, “Xueyi, what do you think is the best way for me to hang myself in front of the Prince’s residence?”  

 

“……”  

 

Shen Li picked up the stack of examination papers on the desk and found Xiao Ran’s handwriting. After a quick scan, she fell silent.  

 

She had emphasized the “five tones and twelve pitches” in her notes and even supervised Xiao Ran’s review. How could he have left the entire section blank?  

 

With his memory, he shouldn’t have scored top marks, but he shouldn’t have failed to answer a single question either.  

 

Her suspicions growing, Shen Li finally set down the papers and headed to the Imperial Academy next door.  

 

Xiao Ran was leaning against a rockery near the library, arms crossed, a blade of grass between his lips as he watched dozens of students playing touhu (pitch-pot) in the courtyard.  

 

Sunlight filtered through the leaves, casting dappled shadows, and his sharply defined, handsome face flickered between light and dark.  

 

For some reason, Shen Li felt a chill, as if she were looking at a predator lying in wait.  

 

Following his gaze, she saw the bustling students, all dressed in identical Confucian robes, full of youthful energy. It was impossible to tell who his focus was on.  

 

Xiao Ran soon noticed her presence and turned his head.  

 

Fleeting shadows passed through his eyes like a startled swan skimming water, and his lazy demeanor returned, as if the earlier coldness had been her imagination.  

 

“What are you doing here? Aren’t you afraid of being seen?”  

 

Xiao Ran plucked the grass from his lips, crushed it, and walked to the other side of the rockery, where he could speak to Shen Li under the corridor, hidden from view.  

 

“I have a question I can’t figure out,” Shen Li said bluntly. “What happened with Your Highness’s music examination?”  

 

“What do you mean ‘what happened’?”  

 

“You’ve reviewed all the material. This result doesn’t make sense.”  

 

“Why shouldn’t it make sense?”  

 

Xiao Ran tilted his head and chuckled dismissively. “This prince is a military man. I only know how to wield a spear and kill. I don’t know how to read or write. Did Instructor Wang expect me to compose poetry and earn a doctorate?”  

 

“But your memory is exceptional. You even remember the exact locations of annotations in the books. How could you leave the entire section blank?”  

 

Recalling Xiao Ran’s words during the break “Whether I’ve seen the paper or not, it won’t affect my grades” Shen Li began to piece things together.  

 

“There’s a difference between not knowing the answers and choosing not to answer. I just want to know Your Highness’s true level.”  

 

As if touching a nerve, the laziness in Xiao Ran’s eyes sharpened.  

 

“Instructor Wang, what ‘true level’ do you think I have?”  

 

He stood there, the corners of his lips curling into a faint, almost imperceptible smirk. His posture and expression hadn’t changed, yet an oppressive chill emanated from him.  

 

“Didn’t your Confucius preach ‘teaching students in accordance with their aptitude’? How do you know it’s my lack of ability and not your failure to teach?”  

 

Before Shen Li could respond, his low voice continued, “An instructor like you, who can’t see people clearly and only imposes her own will, probably can’t teach any good students.”  

 

In an instant, Shen Li felt as if stung by something sharp, a bone-deep cold spreading through her.  

 

It was the night before her wedding in Lanjing, when she visited her ailing mentor. Almost lost, she asked, “Why did you recommend me as a ritual instructor?”  

 

The frail woman, wrapped in a robe, sat with sunken eyes as calm as an ancient well. “Because you are worthy.”  

 

Shen Li shook her head softly. “But you know I can’t teach good students.”  

 

With a sigh, Lady Cao said, “Lingjia, are you still haunted by what happened three years ago? That wasn’t your fault.”  

 

“I did not kill the man, but the man died because of me.”  

 

Shen Li lowered her lashes, letting the cold moonlight press heavily on her shoulders. “In my youthful ignorance, I taught the worst student in the world.”  

 

“What is ‘good,’ and what is ‘bad’? Teaching is like tending soil. Plants grow according to their nature. What they become is up to the seed itself.”  

 

Lady Cao’s thin, ink-stained hand gently clasped Shen Li’s fingers, passing warmth like a flame. “Lingjia, don’t let one setback stop you. Only by witnessing all walks of life can you understand human nature. Go forth. Teaching and learning go hand in hand. Perhaps you’ll find your own path.”  

 

And so, Shen Li had come to find the path she had lost.  

 

The past she had refused to confront now surged forth at Xiao Ran’s careless words “can’t see people clearly, can’t teach good students” breaking through old scars to reveal the bloody wounds beneath.  

 

For a moment, Shen Li felt stripped bare.  

 

Perhaps her face had paled even further, her already fair complexion now as faint as melting snow. The hostility in Xiao Ran’s eyes gradually faded…  

 

Replaced by confusion.  

 

Shen Li didn’t have the energy to analyze his expression. All she wanted was to escape the suffocating atmosphere and find a place to breathe.  

 

As she turned to leave, Xiao Ran stiffened.  

 

He glanced at his target in the crowd, then at the retreating figure of the young woman, and finally resigned himself to vaulting over the carved railing to chase after her.  

 

How could she walk so fast with such graceful steps?!  

 

“Wait, you… what do you want to eat when you return for the break?”  

 

Xiao Ran clumsily changed the subject, adding, “The governess asked me to check so she can prepare in advance.”  

 

“……” Shen Li ignored him.  

 

A few more steps, and she’d be out of the academy.  

 

“Are you angry?”  

 

When Shen Li remained silent, Xiao Ran quickened his pace to block her under the moon gate, lowering his voice. “What did I say wrong?”  

 

He forced calm, but his furtive glances betrayed his flustered state.  

 

Shen Li finally looked up at him.  

 

Xiao Ran had never seen Shen Li like this fragile yet stubborn. His chest tightened, and he opened his mouth, then closed it.  

 

Pressing her bloodless lips together, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears, she said quietly, “Your Highness didn’t say anything wrong. I’ve just realized that if you don’t want to learn, that’s your prerogative. Freeing you is freeing myself. Why force it?”  

With that, she stepped past him and walked away without another word.  

 

“……”  

 

Drawing from his limited experience with women, Xiao Ran reached a conclusion   

 

Oh no, she’s really angry!
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Chapter 12 

 

Horseback Archery  

 

　　Shen Li locked the revised lecture notes and commentaries into the cabinet, having made up her mind.  

 

　　After all, Xiao Ran was only at the Imperial Academy for appearances, and given his notorious reputation, no one truly expected him to learn proper etiquette and Confucian respect within a month or two. As for the poor colleagues who suffered from his exam results yet dared not ignore them due to the Regent Princess’s authority…  

 

　　At worst, if their colleagues collectively hanged themselves at the Danyang Prince’s Manor, she could simply join them and share their fate.  

 

　　Having consoled herself, Shen Li felt an unexpected sense of relief.  

 

　　That day, on her way to the Education Office for a meeting, she passed through the central courtyard and saw the group of wealthy young men gathered for a game of touhu (pitch-pot).  

 

　　Xiao Ran was among them, his striking figure standing out effortlessly. With a casual toss, two long arrows flew into the narrow-necked bronze vase, landing perfectly through its double handles, eliciting a round of enthusiastic cheers.  

 

　　He clearly noticed Shen Li, straightening slightly as a conflicted expression flickered in his eyes.  

 

　　But before he could decide whether to approach, her graceful figure had already drifted away.  

 

　　She hadn’t come looking for him.  

 

　　The doors of the Education Office were open. Doctor Zhu and Cui Yu sat on either side, while the seat of honor was occupied by Libation Officer Wang Zhan, who wore an inscrutable expression.  

 

　　”Since everyone is here, let’s begin the meeting,” Wang Zhan said, setting down his teacup with an overly amiable smile.  

 

　　”What! You want two weak women like Xue Yi and me to teach horseback archery to the female students?” Cui Yu’s usual languid demeanor vanished as her peach-blossom eyes widened in disbelief. “We’re already teaching two subjects each, stretched thin as it is. Now you want us to take on horseback archery too? How is that feasible? Libation Officer, look at us, do we seem like the type who know how to shoot arrows from horseback?”  

 

　　Wang Zhan’s smile remained kindly. “If you don’t know, you can learn. Both of you are still young and vigorous, I’m sure you’ll pick it up effortlessly. What do you say, Doctor Zhu?”  

 

　　Zhu Ruowen chuckled. “I could manage teaching the girls touhu, but as for horseback archery… I fear it would rattle my old bones to pieces.”  

 

　　With a few deft words, Libation Officer Wang deftly kicked the question of “who should teach horseback archery” back to the Women’s Academy, leaving himself free to watch from the sidelines.  

 

　　Shen Li saw through his ploy and addressed Wang Zhan directly: “The ancients said, ‘People’s talents differ, and their abilities vary.’ Why not hire a professional horseback archery instructor? Wouldn’t that be better than having us overstep our roles and embarrass ourselves?”  

 

　　This was the crux of the issue.  

 

　　”Well… times are hard. The court has allocated very little funding, leaving no extra money to hire a horseback archery instructor. Besides, we must consider the reputations of our female students. Most skilled archers are men, and if they were to accidentally offend these young ladies from noble families during lessons, how would we explain it to their elders?”  

 

　　Wang Zhan’s posture grew increasingly uncomfortable as he sipped his tea, feigning helplessness. “Even the Imperial Academy students are temporarily being taught horseback archery by His Highness the Prince. For the Women’s Academy, it’s most appropriate to leave it to female instructors. Rest assured, your stipends will not be shortchanged. The matter is settled.”  

 

　　Without waiting for their reactions, he excused himself on urgent business and hurried away.  

 

　　”Treating us like beasts of burden, who needs those meager stipends?”  

 

　　On the way back, Cui Yu rolled her eyes dramatically and sighed. “I’ll say it: while it’s true that higher-ups are tightening the budget, it’s not so dire that we can’t afford a single horseback archery instructor. That miser probably embezzled the funds… Xue Yi, what are you thinking?”  

 

　　Shen Li was thinking: Should I flex my influence and replace the Libation Officer?  

 

　　”Meng Yu, do you have any retainers in your household skilled in horseback archery? We could borrow one.”  

 

　　”No, my family’s guards and servants only know basic sword and staff drills. Besides, even if they could, they’re still outsiders…”  

 

　　Suddenly remembering something, Cui Yu took Shen Li’s hand. “Xue Yi, don’t you have a martial maid? The one I saw last time with the spiral bun and a long sword on her back, why not ask her?”  

 

　　Shang Ling?  

 

　　Shen Li shook her head gently. “A’Ling was kicked by a horse as a child and has been traumatized ever since. She’s not skilled in horseback archery.”  

 

　　Her elder brother’s archery was exceptional, but revealing their relationship was out of the question.  

 

　　Cui Yu’s face fell. “We can’t just leave the female students without instruction. I suppose we’ll have to grit our teeth and do it ourselves… But the archery and charioteering classes start after the ten-day break. Even if we wanted to learn, where could we find someone to teach us in such a short time?”  

 

　　Shen Li thought of someone.  

 

　　She recalled that the Regent Princess had two female guards, one named ‘Long Qian’ and the other ‘Wu Ying’, both battle-hardened heroines who had fought alongside the princess in the Tiger Might Army. They would surely be adept at mounted archery.  

 

　　This would also be an opportunity to investigate where the academy’s funding was being held up.  

 

　　



****  

 

　　At the Regent Princess’s residence, a cool breeze drifted through the waterside pavilion.  

 

　　Xiao Qing Li flung the memorial in her hand onto the table, her eyebrows arching coldly. “I recall that the Court Chamberlain is related to the Moling Liu family? No wonder his reach is so long.”  

 

　　Wu Ying stood with her hand on her sword. “Your Highness’s meaning?”  

 

　　Xiao Qing Li: “It’s time to wrap things up at the Imperial Academy. A good opportunity to discipline those corrupt officials feeding off the state’s coffers.”  

 

　　”Discipline them alive, or discipline them dead?” Xiao Ran, lounging on the King of Wu’s chair, interjected.  

 

　　Xiao Qing Li glanced at the young man who had barely spoken since arriving, his preoccupied demeanor sparking a hint of amusement in her eyes.  

 

　　”Let’s set that aside for now. There’s something I need your help with…”  

 

　　”Not going.”  

 

　　Xiao Ran spun the newly acquired dagger in his hand, refusing outright.  

 

　　”It’s nothing major. The Women’s Academy is short two horseback archery instructors.”  

 

　　Xiao Qing Li studied his expression, her words deliberately drawn out. “Right now, Wu Ying and Long Qian are tied up. Ling Jia wants to learn archery and charioteering to teach her students but has no one to instruct her… Ah, how pitiful!”  

 

　　Xiao Ran’s fingers stilled around the dagger. He didn’t look up, but his ears perked.  

 

　　Xiao Qing Li pressed her advantage: “I thought, isn’t there a perfect horseback archery instructor right by Ling Jia’s side? Why look elsewhere?”  

 

　　”……”  

 

　　”Did you two quarrel?”  

 

　　”……”  

 

　　Ah, so they did quarrel.  

 

　　Xiao Qing Li smiled knowingly. “Really not going? If you refuse, I’ll just have Wu Ying and Long Qian…”  

 

　　Before she could finish, Xiao Ran sheathed his dagger and strode out.  

 

　　”Brat, where are you going?”  

 

　　”Tomorrow at the Hour of the Goat (1–3 PM), tell her to wait at the archery range.”  

 

　　Xiao Ran, already planning to pick out good horses from the barracks, called over his shoulder, “If she’s late, I won’t wait!”  

 

****

 

　　The greenery was lush, the flowers sparse, and the warm wind carried the restless heat of late spring.  

 

　　Hearing that the horseback archery instructor assigned by the Regent Princess would be waiting at the archery range, Shen Li and Cui Yu set aside half a day, securing their hair in high buns and changing into narrow-sleeved short jackets suitable for riding, before heading to the appointment.  

 

　　At this hour, the Imperial Academy students were in class, leaving the grounds empty save for the chirping of birds and the occasional dragged-out recitation drifting from the lecture halls.  

 

　　As soon as they entered the archery range, a horse thundered past, kicking up a cloud of yellow dust.  

 

　　The young man on horseback wore arm guards and tight sleeves, his robes billowing like flames. With effortless grace, he drew the bowstring to its full tension, seemingly without aiming and loosed three arrows in unison. The shafts whistled through the air like shooting stars, thunking into the straw target before piercing the back wall.  

 

　　Every shot struck the bullseye, flawless.  

 

　　Reining in his horse, the young man cradled the longbow as casually as if strolling through a garden, his commanding presence drawing an admiring sigh from Cui Yu. “Though I’ve never cared for military types, I must admit, those ape arms, wasp waist, broad shoulders, and long legs… Tsk, truly a man among men, the cream of the crop.”  

 

　　For some reason, Shen Li suddenly recalled the sight of that drenched, freshly bathed figure she had stumbled upon that first night at the Prince’s Manor.  

 

　　She fell silent.  

 

　　Why is he here?  

 

　　Shen Li scanned the surroundings, spotting Wu Si Hui in the distance waving at them while leading several tall steeds. There were no other bystanders.  

 

　　As she hesitated, hoofbeats approached—Xiao Ran was riding toward the corridor where they stood.  

 

　　”Why just stand there?”  

 

　　He reined in his horse, beads of sweat on his nose, his expression neutral.  

 

　　Shen Li wasn’t sure whom he was addressing. After a pause, she replied, “We’re waiting for the horseback archery instructor.”  

 

　　”Wang—”  

 

　　Wu Si Hui, leaning against the railing, caught himself mid-word and smoothly pivoted. “Wang Fuzi (Teacher Wang), you may not know this, but Wu Ying and Long Qian are tied up with urgent matters. Besides, when it comes to horseback archery, who in the world could surpass His Highness the Prince and… well, me?”  

 

　　Cui Yu, amused by his cheeky self-comparison to Xiao Ran, smiled. “And you are?”  

 

　　Wu Si Hui blinked his puppy-dog eyes and offered a slightly irreverent salute. “I am Wu Si Hui, archery captain of the Prince’s Manor. Might I have the honor of instructing you in horseback archery?”  

 

　　Cui Yu let out a lazy “Wow” and grinned. “The honor is mine.”  

 

　　Wu Si Hui’s gaze flicked to the visibly estranged young couple beside them. With impeccable timing, he gestured to Cui Yu. “Since we’ve hit it off, why not head to the training field now? After you!”  

 

　　Cui Yu, who had always had a soft spot for lively young men, agreed readily.  

 

　　As the clouds shifted overhead, the covered walkway was left with only two people standing in awkward silence.  

 

　　The last shred of hope vanished. Shen Li suspected this was yet another scheme by the Regent Princess claiming her female guards were busy and sending Xiao Ran instead…  

 

　　But at the academy, she was merely the teacher “Wang Xue Yi.”  There was no need to perform a harmonious marriage for outsiders. Why would the Regent Princess go to such lengths?  

 

　　Xiao Ran dismounted, stealing glances at Shen Li under the pretense of adjusting the reins. He cleared his throat. “Let’s go pick out horses first.”  

 

　　Shen Li disliked arguments because unless one could sever ties completely, the lingering awkwardness was inescapable.  

 

　　She nodded lightly. “Thank you.”  

 

　　Whether it was her imagination or not, Xiao Ran’s brow seemed to furrow even deeper at her polite, distant tone.
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Chapter 13 

 

Tension

 

Several fine steeds were tethered by the trough, their coats glossy and smooth, clearly extraordinary specimens.  

 

“These are no ordinary skinny nags from the academy, they are prized thousand-mile horses personally selected by His Highness from the military camp.”  

 

Wu Si Hui appeared out of nowhere, delivered this remark casually, then ran off again with a laugh, waving for Cui Yu to join him at the far end of the training field.  

 

Shen Li instinctively glanced at Xiao Ran, only to find him already watching her.  

 

His gaze was observant, sharp with the awareness of danger.  

 

Caught in the act, he didn’t look away. Instead, he said nonchalantly, “Don’t listen to his nonsense! Mares over five years old are gentle and steady, perfect for beginners. There’s no other reason.”  

 

His pupils were dark, his eyelids thin and cool, giving him a roguish charm that seemed to pierce the soul when he looked at someone.  

 

This time, it was Shen Li who averted her eyes, lowering her gaze to focus on selecting a mount.  

 

A fiery red mare named Chi Ye turned its head and caught the sleeve of Shen Li’s half-robe in its teeth.  

 

It was an exceptionally handsome young mare, its lashes like fans, its eyes so dark they shimmered with a faint blue hue, exuding a lively and affectionate demeanor.  

 

Xiao Ran stood nearby with his arms crossed. Seeing her interest, he warned, “This horse is spirited and not easily tamed. Beginners should prioritize connection, then match the horse’s height and temperament to their own. The saddle must fit, and the stirrups must be adjusted, only then can it be called ‘teaching according to the individual.’”  

 

The phrase “teaching according to the individual” slipped out, and both of them froze.  

 

Xiao Ran turned his head and muttered a curse under his breath, then glanced cautiously at Shen Li’s expression before falling silent.  

 

Shen Li calmly freed her sleeve from the mare’s grip. For some reason, a stubborn impulse rose within her. “I choose this one.”  

 

The riding and archery class at the Women’s Academy focused solely on horsemanship, with “archery” temporarily replaced by pitch-pot, after all, asking a group of fifteen- or sixteen-year-old noble girls with no prior experience to draw a bow was somewhat unreasonable.  

 

After selecting a horse, the next step was to lead it around the field a few times to build rapport between rider and steed. Only after becoming familiar with each other could one mount and ride.  

 

The only animals Shen Li had ever touched were the elegant cats and cranes in her elder brother’s garden. Faced with this long-faced creature snorting and chewing its bit, she hesitated, unsure where to begin.  

 

Seeing her fingers hovering uncertainly in the air, Xiao Ran stepped forward and grasped her wrist, guiding her to take hold of the reins.  

 

Shen Li stiffened as the young man’s low voice sounded above her head: “Stand on its left side, your body half a length ahead of its head. Use the reins to steer. Don’t show fear, walk forward and let it know who’s in charge.”  

 

Shen Li subtly withdrew her fingers, then gripped the bridle firmly and followed Xiao Ran’s guidance forward.  

 

The horse pawed the ground restlessly before reluctantly following her lead.  

 

Shen Li noticed something amusing: the Chi Ye’s mane was sleek and black, the ends slightly curled. Its texture and sheen were uncannily similar to…  

 

She glanced discreetly at Xiao Ran, her pale fingers patting the horse’s sinewy neck before running through its wavy mane. The resemblance grew more striking the longer she looked.  

 

A spark of amusement flickered in her, the joy of taming a spirited horse.  

 

Xiao Ran noticed her subtle gesture. For some reason, it felt as though those delicate hands weren’t stroking the horse but…  

 

His throat tightened inexplicably. He lowered his head and scratched the side of his neck, as if tickled by feathers.  

 

Straight lines, turns, halts, soon, they reached the critical moment of mounting.  

 

But the stirrup was too high. Shen Li, after all, was a delicate noblewoman accustomed to ascending steps with effortless grace. Hoisting herself onto the saddle by lifting her skirt and relying on arm strength was… decidedly beyond her.  

 

They should have prepared a mounting block for her.  

 

Xiao Ran frowned. She was nearly a head shorter than him, her strength negligible compared to the hardened soldiers of the barracks.  

 

The Chi Ye grew impatient, snorting and shifting restlessly.  

 

“It’s getting late. Perhaps we should continue tomorrow.” He couldn’t help speaking up, watching the sweat dampen her flushed cheeks.  

 

“Let me try once more.”  

 

Shen Li tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear and took a steadying breath. “Since I’ve come with a purpose, I cannot leave empty-handed or perfunctory”  

 

With renewed determination, she focused and reached for the saddle again.  

 

Xiao Ran wondered if all scholars possessed such stubborn pride. The slanting afternoon sun cast a glow over her slender frame, almost blinding in its intensity.  

 

After a moment’s thought, he knelt on one knee.  

 

Shen Li startled, her almond-shaped eyes widening in disbelief.  

 

But Xiao Ran merely patted his bent thigh. “Step here to mount.”  

 

“This…”  

 

Shen Li stared at the taut muscle beneath his silk trousers, unable to bring herself to step on him. “It’s improper.”  

 

Xiao Ran assumed she was still upset. His brow furrowed slightly, and without another word, he stood, gripped her slender waist, and lifted her effortlessly.  

 

A gasp caught in her throat as she felt herself airborne, landing securely atop the horse.  

 

She clung to the saddle, frozen in place.  

 

“Put your feet down. Find the stirrups. Grip with your thighs.” Xiao Ran instructed.  

 

Stirrups, stirrups…  

 

Shen Li cautiously slid her feet along the horse’s sides but couldn’t locate them.  

 

Xiao Ran sighed, bent down, and guided her boot into the stirrup.  

 

As he did, he instinctively pinched her calf to check if her muscles were properly engaged.  

 

The action was purely reflexive, in military training, correcting a soldier’s stance with hands or even feet was commonplace.  

 

His fingers were hard and calloused. Shen Li tensed, her lips pressing together as she inhaled sharply.  

 

Xiao Ran’s gaze darkened.  

 

Realizing he’d overstepped, a woman’s feet were not to be touched lightly, he stepped back abruptly, clasping his hands behind his back and rubbing his fingers as if scalded. A faint blush crept up his ears.  

 

“Straighten your back. Don’t lean backward—tilt slightly forward for balance.”  

 

Xiao Ran walked backward, his eyes fixed on the figure atop the horse. “I won’t let you fall. What’s there to fear?” 

 

Shen Li exhaled slowly, forcing herself to concentrate on controlling the reins.  

 

Perhaps because Xiao Ran was close by, she felt no fear of falling. Soon, she managed to guide the horse into a trot.  

 

Then disaster struck.  

 

Cui Yu’s horse bolted toward them, out of control. She hadn’t yet learned to steer and could only cling to the saddle, screaming, “Xue Yi, move! Get out of the way!”  

 

The charging horse was moments from collision when Shen Li’s Chi Ye, startled, reared and broke into a frantic gallop.  

 

Violent jolts.  

 

Enough to shake her brain loose and churn her insides!  

 

The wind roared in her ears, drowning out Xiao Ran’s shouts. She clutched the reins desperately, yanking backward with all her strength, trying to rein in the excited mare with her meager skills.  

 

Her palms burned with friction. Her body tilted uncontrollably backward.  

 

This is bad!  

 

As she teetered on the brink of being thrown, a crimson blur streaked alongside the galloping horse. An arm hooked the saddle, and with a powerful leap, Xiao Ran swung onto the horse behind her. One arm encircled her waist, the other seized the reins and pulled hard.  

 

The Chi Ye reared, its front hooves slamming onto the ground with a thunderous CLANG, letting out an uneasy whinny.  

 

The warrior’s solid chest pressed firmly against Shen Li’s back, clad only in a thin spring robe.  

 

All their previous awkwardness and distance vanished in that moment. Only his heavy breaths against her ear remained, mingling with the adrenaline of near-disaster, sending shivers down her spine.  

 

Wu Si Hui finally caught up, grabbing the reins of Cui Yu’s horse.  

 

Xiao Ran’s arms tightened around Shen Li, his grip on the reins turning his knuckles white. He wheeled the horse around and roared, “What kind of teaching is this?!”  

 

The shout was so loud it seemed to shake the clouds, reverberating through Shen Li’s ears and the chest pressed against her back.  

 

Wu Si Hui paled, hastily clasping his hands in apology.  

 

These mares had been handpicked by the prince for their docility, who could’ve predicted a rat hole in the corner of the archery field?  

 

A fat rodent had darted under the hooves, spooking Cui Yu’s horse and inadvertently causing the princess consort’s mishap.  

 

As the shock faded and blood returned to her limbs, Shen Li’s senses gradually settled.  

 

Her face was ashen, her fingers still clenched white-knuckled around the saddle. She exhaled slowly and said, “No harm done. It was an accident, not your fault.”  

 

The faint tremor in her voice didn’t escape Xiao Ran’s notice. That it had happened under his watch only stoked his anger further. He shot Wu Si Hui a glare sharp enough to flay skin.  

 

Wu Si Hui shuddered. “This subordinate will atone. I’ll go plug that rat hole immediately!”  

 

With that, he dashed off, rolling up his sleeves as if ready to brawl with the offending rodent.  

 

Shen Li’s legs were still weak. As she dismounted, her foot missed the stirrup, and she stumbled, only for Xiao Ran to steady her with a firm grip on her arm.  

 

Suppressing the stinging pain in her palms and thighs, she turned and thanked him.  

 

“You…”  

 

Xiao Ran’s gaze dropped to her reddened hands. The anger he’d barely suppressed flared anew. “How are your hands? Will it affect your writing?”  

 

Shen Li folded her hands inward, hiding the injuries. “It’s nothing serious.”  

 

Xiao Ran’s lips parted as if to say more, but Cui Yu’s voice interrupted.  

 

“I’m so sorry! Xue Yi, are you hurt? Where does it hurt?”  

 

“I’m fine, just a scare.”  

 

The bell tower chimed, signaling the end of the academy day. Students began trickling toward the archery field.  

 

Biting back the ache in her muscles, Shen Li turned and said, “Today’s lesson was most instructive. I’ll remember the essentials and practice diligently.”  

 

With a slight bow, she linked arms with Cui Yu and walked away.  

 

“Wait.”  

 

Hooves approached from behind. Shen Li turned just as something flew toward her.  

 

The poised etiquette teacher had no experience catching objects midair. Flustered, she looked down to find two black porcelain jars in her arms.  

 

A bitter, almost pungent medicinal scent wafted up.  

 

Before she could ask, Xiao Ran guided his horse alongside her and called out, “Beginners often chafe their skin. Apply this to the wounds twice daily, it reduces swelling and eases pain.”  

 

With a final glance at Shen Li, he rode off as if it were nothing more than a passing gesture.  

 

Cui Yu picked up one of the jars and sniffed. “This smells… unusually strong?”  

 

“Madam, this is the finest military-grade wound salve. The scent is harsh, but the effects are unmatched, bruises vanish overnight, wounds heal in three days. It’s practically ‘flesh-restoring’!”  

 

Wu Si Hui, having finished plugging the rat hole, couldn’t resist adding, “It’s far more effective than those perfumed jade balms the noble families use. His Highness doesn’t give this to just anyone!”  

 

“So we’re ‘not just anyone’?”  

 

Cui Yu rubbed her sore back and whispered, “It seems the ‘Tyrant’ isn’t as unfeeling as the rumors claim. Xue Yi, you didn’t see how fast he chased after you—he looked positively frantic!”  

 

“…”  

 

Shen Li pondered but couldn’t fathom why he’d be frantic. “Perhaps His Highness has truly reformed during his time at the academy, learning to respect his teachers?”  

 

Cui Yu nodded. “A sound theory.”  

 

The two accepted the ointments and walked with measured dignity down the corridor when they noticed a slender figure peering furtively at the training field from behind a corner gate.  

 

So engrossed was she that she didn’t notice the two teachers approaching.  

 

Cui Yu studied the eavesdropping student. “Yue Rou, what are you doing here?”  

 

“Ah!”  

 

Jiang Yue Rou jumped, her delicate face flushing crimson as if caught in mischief. She hastily bowed and fled.  
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Chapter 14 

 

Resolving Misunderstandings  

 

　　”Wang Xue Yi, you should pay more attention to Miss Jiang Yue Rou.”  

 

　　On the day before the ten-day holiday, Zhu Ruowen, who had always been as tranquil as a chrysanthemum and aloof from worldly affairs, looked up from the neatly stacked scrolls and quietly called out to Shen Li.  

 

　　”I’ve noticed over the past few days that she often goes to the northwest corner gate to gaze at the young men of the Imperial Academy, and every time, the Danyang Prince is present.”  

 

The fifty-year-old female doctor seemed to be pondering how to phrase her words. After hesitating for a while, she gently and cautiously reminded her, “Although it’s natural for young people to admire and yearn for love, they must still adhere to ‘restraining emotions within the bounds of propriety.’ Even if the young lady has no such intentions, as a female etiquette teacher, it is your duty to guide her. Preparing in advance will prevent others from finding fault.”  

 

Shen Li understood Zhu Ruowen’s meaning.  

 

The academy is a place for learning and should be approached with reverence. Matters of budding affection should be addressed with guidance. If it’s a misunderstanding, it should be clarified promptly. This is not only fulfilling the duty of a teacher but also protecting the hard-won opportunities for female students.  

 

“Thank you for the reminder, Doctor Zhu. I will keep it in mind,” Shen Li said solemnly.  

 

Jiang Yue Rou was diligent and reserved, not the type to lose control of her emotions. This might just be a misunderstanding.  

 

But it is precisely misunderstandings that give rise to the most damaging rumors.  

 

Moreover, how should she broach the subject?  

 

One was her student, and the other was her…  

 

As she pondered how to handle the situation delicately, trouble arose.  

 

“Teacher Wang, please come to the storage room quickly!”  

 

On the way to the storage room, Shen Li had already pieced together the details from the breathless accounts of several female students.  

 

Earlier, the Danyang Prince had gone alone to the storage room to return the saddles and riding gear. Jiang Yue Rou had followed him in. After waiting for a long time without seeing her emerge, and noticing that the door had been closed from the inside, everyone realized something was amiss.  

 

For a man and woman to be alone together in a room violated palace regulations. If the academic officials and the Libation Officer found out, it would not end well.  

 

Xiao Ran was already someone who disregarded propriety, one more transgression wouldn’t matter to him. But Jiang Yue Rou might not be able to withstand the consequences.  

 

A group of Imperial Academy students had already gathered outside the storage room, likely there to return teaching tools. Unaware of what was happening, they craned their necks to peek through the door crack.  

 

From behind the closed door came a series of clattering and banging noises, as if someone had knocked over piled-up items.  

 

Shen Li’s heart tightened abruptly.  

 

Her breathing grew slightly uneven as she steadied herself and said, “The storage room is being cleaned. Students are not allowed near. Please leave now.”  

 

The students who had come to watch the spectacle murmured “Yes” and shuffled away, pushing and shoving each other.  

 

Once the onlookers had dispersed, Shen Li quickly lifted her skirts and ascended the steps.  

 

Just as she was about to knock, the door swung open with a whoosh.  

 

Shen Li’s knuckles froze mid-air as her gaze swept over the scattered bamboo scrolls and volumes littering the floor.  

 

She looked at Jiang Yue Rou, who was biting her lip, panting angrily, her eyes slightly red and teary, then at Xiao Ran, who leaned casually against the doorframe, appearing utterly unruffled. Frowning, she asked, “What happened?”  

 

Xiao Ran kept one hand behind his back and tilted his head nonchalantly. “Nothing, just playing around. It was too dark inside, and we accidentally knocked over some scrolls.”  

 

Shen Li was not blind.  

 

She immediately noticed the neat, inch-long tear on Xiao Ran’s left sleeve, clearly made by a sharp blade.  

 

The slanting sunlight streamed through the doorway, casting a faint reflection of his figure in the bronze mirror inside the room, along with the paper cutter he was hiding behind his back.  

 

A small, delicate paper cutter belonging to a female student.  

 

****  

 

Xiao Ran was intent on covering up the incident, so Shen Li went along with it and suppressed the matter.  

 

Yet the event was riddled with unanswered questions. During the carriage ride back to the manor on the ten-day holiday, Jiang Yue Rou’s tearful eyes lingered in her mind, refusing to fade.  

 

That night, as she prepared for bed, Shen Li couldn’t resist sitting up and extending a hand toward Xiao Ran, who was undressing by the clothes rack.  

 

“Hand it over,” she said.  

 

The demand was abrupt, and Xiao Ran paused mid-motion to glance back at her. “Hand what over?”  

 

“Yue Rou’s paper cutter. Give it to me,” Shen Li clarified.  

 

“……You saw it?”  

 

Xiao Ran casually draped his robe over the rack. As he walked over, he flicked his wrist, and a slender paper cutter slid from his sleeve into his palm.  

 

Shen Li took the paper cutter and examined it closely.  

 

The small knife, with its purple copper handle, was about seven inches long. The blade had been sharpened to a fine edge, so fine it seemed less like a tool for cutting paper and more like a scalpel for scraping bone.  

 

She looked up and met his gaze squarely. “Please explain, Your Highness. What exactly happened?”  

 

Xiao Ran slowly furrowed his brows, as if unable to believe what he was hearing. “Your student attempted to assassinate me, and you’re asking me to explain?”  

 

“Jiang Yue Rou is inherently reserved and well-behaved. Since entering the Women’s Academy, she hasn’t made a single mistake. She respects her teachers, gets along with her peers, and has never even quarreled with anyone. Why would she suddenly attempt to harm someone for no reason?”  

 

This was the question that puzzled Shen Li the most. After much thought, the only possibility was that the two had some past grievance.  

 

“Did Your Highness break her heart? Or perhaps you abandoned her after leading her on?”  

 

At these words, Xiao Ran’s cold, phoenix-like eyes widened abruptly. His lips parted slightly, as if he’d been struck speechless before letting out a scoff.  

 

“Me? Abandon her after leading her on?”  

 

He sneered, his dark eyes glinting ominously in the candlelight. His voice grew heavier. “If you said I’m ruthless and bloodthirsty, I’d admit it! But if you’re accusing me of toying with women and philandering, that’s pure nonsense! I conduct myself with integrity. If I did something, I’d own up to it. It’d be more believable if you accused me of slaughtering her entire family.”  

 

That… was also true.  

 

Before she married him, Xiao Ran’s surroundings were so devoid of women that even the mosquitoes were male.  

 

Shen Li fell silent for a long moment before speaking again, her voice softer. “Then why did she try to stab you?”  

 

Xiao Ran clearly didn’t want to discuss it. After a long pause, he only said, “Just assume I killed her family.”  

 

Shen Li wanted to press further, but Xiao Ran’s brows furrowed deeper, his frustration palpable. “You’d rather believe your student than your own husband? You can’t be so biased, Shen Li. After all this, have you even asked once if I’m injured?”  

 

Perhaps mindful of their last argument, which had upset her, he reined in his usual aggressive demeanor. His voice was muffled, more like a grumble.  

 

Shen Li’s lips parted slightly before she asked stiffly, “Then… are you injured?”  

 

That said, Shen Li didn’t believe a delicate female student could harm the Great Yu Overlord, who could take on a hundred men single-handedly. In any confrontation between the two, Jiang Yue Rou would undoubtedly be the one at a disadvantage.  

 

And that was indeed the case. If not for Shen Li’s sudden appearance, Jiang Yue Rou’s feeble moves wouldn’t have even grazed his sleeve.  

 

“No,” Xiao Ran said tersely.  

 

Shen Li blinked her moist eyes, her gaze clearly conveying “Then what are you complaining about?”  

 

Xiao Ran gritted his teeth.  

 

This woman, he couldn’t speak harshly to her, and he couldn’t out-argue her either.  

 

As they stared each other down, footsteps echoed in the corridor. The light from a lantern grew closer, casting shadows on the door.  

 

Just as the bedroom door was abruptly pushed open, Xiao Ran moved with lightning speed, flipping onto the bed and yanking down the bed curtains held open by golden hooks.  

 

The room plunged into darkness. Shen Li, who had been sitting upright on the bed, was knocked off balance by his momentum, and the two tumbled together in a heap.  

 

Before his tall, sturdy frame could fully collapse onto her, Xiao Ran’s expression shifted. He quickly braced himself on the bed to keep his weight from crushing her.  

 

The newly changed curtains fluttered up and then settled. In the interplay of light and shadow, the two were practically face-to-face, pressed together.  

 

Noses almost touching, breaths mingling, Shen Li’s widened eyes reflected the young man’s handsome, chiseled features. Heat and embarrassment surged through her limbs, rushing to her face.  

 

Her heartbeat faltered. Instinctively, she raised her hands to push against the muscular torso above her, but Xiao Ran silenced her with a look.  

 

“If you don’t want it discovered that we sleep separately, stay still.”  

 

His voice was low, his breathing slightly uneven. Beads of sweat dotted the bridge of his straight nose.  

 

“Your Highness, Princess Consort, the kitchen has prepared some almond milk porridge. Would you like to try it while it’s hot?”  

 

Lady Zhu’s voice came from outside. Clearly, she had heard the argument and, worried, had found an excuse to deliver late-night snacks in hopes of mediating.  

 

Did Lady Zhu not knock?  

 

Shen Li’s eyes asked.  

 

Since when does a mother need to knock before entering her children’s room?  

 

Xiao Ran’s eyes replied.  

 

……That made sense.  

 

“Leave it on the table, Mother. Right now…”  

 

Catching sight of the breathtakingly beautiful face beneath him, Xiao Ran turned his head away awkwardly, his breath brushing her ear. “Right now isn’t a good time.”  

 

Lady Zhu peeked around the screen and glimpsed the silhouettes of the couple embracing behind the curtains. A look of relief and contentment crossed her face, as if a weight had been lifted. “Very well. This old servant will have it kept warm so Your Highness and the Princess Consort can enjoy it later.”  

 

With that, she gestured for the palace maids to close the door and withdrew efficiently.  

 

The room fell into silence, save for the sound of restrained breathing.  

 

Something flickered in their eyes, avoidance, hesitation, until it could no longer be avoided, sparking faint ripples.  

 

Finally, as if unable to endure the stifling heat any longer, Shen Li gently pushed against Xiao Ran’s shoulder.  

 

With a muffled grunt, Xiao Ran rolled off her and sat up, leaning forward with his hands on his knees. He rubbed his sore shoulders and arms.  

 

The couple sat at opposite ends of the bed—one straightening her clothes and composing herself, the other massaging his neck, each looking away, their gazes slightly unfocused.  

 

“Lady Zhu… is she gone?” Shen Li asked softly.  

 

“Gone.”  

 

Xiao Ran listened for a moment before answering in a low, slightly hoarse voice. “No one’s outside.”  

 

Another awkward silence settled between them.  

 

“I’ll sleep on the floor.”  

 

Xiao Ran cleared his throat, bent down to lift the curtain, and climbed off the bed. Stiffly, he retrieved a thin quilt from the tall cabinet and headed behind the screen.  

 

Shen Li wanted to ask: Since no one was guarding the corridor, why didn’t he sneak out to sleep in a more comfortable room?  

 

But though her lips parted slightly, the question remained unspoken.  

 

The night was quiet, the chirping of insects faint. The bed curtains seemed to retain the warmth of the young man’s body and the clean scent of bath beans.  

 

Suppressing the urge to burn incense to clear the air, Shen Li lifted the curtain slightly to let in fresh air. After staring at the figure of the young man lying on the floor beyond the screen for a long moment, she finally asked, “Today, why did Your Highness cover for Yue Rou?”  

 

“If not for the fact that she’s your student, I would’ve snapped her neck on the spot.”  

 

Xiao Ran propped up one knee and said coldly. “Tell her: if there’s a next time, I won’t be so lenient.”  

 

“Very well. I will have a heartfelt talk with her and offer guidance.”  

 

Shen Li sat quietly for a moment before adding softly but clearly, “Thank you.”  

 

Xiao Ran let out an indifferent hum.  

 

“Regardless of why my student acted out, I must thank the Prince for sparing her life and preserving her dignity.”  

 

After expressing her gratitude sincerely, Shen Li let the curtain fall and lay down flat.  

 

Just as she was drifting off to sleep, Xiao Ran spoke again, hesitantly. “Your injuries… how are they?”  

 

He was referring to the red, swollen abrasions on her palms and inner thighs from practicing horseback riding over the past few days.  

 

“They’re much better,” Shen Li replied. “The ointment Your Highness gave me worked wonders. The swelling and bruising faded overnight, and it doesn’t affect my writing.”  

 

“Are you still angry?” His voice was low and muffled.  

 

Shen Li was momentarily confused. “About what?”  

 

“My lack of education is my own problem, not yours.”  

 

Because he bore the surname Xiao and was, after all, a descendant of the imperial family, any display of literary or martial talent would inevitably be used by the noble families as leverage to challenge the Regent Princess’s rule.  

 

So when Shen Li exposed him, he had no choice but to be defensive.  

 

“You’re an excellent teacher.”  

 

Xiao Ran’s expression was relaxed and earnest, his voice frank and unguarded. “I asked the other students. They all said you’re strict yet fair, a knowledgeable and outstanding teacher.”  

 

Shen Li was taken aback.  

 

Suddenly, her heart skipped a beat.  

 

This was the complete opposite of the scholars’ “restrain oneself and return to propriety”, direct, unrestrained, and bold, like a fierce wind scattering the mist, forcefully making its way into her ears.
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Chapter 15 

 

The Silk Ball  

 

After the ten-day holiday, the Women’s Academy officially added archery and horsemanship to its curriculum.  

 

It was said that the Regent Princess, being martial in nature, would lead the nobles and officials to the Western Mountains for a spring hunt next month, aiming to revitalize the weary court. To comply with this decree, the academy reopened equestrian training to complete the six arts and strengthen the scholars’ physiques.  

 

In the training grounds, Shen Li and Cui Yu each led a team of female students, instructing them in archery and horsemanship.  

 

Among them was a poor student named Zhu Zhao, who showed remarkable talent. While her peers still needed stepping stools to clumsily mount their horses, she could already whip her steed into a gallop, weaving around obstacles with such grace that it drew waves of admiration and cheers from the other girls.  

 

When asked for her secret, the round-faced young girl slung her whip over her shoulder, lifted her chin, and confidently replied, “I used to ride oxen all the time! Horses are faster, but their backs are steadier!”  

 

In these times, scholars often indulged in eccentric behaviors, and riding ox-drawn carriages was hardly unusual.  

 

The Academy’s Libation Officer, Wang Zhan, was fond of such affectations, often seen leisurely driving a bony old ox through the streets.  

 

Even Shen Li’s elder brother, Shen Jun, kept two majestic black oxen in his eastern stable.  

 

At the time, Shen Li didn’t realize that Zhu Zhao’s ox was a genuine farm plow animal.  

 

Her attention was drawn to the distracted girl in the corner.  

 

Jiang Yue Rou had been acting strangely ever since her failed assassination attempt on Xiao Ran. She often wandered off in a daze, barely responsive even when her close friend Zhu Zhao spoke to her.  

 

Knowing her unresolved turmoil, Shen Li took advantage of the free practice session. She asked Zhu Zhao to help the other girls with mounting and reins while she herself excused Jiang Yue Rou under the pretense of fetching new saddle gear, leading her to a secluded storage room.  

 

Perhaps guessing Shen Li’s intentions, or perhaps the storage room reminded her of that day, Jiang Yue Rou lowered her head, her eyes gradually reddening.  

 

“I hate him! The downfall of the Jiang family of Hedong is entirely his fault!”  

 

Jiang Yue Rou bit her lip, tears spilling over as she stubbornly wiped them away. “Three years ago, if he hadn’t been so stubborn and made that fatal mistake, my two elder brothers wouldn’t have died alongside thirty thousand elite soldiers on that battlefield! They considered him their sworn brother, defying our parents to follow him and achieve glory, only to end up without even a grave. My father and mother died of grief, leaving me, an orphan, to drift like duckweed, dependent on others…”  

 

Her voice trembled with hatred. “Teacher, do you understand this pain of losing family?”  

 

“I do.”  

 

Jiang Yue Rou looked up in surprise.  

 

Shen Li dabbed the tears from the girl’s cheeks with a handkerchief, her gaze calm. “Many years ago, I also watched as my dearest loved ones and those who were like family to me were slaughtered by bandits. That bone-deep agony. I understand it as well as you do.”  

 

Jiang Yue Rou hadn’t expected the flawless, jade-like Teacher Wang to harbor such hidden sorrow. A sense of being understood overwhelmed her, and her shoulders shook as fresh tears rolled down her cheeks. “Then… did you ever hate?”  

 

Shen Li nodded lightly.  

 

“For many years, I resented the person who drove my mother away. If not for them, she wouldn’t have met such a violent end. But in time, I realized my true enemies were the ones who wielded the blades.”  

 

Shen Li didn’t reprimand her. Instead, she shared her own most painful memory to impart a lesson. “The hardest part isn’t vengeance, it’s the living carrying the unfulfilled wishes of the dead. If the Danyang Prince had killed you that day in the storage room, how would you face your parents, who spent their last coins to entrust you to others?”  

 

Jiang Yue Rou fell silent.  

 

Yes, what would killing Xiao Ran accomplish?  

 

The enemies who slaughtered her brothers wouldn’t suffer for it. Instead, the Great Yu would lose a formidable general.  

 

“I… I didn’t originally intend to assassinate him. I just wanted to ask him one question: after sealing the city and staining the earth with blood, after mountains of bones piled high, has he ever knelt before those thirty thousand wronged souls and begged for forgiveness?”  

 

But he showed no remorse. Shadows clung to his figure as he coldly retorted: “What crime have I committed?”  

 

How could he?!  

 

How could he watch soldiers bleed and die on foreign soil, buried namelessly under his flawed strategies, yet rise to nobility, basking in glory and command?  

 

In that moment, years of hatred drowned her reason.  

 

She gripped the paper knife she’d prepared and lunged at him with all her strength!  

 

Xiao Ran didn’t even dodge. A slight tilt of his head was enough to evade her strike.  

 

His eyes held no emotion, as if she were nothing but an ant trying to stop a chariot, arrogant, cold, and unyielding as ever!  

 

Jiang Yue Rou stumbled forward, her hands trembling around the knife, her body shuddering under the weight of his killing intent.  

 

Then, Teacher Wang’s voice echoed from outside.  

 

For some reason, Xiao Ran hesitated, as if wary of something.  

 

Seizing the moment, Jiang Yue Rou attacked again, but the blade only grazed his outer robe.  

 

“I’m sorry, Teacher Wang. You taught us to uphold propriety and master our hearts, yet I’m filled with nothing but hatred, nearly committing an unforgivable act… I’ve failed your teachings.”  

 

After pouring out her pent-up rage, fear, and confusion, Jiang Yue Rou finally seemed at peace, as if awaiting judgment. “Will you report me?”  

 

To many students, Teacher Wang was a kind, kind soul.  

 

Her erudition and integrity, her willingness to speak against injustice, made it easy to forget she was just a slender young girl, no older than her pupils.  

 

Precisely because of her upright nature, Teacher Wang’s position in the academy was precarious.  

 

If exposing Jiang Yue Rou’s crime could earn the fair-minded Teacher Wang some merit, then she was willing.  

 

To repay malice with justice, and kindness with kindness! Though a girl, her bones thrummed with the same uncompromising spirit as any young hero.  

 

She clenched her fists and lifted her chin, her expression one of readiness for death, a look that left Shen Li baffled.  

 

“No.”  

 

Shen Li’s voice was gentle. “Though you strayed, you acted from weakness against strength, and no irreparable harm was done. Besides, the Danyang Prince has already decided not to pursue this matter.”  

 

“Him?”  

 

Jiang Yue Rou’s eyes widened, her face flushing with humiliation at being spared by her enemy. “How do you know he won’t retaliate? What if he’s lying? What if he seeks revenge later?”  

 

“…”  

 

Shen Li couldn’t explain how she knew Xiao Ran wouldn’t pursue this.  

 

She certainly couldn’t say it was because he’d told her so personally, in her bedroom, under the bed, the night before.  

 

“If he wanted you punished, he wouldn’t have covered for you in the storage room.”  

 

Shen Li smiled slightly, blinking. “Now that you know my past and I know your secret, how about we keep each other’s confidences? Just promise me you’ll never act so recklessly again.”  

 

They were now bound by shared secrets. Teacher Wang trusted her so deeply!  

 

The boulder that had crushed her chest for days finally lifted, as if sunlight had broken through.  

 

Jiang Yue Rou couldn’t hold back a sob, throwing her arms around Shen Li in a tight embrace, her cries loud with relief.  

 

Half a quarter-hour later, a tear-free Jiang Yue Rou emerged from the storage room carrying a saddle.  

 

At the corner gate, she even turned back to wave cheerfully, her earlier gloom entirely gone.  

 

Shen Li exhaled softly. As she locked the door and stepped down, a leather ball flew over the wall, rolling to a stop at her feet.  

 

Looking up, she saw Xiao Ran perched atop the wall, one knee drawn up, his arm resting lazily on it as he grinned down at her.  

 

The afternoon sun bathed him in gold, his silhouette against the wall like a blazing flame, so bright it nearly hurt to look at.  

 

Shen Li’s mind blanked for a moment before Xiao Ran’s teasing voice reached her: “Shen Li, toss me the ball!”  

 

He pronounced her real name softly, but it still sent a jolt of panic through her.  

 

Glancing around to confirm no one was nearby, she bent to pick up the dusty ball.  

 

“Ew…”  

 

Her delicate fingers pinched the edges as she flung it upward with a look of distaste.  

 

The graceful Teacher Wang clearly lacked experience in tossing objects like some street urchin. The ball barely made it halfway up the wall before dropping, only for Xiao Ran to hook it with his foot, sending it spinning back into his palm.  

 

“Look, the Prince is catching a silk ball!”  

 

Laughter erupted from beyond the wall. “Whose maiden’s ball did the Prince catch? Why’s he still up there?”  

 

“Scram!”  

 

Xiao Ran barked a laugh and hurled the ball back, sending the boys scattering like startled mice.  

 

“I won’t be back for the next holiday. Return to the manor alone, no need to wait for me.”  

 

Xiao Ran pushed off the wall, brushing aside the leafy branches overhead. “The Prince’s carriage will be waiting at the usual spot.”  

 

Having delivered this abrupt message, he smirked and released the branches.  

 

Leaves rustled as his figure vanished, leaving only dappled shadows swaying on the ground.  

 

Since that night of honesty, something between her and Xiao Ran had shifted.  

 

But what, exactly?  

 

This kind of person…  

 

Shen Li couldn’t help but wonder: Could someone so unapologetically bold, whose eyes held no shadows, truly be the Great Yu’s demonic War God, a man who bore thirty thousand comrades’ deaths without remorse, bloodthirsty and ruthless?  

 

****  

 

April brought frequent rains. One moment, a cool breeze blew; the next, drizzle misted the air.  

 

The manor’s carriage waited in the back alley. Shen Li gazed at the rain curtain under the Education Office’s eaves, pondering how to traverse the distance without getting drenched—when a youthful voice called out:  

 

“Teacher, did you forget your umbrella?”  

 

Turning, she saw a pampered young noble, about seventeen or eighteen, his fair skin and lavish silks untouched by the weather, surrounded by servants.  

 

She recognized him as one of her Imperial Academy students but couldn’t recall his name.  

 

Her photographic memory applied only to text. The academy’s young nobles all looked alike: similar ages, similar attire. With nearly a hundred faces per lecture, matching names to features was impossible.  

 

Unaware of her hesitation, the boy eagerly ordered a servant to hand her an umbrella.  

 

Its handle was carved ivory inlaid with jade, warm and exquisite.  

 

“Thank you.”  

 

Still unable to place his name, she added, “You may collect it from the Education Office after the holiday.”  

 

“No need! It’s just an umbrella, consider it a gift.”  

 

The jewel-adorned youth bowed, his smile shy, before his entourage swept him away.  

 

The umbrella would have to be returned. A women’s academy teacher had no use for such luxuries.  

 

True to Xiao Ran’s words, the Prince’s carriage waited in the alley, but he himself was absent.  

 

In fact, he hadn’t come to the academy at all that day.  

 

That night, a storm erupted. Rain flooded the eaves, nearly extinguishing the manor’s lanterns.  

 

Servants scurried outside as Shen Li, unable to focus on her reading, draped a robe over her shoulders and asked the guard at her door:  

 

“Wen Qing, where is your Prince?”  

 

Damp night wind rushed in, lantern flames whipping wildly.  

 

Wen Qing answered carefully: “Your Highness, the Prince is away on urgent business. At the earliest, he won’t return until dawn.”  

 

What kind of emergency required venturing out in such weather?  

 

Shen Li tightened her robe but didn’t press further.  

 

Logically, Xiao Ran’s absence should have let her sleep soundly, free from the awkwardness of sharing a room.  

 

Yet the night passed restlessly.  

 

Thunder cracked, lightning bleaching the world white.  

 

Shen Li jerked awake, heart pounding.  

 

The window hung half-open, cold wind billowing the bed curtains.  

 

Only one gauze lamp still burned, its faint glow casting claw-like shadows of tree branches on the paper panels. Then, a rustling from the dressing room.  

 

Rubbing her temples, Shen Li listened drowsily before instinctively slipping barefoot from bed to investigate.  

 

Another lightning flash illuminated the room.  

 

And the drenched, black-clad figure rummaging through her wardrobe!  

 

Who?  

 

How did they get in?  

 

Sleep fled as Shen Li stumbled back, about to call for help, when the figure lunged forward, clamping a hand over her mouth.  

 

“It’s me.”  

 

The scent of rain and iron flooded her senses as familiar, sharp phoenix eyes met hers. “I needed clean clothes. Don’t wake the matron.”  

 

“Mmph”  

 

Xiao Ran?  

 

BOOM!  

 

Thunder rolled as another flash lit up Xiao Ran’s striking features and the dark red liquid dripping from his black armor…  

 

Blood. So much blood!  

 

Shen Li’s body, just beginning to relax, locked up again. Her pupils shrank as the metallic stench filled her nose, dragging her back eleven years to her mother’s murder.  

 

Her throat closed. She couldn’t breathe…  

 

Fingers clawing at her neck, lips bloodless, she gasped like a fish stranded on shore. 

 

“Shen Li? Shen Li!”  

 

Cold sweat soaked her pallid face. Xiao Ran noticed her distress and released her, reaching to steady her trembling shoulders. “What’s wrong?”  

 

But Shen Li recoiled as if from a nightmare, staggering back to the outer chamber.  

 

Xiao Ran’s hand hung midair. He took a step after her, then stopped.  

 

She despised him.  

 

Xiao Ran stared at the pink-tinged water dripping from his clothes and hair, his mouth twisting wryly. Foolish to think sharing a room a few times could bridge the gap between us.  

 

The look she’d given him pure terror and revulsion.  

 

Curled behind the bed curtains, Shen Li wrapped herself in silk blankets until the blood scent faded. Only then could she gulp air like a drowning woman surfacing.  

 

Fresh oxygen soothed her nearly-triggered old illness.  

 

The window creaked in the wind. Xiao Ran didn’t follow.  

 

His armor showed no wounds, meaning the blood wasn’t his.  

 

Killing. Of course. What better “urgent business” for a stormy night?  

 

But with no war raging, who could his victims be?  
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Chapter 16 

 

Shattered

 

Shen Li soon learned who it was that Xiao Ran had killed.

 

The next day, dark clouds pressed low over the academy, casting a thick, oppressive gloom. An unusual silence hung in the air.

 

The students gathered lifelessly in the lecture hall, devoid of their usual post-holiday boisterousness. They whispered among themselves, their voices tinged with curiosity and fear.

 

“…I heard the ominous prophecy during the Shangsi Festival was linked to the Magistrate of Moling, the Liu family. Just before the break, the Prince of Danyang led troops to besiege the Liu family’s stronghold, accusing them of treason for ‘disrupting the nation’s fate.’ Tsk tsk, everyone inside, all two hundred of them, were executed. Only a child carried away by a wet nurse survived. The blood mixed with rainwater and stretched for dozens of feet.”

 

“What? The Liu family’s ancestors were Marquis of the previous dynasty, holding a ‘Iron-Certificate’ of immunity. How could they be wiped out like this?”

 

“It’s true! I saw it with my own eyes. That night, lightning flashed and thunder roared. The streets echoed with the sound of the Liu family’s young master pounding on doors, begging for help, but no one dared to answer…”

 

“So, was the Liu family really plotting treason?”

 

“Truth or falsehood doesn’t matter anymore. What matters is that they offended… him.”

 

A young man sneered, hugging his arms as if chilled. “Each dynasty has its own favored officials. The Iron-Certificate of the previous dynasty couldn’t protect the noble families of today.”

 

Shen Li’s gaze fell on the academy’s roster spread before her. There, she found the name crossed out in vermilion ink.

 

Liu Muqing, age eighteen. On the first day of April, accused of treason, he refused to surrender and was killed by the Prince of Danyang while attempting to flee.

 

Shen Li realized she had finally remembered his name, in this manner.

 

Just days ago, this young nobleman, dressed in brocade and surrounded by admirers, had pulled Xiao Ran into a game of pitch-pot in the courtyard and gifted her an ivory-handled silk umbrella. Now, he was nothing more than a corpse lying in the mud, branded a traitor.

 

The academy was meant to be a sacred sanctuary of learning, untouched by politics. But beneath the storm, where could such a sanctuary exist?

 

“This case is closed. No one is to speak of the traitors again!”

 

Libation Officer Wang Zhan tore the marked page from the roster and tossed it into the small stove used to warm tea. The flames cast a pale light on his face, revealing beads of cold sweat. “A student’s crime does not implicate the academy. From now on, anyone, teacher or student, who dares to mention this matter will face severe punishment. I trust all instructors will enforce this strictly and avoid inviting disaster.”

 

Naturally, Libation Officer Wang was afraid. After all, the Yun Tai Bookstore, where he had encouraged students to spend exorbitant sums on books and stationery, was a business owned by the Liu family. Having profited so handsomely, how could he not fear the flames licking at his heels?

 

After the meeting, Shen Li lingered at the entrance of the teaching office, staring at the unclaimed ivory-handled silk umbrella. As she hesitated over what to do with it, a faint murmur arose in the courtyard.

 

She turned toward the sound and saw someone who should not have been there.

 

The students quickly retreated, creating a wide berth around Xiao Ran. In an instant, the vast courtyard held only him, standing alone and unyielding.

 

Xiao Ran ignored the mix of awe and fear in the surrounding gazes. Instead, he followed Shen Li at a distance of two zhang, his steps unhurried.

 

His military boots splashed through puddles, producing a soft, sticky sound, reminiscent of a thicker liquid.

 

When they reached the moon gate, where no one else was around, Shen Li could no longer bear it. Clutching the silk umbrella, she turned to face him.

 

“Your Highness, why have you returned to the academy?”

 

Her tone was calm, but the question was genuine.

 

Xiao Ran paused. “Why shouldn’t I return?”

 

Raindrops from the previous night dripped from the eaves, splashing onto the broad leaves of banana plants before landing in puddles. The bamboo curtains swayed gently in the corridor, and Shen Li’s voice echoed faintly in the serene courtyard: “Is there someone else in the academy whom Your Highness has yet to kill?”

 

Xiao Ran narrowed his eyes slightly, finally understanding the root of her displeasure.

 

“You’re angry about this?”

 

For the past two days, he had deliberately avoided her, believing he was giving her space to calm down. “Because I entered your room without changing my clothes, dirtying the place? Or did I frighten you?”

 

Shen Li frowned. “No.”

 

“Then it’s because I killed your student and embarrassed you?”

 

Xiao Ran’s expression turned icy. “The Liu family is different from your female student. These are separate matters.”

 

“I’m not asking you to show favoritism, but.”

 

Shen Li glanced at the stone tablet behind Xiao Ran, inscribed with the words: “Broaden knowledge through literature, restrain oneself with propriety; renew virtue daily, strive for perfection.” She thought of how he had hidden in the academy under the pretense of “cultivating propriety” while toying with his prey. The irony was unbearable.

 

The earnest comfort in her room, the dazzlingly handsome youth on the wall, all of it had been an illusion, fragile as sunlight. And she had nearly believed it.

 

Shen Li stopped arguing. Pressing her lips together, she turned away. The sound of footsteps followed immediately.

 

“Shen Li, can’t you speak plainly?”

 

“I have nothing more to say.”

 

She met his gaze steadily. “Does Your Highness have any other business?”

 

“…”

 

Xiao Ran looked down at her, his dark brows furrowed as he suppressed his frustration. “On the first day of the break, accompany me to the palace.”

 

Shen Li didn’t ask why. Without hesitation, she replied, “I’ll be busy grading papers for the monthly exams. I won’t have time.”

 

“Then after you finish grading, I’ll fetch you for dinner.”

 

“No need. It will be very late.”

 

It was always the same routine: Foster Mother Zhu pressuring them to perform marital harmony. Shen Li was too exhausted to play along. The stench of blood from that night still clung to her throat, making her choke. Before her old ailment flared up again, she just wanted to stay as far away from Xiao Ran as possible.

 

Xiao Ran, having been denied twice, fell silent. He stood beneath the shifting clouds, his handsome face dark as he watched her walk away without looking back.

 

An inexplicable irritation welled up inside him.

 

“…This doesn’t bode well.”

 

Cui Yu, passing by, observed the scene with horror. “The last person he watched like that became a ghost beneath his blade.”

 

****

 

The break after the monthly exams was nothing more than a lie told to the academy’s instructors.

 

At eight in the morning, the academic officers of the Imperial Academy and the National Academy arrived in ox-drawn carts, delivering the anonymized exam papers to the teaching office for cross-grading by the professors and instructors.

 

The names and affiliations of the students had been concealed to ensure fairness in evaluating the two academies’ teaching standards.

 

While the other instructors were gloomy, the young professor of Yi Studies from the National Academy was in high spirits.

 

When asked why, the handsome young professor sipped his tea and boasted, “I predicted the topic for the argumentative essay on this exam, word for word, exactly as I taught my students just days ago. My apologies, gentlemen, but the top spot will undoubtedly go to one of mine!”

 

A nearby instructor patted his shoulder and chuckled. “You’re still too young, my friend.”

 

The young professor laughed. “Are you saying that out of envy, elder brother?”

 

But soon, his smile vanished.

 

One after another, red crosses marked the students’ papers, slashed with such force they nearly tore through the pages.

 

Though the names were hidden, how could a teacher fail to recognize their own students’ handwriting?

 

As the once-confident young man’s expression twisted from dismay to fury, the others sipped their tea calmly: To believe students would remember a pre-taught exam question, truly, he was still too young.

 

“Ah…”

 

Cui Yu, who had been halfheartedly grading The Book of Music, suddenly let out a soft, cautious exclamation.

 

She glanced discreetly at Libation Officer Wang Zhan, who sat at the head of the table supervising the grading, then nudged Shen Li and pointed to a neatly written paper.

 

Shen Li carefully took the large sheet covered in elegant calligraphy, smoothed it on the desk with her palm, and froze.

 

This was Liu Muqing’s handwriting.

 

Only he wrote in the Liu family’s distinctive, unadorned clerical script, each character a pearl, each argument well-supported. It was a paper worthy of the highest grade.

 

He had taken the exam before returning home, where tragedy befell him. Thus, this paper had yet to be destroyed.

 

Cui Yu sighed softly.

 

The academy was meant to stay above politics. As instructors, how could they not mourn such a loss?

 

Shen Li remained composed. She quietly set the invalidated paper aside, weighing it down with a paperweight.

 

“Xueyi, you must be careful these days.”

 

Cui Yu lowered her voice, her tone laced with worry. “I’ve noticed the Prince of Danyang watching your every move. He’s definitely set his sights on you!”

 

****

 

By the time Shen Li returned to her private villa, dusk had fallen.

 

The rain fell in uneven strands, glowing softly under the lantern light like golden threads. The puddles on the steps and the flowers in the courtyard shimmered with flecks of gold, blending with the rhythmic patter of rain on banana leaves to create a scene of natural elegance.

 

“Xiao Yuanzhao didn’t take long to uncover the Yun Tai Bookstore after infiltrating the Imperial Academy.”

 

Shen Jun sat in the hall, winding a silk lute string around his jade-like fingers as he tuned the instrument for his sister. “Outwardly, he befriended students, but his true aim was to extract information. Not only did he discover the Warm Rouge Ink in the bookstore, but he also traced it back to its owner, the Liu family of Moling, confirming their guilt in the treasonous plot to disrupt the nation’s fate.”

 

“Warm Rouge Ink?”

 

Shen Li prided herself on her knowledge of stationery, but she had never heard of this term.

 

“It’s a relic from the previous dynasty, now taboo. It’s no surprise you haven’t heard of it.”

 

Shen Jun tightened the lute string, plucked it twice to test the pitch, and nodded in satisfaction. “It’s tuned.”

 

As he spoke, he pressed his palm against the vibrating silver string to silence it, then motioned for Sang Zhi to bring the lacquered painting box.

 

Inside was a yellowed silk painting. When unfurled, it revealed a graceful palace lady with cloud-like hair and willow-leaf brows, her slender waist and noble demeanor so lifelike she seemed ready to step out of the canvas.

 

A small inscription read: “Painted by Zhang Xuandu in the North Palace Garden on the twenty-first day of the fourth month, Yuan Kang Year Nine.”

 

“Yuan Kang Year Nine… This is a work by the legendary painter Zhang Xuandu from forty years ago.”

 

Shen Li studied the lady’s tender, expressive eyes, resting her chin on her hand. “Who is this woman? There’s something familiar about her features…”

 

“You’re joking again. You can’t even remember all your students—how could you recognize someone who died nearly forty years ago?”

 

A faint, teasing smile crossed Shen Jun’s powdered jade face. When Shen Li shot him a displeased look, he composed himself and explained, “This is the Crown Princess Xie of the previous dynasty, a peerless beauty. She once used Warm Rouge to create the ‘Hidden Blush’ makeup, captivating the Crown Prince. He commissioned Zhang Xuandu to paint her portrait, hoping to preserve her radiant beauty.”

 

“Hidden Blush makeup?”

 

Shen Li rarely wore makeup, her skills in applying powder and drawing eyebrows paled in comparison to her brother’s. She scrutinized the painting but saw no trace of any extraordinary makeup. “The painting looks plain. Where is the Warm Rouge Hidden Blush?”

 

Shen Jun sighed and instructed Shen Li to hold up the painting. He then took a candle and held it three inches away, slowly moving it in circles to warm the lady’s face.

 

A miraculous transformation occurred.

 

As the silk heated, a faint peach hue emerged on Princess Xie’s cheeks. Then, the floral design between her brows glowed vividly, her makeup blooming into full radiance. The entire painting came alive with color and allure.

 

“This is…”

 

“The Hidden Blush makeup, painted with Warm Rouge from the Western Regions.”

 

Shen Jun set down the candle and explained calmly. “Warm Rouge is colorless, but when exposed to moisture or heat, it turns a bright vermilion. The Crown Princess used this property to create her makeup. When she danced in spring, her body heat would cause the floral designs on her forehead to bloom, her cheeks gradually flushing. It was truly a sight to behold. Palace maids rushed to imitate her, and the Hidden Blush makeup became a trend in the inner court.”

 

But within two years, disaster struck. The Crown Prince was murdered by a treacherous empress, the beauty turned to bones, and Warm Rouge was buried with her, forbidden in later generations.

 

Moisture and heat could reveal a blood-red hue…

 

“No wonder the ‘divine message’ appeared by the Qing Stream after the rain, under the warming sun.”

 

Shen Li looked out at the damp rain, finally understanding how the “divine stone” with its bloody inscription had manifested during the Shangsi Festival.

 

“Why Warm Rouge, lost for decades, has reappeared in Lan Capital remains a mystery.”

 

As he spoke, Shen Jun gathered the painting and tossed it carelessly into the charcoal brazier used to ward off dampness.

 

The heat distorted the air, intensifying the blush on the painted lady’s face until it burned with a sinister brilliance. Black scars spread across the silk, and the flames consumed it entirely, leaving only ashes.

 

“Ah! Wasn’t that painting priceless? Why did the master burn it?”

 

Sang Zhi, who had been dozing against a pillar, rubbed his eyes in dismay.

 

“Artifacts from the previous dynasty’s inner court, no matter how precious, cannot be kept.”

 

Besides, while the painting might be an irreplaceable treasure to others, to the Shen family, it was merely the portrait of a long-dead woman, painted by a long-dead artist.

 

“In ten days, the spring hunt begins.”

 

Shen Jun’s eyes reflected the dying embers in the brazier, the flames fading into a deep, still darkness. “The Liu family of Moling was just the beginning.”

 

****

 

The night wind carried rain into the hall, making the candle flames tremble.

 

Sang Zhi and the other servants hurried to lower the curtains against the draft. Shen Li simply raised a pale hand to shield the candle before her.

 

Since their argument at the academy, she and Xiao Ran had not seen each other again.

 

But the spring hunt, where noblewomen were expected to accompany their husbands, was unavoidable.

 

****

 

Twentieth day of April, Grain Rain, auspicious for hunting and travel.

 

Before dawn, Shen Li was roused by her maids. Under Foster Mother Zhu’s meticulous direction, they styled her hair into an elaborate updo, applied solemn makeup, and dressed her in bright, wide-sleeved robes adorned with perfumed sachets and jade pendants. With every step, her ornaments chimed as she boarded the Prince of Danyang’s four-horse carriage with its mica-patterned curtains.

 

Her radiant beauty seemed to illuminate the carriage. The maids chattered excitedly, praising their mistress as “a goddess descended from the clouds, resplendent as the moon.”

 

Xiao Ran was watching her too.

 

Today, he wore a deep red hunting robe the color of blood, overlaid with black armor. His slightly curled hair was tied atop his head with a golden crown, and he held a spear behind his back as he directed the procession on horseback. In the dawn light, his red robes fluttered, and his armor and spear gleamed coldly, a stark contrast to his usual demeanor. He was every bit the majestic, awe-inspiring warrior.

 

As he passed Shen Li’s lavishly adorned carriage, his gaze lingered for a moment.

 

Before she could turn and meet his eyes, he looked away, whistled sharply for his falcon, and rode off without a word.

 

“The prince seems to be in a foul mood.”

 

Shang Ling, the armed maid riding at the carriage’s front, nibbled on a pastry as she observed.

 

Wu Si Hui, quick-eared and quick-tongued, turned and added, “Two days ago was the prince’s birthday. He was supposed to celebrate with a family banquet at the palace, but it was canceled at the last minute… In the end, he spent the day alone at the military camp. How could he be happy?”

 

“Ahem.”

 

Wen Qing cleared his throat pointedly.

 

Wu Si Hui realized his slip and clapped a hand over his mouth.

 

But Shen Li had heard every word.

 

“The prince’s birthday is in early May, isn’t it?”

 

The betrothal documents had stated it clearly. When it came to written records, she never misremembered.

 

Wen Qing hesitated, then lowered his voice and confessed, “Reporting to the princess consort: When the prince was born, the old prince was at war, following the late emperor. Fearing retribution against his family, he concealed the birth. Only after the war’s conclusion, when their enemies were dead, did the late emperor bring the prince and his mother into the open. Thus, the prince’s official birthday is twenty days later than his true one. Only the prince’s closest confidants and a few elders in the palace know his real birth hour.”

 

Shen Li was stunned.

 

So, before their argument at the academy, what Xiao Ran had meant to tell her was this?
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Chapter 17 

 

Sweet Dreams

 

The layered peaks of Li Mountain stretched endlessly, forming a continuous natural barrier.  

 

In the afternoon, the grand procession arrived at Leyou Garden, setting up rows of white mushroom-like felt tents as temporary palaces.  

 

The Prince’s Manor’s tent was positioned adjacent to the royal tent, bearing the responsibility of guarding it.  

 

Outside the tents, figures moved about, while in the distance, the cries of hawks and hounds mingled with the laughter of noblewomen, creating a lively atmosphere.  

 

Yet, this only made the silence inside the tent feel even more peculiar.  

 

The tent contained a single camp bed, one so narrow that Shen Li and Xiao Ran would have to press close to each other to lie on it.  

 

It wasn’t that the attendants were being stingy, but supplies were limited, and the mountain nights were cold and damp. A smaller bed would retain warmth better, a lesson well-known to seasoned soldiers.  

 

Xiao Ran understood this. So did Shen Li.  

 

But given the tension between the couple and their diverging thoughts, the situation was undeniably awkward.  

 

“Why is there only one bed?” Xiao Ran was the first to break the silence.  

 

“The tent is only so big; there’s no space for more furnishings. Besides, aren’t Your Highness and the Princess Consort married? How many beds do you need?” Wu Si Hui scratched his head in confusion.  

 

“Sister-in-law, why do you have to share a bed with Brother Xiao? Are you afraid of the dark too?” A frail young man, swathed in layers of crimson gauze and fox-fur robes, peeked into the tent. It was the young emperor of the day.  

 

Though Emperor Shao was already seventeen, his pale, gaunt appearance made him seem no older than fifteen or sixteen. His pitch-black eyes, set in a face the size of a palm, held a childlike innocence.  

 

In truth, his mental capacity was indeed akin to that of a child.  

 

This was why the late emperor had entrusted the regency to the elder princess on his deathbed, leaving the Great Yu’s governance in her hands.  

 

“Your Majesty, why have you come?”  

 

Xiao Ran temporarily spared Wu Si Hui who was still scratching his head, utterly baffled by the issue of the bed and walked toward Emperor Shao, Xiao Hanzhang.  

 

“It’s boring. I want to see the horses.”  

 

Xiao Hanzhang clung to the tent flap, his wide, innocent eyes blinking. “So, Sister-in-law, why do you have to share a bed with Brother Xiao?”  

 

“Come, let me take Your Majesty to see the warhorses.”  

 

Xiao Ran’s expression remained unchanged as he strode past Shen Li, leading the excited young emperor out of the tent. In one fluid motion, he mounted his horse and barked orders to the soldiers: “Inform the three armies to patrol the camp with me! Anyone caught slacking off will face military discipline!”  

 

The soldiers’ response echoed thunderously through the quiet mountains.  

 

As the sun dipped below the horizon, torches were lit throughout the camp, and wisps of cooking smoke dispersed into the deep blue sky.  

 

After a simple supper, the tent was illuminated by soft lamplight, casting the faint silhouette of a young woman preparing for bed.  

 

Shen Li accepted the soft silk towel handed to her by her maid, wiping her hands clean as she gazed at the narrow bed, made even cozier by its plush bedding. She wondered: Xiao Ran is patrolling the camp tonight, will he even return to the tent to sleep?  

 

Most likely not. The safety of nearly a hundred members of the imperial family rested on the Tiger Might Army’s shoulders; there wasn’t a moment to spare for relaxation.  

 

Shen Li sat on the bed and read for a while, but the exhaustion from the day’s journey eventually overcame her. She blew out the lamp and lay down.  

 

Only after confirming that the slender figure in the tent had fallen asleep and her armed maid had withdrawn did Xiao Ran emerge from the shadows behind the fence.  

 

“Bring more felt fabric to reinforce the tent,” he ordered his guards in a low voice, adding, “Be quiet. Don’t make a sound.”  

 

Her shadow had been clearly visible through the tent fabric earlier. If he hadn’t been standing guard to keep outsiders away, her every movement would have been exposed.  

 

What are her attendants even doing? How could they not notice this?  

 

Just as he was grumbling internally, the armed maid peeked out from the small tent reserved for servants, squinting at the commotion.  

 

Seeing no danger, she yawned, hugged her sword, and sat cross-legged by the tent flap, closing her eyes to rest.  

 

…Well, not entirely useless.  

 

Once the guards had reinforced the tent, ensuring no light could leak through, Xiao Ran finally removed his armor, handed it to his men, and lifted the flap to enter.  

 

Shen Li was indeed fast asleep.  

 

The day’s journey had drained her completely.  

 

Xiao Ran walked over and extinguished the lamp on the table. Instead of squeezing onto the half of the bed she had left for him, he leaned against a clothing chest by the bedside and slept in his clothes.  

 

Something rolled against his leg, jolting him awake. His sharp eyes gleamed coldly in the darkness.  

 

His hand instinctively reached for his spear but froze mid-motion.  

 

Resting against his leg was a familiar, serene face. The young woman lay curled in her cloud-like nightgown, her ink-black hair cascading like a river, her delicate features glowing softly in the moonlight.  

 

Shen Li had somehow rolled off the bed without waking.  

 

The camp bed was low to the ground and lacked railings, so when she tumbled off the soft, billowing bedding, she hadn’t stirred.  

 

Xiao Ran had known she was restless in her sleep, a far cry from the poised noblewoman she appeared to be when awake. But he hadn’t expected her to roll off the bed entirely.  

 

Slowly, cautiously, he withdrew his nearly stiffened leg.  

 

Just as he stood to relocate, he remembered that while the tent floor was covered in soft Western Region carpets, it couldn’t fully shield against the mountain’s damp chill. A delicate noblewoman like her would likely catch a fever from lying on the cold ground for even a short while.  

 

So he turned back, pulled a brocade quilt from the bed, and draped it over the oblivious Shen Li. His arm slid gently beneath her slender waist, rolling her up like a pancake before carefully lifting her and placing her back on the bed.  

 

So light. Like holding a cloud. 

 

Perhaps his arm lingered a moment too long as he withdrew it, because the young woman stirred slightly in her sleep.  

 

Xiao Ran immediately held his breath, not daring to move, more cautious than when lying in ambush before a night assault on an enemy city.  

 

But during a night assault, he wouldn’t be surrounded by such an intoxicating feminine fragrance. The delicate, refined scent from her hair wafted into his nose, tickling his throat.  

 

GULP. 

The sound of him swallowing was deafening in the silent tent.  

 

After what felt like an eternity, he finally managed to free his arm from beneath her soft waist. The young man felt as though he’d fought a hard battle, his body drenched in sweat.  

 

Rubbing the itch in his nose, he didn’t go far. Instead, he lay on the edge of the bed, his broad back acting as a barrier to prevent her from rolling off again and forcing him to retrieve her.  

 

Closing his eyes, Xiao Ran drifted into a dream.  

 

Unlike the usual blood-soaked battlefields of his memories, this dream was soft.  

 

Like a hazy moon veiled in light gauze, carrying a faint, sweet fragrance.  

 

In the dream, Shen Li leaned against the bed, her hair loose and her nightgown draped over her shoulders. Her expression wasn’t its usual cool detachment but held a hint of lazy amusement as she gazed at him.  

 

Her hands, elegant and soft, accustomed to wielding brushes, reached up, trailing along his neck, her laughter tickling his ear.  

 

So itchy.  

 

Beyond the itch, there was an unfamiliar restlessness.  

 

He became a shadow, desperate to merge with that pristine moonlight, to cast aside all restraints and measure that slender waist, to inhale that intoxicating fragrance, to…  

 

To take more.  

 

Before the dream could spiral into further chaos, Xiao Ran jolted awake.  

 

Outside the tent, the night was shrouded in cold mist. Dawn hadn’t yet broken, and the soft warmth of breath brushed against the back of his neck.  

 

Shen Li had turned in her sleep, now facing outward, curled slightly. Her lips and nose were almost touching his ear.  

 

For a fleeting moment, dream and reality overlapped. Xiao Ran’s mind blanked before he realized he was experiencing the most awkward moment of his nineteen years.  

 

Muttering a curse under his breath, he carefully extended a single, polite finger and gently nudged the beautiful head away from his neck.  

 

Sitting up, the restlessness from his dream hadn’t faded. If anything, it had settled lower.  

 

Xiao Ran pressed a hand to his forehead, took a deep breath, and refused to look back.  

 

Unbuckling his belt, he lifted the tent flap and strode toward the cold, mist-shrouded stream outside the camp.  

 

****  

 

When Shen Li awoke, everything in the tent was as usual.  

 

Her maid brought a basin and comb for her morning toilette. Staring at her reflection, her fair face powdered and her brows delicately drawn, it took her a long moment to gather her thoughts before she asked, “Did the Prince patrol the camp all night?”  

 

“His Highness returned to the tent briefly in the third watch but left again before dawn.”  

 

Shang Ling, her sword strapped to her back, yawned and sat cross-legged. “No idea who angered him, but he spent ages soaking in that icy stream.”  

 

He came back to the tent? Why didn’t I notice?  

 

If he only rested for a short while before leaving in a foul mood, was it because the insect-repelling incense had irritated him again?  

 

Shen Li didn’t dwell on it for long. Outside the tent, the deep blare of horns signaled the start of the grand royal hunt.  

 

She finished dressing and stood, her gaze falling on the crimson forehead ribbon embroidered with black patterns and gold accents beside her vanity case.  

 

Before their departure, Lady Zhu had specifically entrusted this ribbon to her, repeatedly urging her to personally tie it around the Prince’s forehead before the hunt began.  

 

Though she didn’t understand why…  

 

Lady Zhu likely didn’t know that the two of them hadn’t exchanged a word in ages. Xiao Ran probably had no desire to see her, or anything associated with her, right now.  

 

Beyond the dense forest, on the open plain, imperial banners fluttered in the wind.  

 

Attendants held hounds and falcons, surrounding the noble youths astride fine steeds. The noblewomen, dressed in bright colors and veiled with milí, rode gentle mares on the periphery, watching the impending competition.  

 

Emperor Shao, frail as he was, naturally couldn’t participate in the hunt. He observed from the shade of his jade carriage.  

 

The honor of the opening archery ritual fell to the Regent Princess, Xiao Qing Li.  

 

Xiao Ran, as usual, wore a red hunting robe, his black hair tied high, his forearms clad in dark leather bracers. He raised a hand, signaling the cavalry to drive the game forward. In an instant, the thunder of hooves erupted from the forest.  

 

Xiao Qing Li calmly drew her bow, the string bending like a full moon, sunlight glinting off it like a golden streak.  

 

“Ling Jia, you’re not skilled in archery. Stay on the outskirts and enjoy the scenery.”  

 

A nobleman in frost-blue hunting robes rode up on a snow-white steed, his expression gentle. “The forest is treacherous, and stray arrows are dangerous.”  

 

Shen Li nodded. “Elder Brother, you should also be careful”  

 

Before she could finish, cheers erupted from the palace attendants and soldiers.  

 

The Regent Princess had struck the first stag to emerge from the woods.  

 

Aside from a few nobles loyal to Emperor Shao, who wore inscrutable expressions, the crowd hailed it as an auspicious omen.  

 

Out of the corner of her eye, Shen Li glanced at the tall, bamboo-straight figure on horseback and noticed her brother also watching the Regent Princess, a faint light shimmering in his tranquil eyes.  

 

With the Regent Princess’s flawless archery marking the official start, the competition began in earnest.  

 

Drums pounded, horns blared, and a thousand riders surged forward like a yellow storm, vying for supremacy.  

 

Xiao Ran led the charge, one hand guiding the reins, the other gripping his bow. A hawk circled overhead, hounds sprinted beside his horse, and his crimson robes billowed like a fiery arrow piercing through the dust. He seemed almost level with the arrows flying through the air.  

 

A bowstring twanged, and a black boar charging from the underbrush fell mid-stride.  

 

Xiao Ran didn’t pause to collect the game he’d felled, plunging deeper into the forest and leaving the spoils for his hounds and guards to retrieve.  

 

By the time the noblemen’s horses caught up to the dust he’d kicked up, his scarlet figure had already vanished into the trees.  

 

The thrilling chase drew in the archery-skilled noblewomen, while those who preferred to avoid sweating off their makeup gathered by the clear mountain stream for elegant poetry and idle chatter under colorful canopies.  

 

When they spotted the veiled Princess Consort riding leisurely toward them, they greeted her with polite, graceful bows.  

 

Shen Li wasn’t worried about being recognized. For one, she’d applied makeup so vivid she barely recognized herself. For another, these noblewomen mostly hailed from families of the fifth rank or higher, while her students at the academy came from lower-ranking households. The two circles rarely intersected.  

 

“Ling Jia, over here!”  

 

The Regent Princess, radiant and spirited on horseback, waved her riding crop cheerfully. Surrounded by equally valiant female guards, she stood out like a beacon.  

 

Xiao Qing Li wore a violet-gold hunting outfit today, her high bun tucked under a soft, trailing hood. The gauzy veil fluttered behind her, accentuating her sun-kissed, makeup-free face, strikingly beautiful, undeniably the Great Yu’s sovereign lady.  

 

Bold, dazzling, a true queen.  

 

“Look at that boy,” Xiao Qing Li pointed her crop toward the slope, where Xiao Ran and a group of generals were returning, laughing and joking. “Notice anything?”  

 

Shen Li patted her lively red mare soothingly and followed the Princess’s gaze. Beyond the sunlit slope, Xiao Ran’s horses were laden with game, not just the usual foxes, roe deer, and stags, but even a rare black bear.  

 

“The Prince is peerlessly mighty, returning with a full haul.”  

 

She offered the expected praise, but Xiao Qing Li burst into laughter, resting a hand on her hip. “Not that. Haven’t you noticed he’s missing something compared to the other generals with their ladies?”  

 

Missing something?  

 

Armor? Weapons?  

 

Asking someone who struggled to recognize faces to spot differences was truly unfair.  

 

Shen Li admitted frankly, “Your Highness, please enlighten me.”  

 

“His forehead ribbon.”  

 

Xiao Qing Li grinned. “Haven’t you noticed? Every general participating in the hunt wears a ribbon with unique patterns.”  

 

Shen Li lifted her veil for a better look and saw it was true.  

 

The ribbons varied in color and design, and she’d assumed they denoted hunting teams. But apparently, there was more to it.  

 

“It’s a military tradition. Before battle, soldiers tie ribbons of different colors to distinguish their units. Over time, family members began sewing ribbons for their husbands, fathers, or brothers, even embroidering their names inside for protection and victory… Eventually, this custom spread to hunts, since the field is like a battlefield.”  

 

Xiao Qing Li’s voice was bright and clear, utterly merciless as she teased her cousin. “If a young general is married but doesn’t receive a ribbon tied by his wife, he’ll be mocked. Look at him, he’s definitely been teased.”  

 

Shen Li’s fingers brushed the edge of her sleeve, where the black-patterned crimson ribbon she hadn’t delivered lay hidden.  

 

So that’s why Lady Zhu had insisted she tie it around Xiao Ran’s forehead herself.  

 

Xiao Qing Li noticed the subtle movement and called out to the scarlet-clad youth riding up the slope, “Yuan Zhao, get over here!”  

 

Shen Li was stunned. So the Xiao family’s rough, unruly demeanor was hereditary.  

 

But when it came to arrogance and roguishness, no one outdid Xiao Ran.  

 

After barking orders to his retinue, he spurred his horse up the slope and reined in before them.  

 

His gaze skimmed lightly over her before settling on the setting sun and the birds vanishing into the horizon. His lips quirked in that infuriatingly smug way of his, brimming with youthful arrogance. “What do you want, Elder Sister? Jealous?”  

 

“Absolutely! You’ve had your fun. Now it’s my turn to stretch my legs in the woods and show those men that Great Yu’s women can wield bows as well as brushes, not just embroider and cook!”  

 

Xiao Qing Li’s eyes darted between the couple, her smile knowing. “I leave Ling Jia in your care! At least take her around to enjoy the scenery and watch the sunset.”  

 

Without waiting for objections, she galloped down the slope with her female guards in tow.
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Chapter 18 

 

Lost

 

The sunset grew deeper, its light filtering through the leaves and casting dappled pillars of gold over the young married couple riding leisurely side by side.

 

From behind, Xiao Ran’s figure appeared robust and broad-shouldered, his slender waist cinched by a dark leather belt. Occasionally, he swung his whip to clear the obstructing bushes, carving out a smooth path through the mountain trail.

 

Rocks shattered beneath his force, trees fell before his blade, his demeanor exuded a domineering confidence that seemed to command even heaven and earth to yield.

 

The forest was serene, devoid of human voices, amplifying the eerie silence.

 

The quiet was almost unsettling. Just as Shen Li began to think Xiao Ran would never turn to speak, he finally spoke.

 

“You ride well.”

 

He reined in his horse to wait for her as he said this.

 

Shen Li was surprised.

 

Xiao Ran hadn’t questioned her absence on his birthday, nor had he mentioned the forehead ribbon. Instead, he offered this seemingly random remark…

 

His expression was calm, devoid of any gloom or reproach, far from the scene she had imagined.

 

“I owe it to Your Highness’s excellent teaching.”

 

“Indeed.”

 

The young man used his whip to push aside the overhanging branches above, ensuring her horse could pass unimpeded before retracting his hand and following. “But even the finest teacher needs a clever student.”

 

Shen Li paused.

 

Was that… a compliment?

 

As she hesitated, the foliage parted, and a damp breeze rushed toward them. A silver thread of a waterfall cascaded down a cliff, plunging into the crystal-clear pool below.

 

Deep in the woods, at the source of the stream, lay this hidden, tranquil waterfall!

 

Xiao Ran dismounted, whip in hand, and strode toward the stone platform beneath the falls.

 

Shen Li also let her horse drink, unconsciously following his steps into this refreshing paradise.

 

The swirling currents beneath the waterfall whipped up a mist that enveloped her. The pearl-colored gauze of the young woman’s sleeves tangled with the crimson robes of the young man, like clouds entwined with flames, colliding with a gentle rustle.

 

She had to raise a hand to steady her mílí lest the wind carry it away.

 

Perhaps amused by her rare fluster, or pleased by the sparkle in her eyes, Xiao Ran’s lips curved almost imperceptibly.

 

“With no outsiders here, why hide your face?”

 

He clasped his hands behind his back, inhaling the moist air deeply. “What do your books call the spring hunt? ‘Releasing duckweed to lure fish’…”

 

‘Releasing duckweed to lure fish, nurturing beasts with abundant pastures.’

 

Shen Li seamlessly completed the phrase, her voice clear and melodious against the rushing waterfall. “It speaks of how hunting and killing must align with the seasons, to demonstrate the emperor’s benevolence.”

 

Hearing this, Xiao Ran glanced at her and let out a soft chuckle.

 

“Then tell me, when I slaughtered the entire Liu family, did I align with the seasons?”

 

“……” Shen Li had no wish to broach this topic.

 

She and Xiao Ran were born into opposing factions. The death of Liu Muqing was merely the final straw that shattered the balance. No matter how deeply she buried her emotions, Xiao Ran’s provocations would inevitably ignite a wildfire…

 

But Xiao Ran was a wildfire himself, blazing, unbridled, utterly unrepentant in his ferocity. When faced with uncertainty, he would rather reduce everything to ashes than leave a question unanswered.

 

When she remained silent, he muttered, “So you are angry about this.”

 

“Private punishment and collective guilt defy the laws of propriety. It is not benevolent.”

 

Shen Li had never been skilled at lying, so she gave her honest answer. “I am not angry, only disapproving.”

 

Xiao Ran fell quiet for a moment, realizing she was responding to his earlier question: “Did I align with the seasons when I slaughtered the Liu family?”

 

Xiao Ran cared little for others’ opinions. Some cursed him to hell; others worshipped him as a god. Their voices were nothing more than passing wind, leaving no ripple in his heart.

 

But Shen Li’s words reached him.

 

Even the deafening roar of the waterfall couldn’t muffle the dull impact of her disapproval in his chest.

 

The carefree openness of his heart stirred with faint ripples, making him forget his original purpose for bringing Shen Li to this scenic spot, to mend their rift and coax a smile from her.

 

“Benevolence? That’s just the ‘benevolent governance’ of your noble clans.”

 

Xiao Ran’s cold eyes reflected the misty spray, all traces of his earlier ease gone. “You mourn your student, a refined scholar who could recite elegant poetry. I understand. But have you ever considered what built those refined words and luxurious lives? On the way to the hunt, you saw it yourself: farmers enslaved, crops failing. While thirty thousand starved in Kuaiji, the Liu family’s manor gorged on wine and meat, hoarding mountains of grain, gold, and jewels to feed their treacherous private army.”

 

“Justice should follow the law. The innocent should not suffer for others’ crimes.”

 

Shen Li’s voice remained soft but firm. “Even if the entire family was guilty, they should have been executed publicly. Not slaughtered privately, betraying teacher and friend, turning a place of learning into a political execution ground.”

 

“Shared prosperity in wealth, but no shared punishment in crime? How convenient.” Xiao Ran sneered. “On the battlefield, enemies don’t distinguish between innocent soldiers or pitiful ones—they kill indiscriminately. Likewise, anyone who enjoyed ill-gotten wealth, whether naive or not, forfeits the right to claim innocence.”

 

“Liu Muqing lived eighteen years on the people’s plunder. Decked in jewels, was he innocent? Hardly. Neither were the men and women in silks, nor the murderous soldiers and vicious servants. Only the swaddled infant was spared, too young to have tasted blood or stolen coin. Do you think a panicked nursemaid could truly escape my notice?”

 

“Repaying evil with evil only breeds endless vengeance. Once killing begins, it never ends. To erase hatred entirely, you’d have to exterminate every noble family bound by shared interests, but how many would that be?”

 

“If that child seeks revenge, it’ll be twenty years from now. Twenty years is enough to remake Great Yu. By then, I’ll have done what I must and lived my fill. If he can kill me, he’ll be a hero. I’ve no complaints.”

 

“You.”

 

She knew it was futile to argue further. Two people with opposing principles could never convince each other.

 

Yet Shen Li took a deep breath and met his dark gaze, unwavering. “I won’t debate the Liu family’s guilt. But even the ‘Rites of Zhou’ mandate ‘three inquiries’ before sentencing. No one, not the imperial family, not the nobility, is above the law. Because no one is infallible. Not even you.”

 

“The law? Where was the law when the Liu family hoarded treason? When they extorted the people? When hundreds of armed retainers defied the imperial army?” Xiao Ran’s smile turned derisive as he advanced step by step. “Do you think quoting rites will make them vomit up their stolen grain? That reciting poetry will make the northern barbarians lay down their blades? That chanting sutras will fill the bellies of people crawling on the ground like starving dogs? Wake up, Shen Li. Your ideals are self-delusion. They won’t save this broken world.”

 

He declared, “A villain like me believes only in ‘an eye for an eye, killing to end killing.’ Even if your Shen family steps out of line, I won’t show mercy!”

 

Her back pressed against the damp stone wall, its chill creeping up her spine.

 

The thunder of crashing water filled her ears, the mist battering her snow-white cheeks. Yet she stood straight, her slender frame unbending like bamboo refusing to bow.

 

“Killing is indeed the fastest way to reset the board. War pacifies chaos; benevolence governs peace.”

 

Shen Li couldn’t explain to Xiao Ran the purpose of studying rites, nor why she clung to propriety in this era of power and violence. But…

 

“Yet within ink and brush, there are things no blade can kill.”

 

A mountain breeze, light as a sparrow, slipped between them, lifting a damp lock of hair to cling to her glistening lips.

 

Xiao Ran stared into her clear eyes and felt the destructive beast from last night’s dream stir again, clamoring to break free, to tear something apart.

 

“Fine. Fine.”

 

He retreated two steps, gave her a long look, then vaulted onto his horse with one hand on the saddle. With a crack of his whip, he vanished into the trees.

 

Xiao Ran didn’t stop until he burst from the forest onto the winding mountain path. Reining in his horse, he exhaled sharply.

 

The wind howled past his ears, scattering the restless heat, whether anger or agitation, in his chest. Behind him, Shen Li was nowhere in sight.

 

What am I doing…

 

On the mountain path, Xiao Ran pinched the bridge of his nose. I brought her here to reconcile. Why mention the Liu family? Have I lost my mind?

 

What am I doing?

 

Beneath the waterfall, Shen Li wondered the same. My only worry today was the damned forehead ribbon in my sleeve. Why did I insist on principles?

 

Xiao Ran had stormed off. Now she had to find her way out of the forest before sunset.

 

But it shouldn’t be a problem. She still had her horse.

 

With this thought, she approached Chi Ye, grazing idly by the stream. But the horse, missing its companion, bolted toward home before she could secure her footing in the stirrups. In a flash, it vanished into the woods.

 

Shen Li barely caught herself against the rock wall, stunned.

 

She looked up, Chi Ye was already gone.

 

Still, it wasn’t a disaster. If she retraced the path marked by broken bushes, she could reach the mountain road and return to camp.

 

Steadying herself, she carefully pushed through the foliage, stumbling along the trail of severed branches. She took care not to let the sharp edges tear her clothes.

 

But soon, the low shrubs gave way to towering trees with no end in sight. Xiao Ran’s last traces disappeared entirely

 

Perhaps clues remained, like hoofprints hidden under rotting leaves. But Shen Li, a scholar with no wilderness experience, couldn’t discern such subtleties.

 

Worse, she had a terrible habit: if someone led the way, she never memorized it.

 

Thus, aside from being bad with faces, she was equally bad with directions.

 

The book’s method of discerning direction by foliage density proved impractical, the woods were thick everywhere, and the fading sunset plunged the forest into early darkness.

 

Follow the water. Downstream should lead back to camp.

 

But after wandering in circles twice, she abandoned this plan because…

 

She was utterly lost.

 

The sun teetered on the mountain ridge, as if it might tumble away at any moment, taking the last light with it.

 

Xiao Ran hadn’t gone far. The ride from the waterfall to the road took only the time to drink a cup of tea. Another such span would bring the camp into view.

 

Yet after half that time, Shen Li still hadn’t appeared.

 

His father had once told him: A true man stands tall. Bullying women is the lowest act, especially your own. No one is perfect; tempers flare. Vent, explain, then turn the page. Apologize when you must.

 

Without hesitation, the young man wheeled his horse around and plunged back into the woods.

 

But he hadn’t expected to find Chi Ye trotting leisurely toward him within moments.

 

The saddle was empty.

 

“Shen Li?”

 

Xiao Ran called out, his voice echoing hollowly through the vast, darkening forest.

 

…A bad premonition struck him.

 

Of all possibilities, he hadn’t accounted for the horse abandoning its new rider!

 

He glared at the oblivious red horse, then whistled sharply. Outside the forest, hounds and falcons sprang to action, barking and screeching as they charged into the depths with him.

 

She wasn’t in the woods. She wasn’t by the waterfall.

 

Night was falling. Beasts would soon emerge.

 

His chest tightened. The young War God, who had never flinched before armies, tasted fear for the first time.
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Chapter 19 

 

Out of Control

 

Shen Li found a clean, round stone and sat down against the gnarled trunk of an ancient tree.  

 

Unlike Xiao Ran’s boundless energy, her frail constitution could only sustain half an hour of activity. Since she was already lost, wandering aimlessly through the forest like a headless fly would be futile. It was better to wait in a conspicuous spot for her elder brother to find her.  

 

The forest floor was littered with sharp stones. After walking for so long, a piercing ache radiated from the soles of her feet, making each step feel like treading on knives. The sweat from exertion chilled under the mountain breeze, leaving her skin clammy.  

 

Shen Li removed her veiled gauze and held it in her arms, resting her chin on its edge as she stared blankly into space.  

 

Exhaustion often brewed emotional turmoil, and the thoughts she had suppressed now surged to the surface.  

 

‘Maybe I should divorce him,’ she thought.  

 

Now that the Wang family’s calamity had been resolved, the Shen family stood as the foremost among Lan Capital’s noble houses, with merits earned through their service to the late emperor. The Regent Princess wouldn’t dare move against them recklessly… Once her elder brother secured his promotion to Zhongshu Ling this year, there would be no further constraints holding her back.  

 

Then, under the pretext of devoting herself to scholarship, she could take vows at Galán Temple and focus on teaching, finally freeing herself from this hollow marriage of convenience.  

 

She and Xiao Ran were incompatible in every way, their conflicts irreconcilable. It was only a matter of time before their relationship collapsed.  

 

Just like her father and mother. Decades ago, the marriage between Lan Capital’s Shen family and Langya’s Wang family had been the talk of the town, hailed as a match made in heaven. But how had it ended?  

 

Arguments, mutual harm, scheming, prolonged separations, their clashes over family interests had been fierce, culminating in an irreparable downfall amidst a snowstorm.  

 

Noble families bore too many burdens. When husband and wife could not stand as one, even maintaining the facade of mutual respect became a luxury.  

 

Shen Li refused to follow her mother’s footsteps, departing this world with a body full of wounds. If the song had to end, she would ensure her retreat was graceful.  

 

Dusk encroached upon the land, transforming the vibrant forest into a sinister landscape punctuated by the eerie cries of unknown birds.  

 

‘I must divorce him.’  

 

Shen Li hugged herself tightly. For no reason, her eyes stung with unshed tears.  

 

‘So cold…’  

 

‘What was that flying past just now? Could there be beasts lurking behind me?’  

 

‘How long has it been? Will Elder Brother find me?’  

 

Just as she clenched her jaw and steeled herself, the bushes behind her rustled.  

 

Shen Li froze, her hair standing on end as she instinctively shrank back, her fingers closing around a jagged stone nearby.  

 

Her body stiffened, her eyes wide and unblinking as she stared at the trembling foliage, her heart pounding so violently it threatened to leap from her throat.  

 

The next moment, a slender gray shadow bounded out of the bushes, barking excitedly at her.  

 

Then, the crack of a whip sliced through the air. Branches splintered as a falcon circling above let out a piercing cry and swooped down to perch on the shoulder of a red-robed military officer.  

 

Xiao Ran gripped the reins in one hand and steadied the falcon with the other, his chest still heaving from exertion.  

 

When his gaze landed on Shen Li beneath the tree, the frantic worry in his eyes finally eased slightly.  

 

The dignified young lady sat on the stone, clutching her veiled gauze. Her sleeves were torn, her hair disheveled, and strands of dark locks clung to her pale, sweat-drenched cheeks. Her wide eyes, brimming with fear and shock, made her appear utterly pitiful and disheveled.  

 

Xiao Ran had already forgotten their argument from earlier. His heart sank, and he quickly dismounted, striding toward her.  

 

“You’re unhurt”  

 

But the moment Shen Li saw him, she seemed to summon a burst of energy and stood up to leave.  

 

‘This is too humiliating.’  

 

Her face burned with embarrassment. To be seen in such a wretched state by her most detested rival, it was unbearable.  

 

‘Anyone else would have been better. Anyone but Xiao Ran!’  

 

“Where are you going? Shen Li!”  

 

Xiao Ran caught up in a few strides and grabbed her arm, panting. “You’re going the wrong way. The path is over there.”  

 

Shen Li paused, turned, and this time walked in the correct direction.  

 

“Chi Ye hasn’t fully accepted you as its master yet. I’ve already reprimanded it for neglecting you.”  

 

Xiao Ran studied her expression and chose his words carefully. “The forest is dangerous. Get on the horse.”  

 

“I didn’t abandon you on purpose. I thought you’d follow, so I waited on the trail…”  

 

He glanced around and muttered under his breath, “The forest isn’t even that big. How did you manage to avoid every single exit? That’s almost impressive.”  

 

His words only made Shen Li walk faster, her head bowed.  

 

Xiao Ran sighed and released the falcon from his arm, leading both horses as he hurried after her.  

 

“It’s almost dark. Get on the horse.”  

 

“Shen Li, get on the horse.”  

 

When she ignored him, the young man let go of the reins and seized her hand.  

 

The unfamiliar warmth of a man’s touch.  

 

Shen Li whirled around, but before she could speak, she felt herself being lifted effortlessly, like a sack of grain and flung over Xiao Ran’s shoulder, face down, her limbs dangling helplessly.  

 

“Xiao Ran, you!”  

 

Rarely in her life had Shen Li been subjected to such indignity. Humiliation and fury sent blood rushing to her cheeks as she kicked futilely.  

 

“Stop struggling. If you fall, I won’t catch you.”  

 

Xiao Ran carried her effortlessly to the horses, then hoisted her by the waist and unceremoniously dumped her onto the saddle.  

 

Shen Li instinctively gripped the pommel. By the time she steadied herself, Xiao Ran had already mounted his black steed. With one hand guiding his horse and the other holding Chi Ye’s reins, he nudged his mount forward, leading them out of the dense woods.  

 

Though Shen Li was determined to divorce him, jumping off a moving horse was impractical. She smoothed the stray hairs at her temples and turned away, refusing to speak.  

 

The two rode side by side in silence, the only sound the rustling of hooves trampling fallen leaves.  

 

“Still angry?”  

 

Xiao Ran subtly guided her horse closer and pointed ahead. “I really was waiting on that trail. See? It’s not far, is it?”  

 

Shen Li glanced at the distant path, then looked away. After a long pause, she said, “Your Highness was the one who started the argument. And the rift between us extends far beyond this single disagreement.”  

 

Her words carried the weight of ‘those who walk different paths cannot work together.’  

 

Xiao Ran understood. Shen Li and he stood on opposing sides, their personalities clashing. Such conflicts would recur often.  

 

His lips parted, but before he could respond, a shrill cry from above startled a flock of birds into flight.  

 

“Wait.”  

 

Xiao Ran’s expression sharpened as he urged his horse forward, raising an arm to signal Shen Li to stay back. “Something’s wrong…”  

 

As if confirming his suspicion, the forest erupted with the clatter of panicked hoofbeats. A voice shouted, “Assassins are targeting the Regent Princess! Protect Her Highness!”  

 

Almost simultaneously, cold glints flashed from deep within the woods, arrows streaked through the air!  

 

Shen Li’s blood ran cold. The assassins weren’t just after the Regent Princess; they aimed to eliminate Xiao Ran as well!  

 

They had bypassed the cliffs and infiltrated the forest, avoiding the chaos of the hunt. Instead, they struck at dusk, when the Regent Princess’s retinue would be exhausted and vulnerable…  

 

But they had underestimated the Xiao family.  

 

Amid the horses’ panicked neighs, a blade flashed before Shen Li’s eyes, slicing the arrows from the sky.  

 

“Dismount and hide!”  

 

Xiao Ran’s voice was low but firm. He sheathed his sword, and in one fluid motion, grabbed the bow and quiver hanging from his saddle, drawing the string taut.  

 

He locked onto the origin of the arrows and, before the next volley could be loosed, released!  

 

Three arrows flew as one. Moments later, Shen Li heard the thud of heavy bodies hitting the ground in the distance.  

 

She slid off her horse and took cover behind a tree trunk.  

 

No matter their personal grievances, facing a common enemy demanded unity.  

 

Hoofbeats approached, irregular, frantic. Xiao Ran’s hand hesitated as he nocked another arrow.  

 

In the distance, several riders galloped into view. Xiao Qing Li was fighting a retreat, leading her female guards and a handful of civilian officials caught in the ambush.  

 

The fading light put them at a disadvantage, the enemy could see them, but they couldn’t see the enemy. Ordinarily, Xiao Ran’s archery would be ineffective under such conditions.  

 

But Xiao Ran on the battlefield defied logic. With a slight adjustment, his next arrow pierced two black-clad assassins who had been closing in.  

 

“Yuan Zhao!”  

 

Xiao Qing Li spotted him. She turned in her saddle and loosed several arrows in quick succession, shouting, “The crossbowmen are just a distraction! There are more assassins in hiding!”  

 

Sure enough, shadowy figures wielding long blades emerged like ghosts, lunging at Xiao Ran!  

 

A bow was useless in close combat. Xiao Ran used the bowstring to garrote the first assassin, but the second attacker’s dagger was already at his throat.  

 

He dodged, and the bowstring snapped with a twang, its severed ends glinting like silver serpents in the dark.  

 

At that moment, Shen Li heard the faintest crunch of dry leaves behind her.  

 

She spun around just as a blade sliced downward, missing her nose by a hair’s breadth and embedding itself in the tree where she had been hiding.  

 

Three assassins had used the darkness to flank her, intending to take her hostage and force Xiao Ran’s surrender.  

 

Exposed, they abandoned stealth and charged.  

 

“Shen Li!”  

 

Xiao Ran’s eyes darkened. He hurled the broken bow, striking one assassin, but the other two were already upon her.  

 

In that critical instant, Xiao Qing Li, her quiver emptied, snatched a lance from a guard and yelled, “Yuan Zhao, catch!”  

 

The lance sailed through the air and landed squarely in Xiao Ran’s grip.  

 

In that moment, his aura transformed.  

 

Like a tiger granted wings, like a dragon returned to water, the lance’s blade traced a gleaming arc under the moonlight, felling trees as thick as bowls with a single sweep.  

 

The same sweep that severed the heads of the three assassins.  

 

Blades clattered to the ground. Three headless bodies collapsed with a squelch, their blood spraying three feet high, blooming like poisonous flowers across Shen Li’s robes.  

 

Warm, sticky, reeking blood.  

 

The nauseating stench invaded her nostrils, coating her throat in layers, tightening around her neck like a noose.  

 

She collapsed backward, trembling, unable to make a sound.  

 

Everything around her grew distant and muffled, as if she were sinking underwater, the clamor around her indistinct.  

 

“Shen Li! Shen Li!”  

 

Someone was calling her name, his young, stern face etched with panic.  

 

But she couldn’t speak just like eleven years ago, she had lost her voice completely.  

 

“My lady, my lady!”  

 

Shang Ling arrived in a panic. “Oh no, has my lady’s old illness flared up again?”  

 

The last thing Shen Li saw before darkness claimed her was her arrogant nemesis carrying her through a forest littered with corpses, his voice, usually so controlled, now frantic as he roared:  

 

“Hurry, fetch the imperial physician!”
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