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  The Company – Prologue
Wedge

The longevity lock, it is said, can ward off disasters and evil spirits for infants, “locking” their life in place. Therefore, newborn babies wear longevity locks until they reach twelve years of age, which is a Chinese custom.

There was a married couple who loved each other deeply. One day, the husband died in an accident, and his wife was overcome with grief. The child in her womb was born prematurely due to her distress. This child was frail and weak, and it was feared he would not survive more than a month before following his father in death.

The wife searched everywhere and finally managed to meet with a sage. The sage asked her: “Are you willing to keep this child alive, no matter the cost? Would you even exchange your own life for his?”

The wife nodded.

The sage said: “I have a longevity lock that can borrow twelve years from your remaining lifespan and exchange it for twelve years of life for this child. When the lock remains on him until his twelfth birthday, the lock will break and the person will die. This ‘longevity lock’ is actually a ‘life-compensation lock.'”

The wife continued to plead with him, swearing that if her son could continue living and grow up to become an adult, she would willingly fall into the endless hell and endure the torment of suffering.

The sage pondered for a long while and finally agreed. He said that this longevity lock could at most lock away twenty-four years of this child’s lifespan, and after twenty-four years, he would personally come to retrieve the longevity lock.

The wife died with a smile on her face.

Twenty-four years later…

Chapter 1: Ancient Mirror
He Yiyao gazed mesmerizingly at the round ancient mirror inside the glass cabinet in front of her, not willing to blink even once.

“If you like it, you can take it out for a closer look.” The antique shop owner smiled gently, his tone warm and amiable, naturally inspiring good feelings.

He Yiyao nodded repeatedly. Although she knew this ancient mirror was probably beyond her means, she still wanted to hold it in her hands and truly touch it.

The owner unlocked the display case and took out the bronze mirror. “This is a rare fish-patterned bronze mirror from the Han Dynasty. Han Dynasty bronze mirrors usually feature dragons, tigers, phoenixes, and birds as their four divine patterns. This piece has excellent red-green patina. Legend says it was the beloved possession of the famous Han Dynasty general Huo Qubing. Miss, you truly have an excellent eye.”

He Yiyao carefully cradled the bronze mirror, staring intently at the four lifelike carp fish slightly raised on the back surface. The carved patterns were simple yet flowing, each with different poses, truly resembling fish swimming freely in water. The mirror was roughly the size of her palm, with a very thin and light body – much lighter than she had imagined. He Yiyao was mentally wondering if this bronze mirror might be a fake when she flipped it over to see the mottled mirror surface, making her somewhat uncertain again.

The relatively smooth mirror surface was covered in scratches everywhere, each representing the merciless baptism of time. She could vaguely see her own blurred reflection in the mirror surface. Seeing this kind of hazy beauty, He Yiyao became reluctant to put it down.

She had wandered into this antique shop by chance on her way to tutoring class, drawn in by the shop’s peculiar name – “Mute House.”

She curiously asked the owner why it was called Mute House. The owner replied:

“The antiques in Mute House each have their own stories, carrying many years of history, yet no one listens to them. Because they cannot speak. So it’s named Mute House.”

Although this place was quite run-down with little business, she knew that if the items in this shop were all authentic, the prices would certainly be beyond what a high school senior like her could afford.

But just as she turned to leave, she discovered this ancient mirror.

She wanted it – what should she do? She didn’t want to let go of the mirror, feeling that this cool touch was particularly comfortable, as if it touched some soft spot in her heart.

A ridiculous excuse suddenly flashed through He Yiyao’s mind: “Boss, our school’s drama club is putting on a play and needs to use an ancient mirror. Could you rent it to us for a month?” She thought she was just satisfying temporary curiosity, and perhaps after a month, she might have already lost interest in this dirty old mirror.

However, even she felt this request was too presumptuous. Just as she was about to say more to salvage the situation, she unexpectedly heard the young antique shop owner say “okay.”

He Yiyao was stunned for a moment, then began excitedly asking what she needed to put down as collateral and how much money would be enough. But the other party only took her student ID to register, requiring nothing else.

“The rental fee is just a token amount – ten yuan,” the antique shop owner said casually.

So cheap? He Yiyao felt some regret – if she had known, she would have asked the price directly. Perhaps she was overthinking it, and this bronze mirror was simply a fake. But since she had already said she wanted to rent it, she could only bite the bullet and sign her name in the registration book, deciding in her heart that if she still liked this ancient mirror after a month, she would definitely come ask about the price.

The young owner glanced at the registered name, his slender eyes narrowing even more. His long fingers traced over the character “Yao” in the registration book, saying ambiguously: “Oh, by the way, there’s one more thing.”

“What?” He Yiyao was fondly admiring the mirror when she heard this and reflexively looked up.

“There’s one thing you must remember – this bronze mirror absolutely cannot be wiped clean, absolutely not.” When she heard these words, He Yiyao had a fleeting impression that this ordinary-looking owner’s mouth seemed to curve into a strange smile, but she didn’t pay attention. At that time, she was only focused on wrapping the bronze mirror properly and putting it in her bag, rushing off to her tutoring location.

That evening, after He Yiyao finished her homework, she turned on her small desk lamp and took the ancient mirror in her hands, examining it carefully and thoroughly.

“With such a blurry surface, how did ancient women do their makeup?” He Yiyao looked at the unclear reflection in the mirror surface and couldn’t help muttering quietly. Looking at the mottled scratches on it, she originally wanted to use an alcohol cotton cloth for cleaning computer screens to wipe it, but just as her hand touched the mirror surface, the antique shop owner’s warning suddenly appeared in her mind.

“There’s one thing you must remember – this bronze mirror absolutely cannot be wiped clean, absolutely not.”

He Yiyao reluctantly put down the alcohol cotton cloth, figuring this bronze mirror was probably really a fake – the owner was afraid that wiping it would make it look newer and newer, haha!

When she was about to put down the mirror, a casual glance made her heart skip a beat.

Because she actually discovered that the blurry figure in the mirror… didn’t seem to be her. At least, she definitely wouldn’t have an additional hair bun on her head, and moreover, that figure didn’t move with her movements…

“Who… who are you?” He Yiyao couldn’t help but ask aloud.

No response.

She sighed in relief, rubbed her eyes, and just as she was mocking herself for seeing things and preparing to give up, she suddenly heard a ethereal, illusory voice coming from the quiet room.

“You… who are you?”

This voice was so soft that He Yiyao almost thought it was her own hallucination, but the next second, she stared desperately at the mirror in her hands.

“…Who are you?”

This time the voice was clearer, definitely coming from this mirror.

Under the desk lamp’s illumination, the mottled scratches on the mirror surface became more obvious, but this time He Yiyao was very certain that the blurry figure inside was not herself.

“Who are you?” The person in the mirror clearly saw her too and exclaimed in surprise.

“I’m not ‘who’… my name is He Yiyao.” He Yiyao spoke softly using ancient language, her face full of dark lines. Was there something wrong with her mentally? Or was this bronze mirror not a fake, with a ghost sealed inside?

“I am Huo Qubing.” This time the voice from the mirror answered much faster, and the voice was much clearer too. She could even tell it was a man’s voice.

“Clang!” The mirror slipped from her hands and fell onto the desk with a loud sound.

“Xiao Yao! Are you still not asleep? It’s already 10:30! Don’t you have class tomorrow?” He Yiyao’s mother knocked on the door outside. He Yiyao quickly sandwiched the ancient mirror between books, then turned off the light.

However, lying in bed, she tossed and turned thinking – was that a thousand-year-old ghost? The great general Huo Qubing trapped in an ancient mirror?

He Yiyao discovered that during the day, no matter how she handled the bronze mirror, there was no response. Only at ten o’clock at night would the mirror show changes.

“Are you Huo Qubing? That very famous Han Dynasty general?”

“General? I’m currently a lieutenant, but I’ll become a general very soon!”

“The books say you were a general.” He Yiyao flipped through the Han Dynasty history book she had specially borrowed from the library today. Could this be a ghost with the same name?

“Haha! I don’t know what book you’re talking about. What about you? How did you die? Why are you in the bronze mirror my aunt gave me?”

The words from the mirror horrified He Yiyao. She died? When did she die?

She quickly pinched her face hard. Ow! It hurt!

“I’m alive and well! I’m in school! I’m studying!”

“Eh? Then why do you say I’m dead? This young master is also alive and well! Riding horses! Shooting arrows!”

He Yiyao was stunned. She wasn’t dead, and he wasn’t dead either. So that meant… this mirror could cross time and space, connecting two worlds?

“Hey! Since you say you’re not a female ghost, show me your appearance! Don’t be afraid to meet people because you have a corpse-like face!”

He Yiyao had long forgotten the antique shop owner’s warning not to wipe the mirror surface. With an experimental attitude, she began gently wiping the mirror surface.

With each wipe, the mirror surface became slightly brighter. When her hands were almost sore from exhaustion, she heard that detestable voice from the mirror say mockingly: “Yo! With disheveled hair, you still say you’re not a female ghost?”

“Clang!” He Yiyao slammed the ancient mirror between the books and went to bed, no longer caring how the voice from the shadows called out.

She left it like this for a full three days. The homework from tutoring class and school teachers left her no time to think about other things.

It wasn’t until she was casually flipping through reference books these past few days that she suddenly discovered the bronze mirror sandwiched inside. She hadn’t heard his pretentious “I” and “you” for several days, and she actually missed it quite a bit.

He Yiyao propped the bronze mirror against her reference book, and just as she was about to lower her head to do homework, looking at her own long hair hanging down, she remembered what Huo Qubing had said before. She simply combed her hair into a proper ponytail before starting to study.

When ten o’clock came, sure enough, a mocking voice came from the bronze mirror: “Long time no see! Has it been a month? Eh? You actually combed your hair? Can’t female ghosts touch their own hair?”

The lead in He Yiyao’s mechanical pencil snapped with a “pop.” “You’re the female ghost! No wait, what do you mean a month? Only three days have passed here!” She looked toward the ancient mirror and found the mirror surface was somewhat clearer than last time. She could vaguely see a flickering candle flame on the other side of the mirror, and the outline of a man.

“Hey, woman, you… wipe the mirror surface again. After you wiped it last time, it seems I could see more clearly.” Huo Qubing tried to change “you” and “I” following He Yiyao’s example. Although it felt awkward, it made him feel incredibly novel.

He Yiyao looked at her already completed homework and simply picked up the cloth on the desk to start wiping. “You said you hadn’t seen me for a month? What’s going on? What time could you see me before?”

“At first it was the first day of the sixth month, then the time before last was the eleventh of the sixth month, and today is the eleventh of the seventh month. I remember very clearly – on the first day of the sixth month, I went hunting in Shanglin Garden, got very drunk, and when I came back, I discovered you in the mirror.”

“Eh? Could it be that our time isn’t synchronized? Maybe this ancient mirror is like a camera, connecting two time-spaces! It’s just that this network cable might be a bit too long, causing delays. But wait, why is there no delay when we talk?”

“Woman, please speak in words I can understand! What’s a camera? What’s a network cable?” Huo Qubing tried very hard to listen but found that he heard but didn’t understand.

“A camera is a lens connected to a computer… forget it, pretend I didn’t say anything.” He Yiyao rolled her eyes, thinking how could she explain cameras to an ancient person? They only understood divine mirrors!

“Hey! You wipe too! Don’t make me do all the work alone.”

“Me wipe? The mirror in my hands is new! It’s already very bright! What’s there to wipe?” Huo Qubing flicked the bronze mirror surface. “Woman, when I flick the mirror surface, does it hurt you? People say that if you damage an object, the ghost residing inside will also feel pain!”

“Hurt my ghost!” He Yiyao wiped the mirror surface like a marketplace vendor, imagining it was Huo Qubing’s face – I’m scrubbing, I’m scrubbing hard! “I’m not a female ghost!”

“I know, that’s why I call you woman!” Someone used a very perfunctory tone.

He Yiyao was so angry her teeth itched, and she scrubbed the mirror surface hard as if venting her anger. After a while, that annoying voice rang out again.

“I can see you! What the heck! Those old men were lying! Female ghosts aren’t supposed to be stunningly beautiful! They should look very scary!”

“Clang!” He Yiyao directly flipped the mirror face-down on the desk, then took a book and hit it a few times as if venting her anger.

She looked scary? He Yiyao couldn’t help but look toward the mirror on her vanity table, which reflected a delicate and cute face.

That guy had eye problems! And he talked about riding horses and shooting arrows! It would be good enough if he didn’t shoot his own people!

The mirror kept transmitting calls of “Woman! Woman!”

He Yiyao touched the patterns on the back of the bronze mirror, remembering that just before flipping the mirror over, she had vaguely seen a handsome face.

Why was she blushing? Who cared about that guy? Turn off the lights and sleep!

“Hey! Woman, are you there?” At ten o’clock at night, someone’s voice came punctually from the bronze mirror, but this time it wasn’t so frivolous – it sounded somewhat deep.

He Yiyao struggled internally for only two seconds before flipping the overturned bronze mirror back over. She had to admit that having a netizen from over two thousand years ago was pretty awesome, not to mention the famous General Huo!

On the mottled mirror surface, the scratches had decreased somewhat, reflecting a handsome and spirited face. It was still somewhat blurry, but those bright, piercing eyes, clear and shining with profound light, immediately captured He Yiyao’s heart, and she could no longer look away.

But where was he looking?

He Yiyao looked down at her spaghetti-strap nightgown and silently cursed the little pervert, immediately going to find an outer garment to put on. This kind of outfit was probably too stimulating for ancient men. But, a man? He Yiyao poked at Huo Qubing’s face on the mirror surface and asked curiously: “How old are you?”

“This young master is sixteen this year, what about it? They refuse to let me join the army!” Huo Qubing picked up the wine flask in his hand and took a gulp. “I’m already qualified enough to go into battle and kill enemies! Don’t tell me you’re like them, thinking I’m too young!”

Sixteen? No wonder this netizen had such youthful features – he was an underage teenager. He Yiyao raised her eyebrows and said: “Good boy, call me big sister.”

“Won’t call you that! Woman, can you chat with me every day? I have to wait ten days each time! Can’t you be on call?”

“I am chatting with you every day!” He Yiyao pouted. On call? Did Young Master Huo think he was a Hogwarts classmate who had learned Apparition?

“Looks like it’s one day in heaven, ten days on earth!” Young Master Huo sighed regretfully.

“Did you just praise me for being a fairy? Really!” He Yiyao cupped her cheeks embarrassedly, deliberately misinterpreting Young Master Huo’s meaning.

Young Master Huo rarely refrained from bickering with her. He had drunk quite a bit and was somewhat incoherent, mumbling some confused words: “Woman, do you want… want to see… the scenery beyond the frontier? Stay… stay by my side always, don’t… don’t leave… I’ll take you… take you to see it.” By the end, he had fallen asleep with his head on the table.

He Yiyao silently watched the young general in the mirror who harbored grand ambitions yet was drunkenly collapsed, feeling somewhat congested in her chest… She remembered that in history, Huo Qubing died young at twenty-four…

Should she tell him? But if she did, he would probably treat it as a joke…

“Woman, I, Huo Qubing, was born as a slave’s child and raised in luxury, yet I have never indulged in wealth and glory. A real man should die on the battlefield, defending his country!”

“Woman, do you know? The Xiongnu constantly harass our dynasty’s borders, yet His Majesty maintains relative peace through marriage alliances and dowry payments!”

“Woman, if I could go to the battlefield, I would definitely kill enemies in all directions!”

“Woman… hey! Are you listening to me?”

“Listening, listening!” He Yiyao dug at her ears and continued looking down at her review exercises.

This situation continued for several weeks. Every day at ten o’clock at night, she could see this netizen from two thousand years ago through the bronze mirror for about half an hour before being forced offline. And Huo Qubing could only see He Yiyao every ten days, so counting up, it had been almost a year.

“Who are you kidding? You don’t even bother to look at my face. Is that thing you’re writing more interesting than me?”

This was her last assignment due tomorrow. Tutoring class would end tomorrow, and then school would start! However, He Yiyao blinked and looked at the desk calendar, suddenly realizing that she should return this bronze mirror to the antique shop tomorrow.

Although Huo Qubing’s constant chatter was somewhat annoying, she found that she had gotten used to listening to him pour out his troubles every night. She couldn’t help but look toward the bronze mirror on her right. The mottled mirror surface showed the other party’s youthful but undeniably domineering face.

“You…” He Yiyao wanted to say a proper goodbye to him, but when the words reached her lips, she couldn’t say them. This bronze mirror was definitely authentic – even if she sold herself, she couldn’t afford it.

Moreover, she really couldn’t continue chatting with him like this. During this month, in order not to change the course of history, she hadn’t told him anything, dutifully playing the role of a listener. Now he probably still thought she was just a female ghost residing in the mirror.

“Woman, do you know? Actually, I rarely talk to people. But facing you, I always have endless things to say. Maybe it’s because I don’t know you at all, and you don’t know me…”

He Yiyao was stunned, not knowing what to say.

She had listened to all the complaints he had made these days. Empress Wei Zifu was his aunt, his uncle Wei Qing was a great Han general, he wanted to go into battle to kill enemies, he didn’t want to live the peaceful life of Chang’an… She always felt that was another world unrelated to her, but under his daily bit-by-bit influence, she felt as if she were witnessing it firsthand, by his side, looking through the still somewhat blurry mirror at him galloping on horseback in the hunting grounds…

“Woman, remember I said I would take you to see the desert and grasslands? In ten days, I’ll take you to see them!” Huo Qubing said excitedly. He Yiyao could see his soaring eyebrows, like two small knives piercing the clouds, sharp and unique. “I’ve already volunteered and asked His Majesty to appoint me as Lieutenant Piaoyao to accompany the army on expedition! In ten days, you must wait for me!”

The mirror surface had returned to normal, but Huo Qubing’s excited voice seemed to still echo in her ears.

He Yiyao’s heart softened, and she propped her chin with one hand, staring blankly at the ancient mirror. If she didn’t say anything extra and just remained a listener, that should be okay, right? Tomorrow she would go to Mute House and ask the owner if she could continue renting the ancient mirror. She could take out all the coins from her piggy bank savings and prepay for a year’s worth – that should be no problem, right?

From then on, He Yiyao’s evenings became extremely exciting. Through this ancient mirror, she saw the alluring clear moonlight beyond the frontier, saw the bloody storms of the battlefield, saw the vast desert…

She flipped through history books while looking at the ancient mirror.

She read about the battlefield’s changing winds and clouds from between the lines of history books and in the ancient mirror.

She said nothing, just accompanied him, encouraged him, comforted him, passing through the long years.

Her one day equaled his ten days.

In the sixth year of Yuanshuo, he led eight hundred cavalry, galloping hundreds of miles through the vast desert searching for enemy traces. His long-distance raid tactics succeeded in the first battle, killing over two thousand enemies. The Xiongnu chanyu’s two uncles – one was killed and one was captured alive. He led his troops back completely unharmed. Emperor Wu immediately appointed him “Champion Marquis,” praising him for his courage that crowned the three armies.

She watched through the ancient mirror as he traveled hundreds of miles, dust rising under horse hooves, blood flowing down his chest, covering the entire mirror surface all night long.

He said this was his first time in battle, and he had achieved proud results.

She said nothing, just quietly looked at the mottled bloodstains on the ancient mirror, because this was the first time he had been so seriously injured.

In the spring of the second year of Yuanshou, he was appointed as General Piaoji, leading ten thousand elite troops alone to expedition against the Xiongnu. At just nineteen, he made lightning raids through the thousand-mile desert. In six days, he fought through five Xiongnu tribes, advancing all the way, and fought a hard life-and-death battle at Mount Gaolan. In this battle, he won miserably – although he killed nearly ten thousand enemies, only three thousand of his ten thousand elite troops remained.

She watched through the ancient mirror but didn’t see his battle scenes. When they met again, it was already a scene of victory.

He said that to prevent her from seeing bloody scenes, he deliberately chose the intervals of their conversations to fight battles.

She said nothing. This time there was no blood on the mirror surface. But she discovered that on the back of the mirror, there was an additional deep knife scar.

She could see the knife scars on the ancient mirror.

But she couldn’t see how many wounds he had sustained.

In the summer of the same year, Emperor Wu decided to launch the campaign to recover Hexi. In this battle, he became the commander of the Han army, once again advancing alone deep into enemy territory, and once again achieving great victory. At Qilian Mountain, his forces killed over thirty thousand enemies. The Han Dynasty recovered the Hexi Plain. From then on, the Han army’s military might was greatly enhanced, and at nineteen, he became a war god that made the Xiongnu tremble with fear at the mere mention of his name.

She watched through the ancient mirror at the Hexi land beneath his feet, at his high spirits, at his countless soldiers looking up to him…

He said he really wanted her to stand beside him and feel all of this.

She said nothing because she knew it was impossible…

In the autumn of the same year, King Hunye and King Xiutu wanted to surrender to the Han Dynasty. He went to the Yellow River to accept their surrender. When he led his troops across the Yellow River, a mutiny suddenly broke out among the surrendering Xiongnu forces. He actually charged into the Xiongnu camp with only a few personal guards, faced King Hunye directly, and ordered the execution of the mutinous soldiers. King Hunye had every opportunity to take him hostage or kill him for revenge, but ultimately King Hunye gave up. His courage to risk his life alone not only intimidated King Hunye but also shocked over forty thousand Xiongnu soldiers. The Hexi surrender ended smoothly.

She watched through the ancient mirror at that night when candlelight flickered, the situation was confusing and crisis-ridden. He stood in the enemy’s tent like that, using just one expression and one gesture to subdue the forty thousand troops outside the tent and eight thousand rebellious soldiers. The world was shocked, cheering that the war god was invincible.

He said he really took a risk this time, but with her accompanying him, she was his guardian goddess.

She said nothing, just quietly released the corners of her clothes that she had already crumpled beyond recognition on this side of the ancient mirror.

In the third year of Yuanshou, Emperor Wu built exquisite mansions for him and instructed him to go inspect them.

She watched through the ancient mirror, seeing the young emperor’s regard for him in his eyes, seeing the smiling princess beside him. She knew that Emperor Wu not only bestowed mansions upon him but also intended for him to marry the princess.

He said, “While the Xiongnu are not yet destroyed, how can I have a family?”

She said nothing, just watched as he spoke while his hand on the mirror surface showed clear palm lines.

For the first time, she extended her own hand and pressed it against his.

Their hands were separated not only by a cold mirror surface but also by two thousand years of time.

Yet still, something flowed between them.

In the fourth year of Yuanshou, to completely eliminate the main Xiongnu forces, Emperor Wu launched the unprecedented Battle of Mobei. He led his troops deep into Mobei, raiding over two thousand miles and annihilating over seventy thousand enemies. To pursue and kill the Xiongnu chanyu, he came all the way to Mount Langju and led his army in a ceremony to worship heaven and earth. After the Feng Lang Ju Xu ceremony, he continued leading his army deeper, fighting all the way to the area around Russia’s Lake Baikal, winning consecutive victories. After this battle, the Xiongnu fled far away, and there were no royal courts south of the desert. His “Feng Lang Ju Xu” became the highest pursuit and lifelong dream of Chinese military strategists throughout history. And that year, he was only twenty-two years old.

She watched through the ancient mirror at this highest military ceremony of worship to heaven in history, at him standing at the pinnacle of his life, at his supreme glory.

During his six years of campaigns, she had always accompanied him, protecting him close to his chest.

He said, “Woman, are you really a female ghost? After all these years, your appearance hasn’t changed at all…”

On the mirror, the mottled knife scars were countless, yet the mirror surface became clearer and clearer.

She could even see her own reflection in his eyes.

He said he had realized his ideal of pacifying the Xiongnu. His general’s dream had also become reality. He had almost accomplished all his childhood wishes, and he could almost obtain everything he wanted.

He said he wanted her.

She said nothing, just silently shook her head, put the mirror in a sealed box, and locked it in the innermost part of her cabinet.

Enough, she told herself.

She had accompanied him for over seven months, watching him arduously walk step by step, watching him finally climb to the pinnacle of his life. That was enough.

They were ultimately not people of the same world. She would rather he think she was a female ghost who had permanently lost her powers and had already vanished into thin air, never to meet again.

She had to forget him.

She buried herself in studies, putting all her attention on books, not allowing herself any extra time to think of him.

Except every day at ten o’clock at night, when her heart would ache, habitually looking at the usual place where the ancient mirror was placed, then forcing herself to look away.

What was he doing? What was he thinking? Who was he with?

She bit her teeth – he had nothing to do with her anymore.

How could she watch him slowly fall ill, weaken, until he died?

She had had enough of only being able to watch him through the ancient mirror while being unable to do anything, unable to touch anything.

She admitted she was very cowardly, so she chose to escape.

Life continued as before – school, tutoring, homework… only every morning when she woke up, her face was covered with tear stains.

Finally, the college entrance examination ended. She did very well and told her parents she should be able to get into the university she had wanted to attend since childhood. Her parents were overjoyed, while she closed her door in dark sorrow.

The exams were over, and she had free time. Without the excuse of studying, she began to be unable to suppress her longing for him.

She finally couldn’t help but take out the box that had been deeply locked in the cabinet, looking at the long-missed ancient mirror, gently caressing it.

This time, she must tell him.

Although they couldn’t be together, she must tell him.

She loved him.

The room was empty and lonely. She just sat quietly like this, waiting until ten o’clock at night.

She didn’t hear his voice, only a clear sound of breaking – the ancient mirror in her hands showed a crack without warning.

Then she saw the other side of the mirror covered with a silk cloth.

On the silk cloth were written several powerful characters:

“Ah Yao, in the next life, we must meet.”

She was already sobbing uncontrollably.

“Boss,” He Yiyao stood in front of the counter, opening the box. Inside, the ancient mirror had a crack on its surface. Today was the first day of university and exactly one year since she had rented this ancient mirror. “How much is this ancient mirror? I want to buy it.”

The young antique shop owner looked at the cracked ancient mirror, but his face showed no surprise. “No need. Your rental fee is exactly its price.”

“Really?” He Yiyao didn’t believe it at all. This ancient mirror was priceless to her. Even if the owner quoted an astronomical figure, she would find a way to pay it back on credit.

The owner closed the box and pushed it back to her, smiling: “Now, it’s yours.”

He Yiyao lowered her eyes and carefully picked up the box.

This was her most precious possession.

“By the way, there’s another item that came with this ancient mirror. Let me look for it.” The owner walked into the back room, and after some rummaging, he came out slowly, holding a yellowed, worn piece of yellow cloth.

He Yiyao was thunderstruck, tremblingly receiving this piece of silk cloth.

Her hands slightly shaking as she unfolded the silk cloth, on which were written several powerful characters: “Ah Yao, in the next life, we must meet.”

Holding the ancient mirror box and gripping this silk cloth, she didn’t know how she walked out of Mute House. She only knew that when she came to her senses, she had already been sent to the university campus by her parents.

The new student reception area was bustling with voices, while she felt like she was standing in another dimension.

In her confusion, someone bumped into her, and she fell to the ground. She desperately hugged the ancient mirror, but the silk cloth fluttered to the ground.

A hand picked up the silk cloth for her – a hand with distinct knuckles.

Her heart suddenly clenched tight, and she didn’t even have the strength to stand up.

Looking up, she saw a familiar face. This time there was no ancient mirror between them, no distant two thousand years, no neighing war horses, clashing weapons, or flying dust… His features were clear and real.

What was different was that he wasn’t wearing the armor that never left his body, just a simple white T-shirt and blue jeans.

Tears quietly slid down.

That person walked in front of her, unfolded the silk cloth, and as if casually seeing what was written on it for the first time, yet also as if he had long known what was written there, he said forcefully:

“Ah Yao, in the next life, we must meet.”

The antiques in Mute House each have their own stories, carrying many years of history with no one to listen.

But they are all waiting…

Chapter 2: Fragrant Concubine Chain
May 7, 2010, Friday, Heavy to Torrential Rain

Su Wanluo held her school bag in her arms, sitting on the steps of the plaza, completely uncaring that she was already soaked through by the rain. Passersby hurried past with umbrellas, occasionally casting strange glances at her.

She didn’t care either, just staring blankly at the raindrops hitting the smooth blue bricks, splashing up crown-shaped water droplets.

The rain hitting her body was cold and painful, but she had no intention of seeking shelter. The icy rainwater flowed down her hair, across her cheeks, mixing with the tears on her face, then flowing into her neck.

Su Wanluo was gazing vacantly at the water droplets splashing up and disappearing one by one when suddenly someone held an umbrella over her, blocking the falling rain.

“It’s already very late. Why haven’t you gone home yet?” A gentle, pleasant male voice said.

She looked up to see a man dressed in a black Tang suit, carrying an eco-friendly bag in his left hand and holding a large black umbrella in his right, looking at her with concern.

This man was very young, probably only in his early twenties. He was clearly the ordinary type you’d glimpse once on the street and forget, yet he wore a Tang suit that made it impossible to look away – black satin as deep as the night, with several frog buttons on the front that were deep red like blood. His right sleeve was embroidered with a dark red dragon, its body winding and coiling up along the sleeve, with the dragon’s mouth facing the collar. At first glance, it looked like a living creature, as if in the next moment it would bite through his neck. This eerie yet lifelike embroidery gave him an indescribable mysterious aura.

Su Wanluo really wanted to tell him not to meddle in her affairs, but when she opened her mouth, she couldn’t control her emotions and said dejectedly: “I lost something very important…”

“How pitiful,” the young man sighed with regret.

Su Wanluo pursed her lips and couldn’t help crying again – she had lost the umbrella he had lent her.

When school ended, the rain was already heavy. Her deskmate, seeing her predicament, kindly offered her an umbrella. She was momentarily stunned, and just as she was about to joyfully chase after him to thank him, she saw him sharing an umbrella with another girl, chatting and laughing as they left the campus.

Her world seemed to collapse at that moment.

So she simply didn’t bother with an umbrella and walked home all the way. Halfway there, she suddenly discovered that the umbrella he had lent her was already lost somehow.

Actually, losing the umbrella was a small matter. What hurt her most was realizing that her heart was already lost.

The young man didn’t leave immediately but pondered for a while before asking: “Do you really want to find it back?”

Su Wanluo nodded vigorously.

“Would you like to sit in my shop?” the young man gently suggested.

Su Wanluo was startled and looked up again.

The man looked ordinary, but when he smiled at this moment, a ray of sunlight pierced through the thick dark clouds behind him, instantly sweeping away the heavy gloom that had lingered in the sky for so long, unconsciously making even one’s mood improve.

As if hypnotized, Su Wanluo gently nodded.

The raindrops gradually became smaller, pattering softly on the umbrella with a crisp, pleasant sound.

But Su Wanluo began to regret at this moment. How had she suddenly become possessed and agreed to go with a stranger? No, she had to quickly make up an excuse to slip away!

At this moment, the young man said softly: “We’re here.”

Su Wanluo looked up to see a shop with a narrow storefront, decorated very simply and elegantly. The doors and windows were all exquisite classical styles, sandwiched between two modern fast-food restaurants, appearing somewhat out of place. On the shop’s plaque were written two beautiful small seal characters that could be vaguely recognized as “Mute House.”

“Mute House?” Su Wanluo was full of questions.

“This is my antique shop. Every antique here carries many, many stories, but they cannot speak, so they cannot let people hear their innermost thoughts.”

The young owner pushed open the old carved wooden door. What made Su Wanluo feel strange was that there was no one in the shop, yet he hadn’t locked the door.

“Don’t worry, I never lock the door. No thief would dare come here to steal anything,” as if knowing her inner question, the young owner stood in the somewhat dim shop, slowly turned around, and smiled.

“Welcome to ‘Mute House.'”

The young man’s smile, melting into a pitch-black background, looked extremely eerie to Su Wanluo no matter how she looked at it.

A strange antique shop, a mysterious owner.

Su Wanluo swallowed hard but didn’t step back. Instead, as if possessed by a ghost, she hugged her school bag tightly and walked in.

Mute House wasn’t as small as it looked from the outside. Instead, it was like a long, narrow passage, pitch black, with no telling how long it actually was. The owner lit two palace lanterns at the entrance. Su Wanluo glanced at them and almost jumped in fright – these two palace lanterns, how were they so similar to the Changxin Palace Lamp from the history books?

They must be fakes… definitely fakes…

Su Wanluo’s mouth twitched, and she said warily: “Um… I don’t have any money. If you’re trying to sell me something, I can’t afford it!”

The owner chuckled softly upon hearing this: “I’m not selling you anything. I have something here that’s quite suitable for you. If you like it, I’ll give it to you.”

Give it away? There was actually such a good thing? Su Wanluo’s eyes darted around, thinking that she’d first see what he could produce – there wouldn’t be any loss in that… She sat down on a nearby rosewood chair, and before long, the owner came out carrying a box.

Under the dim, yellowish light, the dragon-carved box in his hands slowly opened. On the bright yellow silk cloth lay a bracelet inlaid with gemstones.

“This… this is too valuable!” Su Wanluo stood up with a whoosh, her eyes wide.

“The first owner of this bracelet was a beloved consort of Emperor Qianlong of the Qing Dynasty – the Fragrant Concubine, who was known for her ‘jade countenance that captivated with fragrance before drawing near.'”

Su Wanluo’s eyes widened even more. The owner wasn’t in a hurry and said leisurely: “It’s said that she was originally the wife of Huo Jizhan, a chieftain of the Hui tribes in Xinjiang. When the Hui tribes rebelled, Huo Jizhan was executed by the Qing court, and General Zhao Hui captured the Fragrant Concubine and presented her to Qianlong. But the Fragrant Concubine harbored the resolve that ‘with her country destroyed and family ruined, she would rather die,’ and never submitted to Qianlong. Legend says that to win the beauty’s favor, Qianlong collected seven gemstones of different colors containing spiritual energy and carefully crafted this bracelet for her.”

The young owner slowly narrated, his voice gentle and pleasant: “These seven gemstones are opal, lapis lazuli, topaz, moonstone, olivine, garnet, and obsidian. Legend says that whoever wears this bracelet can find back what they have lost.”

“Seven? Two of the gemstone settings on here are empty,” Su Wanluo said somewhat doubtfully.

“Every time something is found, one of the gemstones disappears. The first thing the Fragrant Concubine wanted to find back was her husband Huo Jizhan’s remains. And the second thing she wanted to find back…” the owner paused, “was her homeland, so she was given death by the Empress Dowager and finally returned home in spirit. Her wishes were fulfilled in succession, so the corresponding opal and lapis lazuli have already disappeared. Now only five gemstones remain.”

The young owner picked up this bracelet, placed it in his palm, and reached it toward Su Wanluo: “Didn’t you lose something? Try wearing it.”

Su Wanluo knew that antique dealers often told good stories, but she didn’t expect such an outrageous one.

Wearing a bracelet to find back lost things? This might fool a small child, but she was past the age of believing in fairy tales.

But… even if it was a lie, even if the bracelet was missing two gemstones, it couldn’t be denied how beautiful this bracelet was. Each gemstone was thumb-sized, with tiny gemstone fragments as decorative accents set around them, still radiating dazzling brilliance under the dim light, as if naturally imbued with magic.

Wearing it for a few days should be fine, right?

“Are you really giving it to me?” Su Wanluo asked for final confirmation.

“Yes,” the young owner smiled. “There’s one thing the customer must remember – once this bracelet is put on, it cannot be taken off, otherwise what you find back will be lost again.”

Su Wanluo nodded and extended her left hand. The owner lowered his head and carefully fastened the bracelet on the girl’s slender, snow-white wrist, thoughtfully securing the clasp.

A refreshing coolness spread across her wrist.

Outside, the rain had completely stopped, and the evening glow filled the sky, red as burning fire.

May 8, 2010, Saturday, Cloudy Turning to Light Rain

Su Wanluo was awakened by the thundering sound of drilling from upstairs. Looking at the snow-white ceiling, it felt as if a little person was desperately chiseling away inside her head.

Construction noise pollution! She helplessly pressed her throbbing temples with her hand. Her wrist jingled, and only then did she remember that yesterday someone had inexplicably given her a bracelet.

She held her left hand up to her eyes and, by the morning light streaming into the room, admired the various colored gemstones on the bracelet – the orange-yellow pear-colored topaz, the wine-purple gorgeous garnet, the emerald-green olivine, the milky white moonstone with silver-blue halos… Huh? How were there only four gemstones left?

Su Wanluo immediately tidied her room with unprecedented speed but didn’t find any fallen gemstones. She clearly remembered that when she went to sleep last night, there were indeed still five gemstones on the bracelet.

Could it be… truly as the antique shop owner said? Every time a lost item is found back, one gemstone disappears?

The one that disappeared was the obsidian with rainbow eyes.

But in her school bag drying on the balcony, there still wasn’t the umbrella she had lost.

Sure enough, it was a lie. The glimmer of hope that had just risen in Su Wanluo’s heart was extinguished again.

To actually place hope in a bracelet… she really was beyond help. It would be more practical to go out and buy another umbrella to return to him…

Su Wanluo scratched her bird’s nest-like messy hair, walked through the living room, and when she wanted to go to the kitchen to find something to eat, she heard what sounded like dog barking coming from outside the door.

What was going on? She remembered this apartment building prohibited keeping dogs!

Su Wanluo opened the door in confusion and immediately froze in place, then cried out joyfully: “Mom! Mom! Kele is back!”

“What are you talking about? How could Kele find this place? Didn’t it get lost?” Su’s mother came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands.

“No! It’s Kele! This is definitely Kele!” Su Wanluo hugged the dog that pounced toward her in her arms. The little dog was snow-white all over with a tuft of black fur around its mouth, looking mischievous as if it had been caught stealing food without cleaning its mouth – such a unique appearance, who else could it be but her Kele?

“Kele, you’re so dirty! Come, let me give you a bath!” Su Wanluo happily carried the constantly barking Kele toward the bathroom, not noticing her mother’s strangely odd expression behind her, which was quite different from usual.

After giving Kele a fragrant bath, Su Wanluo took a hair dryer to dry its fur when she suddenly thought – Kele was also one of the things she had “lost”!

Kele had gone missing before her family moved to the new apartment, and it had been two years already. How had it managed to find this place?

Could it really be… the power of the bracelet?

She looked down at the bracelet that was now missing three gemstones, her heart pounding.

Perhaps this bracelet really did have magic power, just not very accurately finding back her lost items, but rather bringing back the things she had lost one by one.

There were still four gemstones on the bracelet, which meant she still had the chance to find back four more lost things.

Four things – she had lost so many things! What should she find back?

Su Wanluo thought excitedly while Kele rolled around happily on her bed, occasionally coming over to lick her cheek, being extremely affectionate.

“Stop playing around, Kele! You must be starving, right? I’ll go see if there’s anything to eat. Stay here properly. Sit!” With Su Wanluo’s command, just like before, the little dog obediently sat down, sticking out its tongue and looking at her ingratiatingly.

For a moment, Su Wanluo vaguely returned to a few years ago, when her father hadn’t been promoted yet, and their family of three plus Kele squeezed into a very, very small room. Life was hard, but even with only Kele as company, Su Wanluo still felt very happy.

Kele would tirelessly obey all her commands. Every evening, she would take it out for walks, and one person and one dog would often sit on park benches, watching the sunset disappear on the horizon.

When she was lonely, it would snuggle against her with its warm little body. When she was sad, it would lick her palm with its hot tongue, using all its strength to try to bring her even a little bit of comfort.

It always silently stayed by her side, whether she was joyful or sorrowful. To her, it was a pet, but more like a little brother who grew up with her.

The beautiful memories that were stirred up made Su Wanluo’s mouth curve up involuntarily. She patted Kele’s head, turned and walked toward the kitchen, but found that her mother wasn’t there.

When passing through the living room, Su Wanluo inadvertently noticed that the front door was slightly ajar. She curiously went back, but heard an unexpected conversation.

“Her father, Kele is back! What should we do? Yes! I didn’t see wrong, it’s definitely Kele! Back then… didn’t you take it to the countryside? How did it come back again? Really! This apartment building doesn’t allow dogs! How about you get rid of it again… just tell Wanwan that Kele got lost again! She’s very obedient, she’ll believe whatever we say…”

What? Su Wanluo, standing in the shadows by the door, was as shocked as if struck by lightning.

That person speaking in a lowered voice was definitely her mother, right? Then why… would she say such strange things? Kele didn’t get lost by itself? It was abandoned by her seemingly kind and gentle father?

Su Wanluo could almost imagine how little Kele back then had chased desperately behind her father’s car, running and running, finally able only to lie by the roadside, weakly and desperately whimpering…

Tears attacked without warning. She reached up to wipe away her tears, but somehow the bracelet caught on a thread from her clothes, and the clasp suddenly loosened.

The bracelet fell to the ground with a “thud,” and the young owner’s words from the antique shop unexpectedly echoed in her ears – “There’s one thing the customer must remember – once this bracelet is put on, it cannot be taken off, otherwise what you find back will be lost again.”

Before she could understand what this meant, through her blurred vision, she saw a small white figure pass through the hall, cross the corridor, and slip out through the unclosed door crack.

“Kele!” Su Wanluo hurriedly chased after it.

“Wanwan! Put on your slippers before going out!” her mother exclaimed behind her, sounding so disgusting.

Su Wanluo wiped away the tears sliding down her cheeks, quickened her pace down the stairs and chased outside. She must find Kele back! She absolutely couldn’t lose it again!

In the evening, two aunties who had finished grocery shopping were chatting.

“How is that little girl still looking for her lost dog?”

“Last night, I heard that on the street in front, a dog was run over by a car! I happened to pass by and saw it – it was really gruesome! A white dog with a tuft of black fur around its mouth, quite cute!”

Su Wanluo passed by them like a lost soul. She could no longer distinguish which was the illusion and which was reality…

The weather outside wasn’t good. The wind was very strong, strong enough to dry the tear stains on her face.

But before long, raindrops began to fall again, replacing tears as they flowed down her face.

[Obsidian: Also known as Apache Tears. In Native American legend, a group was ambushed by enemies and, outnumbered, was completely wiped out. When the tragic news arrived, the families’ painful tears scattered to the ground and became small black stones. Also called the gemstone of no more tears, whoever possesses this black obsidian will never need to cry again, because Apache maidens have already shed all the tears for you. Giving obsidian to someone you love means no more tears, happiness and joy.]

May 9, 2010, Sunday, Overcast with Occasional Showers

Su Wanluo was already awake when dawn broke. More precisely, she hadn’t really slept much last night. Every time she closed her eyes, she would see Kele’s simple, honest appearance.

Yesterday she had wandered outside in the rain until dark, until her father grabbed her wrist and dragged her home, but she never found Kele. Facing her parents’ concern, she said nothing and asked nothing. She was very afraid – what could change after asking? She feared that the perfect image of her parents in her heart would completely disappear.

She preferred to pretend she hadn’t seen anything, hadn’t heard anything.

The construction noise upstairs started punctually, this time replaced by the even more annoying sound of an electric drill. Su Wanluo sat up with a splitting headache and glanced at the bracelet on her wrist.

Last night, after much struggle, she had put the bracelet back on, thinking that this way… Kele would come back, right? She counted and sure enough, another gemstone was missing. This time, it was the orange-yellow pear-colored topaz. Su Wanluo quickly got out of bed and ran to the front door, constantly opening and closing the door, but didn’t see any sign of Kele.

After waiting listlessly at the front door for an hour, Su Wanluo was finally persuaded by her mother to come back. When she pushed open her room door, she surprisingly found a small videotape placed on her desk.

Su Wanluo picked up the videotape and saw written on the box – “Wanwan’s 15th Birthday Party.”

That’s right, on her 15th birthday, she had gone to KTV with friends for the first time to celebrate. This videotape was recorded then, but unfortunately it had been lost after moving and could never be found again. Could it be… this was the lost item retrieved by the topaz?

Since the videotape couldn’t be played on a computer, Su Wanluo had to rummage through boxes to find an old video player. After plugging it in, she put the videotape inside.

Qi Qi, Meizi, You’er… one familiar yet childish face after another appeared on the small screen of the video camera. Laughter and singing rang out from time to time, and the girls’ faces that had long become blurred now gradually became clear again.

The joyful laughter from the videotape temporarily made Su Wanluo forget the sadness of losing Kele. A smile spread across her lips as details about her three good friends slowly surfaced in her mind – Qi Qi was always very likeable, her smile so sweet it seemed honey could drip from it; Meizi was carefree and informal, the girl in class who got along best with the boys; and You’er was the most fashion-conscious girl in class, changing into the most stylish clothes and shoes every so often, even replacing her bags every season.

Standing next to these three outstanding friends, she herself had straight bangs and a silly ponytail. Even though it was her own birthday party, she was still wearing a wrinkled old school uniform, both clumsy and shy, with no advantages except excellent grades.

The shy girl smiling bashfully in the videotape looked so out of place among the three distinctive girls. She hadn’t even sung a single song, just sat in the corner desperately applauding.

Why did she look so restrained when she was supposed to be having fun with friends? Why hadn’t any of these so-called good friends ever given her a proper look? Why did this birthday party, which she remembered as pleasant, seem so awkward and uncomfortable when viewed years later?

Thinking of this, Su Wanluo’s smile gradually stiffened. It seemed that after this birthday party, she had lost contact with her friends. Although she had called them a few times, none of them agreed to go shopping or hang out with her… Perhaps they had all gone to different high schools and had no time to get together, she comforted herself thus.

Su Wanluo watched the video seriously until the screen showed static snow, but she didn’t rush to turn it off and instead fell into deep thought.

“Click!” The bracelet’s clasp suddenly loosened and fell onto the desk.

Su Wanluo’s heart was startled by this crisp sound. The antique shop owner’s words still echoed in her ears, but she felt she was making too big a deal of it. At least, the videotape couldn’t run away by itself, right?

Just as she was mocking herself, the static snow on the screen disappeared, and clear images appeared again. In front of the camera was Qi Qi. Her face no longer wore a sweet expression, but was replaced by contempt: “Wanwan, maybe you’ll never see this part of the video, but we still have to say it. Actually, we really hate being friends with you!”

“Yeah! You’re the class monitor, the teacher’s pet. If we don’t please you, where can we copy homework from?” This was Meizi speaking, who seemed to have no scheming and loved to laugh heartily. That smile which always made Su Wanluo feel as bright as sunshine was now so glaring.

“Actually, we all hate you. Your clothes are so tacky, you speak so seriously, walking with you is embarrassing! Thank goodness we’re graduating soon, finally we don’t have to associate with you anymore!” You’er, with her exquisite makeup, said to the camera with disgust.

“Oh my! You’re being so direct, Wanwan won’t be able to handle it! Hee hee hee!”

“How could that be? Wasn’t this your idea in the first place?”

“Hurry up! She’s almost done paying and coming back!”

The screen shook and returned to static snow. The room was deathly quiet, as if the noisy sounds just now had come from another world.

Su Wanluo sat there blankly until the videotape completely reached the end and the machine stopped running.

What were they saying? Why couldn’t she understand a single word? Weren’t they the ones who insisted on being friends with her back then?

The drilling sound from upstairs resumed without warning, startling Su Wanluo from her nightmare. She suddenly held her head, feeling pain in both her brain and chest…

In the living room, Su’s mother and father were watching TV.

Su’s father said worriedly: “Wanwan has been strange these past two days. She won’t go out looking for Kele again, will she?”

“She shouldn’t. I just cleaned the house and found the videotape from her 15th birthday party, so I put it on her desk,” Su’s mother said happily. “Maybe she’ll soon go find Qi Qi and the others to play. This child has never had many friends since she was small, that’s why she treasures a little dog so much.”

“Oh? That videotape that was lost for so long was actually found?”

“Yes, but it was kept together with a box of magnetic chess pieces. The videotape might have been demagnetized and can’t be played anymore…”

[Topaz: Known as the “stone of friendship,” it represents sincere and persistent love, symbolizing beauty and intelligence. It represents vitality and energy, can eliminate fatigue, control emotions, and help rebuild confidence and goals.]

May 10, 2010, Monday, Sunny

Su Wanluo sat dazedly in the classroom. She had arrived at school very early today, so early that there was no one else in the classroom except her.

But to be precise, someone had arrived even earlier than her. Su Wanluo looked at the desk beside her where her deskmate’s bag lay quietly inside. He always came to school earliest in the class to practice basketball in the morning, so the classroom key was always kept with him.

Su Wanluo withdrew her gaze and looked at the videotape she had brought and placed on her desk. For some unknown reason, she had brought this recovered lost item with her. Even though the bracelet had fallen off once, this videotape still hadn’t disappeared.

But what could this preserve? The precious friendship she once thought she had found back had actually been discarded long, long ago.

They knew she was weak and lonely, longing for friendship more than anyone else. They had seized upon this weakness and half-forcibly became friends with her.

Several years had passed, and she still hadn’t changed. She didn’t even have the courage to confront them. Just like how she knew Kele had been abandoned by her father but chose to escape… She really hated herself for being like this.

Su Wanluo unconsciously played with the bracelet on her wrist. When she woke up this morning, the moonstone on the bracelet had disappeared. But unlike the previous two times, this time she hadn’t discovered any lost item reappearing. At least, not yet.

Su Wanluo was lost in thought when her deskmate suddenly walked in carrying a basketball.

“Why are you here so early today?” Su Wanluo asked uncomfortably. He would practice until just before class every day.

He flashed a toothy smile: “I saw from the playground that you were already here. What about you? Why are you here so early too? You used to arrive right on time every day!”

Su Wanluo quickly lowered her head, fumbling to open her bag and took out the umbrella she had specially bought, but unexpectedly, he pulled out an umbrella from his own desk.

“You! I went to the trouble of lending you my umbrella, and you actually forgot to take it!” he said irritably. “Luckily I met a girl who lives in the same residential area, otherwise not only would my good deed have failed, but I would have been soaked by the heavy rain!”

Faced with his accusation, Su Wanluo was speechless. She clearly remembered taking the umbrella downstairs, but heaven knows how it appeared in his desk again?

Could it be that the bracelet had retrieved it for her?

“I… I thought I had lost it…” Su Wanluo said awkwardly. “This new umbrella… I intended to compensate you with it.”

The puzzled expression on his face completely disappeared, and he shook his head laughing: “I really give up on you! How can you be so absent-minded? Then how did you get home?”

In his laughter, Su Wanluo’s face became redder and redder. She didn’t know who exactly that girl who went home with him that day was to him? Just like she didn’t know whether the last thing she lost was his umbrella, or him?

Su Wanluo was too cowardly to ask, and even specially checked whether the bracelet on her wrist was fastened securely. If it was the same this time, regardless of whether the bracelet fell off or not, would she lose what she had found back again?

She thought hazily about when exactly she had started noticing him.

Was it on the sunlit playground when he ran toward her dribbling a basketball, his face full of brilliant smiles? Was it when he sang loudly without stage fright in an auditorium of thousands? Or was it during one of their accidental eye contacts, so close she could see her own reflection in his eyes, making her afraid to look into his eyes ever since?

She was very certain of her own heart, but uncertain of his. Just like with Kele or her former friends, she was too stupid to ever figure out what kind of world she was really in.

Perhaps not getting an answer was the best result for her?

“What’s wrong? You seem very unhappy today?” He seemed to sense her unusual silence.

She looked at his slightly upturned hair and asked quietly: “Do you have something that you’d rather it stayed lost than find it back?”

“Hm?” He hadn’t expected her to ask such a question.

“Never… never mind what I just said.” Su Wanluo knew she had said something strange and pressed her lips together, not knowing what to do.

He was silent for a while, then sighed softly: “When I was small, I saw a neighbor’s child had a very cool remote-controlled car. I was very envious, so I used all my New Year’s money to buy it. I played with it outside for an entire afternoon, and I’ll never forget that feeling of satisfaction. But when I got home, after my cousins learned that I had spent all my New Year’s money on this remote-controlled car, they all laughed at me for being a fool and said that money could have bought three identical remote-controlled cars. I felt both ashamed and regretful, and cried loudly right then.”

He scratched his head embarrassedly: “I pressed this remote-controlled car to the bottom of a box and never played with it again. Every time I think of this incident, the shame and regret I feel far exceed the happiness this remote-controlled car brought me. So sometimes I can’t help thinking, how good it would have been if I had accidentally lost this remote-controlled car back then. That way, what remained in my heart would only be faint regret.”

Su Wanluo looked at him with understanding until she made him feel uncomfortable all over.

“Sorry, I need to step out for a moment.” Su Wanluo suddenly stood up and rushed out of the classroom.

“Hey!” He called out worriedly, then sighed helplessly in the end.

He looked at the empty classroom and suppressed the urge to chase after her.

He put the basketball aside. He hadn’t returned to the classroom because he saw her arrive at the playground, but had shortened his morning basketball practice by an hour long, long ago.

He took out his books from his bag and began studying very seriously.

He knew his academic performance was far inferior to his deskmate’s. But in order to attend the same university as her, he had to study very hard. Because by then, he would tell her what he had never dared to say…

[Moonstone: Also called “lover’s stone,” because it has a “moonlight effect” – a mysterious blue or bright white glow appears in the center of the gemstone that resembles moonlight, which is why it’s called moonstone. For centuries, moonstone has been one of people’s favorite gemstones. People believe it can awaken gentle passion in one’s beloved and bring beautiful romantic love like moonlight.]

Su Wanluo rushed out of school and ran all the way to the entrance of Mute House before stopping, gasping heavily. She looked again at the bracelet on her hand that now had only two gemstones left, took a deep breath, and pushed open the old wooden carved door.

“Welcome.” The antique shop owner’s elegant voice rang out. When he saw it was Su Wanluo entering, there was no surprise on his face, but rather his smile deepened.

“I… want to return this bracelet to you.” Su Wanluo placed the bracelet on the counter, then quickly stepped back as if avoiding a snake or scorpion. Although it was morning, the shop was still pitch black, with only the candlelight from the two Changxin Palace Lamps at the entrance flickering ghostly within the palace maid’s sleeves.

“Oh? Have you already found what you wanted to retrieve?” The owner looked at the bracelet with only two gemstones remaining, and a trace of disappointment flashed through his slender phoenix eyes.

“No, I haven’t found it back.” Su Wanluo shook her head like a rattle drum. “But I don’t want to search anymore.”

“Oh?” The owner raised an eyebrow and asked with interest: “May I know why?”

Su Wanluo stared at the sparkling bracelet on the counter. Images of Kele and her friends flashed through her mind as she said painfully: “Because I understand now that things I’ve lost never truly belonged to me in the first place. I won’t regret it, nor do I need to feel sorry about it.”

She didn’t even think about her deskmate anymore. She had never possessed him, so how could she lose him?

Actually, what he had just said was right. His remote-controlled car model represented only his immature childhood, just like her Kele and friends. She could have noticed the problems earlier. If she had talked properly with her parents about Kele back then, and communicated openly with her friends, there wouldn’t have been the pain of discovering the truth.

But she had noticed nothing, just hiding in her own world like an ostrich. The bracelet hadn’t done anything – it had only guided her to see clearly the path of the past.

She could see very clearly now.

So the bracelet was of no use to her anymore.

“I understand.” The owner smiled slightly. “Then, I wish you never lose anything again in the future.”

“I will.” Su Wanluo quietly clenched her fists and walked out determinedly. This time, she would use her own strength to properly cherish what she currently possessed and strive for a future she wouldn’t regret.

The owner watched her much stronger back, lost in thought. Only after her figure could no longer be seen through the window lattice did he withdraw his gaze and pick up the bracelet from the counter, examining it carefully.

“Hey, you just let her leave like that?” From the depths of the antique shop, a tall figure slowly emerged. It was a man wearing a white coat, with fashionable hair and handsome looks. He dressed stylishly but wore a tacky red cord around his neck, with a snow-white jade ornament hanging from the end of the cord. The jade had a warm luster and was carved with exquisite craftsmanship with four characters: “Long Life and Longevity.”

The man was holding a white dog in his arms. This dog had a tuft of black fur around its mouth and was very cute.

The owner chuckled: “You heard it too. She said it herself – for things that are lost, she won’t regret it, nor does she need to feel sorry about it.”

“Then what about this dog? Not giving it to her? You urgently called me out yesterday just to save this dog. I’m a surgeon, not a veterinarian!” The handsome man complained dissatisfiedly. The dog in his arms licked his palm ingratiatingly.

The owner smiled faintly upon seeing this: “Her family doesn’t allow pets. Even if we returned it to her, it would still be given away. But it seems to like you quite a bit, so you keep it.”

The handsome man looked down at the dog in his arms: “Keeping you is fine, but the name Kele is too tacky. I’ll call you ‘Apache’!”

The owner wasn’t concerned about the dog’s name. What he cared about was the bracelet that had returned to his hands.

“Eh? When I saw you yesterday, wasn’t the dragon on your clothes coiled around your right arm? How did it get to your back?” The doctor had always thought the owner was wearing just a plain black Zhongshan suit today, until he turned around and was shocked to discover that on the owner’s back, a deep red dragon was coiled, occupying his entire back, glaring menacingly at the owner’s pale nape. Due to the exquisite embroidery, under the dim light, this dragon looked almost alive.

“You saw wrong.” The owner didn’t turn around and said flatly.

“No, how could I have seen wrong?” the doctor insisted. He was a doctor! How could he mistake a piece of clothing? Especially with such a lifelike dragon on this Zhongshan suit – it would be hard to forget even if one wanted to.

The owner was silent for a moment: “This is another outfit. What I wore yesterday and today are not the same piece.”

A suspicious pause… The doctor furrowed his handsome long eyebrows and slowly approached the owner, studying the dragon on his body carefully.

The owner imperceptibly pulled away and changed the subject: “It’s a pity that this Fragrant Concubine’s bracelet can only achieve perfection when all the gemstones disappear completely. Having missed this opportunity, the next time it sees sunlight will probably be 125 years from now.”

The doctor’s mouth twitched twice, and he laughed awkwardly: “You always say these things to scare people. As if it’s really true!”

The owner solemnly put the bracelet back in the box, turned around and smiled slightly: “I never tell lies, really.”

Just as he spoke, the red dragon behind him quietly bared its fangs…

Chapter 3: Mermaid Candle
The doctor had known the shop owner for two years, but he didn’t know the owner’s name, and the owner didn’t know his name either. Heaven knew how the owner had managed to call him out to save a dog just as he emerged from the operating room! Did he have a phone? And how did he know his phone number? When he checked his phone, it showed an empty number.

At this moment, the dog he had newly named “Apache” had somehow, when he wasn’t paying attention, run into the inner rooms of the antique shop.

The owner was concentrating on putting away the Fragrant Concubine chain in a cabinet and showed no reaction to this at all. The doctor chased after the dog and encountered a jade screen.

This jade-carved screen was as tall as a person. It depicted a garden landscape scene carved on it. The craftsmanship was extremely realistic, skillfully utilizing the natural colors of the jade stone. As he moved, the mountains and waters could be distinguished by their sense of distance, and the pavilions showed a profound depth. Even the expressions of the carved figures were rich with emotion – joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness could be discerned. The flowers, birds, fish, and insects were vividly visible, making one almost able to imagine the sounds of birds singing among flowers and fish leaping from water.

The doctor was immediately captivated, watching how the jade stone presented different lustrous colors with changes in light, and even wanted to reach out and touch the jade. “Woof woof!” Apache’s voice came from behind the screen. The doctor was about to call for the owner’s help, but when he turned around, the person who had just been standing at the counter had somehow disappeared.

Forget it, he’d better catch the dog first. If it damaged something in the inner rooms, he really couldn’t afford to compensate. According to the owner, all the antiques here were priceless.

Behind the jade screen was an extremely deep corridor with small rooms on both sides. There were no signs above them, and the dim lighting made it even more eerie and terrifying.

The antique shop seemed to have no electrical appliances at all – even the lighting in the outer room used those two Changxin Palace Lamps. The doctor took out his phone for illumination, softly calling Apache’s name while walking forward along the corridor. Not far ahead, one of the doors was slightly open, with weak light coming from within. The doctor walked over and tentatively pushed the door.

The wooden door opened with a “creak.” Because the atmosphere along the way had been too oppressive, the doctor’s heart involuntarily rose to his throat. But when he saw clearly what was in the room, he immediately breathed a sigh of relief.

In a small room of only a few square meters, filled with exotic fragrance, there was nothing except a lit red candle. Seeing no trace of the dog, the doctor planned to continue searching. When he turned around, he found the owner standing behind him at some unknown time, gazing at him eerily in the darkness.

“Are you trying to scare me to death?” It took the doctor a long time to recover. He held his chest, feeling his heartbeat racing toward 120 – this was simply tremendous damage to his healthy heart. The owner’s pale face looked even paler in the darkness. He glanced indifferently at the doctor and said: “Who told you to come in here casually?”

“I was looking for Apache,” the doctor said apologetically with a guilty smile.

The owner raised his phoenix eyes: “That dog? It just jumped onto my counter and is eating the breakfast you bought.”

“That little rascal!” The doctor feigned anger, defending himself: “I didn’t touch anything! Besides, there’s nothing in this room anyway!”

Hearing this, the owner’s expression softened somewhat, and he smiled: “Antiques are all precious, so naturally they need to be stored separately by category. Some need dry environments, some must avoid light, some must be isolated from air. This fragrant candle produces temperature, light, and dust when burning, so naturally it cannot share a room with other antiques.”

The doctor couldn’t believe it: “You’re saying this candle is an antique? I thought it was for lighting!” This candle was completely red, only about a foot long, no different from ordinary candles. Looking closely, there was even a piece missing from the bottom.

The owner nodded: “This candle is made from the oil of deep-sea mermaids and can burn for over a thousand years. Now, it has been burning for over seven hundred years.”

The doctor’s mouth formed an “O” shape, thinking even children wouldn’t believe this, right? The owner glanced at him and smiled slightly: “Would you like to know the story of this fragrant candle?”

“Go ahead, I’d like to know,” the doctor said with the mentality of listening to a story. He wasn’t on duty today anyway, so there was no harm in listening.

Watching the candle smoke slowly rising from the burning fragrant candle, the owner said eerily: “This story begins over seven hundred years ago…”

Once upon a time, there was a mountain with a temple, and in the temple lived a monk. In this story, there was no mountain, but there was a temple, and in the temple lived more than one little monk. At that time, wars raged continuously and famine was everywhere – many people starved to death. The temple housed several little monks, all from poor families who really couldn’t afford to feed them, so they were sent to the temple to seek Buddha’s mercy and barely survive.

The protagonist of the story was a little monk. What the little monk’s name was, he himself couldn’t remember, and even the temple’s abbot called him “little monk.” His duty was to guard the incense and candles in the Qielan Hall. No matter what time it was, he must ensure that the incense in the great hall never went out and the candles never extinguished.

During the day, many devout men and women came to burn incense, so he would hide under the incense table to sleep. At night, he would get up and guard the great hall all night, adding incense and replacing candles.

No one ever talked to him, and he was always taciturn. Even when chanting sutras, he rarely made a sound, so the abbot deemed him a person without Buddha affinity and assigned him to guard the great hall at night. In the little monk’s world, there were only the pungent smell of incense and the dancing candle flames.

As the political situation became turbulent and chaotic, fewer and fewer people came to the temple to burn incense, and the offerings of incense and candles became increasingly scarce. To maintain the continuous incense, the little monk had to reduce the number of incense sticks and candles placed. Finally, each night he could only offer a single incense stick and candle.

Until one night, the little monk took out the last candle from the box and sighed deeply. Tomorrow he would have to tell the abbot that the temple needed more candles, but would the temple still have money to buy incense and candles? While worrying, the little monk lit the last candle and respectfully placed it to the right of the Qielan deity statue.

Then, as usual, he slowly watched the flame dance, thinking of nothing, emptying his mind, truly spacing out.

“Hey! Little monk!” This voice came from above. The little monk looked up sluggishly. Above his head was a translucent person floating in the air. The little monk blinked and discovered this transparent person was a woman. She narrowed a pair of charming and slender eyes, lowering her eyelids as she looked down at him from high above. “Little monk, how long is human life?” Her voice was ethereal and elusive, like the candle smoke swirling around her.

“Human life is perhaps only a few decades,” the little monk replied in a daze after being stunned. He rarely spoke, so his voice was hoarse and rough, tinged with awkwardness and nervousness. The woman raised her willow-leaf eyebrows slightly, opened her eyes a little more, and looked at him with interest: “Did you wake me up?”

“Wake up?” the little monk hesitated: “Female benefactor, how did you get to such a high place?”

“You think I’m human? I’m not human! Aren’t you afraid I’m a ghost?” She blinked, and her already devastatingly beautiful face became even more breathtakingly gorgeous.

The little monk honestly shook his head: “This is the Qielan Hall. Demons and ghosts cannot enter here.”

“How devout indeed!” She raised her eyebrows, glanced sideways at the unmovable Qielan statue, and curled her lips in contempt.

Although the little monk was slow, he wasn’t blind. He saw that this woman had no feet, and below that was the candle he had just lit. The candle smoke rose gracefully, forming the figure of a woman.

“You… you are that candle?” The little monk blinked hard again, thinking he was dreaming.

“That’s right, I am that candle. You can call me Zhu,” the little monk stared blankly at Zhu floating in mid-air. The smoke rising from the candle grew thicker, and her image became clearer. On skin as white and tender as jade, a pair of deep and charmingly long eyes seemed capable of stealing the souls of admirers. She had a graceful figure and absolutely beautiful appearance, wearing luxurious clothes he had never seen before. Her hair, like silk brocade, seemed to have life of its own, floating and surrounding her entire body.

“Hehe, little monk, do you like what you see?” Zhu gracefully spun in the air, gently floating down to stop at a place slightly higher than the little monk, looking down at him and saying with infinite charm as she lightly curved her lips: “As long as you blow out this candle, I’ll become real and come down to accompany you!”

Zhu’s voice was like the cotton pillow he had used as a child – soft and comfortable. Her hair formed by candle smoke surrounded him hazily. Strands of fragrant smoke faintly entered his nostrils, making his whole being feel light and airy, not knowing where he was. The little monk was dazed for a long while before understanding her request, and immediately shook his head like a rattle drum.

“No…” He only said half a sentence before quickly closing his mouth, because he discovered that when he spoke, his exhaled breath almost moved her several degrees.

He held his breath, afraid of blowing her away. Zhu pouted, glared at the little monk, and floated back up into the air with her back to him.

The little monk tried hard to look up. He couldn’t see Zhu’s facial expression clearly, but he could imagine she must be very disappointed. He wanted to comfort her but was too tongue-tied to know how to speak. Actually, she shouldn’t be disappointed for too long – this candle would burn out by noon tomorrow, and then she would get her wish.

For the entire night, for the first time, the little monk didn’t watch the dancing flames but kept looking up, gazing at Zhu’s back without moving his eyes away for even a moment.

The next morning, when the little monk opened his eyes, he found that the candle he had lit last night was still burning. But the strange thing was, it was still as long as when he had first taken it out – it hadn’t shortened even an inch!

How was this possible? The little monk rubbed his eyes, but the scene before him hadn’t changed.

“Strange little monk, you weren’t surprised when you saw me, but now you’re so excited,” Zhu said disdainfully, lying on a beam at the top of the hall.

The little monk looked up: “This candle doesn’t burn down?”

Zhu generously nodded: “This candle is made from mermaid oil and should have burned for ten thousand years in Emperor Qin Shihuang’s tomb. I was left outside and somehow ended up here.”

“Mermaid?” Although the little monk wasn’t very knowledgeable, he knew mermaids were extremely beautiful legendary creatures living in the sea, with human upper bodies and fish tails as lower bodies… The little monk looked at Zhu before him. Her upper body formed by candle smoke was human, while her lower body was formed by the winding candle smoke.

“Zhu, were you originally a mermaid?”

Zhu neither confirmed nor denied, only smiled beautifully and charmingly: “Little monk, extinguish this candle so I can be forever liberated! I want to destroy Qin Shihuang’s tomb. Qin Shihuang wanted immortality, but human life is only a few decades – why did he need so many people to be buried with him?” The little monk’s neck was getting sore from looking up. He was almost bewitched by her smile when he caught sight of the Qielan statue beside her.

“Little monk, it’s very simple – just blow on this candle,” Zhu impatiently floated down, her entire illusory body circling around the little monk, floating from his left ear to his right ear, repeatedly whispering seductively.

Seeing her breathtakingly beautiful face floating back and forth before his eyes, the little monk quickly closed his eyes. To prevent her pleasant voice from swaying his heart, the little monk began muttering the Diamond Sutra.

“If one sees me through form, or seeks me through sound, this person walks the wrong path and cannot see the Tathagata…” Zhu’s floating figure paused: “Little monk, what do you mean by that?”

“Form and sound all have appearances. Having form and shape are all demons. If a person uses appearances to seduce me and begs me with a low voice, this person has taken the wrong path and cannot see the true Buddha.”

Zhu burst into laughter, her laughter clear and pleasant: “Silly monk, who usually teaches you to recite sutras? This sentence means: it tells you not to cling to seeking Buddha through appearance and sound, otherwise you’ll enter the wrong path and cannot see the Tathagata.”

The little monk listened with half-belief. He was just a night-watching little monk. The abbot said his wisdom roots weren’t high, so he didn’t bother teaching him scriptures. He only knew some superficial sutra passages from hearing his senior brothers recite them often, understanding only partially.

Zhu circled to the front of the little monk, seeing his eyeballs moving randomly under his closed eyelids, and couldn’t help but laugh: “The Diamond Sutra also says: ‘All conditioned phenomena are like dreams, illusions, bubbles, shadows; like dew drops and lightning flashes – contemplate them thus.’ Everything in the world is subject to birth and death, all are illusory appearances. Everyone has Tathagata wisdom and virtue, which is their original nature. So cultivating back to one’s original nature is the right path.”

The little monk pondered for a long while and couldn’t help opening his eyes. Zhu sat opposite him, her whole body emanating wisps of candle smoke that gave off a faint fragrance, winding upward, spiraling and circling, lingering endlessly. The morning rays of light passed through her figure and shone directly on the floor tiles.

What were illusory appearances? This was an illusory appearance. Seeing the little monk just staring at her blankly, Zhu pouted displeasedly: “Are you indeed someone who clings to appearances? As you wish!” With that, she transformed into a mass of blue-white candle smoke and reformed into another appearance.

Ornate tassels hanging from her hair, black beard and red face, round collar and wide dark green robe – exactly like the Qielan statue in the great hall. “How about it, little monk? I am Qielan Bodhisattva. I don’t need your offering of that one candle – go blow it out!” The Qielan Bodhisattva that Zhu had transformed into even spoke in a rough voice that echoed slightly in the great hall.

The little monk looked directly at the Qielan illusion before him. After a long while, he blinked, put his palms together in front of his chest, and slowly recited: “If one sees me through form, or seeks me through sound, this person walks the wrong path and cannot see the Tathagata…”

A long, long time later, an angry delicate shout exploded in the hall: “Wooden fish brain!”

From then on, the little monk’s life began to become colorful. He was actually still an ordinary little monk, his living space was still the Qielan Hall, and his daily routine remained the same as before.

It’s just that beside him, there was now a woman formed from candle smoke. Although what she sought was merely for him to blow out the candle he had lit, he couldn’t agree. He told himself this was because it was the temple’s last candle.

This last candle quietly burned in the sacred hall. No one paid attention to why this candle never shortened, why it was always the same length.

What they focused on was the Qielan statue, the Buddhist sutras, or whether they could still beg for alms tomorrow to fill their stomachs.

“Little monk, how long is human life?” This was Zhu’s favorite question and one she asked every time she appeared.

“Probably a few decades,” the little monk always answered her thus.

After hearing this, Zhu would close her mouth. But she could only maintain silence for half a day before starting to pester him to blow out the candle.

The little monk was once truly moved by her words. But just as he was about to tell the abbot, he discovered the abbot was worrying about what to eat.

He couldn’t bring himself to speak. What unfortunate timing! Rebel armies everywhere were increasing, everyone had stopped farming, and there was no grain. Without grain, people rebelled even more.

“Hmph! All dynastic changes require war, but wars need to be borne by the common people,” Zhu complained thus.

The little monk listened quietly, silently reciting it twice in his heart, understanding only partially.

He indeed didn’t understand. But several senior brothers couldn’t stay any longer – they threw down their sutras, returned to secular life, and joined the rebel army.

“Little monk, why don’t you go with them?” Zhu asked.

The little monk looked up. He was used to always looking up at her. At first, his neck would be sore, but unconsciously, his neck had gotten used to this movement. “I’m not going. My duty is to not let the incense before the Qielan statue go out,” the little monk replied.

“Wooden fish brain, even if you went, I wouldn’t extinguish. Sigh, no, no – if you, this silly monk, died on the battlefield, wouldn’t I never be able to escape? You’d better stay here.” Zhu complained back and forth, both annoyed that the little monk had no grand ambitions and afraid he would really join the rebel army.

The little monk silently chewed the hard steamed bun in his hand, thinking she was so noisy.

And so cute.

“Little monk, how long is human life?” Zhu still asked this question every day.

“Perhaps, between meals,” the little monk said with feeling, looking at the diminishing food in his bowl.

After hearing this, Zhu remained silent much longer than before.

Many people left the temple, but even more people were ordained. Many people with nowhere to go became monks. The compassionate abbot took them all in. Although they still couldn’t eat their fill, the fields the temple cultivated began to yield harvests, barely enough to sustain them.

The little monk suddenly had many junior brothers. But his duty was still to keep night watch in the Qielan Hall. He was inherently someone easily forgotten, but all the junior brothers knew him. Because when he wasn’t sleeping during the day, he would always sit before the incense table, devoutly looking at the Qielan statue for long periods. No one knew that what he was actually looking at was her, above the Qielan statue.

The temple often had worshippers praying for Qielan’s protection, but rarely did anyone come to worship late at night. One night, while the little monk was staring at Zhu in a daze, someone suddenly appeared beside him.

This person wore all black, his appearance seemed shrouded in illusion, impossible to see clearly. What was memorable was the deep red dragon embroidered on his black clothes. The dragon head was embroidered on the right sleeve cuff, the dragon body wound and coiled around his right arm, and the dragon tail was embroidered precisely on his right shoulder.

The little monk shouldn’t have stared at people rudely, but this dragon was indeed embroidered so lifelike that he couldn’t help but take another look. With just that one glance, the little monk discovered that this worshipper wasn’t staring at the Qielan statue, but had been looking at the fragrant candle placed on the incense table.

“This fragrant candle is quite good,” a low voice suddenly came.

The little monk’s eyelids twitched, not knowing how to respond. Zhu wasn’t out now, and this fragrant candle just looked like an ordinary candle. Why would he praise such an ordinary candle?

“Little monk, if you don’t want it anymore, you can transfer it to me,” the man said to himself. “Don’t worry about how to find me – when you no longer want her, I will naturally appear.” Then he walked away, repeatedly saying the fragrant candle was very good. The little monk chased after him, but outside the open temple gate, there was no one. The man came and went without a trace – the little monk almost thought he had seen a ghost or deity. He couldn’t sleep well for many consecutive nights, watching the fragrant candle on the incense table every day, afraid she would disappear.

The little monk suddenly became an idol worshipped by all his junior brothers. He didn’t know what the Buddhist sutras they asked about meant, but the junior brothers took his responses as profound Zen sayings. He didn’t know how to explain – he still only liked talking to Zhu.

Although when he talked to Zhu, every three sentences of hers were inseparable from persuading him to blow out the candle, he still liked it.

One night, he was pestered by several junior brothers to discuss Buddhist sutras, continuing well into the night with no sign of ending. The junior brothers knew his duty was to guard the sacred hall, so a junior brother called Zhongba volunteered to go in his place.

The little monk wanted to stop him but couldn’t find a reason. He was afraid others would see Zhu, and also afraid Zhu was something he had imagined – he feared all of this was just a dream. His complex psychology made him unable to speak at all. He was entangled by enthusiastic junior brothers discussing Buddhist sutras all night. Actually, they were the ones talking while he listened.

To be precise, he wasn’t listening either – all his mind was no longer here.

When dawn was breaking, he immediately ran to the Qielan Hall, only to discover the abbot sternly scolding Junior Brother Zhongba who had kept watch for him last night.

The little monk was startled, thinking the abbot had discovered his Zhu. But the situation was more serious than he had imagined. Last night, Junior Brother Zhongba had fallen asleep while keeping watch.

A mouse had gnawed a gap in the fragrant candle, at the bottom.

The little monk’s heart ached as if he were about to die. Junior Brother Zhongba was being publicly scolded by the abbot, but the little monk wished he was the one being scolded instead. Junior Brother Zhongba secretly hit the Qielan statue with a broom at night, saying that if Qielan couldn’t even manage the things in front of him, how could he manage the temple or the world? Junior Brother Zhongba found a brush somewhere and wrote “Exiled Three Thousand Li” on the back of the Qielan statue.

The little monk saw it all. But he didn’t speak out to stop it. Because from that day on, Zhu never appeared again.

Although the little monk never saw Zhu again, this candle continued to burn as usual, not diminishing at all.

The little monk turned the mouse-bitten gap toward the back and filled it with wax tears from previously burned candles, making it look like a brand new candle. No one discovered this candle was still the original one. Zhu didn’t appear, but the little monk still guarded the sacred hall every night, watching the fragrant candle every night.

Finally, one night, Zhu reappeared before him, as beautiful as ever, stunningly gorgeous. However, her left sleeve seemed to have been bitten off halfway by something, and replacing her sleeve was an extremely ugly layer of red wax cloth.

“Wooden fish brain! Tell me! How will you compensate for my dress?” Zhu said resentfully. The little monk smiled foolishly… She was still here – how wonderful.

“Wooden fish brain, didn’t you say you had no money to buy incense as replacement? If I teach you how to make money, couldn’t you earn a great deal and add incense to the temple?” Perhaps this incident had frightened Zhu, so she became even more persuasive toward the little monk.

But that incense wouldn’t be you, the little monk thought silently in his heart, slowly shaking his head.

Zhu angrily floated around the great hall, then stopped in front of the little monk and asked seriously: “Little monk, what do you want then? I can give you anything!”

What did he want? The little monk stared blankly at her delicate, beautiful eyebrows and eyes. His lips moved but made no sound.

The next day, Junior Brother Zhongba came over and asked quietly: “Senior brother, why didn’t you agree to her? Gold, silver, jewels, power and status – don’t you want any of them?”

The little monk was startled, knowing Junior Brother Zhongba must have heard his conversation with Zhu. He replied calmly: “Money and wealth are external things. If they’re not offered sincerely before Buddha’s altar, what use would they be?”

Junior Brother Zhongba walked away silently.

Zhu didn’t give up her work of persuading the little monk: “Little monk, many people want to be emperor. If you want to be emperor, I can tell you how!”

The little monk remained unmoved. Thinking he didn’t believe her, Zhu hurriedly explained in detail the entire process of how to become emperor. Although she was in an isolated temple amid the current chaos, she could clearly explain all the forces – how to join one of them, how to proceed with the next steps, covering every detail.

After Zhu finished speaking, seeing the completely unresponsive little monk, she immediately lost her enthusiasm: “Little monk, the junior brother who just damaged my sleeve is eavesdropping outside the door. He’s probably already packed his belongings and set off. Are you willing to let him become emperor?” Zhu said lazily, sitting on the incense table.

“When Qin lost its deer, the whole world chased it, so those with great talent and swift feet got it first,” the little monk thought for a long time before squeezing out this ancient phrase he had heard. Zhu burst into laughter, feeling for the first time that this little monk was quite impressive.

“Zhongba comes from a poor common background. If he really became emperor, it would be a blessing for the people,” the little monk said seriously. Although he didn’t believe that following Zhu’s few words could make one emperor, he sincerely hoped someone could save this chaotic world.

Zhu Zhongba indeed became the leader of the rebel army, overthrew the Yuan Dynasty, established the Ming Dynasty, changed his name to Zhu Yuanzhang, and became emperor. The temple where the little monk lived was the famous Huangjue Temple. From then on, the Qielan Hall had prosperous incense and constant worshippers, no longer needing that inexhaustible fragrant candle – hundreds of candles replaced it.

Soon after the new emperor ascended the throne, he visited Huangjue Temple and ordered a search among these hundreds of candles for one that had been gnawed by a mouse.

When the little monk was brought before his former Junior Brother Zhongba, he saw that fragrant candle, taken by soldiers, burning quietly. The disguise at the base of the candlestick was discovered and removed, revealing the ugly gap there.

“Can you make that woman appear again?” The former junior brother, now emperor, asked urgently. The little monk honestly shook his head. Whether Zhu appeared or not was entirely her own will – he couldn’t control it.

The emperor frowned. Monks don’t lie, so he didn’t pursue whether this was true: “What’s with this candle? Doesn’t she want freedom, want liberation, and can be freed just by blowing out the candle? Why can’t I blow it out? Even splashing water doesn’t work!”

The little monk suddenly understood why Zhu had always pestered him. Only the person who lit this fragrant candle could blow it out.

“Senior brother! Quickly find a way to make her come out – I want to see her!” The emperor still called him senior brother, which was already rare treatment. But the little monk still honestly shook his head – he truly couldn’t do it. The emperor had once eavesdropped outside the Qielan Hall when Zhu tried to tempt the little monk with money, so using monetary inducement naturally wouldn’t work.

But the emperor could think of other methods. In the secret chamber of Huangjue Temple, the little monk was whipped until covered in wounds. The emperor thought this would force Zhu out, but on the table in the secret chamber, the fragrant candle just burned quietly.

The little monk gritted his teeth and tried hard not to make a sound. He didn’t know if Zhu could see this, but he didn’t want her to hear. Junior Brother Zhongba had changed – not just that his hair had grown out, not just that he had changed his former name. His entire person had changed, becoming cruel and unscrupulous.

The emperor locked the little monk alone in the secret chamber. Just before he was about to faint, a wisp of candle smoke floated before him, forming Zhu’s concerned face: “Little monk, how long is human life?” He heard her ask as usual.

Why did she like asking this question so much? The little monk thought hazily, barely managing to say: “Life… is… between breaths.”

Zhu was startled, her gaze becoming complex. But the little monk had no strength to examine her expression carefully and helplessly closed his eyes.

In his unconsciousness, he vaguely smelled a familiar sandalwood fragrance. The little monk struggled to open his eyes and found himself surrounded by thick candle smoke.

He still lay in the secret chamber, his body torn and bleeding, unbearably painful, but he still smiled because burning on the table was still that fragrant candle that belonged to him.

He didn’t see Zhu’s figure – surrounding him was only this mass of candle smoke. But the fragrant candle seemed to sense he had awakened, the flame flickered twice, and the candle smoke became thin and long, winding through the door crack – Zhu was indicating his escape route. The little monk understood and stood up. Although he spent every day in the Qielan Hall, he had grown up in this temple since childhood and knew the secret passages well.

Perhaps heaven protected him, or perhaps no one took him seriously – the little monk actually managed to carry Zhu out of the heavily guarded temple despite his severe injuries. “For my sake, you left the temple you served for many years. Do you regret it?” Zhu floated beside him, asking ethereally.

“No regrets.” In the pitch-black night, the little monk held the fragrant candle, running through the deep mountains. That temple had changed its flavor because of his junior brother. He thought of the Qielan statue that had been regilded, feeling sad. No matter how splendid the exterior, beneath the gold paint was still a dilapidated statue.

“Blow me out, otherwise they’ll eventually follow the firelight to find you,” Zhu urged by the little monk’s ear. For the first time, not for herself, but for this fool.

The little monk looked deeply at her and finally raised his hand. Complex emotions of relief and reluctance crossed Zhu’s face as she slowly closed her eyes.

It was finally ending. This was the moment she had been longing for – why was there still reluctance in her heart? Images of first meeting the little monk flashed before Zhu’s eyes – then, he was still just a youth… After a long while, Zhu felt no change. She opened her eyes in confusion. Before her was complete darkness without any firelight, yet she could see everything clearly by moonlight.

The wisps of blue smoke that constituted her rose from above the little monk’s palm – he had actually covered the candle flame with his entire palm! The merciless flame was licking his palm, and raging fire could be seen even between his fingers.

“Why?” Zhu frantically floated around him, trying to move his palm away. But she helplessly discovered that when her hand touched him, it turned into ethereal blue smoke. The little monk was sweating profusely, his face twisted in pain, yet he maintained a gentle smile. Zhu was stunned – only now did she notice that the little monk in her memory had grown up.

Unknowingly, he had grown into a magnificent man. His originally naive and confused expression had been replaced by determination. Sweat flowed down his upright face – one could imagine the indescribable pain he was enduring.

But his eyes kept smiling at her. Zhu suddenly remembered that all these years, the little monk had always been like this. In the temple, he was the most devout one, his face always indifferent, especially those eyes – unfocused and empty. As if he saw nothing, yet as if he saw everything. Only when she appeared before him would his gaze instantly change, becoming gentle as water.

“Zhu, I know you want liberation. I don’t know what you are, but to me, you are truly alive. How could I take a life?” The little monk’s gentle voice continued, he smiled: “I cannot protect you. So I can only entrust you to someone who can protect you… don’t be angry…”

What? What was he saying? The usually taciturn little monk suddenly said so much, leaving Zhu unable to accept it. She didn’t understand… Then a deep red dragon appeared in her vision.

“Please take good care of her,” the little monk looked up, saying solemnly to someone. No one spoke, the red dragon moved forward and took the fragrant candle from his hands. Firelight flowed from the little monk’s palm. Only then did Zhu realize this deep red dragon wasn’t real, but embroidered on someone’s right sleeve cuff. Black background with red thread – due to exquisite embroidery, at first glance it looked real.

This lifelike dragon, with its head facing the sleeve cuff, looked as if it could emerge riding clouds and mist at any moment.

Zhu didn’t know why this man could break through heavy encirclement and appear here. But when she saw him take the fragrant candle, she couldn’t help trembling.

In the dark night, this fragrant candle looked as if it were held in the red dragon’s mouth.

“Little monk!” Zhu desperately clung to the little monk, but as the fragrant candle gradually moved away, the candle smoke gradually thinned, and she became more and more transparent. She was unwilling! What right did he have to make decisions for her? He was just a little monk!

“Life… how long… is it really?” The little monk spat out blood, asking intermittently. Zhu was stunned – this question she had always asked him, but now being asked in return, she suddenly couldn’t answer.

The little monk smiled gently at her: “Life… is… between you and me.” Zhu was startled, the candle smoke could no longer support her human form and suddenly fled toward that point of firelight in the darkness.

This was the last time Zhu saw the little monk.

“The story is finished?” The doctor leaned against the wall, discovering the owner had no intention of continuing, and asked in amazement.

“Finished,” the owner nodded.

“What about the ending?” The doctor gritted his teeth: “Shouldn’t this kind of story have a happy ending to comfort the audience?”

“The ending? This is the ending.”

“So the little monk died?”

“The little monk wasn’t an immortal, of course he would die, but at that time he only fainted. Zhu Yuanzhang couldn’t find the fragrant candle’s whereabouts and had to give up. The little monk returned to Huangjue Temple, continuing to guard the incense before the Qielan statue. Every day he lit countless candles, watching these countless candles quietly burn and extinguish, but uniquely missing his one.” The owner narrated calmly.

“What about the end? What happened in the end?” The doctor asked urgently.

“In the end, the little monk became an old monk, and the old monk died.”

The doctor looked at him speechlessly, suddenly feeling that standing in this eerie place listening to stories was simply idiotic. “Too fake – something from hundreds of years ago, even involving Zhu Yuanzhang? How do you know so clearly? Also, that person wearing the red dragon clothes – wasn’t that you?” The doctor stared at the owner. He still remembered the red dragon should be embroidered on his back, while the person in the story had the dragon head embroidered on his sleeve cuff.

The doctor tried hard to recall – it seemed that no matter how the dragon’s posture changed, the dragon head always faced the owner’s neck, as if it wanted to devour him.

The owner smiled mysteriously without answering. He gazed deeply at that candle, not knowing to whom he said: “Sometimes, wealth and glory, supreme power in the world, cannot compare to one person truly loved.”

The flame on the fragrant candle suddenly jumped, and the owner turned: “Let’s go see if your breakfast has been eaten up. How about we go out to eat something? Of course, you’re treating.”

The doctor helplessly pursed his lips – this owner never forgot to take advantage of him! Before leaving, he couldn’t help looking back at the candle still burning in the dark room – no matter how he looked, it was just an ordinary candle.

He shrugged, muttering to himself: “Really don’t know what that little monk was thinking. Obviously liked her but didn’t say it – sigh! I’m crazy, actually believing this story. Hey! Where are you going to eat? I can’t afford anywhere too expensive!”

The door closed.

The flame of the fragrant candle flickered once.

A crystal clear tear of wax slowly flowed down the candle body.

Chapter 4: Yellow Millet Pillow
The doctor had been suffering from severe sleep deprivation lately. It was extremely severe because he had become obsessed with online games. To be precise, SNS community games – the commonly known planting vegetables, stealing vegetables, buying and selling friends, grabbing parking spots… These social games had recently become wildly popular online, with thousands upon thousands of people addicted to them. As a fashionable person, the doctor was naturally one of them.

But his level of addiction seemed a bit excessive. The doctor had always been a perfectionist who had to do everything to the best of his ability.

So setting alarms to wake up in the middle of the night to steal vegetables was something he could definitely do. Recently, he didn’t even need to set alarms – he would automatically wake up when it was time to steal vegetables. In severe cases, he would even stay awake all night.

Therefore, it was no surprise that he was always drowsy during work hours.

“Hey! Wake up, the morning meeting is already over.” Someone was tapping the doctor’s head with the stethoscope around their neck, once and again, tirelessly.

The doctor struggled to get up from the desk and lazily yawned. Standing in front of him was a big guy who was his good friend from university. After graduation, both had joined the same hospital. This person was two days older than him, surnamed Chun, named Ge. The doctor jokingly called him Chun Ge. Whenever he loudly called out “Chun Ge” in the hospital, it would attract extremely high attention rates.

“Were you on night shift yesterday? Why are you in such poor spirits?” Chun Ge asked with concern. “During the meeting just now, judging by the director’s expression, he wanted nothing more than to throw you onto the operating table for live dissection!”

The doctor rubbed his messy hair and chuckled: “That’s probably because he woke up this morning and found his vegetables stolen by me!” Their director was an unsmiling middle-aged man whom they often joked about privately. But no one had expected that even such a serious person as the director would play online games.

“You…” Chun Ge helplessly shook his head. He wanted to lecture him but felt that everything that needed to be said had been said over these past days. He could only sigh and say: “Pay attention to yourself. You need to maintain mental focus at all times, not think about stealing vegetables during surgery!”

Chun Ge’s eyes revealed worry. Having known the doctor for almost ten years, he knew the doctor’s mental state had been very abnormal recently.

He also knew the reason – it was probably related to that unexpected surgery last month. Due to the doctor’s mistake, the patient had massive bleeding during the operation.

Although the patient was saved through emergency treatment and discharged a week ago, the doctor’s condition had never recovered. He had even started playing online games he used to disdain – this simply wasn’t like him at all!

Chun Ge wanted to say more to persuade his friend, but when the words reached his lips, they turned into a sigh.

The doctor lowered his head and laughed dryly twice. He knew very well what others were thinking. But how could Chun Ge understand his feelings? People who hadn’t experienced such things had no right to lecture him. Although the director had also specifically talked to him, saying that accidents during surgery were unavoidable, for someone who demanded perfection in everything, this was an unavoidable stain.

“She’s here again…” Chun Ge glanced at the woman standing in the corridor outside and helplessly shook his head. The doctor leaned back in his chair and scratched his messy hair, unconsciously frowning. That young woman was the patient he had nearly killed in that surgery. Although she had been discharged, she knew the surgery hadn’t gone smoothly, so she came to the hospital for check-ups every day.

And he was naturally the responsible one. Actually, examining her body was just routine and not difficult. But every time he saw the way she looked at him, his heart filled with self-reproach.

She must be blaming him, right? The doctor knew he was very decadent, but from studying medicine to now being an intern doctor, the string in his heart had been stretched too tight. Others simply couldn’t imagine the mental pressure he was under – he was like an overstretched string.

It hadn’t broken, but had already lost its resilience. He took a deep breath, stood up with a forced smile, and walked toward her.

After work, the doctor habitually headed toward Mute House. Actually, his relationship with the owner wasn’t very close – he had just wandered in by chance once and became fascinated with that place.

He knew nothing about antiques, but the owner of Mute House was amiable. He still remembered two years ago when he had just graduated and become an intern doctor at the hospital. The pressure was enormous, and for some reason, he had poured out all his complaints to the owner, who maintained a smiling face without showing any impatience.

Since then, Mute House had become a place he frequented. Sometimes without saying anything, just sitting quietly in the shop would make his body and mind feel comfortable.

Strangely enough, he had never bought anything from Mute House from beginning to end, but the owner always treated him kindly. Anyone else would have thrown him out long ago.

Just as he was thinking this, he saw Mute House’s antique-style signboard. The moment he pushed open the heavy carved wooden door, he seemed to catch a glimpse of a familiar white figure at the street corner, but when he looked carefully, there was no trace.

It must have been his illusion. The doctor smiled and entered Mute House without paying it much mind.

After he entered Mute House, that white figure emerged from the street corner again. It was a woman who looked at the place the doctor had entered with a complex expression.

If the doctor could see her now, he would discover that this person was actually the female patient he had been responsible for.

Mute House was still as dim as ever, filled with an enchanting agarwood fragrance.

The doctor took a deep breath. He had thought his favorite smell was formalin, but unexpectedly this agarwood scent could also calm his mood.

“Welcome.” The young owner sitting at the counter put down his book and stood up with a smile. The owner was still wearing a black Tang suit. On the Tang suit, a deep red dragon was embroidered on his left chest, with the long dragon body winding around his waist twice, the dragon head lying precisely on his left chest, baring its teeth and glaring with a fierce expression.

It seemed the owner had many sets of this outfit! The doctor thought idly.

“Your spirits don’t seem very good. Is there something troubling you?” The young owner’s smile deepened, his phoenix eyes seemed to see through the doctor’s thoughts but didn’t expose them.

“Sigh, I can’t sleep well at night, which is quite annoying.” The doctor quickly entered complaining mode, plopping down on the chair in front of the counter. When sitting down, he didn’t forget to be gentle with his movements – he remembered this chair seemed to be made of some yellow pear wood, Ming Dynasty furniture, quite expensive.

However, he didn’t know if it was authentic. According to the owner, every item in the shop had a long history and was priceless. Even the shop’s lighting used oil lamps – he had never found any electrical outlets here.

What era was this? There were still people living in a world without electricity?

The owner pondered for a moment and asked back: “Not sleeping well?”

“Yes, do you have any incense here that could help with sleep?” the doctor asked half-jokingly. As a doctor, he naturally wouldn’t casually take sleeping pills, but poor sleep had already affected his normal life.

He used to have very good sleep quality, but starting last month, he would wake up several times every night. Many times he would dream about that surgery where the accident occurred, with that woman lying under his scalpel covered in blood.

Of course, he didn’t hold much hope with the owner and was just asking casually. Unexpectedly, the owner quickly replied: “I don’t have incense, but I have a pillow that can help you fall asleep quickly.”

“Really?” the doctor asked incredulously.

“Have you heard of the Yellow Millet Dream?” The owner turned and went to the inner room, but his voice continued to come out: “During the Tang Dynasty, there was a scholar named Lu Sheng who was staying at an inn on his way to the capital for the imperial examination when he met a Taoist named Lv Weng. Lu Sheng lamented to him about his life of poverty and hardship. After hearing this, Lv Weng took out a pillow and gave it to Lu Sheng, saying: ‘When you sleep at night, use this pillow, and I guarantee you’ll have satisfying dreams.’ By then it was getting late, and the innkeeper began cooking yellow millet rice.”

“I remember this,” the doctor continued: “Then Lu Sheng fell asleep on the pillow and dreamed that he passed the imperial examination with high honors, married a beautiful wife, became a regional military commissioner, won battles, finally became prime minister, enjoyed wealth and glory, and was blessed with many children and grandchildren. Later, when he was over eighty, he fell seriously ill and was about to die when he suddenly woke up, realizing it had all been a dream.”

“And the rice the innkeeper was cooking wasn’t even ready yet.” The owner emerged from behind the jade screen, holding a brocade box. “This is the Yellow Millet Dream, and this is the pillow Lv Weng gave to Lu Sheng at that time, also called the Yellow Millet Pillow.”

The doctor almost burst out laughing. This was just an idiom story – it wasn’t even known if Lu Sheng had really existed in history! How could his pillow exist? However, the doctor still gave the owner face and didn’t actually laugh out loud. Although he didn’t believe it, when the owner opened the brocade box on the counter, the doctor still leaned over to take a look.

It was a porcelain pillow with lustrous celadon glaze, jade-like quality – clearly a fine piece. The doctor knew he was a layman and couldn’t understand the pillow’s origins, but he knew one thing: “A porcelain pillow? Can this be comfortable to sleep on? Sleeping on this, I probably wouldn’t be able to sleep all night.”

“Take it home and try it. I’ll lend you this pillow for a few days – just take good care of it.” The owner smiled slightly and added: “Just remember one thing – if you wake up in the middle of the night, never immediately use this pillow to go back to sleep, otherwise sweet dreams become nightmares, and nightmares become reality.”

Although the doctor was completely skeptical, it was hard to refuse such kindness, and since he had brought up the topic, how could he flatly refuse? So he could only say thank you and pick up the brocade box to leave. When he reached the door, he suddenly remembered something and asked: “By the way, in the Yellow Millet Dream, what was Lu Sheng’s final outcome?”

The owner smiled, his phoenix eyes slightly narrowing with unfathomable depth: “After experiencing this Yellow Millet Dream, Lu Sheng achieved great enlightenment, never went to the capital for the examination again, and went into the deep mountains to cultivate the Tao.”

The doctor’s hand trembled, nearly dropping the brocade box.

Returning home, he first played with Apache who welcomed him with wagging tail, casually ate some food, flipped through medical case books for a while, then the doctor couldn’t help but open his computer to play games again.

Successfully stealing eight carrots from the director’s vegetable garden, the doctor smiled smugly. The director’s avatar was a cute little boy – the doctor figured this must be the director’s 5-year-old son. He had found the director using the search function, applied to add him as a friend for five consecutive days before finally being accepted.

Just as he was about to leave, the webpage reminded him of a new system message. The doctor opened it to find a friend request – the other party’s avatar was actually a serious one-inch ID photo, it was Chun Ge.

“Didn’t expect you’d start playing too!” The doctor chuckled darkly as he approved the verification, discovering the other party’s account was newly registered with a pitifully low level, and there were no vegetables to steal in his garden. The doctor smiled mischievously, opened the friend trading option, and bought Chun Ge at a low price. This kind of game was only fun when played with people you knew. He checked his own vegetable garden again, estimated the ripening times for radishes, corn, tomatoes, strawberries, etc., and found no vegetables would be ready tonight.

Sigh, hopefully he could sleep through the night without dreams. After bathing, walking to his bed, he suddenly remembered the porcelain pillow the owner had lent him today.

Trying it shouldn’t hurt, right? The doctor opened the brocade box, carefully took out the porcelain pillow and placed it on the bed, hesitated for a moment before lying down.

It was a bit cold and quite hard. But because the grooves on the porcelain pillow’s surface perfectly fit the human body’s curves, the doctor unexpectedly found it comfortable.

Soon he fell into deep sleep.

The doctor opened his eyes and found the wall clock showed it was only 11 PM. He had only slept for about two hours. But the sleep quality was very good – he got up without any headache. It seemed this porcelain pillow really had some effect.

Apache, sleeping under the bed, lifted his head to look at his master, shook his head, changed position, and continued sleeping. The doctor touched his somewhat hungry stomach and went to the kitchen for the leftover hamburger from last night. When he opened the refrigerator, he couldn’t help but freeze.

Inside the refrigerator, neatly arranged was a whole stack of carrots, still bearing moist soil, tender and fresh, almost dripping with freshness.

No more, no less, exactly eight carrots. The doctor was stunned for a moment and slammed the refrigerator door shut – it should… should be an illusion, right? He thought in panic. He didn’t remember buying carrots when he came home tonight!

Someone who hated eating carrots like him would never buy carrots! The doctor took a deep breath and opened the refrigerator again – those eight carrots were still sitting there nicely.

What was going on? How could his refrigerator produce vegetables by itself? The doctor shuddered and quickly drove this thought from his head.

Maybe he had forgotten? The doctor refused to let his imagination run wild. He took the carrots out of the refrigerator, went downstairs to put them in the neighbor’s yard where there was a cage with several rabbits. When he returned to his room, he found someone seemed to be inside.

“Who?” The doctor picked up the long-handled umbrella by the door.

“Master, I brought you a midnight snack.” Chun Ge, wearing an apron and beaming with smiles, walked out of the kitchen carrying a plate. A burly man like him wearing an apron from who knows where – a pink apron with gorgeous ruffled edges and a huge Pleasant Goat on the chest that didn’t fit at all! His stern face wore an inappropriate motherly smile, making the doctor’s goosebumps dance collectively.

“You… what did you call me?” The doctor momentarily didn’t know whether to put down the umbrella in his hand, grip it tighter, or directly knock it on Chun Ge’s head.

“Master! Didn’t you buy me? I made you dinner, try it quickly.” Chun Ge took the umbrella from the doctor’s hand, led him to the dining table, pressed on his shoulders, and irresistibly seated him in the chair, looking at him ingratiatingly. The doctor numbly looked at the extremely sumptuous dinner on the table, smelling the enticing food aromas but having no appetite at all. Was this a joke? But he didn’t see any suspicious expression on Chun Ge’s face.

So this was for real? The doctor only felt his throat dry and his hands and feet cold – how terrifying!

“Is master not satisfied? Hmm… then let me please master. What should I do? Give a spa? Massage? Foot rub? Trim nails?” Chun Ge tilted his head in difficulty, pouted, and showed the exclusive expression of a cute little maid.

The game indeed had this option – slaves could please their masters… Stop! What was he thinking? The doctor shivered because Chun Ge had already decided to give him a spa! He was about to faint! Could he exchange for a female slave? The doctor struggled desperately, while Chun Ge seemed determined not to give up until he achieved his goal. The doctor’s physique was no match for him at all, and Apache didn’t help his master at all, instead watching with great interest from the side, barking twice occasionally – whether cheering for his master or supporting Chun Ge was unclear.

While the two were struggling, Chun Ge suddenly stopped, stood straight, and took off his apron. The doctor reflexively stepped back several steps, looking at him defensively, almost screaming: “What do you want to do?”

Chun Ge said regretfully: “What a pity, I’ve already been bought by someone else and need to hurry to my new master’s house.” After saying this, he left without staying even a moment, turning and walking away. The doctor’s face went dark. Hearing the door close, he hurriedly rushed to lock the door, then rushed back to the bedroom to turn on his computer.

Going online, opening the webpage, entering the URL. Sure enough, he had no slaves under his name – Chun Ge had just been bought by the director. Damn, did Chun Ge have to go to the director’s house so late? The doctor couldn’t imagine this and breathed a huge sigh of relief. He also realized that if he bought other people, would they really come to his house to serve him? The stolen ganoderma and ginseng would also appear in his refrigerator?

The doctor couldn’t resist such temptation and sat down at the computer.

As he expected, the slaves he bought in the game would all come to his house within ten minutes, whether he knew them or not. All the vegetables he stole in the game would immediately appear in his refrigerator, from cabbage to ginseng. All the cars he bought in the parking game would soon be parked downstairs, from Alto to Ferrari!

The doctor was completely satisfied. This was exactly the feeling he wanted to experience from playing this game.

Escaping from real society, completely away from surgeries and patients – only himself. The doctor added many friends and played with great relish until the doorbell rang again.

He opened the door to find the female patient suddenly appearing at his doorstep with a brilliant smile.

The doctor opened his eyes and found himself still lying in bed. Through the curtains, he could vaguely see dawn breaking outside. So he had indeed been dreaming. It seemed this porcelain pillow really could produce sweet dreams.

Except that last scene was a bit frightening… but it was still much better than the nightmares of recent days, where the female patient wasn’t standing there properly but was cut open, bleeding everywhere…

The doctor shuddered and forbade himself from thinking further. He lifted his head to check the time – only 4 AM. He simply turned over and fell back into deep sleep.

He had completely forgotten the owner’s warning.

Soon, the alarm clock rang shrilly, and the doctor sat up listlessly. Apache jumped onto the bed, impatiently running in circles. The doctor’s first action was rushing to the kitchen to open the refrigerator. Only after seeing no carrots, no strawberries, no tomatoes, potatoes, cucumbers, or any suspicious vegetables and fruits did he breathe a sigh of relief.

So it really was just a dream.

After taking Apache for a morning run, returning for simple washing and eating, the doctor was tying his tie while going downstairs when two neighbor aunties at the building entrance were arguing over some trivial matter. Without a word, they pulled the doctor in to judge their dispute.

Patiently listening to both sides and trying to mediate, he found that nothing he said was useful, so he quickly made an excuse to slip away. Just as he left the residential complex, sudden gusts of wind arose, and bean-sized raindrops fell without warning. The doctor muttered about bad luck while jogging to the hospital, but he was already half-soaked.

After the morning meeting, the doctor was assigned surgery duties. He was surprised to find himself assigned as assistant for coronary artery bypass surgery, commonly known as heart bypass surgery – a procedure Chun Ge had prepared for and anticipated for a long time. But at this crucial moment, Chun Ge had actually taken leave and didn’t appear in the meeting room.

Strangely, the female patient who came to the hospital punctually every day also didn’t come today. The doctor didn’t think much of it. Suddenly receiving this important surgery, he needed immediate preparation without much time.

Actually, the doctor really wanted to decline, but the director’s tone brooked no refusal. The doctor had been top of his class in medical school and was familiar with this surgery’s procedures. He was just afraid of another accident during surgery, so he spent the entire morning in the hospital library, researching while simulating surgical steps.

The surgery was scheduled for 1 PM. The well-prepared doctor stood before the operating table with the director as lead surgeon and himself as first assistant.

His hand still trembled slightly when holding the scalpel. During surgery, he found that standing here again wasn’t as difficult as imagined.

General anesthesia, hypothermia, extracorporeal circulation, cardiac arrest, vessel harvesting, bypass… The surgery proceeded very smoothly – that is to say, until the surgery was almost complete, before the heart-lung machine stopped and converted to internal circulation, everything went smoothly. But during the final suturing, the heart suddenly spurted massive amounts of blood, spraying his unprepared face completely. Warm blood flowed down his cheeks as the doctor heard in panic the heart monitor’s alarm as the ECG became a flat line.

“Smack!” The patient who had been lying on the operating table suddenly moved, then shakily sat up. The doctor looked up in shock to discover this patient was actually the woman from his previous surgical accident!

Her pale face was full of resentment, and even more hair-raising was that her chest cavity was still open, allowing clear view of the heart that had stopped beating, continuously gushing blood. “It’s you! You killed me!” the young woman shouted furiously through gritted teeth, casually tearing off various IV tubes and jumping down from the operating table to walk toward him step by step.

“No! No! I didn’t mean to!” The doctor almost reflexively retreated several steps, his whole body tense, but there wasn’t much space behind him to retreat – within a few steps he hit the wall. He had no mental capacity to think that while his surgical error was real, this female patient hadn’t actually died.

The woman’s face slowly approached, half-smiling, looking ghostly, combined with her open chest cavity creating indescribable eeriness.

One step, two steps, three steps… The doctor could even smell the bloody scent emanating from her body.

He was done for! He was definitely dead this time! The doctor closed his eyes in despair.

“Huff! Huff!” The doctor woke from his nightmare to find Apache on top of him, washing his face with its tongue. The sensation of blood in his dream was so real – could it have been Apache’s saliva? The doctor gasped heavily, looking at the rays of sunlight streaming through the curtain gaps into the room, feeling confused about what was real and what was dream.

The helpless feeling from the dream still lingered in his heart, leaving him with vague terror. Like a drowning person watching themselves being swallowed by darkness, wanting to scream but unable to make a sound. Large drops of sweat flowed from his forehead as the doctor reached to embrace Apache to stop it from moving, but his palm touched something ice-cold.

It was the porcelain pillow.

The jade-like glaze emitted an eerie glow in the sunlight, the bone-chilling cold penetrating from his palm made the chill in the doctor’s heart continuously surge.

Why did he have such dreams? Almost identical to the previous surgical accident. Although that patient’s hemorrhaging had been stopped, if the surgery in his dream really occurred, the patient’s life would be in grave danger. But why would there suddenly be massive bleeding?

The doctor painfully held his head, thinking for a long time until Apache couldn’t help jumping up and down, finally making the doctor realize he was troubled by a mere dream. He couldn’t help pinching his face – it was indeed very painful.

This time, he should have truly awakened, right?

The doctor couldn’t help looking back at the porcelain pillow he had used all night. Although he had slept soundly, this night of dreaming was extremely exhausting. All scenes were vividly clear, not like ordinary dreams at all, but as if they had really happened.

He hurriedly washed up. Apache was already squatting by the door wagging its tail, consciously biting the leash, waiting for the doctor to take it for a morning run. Just as the doctor was about to open the door, he suddenly remembered his every move in the dream, and his hand froze.

Looking at the resentful Apache, although feeling sorry, he still decided to cancel the morning run. After breakfast, preparing to leave, the doctor inexplicably took the umbrella from behind the door – although today’s weather forecast hadn’t mentioned rain.

He went downstairs to find two neighbor aunties arguing at the building entrance, the scene and cause seeming familiar, instantly giving him goosebumps. Panic made him avoid them without even greeting, keeping his head down.

Just coincidence, he thought uneasily. However, when reaching the complex entrance, sudden gusts arose and raindrops arrived as predicted in his dream. The doctor opened his umbrella and walked toward the hospital.

Coincidence! Everything was coincidence! he told himself through gritted teeth.

The street scenery was the same as usual. Walking with his umbrella, the doctor gradually felt he was being overly sensitive. The two neighbor aunties had always disliked each other, and summer showers were common.

He took a deep breath of fresh, moist air, feeling refreshed.

The hospital’s morning meeting was as boring as usual. The doctor specifically searched the meeting room and found Chun Ge really hadn’t come. The female patient who stood punctually in the corridor waiting for his examinations every day also didn’t appear.

Everything was like a replay of his dream. These two things couldn’t be called coincidences, making the doctor feel somewhat panicked.

“Chun Ge took leave today. You’ll take over the surgery he was responsible for.” The director stopped beside the doctor, handing him a thick medical file.

The doctor was startled, taking the file with trembling hands under the director’s puzzled gaze. He stared at the file for a long time before mustering courage to open it – coronary artery bypass surgery!

Nightmare replay! A chill crawled up his spine as the doctor went weak all over. He remembered the owner’s final warning – “Just remember one thing – if you wake up in the middle of the night, never immediately use this pillow to go back to sleep, otherwise sweet dreams become nightmares, and nightmares become reality.”

The doctor shivered hard.

“Smack!” He slapped his cheeks hard with both hands.

He wouldn’t give up. This was true reality now! The doctor carefully examined the patient’s file. He still remembered exactly where the bleeding occurred in last night’s dream, but couldn’t see any problems in his examination. He repeatedly considered various possibilities but made no progress.

The afternoon surgery proceeded as originally planned. The doctor stood in the first assistant position, with all scenes and people startlingly identical to last night’s dream. Like a recorded movie replaying frame by frame before his eyes.

The surgery began just as smoothly. Combined with last night’s dream, the doctor was essentially doing it for the second time. But this time, before stopping the heart-lung machine and converting to internal circulation, the doctor stopped the director, insisting on another careful examination.

The director standing opposite frowned. Although this was a difficult surgery, everything was normal. The doctor almost held his breath, watching the director intently. He knew he was just an intern – in the operating room, the lead surgeon was the one who really called the shots.

The director felt there was no problem. Since the doctor was unwilling to suture, he would do it himself. “Stop heart-lung machine, convert to internal circulation.”

Everyone else in the operating room looked sympathetically at the stunned doctor. They all knew about his previous surgical error and naturally assumed his insistence was just his obsession. The doctor didn’t know how to prevent all this from happening. Things continued developing according to his dream, except this time the person suturing was the director.

The moment the needle and thread passed through the heart valve, the scene from the doctor’s dream appeared – the patient’s heart suddenly spurted massive amounts of blood! The heart monitor emitted sharp alarms! The doctor reacted extremely quickly. He clearly remembered where the bleeding point was in his dream. Just as blood began spurting, he stepped forward and clamped that artery with hemostatic forceps!

Chaos erupted in the operating room.

“Convert to extracorporeal circulation!” Sweat poured down the director’s forehead like water while nearby nurses continuously wiped it for him. Artificial tubing immediately drew venous blood from the patient’s body, passed it through the continuous heart-lung machine for external oxygenation, then returned it to the patient’s body.

The doctor looked up at the heart monitor beside him. The patient’s heartbeat had become a flat line, the piercing sound overlapping with his dream… Everything was exactly the same as in his dream…

Mute House’s door was pushed open. The owner put down his book and looked with slight surprise at the person entering. “Why are you here so late?”

The doctor couldn’t hide his exhausted expression, carefully placing the brocade box in his hands on the counter. “The surgery ran two hours longer than planned. When I left the hospital, it was already dark.”

“Did the surgery go smoothly?” the owner asked with a smile.

The doctor nodded and sat down heavily, collapsing weakly in the chair. “It was already a complex surgery, and I took it over at the last minute. You wouldn’t understand the surgical details anyway, but… in the end, the surgery was very successful!”

“That’s good.” The owner seemed to already know this result, his smile unchanged. The doctor opened the brocade box in front of him, quietly looking at the porcelain pillow lying on the silk cloth. After a long silence, he said: “I’m returning this porcelain pillow to you.”

“What? Still can’t sleep?” The owner raised an eyebrow.

“No, I’m truly grateful for it. The sweet dreams it gave me were very real.” The nightmares were equally real. The doctor didn’t have the courage to voice the second half of his sentence. He was a doctor who fundamentally didn’t believe in such supernatural things, which made him afraid. Like a curse, he repeatedly wondered after surgery – if he hadn’t been greedy for sweet dreams, would the nightmare scenario still have occurred in reality?

He didn’t want to know the answer. Dreams were dreams, reality was reality. He didn’t want to struggle every night when sleeping to distinguish whether he was dreaming or not. Or perhaps he had actually been immersed in that nightmare from a month ago, unable to extricate himself for a long time.

After today’s surgery, the usually stern director had exceptionally praised him, truly waking him from his nightmare. One surgical failure didn’t equal failure in all future surgeries. No other irreversible mistakes had been made. This was no different from his school days – he had never given up studying because of one failed exam.

The doctor secretly clenched his fists, thinking what a bastard he’d been this past month.

One should face their mistakes honestly to move forward better.

The owner didn’t ask more questions, reaching out to grasp the doctor’s fist on the counter, smiling comfortingly: “On smooth roads, people can walk through successfully, but only on muddy roads can human footprints be left.”

The owner’s hand was very cool. “Although nightmares may come true, they’re not necessarily unchangeable,” the owner said meaningfully. The doctor looked up, seeing the deep black in the owner’s eyes, feeling his smile seemed to see through his thoughts.

At this moment, Mute House’s carved door was pushed open from outside, and a young woman in a white dress entered. Her gaze fell on the doctor’s and owner’s overlapping hands, and she couldn’t help but freeze. Seeing her, the doctor immediately jumped up from his chair. This pale-faced woman was exactly the female patient he had nearly failed to save in his previous surgery.

Seeing the doctor, a blush crossed the woman’s pale face. She seemed to have recovered considerably, her voice gentle and soft: “Hello, I went to the hospital this afternoon and heard you had surgery, so I wanted to talk to you no matter what.”

The doctor awkwardly lowered his head. Though hesitant, he still firmly apologized: “I’m sorry. I should have formally apologized to you long ago, but I couldn’t face it myself.” The candlelight in the shop flickered, making the woman’s expression seem changeable. The owner still stood behind the counter, smiling faintly.

“Pfft!” The woman looked at the doctor, then at the owner, finally unable to suppress her laughter. “What! So that’s how it is. I wondered how such an excellent man as the doctor could possibly not have a girlfriend? So that’s why… no wonder… no wonder you run to this shop every night… Doctor, goodbye! I won’t come bother you anymore. My body has actually been completely healed for a long time!”

The woman shook her head as she finished speaking and walked out on her own, leaving the two men in the shop looking at each other in bewilderment.

“She… what did she mean?” The doctor was completely confused.

“She’s very pretty and has feelings for you, so she came to find you for physical examinations every day. Didn’t you notice?” The owner revealed the problem that had troubled the doctor for so long, then sat back down nonchalantly to continue reading his book.

“No… I only have impressions of her lying on the operating table after being cut open…” the doctor thought seriously and said.

The owner lifted his eyelids and smiled strangely, not knowing who he was talking about: “Sigh, how pitiful.”

“Hey! Who are you calling pitiful? And what did she mean by that last comment?” The doctor felt uncomfortable whenever he saw the owner’s expression, as if he’d been calculated.

The owner leisurely drank tea and read his book. The doctor, finding no fun in his tantrum, huffily left. Listening to the departing footsteps, the owner smiled and put down his book, taking the porcelain pillow from the brocade box and carefully polishing it with deerskin cloth.

“Huang Liang, it seems this time was also very successful. Not only did we save a life, but we also awakened that fellow. In the future, he’ll definitely become an excellent doctor, saving countless people.” The owner spoke as if to himself. The porcelain pillow seemed to understand his words, its jade-like surface becoming even more lustrous and smooth.

Mute House’s door was pushed open once again.

“Welcome.” The owner looked up, showing his trademark smile, his voice scattering in this dim little shop.

By the door, the candle flames still flickered quietly, as if asking:

Who will this next customer be?

Chapter 5: King of Yue Sword
“Welcome.” The owner looked up, and when he saw who had entered, his hand stopped wiping the porcelain pillow.

The person who entered was a middle-aged man over forty with well-defined features and a pair of gold-rimmed glasses perched on his high nose bridge. Years had carved several wrinkles on his forehead, adding to his scholarly temperament. He was leaning on a cane, apparently having some difficulty with his legs.

“Director, long time no see.” Although somewhat surprised, the owner still wore his trademark smile.

This visitor was the newly appointed director of the city’s museum. The owner had seen many interview reports about him in newspapers.

The director looked at the owner in shock by the dim light in the shop. After a very long time, he murmured in disbelief: “We haven’t seen each other for over twenty years, yet you haven’t changed at all…”

The owner’s smile deepened.

The director was 45 years old, a graduate of a prestigious university’s history department. He had worked at the local museum for over ten years and finally took over the former director’s position at the beginning of this year to become the new museum director. Actually, the director had no interest in these cold ancient objects when he was young, but in his teens, he met a very special person and experienced a life-changing event, which made him fall hopelessly in love with antiques.

But he hadn’t expected that after all these years, when they met again, that person’s appearance hadn’t changed at all – still as young as over twenty years ago.

But that was impossible, wasn’t it?

After the initial surprise passed, the director laughed self-mockingly: “I might have mistaken you for someone else. I have a friend I haven’t seen for a long time who looked very much like you twenty years ago.”

The young owner maintained his formulaic smile. He noticed the director hadn’t caught his earlier “long time no see,” so he pretended he had never said it. Following the director’s lead, he continued: “The person the director mentioned might be my father.”

The director’s eyes lit up: “Where is your esteemed father?”

“My father is traveling abroad, recently he might have gone to Egypt. He probably won’t be back for some time.” The young owner smiled, speaking honestly and truthfully, leaving no room for doubt.

“Oh, that’s really a pity.” The director regretfully pushed his glasses up his nose bridge. “Is this shop newly opened? I haven’t heard of it before.”

As the museum director, he naturally knew all the antique shops, large and small, in the city. Although nowadays antique shops rarely had truly priceless antiques, nothing was absolute. Tonight he was visiting a friend and happened to pass this commercial street when he discovered this oddly named antique shop.

—Mute House.

Ancient objects cannot speak; they all carry stories of thousands of years with no one to listen… This sounded very much like something that person used to say.

“It’s been open for some time.” The owner smiled. He had been running this shop for at least two or three years, but due to its strange name, many people didn’t realize it was an antique shop. Very few people would push the door open, let alone regular customers.

However, he didn’t open this antique shop to make money. People destined for antiques would appear sooner or later.

He just hadn’t expected the director to push open Mute House’s door tonight, which made the owner slightly furrow his brow.

The director looked around with his head raised, dissatisfied with the dim lighting here. Using the tone of an elder educating a junior, he said: “How can an antique shop stay open at night? Don’t you know the saying ‘don’t judge colors under lamplight’?”

“Don’t judge colors under lamplight” was an unwritten rule of antique shops. It meant that antique shops should close after dark. Looking at antiques under artificial light, rather than natural light, could easily lead to mistaking fish eyes for pearls, buying or selling fakes.

This was one of the reasons he had pushed the door open without hesitation upon seeing this antique shop open at night. Moreover, seeing such a young owner made him frown even more.

After all, he still felt that antiques required years of accumulation to truly understand. This young person in front of him looked to be only in his early twenties – no matter how you looked at it, he seemed unreliable.

However, back then, the person he knew was about this age too…

Looking at that familiar face under the lamplight, the director was momentarily dazed, then shook his head.

He told himself: That person was different, truly exceptional.

The owner still smiled quietly. His antique shop wasn’t for selling things anyway – opening and closing were entirely up to his preferences. He just never stayed in the same place for many years. Seeing someone he hadn’t seen for years suddenly appear before him, aged with only vague traces of his former self, yet speaking to him like a stranger, was still a novel experience for him.

The director surveyed the shop’s artifacts with extremely critical eyes. Naturally, the first thing he noticed was the porcelain pillow the owner was polishing on the counter.

“This is… a celadon pillow from Yue kiln,” the director’s eyes lit up as he carefully picked it up.

The body was gray, fine and solid. The glaze was celadon, crystal clear and lustrous, like jade and ice. It had leaf vein patterns and felt cool to the touch. Based on the director’s experience, this porcelain pillow dated to at least the Tang Dynasty to Five Dynasties period, and from its color, it might even be the legendary “secret color porcelain”!

The so-called “secret color porcelain” – when people mentioned it in the past, they followed Song Dynasty documents, saying this type of porcelain was specially fired for the palace by the Qian family’s Wuyue Kingdom in Hangzhou during the Five Dynasties period, forbidden for use by subjects. As for its glaze color, like its name, it was kept secret, and later generations could only appreciate its extraordinary elegance through poetry. It wasn’t until the 1980s, when a batch of secret color porcelain bowls and plates were excavated from the pagoda of Famen Temple in Fufeng, Shaanxi, that the world learned what true secret color porcelain was.

And what he held now was premium Yue kiln celadon.

The director felt his throat somewhat dry.

He didn’t find it strange that such national-level antiques appeared in this antique shop. From what he knew of that person, it wouldn’t be surprising if this shop contained even more precious antiques.

Because it was that person’s shop.

The owner watched the director’s rapidly changing expressions with interest and sat back down. He took the boiling water from the small charcoal stove and brewed two bowls of Longjing tea, quietly placing them in front of each of them.

The director had calmed down by now and put the porcelain pillow down with a stern face. He picked up the tea bowl, smelled the rich tea fragrance, and with great difficulty shifted his gaze from the porcelain pillow, only to discover that the cup in his hands was actually a doucai bell cup! The director almost couldn’t resist flipping the cup over to see the mark on the bottom. But the tea was too hot, so he could only tremblingly raise the cup high and look up.

Indeed! It was doucai porcelain from the Chenghua period!

Good heavens! Was he dreaming? Otherwise, how could he possibly be drinking tea from a cup that should be lying in a museum display case for people to admire?

The director’s face reddened as he barely managed to steady the cup and put it back on the counter. Some tea spilled out, but he didn’t notice it was hot. He didn’t even dare look around, just lowered his head in thought.

“It’s just a cup.” The owner picked up his own teacup, brought it to his lips and leisurely blew away the tea foam, then took a refined sip.

“No! It’s not just a cup!” The director suddenly flew into a rage, glaring angrily: “Young man! What do you understand? This cup, from the moment it was formed, has already crystallized the life and spirit of that era! On its body, the elegance and life of an entire era continues! It has life!”

The director had always had a very good temper – at least in recent years. When he was young, his temper was quite volatile. Only after immersing himself in studying antiques did this volatile temper gradually settle down. But tonight, less than ten minutes after entering this antique shop, he suddenly couldn’t control his temper.

Like a powder keg – just a tiny spark could ignite him.

“Yes, they all have life.” The young owner seemed not to mind being pointed at and scolded. Actually, he quite missed the director’s volatile temper – he had seen plenty of such scolding back then. “Very good, you can comprehend this point. Very good.”

The director froze on the spot. At his age, very few people spoke to him in such a lecturing tone. So hearing it suddenly, he could hardly believe his ears.

Especially from such a young person.

The owner slowly finished the tea in his cup, turned the bowl upside down on the small charcoal stove to extinguish the charcoal fire inside. “Sorry, if you want to look at antiques, please come another day. I’m closing the shop today.”

The director completely ignored the owner’s hint to leave and said seriously: “Young man, these antiques in your shop don’t deserve to be left in this dark place gathering dust.”

The owner raised an eyebrow but said nothing. He stood up, wiped the celadon pillow on the counter, and carefully put it back in the brocade box.

“They should be in a museum for the world to admire! Let people know how magnificent our ancestors’ civilization was!” The director spoke with great persuasion. “You should donate them all to the country – that’s the ultimate destination for these antiques!”

The owner smiled but still said nothing, carrying the brocade box into the inner room.

The director frowned, his tone becoming more serious: “Since you won’t donate them, then let’s calculate the market value. I’ll apply for national and provincial cultural relic funds, or I have some savings myself…” The director’s voice suddenly dropped because he only now noticed the various antiques displayed on the shop’s shelves. With just this glance, even with his poor eyesight, he had already spotted Song qingbai glazed plates and what appeared to be sacrificial red plates from the Xuande period of the Ming Dynasty.

The director suddenly felt his heart wasn’t doing well. He didn’t dare look further, afraid of more shocks, but his eyes couldn’t help darting around.

Under the dim light of the Changxin Palace Lamps, the director even lightened his breathing, afraid that breathing too hard might blow away the fragile antiques here.

The owner had already put away the porcelain pillow and emerged eerily from behind the screen, showing a smile: “Sorry, I’m not interested. Please leave, Director.”

The director was immediately furious! Did this young man know or not? Many of the antiques here could be considered national-level cultural relics! Cultural relics were forbidden from being bought and sold. He only needed to authenticate them and report them to have him arrested for trafficking cultural relics! The director opened his mouth but made no sound, angrily swallowing back his words.

“I’ll be back!” The director stamped his cane hard and left with difficulty.

The owner stood in the shadows, watching the director’s uneven steps through the window gap, not moving his gaze for a long time.

“By the way, has there been a middle-aged man with a cane and gold-rimmed glasses hanging around your shop these past few days?” The doctor had recently become obsessed with the three-fresh dumpling filling from the restaurant next door. Every evening after work, he would buy two plates of dumplings to take away and bring them directly to Mute House to eat. Having someone to eat with was always better than eating alone.

The owner raised an eyebrow and put down his chopsticks, asking with great surprise: “You’ve seen him? You haven’t run into him when you’ve come these past few days, have you?” The director had been reporting daily these past few days, saying nothing more than those same few sentences from that day.

The doctor looked at him strangely: “That’s because he stopped me outside the antique shop and asked me in great detail whether I had bought anything here, and about this shop.”

The owner narrowed his eyes and elegantly wiped the corners of his mouth with a napkin.

The doctor didn’t notice the owner’s worsening mood and continued with his mouth full of dumpling: “That man is very strange, asking weird questions too. Where exactly did you meet such a strange man?”

The owner was thinking about other matters and answered absentmindedly: “Oh, I met him when I was tomb raiding.”

The doctor almost choked, unable to tell if the owner was joking. He quickly poured a cup of tea and drank it, then suddenly remembered something and asked hesitantly: “Then… that porcelain pillow you lent me last time…”

“Of course it was also excavated. Otherwise, how do you think it came about?” The owner smiled.

“Clatter!” The doctor’s chopsticks fell on the table, but he had no intention of picking them up.

Ex-excavated? That… that meant… the porcelain pillow was originally for dead people to sleep on… The doctor fell silent, looking at the remaining half plate of dumplings, completely losing his appetite.

The director carried a brocade box and almost ran all the way back to the museum.

The museum staff all smiled knowingly when they saw him, guessing that this director had probably acquired some rare antique again.

The director didn’t even return to his office, going directly to the artifact authentication room. He had been sitting in the tea house across from Mute House these past days. Since that young owner wouldn’t sell him anything, he could only approach from the customer angle.

At first, he had hired many people to pretend to be customers and go to Mute House to buy things, but that owner was very strange and refused to sell anything. With no other options, he could only wait and watch. After waiting several days, Mute House hadn’t sold anything – this wasn’t strange, as antique shops generally went three years without opening, then lived off one opening for three years. He had prepared for a long-term campaign.

However, today finally paid off. He saw a young student come out of Mute House carrying a medium-sized brocade box. He spent considerable effort talking, even revealing his identity as museum director, to buy this item from him.

What surprised him most was that the student said the contents of this brocade box had only cost him fifty yuan. The director almost couldn’t believe it when paying. But he didn’t want to waste such a good opportunity. He didn’t even open the brocade box to see what was inside on the spot, but directly carried it back to the museum.

It was almost closing time, and the authentication room staff had long returned to their offices preparing to go home. The director carefully washed his hands, held his breath, and opened the brocade box lid.

A piercing cold light met his eyes. When the director saw clearly what was in the box, he almost forgot to breathe.

On magnificent yellow silk cloth lay quietly a bronze sword.

This sword emitted dazzling green light, radiating cold air. The blade was about thirty centimeters long, dark brown in color, with thick patina throughout and little rust. The blade was bright and smooth, with faint diamond-shaped dark patterns visible. The edge showed fine grinding marks and was extremely sharp. The guard had beast-face decorations, one side inlaid with lapis lazuli, the other with turquoise. Near the guard were eight gold-inlaid bird seal script inscriptions: “King of Yue Goujian’s self-made sword.”

The director never expected that what was in the brocade box would be a bronze sword of King Goujian of Yue! Years ago, Hubei had excavated a world-famous King of Yue sword. When unearthed, it could easily cut through sixteen layers of white paper with slight force, as sharp as ever.

The director had also closely observed that King of Yue sword. In style and appearance, it was very similar to the one before him. If not for the size difference, he would have almost thought this was a replica.

But he knew that when King Goujian of Yue advanced north to the Central Plains and met with various feudal lords, he was temporarily called the hegemon. According to the “Wuyue Chunqiu” and “Yuejue Shu” records, King Goujian of Yue had specifically requested the Longquan sword-smith Ou Yezi to forge five precious swords. The seven swords were named Zhanlu, Chunjun, Shengxie, Yuchang, and Juque – all were rare treasures that could cut iron like mud. Because among the five swords were three long swords and two short swords, they were called “three long and two short,” and later this idiom became synonymous with unexpected disasters.

Since five swords were forged back then, who could say that only the sword excavated in Hubei existed in the world?

The director felt his blood boiling throughout his body. Whether it was real or fake, he only needed to authenticate it and the truth would emerge.

X-ray photographs, metallographic analysis, fluorescence energy spectrometer diffraction… The director carefully conducted various tests. The more he looked at the precise data from the analysis, the more shocked he became – because no matter how he analyzed it, everything proved that this sword was indeed manufactured over two thousand years ago!

How was this possible?

The director believed in the test results from the precise instruments before him, but couldn’t believe that such a first-class national cultural relic had been sold by that owner for fifty yuan!

This… was this a joke?

The director picked up the King of Yue sword and reached out to touch the exquisite patterns on it. Carelessly, his finger was cut by the sharp blade. Blood drops slowly slid down the green-glowing blade, creating an indescribable beauty that was impossible to look away from.

Although injured, the director still couldn’t bear to put down the precious sword. This bronze sword didn’t know how many years it had been since it tasted human blood. The current scene looked indescribably eerie.

At this moment, he suddenly remembered what the student had said earlier: “The only thing the owner said when giving me this item was that it couldn’t be allowed to touch human blood.”

The director first scoffed at this, then suddenly became very angry.

The collection and maintenance of bronze swords was so complex, yet that owner had only given this one instruction!

After admiring it alone in the authentication room for a long time, seeing the wall clock pointing to nine o’clock, the director reluctantly had to put the King of Yue sword back in the brocade box.

Next to the authentication room was a temporary artifact storage room.

The director carefully placed the brocade box in the safe, while calculating in his mind that tomorrow he would invite several experts to authenticate it again. After everything was confirmed, he would announce this news to the media.

It would certainly cause a huge sensation and definitely invite many questioning voices. No one would doubt the authenticity of the King of Yue sword from Hubei because it was definitely an excavated artifact, but the sword he obtained… he would have to think carefully about how to explain its origins.

The director knew that person’s antique shop absolutely could not be exposed. Although it was now his son running the shop while he himself was far away in Egypt, if angered, he might directly close the shop and leave. Then those precious antiques in the shop wouldn’t know when they could see the light of day again.

The director locked the authentication room door. Instead of going straight home as he should have, he couldn’t help but turn and walk toward the museum’s exhibition halls.

It was already nine o’clock at night. The museum closed at five, and all staff had gone home by five-thirty, leaving only security personnel. But even the night security didn’t patrol each floor with flashlights as before, because high-tech cameras installed in every corner of the museum would faithfully record everything. The security only needed to sit in the monitoring room and watch the surveillance screens.

This museum used the most advanced domestic technology. Each cultural relic display case made of tempered glass was equipped with automatic sensor lights. Originally, the display cases had dim lighting, but as soon as someone approached, they would automatically brighten.

The director slowly walked along the visitor route while thinking. As he moved, the glass display cases beside him lit up one by one, then dimmed one by one as he left.

In the pitch-black, spacious museum, in deathly silence, the director could only hear the tapping sound of his cane striking the marble floor.

Anyone else would probably dislike being alone in the museum at night, but for the director, this was his most enjoyable moment.

The museum was large, but the director knew every exhibition hall and every exhibit like the back of his hand. He looked at each artifact in the glass display cases with loving eyes, as if looking at his own children. By the time he walked from the first floor to the second-floor ceramics exhibition hall, he had already thought of how to announce the origins of that King of Yue sword to the public. His thoughts had turned entirely to those antiques in Mute House, thinking about how to get them all into the museum one by one, even starting to consider where to place that Song qingbai glazed porcelain plate.

The director’s ambitions were great. From the day he fell in love with antiques, he had hungrily collected these antiques that embodied the cultural life of predecessors. He himself loved them and wanted others to love them too.

So whenever he saw damaged antiques, his heart ached.

Nowadays, when these antiques broke, there was one less in the world.

The director stopped in front of a Yuan blue and white porcelain jar in the center of the ceramics exhibition hall. This jar was so large it could hold a five or six-year-old child. Its complete preservation was already remarkable. Although there was an obvious chip at the mouth, it didn’t diminish its valuable worth. Currently, only about four hundred pieces of Yuan blue and white existed in the world, and such large jars were even rarer.

This porcelain jar was what he had obtained when he met that person years ago… So beautiful that even though he had triggered a trap in that tomb to protect the jar, causing his right leg to have walking difficulties ever since, he had no regrets.

Thinking of this, the director couldn’t help but reach out to touch the porcelain glaze that looked like white jade under the lights, but his left hand first touched a layer of glass.

He came to his senses, realizing he had forgotten again that this porcelain jar was no longer placed in his home but was isolated by glass and displayed in the museum.

The director felt a wave of loss, but immediately adjusted his mood. These antiques in the museum, although they couldn’t be directly handled, received the best protection and restoration, rather than being irresponsibly piled up like in Mute House, casually used – truly wasteful.

So what he was doing was the right thing.

The director smiled, seeing the wrinkles on his face reflected in the glass case, couldn’t help thinking that years later, these antiques would still be well-displayed in the museum for everyone to admire, while he would have long since turned to bones…

But that seemed fine too.

The director stood dazed for a while before withdrawing his hand from the glass case. A sharp pain came from his finger. Only then did he notice that the wound on his hand cut by the King of Yue sword had never stopped bleeding. His left hand was already covered with blood marks, and he had left a bloody handprint on the glass case, looking very frightening in the night.

The director quickly leaned his cane against the wall and took out his handkerchief. Instead of tending to his left hand’s wound, he carefully wiped the bloody handprint on the glass case. As he wiped, he thought with amusement that if he didn’t clean this handprint and left it until tomorrow morning, it would probably scare all the museum staff silly. Their seven great museum ghost stories would probably become eight great ghost stories.

The director thought cheerfully, but unexpectedly discovered that the bloody handprint on the glass case couldn’t be wiped off no matter what. He frowned, adjusted his glasses, and leaned closer to observe. When he saw clearly, his eyes widened in shock.

Because that bloody handprint was actually inside the glass case! The blood hadn’t even dried yet, and under the light inside the glass case, it eerily, slowly flowed down along the glass.

How was this possible!

The director was so frightened he stepped back. The display case light dimmed as he moved away, but that bloody handprint remained clearly visible – this was definitely not his hallucination.

“Screech—”

Just as he was still in shock, a piercing sound suddenly came from downstairs. Though the sound was light, in the empty, silent museum, it was clearly audible.

It sounded like a sharp instrument scraping across the floor.

The director was so scared his heart nearly jumped out. He hurriedly took out his phone, only to find no signal.

The museum’s phone signal was always intermittent. Some said it was due to electromagnetic effects from the ancient objects themselves, others said it was caused by the museum’s own security equipment.

But there was no signal at this crucial moment. The director cursed under his breath.

The strange sound from the first floor started again. This time the sound was drawn out, moving from far to near, just like… like someone dragging a sword, slowly walking across the floor.

The director pressed the emergency call button on the wall, but there was no response.

What was going on? The director knew these buttons were located throughout the museum – pressing one should trigger alarms throughout the entire building. But this emergency button had never been used since the museum opened. Could it be broken from years of disuse?

The director shouldn’t have been so panicked, but the bloody handprint appearing so eerily inside the glass case had already thrown him into confusion. Combined with that strange sound from downstairs, the director finally lost his ability to maintain normal judgment. The sound seemed like a bronze sword! Could it be… could it be the King of Yue sword he had just placed in the brocade box?

But he had clearly put it in the safe, and only he knew the password. How could a sword possibly open the safe and walk out by itself? However, he didn’t dare rush over to investigate – the sound didn’t seem to have good intentions.

Something was wrong – everything felt wrong! At a time like this, the security guards from the monitoring room should have come out long ago, but the museum remained quiet without any sign of people.

The urgent priority should be going to the monitoring room to check the surveillance screens.

The director reached for his cane but grasped empty air. By now that strange sound had climbed the stairs from the central hall to the second floor, step by step.

“Clang, clang…”

The director had no time to fumble for his cane in the darkness and stumbled along the wall. From this exhibition hall to the elevator should take less than a minute, but walking in the darkness for a while, with sensor lights turning on and off along the way, after running for a long time, the director found he couldn’t locate the elevator button and had instead arrived at another exhibition hall.

The director thought he had walked too fast and reached the next jade exhibition hall, but just as he was about to turn back to find the elevator, something he glimpsed from the corner of his eye made him shudder violently.

The exhibition hall before him was still the ceramics hall! In the center of the hall, the bloody handprint on the Yuan blue and white porcelain jar’s glass case was clearly visible.

The director opened his mouth, but his parched throat could make no sound.

“Screech—”

That sound had successfully reached the second floor. After pausing briefly, as if determining his location, it headed accurately toward him.

The director stood dazed for a moment, then gritted his teeth and continued forward. Everything was a hallucination! he told himself.

But when he passed the Yuan blue and white jar and saw his cane lying on the ground that he hadn’t had time to pick up earlier, he didn’t dare go over to retrieve it.

“Screech—”

The sound behind him seemed to have drawn a bit closer.

Cold sweat broke out on the director’s back. A chilling wind arose from nowhere in the normally sealed museum, making his back feel cold. His originally impaired legs moved even faster.

This time the director felt along the wall as he advanced, but instead of touching the expected elevator door, he rushed into another exhibition hall.

The Yuan blue and white jar stood quietly there under the dim light.

“Screech—”

The director was stunned, then continued forward like a madman. How was this possible? Even if the museum was circular, this floor had four exhibition halls – he couldn’t possibly enter the ceramics hall every time!

“Screech—”

That persistent sound behind him was like a death charm, terrifying the director. He had nowhere to hide and could only desperately drag his right leg forward. Soon, he once again stood before the Yuan blue and white jar.

The director’s mind went blank.

“Screech—”

This time, the sound came from not far behind him. The director reflexively turned around – behind him was only darkness. He wanted to take a step but had no strength at all, finally able only to stand rigidly in place. Throughout his body, only his eyeballs could still move. He really wanted to close his eyes, but his eyes defied his consciousness and stayed wide open.

The cultural relics on the surrounding glass display cases, under the faint light, looked more like offerings placed on an altar.

The director’s heart skipped a beat as an unprecedented feeling of horror rose from within. He had clearly encountered “ghost hitting the wall,” but why here? Was this a museum? It was more like a tomb.

“Screech—”

The sound came from the exhibition hall entrance. The glass display cases seemed to sense something and suddenly lit up. Then one by one, they brightened and dimmed again, as if someone had really walked in. But the director saw nothing.

Then he gasped – on the marble floor, a bronze sword appeared from the darkness, its cold light piercing to the eyes.

The director breathed heavily, staring intently at this sword. It stood suspended in the air as if held by someone, its tip dragging on the ground, approaching him neither hurriedly nor slowly. Fresh blood continuously flowed down that thin, sharp blade, leaving a deep red trail on the marble floor.

The young student’s words suddenly echoed in the director’s mind: “The only thing the owner said when selling me this item was that it couldn’t be allowed to touch human blood.”

Suddenly the sword’s cold light blazed intensely. The director felt a surge of energy strike his face, pressing him down until he nearly knelt, while crisp sounds came from all around.

The director’s face changed dramatically – he knew what this sound meant.

This was the sound of glass cases shattering.

The museum’s glass used the most advanced materials – even bullets might not penetrate it. Yet now it seemed to have been simultaneously struck by heavy objects, instantly shattering completely. But due to good toughness, all the glass cases turned into snowflake frosted patterns without falling. However, being shattered like this made it impossible to see clearly what was inside the glass cases.

The director first looked helplessly at the glass cases around him that had turned white, then was greatly alarmed. If even high-strength glass had become like this, what about the porcelain inside?

The director gritted his teeth and laboriously raised his hand toward the glass case of the Yuan blue and white jar beside him.

Like an illusion being shattered, the glass case instantly crumbled at the director’s fingertips. Countless fragments clamored and danced as they scattered onto the marble floor, producing an extremely beautiful collision sound.

In this song celebrating freedom, the clean white rounded body of the Yuan blue and white jar was quietly exposed to the air again.

The director gasped, then breathed a long sigh of relief. Although the glass case was shattered terribly, the Yuan blue and white jar inside was completely undamaged.

He looked at the Yuan blue and white jar glowing enticingly under the lights and couldn’t help reaching out to touch it. When he felt that familiar sensation at his fingertips again, the director couldn’t help forgetting where he was and actually smiled with closed eyes.

“Screech—”

That sound rang out once more. The director suddenly opened his eyes and found that his hand wasn’t touching the Yuan blue and white jar, but the hilt of the King of Yue sword!

The director felt dazed for a moment, then felt his body become much lighter, actually floating up.

He looked down in amazement to find his body still standing properly there. Beside him was the Yuan blue and white jar, and before him was that eerie King of Yue sword.

Could this be an out-of-body experience?

What was he doing? The director found he no longer had the power to control his own body. What was happening? He thought confusedly, his chaotic mind unable to think clearly, because he clearly saw his body pick up that King of Yue sword, turn the blade around, and without any hesitation draw it across his own neck!

The movement was slow but very determined.

All of this was actually what the director saw from above. That sense of unreality made him think he was dreaming, but deep in his heart, he was lucidly aware that all of this… was real!

He desperately tried to rush back into his own body. After several attempts, the sharp pain from his left hand’s wound returned first, making him overjoyed – he had succeeded.

But when he opened his eyes, what he saw was a cold, gleaming blade! His right hand was not yet fully under his control, and that sharp sword edge was about to cut his throat—

Just as the director was about to despair, a slender white hand emerged from the darkness, deftly catching the thin blade of the King of Yue sword between the index and middle fingers.

The director finally regained control of his body at this moment, collapsing to the ground drenched in sweat, gasping continuously.

“I knew something had gone wrong.” An emotionless voice drifted faintly from the darkness.

The director wiped the sweat from his forehead. The King of Yue sword in his hand was taken by the newcomer, but he had no desire to retrieve it.

What a joke – he didn’t want to experience killing himself a second time.

The director calmed his breathing before looking up at the newcomer. Although he wanted to thank them for saving his life, he was more curious about how they had entered the museum that was sealed at night. But when he looked up, he froze completely.

The newcomer was looking down at the sword, examining it carefully. In the dim, weak light of the exhibition hall, the director could only see half of the other person’s face.

“You… it’s you… you… aren’t you in Egypt?” the director stammered. When he spoke, he discovered his voice had become hoarse beyond recognition.

The newcomer slightly raised his eyelids without answering his question, instead examining the King of Yue sword in his hands even more carefully, as if extremely concerned about any damage to the sword.

The director had now completely calmed down and realized that the man standing before him holding the King of Yue sword was surprisingly young – he couldn’t possibly be the person he knew.

It was the owner of Mute House.

The director breathed a sigh of relief and wanted to stand up again, but found that his legs had gone weak from fright and he didn’t yet have the strength to stand. The director didn’t ask for help – he didn’t want to show weakness before this young man.

Sitting was fine too – he could rest more. Though this experience was extremely dangerous, he had dealt with antiques for many years and knew that some things couldn’t be explained even by science. He didn’t expect to understand everything in this lifetime. So when the other party remained silent, he wisely didn’t pursue questions. Seeing the owner had no intention of speaking, the director simply sat cross-legged, planning to rest with closed eyes. He had recently learned some qi cultivation techniques from a Taoist priest, originally intending to cultivate his temperament in his old age, but unexpectedly the first use was for calming his nerves.

“This King of Yue sword was originally for Goujian’s self-defense.” Just as the director closed his eyes, he suddenly heard the young owner speak unprompted.

The director hadn’t expected him to initiate conversation and opened his eyes in surprise, looking up at him. He saw the young owner manipulating that eerie King of Yue sword, examining it from all angles. The occasional reflection of light from the blade on his face added to his murderous aura.

“Actually, the King of Yue’s defensive sword didn’t have many opportunities to be used.” The owner looked toward the director. His gaze was originally very cold, but when it caught sight of the Yuan blue and white jar beside him, memories from years ago flooded his mind, and his expression involuntarily softened.

The director nodded. During the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, the swords of kings and nobles were to some extent more symbolic. For example, symbolizing hegemony and commanding the world, or symbolizing status and rewarding subordinates. If a ruler’s defensive sword needed to be used, it was either because his guards weren’t protecting him well, or…

“Could this sword be the one the King of Yue used for suicide?” the director couldn’t help but interject. Combined with the situation where he had nearly killed himself with the sword, he couldn’t help thinking this way. But he immediately shook his head: “No, Goujian didn’t die by suicide.”

The owner curled his lips in a slight smile: “Goujian of course didn’t, but Wen Zhong did.”

The director was stunned as information immediately surfaced in his mind.

Wen Zhong, a famous strategist of the late Spring and Autumn period. A counselor to King Goujian of Yue, who together with Fan Li helped Goujian finally defeat King Fuchai of Wu. After destroying Wu, feeling proud of his achievements, Fan Li had secretly sent a letter to Wen Zhong saying: “When birds are gone, good bows are stored away; when cunning rabbits die, hunting dogs are cooked. The King of Yue has a long neck and bird-like beak – he can share hardships but not happiness. Why don’t you leave?” Wen Zhong failed to heed this advice and was soon given a sword by Goujian to commit suicide.

Given a sword to commit suicide… given a sword to commit suicide! The director blurted out: “Could this be that very sword?”

The owner narrowed his eyes mysteriously without directly answering his question. “You also said that every antique has its own life, and that’s correct. Actually, I’m not holding onto these antiques stubbornly – it’s just that each antique in Mute House has a soul.”

The director supported himself against the wall and stood up, listening silently.

“Didn’t you also say that antiques have life?” The owner raised his eyebrows and slightly elevated his tone.

The director smiled bitterly – when he said those words, he hadn’t imagined these things could truly have life!

The owner said lightly: “Of course, I know our words mean completely different things. Although antiques are just objects, having existed for hundreds or thousands of years, each item embodies the craftsman’s effort and the user’s emotions. While some may lack consciousness, many have developed obsessions or wishes, like this King of Yue sword. Its wish is to protect each generation of masters. Anyone injured by it will surely die miserably. In a sense, this could be called a curse.”

The director opened his mouth but didn’t know what to say. Could it be that the young student was this generation’s master of the King of Yue sword? But how did he recognize this? What confirmed it?

The owner knew the director’s doubts but felt no need to explain so much. He changed the subject: “I also know that for antiques without consciousness, museums are probably their ultimate destination, but placing antiques that haven’t fulfilled their obsessions or wishes simply in museums can be very dangerous. No one knows what consequences might result, especially when two conflicting objects are placed in inappropriate positions. Remember, some things need not only the protection of glass cases but also the care of hands. So I’m taking this sword back.”

The director was dejected. Whether what the owner said was true or false, he knew that after tonight’s incident, he would have to think very carefully before trying to obtain anything from Mute House.

The owner sighed lightly and said no more. The antiques in his shop were all such objects with obsessions. For example, that Han Dynasty mirror had lain quietly in a box for two thousand years just so its master could meet his beloved woman. Though it finally cracked, it still allowed lovers to meet and know each other, fulfilling its wish. As for that Fragrant Concubine’s bracelet, it still hadn’t completed its wish. And that candle that had burned for hundreds of years was still quietly shedding wax tears…

Of course, when these antiques completed their wishes while retaining their complete form, he would naturally donate them to museums. In fact, over the years, he had anonymously donated many pieces.

The owner felt no need to explain these things to anyone. He had always acted according to his nature. Tonight’s lengthy conversation with this person was already extremely rare, done only for the sake of past connections.

Seeing the owner turn to leave, the director suddenly felt uneasy and hurriedly asked: “You can take this sword, but what about the future? Will this sword still…” He wanted to ask if it would still come for his life, but this question was too absurd. Even having lived so many years and seen so much, the director still couldn’t bring himself to ask such a thing.

During his hesitation, the owner had already turned to leave. The red dragon coiled on the back of his clothes suddenly appeared in the director’s vision, making him pause in shock.

Years ago, that person had also worn this deep red dragon.

The director’s head buzzed. Somehow, he suddenly remembered that when he pushed open Mute House’s door that day, that person seemed to have said something with a smile.

What exactly had he said? Why couldn’t he remember?

The red dragon gradually disappeared into the darkness, baring fangs and claws like a living creature. At this moment, a light laugh came from the darkness: “Don’t worry, this King of Yue sword has a scabbard.”

The director naturally didn’t know that if this King of Yue sword returned to its scabbard, it would sleep for hundreds more years.

He only knew that he remembered.

That day, after he pushed open the heavy carved door, after that person was stunned for a moment, the words he said with a smile were “long time no see”…

The director stood in the darkness for a very long time before finally having the strength to move his body and find his cane in the corner.

When he looked up again, he found there were no shattered glass cases in the exhibition hall, no bloody handprint on the Yuan blue and white jar’s glass case, no blood traces on the marble floor, and even the brocade box containing the King of Yue sword had disappeared from the authentication room’s safe.

The director still wouldn’t give up. He went to the monitoring room and found the duty security guards unusually sound asleep. He wasn’t in a hurry to wake them but pulled up tonight’s surveillance recordings alone, only to find that none of his experiences had been recorded.

No bloody handprint, no King of Yue sword, and no owner appearing from nowhere.

On the entire soundless screen, only he alone was performing a mad pantomime.

But the director knew that all of this had truly happened.

Because on his left hand, that untreated wound was still slowly seeping blood…

Chapter 6: Classic of Mountains and Seas
“I heard this is an antique shop. I wonder if you buy things here?”

Fang Qiu pushed open the intricately carved heavy door, which was much heavier than she had imagined. It took her a moment to adjust to the dim lighting inside. Behind the counter, which emanated a classical atmosphere under the flickering candlelight, sat a young man.

He wore a black Zhongshan suit with an ordinary appearance, but on his right shoulder was embroidered a lifelike deep red dragon head. The dragon’s piercing eyes seemed to slowly move as she walked.

“We do.” The young shop owner put down the book in his hands, looked up, and smiled at her.

Her heart suddenly skipped a beat. She realized that when the owner smiled, he seemed like a completely different person, radiating a mysterious aura throughout his being.

Fang Qiu quickly lowered her head to avoid his gaze and walked over to place the newspaper bundle she was carrying onto the counter.

“These are things I found in an old box when I was moving. I don’t know if they have any value. I felt it wasn’t good to keep them at home, but throwing them away seemed too wasteful… Um, boss, please take a look first.” As Fang Qiu spoke, she unwrapped the newspaper, revealing some scattered bamboo strips inside.

Just as she was about to fully unfold the newspaper, she felt the owner’s breathing suddenly halt, and he unexpectedly pressed down on her hand. Fang Qiu was startled and looked up to find that he wasn’t even looking at her, but staring intently at the bamboo strips in the newspaper.

Fang Qiu pulled her hand free from the owner’s grasp and watched as he carefully opened the newspaper bit by bit. She suddenly recalled that the contact with his hand had been extremely cold, unlike a normal person’s body temperature.

“How much are you willing to sell these bamboo slips for?” The owner carefully examined the bamboo strips lying quietly in the newspaper and asked indifferently.

Fang Qiu was stunned. She hadn’t expected these broken bamboo strips to sell for much money; she was more curious about the origin of these bamboo slips.

“What’s written on these bamboo slips?” After asking, she couldn’t help but smile. The text on these bamboo slips was in seal script—how could an ordinary person recognize it at a glance?

But the young owner quickly gave her an answer: “What’s written here is the ‘Classic of Mountains and Seas.’ Based on the content, it should be the ‘Classic of Regions Within the Seas North’ section.”

Fang Qiu was slightly disappointed. She had thought it might contain martial arts secrets or treasure maps! It turned out to be just an ancient book that had been passed down for ages.

“Well, boss, please make an offer. I accidentally broke three pieces while sorting them, and the remaining ones probably aren’t complete either, just scattered fragments…”

Before Fang Qiu could continue, she heard a number from the owner’s mouth that far exceeded her expectations. She gasped in shock—for a student like her, this figure was simply unimaginable.

“How about it? Is that acceptable?” The owner looked up for the first time and seriously focused his gaze on her.

Fang Qiu had originally prepared to bargain before coming, but thinking of that astronomical figure, she nodded without any backbone, afraid the other party might change his mind. These had originally been trash from her home! If she hadn’t insisted on bringing them, her mother would have thrown them away long ago!

Before she could recover from her shock, Fang Qiu found that the young owner had somehow produced a black clay jar, turned it upside down on the counter, and poured out many tightly bundled stacks of hundred-yuan bills with a clattering sound. Fang Qiu’s eyes nearly popped out—who would casually keep such a huge sum of money in their shop like this!

“Don’t worry, this money is all currently circulating currency. I used to keep gold ingots in my shop, but even if I gave you gold ingots, you wouldn’t know if they were real.” The owner pushed the money on the counter toward Fang Qiu, then turned his attention to studying those bamboo slips.

Fang Qiu was speechless for a long moment. She reached out to confirm that the money was all real bills, which made her even more nervous. Was she really supposed to walk home carrying this huge sum of money?

Seeing that she had been dazed for quite a while, the owner looked up and asked puzzledly, “Is there anything else?”

Fang Qiu cleared her throat and tentatively asked, “Could you… give me a plastic bag?” Otherwise, how was she supposed to carry all this money!

“Hello! I’m here! I passed by the soup dumpling shop today and discovered they launched a new type of soup dumpling, so I bought some to try! Huh? Where is everyone? Where is everyone?” The doctor came in carrying two boxes of hot soup dumplings, surprised not to find the owner behind the counter.

He nonchalantly placed the lunch boxes on the counter. The stacked boxes caused one to fall, landing on the newspaper wrapping the bamboo strips. Immediately, there was a faint “crack” sound.

“What are you doing?” An ominous voice came from behind the screen. Before the words had finished, the owner appeared behind the counter like a gust of wind, looking menacingly at the lunch box pressing on the newspaper.

The doctor felt a chill down his back and quickly apologized: “I thought it was just newspaper. I didn’t know there was something inside. This… this… how much does it cost? I’ll compensate you!” The doctor clasped his hands together and said through gritted teeth. If he knew the real price of these bamboo slips, he would vomit blood—he couldn’t pay it back even if he sold himself for several years.

The owner carefully moved the lunch box away and found that one bamboo slip had broken. He sighed helplessly. Actually, he was also to blame for not putting the bamboo slips away in time. Dehydrated bamboo slips were extremely fragile—each slip was only about one centimeter wide and over twenty centimeters long, and had become as soft as noodles. They couldn’t be lifted as whole pieces at all. So he had gone to the inner room to find a box to store them, but he hadn’t expected this guy to arrive during his brief absence.

The owner’s phoenix eyes narrowed, then he sighed helplessly again. “Forget it. If it’s broken, it’s broken—this is its fate.” Throughout his life, he had seen countless antiques broken and destroyed. If he quibbled over every single one, he wouldn’t have time to think about anything else. After all, the doctor had acted unintentionally, and getting angry wouldn’t help.

The doctor breathed a sigh of relief. He understood the owner’s temperament—when he said it didn’t matter, it truly didn’t matter. But since he had broken someone’s bamboo slip, he still felt somewhat guilty. The doctor began thinking about how to make amends. He carefully looked at the bamboo slip and asked, “This should be able to be glued back together, right? By the way, what’s written on this?”

The owner leaned over to take a look and slowly read: “Huan Dog, beast head with human body. Also called Wei, shaped like a dog, yellow in color. This is from the ‘Classic of Regions Within the Seas North’ section of the ‘Classic of Mountains and Seas.'”

“Beast head with human body? Wouldn’t that be a monster? That’s not scientifically possible!” The doctor frowned, imagining what a dog’s head on a human body would look like, then shrugged and said, “Well, it’s just a legend anyway. Nothing surprising about that.”

The owner was about to say something when he suddenly stopped, his eyes fixed intently on something behind the doctor.

The doctor was puzzled by this stare. Just as he was about to turn around to look, the owner grabbed his wrist and rushed toward the shop’s corridor. The doctor involuntarily followed him as they ran. He had never seen the owner this anxious—it was as if… as if something was chasing them from behind.

As soon as this thought flashed through the doctor’s mind, he heard heavy footsteps behind them.

There really was someone there! But clearly no one had come in just now! The antique shop’s corridor had no light sources. The doctor couldn’t help but take out his phone to use as a flashlight. He shone it backward and glanced back, then his head buzzed and went blank.

Although he hadn’t seen clearly in the hurry, that blurry shadow was indeed a human body with a terrifying dog-like face!

Dog head with human body! Huan Dog! This monster actually existed! And it was right behind them! The doctor immediately felt his legs go weak.

“Don’t faint, or I won’t be able to carry you.” The owner’s calm voice came from the darkness. “Speaking of which, this is your fault.”

Hearing that there was little emotional fluctuation in the owner’s voice, the doctor felt reassured: “Could it be… the bamboo slip I broke?”

“Yes. I had already noticed something strange about these bamboo slips, but I didn’t expect them to be the original manuscript of the ‘Classic of Mountains and Seas,’ with each bamboo slip containing the name of a monster having one sealed inside. Fortunately, you didn’t break the bamboo slips with location names written on them, or you would have been instantly teleported to places like Kunlun or Qingqiu Kingdom and never been able to return.” The owner explained calmly.

The doctor was too scared to make a sound, thinking to himself that the owner probably wouldn’t mind if he got teleported away.

Only then did he realize that the corridor behind the antique shop was unexpectedly long beyond imagination. They had been running for so long without seeing the end. After a while longer, the owner finally stopped at a room door, pushed it open, and led the doctor inside.

The doctor breathed a sigh of relief and was about to close the room door tightly when the owner stopped him, leaving only a crack open.

“Stand in the corner and don’t move around, or if something happens, I won’t save you.” The owner coldly instructed. “Also, it’s best if you close your eyes too.”

The doctor quickly did as he was told, pressing tightly against the corner wall, but he couldn’t bear to close his eyes. Instead, he looked around. Only then did he realize this room wasn’t large and was very similar to the room where he had found the mermaid candle last time, but this room was empty and had nothing special about it. Hearing the footsteps in the corridor gradually approaching, the doctor watched the owner standing in the center of the room doing nothing. Despite his confidence in the owner, he couldn’t help but feel nervous.

“Slap!” The door was violently struck open by a hairy hand, and a dark shadow appeared in the doorway, stepping into the room without hesitation. The doctor estimated its height to be over two meters, with a terrifyingly robust build. He nervously held his breath, beginning to wonder if playing dead would be effective.

“Ding…” A ethereal bell sound suddenly rang out, and the floor where they stood suddenly lit up entirely with the bell sound.

Only then did the doctor discover that the floor of the room they were in was actually made of one complete piece of glass. Below the glass was a large area of very ancient-looking brick and stone. The glowing came from these bricks and stones, which were carved with strange symbols and images. Made from some unknown pigment, they emitted a fluorescent green light in the darkness.

The doctor could now see the Huan Dog clearly. Its body was more like a hairy gorilla than a human body, and its head looked very much like a wolf-dog’s head. A pair of green-glowing eyes were glaring malevolently at the owner standing in the center of the room.

“Ding…” The bell sound rang again, and the bricks and stones under the glass suddenly blazed with brilliant light, instantly illuminating the entire room like daylight.

The doctor didn’t know why those bricks and stones could emit such intense light. As a doctor, he knew this brightness was already threatening his vision. He couldn’t care about seeing clearly and quickly closed his eyes. He only felt a flash of white light, and when he opened his eyes again, the bricks and stones below the glass were emitting fluorescent green light again, slowly dimming.

The owner was still standing there, but the terrifying Huan Dog had disappeared.

“What… what just happened?” When the doctor spoke, he found his voice was terribly hoarse.

“It’s fine now. The bricks and stones under this room are ruins from an ancient altar. Each brick and stone has an ancient monster sealed within it, which means these bricks and stones all have sealing abilities. I didn’t hold much hope originally, but fortunately, the Huan Dog had been sealed for several thousand years and no longer had much magical power.” After the owner finished speaking, he walked outside without looking back.

At this time, the bricks and stones under their feet had completely dimmed, and the room was pitch black. The doctor didn’t have time to confirm whether the Huan Dog had become one of these bricks and stones, but thinking about how many bricks and stones were under his feet and how many monsters were sealed within them, he didn’t dare stay a moment longer and hurriedly followed the owner out.

But the doctor didn’t notice that right where he had been standing, one brick and stone hadn’t completely darkened. Following his steps, that point of light actually passed through the thick layer of glass, like a firefly following the doctor’s back, finally settling on his shoulder.

The owner seemed to sense something and looked back, but that point of light immediately hid behind the doctor, and the owner didn’t notice anything unusual.

Looking at the owner’s back, the doctor couldn’t help but mutter to himself quietly. Although that ancient ruin had helped the owner greatly, he had so easily sealed a monster from several thousand years ago—who was the real monster here? However, that Huan Dog looked really too terrifying, not beautiful at all. If it had a husky’s face… The doctor shuddered, thinking that would be very amusing…

As if it could understand the doctor’s words, the point of light behind the doctor flickered.

The owner walked quickly. When the doctor went around the jade screen and returned to the shop, he found the owner looking gravely at the bamboo slips on the counter. Only then did the doctor remember that there wasn’t just one broken bamboo slip—the one he had broken.

“Three-legged bird, Jiliang horse, Qiongqi…” The owner muttered to himself. “These three bamboo slips were all broken by that girl just now. Looks like we’ll be busy.”

The doctor took out his phone to search and immediately found information about these three monsters. “Oh oh! The three-legged bird is a small blue bird with three feet, and the Jiliang horse is a white horse with a fire-red mane and golden eyes—both are very gentle. But that Qiongqi… Holy crap! It looks so fierce! It’s a man-eating tiger with wings? If this appeared in the city, it would definitely make big news!”

But the owner shook his head: “Not necessarily. Qiongqi can understand human speech, and having been sealed for thousands of years, it might have changed in appearance, and its power would also be weakened.”

While they were discussing, Fang Qiu was carefully carrying a plastic bag full of money home. Suddenly, a weak cry came from the front door, and a fluffy, extremely cute little white cat came wobbling out.

Fang Qiu couldn’t help but stop.

Qiongqi raised its weak paw, wanting to leave some marks on this woman who had arbitrarily picked it up. But it sadly discovered that after being sealed for thousands of years, it had almost all its power taken away by Emperor Shun. Now it was just a harmless young beast.

“Ao wu—” Damn! Even its originally mighty and powerful roar had become as weak as a kitten’s!

But Qiongqi was dismayed to find that this woman was exceptionally pleased with its cry and, despite its strong objections, carried it into the house.

Meow meow meow—it didn’t want this! It had finally managed to climb out of such a high window! This woman better not think of imprisoning it again!

Moreover, this woman looked exactly like the female shaman who had served beside Emperor Shun a thousand years ago. Could it be that after all these years, she still hadn’t died?

Thinking of how it had been tormented back then, Qiongqi twisted its body even more, trying to escape, but its power had long been drained over thousands of years, and there was no way to break free.

However… Qiongqi couldn’t help but swallow its saliva. Being held in this witch’s arms, a intoxicating scent rushed straight to its nostrils.

It seemed like… it hadn’t drunk human blood for thousands of years… so hungry… wanted to drink so badly…

Qiongqi nuzzled against Fang Qiu’s chest. How could it give up such a good opportunity? It turned its head and with a bite clamped down on her wrist.

The moment its teeth contacted that blood, Qiongqi immediately perked up.

Mmm… so fresh and delicious…

Qiongqi first moved its fangs away, while stealing glances to see if this witch would attack it, but found she was still looking at it with an indulgent smile. She even quickened her pace into the house, then put it down and handed it a small dish of clear water.

“Ao wu…” Wu… it didn’t want to drink water, it wanted to drink blood! It had only just licked once!

The dish was pushed forward, but Qiongqi kept staring at the still-bleeding wrist that had pushed the dish.

“Ao wu…” Let it lick once more! It was so hungry!

The dish was pushed forward again, but Qiongqi didn’t even glance at it. It stretched its head forward, closer, even closer, as if it could smell the fragrance of that human blood…

Slap! Qiongqi felt its head being pressed into the clear water, with the obvious intent of not letting it lift its head until it drank.

Wu… don’t press so low! Didn’t she know its nose and mouth were very close together? Wu wu wu… it was going to become the first Qiongqi to be drowned! Someone come quickly, help! Wu… it would rather go back to being sealed in the bamboo slip!

This sinister witch! She was taking revenge for being bitten just now, wasn’t she?

At the same time, the doctor emerged from Dumb House carrying a birdcage and a bag of trash. When he passed the corner garbage pile, he threw the trash bag into it. The green glowing light that had been lurking behind him quickly attached itself to the plastic bag. Only after the surroundings became quiet again did that fluorescent light float up once more. As it floated past a discarded pet magazine, it illuminated the magazine cover showing a mighty husky lying on the ground with a serious expression.

That point of fluorescent light circled around the magazine, as if studying what this husky dog actually looked like. Then, after a burst of intense green light, a beautiful and fierce husky walked out of the alley, its eyes faintly glowing green.

The husky held the newspaper that had originally wrapped the Classic of Mountains and Seas in its mouth. It lowered its head to sniff, memorized this scent, then determined the direction and quickly departed…

Qiongqi sat on the sofa with a sour expression, its entire body wet and bedraggled. Its already small body was reduced to just a skeleton frame, making it look even more pitiful.

After nearly drowning in that shallow dish, it had been taken to an even deeper water basin where this witch had soaked it in hot water for a while and washed its entire body with something that created bubbles. Now she was drying it with a towel in one hand while using a magical device that produced loud noise and hot air, blowing it vigorously with the other hand.

Ha! This witch—after all these thousands of years, she had even upgraded her magical devices! Could she have been specifically waiting for its seal to be broken so she could use every method to torture it to death?

Qiongqi almost wanted to shed tears of self-pity. How pitiful it was! Just because it liked drinking human blood—it wouldn’t even harm human lives—this little hobby had led to Emperor Shun chasing it for several years before sealing it in bamboo slips for thousands of years. Now that it had finally escaped, it had fallen into this witch’s hands. Wuu wuu meow… it wanted to cry… it must escape immediately later!

Qiongqi wallowed in self-pity for quite a while without realizing that all the fur on its body had dried. When it came back to its senses, it found a plate of pink things placed in front of it… sniffing the scent, it seemed to be meat…

“Little guy, you must be hungry. I don’t know if you can eat sausage. But looking at how you could bite through my wrist, it shows you’ve grown teeth already!”

Qiongqi tilted its head and listened. Although it didn’t know what sausage was, it smelled so good… Ao wu, Qiongqi found itself shamefully drooling, then couldn’t help but take a bite.

Ao ao! So delicious!

“Little guy, eat slowly. If you want more, there’s plenty!”

Qiongqi felt the witch’s hand stroke its back. Although it hated being touched by others, for the sake of such delicious sausage, it would endure for now!

“What should I call you? Since you’re so white, I’ll call you Little White!”

Qiongqi nearly choked on its own saliva.

Little White? It was the famous Qiongqi! The Qiongqi that had made humans tremble with fear thousands of years ago! How could it be given such a tasteless name? No! Wait! What right did she have to name it! Qiongqi immediately stopped eating the sausage and raised its head to wave its paws in protest.

“Haha! It seems you really like this name. Little White, Little White!”

Tired from protesting, Qiongqi helplessly rolled its eyes and decided not to argue with this witch anymore. After all, it would slip away after finishing this plate of sausage—who cared what she called it then? So it lowered its head and continued eating quietly.

“Little White, I have to go out for a while. Be good at home! Oh, I heard it’s going to rain today, so I need to close all the windows…”

Qiongqi didn’t listen to what Fang Qiu was saying at all, focusing more intently on finishing the sausage in the plate. After finally eating everything and licking the plate clean, it contentedly washed its face with its paws, planning to swagger out the door.

When it walked behind a door, it suddenly saw an incredibly cute, fluffy little white cat appear before it. Qiongqi stared at it warily, arching its back and raising its tail, watching for a long time before realizing that was actually itself!

Ao! This witch was really amazing! She actually had such a powerful demon-revealing mirror!

But when had it become so small and cute? Qiongqi raised its paw to sniff—its whole body smelled deliciously fragrant.

This wasn’t scary at all! But… it seemed… not bad either.

Qiongqi patted its head, thinking it should slip away while no one was around! But after running around the house for quite a while, it sadly discovered that all the windows were tightly closed—it was imprisoned here once again!

Hmph! Did they think they could bully it just because it had no magical power? But don’t underestimate its destructive capabilities!

Qiongqi raised its little paw, revealing sharp claws, and licked its pink little nose.

“Ah! What happened to the house? Was it robbed?”

Qiongqi lay on the sofa that it had scratched beyond recognition, lazily stretching. Hehe, it had scratched up everything scratchable in this house and knocked over everything breakable. Now this witch would definitely kick it out, right? Qiongqi was smugly making its little calculations when it found the witch bringing in a beautiful, soft little house and placing it squarely in front of it.

“Little White, this is the nest I bought for you! And this is cat litter and a litter box I bought for you. Remember to use the bathroom here…”

Fang Qiu wore a bright, sunny smile, as if she had completely forgotten about the room that Qiongqi had turned upside down.

Qiongqi helplessly covered its face with its paws and curled up. It seemed this witch was determined to imprison it to the end! Just as it was contemplating whether to try another escape method, it found a plate of grayish things placed in front of it. Swallowing its saliva, it heard the witch say that this plate of enticingly fragrant stuff was called cat food.

Uh… it seemed it had just been running and jumping around, exercising for so long, and its stomach was hungry again… Qiongqi very spinelessly threw its escape plans to the back of its mind once more and lowered its head to happily munch on the cat food.

“Good boy, such a good boy…” Fang Qiu lovingly stroked Qiongqi’s back.

“Ao… meow wu meow wu…” Qiongqi, feeling very comfortable being petted, hummed contentedly while continuing to eat non-stop.

“Hmph! Look what I see here—isn’t this Qiongqi? Actually learning to meow like a cat! You’ve completely disgraced the dignity of us ancient divine beasts!” A cold, harsh voice suddenly rang out. All of Qiongqi’s fur stood up in alarm. Who was it? Qiongqi scanned the surroundings and saw a tall, mighty dog emerge from behind the witch.

“Huan Dog? You appeared too? This is my territory! Get lost!” Qiongqi arched its back, full of hostility. Although it had just been desperately trying to escape, its first reaction to any outsider invasion was to drive them away.

“Your territory? Hehe, sorry, but I was also picked up by this witch who served beside Emperor Shun. So this is also my territory.” Huan Dog lowered its head and, with an expression of fawning that Qiongqi couldn’t imagine, rubbed against the witch’s leg.

Shameless! Qiongqi cursed furiously in its heart.

Fang Qiu giggled and laughed, rubbing Huan Dog’s head as she took it to the bathroom for a bath. Thinking of the torture it had just endured, Qiongqi crept over to lie by the door, wanting to see exactly how Huan Dog would resist. Who knew that Huan Dog would actually remain motionless, allowing the witch to spray hot water on it, apply strange fragrant foam, and blow it with a hot air dryer…

Qiongqi saw Huan Dog smile meaningfully at it, then take the opportunity to lick the witch’s hand, smoothly licking the spot on her wrist where it had previously bitten her…

Qiongqi shuddered all over.

How could it have forgotten that Huan Dog was notoriously cunning? It must also be deliberately approaching her for the witch’s blood. It had only tasted a tiny bit and felt infinite power—if it could drink a mouthful… Qiongqi suddenly pounced toward Huan Dog!

The witch was its discovery first!

Qiongqi and Huan Dog fought fiercely in the bathroom. If this had been thousands of years ago when they both had abundant magical power, it would definitely have been an earth-shaking battle.

But now, in Fang Qiu’s eyes, it was just a cat and dog fighting. Sometimes the big dog pinned the little cat to the ground, sometimes the little cat used its claws to scratch the big dog’s ears and jumped onto its back, sometimes they both rolled into the water and became equally bedraggled, and sometimes they both jumped out shaking off water and continued to grapple… Meows and barks echoed continuously, rising and falling throughout the small bathroom.

“Alright, stop fighting. Little White, do you need another bath too?” Fang Qiu, splashed with water all over, couldn’t stand it anymore and picked up Qiongqi by the scruff of its neck, separating them.

“Little White? Hehe, that name really suits you!” Huan Dog bared its teeth in silent mockery.

Qiongqi sneered coldly, “Don’t hold any hopes for your name either—this witch’s taste isn’t that great!”

As the cat and dog glared daggers at each other, they heard Fang Qiu chattering: “Da Hei, don’t bully Little White anymore. You’re all family now, so you need to get along well!”

Da Hei? Huan Dog’s eyes widened in disbelief that this witch would give it such a name!

Qiongqi laughed mercilessly while rolling around.

“Got it! Got it!” The doctor’s excited voice came from the tree. Soon he jumped down, carrying an antique birdcage in his hand. Inside the cage was a small blue bird with three feet, brilliantly colored and gracefully built, singing with clear, bright calls.

It was now deep in the night, and the three-legged bird’s singing carried far into the distance, its lingering notes echoing. The doctor curiously observed this three-legged bird, discovering that most of its feathers were blue, but its head and wingtips were red, with jet-black eyes. It was only the size of his palm, and without careful observation, one couldn’t see the third foot on its belly.

“Boss, how did you know that hanging a birdcage on the parasol tree would catch the three-legged bird?” The doctor reached out to touch this divine bird’s feathers but nearly got pecked, fortunately pulling back quickly.

The owner chuckled softly: “The three-legged bird is the phoenix’s predecessor. Phoenix roosts on parasol trees, and there happens to be only this one ancient parasol tree in the nearby park. And this bird would definitely enter the cage.”

The doctor looked at the birdcage in his hands and asked hesitantly: “Such a beautiful little bird—does it also need to be sealed? I read in the materials that this bird was just the Queen Mother of the West’s carrier pigeon, right?”

“Legend says that Emperor Shun, to maintain his rule, destroyed all divine beasts, monsters, and races and nations other than the descendants of Yan and Huang one by one. Our history also transitioned from the age of mythology to the age of humanity. I just didn’t expect that even with Emperor Shun’s abilities, he could only seal all these extraordinary things in the original manuscript of the ‘Classic of Mountains and Seas.'”

The owner sighed, thinking that what he had obtained was only one volume of the ‘Classic of Mountains and Seas’—the ‘Classic of Regions Within the Seas North’—while there were seventeen other volumes. He didn’t know where they were scattered, but hopefully they were buried deep underground somewhere and would never be discovered.

Watching the doctor enthusiastically teasing the three-legged bird, the owner frowned imperceptibly.

“I want to keep it.” Seeing the owner look over, the doctor quickly hugged the birdcage to his chest, afraid it would be snatched away.

The owner seemed to have anticipated he would say this and said somewhat helplessly: “This bird was pampered and spoiled with dedicated attendants at the Queen Mother of the West’s place—it’s different from the dog you keep at home. You work day and night—can you really take care of it?”

The doctor hesitated but still refused to return the birdcage to the owner. The three-legged bird seemed to understand what they were arguing about, blinking its small mung bean eyes and looking affectionately at the doctor, then using its red head to nuzzle the doctor’s hand resting on the cage.

The doctor hugged the birdcage even tighter. Seeing his guarded appearance, the owner couldn’t help but smile: “Fine, this birdcage has been empty for over a thousand years anyway. I’ll help you keep it at Dumb House. But you’ll have to pay for the bird food yourself.”

The doctor nodded eagerly—how much could such a small bird eat? He could afford it!

“But lend me this bird now—I need to use it to find the Jiliang horse.” The owner approached the doctor and said to the three-legged bird in the cage: “You should know Jiliang, right? It’s dangerous for it to run around here. If it’s willing, I have bamboo slips from the Quanfeng Kingdom that can help it return to its homeland.”

The doctor listened with alarm, thinking it was fortunate he had broken Huan Dog’s bamboo slip. If it had been a bamboo slip with location names, it would be equivalent to a sealed alternate dimension—once inside, it would be very difficult to get out again. Of course, for him that would be doomsday, but for the Jiliang horse it would be the best choice.

The three-legged bird tilted its head and thought for a moment, then spread its wings and flapped twice. Its melodious, clear singing broke through the clouds.

Fortunately, they were in a suburban park surrounded by woods in the dead of night, or they would definitely attract attention. Before long, the sound of hoofbeats came from the distance, and a white horse appeared through the gaps in the trees. With red mane and golden pupils—this was exactly the Jiliang horse they were looking for.

However, the doctor couldn’t help but think the Jiliang horse’s face looked very much like the legendary divine beast Grass Mud Horse… He shook his head, pushing this absurd thought from his mind.

“Now we’re just missing Qiongqi, right? Strange—a winged tiger should be even more conspicuous in the city than birds and horses. Why haven’t there been any related news reports?”

The owner narrowed his eyes and said indifferently: “I checked some additional materials later and found that Qiongqi isn’t simple. It was originally the unfilial son of Shaohao, the Western Heaven Emperor—which means it can transform into human form.”

The doctor was stunned and immediately felt chilled all over: “It can become human? That’s terrible! No wonder there are no traces of tigers in the city—it must have transformed into a person. Looking for a person in the city would be like finding a needle in a haystack!”

The owner pondered for a long while, then frowned: “Perhaps… perhaps it will be at that place.”

Qiongqi lay quietly in its new nest. It was now the middle of the night, but it had no desire to sleep, staring with its round, rolling eyes while lost in thought.

It was certain this witch possessed many powerful magical artifacts. For example, that platform that could produce fire just by rotating, the large cabinet that could freeze things, and that small box that didn’t know how many people were sealed inside—the witch actually had those people sealed specifically to sing, dance, and perform for her! How evil!

What should it do? Stay here obediently? But it wasn’t resigned to that!

Not far from it, Huan Dog, transformed into a husky, also had no desire to sleep. Two green-glowing eyes in the darkness were greedily watching Fang Qiu sleeping on the bed.

“Hey, Da Hei, how about we make peace!” Qiongqi licked its paws and stood up.

“You’re Da Hei! Your whole family is Da Hei! Speak! How do you want to make peace? Little White?” Huan Dog also stood up, shaking the fur on its body with mighty presence.

“Our goal is both that witch’s blood, and we don’t need too much. Why should we be enemies? She’s our enemy, isn’t she?” Qiongqi said with a sweet smile.

Huan Dog thought about it and had to admit Qiongqi was right.

“I’m smaller, so I’ll go first!” Seeing that Huan Dog hadn’t reacted yet, Qiongqi leaped onto Fang Qiu’s bed with a swoosh, crawling toward the sleeping witch. A person is most defenseless when sleeping—it would take the opportunity to drink a few mouthfuls of her blood. Although the sausage and cat food she gave it were delicious, compared to her fresh blood, they were far inferior!

Though Huan Dog felt something was wrong, it was afraid of waking Fang Qiu and could only circle around the bed, unable to stop Qiongqi’s advance.

Closer, even closer… just one more step… Qiongqi had reached Fang Qiu’s shoulder, planning to lean down and take a bite at her neck. But it miscalculated the softness of the pillow—its foot sank right in, then its whole body tumbled toward Fang Qiu’s neck hollow, successfully waking her up.

Huan Dog quickly covered its eyes with its paws.

Ao wu! It was done for! Qiongqi felt its scruff being grabbed by the witch and trembled in fear.

“Little White, you want to sleep with me? Hehe, then come on!” Fang Qiu said sleepily, giggling as she pulled Qiongqi into the covers to sleep beside her.

Hey hey… this was allowed? Qiongqi was speechless, stiffening its body and not daring to move, afraid this was some trick by the witch.

Huan Dog was jumping around anxiously under the bed, cursing Qiongqi for being too cunning!

Qiongqi remained stiff for a long time without detecting anything unusual, so it grew bolder. It moved within the covers, found the spot on her wrist where it had bitten her, and gently bit down again.

So delicious… Qiongqi greedily sucked, and after just one lick, it felt its body beginning to change.

Indeed, this was a witch who had served beside Emperor Shun for a thousand years—her blood was more powerful than any divine pills or immortal herbs! But this was understandable; her home had so many magical artifacts and those Classic of Mountains and Seas bamboo slips—she might well be Emperor Shun’s descendant.

Qiongqi eagerly emerged from the covers and saw by moonlight that black markings were beginning to appear on its body, and wings were about to emerge from its back. It seemed this witch’s blood truly had enormous magical power. Ignoring Huan Dog’s dissatisfied growls, Qiongqi burrowed back into the covers and licked another mouthful of blood.

Moonlight shot through the gaps in the curtains. In the hazy moonlight, Fang Qiu’s covers suddenly bulged up, then a handsome man with silver-white hair emerged from under the blanket. He shook his silky hair and smiled with complete joy.

It had been so long since he’d returned to human form! Qiongqi smiled brilliantly, showing two small tiger fangs. He touched his head and found two fluffy tiger ears still there, with a tail trailing behind—though he hadn’t completely transformed into human form, this already made him very happy! Looking down, he found himself naked, so he casually grabbed a bath towel from nearby to wrap around his waist, then patted the snarling Huan Dog beside him and began studying the sleeping witch.

This witch’s blood was truly strange! His magical power hadn’t recovered, yet it could unlock the beast seal on his body… Qiongqi stroked his chin thoughtfully, suddenly realizing this witch seemed exceptionally beautiful. He remembered her name seemed to be Fang Qiu.

Hehehe… after being tormented so miserably by her today, let’s see how he’d get her back!

Qiongqi bared his two sharp little tiger fangs, deliberately making a fierce expression as he slowly approached the sleeping Fang Qiu, waiting for her to open her eyes the next second and be frightened out of her wits.

But after waiting a long time, she continued sleeping peacefully, even drooling from her slightly open mouth… while Qiongqi maintained his menacing pose until his neck began to ache.

Damn! Did this witch really have such powerful magical abilities? Why did she seem more and more dull the more he looked? Completely different from her a thousand years ago! Qiongqi couldn’t help but poke Fang Qiu’s cheek with his long-nailed finger, finding that she just turned over and continued sleeping.

“Qiongqi! Move aside, it’s my turn!” Huan Dog put its front paws on the bed, challenging Qiongqi.

Qiongqi stroked his chin, naturally unwilling to move aside easily. Taking advantage of Huan Dog not daring to wake Fang Qiu and having regained human form himself, he became even more brazen. Just as Qiongqi was about to continue teasing Huan Dog, his two ears suddenly twitched—there seemed to be some unusual movement in the garden outside the door. Qiongqi easily opened the window and leaped toward the ground below, not caring at all that this was actually the third floor.

Qiongqi landed gracefully on the grass without making a sound. He stood majestically with hands on his hips, looking up at the height he had jumped from, forgetting how ridiculous it was to pose like this wearing only a bath towel.

He was even smugly thinking that escaping from that witch wasn’t so difficult after all! He might as well just leave for good, though he did miss the sausages and cat food she fed him…

“Qiongqi, so it really is you.” A voice filled with laughter suddenly came from the darkness.

“Who?” Qiongqi raised an eyebrow, somewhat surprised. He had regained human form—how could anyone still recognize him? He completely failed to notice that the tiger ears on his head and tail behind him easily betrayed his identity. He looked toward where the voice came from but found only pitch blackness with nothing visible. He stepped forward again and barely made out what seemed to be a deep red dragon in the darkness, watching him with ill intent.

“Who are you?” Qiongqi demanded in a low voice. This feeling of being watched from the shadows made him very uncomfortable.

“Who I am doesn’t matter.” The person in the darkness chuckled softly. “However, you should recognize this thing, right?”

A pale hand extended from the darkness, and the flowing, radiant jade seal in that palm was something he could never forget. Qiongqi’s face darkened: “Emperor Shun’s jade seal? Are you here to seal me?”

Qiongqi gritted his teeth, trying to buy time while scanning his surroundings with peripheral vision to determine where he could escape. But he sadly discovered that at the only exit, a white corner of clothing was clearly visible—this person actually had accomplices!

If his magical power had recovered, facing Emperor Shun’s jade seal, he might have had some fighting chance. But now, just standing before Emperor Shun’s jade seal made breathing difficult. Damn, he should have drunk more of that witch’s blood! He didn’t want to be imprisoned for another few thousand years!

“Seal?” The person in the darkness laughed: “The princess released you from the seal for her own purposes. How would I dare go against her wishes?”

Qiongqi was stunned. Eh? That witch was actually a princess? No wonder her blood was so special… She really was Emperor Shun’s descendant? And these two were her attendants? Did they appear because he was trying to escape? Qiongqi’s brain wasn’t very bright to begin with, and being locked up for thousands of years had made it rather dull. After being kept as a cat for a while, it couldn’t function properly for a moment. But he still heard that there was a chance for things to work out, so he quickly asked: “Then what do you want me to do?”

“Very simple. Make a poison oath that you will absolutely never harm any human. You must always obey the princess’s commands and absolutely cannot go against her wishes. If she passes away, you must find her reincarnation and guard her forever.” The person in the darkness said without hesitation.

Qiongqi stared at Emperor Shun’s jade seal, which flowed with five colors even in the darkness. He struggled for the blink of an eye between being sealed for thousands of years and becoming someone’s pet, then unhesitatingly sold himself out.

“By the way, Huan Dog is also here.” Qiongqi, unwilling to be the only one bound, unhesitatingly betrayed Huan Dog. Afraid the person hadn’t seen, he pointed and shouted: “Look, he’s right there!”

“You brat!” Huan Dog, who was preparing to sneak away through the stairwell, was furious and charged out upon hearing this. After licking Fang Qiu’s blood, he had completely returned to human form, without any animal ears or tail like Qiongqi. If Qiongqi hadn’t pointed him out, no one would believe this cold, dignified handsome man was a hairy, dog-headed humanoid monster.

The person in the darkness chuckled again, pointing Emperor Shun’s jade seal toward Huan Dog.

When Huan Dog saw that radiant jade seal, he felt enormous pressure bearing down on him, cold sweat pouring down. Earlier in that strange antique shop, he had nearly been sealed. If there hadn’t been an ordinary person present for him to attach to, he would probably have become a cold stone by now. So he absolutely didn’t doubt that the person before him had the power to seal him again. He immediately followed Qiongqi’s example and made a poison oath.

Just as Huan Dog finished his oath, Fang Qiu’s anxious voice came from the stairwell, calling affectionately for “Little White” and “Da Hei.”

Upon hearing this, Huan Dog immediately transformed into a husky, tail drooping.

Qiongqi also gloomily changed back into a weak little white cat, then unhappily discovered that the person emerging from the darkness was just an ordinary-looking young man.

The deep red dragon he had seen before was merely embroidery on the man’s black clothing. Qiongqi bared his teeth, beginning to wonder if he had been deceived.

But when this person easily picked him up, the other’s ice-cold body temperature made him shiver involuntarily.

—This person was not ordinary!

Qiongqi immediately felt his recent decision had been very wise.

“Little White? How did you get out? Da Hei got out too? Eh? Boss?” Fang Qiu ran to the garden and found her Little White in someone’s hands—and that person was actually the boss from this morning’s antique shop.

The boss smiled kindly, handing over the Qiongqi in his hands: “I was just passing by and found this poor little white cat. I didn’t expect it had run away from your home. Little White? Hmm, that name suits him well.”

Qiongqi was speechless, burying his face in Fang Qiu’s chest. Thinking that this stupid name would follow him for life made him feel powerless. Huan Dog was equally depressed, hanging its head listlessly.

“Uh… thank you…” Though Fang Qiu felt something seemed off, it was so late and Little White and Da Hei had been found, so that was good. “I’ll head home now.”

The boss watched Fang Qiu’s retreating figure and very kindly suggested: “This kitten and puppy will grow up in a few months. Remember to get them spayed and neutered then! Otherwise they’ll make a mess of your home.”

After saying this, afraid Qiongqi and Huan Dog wouldn’t understand, he added an ancient Chinese translation: “That is, neutering surgery means ‘castrating pigs and boars brings good fortune.'”

“Ao! Ao! Woof! Woof! Ao wu—” Qiongqi and Huan Dog’s miserable cries echoed throughout the night sky…

“That’s it? No need to seal them?” The doctor emerged from the garden gate, wiping his sweat.

The boss smiled: “Seal them? Using that remnant of ancient ruins to seal Huan Dog already failed. As for Qiongqi, he’s the son of Shaohao, the Western Heaven Emperor—I alone cannot seal him. But don’t worry, the poison oaths they made have contractual effects. If they don’t comply, they’ll suffer backlash—their physical bodies will disappear and their souls will never be reborn.”

“Eh? I thought you relied on that Emperor Shun jade seal…” The doctor was puzzled.

“This?” The boss turned his palm, and Emperor Shun’s jade seal lay quietly in his palm. In the darkness, the boss’s smile became increasingly mysterious.

“Hehe, who told you there were no forgeries in Dumb House?”

“…”

Chapter 7: Water Jade
Ning Qi Qi was awakened by pain—a sharp agony in her waist that made her gasp for air.

She opened her eyes to see laser lights spinning overhead, with Beyoncé’s “Listen” echoing in her ears.

Oh right, she had arranged to meet friends at KTV for karaoke today. But why was she lying on the floor with such terrible pain in her waist?

Ugh, the smell here was still as unbearable as ever. Besides the cigarette smoke, there seemed to be another unpleasant odor—like the metallic scent of blood.

Ning Qi Qi tried to get up but found someone else lying beside her. She naturally turned her head and froze. Because the person lying face-to-face with her was herself!

Ning Qi Qi saw herself with wide-open eyes, dilated pupils reflecting nothing, a ghastly pale face with a bluish tint, disheveled hair, and a deathly appearance… Strange, why was there a mirrored wall in the private room? And why did she look so dead?

Was it because she had rushed out today without properly grooming herself? Ning Qi Qi smiled self-mockingly, but suddenly felt a chill run down her spine.

She had clearly smiled, but the “her” in the mirror hadn’t smiled!

This wasn’t a mirror!

Ning Qi Qi sat up abruptly and immediately saw a fruit knife stabbed into “her” chest. The white lotus-leaf collar shirt—her favorite—now made the chest wound look even more horrifying. Thick, uncoagulated blood still slowly oozed from the wound, soaking the already deep red carpet. The laser lights scattered throughout the room mockingly illuminated “her” body, creating a terrifying beauty.

“Listen to the sound from deep within. It’s only beginning to find release…” Beyoncé’s voice continued flowing quietly through the room.

Ning Qi Qi wanted to scream, but she couldn’t find her voice. Was she dead? Was she a ghost now? But why could she still feel pain in her waist?

Ning Qi Qi gathered courage and reached toward the “herself” lying beside her, but stopped before touching “her” face. Because what she extended was a distinctly masculine hand with prominent knuckles!

Ning Qi Qi stared blankly at the hand before her. When she tried to move her fingers, this hand moved its fingers too. When Ning Qi Qi trembled, this hand trembled as well.

Ning Qi Qi stiffly turned her head and saw in the reflective glass of the soundproof wall the terrified face of a strange man… No, not completely strange—she had seen this man somewhere before!

The man’s chest bore a pendant—a crucified Christ carved from pale jade, with Jesus’s suffering expression rendered so lifelike that even the blood on his body seemed real…

Blood? Wait!

Ning Qi Qi looked in horror at the slender, pale hand before her, covered in fresh, warm blood.

“There is someone here inside, Someone I thought had died so long ago. Oh, I’m screamin out…” The karaoke room’s “Listen” played over and over. Ning Qi Qi finally trembled as she reached out, placing her hand under “her” nose in desperate confirmation that “she” was indeed dead.

She couldn’t remember what had happened before. She only remembered coming to KTV with friends, going to the restroom in the middle, returning and entering the wrong room, seeming to see something… then… then waking up in pain…

How she died, how she became a man—she knew none of it…

After calming down slightly, Ning Qi Qi faced an even bigger puzzle—this room contained only her corpse and her current self, and her new body’s waist had also been stabbed. She was certain she wasn’t the murderer, so the only suspect was the man whose body she now inhabited! Which meant she was simultaneously both victim and perpetrator?

Ning Qi Qi sat dazedly for a while, mechanically pulling tissues from “her” pants pocket. After carefully wiping clean the fingerprints on the fruit knife and the blood on her hands, she stood up, took the long coat hanging on the wall, and without daring to take one last look at “herself” on the floor, put on the coat to cover her waist wound and walked out with her head down.

She remembered this KTV had a back door leading directly to a secluded alley… Ning Qi Qi walked with her head down in panic, the waist wound forcing her to move slowly.

“Excuse me, have you seen a girl? Wearing a white shirt, not very tall, very cute?” Someone suddenly blocked her path.

Ning Qi Qi looked up in alarm to find her good friend Luo Jia! It seemed she had been gone so long that Luo Jia had come looking for her.

“Sir?” Luo Jia felt this person’s gaze was strange. Though quite handsome, his face had a sickly pallor that made her uneasy. And he looked somewhat familiar…

Ning Qi Qi looked down at her, opening her lips to tell her everything that had happened, but reason stopped her from speaking. Finally, Ning Qi Qi shook her head and said with difficulty: “Sorry, I haven’t seen her.” The voice from her mouth was somewhat hoarse but pleasantly deep.

Luo Jia frowned, looking up and down at Ning Qi Qi in a man’s body, clearly becoming wary of this suspicious-looking man.

Ning Qi Qi knew Luo Jia loved reading mystery novels and was especially fond of Conan—she might notice something. So she dared not delay, pushed past Luo Jia, and hurried toward KTV’s back exit. Walking down the dark stairs into the secluded alley, she could no longer hold on and collapsed to the ground. She lifted her coat and saw by the dim light that blood had soaked through her entire shirt, with blood all over her pants too. Ning Qi Qi knew her life was in danger—if she didn’t get treatment quickly, she would die a second time. But in her current situation, going to a hospital was absolutely impossible!

At that moment, the phone in her coat suddenly rang.

“Listen, I am alone at a crossroads. I’m not at home in my own home…” The ringtone was actually Beyoncé’s “Listen,” loud enough for the entire alley to hear.

Damn! She didn’t want to be discovered!

Ning Qi Qi fumbled to turn off the phone when someone seemed to crouch in front of her. Due to excessive blood loss, her consciousness was unclear. She helplessly reached out, murmuring: “Don’t take me to a hospital… save me…”

The other person seemed to say something, but Ning Qi Qi couldn’t hear clearly.

Before losing consciousness, she seemed to hear Luo Jia’s extremely terrified scream, followed by piercing sirens wailing in her direction.

“You’ve brought back another strange thing.” The owner looked up from behind the counter and said flatly.

“Not a thing—a person! Looks like he was stabbed by thugs in an alley, but his wallet and phone weren’t stolen.” The doctor unceremoniously placed the rescued man on the shop’s table, examining the stab wound on his waist.

The owner frowned—not because of the gruesome wound, but worried about the Ming Dynasty gold-inlaid rosewood table with coiled patterns getting stained beyond cleaning. “Why not send him to a hospital?”

“He said not to go to the hospital while unconscious. Fortunately, I just returned from a house call with my emergency kit.” The doctor removed all the man’s upper clothing. “Boss, can’t your shop be brighter? How can I provide emergency care in this darkness?”

“If you’re not satisfied, feel free to leave.” The owner lazily glanced over, but his gaze immediately fixed.

Sigh, I’ll manage. The doctor sighed but suddenly found the owner standing before him, staring intently at the necklace pendant on the man’s chest.

The doctor looked curiously: “A crucifix? Why is it made of jade? How strange… Though I still wear a longevity lock…” He continued talking while his hands worked swiftly and efficiently.

“This isn’t ordinary jade—it’s water jade.” The owner somehow produced a fist-sized luminous pearl, immediately brightening the previously dim room.

“What kind of jade is water jade?” The doctor was delighted, using tweezers to grab the owner’s finger and pull it toward himself.

“‘Jade colored like mountain darkness mixed with patterns, like water’s pale blue mixed with patterns.’ This passage contains the names of two jade types: mountain dark jade and water jade. In ancient times, feudal lords and nobles wore mountain dark jade, while court officials wore water jade.” The owner narrowed his eyes, carefully examining the bloodstained crucifix.

The doctor watched the owner’s eyes reflect green light from the luminous pearl, feeling the owner seemed eager to claim this crucifix. No way—this person wasn’t dead yet! How could he commit murder and robbery? The doctor coughed lightly, speeding up his suturing while continuing to question: “You’re talking about ancient China, right? But this is a crucifix, isn’t it? Could that official have liked foreign trinkets?”

“The Book of Daniel, Chapter 10, Verse 6: ‘His body was like water jade…’ Hehe, what an interesting antique. Water jade has the strongest soul-binding properties, often allowing masterless vengeful spirits to attach themselves… Hmm? This jade material seems somewhat familiar…” The owner murmured behind him, but the doctor didn’t hear a word, focused entirely on suturing the man’s waist wound.

The moment she opened her eyes, Ning Qi Qi felt like she was waking from some vague nightmare.

She had actually dreamed she was dead and had possessed the murderer’s body!

“You’re awake?” A cool male voice suddenly spoke, startling the dazed Ning Qi Qi back to awareness of her surroundings.

Only flickering dim lights illuminated the room, and the ancient artifacts within her sight left Ning Qi Qi speechless. If not for the man behind the counter holding a recently published bestseller, she would have thought she’d traveled through time.

Ning Qi Qi tried to sit up and noticed someone lying on a reclining chair beside her, sleeping with an exhausted expression—seemingly the person she’d encountered before losing consciousness. Seeing the IV drip in her hand, she knew he had saved her.

“Thank you…” Ning Qi Qi had just begun speaking when her own voice startled her. Though she had realized she was no longer herself, suddenly hearing herself produce a man’s voice was still unacceptable.

“Hello, this is Dumb House, and I’m the owner.” The man behind the counter stood up. He wore a black Zhongshan suit with a lifelike red dragon embroidered on his right shoulder, its piercing eyes seeming to stare directly at her. A breeze made her realize her upper body was completely naked, and she cried out, quickly wrapping the blanket around herself.

Though a grown man making girlish bashful gestures looked… disgusting, even if her current body was male, she still wasn’t used to being topless! Just as Ning Qi Qi wondered what to do, the owner suddenly said something that stunned her.

“Miss, can you tell me what happened?”

Ning Qi Qi quickly pulled back her blanket to look—she hadn’t changed back! How could this person tell she was actually female?

“Pfft, Boss, where are your eyes? Calling such a big man ‘miss’?” The doctor hadn’t been sleeping deeply and woke when Ning Qi Qi got up. He put on his glasses, checked the patient’s condition, and frowned: “Though I’ve sutured your wound, to be safe, you should still visit a hospital.”

Ning Qi Qi ignored his words, stammering to the owner: “You… how did you know I’m a woman?”

The doctor was just changing bandages, facing those flat pectoral muscles, and was thunderstruck: “You… you’re female?” No matter how he looked, this seemed like a pure man!

“I think it’s all because of the water jade crucifix you’re wearing.” The owner said calmly. “You can tell us about your experience—perhaps I can help you.”

Ning Qi Qi hesitated for a long moment before revealing everything to these two men. Recalling the terror of opening her eyes to see her own corpse, Ning Qi Qi couldn’t help crying.

The doctor watched a six-foot-tall man crying like rain on pears, clenching his fists and rubbing his eyes with a coquettish expression, getting goosebumps all over. But after she finished her account, he still handed over a tissue: “So you’re actually a murderer now?”

“I’m the victim! Wait, you believe what I said?” Ning Qi Qi stopped crying, eyes wide.

“Yes, I believe you.” The doctor glanced at the owner beside him. He didn’t believe her—he believed the owner. Though soul possession was bizarre, he’d seen stranger things around the owner.

Suddenly the doctor frowned, noticing the red dragon on the owner’s clothes seemed to move. Ha! He swore that dragon’s tail had just twitched! This was impossible, right? The doctor removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes—he must be seeing things from lack of sleep!

“Excuse me, is there a mirror here?” Ning Qi Qi breathed lightly. Though she couldn’t guarantee these two truly believed her story, being able to confide in someone made her feel much better.

The owner nodded, taking down an antique bronze mirror from a nearby curio cabinet.

Ning Qi Qi took a deep breath and turned the mirror over. In the blurry reflection appeared a handsome face—elegant and refined, looking about twenty years old, and somewhat familiar.

Ning Qi Qi suddenly remembered someone and dropped the bronze mirror in shock.

The doctor picked up the book the owner had been reading from the counter and handed it to Ning Qi Qi. “That’s right. If I remember correctly, this recently bestselling mystery novel ‘Listen’ was written by ‘you.'”

On the book’s back cover was printed a dashingly handsome face, identical to what she’d just seen in the bronze mirror.

Ning Qi Qi stared at the mirror before her. The large standing mirror reflected a man with handsome features but pale complexion, so clear that even his eyelashes were visible, giving Ning Qi Qi no escape.

According to what she’d learned, the person in the mirror was called Xiao Ji—the famous mystery novelist Xiao Ji.

Ning Qi Qi was now staying at the doctor’s house. The kind doctor had taken her in, and her waist wound was beginning to heal. The doctor went to work during the day, leaving her alone in the modest apartment.

But she always felt she wasn’t alone in this place—this feeling became especially strong when looking in mirrors. Ning Qi Qi looked at that face in the mirror like facing a stranger, yet this stranger’s face would change expression along with hers.

Ning Qi Qi couldn’t help touching the water jade crucifix on her chest. The owner had said her soul possessed Xiao Ji’s body because of this pendant, but the pendant looked completely ordinary.

“I must be dreaming…” Ning Qi Qi frowned and sighed.

“I’d rather this were a dream.” A sudden voice rang in the room. Ning Qi Qi felt the crucifix in her palm suddenly grow hot. Looking up, she was shocked to see another person in the mirror!

“Ah!” She screamed and fell to the ground. Looking before her, the space was empty with no one there! But when her gaze returned to the mirror, a man identical to her current body stood elegantly, slightly bowed, looking at her sprawled embarrassingly on the floor.

“Sigh, I’m so handsome—don’t waste my body!” The man sighed dramatically.

The mirror now contained two Xiao Jis—one real, one virtual. That person had the same smile, same features, even the same clothes as her reflection, only appearing semi-transparent like a ghost.

“You… you’re Xiao Ji?” Ning Qi Qi felt she’d grown strong enough to calmly handle any situation. So even seeing a ghost in broad daylight didn’t bother her much—she just looked around to confirm this ghost was only visible in mirrors, not in the air.

“Yes, I’m Xiao Ji, the rightful owner of your current body. Hey, little girl, do you know what happened?” The semi-transparent Xiao Ji frowned, looking equally confused.

Ning Qi Qi helplessly explained everything again—she had hoped Xiao Ji could tell her what happened!

“Murderer!” Ning Qi Qi said through gritted teeth.

Xiao Ji was stunned, then burst into laughter, clutching his stomach: “You think I’m the murderer? Though I don’t remember what happened either, I’m very clear that I wouldn’t be bored enough to go sing karaoke alone in a private room.”

Ning Qi Qi was stunned. “You mean… someone else is the murderer? But I… I wiped all the fingerprints off the weapon…”

“I only remember that day was my first day in this city. I don’t remember anything after that.” Xiao Ji stroked his chin, thought for a moment, then snapped his fingers with a carefree smile: “Not remembering doesn’t matter—let’s go check out the crime scene!”

“The scene?” Ning Qi Qi furrowed her brow—partly from fear of returning to where she died, and partly… “Aren’t you afraid the police will arrest you?”

“I write mystery novels, so I should be able to spot some clues. Come on, let’s go!” The Xiao Ji in the mirror crouched down to meet Ning Qi Qi’s eyes, patting her head with a brilliant smile.

Though he shouldn’t be able to touch anything, watching Xiao Ji’s smile in the mirror, Ning Qi Qi truly felt a solid, warm palm patting her head, filling her with courage.

“Oh, and before going out, you need to shave, change clothes, and make me look handsome!”

Ning Qi Qi stared at the grinning Xiao Ji in the mirror, not knowing what to say.

In the mirror were two people with identical faces—one full of gloom, one full of smiles.

On the way to the crime scene, thinking of the terrifying image of seeing her own corpse upon waking, Ning Qi Qi felt chilled all over. The little courage she’d gained earlier had vanished again.

Only the water jade crucifix on her chest retained some warmth.

She knew Xiao Ji was always beside her, but she couldn’t see him—only occasionally glimpsing his frowning profile when passing glass or mirrors.

So she wasn’t the only one at a loss. He wasn’t as indifferent as he appeared.

Did he have parents? Did he have friends? Did he have someone he loved? And his readers—now that he was dead, would these people grieve for him?

At least she had a body, could speak, could move, could communicate with others. But he only had his soul left—no one could see him, no one could hear his voice, no one could prove his existence.

Thinking of her parents and many friends, Ning Qi Qi felt her nose sting… The dead cannot return to life—she could never come back. But at least she must catch the murderer who killed her and ruined her life!

Ning Qi Qi glanced at the figure reflected in the glass door, thinking he looked somewhat lonely. Not knowing how to comfort him, she could only steel herself and enter the KTV to book a private room.

Just as she was paying at the front desk, a familiar figure flashed past, hurrying toward the direction of the crime scene room—she couldn’t be mistaken. That was her good friend Luo Jia.

Why was Luo Jia here? What was her purpose in returning? Could she… be connected to her death? A thought suddenly flashed through Ning Qi Qi’s mind. She’d always felt something was wrong when she met Luo Jia that night… Now she understood! Luo Jia was a mystery enthusiast and Xiao Ji was a famous mystery novelist. The reason she recognized Xiao Ji was because Luo Jia had bought Xiao Ji’s novels! So why hadn’t Luo Jia recognized “Xiao Ji” that night?!

The deeper Ning Qi Qi thought, the more chilled she felt—was she suspecting her good friend?! Ning Qi Qi broke into a cold sweat alone in the KTV. She shook her head—since she had doubts, she should investigate clearly!

She turned up the music volume as Xiao Ji suggested. Watching for a moment when no one was around, she walked out, passed the servers, and casually walked toward the room where she’d been killed that day.

The room’s door wasn’t properly closed, as if someone had already been there. Pushing open the door, a chill hit her face. The room’s carpet had been replaced. Only a small ceiling light was on, shining directly on the black marble table where a vase held white chrysanthemums.

Ning Qi Qi still remembered the scene she’d awakened to that night. Looking at the white chrysanthemums glowing in the light, she couldn’t help shuddering.

“Well, looks like the police have thoroughly searched this place.” In the empty, dark room, Xiao Ji’s voice drifted eerily from the darkness, sending chills up from her feet, adding to the eerie atmosphere.

Ning Qi Qi rolled her eyes irritably: “Don’t tell me you really think police are as incompetent as in your novels?”

“Sigh, I came here hoping to remember something.” Xiao Ji’s voice floated uncertainly around the room, as if he were looking around.

Ning Qi Qi stared blankly at the white chrysanthemums on the table. After a moment, she suddenly said: “What if we can only maintain this status quo forever?”

She didn’t know why this thought emerged—perhaps subconsciously believing Xiao Ji wasn’t her killer, so naturally she began considering the future.

Could she continue living in someone else’s body? Even if she wanted to, as the rightful owner, Xiao Ji wouldn’t allow it, right? But she wasn’t resigned to dying so mysteriously…

Xiao Ji’s cheerful laughter came from the darkness: “Silly, don’t think about useless things. Look at the upper right corner of the room.”

Ning Qi Qi looked up to see a small red light where he indicated. She exclaimed: “That… that’s a security camera?”

“Yes, I think the security footage should have recorded what happened that night. Come on, let’s ask at the surveillance room.”

Easy for him to say. Ning Qi Qi cursed under her breath, then said: “Though I wiped fingerprints off the weapon, the killer’s prints should be in the room, right?”

Xiao Ji sighed: “How many people come and go from a KTV room in a day? Countless fingerprints, all mixed up—impossible to use as evidence.”

Ning Qi Qi pulled up her hood and turned around. The room door was pushed open, and Luo Jia stood in the doorway holding a bouquet of slightly wilted white chrysanthemums.

“You finally came, Mr. Xiao.” Luo Jia said calmly. She looked at the white chrysanthemums in her hands: “I’m… Ning Qi Qi’s friend—the girl who died here… I wait here every day and change the flowers, though Qi Qi didn’t like white chrysanthemums, but I… I…”

Luo Jia began crying as she spoke. Ning Qi Qi’s nose stung—so Luo Jia came every day to mourn her, and she’d just been suspecting her good friend!

“You must be wondering why I’ve been waiting for you.” Luo Jia composed herself slightly and continued: “I don’t know if you remember, but the night Qi Qi died, you and I passed by each other.”

Ning Qi Qi felt guilty—remembered! Of course she remembered! She was scared to death!

“I’m your super fan, but I didn’t recognize you then because you looked terrible, like a completely different person.”

“Haha… you’ve been waiting here for me—don’t tell me it’s for an autograph?” Ning Qi Qi was nervous to death, forcing herself to joke.

“After you left, I… I discovered Qi Qi’s body…” Luo Jia took a deep breath, looking pale—probably recalling the scene of finding her good friend dead. But she persisted: “I screamed and ran to the front desk for help. Then someone rushed out of the surveillance room in a panic, bumped into me. I glanced at that person and realized you were Xiao Ji…”

“You saw the killer?” Ning Qi Qi stepped forward excitedly.

At that moment, an unfamiliar young man walked out from the adjacent private room. He pulled out an ID: “My surname is Xiao. Mr. Xiao, please come with me to the police station to assist with the investigation.”

Ning Qi Qi clenched her fists, seeing Xiao Ji’s smug face reflected in the nearby glass, hating that he had no physical form.

Otherwise she’d definitely beat him up!

This was Ning Qi Qi’s first time at a police station. She was taken directly to the interrogation room.

The interrogation room was just like on TV—only one table and two chairs, no windows, pitch black inside with a single lamp on the table shining on her face, making her extremely nervous.

“Relax your expression. You’re not a criminal—why are you nervous?” Xiao Ji’s exasperated voice came from beside her.

She felt guilty! Ning Qi Qi really wanted to argue with him, but in this situation she couldn’t speak, so she could only glare while listening to Xiao Ji’s nagging in her ear.

The interrogation room door creaked open, and the young officer from KTV walked in, sitting across from her with a serious expression.

Ning Qi Qi’s nerves tensed until Xiao Ji noisily urged her to speak. Only then did she press her lips together and gather courage: “Isn’t there a camera in the KTV room? It must have recorded what happened. Can I see it?”

Just thinking about witnessing that night’s events again made Ning Qi Qi feel ice-cold all over. Though she’d experienced death once, she actually didn’t remember what specifically happened—she had no memory even of the pain before dying. If she had to watch herself die again, she feared she couldn’t bear it.

The other party hesitated, then nodded. Immediately someone brought in a laptop. Officer Xiao opened a file, and a window full of static appeared.

Ning Qi Qi looked puzzledly as Officer Xiao fast-forwarded at 4x speed until stopping at a certain point to play normally.

The static crackled for a while, then suddenly the image appeared. On the LCD screen, “Xiao Ji” swayed as he sat up, pulled tissues from the opposite corpse’s coat, seemingly calmly wiped fingerprints from the weapon, stood up and walked to the door to put on his coat, then quickly left. The KTV room door continued swaying, the laser lights on screen kept sweeping, while Ning Qi Qi’s corpse lay quietly on the ground.

“Terrible—the tape was wiped by someone, deliberately leaving the part unfavorable to you.” Xiao Ji’s voice came anxiously, seeming very far away, as if from another world.

Ha, wasn’t it indeed from another world?

“Then… what should I do…” Ning Qi Qi muttered quietly.

“Don’t be afraid. Tell the police what your friend said—about the person she saw coming out of the surveillance room. That person is more likely the killer!” Xiao Ji’s voice came close to her ear.

“I didn’t kill anyone. That Luo… cough… the victim’s friend said she saw someone come out of the surveillance room. Someone definitely wiped the tape to frame me.”

“Miss Luo also told us about this.”

Ning Qi Qi and Xiao Ji sighed in unison. But Officer Xiao immediately continued: “However, I can’t rule out the possibility that you’re accomplices.”

Ning Qi Qi and Xiao Ji were stunned. Officer Xiao said seriously: “Mr. Xiao, how much do you remember about that night?”

Of course she remembered nothing at all! Ning Qi Qi steadied herself, pressing the table surface, saying flatly: “I have the right to remain silent. Please only question me when my lawyer is present.”

Xiao Ji floated around the interrogation room speechlessly—this girl had definitely watched too many American dramas… Where would he get a lawyer…

Ning Qi Qi sat numbly by the roadside, looking at the crematorium across the street. Gray smoke representing the deceased’s departure rose slowly, leaving her with mixed feelings.

Her body was cremated today.

Logically, since a murder case was involved, her corpse shouldn’t have been cremated so quickly, but apparently her parents had intervened, wanting her to rest in peace soon.

But she was clearly alive and well, just in a different body.

Ning Qi Qi adjusted her sunglasses, her chin still bearing unshaven stubble. No one would think this disheveled man was the famous mystery novelist Xiao Ji.

But perhaps he’d soon become the murderer Xiao Ji.

Ning Qi Qi smiled bitterly. Though police hadn’t publicly announced the suspect’s identity, she had indeed been called for questioning, and people near the KTV had recognized Xiao Ji’s face. Not to mention that room still contained Xiao Ji’s blood. Sensationalist reporters had already written wild stories in the newspapers.

But she still couldn’t help attending “her own funeral,” watching her parents emerge from the memorial hall from afar. In just a few days, they’d both gone gray at the temples. She desperately wanted to rush over and tell them she wasn’t really dead.

Her hands hidden under the black coat clenched into fists. Ning Qi Qi controlled her emotions, afraid someone might recognize her, biting her teeth and lowering her head deeply.

While staring blankly at the tile patterns before her, a pair of red high heels suddenly appeared in her vision. She looked up in surprise to see an exquisitely made-up doll face.

Seeing her, the other person immediately stamped her foot coquettishly: “Xiao Ji? How could you disappear for so many days? Where did you go? I couldn’t reach your phone! Do you know your book signing at the bookstore the day before yesterday was a complete disaster?”

Ning Qi Qi’s eyes behind the sunglasses blinked in confusion. She naturally didn’t dare use “Xiao Ji’s” original phone card and had gotten a new one, so naturally no one could reach her. Meeting the beauty’s expectant gaze, Ning Qi Qi used the most clichéd move—amnesia.

“You… who are you?”

The beauty showed a strange expression, then told Ning Qi Qi she was Xiao Ji’s beautiful editor, Sha Sha. They’d come to H City for a new book signing, but had somehow lost him a few days ago. Sha Sha chatted away as she dragged Ning Qi Qi from the crematorium and drove back to the city.

Sha Sha must know something—otherwise she wouldn’t know to come to “Ning Qi Qi’s” cremation site, since police hadn’t released the victim’s real name. But asking too many questions would be suspicious, so Ning Qi Qi sat obediently in the passenger seat, dutifully playing her amnesiac role.

Sha Sha took her to a five-star hotel in the city center. Ning Qi Qi sat quietly on the sofa, taking a bottle of mineral water and sipping it.

Sha Sha stared at her for a long time, then burst out laughing: “Young Master Xiao, when you said you had amnesia I didn’t believe it, but seeing you acting like a little wife now, I believe it a tiny bit.”

Ning Qi Qi smiled shyly. She knew what kind of person Xiao Ji was. While staying at that kind doctor’s house, she’d searched online for much information about Xiao Ji. Xiao Ji had become famous young, was proud and arrogant, spoke without restraint, offended many in the industry, but still had countless fans. Ning Qi Qi felt the water jade crucifix on her chest suddenly grow hot—she knew Xiao Ji couldn’t help appearing again, but she couldn’t see a mirror now, so couldn’t see him.

Ning Qi Qi stroked the crucifix through her clothes and removed her sunglasses to look at Sha Sha. “Sha Sha, do you know what happened that night?”

Sha Sha’s delicately painted eyebrows furrowed beautifully: “I don’t know. Today I went to the crematorium on a whim, didn’t expect to actually find you.”

Ning Qi Qi stared intently at her facial expression, saying flatly: “I couldn’t have gone to KTV alone to sing that night, right?”

Sha Sha’s beautiful eyes flickered: “You said you were meeting fans that night, so I went to see friends. Who knew such a thing would happen later.”

“Oh?” Ning Qi Qi dragged out the sound suspiciously, suddenly losing patience with this game. She pulled out her phone from her coat pocket, pressed the call button, and said calmly: “Officer Xiao, come in. The killer is right in front of me.”

Sha Sha’s expression changed dramatically. At the same time, the suite door opened and several police officers rushed in, restraining her as she tried to escape. Sha Sha’s delicate face filled with anger as she screamed: “Don’t wrong innocent people! I have an alibi!”

Luo Jia peeked out from behind Officer Xiao, looked at the distorted Sha Sha, and said firmly: “That’s right! The person I saw coming out of the surveillance room was her! She’s the stalker who’s been pestering Xiao Ji—our fan club all knows!”

Ning Qi Qi took a deep breath and smiled weakly: “Officer Xiao, I’d like to rest. Could I go to the station for questioning later?”

The other party sympathetically patted “Xiao Ji’s” shoulder and left with the still-noisy Sha Sha. Luo Jia bowed deeply to “Xiao Ji” and followed them out.

The room fell deathly quiet. Ning Qi Qi walked to the full-length mirror, looking at the strange man in the reflection, gripping the water jade crucifix on her chest, and sighed: “The killer has been caught.”

As soon as she finished speaking, a shadowy figure suddenly appeared beside the Xiao Ji in the mirror, transforming moments later into a semi-transparent human form identical to Xiao Ji.

Ning Qi Qi still uncomfortably looked behind herself—as before, nothing there. The ghostly Xiao Ji could only be seen in mirrors.

“Hey, didn’t we agree? We’d tease her bit by bit to reveal her flaws! This is the climax of a mystery novel—how could you skip it!” The Xiao Ji in the mirror grabbed Ning Qi Qi’s neck in frustration, but as a phantom, he could only make gestures without any real threat.

“What mystery? Sha Sha committed a very perfect murder. But tell me yourself—how was the case solved in the end?” Ning Qi Qi felt her temples aching more. All these damned mystery fans had gotten her caught in the crossfire.

Xiao Ji immediately lost his temper.

Actually, everything was absurd. It started with Xiao Ji’s online comments claiming his new book “Listen” was a perfect crime that no one could surpass, causing an uproar with countless fans fighting online.

Sha Sha was originally Xiao Ji’s manager and also a fan obsessed with Xiao Ji to a pathological degree. Using work as an excuse, she stalked Xiao Ji day and night, seriously affecting his daily life. Unable to tolerate it, Xiao Ji and the company fired Sha Sha. Considering her mental state, they didn’t publicize it widely. This gave Sha Sha the opportunity to arrange a fake fan gathering under the name of “manager” and lure Xiao Ji to KTV.

Sha Sha originally planned to create a perfect crime based on Xiao Ji’s new book, intending to kill Xiao Ji then commit suicide so they could be together forever. But because Ning Qi Qi happened to enter the wrong room, in her nervousness the knife aimed at Xiao Ji deviated slightly, stabbing his waist instead. So Xiao Ji escaped death, but Ning Qi Qi, who witnessed everything, was killed by the irrational Sha Sha.

Though she wiped part of the KTV room’s videotape, Luo Jia’s testimony exposed her prepared alibi. Moreover, police found a third person’s blood on the bloodstained carpet. DNA testing matched Sha Sha’s blood. Later police found bloody clothes and the weapon in Sha Sha’s rented room, confirming her as the killer.

But unable to locate Sha Sha, Officer Xiao proposed cooperating with “Xiao Ji” to attend Ning Qi Qi’s funeral and draw out Sha Sha.

What perfect crime—complete nonsense. Reality had too many uncertain factors, like Ning Qi Qi’s intrusion, the room’s hidden camera, Luo Jia’s witnessing. Everything was theoretical. Sounded perfect, but actual implementation was impossible.

Regarding “Xiao Ji’s” action of wiping fingerprints after waking, Ning Qi Qi explained that she’d just awakened knowing she was framed, and the weapon definitely had his fingerprints, so she acted accordingly. Officer Xiao was skeptical but reluctantly accepted her explanation.

This matter seemed to be over.

Only the fact that Xiao Ji’s body contained a different soul was known only to the antique shop owner, the doctor who saved her, and the real Xiao Ji.

“Sigh, still not satisfying! Look, Sha Sha even pretended to be my editor—clearly wanting to attempt another perfect crime! I wanted to see how she prepared! Why did you suddenly stop?” The disappointed Xiao Ji continued his complaints.

“What now?” Ning Qi Qi glared at the Xiao Ji in the mirror. The killer was caught, her body had turned to ash—what next? Ning Qi Qi gripped the water jade, not knowing what to say.

The antique shop owner had said if Xiao Ji wanted to return to his body, he could help.

Meaning Xiao Ji could return to normal, and she would be the one to disappear?

“We… we should visit Dumb House.” After long struggle, Ning Qi Qi decided to return the body to him. She might have died because of being implicated by him, but that didn’t mean she could shamelessly continue living in his place.

Everything was fate’s mockery.

Though bright sunshine shone outside, Dumb House remained gloomy, as if forgotten by sunlight.

“You’ve decided? To return the body to Xiao Ji?” The owner looked up from behind the counter, narrowing his phoenix eyes at her.

Ning Qi Qi fidgeted with her fingers, nodding with difficulty, saying self-mockingly: “Last time, I couldn’t decide how I died. At least… this time let me make the decision.”

“Oh? What’s your opinion?” The owner raised an eyebrow, looking past her body toward her back.

Ning Qi Qi felt somewhat horrified. Besides her and the owner, she knew Xiao Ji was definitely there. But the owner seemed able to see Xiao Ji without mirrors? She suddenly wanted to see Xiao Ji, quickly pulling out a mirror from her pocket to reflect behind her.

Xiao Ji’s pale face appeared in the mirror. His spirit seemed more transparent than usual, so transparent she could barely make out his expression, even seeing his lips move without hearing what he said.

Ning Qi Qi instinctively turned around in panic—still just empty air. When she looked back, only she remained in the mirror, no matter how she called for Xiao Ji.

“What happened to him?” Ning Qi Qi looked desperately at the owner behind the counter like a drowning person seeking rescue.

The owner said sympathetically: “Souls separated from their bodies can only remain in the world for seven days at most, vanishing when yang energy peaks at noon on the seventh day. Today is the seventh day.”

Ning Qi Qi was thunderstruck. After a very long time, she found her voice: “What… did he say at the end?”

“He said to take good care of his body.”

After that, Ning Qi Qi became Xiao Ji.

Xiao Ji’s soul never returned. Those days spent with Xiao Ji seemed so unreal that Ning Qi Qi wondered if Xiao Ji had actually died long ago, and his soul was just her imagination.

The water jade crucifix never grew hot again.

She stared at mirrors daily, filling the house with mirrors everywhere, hoping to see that figure again, but never did.

She returned to Dumb House many times, hoping for some revelation from the owner, but he only glanced at her flatly, advising her to forget the past and not cling to what was gone.

Was forgetting the best choice?

She sat dazed in that dark antique shop for a long time, finally deciding to give the water jade crucifix to the owner.

This was probably right… time to abandon the past and start a new life.

Yes, Ning Qi Qi died, but Xiao Ji had to continue living.

She would live on as Xiao Ji.

Becoming Xiao Ji, she naturally couldn’t write mystery novels, but using Xiao Ji’s name, she became an editor at his publishing house. She was originally a Chinese literature student who loved reading novels. Though work wasn’t smooth initially, she studied hard and gradually got on track.

Occasionally looking in mirrors, she’d see that handsome face and sometimes miss the proud smile that used to appear there.

But she couldn’t smile like that—no matter how she tried, it wasn’t the same.

She remembered him teaching her to use a razor. Though she often cut herself at first, she was now quite skilled. She remembered him teaching her to tie ties—she’d only known how to tie Young Pioneer scarves, but now could even do difficult Windsor knots. She remembered him telling her to take good care of his body.

She always remembered.

Until one day, the editor-in-chief suddenly handed her a manuscript, saying the author specifically requested her.

Before entering the conference room, Ning Qi Qi only had time to glance at the document cover, shocked to see “Listen II.” Amazed, she opened the door to see a delicate-featured girl standing gracefully.

“Hello, I’m Ning Qi Qi.” The other smiled with complete pride, that spirited expression so familiar on a strange face.

What? Ning Qi Qi froze completely, mechanically looking down at the author’s name on the cover—clearly written “Ning Qi Qi.” She looked up at the other person—surely just coincidence, right? Coincidence!

Then she saw the girl wearing a very familiar water jade crucifix on her chest.

The other gave her a big smile, playfully winking and leaning over to whisper: “Looks like you’ve taken good care of my body!”

“I’m more than what you made of me. I followed the voice you think you gave to me. But now I’ve got to find my own, my own…”

Faintly, the familiar melody of “Listen” played again. Ning Qi Qi smiled slightly and extended her hand: “Hello, I’m Xiao Ji. Nice to meet you—please take care of me.”

The other grasped her hand, shaking it vigorously up and down. Both smiled at each other, everything understood without words.

Chapter 8: Voodoo Doll
The owner put down his knife and fork, elegantly wiping the corners of his mouth with a napkin.

Across from him, the doctor held his dinner knife like a scalpel, efficiently cutting his medium-rare steak: “Hey, you’re not going to eat anymore? What a waste!”

“I’m not used to Western food. You should have brought someone else.” The owner picked up his wine glass and took a light sip.

The doctor forked the owner’s steak onto his own plate, complaining: “This Western restaurant just opened. The discount coupon my friend gave me requires two people to use it. You think I wanted to drag you here?”

The owner wore his black Zhongshan suit, with a deep red dragon coiled around his left arm, its head resting at the back of his neck. The perfect embroidery and lustrous silk had already attracted many gazes. Not to mention two grown men dining at a romantic Western restaurant was conspicuous enough.

The doctor was beginning to regret—he should have just come alone to eat!

The owner narrowed his phoenix eyes: “Don’t you have anyone to accompany you? How pitiful.”

“With my around-the-clock work schedule, where would I find time for a girlfriend? If I casually ask a woman out for dinner, I’m afraid of being misunderstood. Women—so troublesome.”

The owner raised an eyebrow but didn’t voice his opinion, merely swirling his wine glass gently.

The doctor smiled and lowered his voice: “You don’t believe me? Look at that couple at the table on the left—the woman is smiling sweetly, but the man looks annoyed. I bet they’re about to break up.”

The owner boredly swirled the red wine in his glass again, beginning to consider whether he could head home.

Just as the doctor was about to say something more, a loud slap suddenly rang out from the left table, drowning out the beautiful music in the restaurant and instantly making everyone turn their heads.

The well-dressed man was slapped so hard his face turned to one side. He hastily threw down his napkin and fled in embarrassment, while the young woman who had been laughing happily just moments before stood there stunned, finally collapsing weakly into her chair after a long moment.

The doctor was startled by his own crow’s mouth. The owner turned to look at the young woman, and after a long pause, curved his lips and said to the doctor: “Hey, here’s a chance to play hero and save the damsel.”

“What?” The doctor was puzzled.

“That young lady appears to have no wallet with her. The gentleman who came with her has left, and she clearly hasn’t paid the bill—otherwise she wouldn’t have been sitting there rigidly for so long.”

The owner smiled, swirling the wine glass in his hand again. He seemed to prefer watching the blood-like liquid flow in the glass rather than actually drinking it.

The doctor followed his gaze and indeed saw the young woman in the cocktail dress looking anxious, holding her phone wanting to make a call but hesitating.

“But why do I have to pay the bill? I’ll give you this hero-saving-damsel opportunity!”

“Hehe, because I didn’t bring a wallet either!”

“…”

“What do we do now?” The doctor tugged at his tie, looking helplessly at the still-crying woman.

He had thought doing a good deed would count as his daily good turn, but he hadn’t expected this woman to keep crying. It was late at night, and he was afraid something might happen if they left her on the street, so he and the owner had no choice but to bring her back to Dumb House.

“Let’s wait until she calms down.” The owner said flatly.

“Calm down? It’s just a breakup! Why act like the sky is falling?” The doctor couldn’t stand this kind of drama. Unable to control himself, his voice rose slightly.

“Wuu… I… I’ll pay you back…”

The woman in the lotus-colored cocktail dress looked up, her eyes red and swollen from crying. Her light makeup was completely smeared, making her look very pitiful.

The doctor pursed his lips: “You’re still in school, right? I saw your student ID in your wallet just now. Forget it, consider it my treat. It’s just a breakup—the next man will be better!”

The young woman wiped her tears with a tissue, sobbing: “No one will be better than him. I only want Xi in this life. Xi and I grew up together—we’ve known each other since we were four. Why does he want to break up with me?”

Hearing this kind of rambling, the doctor couldn’t offer any more consolation. Matters of the heart were beyond outsiders’ ability to comment.

Unexpectedly, the owner spoke up: “Do you want him to change his mind?”

The woman nodded eagerly.

The doctor watched the owner go behind the jade screen to look for something, feeling a chill, knowing the owner was going to fetch some strange item again.

Soon, the owner emerged carrying a palm-sized box, opening it and placing it before the woman.

The woman momentarily forgot her tears, staring blankly at the wooden doll lying quietly in the brocade box.

It was a figurine only as long as a palm, made from some unknown wood. From the mottled and peeling paint, it appeared quite old.

The doll was entirely wooden, with angular features indicating it was male. It had a topknot hanging at the back of its head, wearing thick inner garments with wide-sleeved robes over them, eyes slightly closed, features delicate. Even carved from wood, fine details were visible. The craftsmanship was simple yet the proportions balanced—though concise, it wasn’t crude, clearly the work of a master.

This doll looked like a sleeping handsome man, as if it might open its eyes the next moment, emanating an indescribable eerie feeling.

“This is Empress Chen Ajiao’s voodoo doll.” The owner’s lips curved in a perfect arc. “When Liu Che was four years old, he made a promise to Chen Ajiao: ‘If I can have Ajiao as my wife, I shall keep her in a golden house.’ The golden house wasn’t the meaning commonly used now, but a man’s vow to his childhood sweetheart wife.”

“But later, Liu Che, who became Emperor Wu, betrayed Chen Ajiao.” This historical episode was familiar to everyone. The woman said sadly, thinking of her own situation.

“Liu Che became infatuated with Wei Zifu. Chen Ajiao tried to use voodoo magic to win back Liu Che’s love but was banished to Changmen Palace, dying lonely and forgotten.”

The owner said concisely: “The voodoo Chen Ajiao used was never meant to harm Liu Che, but to pray that he might one day change his mind. The doll in this box is the paulownia wood voodoo doll used by Empress Chen Ajiao.”

“How much… does this doll cost?” The woman asked.

“Take it and use it first. If it doesn’t work, you can return it. If it does work, just treat us to a meal at that Western restaurant.”

The owner smiled: “This voodoo doll is hollow inside. Just put his hair through the small hole at the bottom, seal it with cinnabar, and place it in a dark place facing due north.”

The woman clutched her tissue, biting her lower lip. After a long moment, she picked up the brocade box, stood up, and nodded gratefully to the doctor and owner: “Thank you for tonight. I’ll repay the money I owe you both when I come here next time.”

Watching the woman push the door and leave, the doctor took a long time to find his voice: “Hey, didn’t you say you don’t like Western food?”

The owner nodded—he indeed didn’t like it.

The doctor stared at him. Then why did he say to treat them to Western food if it worked? Suddenly he understood, exclaiming: “You mean that voodoo doll won’t work at all?”

The owner poured himself tea, holding it under his nose to smell the fragrance, smiling slightly: “Did you see Chen Ajiao win back Liu Che’s heart?”

Of course not… The doctor was completely speechless.

He seemed to have slept too long.

So long he’d even forgotten his own name.

Really too long…

“Woman, what wish do you desire?” He stretched his still-forming body in the air, looking down at the surprised woman.

“I… I want him to return to my side.” The woman recovered from her shock and said firmly.

He paused, as if somewhere in the depths of memory, a woman had said the same thing to him.

Exhaling heavily, he didn’t know why his mood suddenly turned sour. “My magic only works on the person who awakens me, not on others.”

The woman fell silent.

He snorted silently through his nose—foolish woman, forever wallowing in the illusion of love.

He yawned in the air, his semi-transparent state looking like a formless mist. The woman still hadn’t answered. He waited patiently while sensing the world he now found himself in.

So… he had slept for two thousand years…

His face darkened, unable to remember what had happened before his slumber. He couldn’t remember anything at all. Why was this happening?

Then the woman suddenly looked up and said clearly: “I want to live my previous life. Can this wish be fulfilled?”

He propped his chin, looking down at the hopeful light dancing in the woman’s eyes, suddenly finding it interesting. Very well, he had slept too long and was too bored. Playing with her wouldn’t be unacceptable.

He blew gently, and the mist surrounding him gradually receded. A tall, elegant figure slowly descended to the ground. He gracefully knelt on one knee, reaching out to lift the hem of her dress and place a gentle kiss on it. Then he looked up with a light smile: “My master, your wish shall be fulfilled by me.”

As he expected, the woman went from panic to horror, her delicate face filled with disbelief.

This expression pleased him, and his smile became even more unrestrained.

Because he had now transformed into an appearance identical to her boyfriend.

He accompanied her on walks in the park.

She wore her favorite tender green dress, her face glowing with happiness under the autumn sunlight: “Xi, look, this flower blooms so beautifully!”

He smiled warmly and nodded at the appropriate moment.

Yes, his current name was Mu Xi, and his identity was Pei Ying’s boyfriend. Pei Ying was the brilliantly smiling woman before him, a second-year university student who lived alone off-campus due to family circumstances. And the role he now played was her boyfriend.

She had awakened him, wishing to have her past life back, so he had to satisfy her.

He knew why she was so obsessed with this relationship—not just because she and Mu Xi were childhood sweethearts.

When Pei Ying was very young, her parents had divorced and each formed new families with other children. So she was the extra one, possessing nothing each month but additional child support in her bank account. In this situation, Mu Xi’s existence became especially precious.

Since they established their romantic relationship in high school, Pei Ying had devoted all her attention to Mu Xi. But wholehearted love, when too pure, becomes enormous pressure.

Mu Xi had his own life, but Pei Ying was like a vine, wrapping around him densely, stealing his nutrients and air, leaving him unable to breathe.

Time is a sharp blade. Even the deepest feelings slowly get dismembered through trivial daily friction.

Finally, Mu Xi couldn’t endure it anymore and proposed breaking up.

Then she awakened him.

Thinking of this, he smiled. All these memories he had read through the strand of hair placed inside his body. As a voodoo spirit, fulfilling his master’s wishes within acceptable limits was his duty.

“Xi, do you remember? This is where you celebrated my eighteenth birthday.”

Her voice drifted over as she turned to give him a gentle smile. He hazily thought of someone—that person also had such a lonely yet gentle smile.

Similarly, not a smile meant for him.

“Of course I remember. I gave you a necklace then. Ying Ying, have you been wearing it properly?” He smiled lightly.

Having read Mu Xi’s memories, he naturally knew every detail of their time together clearly. What she wanted was to live happily with Mu Xi. He naturally had to perfectly play that Mu Xi.

The Mu Xi who deeply loved Pei Ying.

“Look.” She pulled out a necklace from her clothing pocket. The pendant was a sweet, lovely silver angel that sparkled brilliantly in the sunlight.

“Very beautiful, just like you.” He smiled and said the words Mu Xi had spoken back then, naturally and affectionately.

She smiled contentedly, reaching out to hold his arm. Ignoring others’ horrified stares, she sweetly leaned on his shoulder as they walked forward.

Under the brilliant autumn sunlight, she didn’t notice that behind them was only her own shadow.

Yes, in this world, only she could see him.

No, it seemed… there was another woman.

He suddenly remembered.

Two thousand years ago, in that distant Han Dynasty, there was a palace named “Pepper Room,” its walls coated with pepper mud. Pepper’s spicy nature warmed the rooms and made them fragrant.

This was where Han Dynasty empresses lived, representing the highest position in the imperial harem. Yet when he awakened in this Pepper Room Palace, it was just an empty, golden palace with a woman who had lost imperial favor.

At that time, everyone called her—Empress Chen.

“A Che, look at this dress—is it beautiful?” The absolutely beautiful woman wore complex layered skirts, spinning in circles before him, her snow-crystal skin bearing a heart-stirring smile.

A Che? Who was she calling? He looked around and found himself in a spacious palace, with sandalwood incense curling from bronze dragon-patterned censers nearby. Everywhere were golden decorated walls, jade-carved doorways, magnolia wood carved rafters, and apricot wood decorated beams. The palace was so vast that voices echoed.

Though all visible furnishings and decorations were exquisitely carved, the red and black curtains made the place seem sinister and terrifying, with only a few palace lamps flickering dimly.

Where was this? Though he’d never seen this place before, why did familiarity surge from his heart?

“Very beautiful. Ajiao, the crabapple-colored dress should match that phoenix-head jade hairpin.” He heard himself say.

The woman called Ajiao smiled charmingly, taking his hand to sit before a bronze mirror. She opened a drawer, took out a jade hairpin, and handed it to him: “A Che, help me put it in.”

He stared blankly at the cleverly smiling face in the bronze mirror, unable to refuse as he took the jade hairpin. Looking down, he discovered a long shadow cast by the palace lamps on the ground.

That was her shadow, but beneath his feet was nothing.

He gripped the jade hairpin tightly, the bone-chilling cold quickly spreading from his palm throughout his body, making him shiver and wake up.

“…Xi, Xi?” A voice came from far and near. He shook his head slightly, and boiling human voices surged like tide, washing away all the loneliness and desolation of that cold palace.

“…Xi, Xi? Are you listening? Do I look good in this dress?” That voice asked again.

He blinked, looking at Pei Ying before him. The surrounding noisy voices made him somewhat at a loss.

They were now in a department store’s specialty shop, the air conditioning uncomfortably cold. There was no ancient, luxurious palace, no woman in ancient costume—only noisy human voices and strange stares from all around. The clamorous mall made him miss that spacious, quiet palace even more.

For a moment, he could almost still smell the remaining sandalwood at his nose tip. But in the next instant, it was completely washed away by Pei Ying’s Lancôme perfume.

He suppressed the loss in his heart and smiled: “Very beautiful. Let’s buy this one.”

She nodded happily and went to the changing room.

He exhaled deeply. He was perfectly playing Mu Xi’s role, acting according to his and Pei Ying’s interaction patterns without any flaws. Perhaps even if the real Mu Xi stood before her, she couldn’t distinguish which was the illusion.

The Mu Xi who deeply loved Pei Ying would naturally accompany her shopping tirelessly. Only after their feelings gradually wore thin did Mu Xi stop accompanying her to such places.

So this should be a very simple wish—he only needed to perfectly play this affectionate Mu Xi and create the illusion she needed.

But why did he lose himself in another scene, and where did this continuous surge of sadness from his chest come from?

“Xi, let’s go. Let’s eat at my place tonight. I’ll make your favorite curry beef.”

She came out after changing, paid with her card, and walked over smiling to link arms with him.

He steadied himself and returned her smile: “Mm, let’s go.”

They walked side by side past the mall’s fitting mirrors. The mirrors ruthlessly but honestly reflected Pei Ying’s solitary, intoxicated smile. She naturally linked arms with empty air, walking in strange postures under people’s curious gazes, completely unaware.

“A Che, it’s time for you to go to Xuan Room Hall for court.” She sat properly in the pavilion. Though she spoke of him leaving, her eyes clearly showed reluctance.

He smiled slightly: “What? Didn’t you ask me to accompany you flower viewing? Look how brilliantly these peonies bloom.”

She pouted, sighing in frustration: “I’ve already taken up so much of your time. Later I’ll be criticized by the censors again for the empress being willful.”

He found it amusing and couldn’t help saying what that person in his memory had once said: “An emperor excessively favoring a certain concubine would be losing virtue, but my favoring my empress—isn’t that harmonious relationship, the nation’s wish?”

Her expression changed, her smile freezing at her lips.

He couldn’t help feeling annoyed, because he knew the person who had spoken those words was now on the other side of this vast palace, excessively favoring a certain concubine.

She lowered her eyes and said flatly: “You should go first. I want to be alone quietly.”

He suddenly felt utterly bored, not wanting to pretend to be someone else anymore. He rose with a flourish and walked outside the pavilion.

He was just a doll she had awakened—dolls existed for acting. Both the actors and audience knew that no matter how beautiful the story, it was just a play.

Walking down from the pavilion, passing by two serving palace maids in the outer corridor, he unintentionally overheard their gossip.

“Look, the empress had us set out two cups of tea again. She’s waiting for the emperor again.”

Hmph, ridiculous. That cup of tea was for him—only others couldn’t see him.

“Sigh, how could the emperor come? I heard Lady Wei is already pregnant.”

He shuddered and couldn’t help turning back.

The lonely figure in the pavilion was lifting the teacup from across the table, pouring out the cold tea inside, then picking up the teapot to refill it with fragrant hot tea.

He stared blankly as the ethereal steam dissipated, silently clenching his fists.

So she really was waiting for that him…

She could distinguish clearly—which was her illusion, which was the Liu Che she loved.

He couldn’t help sighing softly as everything before his eyes gradually dispersed like thick fog…

“Xi, Xi? Why are you spacing out again?”

He came back to his senses and noticed he was holding the magazine upside down.

Calmly closing the magazine, he looked up at Pei Ying bustling about in the kitchen, stood up and said: “Don’t bother. I have something to do tonight, so I’m leaving.”

His task was to play Mu Xi well, and this behavior fit Mu Xi’s personality. For Mu Xi, Pei Ying was part of his life, but as time passed, that part had become very, very small.

In the end, she became dispensable.

She rushed out from the kitchen, hastily wiping her hands on her apron, grabbing his arm and pleading: “Don’t you love curry beef the most? You haven’t eaten at my place in so long. If you’re in a hurry, I’ll make it and pack it for you to take away, okay?”

He looked down at her clear eyes, which reflected the face of a strange man.

She wasn’t Chen Ajiao—she couldn’t distinguish between her illusion and the Mu Xi she loved.

He was stunned. The words of refusal that should have come turned around on his lips, and in the end he just nodded.

Her smile bloomed instantly like the peonies under sunlight in his memory.

Such a smile—he had never seen it on that woman’s face…

“Your Majesty…”

He turned around in surprise, looking at the woman prostrating on the ground, quickly helping her up: “What did you call me?”

Her eyes flickered as she smiled bitterly: “You said it yourself—that I’m not allowed to call you A Che anymore, that I must address you as Your Majesty…”

He was stunned, knowing she spoke of the real Liu Che. His heart ached as if ants were gnawing at it. He clearly recognized that he was nothing more than a substitute.

Very well—an actor’s duty is to perform the play the audience wants to see.

His audience was always only her.

“Don’t call me Your Majesty. You know that in this world, only you can call me A Che.” He embraced her, whispering low in her ear, just as he had said the night of his coronation ten years ago.

She leaned obediently against him, her hair fragrant and pleasant.

“A Che, why don’t you love me anymore? Why do you love others? Didn’t you say you’d build a golden house for me?” she murmured in question.

He stood there dumbly, not knowing how to answer her accusations. Because the person she was asking wasn’t him.

He could only imitate that person’s every word and deed, every movement and gesture, but could never perform that person’s heart.

He had tried so hard to play the person she hoped for—was it still not enough? He didn’t want this. At least… this time, he didn’t want to lose again!

He bit his teeth secretly, not noticing that Pei Ying in front of him had put down her bowl and chopsticks, looking at him with some concern.

“Xi, you seem different lately.” She frowned in confusion, asking softly.

“Oh? Different how?” He changed smoothly, curving his lips in a perfect, flawless smile.

She lowered her head, fidgeting with the tablecloth, mumbling somewhat timidly: “Lately… you’ve been too good to me…”

His smile deepened. He knew what she meant. According to Mu Xi’s personality, seeing her twice a week was already quite good, but now he came almost every day.

Mu Xi used to be unwilling to accompany her shopping—now he was willing to walk with her until her legs hurt. Mu Xi used to be unwilling to stay for dinner—now he was willing to eat and even wash dishes afterward. Mu Xi used to be unwilling to listen to her complaints—now he was willing to listen to her talk endlessly…

He knew he was overdoing it. What she needed was her previous happy life, someone exactly like the former Mu Xi.

But he was overdoing it.

“What? You’re not satisfied with me being good to you?” He sounded somewhat aggrieved, but his heart held undisguised triumph.

This time, he would never let go easily. He didn’t want to be Liu Che, and even less did he want to be Mu Xi.

If trying hard to become someone else couldn’t bring happiness, then let him be himself and seize the happiness that belonged to him from those he impersonated!

“No, it’s just that I’m too happy… and a bit… at a loss…” Her eyes showed confusion and unease, as if remembering something while not wanting to remember it.

He stood up, gently separating her intertwined fingers one by one.

“Don’t be at a loss. From now on, think only of me, okay? Don’t talk to others anymore. I’ll always be with you, okay?”

She looked up, staring steadily into his eyes, and slowly nodded.

He began to wonder—the more he accompanied her, the more curious he became about why that A Che could leave her alone in an empty palace without a care.

For several nights in a row, after she fell asleep, he quietly came to Xuan Room Hall, standing there, gazing at the figure seated on the dragon throne.

Clearly they had identical faces, clearly everything about him was the same, but watching him review bamboo scrolls that would exhaust several palace attendants just to carry, working sleeplessly for days handling state affairs, he became confused.

Watching him strategize and send troops against the Xiongnu, watching him summon worthy and upright scholars for personal examination, watching him practice benevolent governance while using strict laws to govern the country…

The person in Weiyang Palace was no longer the youth who would throw tables and chairs after court, cursing officials who gave him trouble. Now he need only glance coldly, and everyone would fall silent as cicadas.

He was also no longer the man who would nestle in her arms insisting on personally drawing her eyebrows. Now he need only crook his finger, and several palace maids would come forward to serve.

The current him was a truly qualified emperor.

High above, alone and solitary.

How deep is the night? The night is not yet over.

In Weiyang Palace, there would always be long-lasting, brilliant lights.

The person who had made the “golden house” vow had grown up. His world had become broader, while she remained trapped in past beauties, unable to extricate herself.

Ha, what a foolish woman… clearly knowing the real him would never return to her side, yet still awakening him to exchange for a beautiful but illusory dream.

But this wasn’t bad either. Since that Liu Che had chosen grander goals, let him guard her instead.

Thinking this, he walked with light steps from Weiyang Palace back to Pepper Room Palace, eager to return to her side.

However, when he pushed open that imposing palace door, he was greeted by a cold question.

“Where did you go?” She sat in Pepper Room Palace, using those slender phoenix eyes to glance at him indifferently.

This gaze was how an empress who commanded the realm looked at her maids and attendants—that condescending, contemptuous look.

Touching her emotionless gaze, he instantly felt ice-cold all over. She looked at the man identical to Liu Che, but her eyes were so clear it frightened him. The one who had been immersed in illusion all along wasn’t her—it was him.

“Why can you tell the difference?” he asked bitterly. He had performed so perfectly. He had the same face, same build, same memories. Except for having no shadow, except for others not being able to see him, in her eyes he should be indistinguishable from that Liu Che.

She slowly approached, stopping just inches away, saying flatly: “He now refers to himself as ‘Zhen’ when speaking to me, though he never used to.”

“Then I’ll also… no, then Zhen will also…” he said urgently.

She looked up, her eyes containing a sorrow he couldn’t understand or fathom, then her gaze suddenly softened.

She raised a finger, gently pressing it to his lips, saying tremblingly: “Don’t change, don’t change how you address me. I know… he’s the one who changed, but I don’t want you to change too. You just need to always be the him from back then… that’s enough.”

He suddenly fell silent. He understood—he was actually imitating the Liu Che she loved, but she still hoped that Liu Che would change his mind.

She said in a ethereal voice: “You and he are easy to distinguish… his eyes when looking at me never held such undisguised passion as yours…”

He wanted to reach out and embrace her, so close within reach.

But he couldn’t.

Because he knew that in her heart, it was never him.

Precisely because of this, this time he wanted the “him” in Pei Ying’s heart to be completely, truly him.

He heard Pei Ying’s phone ring. She answered and seemed to be talking with someone. After a while, she put down the phone, looking at him as if wanting to speak but stopping. She timidly called: “Xi…”

“What’s wrong?” He leaned back on the sofa, looking up at her. This timid expression would never appear on Ajiao’s face. She had always been proud, clear-headed, and cold.

Two thousand years ago, he couldn’t win her heart. But Pei Ying, this weak and incompetent girl—he felt confident of victory. These days, he had appeared beside her even more frequently, deliberately taking up all her time, not letting her attend classes, not letting her shop with friends. When going out, it could only be with him. No wonder her friends felt puzzled.

“They… they said I might have mental problems and advised me to see a doctor…” She looked anxious and uneasy.

“Nonsense! What right do they have to say that about you?” He frowned.

“They said you’re someone I imagined.” She looked at him apprehensively, not daring to come close.

That’s because your stupid friends can’t see me! He sneered, reaching out to pull her to his side: “Imagined? Then pinch your face and see if it hurts.”

She actually pinched her face hard, then winced in pain and smiled at him embarrassedly.

“Good girl, don’t think nonsense. Your friends are jealous of your happiness.” He said the lie with a straight face.

Since she couldn’t distinguish between reality and illusion, why let her figure it out? Making her happy—wasn’t that his duty?

“Really?” She was half-believing when the phone on the coffee table began playing beautiful music.

He picked up the phone, his eyes catching the name displayed on the screen—it was actually Mu Xi. It seemed rumors about her had reached his ears. But what use was that? Who had personally pushed her away? Why bother her again? He naturally pressed the reject button and removed the battery. The music stopped abruptly.

“Don’t mind them. Didn’t you say you’d make something delicious for me today?” He smiled.

“Hehe, that’s right, I’ll go make it now.” She jumped up without any suspicion, tied on her apron, and headed to the kitchen.

His face showed a smile. Just then the landline rang. He reached over and unplugged the phone line without changing expression.

“Whose call was that?” she asked from the kitchen.

“Wrong number,” he said.

“…The Empress has lost her way, bewitched by shamans and sorcerers, unable to bear Heaven’s mandate. She shall surrender her seal and retreat to Changmen Palace.”

The herald’s voice echoed ruthlessly in the empty palace, the echoes rising wave after wave, making it seem even more desolate. She knelt on the ground, still holding her face up, maintaining her final dignity as empress.

Years of waiting had only earned this imperial decree. Years of affection couldn’t even merit a final meeting.

Why? He saw her eyes asking this of him.

He knew she wasn’t really asking him, but looking through his face to ask the emperor who wasn’t present.

He had countless reasons to answer her: willfulness, childlessness, powerful relatives… But that emperor had used witchcraft as an excuse to placate the world.

How ridiculous—was it precisely because of his existence that she was banished to Changmen Palace?

He didn’t want this… he only wanted to give her happiness. No… actually it was quite good. From now on, her world would no longer have that emperor—only him.

“Ying Ying! It’s me! Mu Xi! Are you home? Ying Ying, come out quickly, everyone’s worried about you!”

The pounding on the door startled him from his memories. Pei Ying was cuddled with him on the sofa watching TV. Hearing the knocking, she looked up blankly.

“Xi, you’re here, so who’s knocking outside?” Her face was full of confusion.

“Good girl, no one’s there. It’s your imagination.” Seeing her unease, he smiled at her gently.

“Really? But that person’s voice sounds so much like yours, Xi!” She tilted her head, listening carefully.

“Good girl, you’re ill. Don’t go to school tomorrow—rest well at home. I’ll always stay with you, okay?”

“…Okay…” She closed her eyes contentedly, her lips curving beautifully, though a crystal tear hung at the corner of her eye.

He held her in his arms, gently covering her ears. If she was willing, he could accompany her for a lifetime.

“…The night is long as if lasting years, harboring depression that cannot be changed. I wait weakly for dawn, the pavilion standing alone yet bright again. I secretly pity myself, passing years without daring to forget.”

She lay in bed, her young pale face like a withered, fragile flower.

He put down the “Changmen Rhapsody” in his hands—this rhapsody bought with a thousand gold had only earned Emperor Wu’s praise for the composition. He hadn’t even come to see her again.

He reached out to touch her cold cheek with the face of the man she loved most.

She could no longer smile. Or rather, he had never seen her truly smile. She had stopped smiling long, long ago.

He had thought monopolizing her could make her happier, but she clearly knew everything was just illusion.

Born noble and pampered from childhood, she had never bowed to please anyone or lowered her pride, never experienced such treatment. In the five years since moving to Changmen Palace, she had been melancholy and despondent. Despite all his efforts, he couldn’t make her smile again.

“Ajiao, actually witchcraft isn’t just about creating illusions. The most important function of witchcraft is actually cursing.” He spoke, looking gently at this dying empress in the cold palace.

“I know you would never let anything happen to him. Even though he treats you this way, you’ve never thought of harming him in the slightest.”

She looked at him weakly, but her gaze remained heartbreakingly clear.

“It’s alright. I won’t curse him to die young. He can live long and then personally watch all his closest people betray him. He’ll personally kill everyone he cares about and die alone, just like you…”

“Ajiao, you still don’t know my name…”

His figure slowly faded, seeming to merge into the air, carrying an unsettling aura that quickly spread through this vast palace.

At the very end, he finally leaned down to kiss her forehead: “Ajiao, my name is Yansheng. If… we ever meet again, please don’t get my name wrong…”

In the darkest corner of the palace, a wooden doll fell to the ground without wind.

At the same time, a fragrant soul also dissipated in the cold palace.

“Xi, why did you bring me here? Wasn’t it nice at home? I don’t really want to go out.” She squinted, unaccustomed to the bright sunlight outside.

“We should go out occasionally.” He led her toward the commercial street. He had calculated that Mu Xi’s natural lifespan would end today. If he could seize the body just as the soul departed, then he could truly become Mu Xi and rightfully stay by her side.

He didn’t think himself despicable. He wanted her happiness, wanted to give her happiness—that was all.

He had missed his chance in the previous life. This lifetime, he would never let go again.

Everything under the sunlight was so beautiful. He walked beside her, looking down at her shadow.

Soon, he would stand beside her openly and honorably as a real, living Mu Xi who would love her forever.

Lost in thought, he suddenly felt her shake off his arm.

“Xi!” Her heart-rending cry seemed to come from another world. She wasn’t calling him—she was rushing toward Mu Xi, who was about to be hit by a truck.

He stood dumbly in the sunlight, watching his world collapse bit by bit.

History was infinitely cyclical. In the previous life, Ajiao hadn’t won back Liu Che’s heart. In this life, Pei Ying hadn’t won back Mu Xi’s heart either. But she would rather die herself than save him.

Everything was the same as before.

He was forever a substitute, forever a puppet, forever an actor performing a play only one person could see. It turned out the one immersed in illusion all along wasn’t her—it was himself.

“Eh? How did this doll come back?” The doctor sitting at the counter immediately noticed the paulownia wood doll in the brocade box. He leaned over for a look and was amazed: “How did it crack? Didn’t that girl take good care of it? My God! Isn’t this a Han Dynasty antique? How could she be so careless?”

The owner was gently polishing a copper-red glazed vase, glancing over indifferently: “I heard it was a car accident. This voodoo doll blocked something for her and cracked.”

“Car accident?”

“Yes, apparently another rich kid driving drunk, running a red light. But no one was hurt—both people are safe. Just this voodoo doll cracked.” The owner narrated calmly.

“Such a pity…” The doctor felt somewhat sad for reasons he couldn’t explain. Perhaps from staying at Dumb House so long, he vaguely sensed that most antiques here had their own lives.

When this voodoo doll was first brought out, he distinctly felt that kind of historical resonance, but now it was completely gone, leaving only an indescribable sadness.

Someone beside him was even sadder—the curator leaning on his cane sighed repeatedly: “This is Chen Ajiao’s voodoo doll! This is craftsmanship comparable to the jade-carved ‘Han Eight Cuts’! This is made from thousand-year paulownia wood! This is…”

“It’s yours.” The owner bluntly interrupted the curator’s rambling.

The curator immediately beamed. Since the King of Yue’s sword incident, he often came to sit at Dumb House, hoping to acquire some good items.

“Cough, though it’s a pity it cracked, after proper restoration it won’t show. Look, this voodoo doll even has Liu Che’s birth date and time carved on the back… Oh my, looks like the Han Dynasty exhibition hall will need to clear the largest space for this voodoo doll…”

The doctor couldn’t stand his chatter and asked the owner puzzledly: “This voodoo doll—you’re just donating it to the museum? Didn’t you mention before that this puppet was actually quite extraordinary? It seemed to have a name—what was it called?”

The owner lowered his eyes, saying flatly: “Puppet Yansheng. But now, it’s just a doll.”

Chapter 9: Poppy
Yu Cui cursed her name for the Nth time.

Yu Cui. This name looked vulgar, sounded depressing when pronounced, and she had no idea what her father was thinking when he chose it.

It wasn’t that she hadn’t protested to her father or thrown tantrums wanting to change her name, but her father simply wouldn’t allow it. Legend had it that their family was a branch descendant of Yu Ji, the concubine of the famous Xiang Yu, the Hegemon-King of Western Chu. In the Yu family, girls were actually forbidden from being named Yu Cui.

Because the character “Cui” split apart becomes “Yu” and “Zu”—meaning Xiang Yu’s death. This rule forbidding Yu family girls from being named Yu Cui was actually written in the family precepts.

This was the 21st century—no one took these family precepts seriously anymore. But Yu Cui’s father had gone further, insisting his daughter be named Yu Cui despite everything.

That unlucky girl was her.

Yu Cui squinted and helplessly put down the book about the Hegemon-King of Western Chu. Because she was surnamed Yu and given this name related to Xiang Yu, logically she should be very interested in that period of late Qin and early Han history. But for some reason, reading about this history always gave her headaches. Today’s history class happened to cover Xiang Yu—just hearing his name gave her a headache, and unable to stand that nagging history teacher, she had skipped class directly.

Damn it! All because of this stupid name her father gave her. And her father kept saying she was getting prettier, claiming she must have a special connection to the historical Yu Ji.

What connection!

The early winter sunlight had no warmth, only providing slight comfort when it touched her body. Yu Cui took a deep breath of the cold air, stretched lazily, and checked her wristwatch, feeling it was about time to head back.

Today wasn’t even a holiday—a girl her age wandering around outside at this time was obviously skipping school. Yu Cui had already received several disapproving looks from passersby, so she could only lower her head as much as possible, pretending not to notice.

“Plop!” Perhaps because she wasn’t looking where she was walking, she happened to see something fall to the ground. She crouched down to pick it up, discovering it was an exquisitely embroidered red silk pouch.

Yu Cui quickened her pace to catch up with the two people ahead, extending the pouch forward: “You dropped something.”

Yu Cui looked up to study these two men. The taller one wore fashionable glasses with brown-dyed hair, dressed in a black knee-length wool coat. He had a standard build and handsome features, like a model from a fashion magazine. Standing beside him was a slightly shorter man who, despite the cold winter day, wore only a thin black Zhongshan suit with a lifelike red dragon embroidered on his left chest. The dragon head bared its teeth toward his neck, its long body coiled around his waist, scales reflecting sunlight in rainbow colors so realistically beautiful it was mesmerizing.

The taller fashionable man chuckled: “Boss, I never expected you to carry a pouch like a woman!”

Yu Cui was attracted by that embroidered red dragon and hadn’t noticed what this man looked like. Only now did she look up at the man called “Boss”—pale complexion, soft black hair, indifferent phoenix eyes, with a flash of surprise crossing his gaze when he saw her.

Yu Cui blinked. Surprise? Had she seen wrong?

“Your name is Yu Cui?” the boss in the Zhongshan suit asked.

Yu Cui was startled, about to ask how he knew her name when she followed his gaze to discover her student ID still pinned to her chest. No wonder so many people had been staring at her… Yu Cui’s mouth twitched as she silently removed and hid the ID card. “Yes, I’m Yu Cui.”

The boss silently repeated her name several times, studying Yu Cui with those narrow, deep eyes before curving his lips in an inscrutable smile: “This pouch is fated to be with you—keep it.”

Fate and such things were the most annoying! Yu Cui really wanted to throw the pouch in his face. Though she couldn’t judge quality well, she could tell this pouch had soft material and exquisite embroidery—definitely not machine-made. She took a deep breath, suppressing her irritation, and stuffed the pouch directly into his hands before turning to leave.

These days there were many bad people—she wouldn’t casually talk to strangers.

“Wait.” He suddenly called out.

Yu Cui hadn’t intended to stop, but she found the boss beginning to call her name in that soul-summoning ethereal way that successfully raised goosebumps all over her body, so she had to stop.

“I’m the owner of a nearby antique shop called Dumb House,” the man said.

Yu Cui said nothing, watching as the boss poured something round, about the size of a watermelon seed, resembling a nut, from the pouch and handed it to her: “This is a poppy seed. It also has a connection with Miss Yu—consider this seed thanks for returning the pouch. You can find a flowerpot to plant it when you get home.”

Connection my foot! And what era was this, still calling people “Miss”? But it was just a seed—that should be acceptable.

Yu Cui had seen poppy flowers before—very similar to opium poppies but without that bewitching beauty. Instead they had a delicate, graceful, spiritual charm that was absolutely stunning.

Yu Cui held the seed, standing there dazed. When she came to her senses, the two men had walked far away, their conversation still drifting on the wind:

“Is that really a poppy seed? Nothing strange about it?”

“It’s a real poppy seed, just from over two thousand years ago.”

“…You’re really joking…”

“I never joke.”

Yu Cui woke up to find she couldn’t move.

This feeling wasn’t entirely unfamiliar—very much like when dreaming, being held down by sleep paralysis, or what people commonly called “ghost pressing on the body.” But ghost pressing wouldn’t make everything around completely dark where you couldn’t see anything, right? If it were a dream, there would always be a time to wake up, right?

Yu Cui waited quietly. After an unknown period, she began to feel thirsty. This thirst was different from normal thirst—before, when thirsty, she could still endure it, but now she felt as if she might die from dehydration.

Yu Cui called out anxiously, but discovered she couldn’t make any sound at all! If this were a dream, it was far too realistic.

Yu Cui wanted to move her hands and feet, but found no response whatsoever, as if tightly surrounded by something, unable to move at all.

What was happening? Yu Cui wondered gloomily. Yesterday after skipping class and returning home, while taking off her coat, that poppy seed had fallen out and she had casually buried it in the tiger tail plant’s pot in the entryway. After that… after that she seemed to have done the usual things—reading, homework, internet, washing, sleeping. When she regained consciousness, she had become like this.

Just as Yu Cui was puzzling over this while dying of thirst, she suddenly felt a stream of cool water pouring over her head, immediately refreshing her entire being. She wanted to open her mouth to drink, but discovered her whole body was absorbing the water, quickly relieving her near-fatal thirst.

What had happened to her? Even someone as slow as Yu Cui realized she wasn’t dreaming—this dream would be far too bizarre.

“Drink more water and sprout quickly!” A young, gentle male voice suddenly appeared, startling Yu Cui.

Sprout? Sprout! Sprout sprout sprout… This voice echoed in Yu Cui’s brain like a broken record, directly causing her mind to crash.

No wonder she was tightly surrounded by dark things—she was simply buried in soil! No wonder she was dying of thirst—it was the need to sprout!

Had she become a seed?! Yu Cui completely lost it…

People always submit to fate eventually. Yu Cui deeply understood this point. On the third day of being a seed, she finally accepted her fate and decided to be a good seed.

Because she was buried in soil, she could occasionally detect threads of light through gaps in the earth, using this to judge day and night cycles. She knew the man watering her lived with his uncle, who called him Ji. Ji was probably in his teens, about the same age as her. Oh, to be precise, about the same age as her previous life.

Yu Cui believed she had died, which was why she was reincarnated as a seed. But she couldn’t ignore the strange aspects—for instance, why had that antique shop owner just given her a seed, and that very night she became a seed? She remembered the owner saying he’d given her a poppy seed, so she might now be a poppy seed too?

Yu Cui didn’t know whether to be happy, since poppies were only annual herbaceous plants—meaning her plant career would last only one year. If she could endure it, perhaps next life the King of Hell would arrange a more reliable reincarnation.

So she settled into being a seed. Ji watered her punctually every day. While she boredly waited to die, she could listen to the dialogue theater between Ji and his uncle for entertainment, like now—

“Ji, uncle has hired a teacher for you to learn calligraphy and poetry. You’ll start classes tomorrow,” the uncle said seriously. Actually, Yu Cui heard this in half-classical Chinese, which she directly translated into vernacular in her mind. She seriously suspected she hadn’t just become a seed but had also traveled back to ancient times.

“Yes,” Ji agreed gently.

“How can a man speak so mildly? You need to be forceful!” Uncle roared disapprovingly.

“Yes!” Ji also tried copying uncle’s tone.

Uncle seemed satisfied and changed topics: “Ji, you’re not young anymore. How can you act like a girl, always fiddling with flowers and plants? What kind of behavior is this?”

Ji said nothing. Yu Cui immediately felt a strong sense of crisis—surely this uncle wasn’t thinking of encouraging Ji to pull her up? Though a seed’s fate was miserable, she didn’t want to die immediately! Without Ji watering her daily, she’d die of thirst instantly!

Fortunately uncle said nothing more, but within days, uncle was in a rage because Ji not only refused to learn calligraphy and poetry, but also wouldn’t learn martial arts when uncle hired someone to teach him.

Uncle threatened to smash all the flowerpots in his room. Yu Cui felt her body swaying, knowing she was probably being held in Ji’s arms.

“Learning literature only helps you remember names, learning martial arts only lets you fight a hundred men. If Ji learns anything, let it be how to defeat ten thousand enemies!” he suddenly declared. Yu Cui was stunned—this phrase sounded very familiar, though she couldn’t remember where she’d seen it.

Uncle was naturally delighted and began personally teaching Ji military strategy at home. Yu Cui was forced to listen in, but it was so boring that all the watching flowers and plants became dispirited—peonies, tree peonies, and golden thread chrysanthemums all expressed their inability to cope. Ji also found it unacceptable and refused to continue learning after a few days. Uncle flew into a rage, cursing Ji as rotten wood that couldn’t be carved, and completely gave up.

Ji was happy to have leisure time, beginning to tend his flowers and plants leisurely, rarely leaving home. From Yu Cui’s perspective, he was undoubtedly an excellent ancient shut-in!

Freed from ancient military strategy classes, Yu Cui continued mixing and waiting to die in the soil, drowsily passing long days.

Having transmigrated into a seed, Yu Cui didn’t know what else she could do. Every day she did nothing but sleep and drink water. Though studying had been hard before, she still missed having a body she could move freely and a mouth that could speak freely.

“Ji! You nearly caused great trouble today, you know!” Uncle burst in and started ranting.

Yu Cui immediately perked up—the daily theater was starting! This uncle-nephew interaction was her spiritual food for passing boring time! Though she couldn’t see their expressions, listening to this radio drama was better than nothing!

“What about the King of Qin? I could take his place,” Ji said indifferently. “Uncle, don’t you always say ‘Though Chu has only three households, whoever destroys Qin will be Chu’? As Chu descendants, isn’t it right for us to think this way?”

“King of Qin? Ying Zheng has proclaimed himself First Emperor—he’s no longer simply King of Qin,” Uncle said stiffly. “You… Sigh! Don’t say such things outside anymore.” Yu Cui was stunned, only now realizing what era she’d reached—actually the Qin Dynasty!

Ji remained silent.

“Well, you’ll be twenty soon. Have you chosen a courtesy name?” Uncle sighed.

“I have. My courtesy name is Yu,” Ji said indifferently.

“Good. Xiang Ji, courtesy name Yu—Xiang Yu. After coming of age, we’ll call you Xiang Yu. Good, good.” Uncle repeatedly said “good.”

Yu Cui was completely speechless. Xiang Yu? The always dazed, awkward shut-in who’d been watering her was actually Xiang Yu? No one had told her Xiang Yu’s given name was actually Ji, and Yu was his courtesy name! Yu Cui’s scalp tingled with shock, regretting skipping that history class—otherwise she should have guessed long ago.

While she was still reeling from shock, she heard uncle say coldly: “You’re about to come of age—give up those flower-tending habits. Especially that pot—” Yu Cui knew without looking that uncle was pointing at her. “Yes! The one in your hands! Hiding it behind your back won’t help! You’ve been watering it for three years without it sprouting—the seed inside must be dead!”

First she had died and come to the unfamiliar Qin Dynasty, then discovered her careful cultivator was the Xiang Yu who was “fated” to be with her, and finally faced abandonment even as a flower… One blow after another…

Yu Cui collapsed, only now realizing that since arriving in this world, she hadn’t been a qualified seed.

Yu Cui began self-reflection. Right—a qualified seed should try hard to sprout!

Don’t abandon me! She would work hard to sprout! Yu Cui silently cried out.

Regarding uncle’s command, Xiang Yu neither opposed nor agreed, continuing to water Yu Cui daily.

Yu Cui deeply admired Xiang Yu’s revolutionary spirit. In her position, she absolutely couldn’t water a seed daily for three years—she didn’t know why Xiang Yu was so persistent. But to prevent him from abandoning her, Yu Cui tried hard to break through the soil. However, having been a seed for only three years, she had no idea how to sprout.

After Xiang Yu vowed to take the First Emperor’s place, he daily practiced martial arts and studied military strategy diligently. Yu Cui knew how determined this man was—just seeing him persist in watering her daily without fail showed that once he decided on something, he could persist to the end.

When uncle taught him before, he hadn’t recognized the usefulness of that knowledge, so he was unwilling to learn. But now, with a lofty goal, he naturally began working hard.

Yu Cui also had a new goal: sprout, sprout, and sprout again!

…But several more months passed with no progress whatsoever. Most annoyingly, this blockhead Xiang Yu completely failed to understand her plaintive feelings! Every day he would just mutter to the flowerpot—

“Today while practicing swordsmanship in the garden, I accidentally tripped on a stone. Fortunately uncle didn’t see.”

…Ghost! All the flowers and plants in the garden saw!

“Today I thought of a new formation, but teacher said I was fantasizing… Shall I draw it for you to see?”

…Ghost! I haven’t even grown out yet—what am I supposed to see! Hey! Don’t draw randomly in the soil above my head!

“Why haven’t you grown yet? Is the spring water not good enough?”

…You’re drowning me with all that daily watering!

“Why haven’t you grown yet? Is the fertilizer not good enough?”

…How would I know! I want to grow quickly too!

“It’s alright, I’ll keep waiting for you.”

…Now even Yu Cui had no complaints.

She couldn’t help wondering if the seed she’d possessed had actually died? But doubts aside, Yu Cui still drank water and slept daily, silently critiquing Xiang Yu’s monologues and listening to his daily theater with uncle. Her little life was quite comfortable.

After another four years like this, Yu Cui suddenly discovered that one day, Xiang Yu didn’t come to water her. She was so thirsty that her whole body felt wrong. Yu Cui didn’t know where Xiang Yu had gone—she knew she hadn’t moved position and hadn’t been abandoned, so he simply hadn’t returned.

Where the hell had that guy gone? Yu Cui had vaguely heard about Chen Sheng and Wu Guang’s uprising, but she hadn’t paid attention to what Xiang Yu specifically planned to do. She realized she was too accustomed to his companionship, always thinking he wouldn’t abandon her, always feeling he cared about her, though she hadn’t sprouted for seven whole years.

One day, two days, three days… Yu Cui didn’t know how she endured it. The soil in the flowerpot had completely cracked, yet she struggled upward through the soil gaps.

After an unknown number of days, she suddenly felt brightness before her eyes. Long-missed sunlight warmed her body. Though she had no eyes, she suddenly saw him bursting through the door in the sunlight.

His figure was straight as a mountain, his appearance heroically unmatched, his bearing extraordinary. The tiger-head coiled dragon halberd in his hand still dripped with fresh blood, falling drop by drop to the ground, spreading in the dust. Blinding sunlight reflected off his blood-stained black-gold armor, creating dizzying brilliance.

In his extremely delighted eyes, she saw herself.

A small green sprout.

In the first year of the Second Emperor, 209 BC, Chen Sheng and Wu Guang raised their arms in Daze Township, beginning their uprising. Xiang Yu accompanied his uncle Xiang Liang in Wu County, assassinating Governor Yin Tong and raising troops in response.

In this battle, Xiang Yu single-handedly killed nearly a hundred of Yin Tong’s guards, first displaying his unparalleled martial prowess.

Xiang Yu was exactly twenty-four years old at the time.

Successfully growing from a seed into a small sprout, Yu Cui finally felt vindicated. Not only had she cleared her name of never sprouting, she was delighted to discover that when Xiang Yu touched the flowerpot, they could communicate telepathically. Apart from initial surprise, Xiang Yu quickly adapted to the miraculous phenomenon that the seed he’d watered for seven years could actually understand human speech.

The Taoist who had originally given him this seed had said this seed was different from others—it needed heartfelt care to grow the most beautiful flowers. Even Xiang Yu himself hadn’t expected that planting it would take seven years.

Tch, Yu Cui was extremely annoyed hearing this. What heartfelt care—she had sprouted purely because she couldn’t stand him anymore. Otherwise, with such daily watering, she would definitely have rotted in the soil and never sprouted.

Having been silent for seven years with no one to talk to, Yu Cui immediately poured out her life story like spilled beans upon discovering Xiang Yu could hear her voice.

“You’re saying… you were originally human?” Xiang Yu was also somewhat dizzy.

Yu Cui nodded vigorously. But since her body couldn’t move, she could only wave her newly grown little leaves.

“Then…” Xiang Yu didn’t know what to do either. After struggling for a long time, he found his voice: “Then… what should I call you, miss?”

“My surname is Yu…” Yu Cui suddenly cut herself off, remembering the curse about her name.

Cui meaning Yu’s death—Xiang Yu’s death. Though this interpretation was absurd, she had already transmigrated into a flower planted by Xiang Yu—what couldn’t happen now?

Yu Cui’s pause made Xiang Yu misunderstand, thinking young ladies’ personal names couldn’t be casually known by men. He thoughtfully continued: “Since you’re surnamed Yu, I’ll call you Yu Ji!”

Yu Ji? Yu Ji! Yu Ji Yu Ji Yu Ji… Yu Cui’s head buzzed, her mind going completely blank. She had felt something was wrong—that there was no beautiful Yu Ji beside this Xiang Yu!

Though Yu Cui didn’t understand Xiang Yu’s life in detail, she had heard her nagging father mention several times that legend said the Hegemon-King Xiang Yu and Yu Ji had fallen in love at first sight in their youth, after which Yu Ji devotedly followed Xiang Yu through his military campaigns…

“Yu Ji, uncle has established King Huai of Chu, Xiong Xin, and has become the Wuxin Army commander. From now on I’ll follow him to war! Don’t worry, I’ll take you along—I want to see what kind of flower you’ll become!” Xiang Yu laughed heartily, his tone no longer the gentle one of his youth but mixed with a fierce, invincible military edge.

What what! Yu Cui saw herself transferred to a clay pot and held in Xiang Yu’s arms as he mounted a completely black horse with only white hooves.

“Xiang Yu, how can you take that flowerpot to battle!” Uncle beside him was exasperated.

“Uncle, this is Yu Ji,” Xiang Yu seriously introduced her to uncle.

“Haha! Naming a pot of flowers with a woman’s name—is it actually a poppy?” Uncle mocked mercilessly.

“Mm, this flower is indeed called poppy,” Xiang Yu recalled the name Yu Cui had told him. The wind from Jiangdong made Yu Cui’s fragile little body sway precariously. If she could cry, she really wanted to shed tears in the wind.

So this was the truth of history—why Yu Ji was called Poppy, why poppy was a flower name, why Yu Ji as a woman could follow Xiang Yu everywhere in battle…

Because… because Yu Ji was actually a flower!

More tragically, Yu Cui discovered she seemed to be that unlucky flower…

“Yu Ji, uncle wants me to become a general. I’m so afraid I can’t lead troops well. When I fight alone I know what to do, but how do I command thousands of men?”

“What’s to fear? Just charge forward! When you charge, won’t the soldiers behind you follow?”

Xiang Yu understood, and from then on fought with extraordinary bravery, always charging first into enemy formations. His tiger-head coiled dragon halberd was unstoppable—no one could match him. Soon he was promoted to general.

“Yu Ji, uncle wants me to give speeches before battle, but I’m afraid of speaking in front of crowds. I’m scared I’ll forget my words…”

“What’s to fear? Just imagine everyone below as big radishes. Besides, didn’t uncle write the speech for you? Just copy it on your palm! Ah? You say your palms sweat easily? Then speak less—use presence! Use your gaze! Overwhelm them with your eyes!”

Xiang Yu understood, and from then on spoke little in public. Just standing there in his black-gold armor and tiger-skin red war cloak, his imposing presence would make thousands of soldiers immediately quiet.

As long as he simply gave an order, as long as he glanced with indifferent eyes, absolutely no one dared voice opposition.

In others’ eyes, Xiang Yu increasingly resembled a true general, but in Yu Cui’s eyes, he remained that man who chattered before her flowerpot—big, awkward, silly, yet somewhat lovable. Basically a large dog who liked to ramble. He would show fierce teeth and sharp claws to enemies, but sitting before her, he’d return to gentle tones, still the youth who had talked to himself years ago.

Yu Cui’s flowerpot was also changed to a beautiful clay pot painted with gorgeous patterns that Xiang Yu had specially selected from war spoils.

Perhaps having slept in soil for seven years, Yu Cui found herself growing quickly after breaking ground.

Of course, this was relative to her seven years of not sprouting—compared to ordinary plants, she still grew slowly. After most of a year, she finally budded.

That day the sunlight was lovely, the wind warm against her. Xiang Yu brought a bronze mirror to show her appearance—an oval bud wrapped in two green-edged sepals, the cute, full flower head hanging from a slender, upright stem. In Xiang Yu’s words, she looked exactly like a young maiden lost in thought, gracefully standing.

Yu Cui was satisfied with her appearance, but Xiang Yu held the bronze mirror hesitantly: “Yu Ji, don’t bloom too early. If you finish flowering, will you leave me?”

Yu Cui was stunned. She actually felt life as a flower was meaningless—just waiting to die. Originally wanting to end this life quickly for early reincarnation, but seeing Xiang Yu’s pleading gaze, she hesitated.

This outwardly tough but inwardly tender man—without her, he probably couldn’t persevere, right?

“Yu Ji, stay by my side!”

Fine, fine—she’d accept her fate as his confidante sister. Yu Cui’s drooping bud nodded twice gently.

Her entire world now was this lush little garden—abundant sunlight, air filled with fresh floral scents, and Xiang Yu. Everything was too beautiful, too peaceful.

In this moment, she completely forgot history’s cruelty.

At the Battle of Dingtao, Xiang Liang died.

That night, Xiang Yu received the news from messenger soldiers. In his tent, he held Yu Cui’s flowerpot, crying silently.

“Yu Ji, uncle… he… died…”

Yu Cui remained silent, unable to say a single consoling word.

She knew that for Xiang Yu, uncle was equivalent to his father. She had been with them so many years, watching them argue, reconcile, argue again, reconcile again. Uncle, both stern and kind, treated Xiang Yu as both strict father and loving mother—essentially raising him single-handedly.

That old man who always threatened to uproot her but never actually acted; that old man who was always so angry at Xiang Yu he’d blow his beard and glare; that old man who would stroke his beard laughing when happy; that old man who would pat Xiang Yu’s shoulder encouragingly after victories…

That serious old man with graying whiskers—was he really gone? Never to be seen again? When Yu Cui realized this, an indescribable sourness welled up inside.

Xiang Yu’s tears seeped through the soil into her root system without missing a drop. His sorrow and unwillingness transmitted entirely to her heart. She wept with him.

“Xiang Yu, what was uncle’s wish?” she asked.

“Destroy Qin!” Xiang Yu said grimly.

“Then fulfill his wish!” she heard herself say.

Xiang Yu said nothing more but clenched his fists.

That night, Xiang Yu completely matured, transforming from a naive youth who loved tending flowers into the terrifying Hegemon-King of Western Chu. That night, watered by Xiang Yu’s tears, Yu Cui finally bloomed.

The two sepals wrapping the bud fell away like a maiden shedding old clothes to reveal red garments beneath. Her formerly shy, bent body straightened, raised petals thin as cicada wings, bright as red lips, smooth as silk.

Elegant and gorgeous coexisted. It was impossible to imagine such magnificent, beautiful flowers could bloom from a seemingly roadside-grass-like delicate stem.

The next day, Yu Cui saw the soldier who had brought news of Xiang Liang’s death.

That familiar face, those distinctive phoenix eyes, that indifferent expression—clearly the Dumb House owner! Just not wearing that red dragon-embroidered Zhongshan suit!

Yu Cui shared her suspicions with Xiang Yu, who reluctantly let the soldier touch the flowerpot. But though Yu Cui talked herself hoarse, the other party looked bewildered, not understanding why the general had him hold a flowerpot.

The signal wasn’t connecting! Damn telecommunications!

Yu Cui was more depressed—so only Xiang Yu could hear her?

Xiang Yu was happier—so only he knew Yu Ji’s secret.

Xiang Yu kept this soldier as a halberd-bearing guard. The man said his name was Han Xin.

Yu Cui’s mouth twitched—why did this name sound so familiar? Yu Cui again regretted skipping that history class.

In the second year of the Second Emperor, Xiang Yu led troops to capture Xianyang, reaching Yongqiu where he fought fiercely with Qin’s Sanchuan Commandery Governor Li You. Xiang Yu killed Li You among ten thousand troops, routing the Qin army.

That same year, Xiang Yu led troops to rescue Zhao, breaking cauldrons and sinking boats, crushing the Qin army.

In December that year, Xiang Yu led 100,000 Chu troops to defeat 400,000 Qin troops at Julu in the famous Battle of Julu.

Xiang Yu became famous in one battle.

Historical records state: “Every Chu warrior fought one against ten. Chu battle cries shook the heavens—not one among the allied forces wasn’t trembling with fear.”

Yu Cui watched Xiang Yu step by step become the historical Hegemon-King of Western Chu, yet felt the youth she knew was gradually walking away. She saw him less and less, spoke with him less each day.

Fortunately he still remembered to water her daily—even in the harshest, most water-scarce times, he never forgot.

Gradually, she didn’t know when it started, he stopped touching her flowerpot, always watching her from afar with vast, distant eyes, as if seeing a simple flower.

She didn’t know what she could do except try to maintain her blooming appearance, letting him glance at her when anxious and lost.

When he stationed troops in Xianyang, she heard he burned Efang Palace and killed many people. She wanted to find a chance to advise him, but unfortunately he never appeared.

Efang Palace burned for seven days and nights. Even the air was filled with smoke she couldn’t accept. Watching those towering flames, hearing distant mournful cries, she felt trapped in hell.

Finally he brought back an exquisite flowerpot carved from a single piece of jade and transplanted her into it. Though this jade pot looked magnificent, she felt it unbearably cold.

“Yu Ji, uncle’s revenge is complete. Let’s go home now.” He stroked her soft petals gently, yet couldn’t hide the murderous aura he’d absorbed from battlefields.

She said nothing, her blood-red petals trembling.

Soon, Xiang Yu’s halberd guard changed. Han Xin abandoned Chu for Han, seeking Liu Bang.

Before, Yu Cui had heard Xiang Yu speak of his dreams. Then he had held her sitting in sunlight, surrounded by flowers and plants, everything green and lush.

Xiang Yu’s dream was actually very simple—he only wanted good farmland where he could grow vegetables, be self-sufficient and content.

But as Chu nobility’s descendant, uncle wouldn’t allow such peasant thinking, forcing him to study literature and martial arts, to shoulder responsibility. Now having avenged uncle and destroyed Qin, Xiang Yu began missing home.

Guanzhong’s soil was incomparably fertile and rich for thousands of li. Xianyang’s palaces were magnificent with countless beauties, but Xiang Yu felt no attachment. Even if he sat on that throne, what then?

Xiang Yu knew he wasn’t emperor material—he was only a general, lacking such ambition. After years of battlefield killing, soaked in unwashable blood, he only wanted to find somewhere to repent his sins and quietly live out his days with his Yu Ji.

Though his Yu Ji was only a flower, though he knew she disapproved of his recent changes, he had no choice but to change. On battlefields, through countless harsh lessons, he learned that mercy to enemies was cruelty to himself. Only complete annihilation could better protect himself.

Uncle was dead, few of his original soldiers remained. Everyone feared his brutality, saying he was too cruel. Only Yu Cui knew he had always been tender-hearted. Someone who could carefully tend a seed that wouldn’t sprout for seven years—how could he be cold and heartless?

Fortunately, she was still beside him. Just watching her swaying petals brought peace to his soul, instantly smoothing the emptiness after bloody battles.

But he discovered it wasn’t so easy to withdraw. No one would easily let him go—neither subordinates nor enemies.

That soldier who once bore his halberd seemed not to have aged at all, now titled General, facing him at Gaixia.

Han Xin’s 300,000 troops against his 100,000.

Open field battle—no rivers, no passes, no fancy tactics.

This was the first battlefield confrontation between two contemporary military geniuses, and the last.

He lost—lost for the first time.

Surrounded by Chu songs on all sides, he faced her in silence. He stroked her lustrous petals, so gently he dared not use force. His hands had gripped swords, killed people, set fires. But in his original dreams, he only wanted to hold a hoe, farming and tending flowers.

“Yu Ji, what will you do after I die?” He wasn’t afraid of death—having killed so many, with so much blood on his hands, death was fitting.

But what about her?

He knew she was a very special flower—seven years in soil before sprouting, blooming seven years without withering, still as brilliantly beautiful as that first night.

“Fool, if you die, I’ll go with you.” He heard her say this, her voice thin and gentle. “Anyway, no one else will patiently water me daily like you. Sooner or later I’ll die too.”

“Good.” His heart was very joyful.

She whispered again: “This flowerpot is too heavy—just pick me and carry me with you…”

He carefully broke her stem at the waist, then pinned her to his chest.

He chose 800 men, breaking through southward in the night. He wanted to return home—legend said a person could only find eternal peace by returning to native soil after death.

But when he reached the Wu River, Han troops surrounded him. Across the river lay his homeland, where he was born. But he could never return.

Finally looking down at her on his chest—already broken and battered, once-bright petals withered and damaged. He suddenly had the illusion he would never hear her speak again. Using his last strength, he planted her in the earth.

He still didn’t want her to die. Though unable to take her home, he wouldn’t let her accompany him on this final journey. She was so bright and radiant—he had no right to steal her brilliance.

“Yu Ji, Yu Ji, can you tell me your name?”

“…I… I’m called Yu Cui… meaning Yu’s death…”

“Cui? Good name, Yu’s death… Yu Ji, finally, let me water you with my blood…”

In 202 BC, Xiang Yu, Hegemon-King of Western Chu, committed suicide at Wu River.

One year later.

“I heard this is where Xiang Yu killed himself?” an armored figure asked indifferently.

“Yes, General Han. Xiang Yu died right here. I personally saw him plant a flower before dying. The way he cared for it was like treating a lover—truly moving.”

“Do you remember where he planted that flower?” the person continued asking.

The soldier looked at the endless sea of flowers, speechless. The former battlefield had become a flower sea. Originally delicate, graceful, spiritual red flowers now formed an expanse red as blood, with indescribable tragic beauty.

“I remember Xiang Yu’s tiger-head coiled dragon halberd was never collected—it should be around here…” The soldier thought the general sought that halberd, having heard this famous general once served as halberd-bearer for Xiang Yu.

The person walked through the flower sea, stopping somewhere. He bent down, parting dense flowers to reveal the halberd beneath. Much of the blue shaft was buried in earth. Strangely, this general didn’t pick up the halberd but instead took a seed beside it.

“General, what kind of person was Xiang Yu?” Seeing the general contemplating a seed, the soldier boldly asked.

“A fool,” the person said coldly. “I hoped he would destroy Qin, but never expected him to kill the Qin royal family and burn Xianyang palaces. He went too far, so I made him pay with his life. Only pity for this poppy—perhaps when fated, let them reunite.”

Hearing the hatred in the general’s voice, the soldier was stunned. The First Emperor’s tyranny made everyone want Qin’s fall, but this general seemed not to hate Qin but harbor other grievances.

“You may go. After so many years beside me, you can surely play me well.” The person said flatly. The soldier licked his nervous, dry lips, accepting a gold-inlaid ring.

“This is Daji’s enchantment ring—it can change appearance. From now you are Han Xin, the Han Dynasty’s general. This is your choice—whatever the consequences, don’t regret them.”

“Yes, yes, general take care.” The soldier, eagerly donning the ring and transforming into “Han Xin’s” appearance, hurried away to pursue his general’s dream.

Wind blew through the swaying flower sea. The person removed his helmet, revealing a refined face, sighing skyward: “Fusu, I’ve finally avenged you…”

The rest was lost in wind—no one heard.

Yu Cui stared dazedly at the pale ceiling.

What had happened to her? The last image was Xiang Yu cutting his throat before her, hot blood splashing on her soil. She desperately called to him but got no response, only watching his blood slowly absorbed by her, bitterly swallowed.

Everything seemed so unreal yet vivid.

She seemed to have had a very long dream.

After lying in bed for half an hour, hearing her parents getting up to cook, Yu Cui realized she had returned to modern times.

Had it all really been just a dream?

She immediately jumped from bed. Having lacked bodily sensation so long, she could barely walk. Her legs gave way and she fell beside the bed.

Ignoring the pain, she crawled to the entrance, then stared in amazement—where she’d buried the poppy seed, a tender sprout had grown.

“Cui Cui! What’s wrong with you?” Father asked in surprise.

Yu Cui had no time to respond, stumbling to her feet and rushing downstairs. She remembered a flower shop had opened at the street corner—she needed to buy a pot and soil to transplant that poppy.

Could it be that this time, Xiang Yu had reincarnated as a poppy seed? Now she had to grow him? She couldn’t imagine the Hegemon-King Xiang Yu as a flower… shudder…

Grumbling and complaining, Yu Cui pushed open the flower shop door.

“Welcome,” an incredibly familiar, gentle voice rang out.

Yu Cui stared at this tall, strong man—handsome as ever, only his topknot had become neat short hair, cold iron armor replaced by a casual sweater, even wearing a cute Snoopy apron.

“Xiang Yu?” Yu Cui trembled, asking incredulously.

The man gently nodded, smiling broadly: “You’re Yu Cui? You’re even cuter than I imagined.”

Yu Cui charged over with fists and feet flying.

Xiang Yu held his head pitifully: “I thought when you saw me again, you’d hug me and cry!”

“Die, Xiang Yu! I’ve wanted to do this forever! Don’t think flowers and plants have no temper! Roar!”

“…Miss, please show mercy!!”

Yu Cui held Xiang Yu’s head, pounding, hitting, and biting…

“What happened? Did you meet someone?” The owner saw the puzzled doctor entering and raised an eyebrow.

The doctor placed breakfast on the counter, biting disposable chopsticks: “I think I saw that little girl from yesterday at the corner flower shop. She seemed to be transplanting a newly sprouted seed into a pot… Could it be the seed you gave her sprouted?”

“What’s strange about that?” The owner said flatly. “Seeds, sooner or later, will always sprout—whether one-year-old seeds or two-thousand-year-old seeds. That seed sprouting again means the fated pair should reunite…”

“Hey! What’s the real story behind that seed?” The doctor still found Dumb House’s endless mysterious items overwhelming.

“Nothing special. Everything in Dumb House is just antiques.” The owner smiled slightly, snapping apart disposable chopsticks. “Next time don’t bring disposable chopsticks—I have chopsticks here. Just wash them after use.”

The doctor ate silently, not daring to respond. Who just said everything in Dumb House was antiques? Those chopsticks were definitely antiques too! He didn’t want to eat with centuries-old utensils!

And who knew… they might be chopsticks buried with some dead person!

Chapter 10: White Snake Umbrella
“Hello, your express delivery.” Regular knocking came from outside the door.

The doctor opened the door, skillfully took the package, signed for it, and closed the door.

It was a very long, narrow package. The doctor couldn’t recall ordering anything online recently. Puzzled, he noticed the shipping address on the package was from his hometown.

The doctor remembered his aunt had called a few days ago, saying she’d mail him one of grandfather’s belongings that she’d found while cleaning house. The doctor eagerly tore open the packaging, revealing an old oil-paper umbrella.

This oil-paper umbrella looked quite aged—the oily yellow canopy had turned black, seeming ready to crumble at a touch, and emitted an uncomfortable musty smell. The umbrella ribs were made from some unknown material, white as jade, creating an indescribable discord against the oily yellow canopy.

The doctor remembered this oil-paper umbrella had been hidden by his grandfather in a large camphor wood chest. Grandfather had been very careful, not letting him play with it casually. But the more forbidden it was, the more he wanted to secretly look at it. His aunt probably thought he really liked this umbrella, which was why she’d sent it to him.

Actually, he really didn’t want this umbrella.

The doctor scratched his head in annoyance. His room was already messy enough, and this umbrella would probably fall apart if opened—completely unusable.

Should he throw it away?

The doctor’s impulse was immediately dismissed. This umbrella looked like an antique—he’d take it to Dumb House someday for the owner to examine.

He carefully covered the oil-paper umbrella with a plastic bag and placed it on top of his wardrobe, then forgot about the matter entirely.

Light rain began pattering outside. A long, thin shadow briefly appeared outside the window, instantly vanishing in the wind and rain, so quickly it seemed like an illusion…

“Boss, brought you some Wuxi specialties.” The doctor pushed the bag forward, smiling at the owner behind the counter.

“Thanks.” The owner glanced up indifferently, taking out the specialties and opening them directly.

The doctor wasn’t polite either, picking up a piece of pastry to eat while complaining: “Why does the hospital organize annual trips? So busy, can’t go far, could only squeeze in time for Wuxi. What’s so interesting about Jinshan Temple! Oh, and there was an old monk who stared at me for ages, then handed me a packet of realgar!”

The owner paused upon hearing this. “Where’s that packet of realgar?”

“Of course I threw it away! Damn, did he think I was Xu Xian?” The doctor brushed pastry crumbs from his hands, scoffing.

The owner glanced at the longevity lock faintly visible in the gap of his collar, saying flatly: “If I remember correctly, your birthday is coming up, right? You’re about to turn twenty-five?”

The doctor immediately perked up: “Yes, yes, just a few days left. Hehe, I’m the youngest doctor in our hospital! I skipped several grades in school, graduating three years earlier than my peers. I’m quite the genius! What? Going to give me a birthday present? Well… but I’d have to consider whether to accept anything you give me…”

“Calculating the time, it’s indeed about right…” the owner murmured, then asked: “Have you received anything strange recently?”

“Strange things? Wasn’t receiving realgar out of nowhere strange enough?” The doctor pushed his glasses, somewhat indignant.

“I mean before that,” the owner rubbed the purple clay tea pet in his palm, pondering for a moment, “for example… an umbrella…”

“Umbrella?” The doctor was stunned. “Hey, don’t mention it—there really was an umbrella sent to my house. Someone from home mailed it… you’re saying there’s something wrong with this umbrella? It’s a very old oil-paper umbrella, looks quite aged. I was thinking of bringing it here for you to see when I had time, but I’ve been busy with year-end work and forgot.”

The owner narrowed his eyes, looking at the doctor with slight sympathy: “Do you know ‘The Legend of the White Snake’?”

“Of course, but though the story is beautiful, it’s still fictional. Realgar? Xu Xian? You mean… that umbrella is the legendary White Snake umbrella? You’re joking, right?” The doctor scoffed.

“Do you believe in myths or legends?” the owner said flatly.

Though the doctor wanted to say he believed—he’d seen many strange things at Dumb House—he shook his head: “Of course not. Everything needs scientific evidence. We talk about logic, not imagination. My work can’t rely on imagination to operate on people.” All the bizarre events were limited to Dumb House; his life remained quite normal otherwise.

“Oh? Then do you love your work?” The owner raised an eyebrow.

“Of course I love it.” The doctor answered without hesitation.

“Then show me actual evidence of that love.”

“…”

“You can’t say something is fictional just because there’s no evidence! Love, hope, faith—these all exist.” The owner’s lips curved in an inscrutable smile. “Legends also exist.”

The doctor was speechless.

“Moreover, the Legend of the White Snake has evidence—that White Snake umbrella in your house is the evidence. Back then, it should have been Xu Xian lending this oil-paper umbrella at West Lake’s Broken Bridge that created his fate with Lady White Snake. Now it’s come to you.” The owner spoke slowly, finally looking at the doctor and slowly shaking his head.

The doctor felt chilled by that look: “Why are you looking at me like I’m tragic? Isn’t the White Snake umbrella good? Maybe a beautiful snake woman will actively become my girlfriend!”

The owner looked at him sympathetically: “If it were good, why would that monk give you realgar for no reason? He only gave it to you, not others, right?”

The doctor’s back began to feel cold: “You mean… that beautiful snake woman has already appeared? But… but everyone around me seems normal!”

The owner nodded: “It must be because of that White Snake umbrella attracting the white snake’s obsession. You’re a doctor who sees many patients daily. When the white snake met Xu Xian, she’d already cultivated human form through a thousand years of practice. The Legend of the White Snake supposedly occurred during the Song Dynasty, meaning another thousand years have passed. A snake spirit with two thousand years of cultivation—it would be strange if you could recognize her.”

“Isn’t Lady White Snake suppressed under Leifeng Pagoda…” The doctor suddenly fell silent, remembering that the original Leifeng Pagoda had long since collapsed. The one rebuilt beside West Lake now, though magnificent and distinctive with modern amenities including elevators, certainly lacked the spiritual power to suppress snake spirits.

The doctor stood dazed for a moment, then suddenly jumped up like he’d been electrocuted, frantically checking the empty shop: “Boss, you’re not joking with me, are you?”

The owner scoffed: “Weren’t you just fantasizing about having a beautiful snake woman as a girlfriend?”

“That was just joking! Who knew it would be real!” The doctor paced anxiously. “That white snake came for the White Snake umbrella? I’ll just give her that broken umbrella!”

The owner said flatly: “That white snake is probably here for revenge.”

“Revenge?” The doctor stared. “Isn’t the Legend of the White Snake a love story?”

The owner lowered his eyes, adjusting the celadon incense burner on the table, watching the smoke curl upward: “The white snake’s life tragedy all began with a cup of realgar wine. On the Dragon Boat Festival, the man who claimed to love her poisoned her. Don’t you think she’d hate him? Legends aren’t all true. In the story’s end, she remained suppressed under Leifeng Pagoda while the man she loved married another woman and continued his lineage. That ancestral oil-paper umbrella you received was originally stored in a camphor wood chest, right?”

“Camphor wood repels insects and snakes. Its special scent prevented the white snake from sensing the oil-paper umbrella’s existence, so all was peaceful these years. But now that this oil-paper umbrella has seen daylight again, how could she not notice? Whoever owns this White Snake umbrella must bear her wrath.” The owner spoke flatly, his words carrying unusual gravity, completely different from his usual casual demeanor.

The doctor fell silent, finally realizing the seriousness of the situation: “Boss, do you have any realgar here?”

“You think mere realgar could suppress a snake spirit with two thousand years of cultivation? Xu Xian used realgar wine to force out Lady White Snake’s true form because during the Dragon Boat Festival at the triple yang hour, her magical power was weakest. It’s year-end now—no amount of realgar would help.” The owner took a deep breath, seeming to savor the sandalwood scent in the air, closing his eyes in enjoyment.

“Then what should I do?” The doctor hadn’t believed in supernatural things before, but he’d witnessed many paranormal phenomena at Dumb House. Last time he’d personally seen the Huan Dog and Qiongqi from the Classic of Mountains and Seas, and he was still feeding the three-legged bird with fresh bamboo shoots from the supermarket!

The owner suddenly reached out, opening the doctor’s shirt and grabbing the longevity lock on his chest. This lock was carved from a single piece of white jade—fine texture, lustrous shine, like congealed fat. The front bore “Long Life, Hundred Years” in seal script, while the back was carved with a crystal-clear white lotus.

Seeing the owner stare intently at his longevity lock, the doctor laughed awkwardly: “Hehe, you’ll probably laugh at me—this is something children wear, right? Fortune tellers all said I’d have a great calamity in my twenty-fourth year, so my family told me not to remove this longevity lock. But it’s definitely fake—with less than half a month until my birthday, my twenty-fourth year is almost over. Where’s any great calamity?”

The owner gripped the longevity lock forcefully, pulling the doctor’s body toward him. The doctor thought he wanted to examine the lock closely. Though he claimed not to believe in fate, he’d never removed this longevity lock, even during surgery. So he couldn’t actively take it off for the owner to see, only supporting himself on the counter and leaning over.

Leaning close like this, the doctor’s gaze inevitably fell on the owner.

He seemed never to have looked at the owner this closely, the doctor suddenly thought. Perhaps because they usually met in this dim shop with the owner’s face mostly hidden in shadows, even when glancing over, what attracted him most wasn’t the owner’s appearance but the red dragon on his black Zhongshan suit.

The owner should be quite young, the doctor observed professionally, analyzing that the other party was probably two or three years younger than himself, which seemed incredible. Maybe because in past strange events, the doctor always watched the owner calmly solve problem after problem, finding him very reliable. Even now, with a snake spirit seeking revenge, the doctor wasn’t too worried, subconsciously believing the owner would definitely help him handle it.

The doctor’s gaze moved down the owner’s smooth profile, suddenly noticing a hideous scar running horizontally across the neck hidden by the owner’s upright collar. It looked quite old. The doctor wanted to ask about this beheading-like scar but thought it was off-topic—he’d ask later when he had a chance.

Perhaps the owner always wore high-collared Zhongshan suits to hide this scar…

The doctor’s mind wandered as he watched the owner rub the white jade longevity lock in his palm, seeming to ponder some difficult problem. Not daring to disturb him, the doctor maintained this awkward position until his hands supporting the counter began to ache. Finally, the owner released the longevity lock, opened his shirt collar, and properly positioned the lock against his skin.

The cold jade touching his skin immediately made the doctor shiver. Why didn’t the jade have any body temperature after being held by the owner so long?

This thought only flashed through the doctor’s mind before he heard the owner say flatly: “Actually, avoiding the white snake’s revenge is quite easy. A thousand years ago she was suppressed under Leifeng Pagoda, with Fahai placing a curse preventing her from harming living beings arbitrarily. But Xu Xian and Lady White Snake’s karmic bond all originated from that umbrella borrowing at West Lake’s Broken Bridge. So you just need to prevent her from borrowing your umbrella.”

“That simple?” The doctor was stunned. Earlier the owner had seemed like facing a great enemy, yet it could be avoided with such a simple method? “That oil-paper umbrella is at my house. If she steals it herself, does that count as me lending it to her?”

“Umbrellas are for sheltering from rain. Rain is rootless water—though greatly beneficial for nourishing all things, it brings cold dampness into human bodies when it falls on them, so umbrellas protect people from cold invasion during rainy days. Snakes prefer moisture and were anciently called little dragons—rainy days are when their yin energy flourishes most. She doesn’t necessarily need that specific oil-paper umbrella—any umbrella in your hands will do. If you lend her your umbrella, it’s equivalent to lending her your protective item. She can follow the rainwater to invade your body and devour your soul.” The owner’s gloomy voice was very low, sounding like telling ghost stories.

But the doctor felt reassured, patting the table cheerfully: “So I just can’t lend umbrellas? Got it. Well, it’s about time—I need to go back for my shift. We’ll chat when there’s time!”

The owner called after his retreating figure: “White snakes have strong shape-shifting abilities—don’t trust anyone.”

The doctor didn’t turn back, just raised his hand to wave acknowledgment before pushing the door and leaving.

The owner stood there thinking for a long, long time, his expression hidden behind the incense smoke curling from the burner, invisible even to the Republic-era crystal mirror across from him…

Though possibly being watched by a snake spirit with two thousand years of cultivation, the doctor was now quite calm.

Because hadn’t the owner said that as long as he didn’t casually lend umbrellas to strangers, it would be fine? Who carries umbrellas in the dead of winter when it’s not raining?

But this thought was just his internal complaint that day. The next day, as if heaven had heard his grumbling, pattering rain mixed with occasional ice pellets fell from the sky. Soon it was continuously overcast and rainy, with weather forecasts saying this low-pressure system would persist for a week.

The doctor was quite depressed. Though he knew such weather was normal for southern winters, thinking that people passing by might be the transformed white snake made him jumpy. Over time, even he found it unbearable.

He’d considered simply not carrying an umbrella at all.

But then he thought that wouldn’t work either—what if he borrowed someone else’s umbrella and that person was the transformed snake spirit? The owner hadn’t said the reverse didn’t apply!

The familiar world he’d seen for two years now seemed somewhat unreal under the misty rain, as if nothing was quite authentic.

The doctor stood before his office’s floor-to-ceiling window, an umbrella on his desk. Thinking the transformed snake spirit might be nearby made him feel like a frog being watched by a snake, sending chills down his spine.

“What are you dazing about? Why aren’t you leaving yet? You didn’t bring an umbrella either?” Someone slapped him from behind, a loud voice following. The doctor turned to see his university classmate and current colleague Chun Ge. The doctor couldn’t help remembering when he’d used the golden millet pillow, he’d dreamed of Chun Ge cooking for him… He shuddered—so disgusting!

Chun Ge saw the umbrella on the doctor’s desk and grinned: “Hey, lucky today! You’re on night shift, right? Lend me this umbrella!”

The doctor watched Chun Ge naturally reach for his umbrella. Though this conversation and familiar gesture were normal, remembering the white snake could transform into human form, he still shivered, switching the umbrella from his right hand to his left before Chun Ge could touch it: “No, I switched shifts with someone tonight—not on duty.”

“Oh, that’s great then. Come on, walk me to the parking lot!” Chun Ge said cheerfully. He’d bought a car at the beginning of the month, joining the car-owner ranks, so he particularly wanted to show off.

The doctor’s mouth twitched: “The elevator goes directly to the underground parking garage.”

“Well, I was stuck in traffic this morning, so the underground garage was full. I parked in the square…”

Just as Chun Ge was about to complain about urban traffic congestion, his pager began beeping.

Chun Ge looked down and sighed: “Emergency surgery—looks like I can’t leave for a while. See you later!” He patted the doctor’s shoulder and strode back into the building.

The doctor watched Chun Ge’s figure disappear behind the door, thinking he was being overly paranoid. The snake spirit business was probably just the owner’s one-sided claim—maybe he was just scaring him for fun!

Just as he was about to head home, the doctor suddenly felt someone appear beside him. Looking closely, it was a female doctor newly assigned to their hospital for internship. Because she was quite pretty, the doctor remembered her name—Ye Qianqian.

Ye Qianqian lived up to her name, looking fresh and clean like shallow leaves, pleasing to the eye.

The doctor couldn’t help but look at her a few more times, wondering why it was so rare to see women who went out without any makeup these days. Though Ye Qianqian looked to be in her twenties, her skin was as good as a teenage girl’s.

“Little Ye, you didn’t bring an umbrella?” The doctor saw Ye Qianqian also standing before the floor-to-ceiling window looking troubled.

“Yes, the weather forecast clearly said no rain today, so I was lazy and didn’t bring one.”

Ye Qianqian’s delicate eyebrows furrowed slightly. Looking down, she saw the umbrella on the doctor’s desk, her beautiful eyes brightening: “Senior, aren’t you on night shift tonight? Could I borrow this umbrella? I’ll bring it back after I get home—I don’t live far from here.” Being two years junior, Ye Qianqian called the doctor “senior.”

Previously, the doctor would never have made a beautiful junior colleague suffer—at most he’d just go home a bit later. Just as the doctor was about to agree, his words suddenly changed: “You don’t live far? Then I’ll walk you home!”

Sharing one umbrella shouldn’t count as lending it, right? The doctor was pleased with his quick thinking.

Ye Qianqian’s mouth subtly stiffened, but she smiled without a trace: “Then thank you, senior.”

The rain outside grew heavier. The doctor opened his umbrella and walked with Ye Qianqian along the streets and alleys. The sound of raindrops hitting the umbrella was muffled, as if isolating them from the outside world—only he and Ye Qianqian existed between heaven and earth. The doctor suddenly felt the umbrella’s protective function that the owner had mentioned, truly like a barrier guarding those beneath it.

With the heavy rain, the doctor had no mood for conversation, but he still matched Ye Qianqian’s pace, walking unhurriedly.

Watching the crown-shaped splashes as raindrops hit puddles, the doctor suddenly felt that over thousands of years, while everything changed constantly, umbrellas remained the same.

Just like in this world, though all things changed in myriad ways, some things remained forever unchanged. He thought of the antiques in Dumb House—history frozen in eternal form on them, unchanged for thousands of years, as if stubbornly waiting for something…

Sigh, if only that oil-paper umbrella at home weren’t so fragile—even using it now wouldn’t seem outdated.

Ye Qianqian’s place really wasn’t far. When they turned a familiar corner, the doctor realized continuing forward would take them past Dumb House, so he paid attention. But when he reached Dumb House’s entrance, he discovered a heavy copper lock on the carved wooden door.

The doctor couldn’t help stopping. He remembered that even when the owner wasn’t in the shop, Dumb House’s door was never locked, but now it wasn’t even dark yet, nowhere near closing time…

Since the umbrella-carrying doctor had stopped, Ye Qianqian had to stop too. Though she looked puzzled, she obediently didn’t ask questions. The doctor was puzzled but didn’t think much of it, looking away to continue forward. Just then, someone approached and blocked their path.

“Hey! It’s you! Do you know where this shop’s owner went?” The newcomer held an umbrella in one hand and a walking stick in the other—graying hair, scholarly demeanor. It was the museum curator.

“I don’t know. I saw him at Dumb House just yesterday.” The doctor knew this curator frequented Dumb House like himself, so they were familiar faces, though neither knew the other’s name. He only knew the other was a museum curator, while the other only knew he was a doctor.

The curator tapped the ground with his walking stick, sighing: “Dumb House hasn’t opened all day today. Yesterday I traded a Warring States alchemical black gold tripod for three of his antiques. I wanted to come today to ask about any discoveries regarding that tripod, but found he hadn’t opened!” The curator spoke with heartbreak, clearly feeling he’d gotten a terrible deal.

Though the doctor didn’t understand antiques well, he knew everything in Dumb House was priceless. More importantly, because they were strange and mysterious with their own reasons, they weren’t sold arbitrarily.

He’d seen the curator and other wealthy people wheedle and plead, but the owner remained unmoved by their high prices. Yet he might turn around and sell astronomical-value antiques at ridiculously low prices to ignorant people entering the shop, or simply give them away while swindling on the street. So trading three antiques for one small tripod—that tripod must have an extraordinary origin.

But though the doctor wondered about this, he had no intention of entangling with this temperamental curator who insisted on playing gentleman. After chatting briefly with a smile, he excused himself to escort his colleague home.

They walked without incident. After seeing Ye Qianqian disappear into her building entrance, the doctor watched her go, then turned and left with his umbrella.

Nothing had happened—he’d been overthinking.

Seeing no one around, the doctor cheerfully spun his umbrella, watching raindrops spray and fall around him as if shaking off the gloom in his heart. He laughed happily.

The next day brought continued overcast rain.

The doctor stood before the notice board, looking for his surgery schedule when Chun Ge arrived. The doctor smiled and greeted him: “I heard last night’s surgery was very successful—well done!”

“Of course! When I take action, I’m worth two people!” Chun Ge was very proud. Though last night’s surgery wasn’t a difficult case, it was his first time as lead surgeon. Though only because the chief couldn’t return in time, it was significant for him. After laughing twice, Chun Ge felt he should be modest and coughed lightly: “Actually, I owe a lot to Ye Qianqian as second assistant. Don’t let her pretty looks fool you—she actually knows the Halsted suturing technique. I only learned it last year myself. You wouldn’t believe it, would you? Tsk, if you’d been there, you’d have been impressed too.”

The doctor was impressed, but not because Ye Qianqian knew some Halsted suturing technique.

Ye Qianqian was in surgery last night? That was impossible!

The doctor’s gaze remained fixed on the notice board. Yesterday evening’s surgery schedule hadn’t been removed yet. In the emergency surgery at 5:30 PM, Ye Qianqian’s name was clearly listed.

Black text on white paper, written clearly. Surgery schedules couldn’t be wrong since they involved medical responsibility. Chun Ge wouldn’t lie either… So who was that woman he’d walked home?

The doctor felt bone-piercing cold instantly spread from his feet up his spine to the back of his head, leaving his hands and feet ice-cold.

The doctor decided never to carry an umbrella again.

No matter how heavily it rained, he’d rather get completely soaked going home than carry an umbrella.

If the doctor had only half-believed the owner’s words before, after this personal experience, he no longer doubted them. Since he wouldn’t even carry an umbrella, no one could borrow one from him, right? Even demons couldn’t manage that!

After this resolution, the doctor stopped worrying about the matter. After all, it was year-end—various surgeries plus year-end summaries and evaluations kept him busy enough. When he ran home through the rain each day, he’d notice Dumb House’s door remained tightly locked.

Maybe the owner had gone home for the holidays. Though the owner seemed like a solitary person, everyone must have family, right?

But he remembered that in previous years during Christmas and New Year’s, Dumb House never closed. Even last year during Spring Festival, when he’d worked overtime instead of going home, he’d found Dumb House still open as usual. It seemed like Dumb House operated 365 days a year.

This time it had been closed for several days—perhaps some urgent matter, probably related to antiques.

Though the doctor worried, he knew the owner wouldn’t come to harm. Maybe someday when passing Dumb House, the owner would be sitting behind the counter in his red dragon-embroidered Zhongshan suit, leisurely reading while drinking Longjing tea. Compared to that, his frantic busyness made him seem like a workaholic…

On the fifth day of Dumb House’s closure, the doctor had just finished surgery and stood before the floor-to-ceiling window drinking bitter coffee for alertness while spacing out. Rain continued pattering outside. According to weather forecasts, tomorrow would be sunny, but looking at the overcast sky, 2 PM seemed as gloomy as evening.

“Birthday boy, you’re treating us to dinner tonight!” Chun Ge’s loud voice rang out, with everyone in the office joining the commotion.

The doctor nodded agreement repeatedly, knowing these people just wanted an excuse to relax.

“You shouldn’t have anything left today—go home and change clothes first.” Chun Ge patted the doctor’s shoulder, pointing at his wrinkled coat hanging on the chair back. “Did you lose your umbrella? I have one here—take it. As the birthday boy, you can’t dress so shabbily!”

The doctor looked at the umbrella Chun Ge handed him, stunned for a moment. The owner had said he couldn’t lend umbrellas to others, but surely others lending him umbrellas was fine?

The doctor wanted to refuse, but showing up wet for a dinner treat would be rude. So he thanked Chun Ge and slipped home to change clothes, also booking the gathering place at the first restaurant on the commercial street behind the hospital—convenient if any emergency surgeries arose.

Leaving the restaurant, the doctor walked in the rain with his umbrella. Since it was a weekday afternoon plus continuous rain, the commercial street seemed very quiet with many shops simply closed. The doctor wasn’t in a hurry anyway, so he unusually began reflecting on his twenty-four years of life, habitually fingering the longevity lock hanging at his neck.

This was supposedly left by his deceased mother. Though elders told him not to remove it before age twenty-four, he’d grown so accustomed to it that he decided to keep wearing it even after twenty-four, since it was his mother’s legacy.

While lost in thought, the doctor entered a supermarket to shop. Just as he stood at the entrance, having folded his umbrella, he suddenly saw someone walking through the rain on the street. The red dragon on the black Zhongshan suit was unmistakable.

“Boss!” The doctor waved excitedly, discovering he was happier to see the owner safe than he’d imagined. For someone as busy as him, besides colleagues, the owner was his only friend in this concrete jungle city.

“Why are you off work so early?” The owner seemed surprised to see the doctor, wiping rain from his face and unceremoniously extending his hand: “Lend me the umbrella—I have business ahead. I’ll return it when I’m back.”

Without thinking, the doctor naturally handed over his umbrella. But while casually examining the owner, he noticed the owner’s neck was smooth and pale without any hideous wounds.

The doctor’s expression changed immediately. He gripped the umbrella handle tightly and demanded sharply: “Who are you?”

This question was somewhat redundant. The doctor felt the environment instantly change—suddenly thunder and lightning crashed deafeningly between heaven and earth. Behind him was no longer the brightly lit supermarket but clearly desolate wilderness. As he looked around in alarm, he suddenly felt something strange in his hand. Looking closely, he discovered the umbrella had become a blue-white poisonous snake, with the handle being the snake’s head. Two fangs gleamed in the lightning, striking toward his wrist.

The doctor reflexively released his grip. As his hand left, the poisonous snake became an umbrella again, grasped by a jade-white hand.

An extremely beautiful woman appeared before him—dressed in snow-white robes, features as delicate and mysterious as an ink painting. This was indescribable beauty.

Looking at such a beautiful woman, the doctor’s heart plunged into an ice cave, knowing she was that white snake spirit. Though her expression was indifferent and calm, thunder roared behind her and lightning flashed constantly in the clouds like in movies—clearly supernatural phenomena created by this white snake spirit.

When the doctor felt rainwater on his body, he understood why the owner had forbidden him from lending umbrellas.

Without the umbrella’s protection, raindrops from the sky were like ice-cold silver needles, piercing his body one by one with bone-deep pain.

The surroundings were desolate without even shelter from rain. The doctor didn’t know if this was the white snake’s illusion, but wherever he fled, the sky’s rainwater followed like a shadow.

“Where is that umbrella? Where is the White Snake umbrella?”

The white snake’s voice was aggressive, but the doctor didn’t understand what she meant. What umbrella? That White Snake umbrella? It was at his house… The doctor moved his lips to speak but found himself too pained to talk, lacking even the strength to walk. He could only collapse sitting, using his arms to protect his head and minimize his body’s exposure to rain.

“Where is my umbrella? Where did you hide my umbrella?”

Perhaps because the white snake’s voice was too shrill, the doctor couldn’t help raising his head from his arms. In his vision, the woman had vanished, replaced by an enormous white snake over ten meters long, winding around him. If he hadn’t seen it himself, he’d never believe that ethereal woman was this terrifying giant snake. Watching this frightening white snake open its mouth to bite him, the doctor had no doubt it could swallow him whole.

Was he going to die like this?

For some reason, the doctor remembered what his elders had told him—that he’d face a great calamity at twenty-four. Did they mean this?

The doctor’s eyes didn’t close despite the rapidly approaching bloody maw. Closing his eyes couldn’t escape anything—he wanted to see how this white snake spirit devoured people.

In this split second, all motion slowed in the doctor’s eyes, time seemingly frozen. He could almost see the crystal-clear raindrops in the air, distant lightning cutting the sky like cracks. This terrifying snake mouth, set against such a backdrop, was stunningly captivating.

Seeing such a scene before death should be worthwhile.

When the doctor could feel the rank poison gas from the snake’s mouth, suddenly someone blocked his way, meeting that giant snake mouth in his place. The snake seemed startled, trying to stop, but due to its enormous size, even changing direction immediately, one fang still scraped across the person’s chest and abdomen.

The doctor’s glasses were covered with raindrops, but this didn’t prevent him from seeing a lifelike red dragon coiled behind that person, baring fangs and claws.

Was this the real owner? The doctor’s brain was somewhat slow. Hugging his knees, he stared up blankly.

Above his head was a huge oil-paper umbrella, shielding him from all the bone-piercing cold rain.

“Idiot, I already warned you—no matter who it is, you can’t lend umbrellas.” The owner’s flat voice came from overhead.

I thought it was you, so I lent it! The doctor grumbled internally but didn’t dare talk back. Without that highly destructive rain erosion, he quickly recovered, suddenly remembering the owner had nearly been bitten by the white snake. He quickly stood and moved to examine him carefully.

“Fortunately, no injury to the body—just torn clothes.” The doctor looked at the torn hole in the owner’s Zhongshan suit. Though he didn’t know much about clothing, he knew this well-made suit must be valuable. “Such a pity, but don’t you have many more? I’ll compensate you for this one!” The doctor thought even if expensive, his salary should cover it.

The owner looked down. Seeing the torn clothing, a complex expression flashed in his eyes but was quickly concealed. He calmly raised his head: “It’s nothing—no need for compensation. By the way, I took this White Snake umbrella from your house five days ago. Don’t mind.”

The doctor had already recognized what the owner now held as the White Snake umbrella that had caused all this trouble. Though curious how the owner had entered his house, he knew that without the owner safeguarding it for five days, the snake spirit might have already taken the oil-paper umbrella. The doctor wasn’t truly stupid—he now understood the white snake spirit’s ultimate goal was this umbrella, while the umbrella borrowing was probably just a trigger.

“This umbrella—I’ll handle it, alright?” the owner asked flatly.

“It must be handled, and… and please handle that one over there too…” The doctor looked at the white snake flicking its tongue nearby, speaking sincerely. Perhaps it was his imagination, but he felt since the owner arrived, this white snake spirit had become much more restrained. At least the thunder had stopped.

The owner stared steadily at the white snake, suddenly sighing: “Do you know? The Legend of the White Snake actually never explained the final ending.”

“Final ending? Wasn’t the white snake suppressed under Leifeng Pagoda, then the pagoda collapsed, and now she appears before us?” The doctor didn’t know why the owner suddenly brought this up, but with the owner beside him, he felt this matter could definitely be easily resolved, so he calmly chatted along.

“That white snake cultivated for a thousand years, already able to summon wind and rain—it was half-dragon. Once it passed the emotional tribulation, it could transform into a dragon and ascend to heaven, becoming a regional dragon god receiving worship.”

The doctor gasped, realizing this week’s rainy weather was entirely the white snake spirit’s doing. The recent thunder and lightning were naturally also the white snake spirit’s work—where else would winter thunder come from?

“Actually, back then, though it lacked dragon form, it already had dragon bones. But Fahai’s curse insisted it was a snake spirit, so it was suppressed under Leifeng Pagoda. When Fahai asked Xu Xian how to handle the white snake spirit, do you know what Xu Xian decided?”

Though the owner’s voice was flat and monotonous, the doctor listened with horror, not daring to ask.

The speaker wasn’t the owner but the white snake across from them.

“He skinned me to make the umbrella canopy, extracted my dragon bones to make the umbrella ribs…”

As the white snake spoke, it transformed back into human form. That ethereal face was filled with hatred so thick it couldn’t dissolve.

“All those vows and sweet words turned to smoke before fear. He only thought I was a demon who would eat people, but did he ever consider… that I truly loved him to the bone…” the white snake murmured.

“This… could it be…”

The doctor stared dumbfounded at the White Snake umbrella in the owner’s hands, goosebumps sprouting like bamboo shoots after rain.

“Bai Lu, just wait one more day and your vengeful spirit will disperse. You’ll be reborn next life, forgetting the past—much better than wandering in this world.” The owner sighed again.

So this snake had a name—not Bai Suzhen but Bai Lu. The doctor watched the graceful woman approaching, secretly lamenting that appearance was indeed important. Just now he’d found that white snake terrifying and hideous, but this delicate, slender woman—even knowing her true form was that white snake—couldn’t inspire fear.

How could Xu Xian back then be so heartless? If he’d truly loved her even a little, he wouldn’t have spoken of skinning her and extracting her bones…

The doctor couldn’t help thinking that sometimes humans were truly less honorable and flesh-and-blood than mountain spirits and demons.

Bai Lu stopped before them, saying firmly: “I only want that umbrella in your hands. Melt my skin, burn my bones, and my soul can wander this world forever.”

“Just persistently seeking his reincarnations like this, watching him suffer retribution—poverty, family destruction, not even bones remaining… aren’t you tired?” the owner asked with a frown.

Bai Lu’s blood-red lips curved slightly in a light smile: “The pot calling the kettle black—you and I are no different. A thousand years ago you followed heaven’s will and didn’t come save me. Today don’t meddle either.”

The doctor looked at the owner in surprise upon hearing this. A thousand years ago?

Bai Lu glanced at the doctor, laughing with seeming helplessness and mockery: “I knew it—for ‘him,’ you’d do anything. Give me the umbrella. Don’t force me to do something irreversible.”

The doctor found their conversation strange, feeling they weren’t talking about him but someone else. This made him very uncomfortable.

The owner said nothing more, straightforwardly handing the umbrella to Bai Lu, then grabbing the doctor’s sleeve and leaving without looking back.

Raindrops hitting his body were no longer ice-cold and piercing. The doctor sighed in relief.

“Hehe, thank you. Sorry for tearing your red dragon robe. But you’ve lingered in this world too long…”

Bai Lu’s silver bell-like laughter came from behind, like breaking through sky clouds as long-missed sunlight poured down from heavy cloud layers.

The doctor couldn’t help looking back. In the sunlight, the White Snake umbrella’s canopy in Bai Lu’s hands had begun melting, burning in the sunlight with blue-white smoke, disappearing almost instantly.

He knew Bai Lu must be in great pain. Even if she was just a senseless soul, he knew she must be heartbroken.

But now she was laughing—laughing freely and openly.

Rainwater fell through the canopy-less White Snake umbrella onto Bai Lu’s ethereal face like her tears, rolling down.

She stood in the rain holding that umbrella of just bones, standing mournfully yet not like someone facing millennia of loneliness, but like standing at the misty West Lake Broken Bridge of years past, proudly and stubbornly waiting for her beloved.

The doctor averted his gaze reluctantly, discovering he and the owner were walking on the familiar commercial street. The sun had appeared but rain still pattered down. Puddles on the ground reflected sunlight brilliantly like rebirth.

“Reed grass grows thick, white dew becomes frost. That beloved person stands across the water…” Distant, gentle singing voice came, finally fading away.

The doctor knew she had left, but she remained in this world.

She refused release and would never allow herself release.

The doctor suddenly stopped, looking up at the owner who’d been walking with his head down: “You and… Bai Lu know each other?” The doctor had wanted to say “that snake” but found he couldn’t. Because that was clearly a woman who dared to love and hate—her name was Bai Lu.

The owner stopped but didn’t turn back, only saying flatly: “It was a medicine snake my master once raised.”

The doctor’s breathing stopped. Instinct told him the owner wasn’t joking.

But how was this possible? Back then? Over two thousand years!

The doctor quickly caught up, reaching the owner’s front. He wanted to look into the owner’s eyes while speaking. But when he saw the owner’s face, he was startled.

He knew the owner’s skin was very pale, white as jade, but now the owner’s skin was white as snow, as if sunlight would melt him into this warmth.

Then the owner suddenly began coughing violently, as if trying to cough up his internal organs.

The doctor was startled, thinking the owner was internally injured, quickly grabbing his hand toward the hospital: “I’ll take you for examination.”

“No need, cough… I’m fine.” The owner recovered, tasting blood in his mouth, carefully swallowing the blood clot in his throat.

The doctor frowned, not believing the owner was truly fine. Moreover, the hand in his palm was ice-cold, unlike normal human temperature—completely lacking body temperature. Just as he was about to insist on taking the owner for examination, the doctor’s eyes suddenly widened, watching two dragon whiskers appear on the owner’s left shoulder. The red dragon originally coiled behind the owner seemed to come alive, slowly crawling to the owner’s shoulder at a speed visible to the naked eye.

As if knowing the doctor’s speechless shock, the owner gently comforted: “It’s fine, as long as you’re alright. As long as you survive today…”

Just as the doctor was about to ask why “survive today” and what would happen after surviving today, he suddenly felt the weight at his neck lighten, followed by a clear cracking sound.

Both looked down simultaneously to see a jade longevity lock on the rain-washed clean bluestone pavement, broken neatly in half.

Chapter 11: Longevity Lock · 1
The doctor lowered his head to look at this longevity lock that had accompanied him for twenty-four years, his mind completely blank.

That white jade longevity lock had shattered neatly into two halves on the bluestone path. The crack ran horizontally across it, breaking right through the four characters “Long Life and Hundred Years.”

This longevity lock was his mother’s relic. When he was very young, he had been sternly told that this longevity lock must never be removed, so he had never taken it off even when bathing, sleeping, or later when entering operating rooms. He had once thought about replacing the red cord that held the longevity lock, but throughout these twenty-four years, although the red cord showed signs of wear, it remained firmly tied, so he had dismissed that thought.

Who would have thought it would break without warning today?

The doctor stared blankly at the longevity lock broken in half on the ground. Although he viewed material possessions very lightly, seeing the beautiful jade that had accompanied him for twenty-four years shatter before his eyes made his heart skip a beat. After being stunned and heartbroken for a moment, he came to his senses and bent down to pick it up.

But a slender, pale hand moved faster than his, and in the blink of an eye, the broken longevity lock lay quietly in the Boss’s palm. Seeing that he had no intention of returning it, the doctor looked at him questioningly.

“Do you… feel anything?” The Boss carefully examined the doctor’s complexion and asked in a low voice.

“Feel?” The doctor was baffled. “What kind of feeling?”

This question seemed to stump the Boss instead. The Boss looked at the perfectly unharmed doctor with apparent disbelief, then silently grabbed him and headed toward the main road.

“What’s wrong? Did something happen?” The doctor felt that the Boss was very unusual. Those thin lips that usually curved in an unfathomable arc were now pressed tightly into a straight line, and even his rarely furrowed long eyebrows were knitted together.

“Looking for someone to repair your longevity lock.” The Boss stood by the roadside, waved his hand, and hailed a taxi.

Hearing this, the doctor obediently followed the Boss into the car. He had extraordinary feelings for this longevity lock. Although it was already broken, having just successfully escaped from the supernatural incident with the white snake umbrella, he was very curious about what other miracles the Boss could produce.

Hearing the destination the Boss told the driver, the doctor knew they were going somewhere very far. He sighed, took out his phone to call Chun Ge, and apologetically said his birthday party would have to be postponed. From the other end of the phone came Chun Ge’s ambiguous laughter, teasing that the doctor must be going on a candlelit dinner date with someone.

A candlelit dinner indeed! He had nearly been eaten as dinner by a snake spirit!

Unable to explain, the doctor could only smile bitterly and put down his phone. He stole a glance at the Boss sitting rigidly beside him, thinking that this birthday was truly thrilling.

Although the longevity lock he had worn for twenty-four years had broken without warning, dampening the doctor’s mood, once his tense nerves relaxed, he quickly became tired and drowsy. The doctor simply closed his eyes to rest, and in a daze, not knowing how much time had passed, he felt the car stop. He was passively pulled out of the car by the Boss and was startled to find they were standing in front of an incredibly luxurious villa.

Just looking at the grandeur of this villa, the doctor immediately perked up, his eyes lighting up.

This villa, built in imitation of ancient Chinese architecture, actually looked more like an ancient palace. Yet it wasn’t completely antique – many details incorporated modern streamlined design, and the fusion didn’t feel discordant at all. It was extremely pleasing to the eye, like an exquisite work of art that made people gasp in admiration. This villa was somewhat famous, often featured in architectural magazines, so the doctor was quite familiar with it. But this was limited to its exterior – reportedly, the villa’s interior refused interviews, so the internal decoration had never been made public.

The Boss pressed the intercom on the iron gate, and the doctor was startled, not expecting that the person he was looking for lived in this villa.

The massive iron gate opened inward after a moment, revealing a path paved with cobblestones. The garden in front of the villa wasn’t large, but in this city where every inch of land was worth its weight in gold, it was already breathtaking. The doctor looked around as he followed the Boss forward. Ancient-style wind chimes hung under the villa’s eaves, and occasionally when the wind blew, the bronze wind chimes would produce a series of crisp sounds, creating a unique scene in the evening sunset. The doctor couldn’t help but slow his pace, wanting to look more, but the Boss was very anxious and strode quickly into the villa. The doctor had no choice but to follow.

Upon entering the villa, they found themselves in a magnificent corridor with many carefully arranged antiques on both sides. Although the doctor didn’t have time to examine them closely, he knew these antiques were definitely invaluable. Beyond the corridor was an extremely spacious living room with floor-to-ceiling windows on two sides that directly overlooked the lake outside. The setting sun reflected on the lake surface, creating rippling waves that bathed the entire living room in dazzling golden light. At first glance, the whole house looked as if it were made of gold.

The doctor blinked several times before noticing someone sitting on the sofa in the living room. This man had ordinary features and average build, appearing to be in his forties or fifties, but his eyes were like a child’s – bright and extremely clear. His head was completely bald, reflecting the sunset’s glow like an oversized light bulb. The doctor knew this must be the villa’s owner, and before he could figure out how to address him, the man hospitably smiled at the Boss and pointed to the nearby sofa, saying, “What a rare guest! Sit! Sit!”

The Boss didn’t move, but the doctor reflexively sat down. The sofa was so soft that he seemed to sink into a beautiful dream, lacking even the strength to stand up, as if he might never wake up again.

The doctor was still somewhat dazed when the Boss handed over the longevity lock he had been clutching and said flatly, “Master, I came to ask if you can repair this longevity lock.”

Hearing the Boss’s form of address for this person, the doctor suddenly remembered that when the museum held exhibitions, they had invited this person to give lectures. This middle-aged man called Master was a renowned master in the collecting world, with several generations of unique skills passed down – the art of restoring antiques.

He hadn’t expected the villa’s owner to be him.

Although the Boss had handed over the longevity lock, the Master didn’t take it. Instead, he touched his bald head and smiled bashfully, saying, “Boss, you know my rules. I charge money for repairing other people’s antiques. But the antiques you bring are never ordinary items – each repair costs me a hair. It’s not that I don’t want to repair it, but… look, all my hair has already fallen out!”

Hearing this, the doctor’s mouth twitched. He knew that people in the collecting world were all somewhat abnormal, but he hadn’t expected such a strange quirk of losing hair.

The Boss’s expression remained unchanged as he continued flatly, “Just take a look first. Looking shouldn’t cause any problems, right?”

“Haha, right, just look! Let me look first!” The Master rubbed his hands together, took out a handkerchief from his pocket, and used it to wrap and receive the broken longevity lock.

The doctor had been watching the Master’s expression from the moment he took the longevity lock. He saw the Master’s whole body tremble as he sat up straight and shakily picked up a remote control from the coffee table, pressing it several times.

The living room curtains automatically closed, blocking out the glaring sunlight outside, and the indoor lights came on, soft yet bright as daylight. The doctor watched as the Master pulled out a set of various magnifying glasses from the coffee table and began carefully observing the broken longevity lock.

The doctor had been waiting for the Master’s conclusion, but after more than ten minutes passed and the Master was still turning it over and examining it, he began to feel bored. The Boss still stood straight, his eyes never relaxing their vigilant watch over the Master, as if afraid he might switch the longevity lock in the blink of an eye.

After another ten minutes, the Master finally slumped back dejectedly, sinking into the soft sofa and muttering to himself, “Sinful… sinful!” He repeated these three words over and over, his voice ranging from barely audible to furiously indignant. Finally, he became so angry that his face turned red as he waved at the air, shouting, “Who! Who broke this longevity lock!”

The doctor was speechless. Before he could think of how to answer, the Master had already turned to him and roared with extreme grief and indignation, “It must have been you, boy! The Boss would never be so reckless. I’d trade this entire villa for this longevity lock! How could you be so careless as to break it! Sinful!”

The doctor was stunned by the Master’s reaction. From the Boss’s attitude, he had already guessed that this longevity lock was no ordinary item, but he hadn’t expected it to be precious to this degree! This villa was already the most luxurious in the city, and being designed by a famous designer, it had almost become a landmark building of the city. And this small longevity lock could actually be worth an entire villa?

Thinking that he had been wearing a villa around his neck all these years, the doctor felt his neck ache terribly.

But the Boss snorted coldly at this moment, saying, “Only worth one villa? You’re really underestimating this longevity lock.”

The Master began shouting as if he’d been provoked, “Do you know how much I paid for this villa? This is the most golden location in the city – every inch of land is worth many times more than its weight in gold! You can’t buy it even with money! And I also used a Song dynasty porcelain piece to get that designer to design it for me. The materials used are all the most advanced and finest – it’s not an exaggeration to call it a work of art! Even if this longevity lock was carved by Lu Zigan, it would be worth about the same as this villa!”

“Carved by Lu Zigan? Who is this Lu Zigan?” Afraid they might start arguing, the doctor quickly changed the subject. “Master, how can you tell who carved this longevity lock? I remember there’s no signature on it!”

“You boy, you don’t even know Lu Zigan! Lu Zigan was the most famous jade carving master of the late Ming Dynasty. His techniques like raised relief carving, openwork carving, and incised line carving were all at the pinnacle of perfection, especially his ability to create shallow relief effects. Moreover, his works all had carved signatures, but the placement was very particular – usually in inconspicuous places like the bottom or inside of lids. Legend has it that Emperor Wanli once ordered him to carve a jade pot and strictly forbade him from signing it. Lu Zigan then used his internal carving technique that relied purely on touch to cleverly place his name inside the spout of the jade pot.” The Master had been lonely all day and finally had someone to listen to his lecture. He immediately began speaking eloquently. “Although there’s no signature on this longevity lock, look at the back – in the patterns of the lotus flower, there are two characters. They are exactly the two characters ‘Zi Gan.'”

The doctor took the half of the longevity lock the Master handed him and examined it carefully with the magnifying glass. Sure enough, he found two graceful seal script characters that perfectly connected with the patterns on the lotus petals – truly miraculous craftsmanship. The doctor found it very mysterious. This longevity lock had been worn on his body for twenty-four years without ever leaving him. He remembered every minute detail, yet he had never discovered that there were actually two characters hidden in the lotus patterns.

“That boy Lu Zigan was told not to leave any signature on this longevity lock, and he was indeed so stubborn about it. No wonder he was eventually killed by that emperor.” The Boss sighed from the side, but his tone was completely different from the Master’s narrative – as if he had actually known Lu Zigan.

“Ah? He died?” As soon as the doctor spoke, he realized what he said was wrong. Someone from the late Ming Dynasty – how could he still be alive? So he awkwardly added, “He was killed?”

“Yes, legend has it that Lu Zigan once carved his name into the dragon head patterns after making a jade carving for the emperor, thus angering the emperor and unfortunately being killed. Lu Zigan died young without descendants, and his skills were lost with him. That’s why authentic Zigan jade pieces handed down are extremely rare. Although there are countless forgeries from later generations, jade pieces confirmed through appraisal to be genuinely from his hand are either displayed in museums or hidden in private collections – only a few dozen pieces in total.” The Master sighed regretfully and took back the piece of longevity lock from the doctor, stroking it with pity.

The doctor was still confused, feeling like he was listening to a story that had no connection to the longevity lock he had worn every day.

The Master suddenly exclaimed, “Wait, this jade has a bright, lustrous patina, incredibly moist and warm, full of spiritual energy. It should be much older… but there’s not a trace of earthiness…” The Master examined it repeatedly under the light, becoming more and more excited. “This jade has been handled for at least two to three hundred years. Sinful! Sinful! Boy, where exactly did you get this jade!”

The last sentence was directed fiercely at the doctor, who answered blankly, “It’s my mother’s relic… though it can’t really be called my mother’s relic. My grandfather said that when I was born prematurely, a gentleman gave me this longevity lock and told me to wear it close to my body and never take it off. I’ve worn it like this for twenty-four years. Today the red cord suddenly broke, and the longevity lock shattered…”

The Master’s face became more distorted as he listened. Looking at this young man, he could tell he was an amateur. This jade couldn’t be worn close to the body, much less come into contact with soap and other chemical substances. If it had never left his body for twenty-four years, meaning he wore it while bathing and sleeping, yet the jade could still be nourished to such lustrous smoothness, that meant the jade material had been handled for hundreds or even thousands of years before being carved.

Handling jade refers to the process of gradual transformation through long-term handling and wearing, like a butterfly struggling through its chrysalis – the jade gradually sheds its rough, earthy shell. Even if ancient jade possesses the most beautiful color infiltration, without proper handling, it will remain hidden and unremarkable. The jade’s natural colors become difficult to see, and its jade nature doesn’t return to its original state, making it no different from an ordinary stone. Therefore, ancient people greatly valued and emphasized the methods of jade handling. “Ancient Jade Identification” divides jade handling into three types: literary handling, martial handling, and spiritual handling. Literary handling involves wearing it constantly and caring for it meticulously over many years, sometimes even decades. Martial handling uses a white cloth to rub the jade, using the high temperature generated by friction to bring out the jade’s qualities. Although this is much faster than literary handling, a slight mistake can destroy the beautiful jade. Spiritual handling is even more ethereal – having a virtuous person hold it in their palm in a place where spiritual energy gathers, using mental intention to communicate with the jade. Only those with extremely high spiritual cultivation can accomplish this. The Master had initially focused only on the craftsmanship of this broken longevity lock, but when he noticed the jade material itself, he almost jumped up.

Only such jade material would be worthy of Lu Zigan’s chisel, and only Lu Zigan’s jade carving techniques could match this jade material.

The Master stared blankly for a long while before finally sighing deeply, “If this longevity lock were intact, never mind one villa – I’d trade two villas for it.”

The doctor had become numb to hearing this. Since the longevity lock was already broken, it didn’t matter how much praise it received.

But the Boss said flatly from the side, “Even adding all the collections in your villa wouldn’t be worth this longevity lock.”

The Master’s expression changed, but he didn’t lose his temper. Although his villa was valuable, the collections in this villa were even more precious – many were rare treasures passed down through generations from his ancestors. Being told this by the Boss, the Master almost wanted to jump up and argue with him. However, his family and the Boss were old friends – the Boss and his grandfather had been close friends – and he knew the Boss never made random statements about antiques.

The Master held the longevity lock and began deep contemplation, trying to recall which piece of jade in his memory could be so precious. After thinking for a long while, he chuckled and said, “Boss, don’t tell me this longevity lock is Jia Baoyu’s magical jade – the characters on that one don’t match either!” Apart from that piece of jade, the Master really couldn’t think of any other.

“The magical jade was no ordinary item and wouldn’t break easily. Moreover, it would always find its destined person.” The Boss curled his lips slightly. “The jade material in your hand comes from the same source as the He Shi Bi – it’s the leftover corner material from carving the He Shi Bi.”

“He Shi Bi?” The Master was shocked. If what the Boss said was true, then this longevity lock was indeed priceless. Jade material passed down from the Warring States period, thousands of years of inheritance, plus Lu Zigan’s carving – it was simply a priceless treasure! But such a priceless treasure that had remained intact through long years had broken so easily today! The Master’s eyes became almost bloodshot as he glared at the doctor nearby.

The doctor shrank further into the sofa, feeling that the air conditioning in this living room was set far too low.

“The He Shi Bi was discovered by the jade craftsman Bian He in Mount Jing during the Spring and Autumn period. Initially unrecognized, it was later appreciated by King Wen of Chu, who had it polished and carved, naming it He Shi Bi, making it a treasured heirloom. During the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, it changed hands several times before finally belonging to Qin, and was made into a jade seal by Emperor Qin Shihuang. When the imperial jade seal was made from He Shi Bi, two pieces of corner material remained – one large and one small. The large piece was palm-sized, white jade like mutton fat; the small piece was finger-sized, pale blue like water. Having no idea how to carve them, Emperor Qin Shihuang gave these two pieces of jade to his sons. The large piece went to his eldest son Fu Su, and the small piece to his youngest son Hu Hai.” The Boss spoke slowly, his slightly hoarse voice echoing in the spacious living room, carrying what seemed like vicissitudes of memory.

The Master’s eyes shifted, his focus clearly different: “After Qin’s fall, the imperial jade seal went to Liu Bang of Han. Whoever possessed the imperial jade seal possessed the world. This He Shi Bi continued to pass between emperors until it reached the Tang Dynasty. During the Five Dynasties period, when the world was in chaos, the whereabouts of the imperial seal became unknown…” He looked at the Boss. Although he knew nothing about the Boss’s background and origins, through decades of interaction, he knew that many legendary treasures lost in the river of history were hidden in the Mute House. Of course, he had no designs on possessing them, but just seeing such legendary treasures once would make this lifetime worthwhile.

But the Boss didn’t understand his meaning, still immersed in long memories. Before his eyes appeared the figure of Emperor Qin Shihuang holding the jade seal and looking down upon the world, but in the next moment it changed to the scene of Ziying kneeling before Liu Bang with the He Shi Bi in surrender…

The Boss suddenly began coughing violently, and the doctor quickly poured a glass of water and handed it over, but was shocked to see blood seeping through the Boss’s fingers covering his mouth.

Against those pale fingers like white paper, the blood was abnormally vivid. The doctor’s professional instincts kicked in, and he quickly calmed down, planning to have the Boss sit down for a simple examination. But the Boss waved away his hand, took out a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe clean the blood from his lips and palms, and as if nothing had happened, asked the stunned Master flatly, “I don’t have much time left, so I won’t say much more. Can you repair this longevity lock or not?”

The Master scratched his bald head and said with difficulty, “If it were ordinary jade, I might try gluing it together, but when jade breaks, it means it has blocked a disaster for its owner. You absolutely cannot wear it again – you must wrap it in red cloth and store it properly. Moreover, with such precious jade, if something goes wrong, it could cause big trouble. Jade has spiritual nature, but also evil properties. Broken jade easily attracts unwelcome things…” As the Master spoke, he felt bad about it and stood up to solemnly return the broken longevity lock to the Boss.

How could the Boss not know about these things the Master mentioned? It’s just that seeing the jade he had protected for thousands of years suddenly break, his mind was in chaos for a moment, unable to accept it.

All these years, he had watched so many ancient objects break and be destroyed before him, thinking he had long become indifferent. It seemed that wasn’t the case – it was only because what was broken wasn’t something he cherished.

The Boss took the still half-warm longevity lock from the Master and looked at the doctor beside him, who appeared to be in good spirits but wore a worried expression for him. He repeatedly pondered the phrase “when jade breaks, it blocks a disaster for its owner.”

Could it be that he had misunderstood all along? Was the breaking of this longevity lock actually a good thing?

The Boss steadied himself, took a deep breath, and bowed to the Master, saying, “Sorry for the disturbance. I’ll leave first.”

But the Master, seeing his action, caught sight of the torn opening in his zhongshan suit and his face changed dramatically: “You… how did your clothes tear?”

The Boss laughed carelessly, “Clothes are naturally just clothes. If jade can break, how could clothes not tear?”

The doctor pushed up his glasses and noticed these two had very different attitudes – as if the Master were the owner of those clothes while the Boss was completely unconcerned. Could these clothes also be antiques? The doctor stared at the red dragon on the zhongshan suit, not believing the scenes he had witnessed earlier were illusions – he had truly seen that dragon move.

The Master’s face turned cold as ice. He grabbed the Boss’s arm and led him toward a room to the side, saying harshly, “Come with me.”

“Didn’t you say all your hair had fallen out and you couldn’t help me repair things anymore?” The Boss raised an eyebrow and said teasingly.

“Just trying. I’m not confident – after all, my skills are inferior to my grandfather’s. I might not be able to mend such a lifelike red dragon.” The Master’s voice sounded somewhat melancholy.

The doctor watched the two disappear into the inner room and sensibly didn’t follow, but that didn’t prevent him from hearing those two sentences. That moving dragon also had this Master’s grandfather’s contribution? A man embroidering? If there were a mirror in front of him, the doctor knew he would see how distorted his expression was.

With those two gone, the doctor became bored, but since he couldn’t leave without saying goodbye, he had no choice but to sit back down in the living room. Fortunately, there was a bookshelf in the living room with many books and magazines. The doctor casually browsed through them while drinking tea, finding his own entertainment. However, these magazines about the collecting world were too boring, and the sofa was too soft and comfortable. By the end, he simply lay down on the sofa and fell completely asleep.

He didn’t wake up until the Boss roused him, and the doctor discovered it was already past eleven at night. The Master personally drove them back. The doctor stole glances at the Boss and noticed that the torn place on his clothes was only roughly sewn up with thread – the stitching was terrible, not even as good as his own suturing technique.

Such simple needlework, and it took several hours?

The doctor expressed his disdain through internal complaints but wisely didn’t show it on his face.

The Master drove them to the Mute House entrance and then left. The doctor had originally wanted to yawn and stretch, but being blown by the cold wind after getting out of the car, he immediately perked up.

“Are you going back first? Or coming in to sit for a while?” Seeing that the doctor showed no intention of leaving, the Boss politely asked.

“Let me come in and sit for a while. I still have some questions I want to ask you.” The doctor looked at the Boss with sparkling eyes, urgently needing answers to the questions in his heart.

The Boss neither agreed nor disagreed, lowered his head and pushed open the carved door of the Mute House, fumbled for matches in the cabinet by the door, and lit the Changxin Palace Lamp at the entrance.

The dim lamplight flickered in the quiet night. At this moment, the Western clock from the Republic era on the hundred treasure cabinet suddenly began chiming – it was exactly midnight.

The Boss breathed a long sigh of relief, thinking that the doctor’s birthday had finally passed. Just as he was calculating that the doctor had successfully made it through his twenty-fourth year and escaped disaster, he suddenly felt a great force from behind. Completely unprepared, he stumbled forward and barely managed to steady himself by grasping the counter.

Turning around in panic, the Boss was horrified to discover that the doctor, with his eyes tightly closed, was leaning against his back, already unconscious.

He felt as if he were walking through heavy fog.

This fog was very thick – he couldn’t see the surrounding situation at all. Even when he stretched out his hand, he could only vaguely see some shadows, completely losing his direction. Looking down, he couldn’t see his own feet either. Not knowing what lay ahead, the doctor didn’t dare move carelessly.

What was happening? His last memory was walking into the Mute House – how did he end up here in the blink of an eye?

The doctor stood in bewilderment for a moment, then suddenly heard faint voices in the distance. Standing here foolishly certainly wasn’t a solution. Deciding he must be in a dream, the doctor felt there wouldn’t be anything threatening his safety, so he followed the sound of voices.

The fog gradually thinned, and the doctor saw that beneath his feet were blue bricks. These blue bricks were different from those he had seen in the secret room of the Mute House – the blue bricks under his feet had perfect carved patterns inlaid with gold foil and various jade stones, so magnificent they were jaw-dropping.

By now the fog around him had slowly dispersed, and the doctor found himself in an extremely magnificent palace, surrounded by many people dressed in elaborate ancient costumes. At first, the doctor was startled by these sights, but when he discovered these people couldn’t see him at all, he relaxed.

Indeed, he was dreaming. The doctor looked around the palace with interest. What attracted his attention most was a magnificently dressed man standing at the front. This man was tall and imposing, standing straight as an upright pine tree, with outstanding bearing. He appeared to be only in his twenties, but possessed a natural aura of ruling the world.

The doctor couldn’t help but look at him a few more times, only then noticing he was holding a swaddling cloth in his arms with a sleeping baby inside.

“The mountains have Fu Su, the marshes have lotus flowers. This king’s eldest son shall be called Fu Su!” The tall man holding the baby laughed heartily as he spoke. The group of officials below began offering congratulations in chorus. The successive sounds of congratulations woke the previously sleeping baby, who began crying loudly. The observing doctor was already stunned.

Fu Su? How many people in this world could have this name? In history, there was only one Prince Fu Su.

Could this tall, imposing man be Emperor Qin Shihuang?
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The doctor wanted to take another look, but the fog that had previously dispersed suddenly reappeared, almost instantly enveloping all the space. Not only did it obscure his vision, but it also blocked out sounds. Gradually, even the baby’s crying could no longer be heard.

The doctor, believing himself to be in a dream, remained calm and patient, continuing to wait.

Before long, the fog suddenly dispersed again. This time it revealed an even grander palace, but with basically the same structure as the previous one, even the blue bricks underfoot were identical. It looked like a place for conducting court business, with various officials seated on both sides. The man suspected to be Emperor Qin Shihuang sat in the highest position, and what surprised the doctor was that the person currently reporting to the court was a child who appeared to be only about ten years old. Despite at least a hundred people in the great hall, this young child showed no fear, speaking eloquently and confidently, his clear childish voice echoing throughout the spacious hall.

Could this be the legendary Prince Fu Su?

The doctor had already noticed that the suspected Emperor Qin Shihuang’s appearance had lost the lingering childishness between his brows, his bearing becoming increasingly steady and dignified. He appeared to be about thirty years old, clearly indicating this scene was many years after Prince Fu Su’s birth. But this ten-year-old child bore no resemblance whatsoever to Emperor Qin Shihuang in the hall.

Taking advantage of the fact that the people here couldn’t see him at all, the doctor walked right up to the young child before stopping. This child had rosy lips and white teeth, only reaching the doctor’s waist in height. The more the doctor looked, the more familiar this child seemed, the answer seemingly ready to burst forth from his heart.

While puzzling over this, the doctor suddenly felt someone pat his back, and a familiar voice said with apparent relief, “Finally found you.”

The doctor turned around to see the pale-faced Boss, then looked back and forth between him and the young child like he’d seen a ghost, mouth agape, unable to utter a word.

The Boss smiled bitterly, “I didn’t expect you’d come here. Yes, that child is me when I was young.”

The doctor felt as if someone had grabbed his throat, staring at the Boss in disbelief.

He began to realize this wasn’t a dream – no matter how wild his imagination, he wouldn’t dream up such a complete scenario.

At this moment, a dignified voice resonated through the hall, saying slowly, “Gan Luo’s mission to Zhao, obtaining the lands of Hejian without deploying a single soldier – his achievements are commendable. We bestow upon you the title of Shangqing, and grant you the fields and residence of your grandfather Gan Mao.”

The doctor pointed at the young child bowing in gratitude in the hall, stammering, “You… this is Gan Luo? That child prodigy Gan Luo who became chancellor at twelve?”

“In the Qin system, the ranks of chancellor and Shangqing were roughly equivalent, hence the saying about becoming chancellor at twelve.” The Boss looked around with great nostalgia, finally fixing his gaze on one spot. Following his line of sight, the doctor saw a teenager of about fifteen standing behind a screen near Emperor Qin Shihuang Ying Zheng. He had refined features and wore magnificent robes and a crown. Though lacking Ying Zheng’s intimidating presence, his facial features were extremely similar.

“This is Prince Fu Su?” The doctor felt something strange in his heart looking at this person, but couldn’t describe what exactly. Before he could sort out his thoughts, fog instantly surrounded them again, and even the palace disappeared. Strangely, though the mist was thick, the doctor could still see the Boss standing beside him.

“I know you have questions. Keep watching, and you’ll know everything you want to know.” The Boss said flatly. Surrounded by the swirling mist, his entire figure appeared somewhat ethereal.

The doctor steadied himself. Although what the Boss said was incredible, he had indeed heard the Boss mention before that the white snake was a medicinal snake raised by his master, and that white snake was over two thousand years old. The Warring States period was exactly over two thousand years ago, and Gan Luo’s appearance was so similar to the Boss…

Could the Boss really be Gan Luo?

The doctor stared unblinkingly at the Boss. In the thick mist, the expression in his eyes became increasingly elusive. The doctor suddenly remembered that in official history, Gan Luo’s birth and death dates were unknown. Historical records contained no mention of what ultimately became of this shocking prodigy. Logically, as a Qin noble, even if Gan Luo had died of natural causes, there should be some traces in Qin Dynasty history. Yet this person appeared like a shooting star, suddenly flashing across the Qin court before instantly vanishing without a trace.

Or perhaps… historical records didn’t mention Gan Luo’s cause of death because he simply never died?

The doctor suddenly felt parched. Just as he was about to ask, the fog suddenly dispersed again. This time the scene wasn’t a palace, but an elegantly furnished study. Time seemed to have passed several more years – Gan Luo had grown from a young child into a teenager, his features becoming even more similar to the Boss, except his brow lacked the Boss’s particular depth of character, showing only innocence and liveliness.

“Emperor Qin made me Shangqing, which I couldn’t really deserve based on my diplomatic mission to Zhao at that time. It wasn’t Emperor Qin Shihuang’s whim either, but rather to appease the old nobility of Qin. Though I held the title of Shangqing, no one treated me as such. Emperor Qin Shihuang, as if foreseeing this situation, soon had me study alongside Prince Fu Su – essentially becoming his study companion.” The Boss spoke slowly as the doctor watched the now-adult Prince Fu Su enter the study. The two discussed political affairs with great familiarity, sometimes clapping and laughing heartily, sometimes arguing until their faces turned red.

Only now did the doctor understand why historical records of Gan Luo’s achievements ended with his appointment as chancellor at twelve – because Gan Luo had become the crown prince’s study companion, essentially part of the advisory team Emperor Qin Shihuang was preparing for Fu Su. If Prince Fu Su had ascended the throne, the dormant Gan Luo would certainly have shone brilliantly in Qin Dynasty history.

Unfortunately, the second Qin emperor wasn’t Fu Su, but his brother Hu Hai.

Thinking of China’s first true crown prince, this gentle young man who would die young, the doctor couldn’t help but feel a surge of sadness from his heart. This feeling was truly difficult to explain – as a dedicated and responsible doctor, he had long learned to view life and death with detachment. Moreover, Prince Fu Su had died over two thousand years ago – what was he grieving about?

The doctor quickly adjusted his mood and instinctively turned to look at the Boss, taking in his nostalgic gaze.

He must be the one most deeply affected.

The doctor didn’t know what it felt like to live alone in the world for over two thousand years, watching relatives and friends die one by one, leaving only oneself to wander…

The doctor suddenly understood somewhat why the Boss dealt in antiques. Only those ancient objects, like him, possessed long years and accumulated heavy history, witnessing generation after generation of changing times…

The fog came and went, revealing scene after scene – sometimes lasting only an instant, sometimes persisting for a long while. The doctor felt as if he were watching someone’s memories.

Most likely the Boss’s, he thought.

In the scenes appearing in the mist, Emperor Qin Shihuang’s figure appeared more and more frequently. The doctor couldn’t quite understand their half-classical, half-vernacular conversations and found the political discussions boring, so he stopped asking the Boss to translate. The scene currently showing was the famous thrilling moment – Jing Ke’s assassination attempt on the King of Qin.

Jing Ke knelt calmly before Emperor Qin, respectfully presenting the map. The scroll unrolled inch by inch until finally, when the map was fully revealed, the dagger appeared. Jing Ke quickly reached out to grab Emperor Qin’s sleeve while his other hand thrust the gleaming dagger through the air – the fierce sword strike aimed at Emperor Qin Shihuang. Emperor Qin broke free, tearing his sleeve to dodge the sword.

Jing Ke’s strike missed. He had come with a determination to die, vowing not to rest until he killed the King of Qin. The King of Qin drew his sword to counter, wounding Jing Ke. Blood splattered as Jing Ke hurled his dagger at the King of Qin, but missed again, only to be struck once more by the King of Qin and fall wounded to the ground.

Watching Jing Ke struggle and roar curses at the King of Qin’s tyranny, the doctor couldn’t help asking, “Boss, do you think Emperor Qin Shihuang was a tyrant?”

The Boss glanced at him and said flatly, “Prince Dan sent Jing Ke to assassinate Emperor Qin Shihuang, who nearly lost his life, yet when Qin destroyed Yan, they didn’t even harm the lives of Yan’s royal family and ministers. After Emperor Qin Shihuang unified the Central Plains and conquered the six states, there were no massacres of cities or slaughter of the royal families and nobility of the six states – yet these very people later became the main force opposing Qin. If Emperor Qin Shihuang were truly a tyrant, why could Liu Bang of Chu serve as an official? Why could Xiang Yu, descendant of Chu nobility, grow up safely?”

The doctor was stunned by this statement, both because of the Boss’s argument and because at that moment Jing Ke was cut down by the swarming Qin soldiers. The splashing blood almost flowed to his feet, and though this scene was separated from him by over two thousand years, the doctor could almost smell that terrifying stench of blood.

“You said those opposing Qin were the royal families and nobility of the six states? But I remember the first to rebel were Chen Sheng and Wu Guang from Dazexiang, right? They were commoners – it was Emperor Qin Shihuang’s excessive forced labor that drove them to rebellion.”

The Boss snorted coldly, “Sima Qian of the Han Dynasty said Chen Sheng and Wu Guang’s uprising was because arriving late for forced labor meant execution. But recently excavated Qin bamboo slips show that the punishment for being late within five days was only verbal criticism, and for more than five days, just a fine. Everyone says Qin law was harsh, but the contrary fact is that Qin Empire’s laws already contained provisions protecting criminals that didn’t appear in the West until two thousand years later. The Records of the Grand Historian also recorded that cases assigned by Emperor Qin Shihuang often couldn’t be solved – this would be unimaginable in later dynasties. Because under torture, even if the real criminal couldn’t be found, a scapegoat could be found. This shows that Qin Dynasty had no torture-based interrogation at all. Compared to the countless wrongful convictions of later dynasties, Qin Dynasty was already quite enlightened.”

The doctor found himself unable to refute this, and though speechless, he found it fascinating. “Are you saying Emperor Qin Shihuang was a wise and capable emperor with no flaws? Were all those charges just fabrications?”

“What charges? Let me hear them.” The Boss smiled slightly. He’d been holding in two thousand years of frustration over the world’s prejudice against Emperor Qin Shihuang. If he said such things to anyone else, they’d think him mad. He turned to carefully observe the doctor. Standing here now, able to see scenes from over two thousand years ago, fate had turned through millennia only to seemingly return to the starting point – back then, he and Fu Su had stood like this on smooth blue bricks, discussing politics and debating state affairs. There was no crown prince, no study companion – only shared ideals and aspirations to build a Great Qin lasting ten thousand generations!

Though the doctor hadn’t yet recovered his past life’s memories, this feeling of spirited debate was something the Boss hadn’t experienced for a very, very long time…

The doctor didn’t notice the Boss’s distracted expression and racked his brains recalling Emperor Qin Shihuang’s tyrannical crimes, starting with the lighter ones: “He killed innocents without cause!”

“Hmph, Emperor Qin Shihuang reigned for 37 years without killing a single general or minister. Every subsequent dynasty without exception completely eliminated the remnants of the previous fallen dynasty. Some went even further, ruthlessly exterminating even their own people. Han Gaozu Liu Bang virtually killed all the comrades who rebelled with him, every family completely wiped out. Does anyone curse Liu Bang as a tyrant? No. Because those who hated him were all eliminated root and branch. Even Sima Qian didn’t dare speak carelessly in his Records of the Grand Historian, or Emperor Wu of Han Liu Che would have easily burned years of his painstaking work to ashes.” Disdain appeared on the Boss’s face.

“But didn’t Emperor Qin Shihuang burn books and bury scholars alive? Wasn’t that also eliminating those who criticized him?” the doctor protested indignantly.

The Boss didn’t immediately refute but quietly waited for the surrounding mist to clear. The scene now showed a spring garden full of life, where Emperor Qin Shihuang, reclining on a chair, didn’t display his usual dignified bearing but lovingly played with a child in his arms. Fu Su and Gan Luo stood in the distance, and the now-adult Fu Su couldn’t hide his envious expression.

“Who is this child?” The doctor forgot their recent debate, equally surprised by Emperor Qin Shihuang’s rare display of tenderness.

The Boss closed his eyes and sighed deeply, “That’s Hu Hai.”

The doctor gasped – this was the truly tyrannical and ruinous Second Emperor Hu Hai? Though he knew Emperor Qin Shihuang might have had various faults, the man had after all unified the Central Plains as the First Emperor. Yet the empire he built, rather than lasting ten thousand generations as he’d hoped, was destroyed in the Second Emperor’s hands. Looking at that innocent child, the doctor couldn’t imagine how he would become so cruel and heartless when he grew up.

“Remember what I said about the longevity lock’s jade material? It was at this time that Emperor Qin Shihuang unified the Central Plains, had the He Shi Bi carved into the imperial jade seal, and gave the two remaining pieces of jade to his eldest son Fu Su and youngest son Hu Hai.” The Boss said flatly. The scene now showed Fu Su receiving that crystal-clear jade piece, not daring to carve it casually, simply stringing it with red cord to wear close to his body.

“This… I recall during the Warring States period, kingdoms didn’t have the concept of establishing the eldest or legitimate heir, right?” The doctor also grasped the deeper meaning in the Boss’s words.

“Yes, so although Fu Su nominally had the primary inheritance right, anyone with eyes could see Emperor Qin Shihuang’s favoritism toward Hu Hai.” The Boss watched the changing scenes of Emperor Qin Shihuang severely scolding Fu Su and sighed softly, “Actually, Emperor Qin Shihuang was harsh with Prince Fu Su because he wanted to entrust this empire to Fu Su’s hands. He doted on Hu Hai because this younger son wouldn’t need to inherit this vast nation. Sigh… actually, Prince Fu Su didn’t like political intrigue at all – what he most enjoyed reading was medical texts…” The Boss spoke the last sentence very quietly, but couldn’t help glancing at the doctor beside him.

The doctor didn’t hear the Boss’s last sentence, his heart full of complaints. If Emperor Qin Shihuang hadn’t given Hu Hai the wrong impression and had treated them equally, perhaps the subsequent events wouldn’t have occurred. But then again, if an emperor couldn’t even choose whom to favor, wouldn’t that be too tragic?

Because of this digression, the two didn’t continue their debate and returned to a harmonious atmosphere. The Boss watched the ever-changing misty scenes, occasionally pointing out characters and events to the doctor, who listened with great interest, as if watching a real 3D projected television series.

“Ah, right, Emperor Qin Shihuang had another great crime – grand construction projects! The Great Wall, Epang Palace, Mount Li mausoleum – which wasn’t a massive undertaking?” Seeing the scene of Emperor Qin Shihuang standing before a map studying Great Wall construction locations, the doctor remembered their earlier topic.

The Boss curled his lips and sighed softly, “After Qin conquered the six states, what to do with the remaining soldiers? Disband them to return to farming? That’s not a solution. Long peace inevitably leads to chaos – either continue external expansion or undertake grand construction. Every dynasty has been the same. Like later Emperor Wu of Han’s multiple military campaigns against the Xiongnu, the Sui, Tang, Song, and Ming dynasties were no exception. Even Emperor Kangxi of Qing personally led campaigns during peacetime – it’s a method of resolving internal contradictions.”

The doctor was enlightened – this method has indeed been used from ancient times to the present, not to mention modern society, where a certain great power started various wars to deflect domestic economic crises!

Seeing the doctor didn’t refute, the Boss continued, “Setting aside later opinions of the Great Wall, after the Qin Dynasty, every subsequent dynasty built walls – doesn’t that prove the Great Wall’s importance? Emperor Qin Shihuang didn’t pursue external expansion considering livelihood issues. You might not believe my empty words, but the excavated Shuihudi Qin Tomb Bamboo Slips clearly record that Qin Dynasty forced laborers received wages, meals, and even clothing. Do you think common people preferred going to war or working for pay?”

The doctor was completely speechless, his head buzzing with the Boss’s arguments, completely confused.

“Here’s the truth about burning books and burying scholars.” The Boss suddenly said. The doctor immediately widened his eyes. Afraid he couldn’t understand the full picture from just a few scenes, the Boss slowly explained, “The trigger for burning books and burying scholars was Emperor Qin Shihuang’s pursuit of immortality. But fearing poisoning, the alchemists who presented him pills had to make two identical pills, with several designated servants testing them first. Only after a month with no adverse effects would he take the pill. Then one day, one of the testing servants suddenly died.”

The scene showed Emperor Qin Shihuang in a towering rage, with everyone below trembling in silence. The doctor frowned, “Modern research has proven that ancient alchemy contained mercury, alum, and other heavy metals that are highly toxic to the human body. Accumulation to a certain degree would definitely have side effects. In fact, many emperors in history died from taking elixirs – Tang Taizong Li Shimin supposedly died this way. Pursuing immortality…” The doctor suddenly stopped speaking, realizing there seemed to be an immortal person beside him.

The Boss nodded unconcernedly, “Yes, but no one knew then that elixirs were fundamentally poisonous. There was no way to verify which alchemist’s pill had killed the testing servant, plus discovering that Hou Sheng, Lu Sheng, and others had embezzled funds and fled with the money, Emperor Qin Shihuang decided to execute the related alchemists. In modern terms, they defrauded research funds. Four hundred sixty-three law-breakers were brought to trial, each with solid evidence, all deserving death, executed one by one. There was only this one scholar-burying incident – more accurately, it was an alchemist-burying incident. In the Records of the Grand Historian, Sima Qian also considered it burying alchemists. Later generations spread false rumors with embellishments, turning it into the massacre of countless scholars. As for book burning, recently excavated Qin bamboo slips still exist – if books were truly burned, how could large quantities of Qin bamboo slips be unearthed? What Emperor Qin Shihuang burned were merely the private libraries of the six states’ nobility, wanting to erase their history and prevent rebellion. He never expected that merely burning books mercifully couldn’t stop people’s rebellious hearts.”

The doctor had now completely given up any thought of debating with the Boss and honestly immersed himself in this historical scroll. The subsequent stories also somewhat overturned his understanding. Emperor Qin Shihuang monopolized power and handled everything personally. As time passed, he realized only he could sustain this empire’s operation while alive, so he began making multiple inspection tours, leaving Prince Fu Su to govern in the capital. But Prince Fu Su was benevolent and loyal, completely opposite to Emperor Qin Shihuang’s governing philosophy. After many conflicts, Emperor Qin Shihuang sent him to the frontier to serve in the military, planning to temper him for several years, hoping to cultivate a resolute and decisive Fu Su. Gan Luo – the present Boss – accompanied him as Prince Fu Su’s study companion.

Subsequent scenes rarely featured Emperor Qin Shihuang, mostly showing monotonous military life. Frontier warfare indeed transformed Fu Su from a noble prince into an excellent general. After countless springs and autumns, suddenly someone arrived with Emperor Qin Shihuang’s edict. An imperial decree reached Shangjun, actually blaming Fu Su for incompetence and commanding him and General Meng Tian to commit suicide.

The doctor stared blankly – he naturally knew this edict was actually Hu Hai and Zhao Gao’s false imperial command, as Emperor Qin Shihuang had already died during that eastern tour. Fu Su wasn’t as weak as history portrayed, ready to draw his sword and kill himself. Instead, he wanted to lead troops back to Xianyang with General Meng Tian to inquire about the truth. But Hu Hai and Zhao Gao’s people were prepared, mercilessly killing Fu Su when he began showing resistance in the tent.

Despite being separated by over two thousand years, when the doctor saw those soldiers thrust their swords toward Fu Su, he couldn’t help crying out in alarm.

Because he suddenly discovered that the Boss, who had been standing beside him all along, rushed forward, desperately trying to shield Fu Su.

The doctor watched helplessly as that sword, gleaming with cold light, passed through the Boss’s ethereal body and directly pierced Fu Su’s chest.

The Boss turned back, standing there in a daze.

“It’s not your fault…” The doctor knew the Boss hadn’t been present then – if he had been, he probably would have acted just as he did now. For a moment, the doctor’s heart filled with relief that the Boss hadn’t been there.

Only, looking at Fu Su lying in a pool of blood with eyes that wouldn’t close in death, a chill ran up the doctor’s spine.

From Fu Su’s chest, the jade piece gifted by Emperor Qin Shihuang fell to the ground. Watching that jade being soaked by warm blood, the doctor felt a chill throughout his body.

“It’s not that justice can defeat evil, but that history can only be written by the victorious side. In this world, the winning side is always righteous.” The Boss’s ethereal voice came, but the doctor had no time to ponder deeply before sinking back into darkness.

The doctor surfaced from what felt like the bottom of a deep sea, struggling to open his eyes. The familiar dim flickering lights of the Mute House danced before him.

He sat up from the chair, rubbing his slightly aching temples. As he raised his hand, he stopped, because in his hand was the longevity lock broken in two halves. The doctor stared blankly for a moment, then suddenly said, “The memories I just saw were actually Fu Su’s, weren’t they?”

The Boss poured him a cup of tea and nodded upon hearing this, “Yes. After Fu Su died tragically, I helped Liu Bang destroy Qin and avenged Fu Su, then kept searching for Fu Su’s reincarnation.”

“You helped Liu Bang destroy Qin?” The doctor picked up the teacup and drank it all in one gulp, the scalding tea sliding down his throat, making him gasp.

“Mm, I originally chose Xiang Yu, but didn’t expect him to destroy Xianyang, burn Epang Palace, and kill all the Qin Dynasty’s royal family and ministers.” The Boss paused here, as if recalling the scene from that time. His hand holding the teapot even stiffened somewhat, and only after a long while did he continue, “So I turned to support Liu Bang.”

The doctor gave a dry laugh, “Don’t tell me you were Han Xin?” He meant this as a joke, but unexpectedly, as soon as the words left his mouth, the Boss calmly nodded. This left the doctor completely speechless – he could only grab the teapot from the Boss’s hands and pour himself another cup of tea. Since this person before him had lived for over two thousand years, what couldn’t be believed? Heaven knows what other historical roles he’d played…

After drinking several more cups of tea to calm his shock and replacing the teapot lid, he finally said calmly, “You found him, but for unknown reasons, Fu Su’s reincarnations always died young, living at most to twelve years old. Because the time was so brief, I often couldn’t find them in time and was exhausted from searching. I spent an extremely long period before discovering that only by having Fu Su’s reincarnation wear the jade material he had worn close to his body for several years could extend his life. So I had Lu Zigan carve this longevity lock, but even so, it could only allow Fu Su’s reincarnation to survive twenty-four years in this world.”

Though the doctor had already guessed some of the situation, when the Boss finished his last sentence and looked directly at him, he still shivered. The doctor forced a stiff smile and said awkwardly, “Haven’t you got the wrong person? I’m already past twenty-four and still alive and well!”

The Boss looked at him and shook his head, “No, I haven’t mistaken you. Do you still remember that aquamarine Christ statue?”

“Of course I remember – how could I forget? I was the one who brought that person back! What about it?” The doctor naturally remembered that bizarre incident. Because of that aquamarine Christ statue, Ning Qi Qi, who had been murdered, occupied bestselling mystery novelist Xiao Ji’s body, while Xiao Ji’s soul was absorbed by the aquamarine Christ statue he wore. Just as the doctor was about to complain some more, he watched the Boss take out a small box from the counter – the aquamarine Christ statue lay quietly inside.

“Ning Qi Qi gave me this Christ statue. I had the curator authenticate it – though the carving was recent, the jade material was from over two thousand years ago.” After the Boss finished speaking, afraid he might not understand immediately, he added, “It’s exactly that blue jade material Emperor Qin Shihuang gave to Hu Hai, from the same He Shi Bi as the longevity lock in your hand.”

The doctor was struck speechless. He had already absorbed too many shocks today and decided not to say anything, just listen to the conclusion.

“I only just learned that one of Prince Fu Su’s three souls and seven spirits was locked in this jade material before his death. With incomplete souls, Fu Su naturally died young in reincarnation. Today when the longevity lock broke, that soul and spirit belonging to Fu Su was finally released. Everything you and I just witnessed were the memories Prince Fu Su left in this longevity lock.” The Boss spoke very slowly, so slowly it was as if each word was being forced out through his teeth.

The doctor felt dizzy, but he was good at extracting understandable parts to focus on. After pondering for a moment, he blinked and pointed at himself, “So the great calamity in my destiny has safely passed? From now on I can live without worry?”

The doctor had no interest in whether he was Fu Su’s reincarnation. The scenes he’d just witnessed, he treated as a holographic 3D television series without much emotional impact. After all, those were events from over two thousand years ago – what was the point of agonizing over them now? When dawn came, he’d still have to go out to work, put on his white coat to heal and save people. Whether his past life was a hero or a coward had no bearing on his current life.

Hearing this, the Boss revealed a smile and slowly nodded, “Yes, there are no more problems. Not only for this life’s you, but future reincarnations of you will also return to normal fate’s control like ordinary people. Early death will never happen again.”

The doctor inexplicably felt the Boss’s words carried some sadness, but couldn’t pinpoint what was wrong. Just as his restless heart was about to voice the question, he watched in horror as blood began continuously flowing from the Boss’s mouth, while that smile remained on his pale face.

“Yes, you can finally live well. My mission is finally complete… I… should also rest…”

Chapter 12: Red Dragon Robe · 1
This was the second time the doctor had seen the Boss coughing up blood. The sight this time was even more horrifying – the Boss was literally speaking while bright red blood flowed from his lips, even maintaining a perfect smile on his face. The horror level could rival any late-night terror movie.

The doctor was filled with regret. When they left the Master’s villa, he should have dragged the Boss to the hospital. Instead, he had taken a nap and forgotten all about it – how irresponsible of him! Though in truth, this couldn’t entirely be blamed on him. The Boss, staying in this sunless Mute House year-round, had always been pale as a patient, completely bloodless. There had been no prior warning signs, not even a hint of weakness or illness, making it easy to overlook his condition.

“Come on, let’s go to the hospital for a checkup! There’s one right nearby.” The doctor had no time to find excuses for his oversight. His heart racing, he grabbed the Boss and headed toward the door.

But the Boss didn’t move. Instead, he withdrew his hand, took out a handkerchief to wipe the blood from his lips, and said flatly, “I can’t go to the hospital.”

“Why not?” The doctor was stunned by this response. When he turned back, he caught the bitter smile in the Boss’s eyes. The doctor cursed himself for being dense. After a long moment, he finally found his voice: “You… how have you lived so long? This coughing up blood – will it affect your body?” The doctor asked somewhat hesitantly. Although he had seen many strange and mysterious things in the Mute House – like candles supposedly unextinguished for hundreds of years, the Classic of Mountains and Seas that sealed divine beasts, and that white snake spirit he’d just encountered – he absolutely refused to believe the person standing before him, whom he’d known for several years, was some kind of monster.

The doctor recalled the few times he’d had physical contact with the Boss – his body temperature had always been unnaturally low, unlike a living person’s.

A cold draft blew through the poorly fitting door crack, causing the wick in the Changxin Palace Lamp to flicker, and the shadows of antique furniture on the walls swayed accordingly. Looking at the Boss’s unpredictable expression, the doctor felt no fear whatsoever. He didn’t retreat; instead, he took a step toward him.

Seeing the genuine concern in the doctor’s eyes, the Boss’s face showed uncontrollable surprise. Even the Master’s family, who had maintained ties with him for three generations, kept a respectful distance due to his unchanging appearance over the centuries. Yet the doctor, who had only known him for two or three years, showed even greater concern after learning he might be a two-thousand-year-old spirit.

Seeing that the Boss didn’t answer, the doctor began to grow anxious: “If it’s inconvenient to say, that’s fine. But I am a doctor – I might be able to help…”

Perhaps because he had poured out all his secrets today, the Boss, who had always carried these secrets as a heavy burden, felt much lighter and thought it wouldn’t matter to tell the doctor everything.

After all, he would soon be truly leaving.

The Boss placed the already half-cold teapot back on the red clay stove to reheat. “My master was originally an alchemist,” the Boss said quietly. The water in the pot soon began steaming, ethereal vapor rising from the spout before quickly dispersing in the cold air.

The doctor, being naturally talkative and not a particularly good listener, couldn’t help interrupting: “When Emperor Qin Shihuang burned books and buried scholars – no, buried alchemists – was your master implicated?”

The Boss shook his head. “My master was a very famous alchemist who disdained associating with those charlatans in the palace. After a year in the palace, he departed on a spiritual journey.”

Seeing the Boss’s face take on a reminiscent expression, the doctor knew he was thinking of his master and suppressed his urge to interrupt, waiting quietly.

Soon, the kettle on the stove began boiling. Only then did the Boss come back to his senses, pouring out the cold tea and brewing a fresh pot. The tea’s fragrance immediately filled the Mute House, invigorating the spirit.

“After the incident with the medicine-testing servant’s sudden death, Emperor Qin Shihuang didn’t abandon his pursuit of immortality. However, thereafter, when elixirs were presented, instead of using testing servants, the alchemists themselves had to test them first.” The Boss held his teacup without drinking, simply playing with it in his hands. “Before my master departed on his spiritual journey, he left behind two pills. Since he was nowhere to be found, as his disciple, I was the one who had to test them.”

The doctor froze, his hand holding the teacup stopping in mid-air. He could hardly believe what he was hearing. “You mean… you ate immortality pills? That’s impossible! How could there be immortality pills in this world?” The doctor was so excited he forgot he was holding a full teacup. Scalding tea splashed out, burning his hand, but he didn’t notice the pain as he continued waving his hand excitedly.

The Boss remained calm, reaching over to take the teacup from the doctor’s hand and set it down safely, preventing this precious Song Dynasty white glazed porcelain from being carelessly smashed to pieces.

“How is this possible? How is this possible?” The doctor unconsciously repeated this phrase. He had thought the Boss’s longevity might be due to some supernatural nature, but the reality was even harder to accept.

Just by taking some medicine? What medicine could grant immortality? The doctor absolutely could not admit that ancient alchemy was more advanced than modern medicine!

The Boss knew this was hard to believe, but he had indeed lived for over two thousand years. The Boss caressed the smooth, delicate glaze of the Song porcelain in his hands, thinking he probably counted as one of the antiques in the Mute House – and quite an aged one at that.

The doctor gradually recovered from his loss of control and began to realize this might be an invaluable opportunity to glimpse human secrets. The doctor suppressed his excitement, drained the remaining half cup of tea in one gulp, calmed his mind, and asked: “Boss, could you tell me in detail?”

Why not? The Boss felt the warmth of the hot tea in his palm and let his thoughts drift far away.

“After Fu Su was killed, General Meng Tian was unwilling to accept it and planned to lead troops back to Xianyang to demand an explanation from Hu Hai. I don’t know what happened to him after that – the history books say he took poison and committed suicide, but he was probably assassinated too.”

“What about you?” The doctor couldn’t help asking. The Boss was Fu Su’s closest study companion – Hu Hai certainly wouldn’t have spared him.

“Me?” A cold smile appeared on the Boss’s thin lips. “Though my father held no noble title, as part of Qin’s most ancient family, he could still detect the subtle signs in the imperial city. Before Hu Hai’s messenger reached the frontier, he sent someone with a family letter claiming he was critically ill. I hurried back to Xianyang, and as soon as I entered the house, my father locked me in a secret room. He only released me when Emperor Qin Shihuang’s funeral was held. That’s when I learned that Fu Su had already committed suicide.”

The doctor remained silent. Though the Boss’s narration was calm and steady, listening carefully, one could still detect the regret in his words. Had he returned to Xianyang a few days later, he might have been able to prevent Fu Su’s death, perhaps even changing subsequent history.

The teacup in the Boss’s hands had grown cold. He raised it to his lips for a sip, and the stale-tasting cold tea spread through his mouth, matching his complex emotions.

No one knew how shocked and enraged he had been when he saw the person sitting on the imperial throne.

He had countless times envisioned that crown representing imperial dignity adorning Fu Su’s head, had countless times imagined standing constantly by his side, witnessing the birth of a great emperor, together building an ideal, powerful nation – a Great Qin lasting ten thousand generations!

The Boss’s hands suddenly tightened around the teacup, causing the tea inside to ripple in circles before quickly settling again.

But all of this had become mere passing clouds. That crown, that jade seal – he had carefully hidden them in the depths of the Mute House, but sadly, no suitable master had appeared for them since.

The Mute House flowed with silence deep enough to drown in. After a long while, the Boss finally broke the quiet: “On the day of Emperor Qin Shihuang’s funeral, all the important court ministers went to Mount Li, but not many returned. I didn’t go back either.”

“Burial sacrifice? Using this to eliminate troublesome people? Hu Hai was truly cunning…” Seeing the Boss unconsciously touch his neck, the doctor finally understood the origin of that hideous scar.

The Boss nodded. “When I next awakened, I was in Emperor Qin Shihuang’s tomb. The wound on my neck had healed and stopped bleeding, but looking around, corpses were everywhere – like being in hell itself. Most of the bodies were people who had opposed Hu Hai, including my father… My father had endured humiliation his entire life and never would have imagined dying here so mysteriously. I carried my father’s body out of Emperor Qin Shihuang’s tomb and buried him in our family cemetery. I thought that even in death, he wouldn’t want any connection with the Ying surname family.”

After finishing this account, the Boss paused again, pouring himself a cup of warm tea before continuing. After burying his father, he went to find Fu Su’s grave. How could Zhao Gao’s people have given him a proper burial? He traveled incognito all the way, finally finding a desolate grave mound near the frontier. He wouldn’t let Fu Su lie alone there – he dug him up and brought him back to Mount Li.

Emperor Qin Shihuang wasn’t actually buried in the magnificent mausoleum he had built during his lifetime – his remains were nowhere to be found. This was because his son Hu Hai wanted that grand mausoleum for himself.

During his lifetime, Emperor Qin Shihuang had most favored this youngest son, wanting to give him the very best of everything. But whether Emperor Qin Shihuang ever imagined that the Great Qin Empire he had built with his own hands would be crushed in his youngest son’s palm… Even the eternal resting place he had built for himself, Hu Hai had taken so matter-of-factly, without a moment’s hesitation.

The Boss found it ironic, a cold smile appearing at his lips. “So I buried Fu Su at Mount Li. Since he couldn’t be emperor of the Great Qin Empire in life, I wanted him to claim those hundred thousand terracotta warriors in death.”

These words rang with conviction, causing the doctor to look up at the Boss anew. He had always felt the vicissitudes in the Boss’s eyes didn’t match his youthful appearance, but now, hearing such passionate words burst forth, they brought some vitality to his features. One could imagine what kind of influential figure he must have been in the river of history.

The doctor had observed all of the Boss’s expressions and could naturally see his reverence for Emperor Qin Shihuang, so it wasn’t hard to understand his determination to achieve great things alongside Fu Su and see the Great Qin Empire rise.

Throughout history, the wise have been lonely. For someone with grand ambitions and exceptional talent to meet an appreciative ruler at the right time and place in their era is extremely difficult. Two thousand years ago, Gan Luo’s meeting with Fu Su was very fortunate. Fu Su was naturally gentle and benevolent yet intelligent – with proper cultivation, he would certainly have been a worthy ruler. With the extraordinarily gifted Gan Luo as his advisor, they surely could have achieved great things together.

But Hu Hai had easily destroyed it all.

The doctor could imagine the obsession with which the Boss began searching for Fu Su’s reincarnations after Fu Su’s death, hoping to reclaim the past and once again reach political heights with Fu Su, leading historical progress. But when he discovered that Fu Su’s reincarnations always died young, the search gradually became a responsibility, trapping him in an inescapable cycle for over two thousand years.

The Boss calmed his emotions, unwilling to say another word about Fu Su. Knowing the doctor was most curious about the immortality pill, he slowly said: “It was several years later that I noticed something was wrong with my body – not only did my appearance remain unchanged, but injuries would heal very quickly. After a very long time, I confirmed that eating my master’s immortality pill was probably what made me this way.”

The doctor perked up, leaning forward eagerly: “Are there usually any abnormal symptoms? Do you lose hair? Are there differences in other bodily functions? If only you’d let me examine your body – I guarantee I wouldn’t leak any information!”

The Boss smiled slightly. “I know you wouldn’t leak anything, but I haven’t stopped studying myself all these years. Perhaps without machine testing, I already know the reason.”

“Tell me quickly!” The doctor was nearly driven mad by suspense, sweating profusely with anxiety.

The Boss quite enjoyed this feeling of keeping someone in suspense, though it wasn’t intentional – the vocabulary in his mind needed organizing before he could speak clearly. After pondering for a moment, the Boss asked: “What causes human aging?”

“Aging cells.” The doctor immediately answered, hesitating whether to explain what cells were when the Boss had already continued. “A human is like a single cell – cells divide, then new cells grow. When the cell division rate slows below the rate of cellular aging, the human body enters old age. Is this explanation correct?” The Boss carefully chose his words.

“Correct.” The doctor nodded, feeling an indescribable sense of incongruity. Hearing modern medical terminology from the Boss felt as absurd as seeing the latest Apple computers sold in the Mute House.

“However, there are exceptions to such cells. Infinitely proliferating cells become immortal cells that never die.” The Boss narrowed his phoenix eyes.

“You mean… cancer cells!” The doctor’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Are you saying the immortality pill you took caused cancer? But shouldn’t that accelerate your death?” Normal cells have a maximum number of divisions – human cells can only divide fifty to sixty times in a lifetime. But cancer cells lose this maximum division limit and can divide almost infinitely, though human organs absolutely cannot withstand this.

“So the function of this red dragon robe is to suppress the cancer cells’ division rate, maintaining a delicate balance in the body’s cells so that organs neither age nor cease functioning.” The Boss touched the clothing that had accompanied him for two thousand years. “Since ancient times, it’s said that ‘gold and jade generate cold,’ preserving corpses from decay. This fabric is made from black gold and black jade threads passed down from ancient times, originally prepared for Emperor Qin Shihuang’s burial. During Emperor Qin Shihuang’s reign, some artifacts from the mythological age were collected, but in later dynasties, such divine artifacts became extremely rare – most were imitations. For example, the golden threaded jade burial suits in Han tombs were actually crude imitations.”

“May I… may I touch it?” The doctor swallowed hard. After the Boss nodded, he eagerly reached out. The fabric felt somewhat soft yet somewhat hard, with an ice-cold, bone-piercing temperature. The doctor guessed this fabric must contain some rare metal, producing weak radioactive substances that preserved flesh from decay. Previously, the doctor would never have believed the Boss’s words, but the mythological age was indeed a mysterious period that existed before feudal times. The Classic of Mountains and Seas could seal divine beasts and alternate dimensions – he had seen this with his own eyes. If a bamboo slip could cast spells, then fabric that could prevent decay wasn’t too far-fetched.

Unable to understand the principle, and knowing the Boss would know even less about such scientific questions and wouldn’t cut off a piece for him to analyze, the doctor could only feel around while asking: “So you haven’t taken off this garment for over two thousand years?” The doctor seemed enthusiastic – to him, the Boss was simply his dream research subject. He really wanted to strip off this clothing to study its material and examine the Boss’s body. If possible, he’d even like to personally touch that heart that had been beating for over two thousand years…

“Stop looking at me like that.” The Boss was certain that if the doctor had a scalpel in hand right now, he would unhesitatingly dissect him. “Taking it off for short periods is fine – at least sleeping without it doesn’t matter. This garment only needs to be nearby to function.” The Boss found the doctor’s questions amusing and bent his lips in good humor. In these two thousand years, he had rarely maintained such close contact with anyone. The doctor’s warm fingers seemed to penetrate the thin fabric to his skin, making his uncomfortable body feel somewhat better.

“This garment is styled like a zhongshan suit – two thousand years ago wasn’t this fashionable, right?” The doctor looked at the Boss’s standing collar and asked with a smile.

“During the Republic era, I saved the Master’s grandmother. The Master’s grandfather was a famous antique restorer at the time who helped me tailor the garment into this style. Unexpectedly, this style went out of fashion within a few years.” The Boss smiled self-deprecatingly. “Fortunately, wearing it now isn’t too strange – it’s better than wearing ancient costumes.”

“This dragon actually moves, doesn’t it?” The doctor’s hand hesitated near the red dragon’s body. The red dragon was embroidered so lifelike that even touching it made him nervous.

“During the Song Dynasty, this garment tore once. I asked people from the Imperial Embroidery Academy to help mend it. Every thread in this fabric has a specific arrangement. The Imperial Embroidery Academy people ultimately embroidered this red dragon over the tear. The thread used wasn’t ordinary thread either – it was soaked in my blood, which is why the dragon is deep red.” The Boss caressed the red dragon’s head resting on his shoulder with great nostalgia. “The tear ultimately wasn’t perfectly mended. Previously, it would only move position every few years, but recently it’s been moving once a day. I think it hasn’t drunk enough of my blood and is getting impatient.”

Blood still remained on the Boss’s fingertips from his recent coughing. The doctor watched helplessly as that drop of blood seeped into the fabric, the dragon’s head swam slightly, and its body seemed to expand a little. Only then did the doctor realize what was happening, looking down toward the Boss’s chest and abdomen.

The tear on the garment was quite large, with messy stitching on top – the Master’s handiwork from not long ago. Thinking of the Boss’s earlier blood-coughing, the doctor couldn’t help gasping: “Can’t this garment be damaged? Otherwise, even disrupting the thread arrangement would affect its function, right?”

Simply put, this red dragon robe was like an extremely precise circuit board – disrupting just a few wires would cause complete short-circuiting. Otherwise, the Boss wouldn’t have gone to such lengths to embroider this strange dragon when the tear first appeared. And since he said the garment could be removed briefly without problems, the only explanation for the Boss coughing blood so quickly was this.

The Boss smiled bitterly – he hadn’t planned to reveal this point. “After I die, if my body doesn’t decay quickly, you can handle it as you wish.”

The doctor stood stunned. Though he had fantasized about dissecting the Boss, that was just mental daydreaming. He hadn’t expected such a thing might actually happen. The doctor remained frozen for a long while before finding his voice: “Couldn’t… couldn’t you find someone else to do the embroidery?”

The Boss played with the empty teacup in his hands, smiling faintly: “The Song Dynasty was the peak of Su embroidery development – the court even had a dedicated Imperial Embroidery Academy. This red dragon on me required thirty-seven embroiderers from the entire Imperial Embroidery Academy, taking a full two years to complete. Do you think the current era could find so many skilled embroiderers?”

Indeed, they couldn’t be found.

The doctor stood up in agitation, pacing back and forth in the Mute House. “There must be some way… wouldn’t machine weaving work?”

“It doesn’t matter – don’t worry about it. I’ve lived too long already. Fu Su’s matter is finally resolved, and it’s time for me to rest.” The Boss smiled slightly with a sense of relief.

The doctor stopped pacing, understanding where the problem lay.

The Boss surely had ways to keep himself alive, but he had lost the will to live. No matter how anxious others became, there was nothing they could do.

He often saw this at the hospital – conditions with a fifty percent chance of recovery that deteriorated to the worst outcome because the patients themselves weren’t actively cooperating with treatment.

The doctor walked before the Boss, grasping his shoulders and looking directly into his eyes as he asked seriously: “Were you and Fu Su friends?”

“Yes.” The Boss thought, if they weren’t friends, he couldn’t have endured over two thousand years in this world just to see if Fu Su’s reincarnations could live normal lives.

“Then what about with me?” The doctor’s hands on the Boss’s shoulders pressed with greater force.

The Boss looked at him in bewilderment.

He knew he wasn’t Fu Su – he could distinguish them clearly. There were great differences between them; they were two independent people. Different living environments, different upbringings, different beliefs – they didn’t share even the slightest similarity. Unlike the reincarnations of Huo Qubing or Xiang Yu, because Fu Su’s reincarnation lacked one soul and one spirit, no matter how strong the obsession, it couldn’t influence the doctor’s life – not at all.

The Fu Su in his heart was still dead.

The Boss had to admit that when he saw the doctor’s unwavering expression in Fu Su’s memories, his heart had turned to ash.

Enough. He had finally succeeded. Even though Fu Su could never be reborn, his reincarnation would no longer be burdened by that tragedy from two thousand years ago.

This was sufficient.

If it had been Fu Su, he probably would have wandered the world for such long years for his sake too.

But he was truly tired. Having witnessed countless cycles of life and death, knowing that he was defying heaven’s will by lingering in this world, his fate probably wouldn’t be any better than that white snake spirit’s.

“Aren’t we friends?” Not receiving an answer from the Boss, the doctor grew somewhat irritable. “If we’re not friends, why did you risk everything to save me? If you hadn’t come to save me, the red dragon robe wouldn’t have been damaged, and you wouldn’t be dying… I was just being presumptuous – you only came to save me because I’m Fu Su’s reincarnation…”

“We are friends.” The Boss interrupted the doctor’s self-pity. He looked up, watching the candlelight flicker in the doctor’s glasses, unable to see what emotions lay behind those lenses.

During these few years of getting along with the doctor, though he was noisy, talkative, and liked to bring food to force him to eat together… they had indeed become friends. The Boss’s lips curved in a genuine smile as he said softly, “When I saved you, I was saving only you, no one else. You’re a good doctor – if you live, you’ll save many more people.”

The doctor blinked, feeling the candlelight in the room somewhat glaring, making his eyes start to ache. “Then you must live too. There are so many antiques in the Mute House – can you really bear to abandon them?”

The doctor knew how much the Boss cherished the antiques in the Mute House, making him feel even more guilty. If the red dragon robe hadn’t been damaged, even after fulfilling his wish, the Boss would have continued guarding the Mute House as its antique shop owner.

The Boss felt the doctor’s palm on his shoulder burning almost unbearably. He broke free from this restraint under the pretense of getting up to refill the teapot, smiling with apparent ease: “There’s the curator – he’ll certainly take good care of them.”

Yes, that uncle would definitely have a heart attack from excitement if he knew all the antiques in the Mute House were left to him.

While complaining internally, the doctor racked his brains for something that could give the Boss a reason to live. Hearing the sound of water pouring, the doctor suddenly had a flash of inspiration: “Boss, you said there were originally two immortality pills – you ate one, but what about the other? Did Emperor Qin Shihuang eat it? No, that’s not right – if he had eaten it, he shouldn’t have died!”

The sound of pouring water stopped abruptly. The doctor stole a glance and noticed the Boss’s expression had darkened, realizing he had stumbled upon something important. He quickly added: “Don’t hide anything from me anymore – we’re friends now!”

“Isn’t being able to dissect my corpse enough? You want that pill for research too?” The Boss shot the doctor an annoyed look. This guy was truly pushing his luck. The doctor chuckled without defending himself, feeling that this mutual teasing was what real friendship was like.

After refilling the teapot, the Boss sat back down and filled both their teacups. “Do you remember when I was away for a few days?”

“I remember. The day after you left, I ran into the curator, who said he’d traded something called a Warring States alchemy cauldron with you. Warring States? You know this alchemy cauldron?” The doctor had always prided himself on his deductive abilities, and seeing the Boss raise an eyebrow, he was even more certain he’d guessed correctly.

“Yes, this alchemy cauldron was left by my master. There’s a hidden compartment at the bottom where the other immortality pill was originally stored, waiting for Emperor Qin Shihuang to take it after his eastern tour, once it was confirmed that I was unharmed from taking the pill. But ironically, Emperor Qin Shihuang died during that eastern tour.” The Boss’s lips curved in a mocking smile.

“Originally? You mean the other immortality pill is gone?” The doctor could imagine why the Boss had disappeared for those few days – he must have gone to investigate where the alchemy cauldron was excavated.

The Boss nodded and sighed: “The cauldron’s compartment was already covered with verdigris. It’s certain that no one had opened it for at least two thousand years. That means the other pill was taken over two thousand years ago.”

The doctor and Boss exchanged glances, both seeing shock in the other’s eyes. If someone else had also taken that immortality pill, it meant there might be another person who, like the Boss, had lived in this world for over two thousand years…

“Who else would know how to open the cauldron’s compartment?” the doctor asked with difficulty.

“The servants in charge of the pills would know, but they wouldn’t dare use the pills meant for the emperor…” The Boss felt his throat growing dry as he struggled to swallow the blood rising in his throat.

“Then after Emperor Qin Shihuang’s death, only one person could rightfully consume that pill…” The doctor swallowed hard.

“Hu Hai…” The Boss sighed deeply, leaning back in his chair and looking up at the Mute House’s dark ceiling.

The doctor said nothing more. He knew that however much longing the Boss had for Fu Su, he harbored equal hatred for Hu Hai.

Though the chance of Hu Hai still being alive was less than one percent, even the slightest possibility would never let the Boss rest easy.

He thought he needn’t worry about the Boss losing the will to live in the short term.

The two sat in the darkness without speaking until the eastern sky began to lighten and the bustle of the morning market could be heard in the distance.

“Thank you.” As the first ray of sunlight entered through the crack in the Mute House door, the Boss’s voice rang out.

The doctor had been awake all night, and hearing those two words from the Boss made him incredibly excited, his mouth nearly stretching to his ears. He knew what the Boss meant by thanking him. “Thank me for what? You saved me, and I haven’t even said thank you! Real friends don’t need to say ‘thank you.'”

The Boss straightened up, looking at the doctor’s sunshine-bright smile, and couldn’t help being infected by his good mood. “Oh? Then what are real friends like?”

“Real friends share joy and sorrow together, solve problems and crises together. They slap you awake when you’re confused and firmly support you when you’ve truly decided on something.” The doctor pushed up his glasses, his expression suddenly becoming very serious as he asked: “Now, tell me your decision.”

The Boss seemed stunned by the doctor’s words. After a long while, he finally sighed deeply: “I… probably need to make a trip to Mount Li…”

The doctor stood up with a whoosh, patting the Boss’s shoulder: “I’ll go request leave right now to accompany you! Don’t refuse – I might not have time later, but this time I must go with you.”

Just as the Boss was about to stop him, the doctor had already stridden to push open the Mute House’s door and headed outside.

The Boss only managed to see the doctor’s retreating figure, watching the warm sunlight fall on him, outlining a golden halo so sacred it was almost impossible to look at directly. The words of refusal stuck in his throat and could no longer be spoken. The Boss smiled with relief and closed his eyes.

Friends… was it?

“Luoyang shovel, tomb-robbing talisman, hill-exploring seal, black donkey hooves… where did you buy all these things?” The Boss looked at what the doctor was pulling from his backpack, his expression growing darker with each item. Which tomb-robbing novel had misled him?

“Taobao! Delivered directly to our hotel – very convenient.” The doctor said proudly while continuing to pull tomb-robbing essentials from his bag. He had researched extensively before departure. They were staying at a hot spring hotel on Mount Li, and after ordering online, items were delivered directly there. Otherwise, he seriously doubted he could get through airport security with these things.

However, he was incredibly surprised that the Boss could produce an ID card to buy plane tickets. The doctor really wanted to see if the birth date on the Boss’s ID was BCE, but lacked the courage.

The Boss looked sideways as the doctor continued producing ground-penetrating radar, metal detectors, gas analyzers, and other advanced equipment. “These were also bought online?” He must have spent quite a fortune.

“No, no, I borrowed these from the curator uncle.” The doctor wiped sweat from his face and said with a grin. “I just called him without going into details. When he heard I was going with you, he immediately sent them by express delivery. Actually, I think if he wasn’t at a conference in Beijing, he’d definitely want to package himself for delivery too.”

The Boss closed his eyes helplessly. Though the doctor hadn’t explained details to the curator, having all this equipment delivered to Mount Li – any idiot would know which tomb they planned to target. Was there any need to ask?

“What do you think we’ll need? When do we move?” the doctor asked enthusiastically. He and the Boss had argued fiercely before coming, and he had finally won a great victory – the Boss agreed to take him to Emperor Qin Shihuang’s underground palace.

That was Emperor Qin Shihuang’s mausoleum! Seventy-eight times the size of Beijing’s Forbidden City, and the world-famous Terracotta Army was merely guarding the tomb’s perimeter. If the Egyptian pyramids were the world’s largest above-ground royal tombs, then China’s Emperor Qin Shihuang’s mausoleum was the world’s largest underground imperial tomb – practically the unexcavated ninth wonder of the world! Though Xiang Yu, Huang Chao, and others had tried to rob Emperor Qin Shihuang’s tomb, Xiang Yu had only burned the buildings above and dug two “Overlord ditches” – they never found the underground palace entrance. To this day, no one had truly entered Emperor Qin Shihuang’s underground palace…

Actually, there was one person, standing right before him.

The Boss looked at the doctor’s sparkling eyes and sighed helplessly: “Tonight’s clear – rest first. It’s not time yet. We’ll depart when it gets dark.”

Looking at the instruments and tomb-robbing supplies covering the floor, the doctor scratched his head in difficulty: “Do we need to bring all this stuff? I don’t think I can carry it all…”

“If we could enter the First Emperor’s tomb with just these things, the underground palace would have been robbed long ago,” the Boss said flatly.

The doctor was quite deflated, but thinking about it, these things would certainly work for ordinary tombs, but the world-famous Emperor Qin Shihuang’s mausoleum naturally couldn’t be approached with ordinary methods. The doctor obediently packed these items away, then glanced at the Boss’s backpack in the corner, thinking the Boss must have brought all the necessities. Could he bring a digital camera or something? Hehe…

Night soon fell. The Boss picked up his travel bag while the doctor also carried a backpack. Though the Boss said none of his prepared items were needed, he still needed to bring some things for peace of mind – like flashlights, water, and compressed biscuits. After all, while the Boss could go long periods without eating or drinking, he couldn’t.

Mount Li had been famous for hot springs since ancient times – the renowned Huaqing Pool was located there, so there were many hot spring sanatoriums. They stayed at a private hot spring hotel where no one would notice them going out at night. The doctor followed the Boss deep into the mountains. At first, he didn’t think much of it, but as they walked, the distant lights disappeared, leaving only the moon and stars for company. The doctor had worried the Boss might not know the way after two thousand years away, but seeing him constantly adjust direction according to the stars above, he relaxed. Though two thousand years could turn seas into farmland, the stars above were much harder to change.

Afraid flashlight beams would be too conspicuous in the mountain forest, the doctor didn’t turn his on. Initially, he watched his footing, but later simply stopped looking, following the Boss as they stumbled through the mountain forest. After walking arduously for over three hours, the Boss finally stopped under the doctor’s expectant gaze.

Though it was the depths of winter, the doctor was already sweating profusely. He drank some water and looked around, finding this place no different from the mountain forests they’d passed through. The only notable features were several piles of barren rocks scattered around without pattern.

“We’ve arrived, but we need to wait until midnight to find the entrance,” the Boss said. Though he’d walked the same distance, his face showed no sweat and had grown even paler.

“Alright.” The doctor found a rock to sit on and asked restlessly: “Will we enter through the underground palace entrance later? Isn’t Emperor Qin Shihuang’s tomb supposed to have many traps? Will it be dangerous?” The doctor decided to tighten his shoelaces a bit more.

“The main entrance’s sealing stones were lowered long ago – Hu Hai naturally wanted to create the impression that Emperor Qin Shihuang was already buried. Actually, the underground palace has several hidden entrances. I knew he would enter the palace later, so after burying Fu Su inside, I sealed all the other entrances too.”

The Boss stood with hands behind his back, gazing at Emperor Qin Shihuang’s mausoleum in the distance. The tomb’s earthen mound formed a huge arc, looking like a flattened hill. The Boss knew that though this place now appeared utterly desolate, over two thousand years ago it had magnificent palace halls and breathtakingly gorgeous buildings – all burned to nothing by Xiang Yu’s fire.

As if in a blink, he could still see those magnificent palaces burning in towering flames; as if taking a breath, he could still smell that acrid, burning odor; as if listening carefully, he could still hear those pitiful cries…

The doctor looked up at the Boss’s lonely silhouette.

A cold night wind blew, making the Boss’s clothes flutter. Originally, the red dragon robe fit his figure perfectly, but the Boss had rapidly lost weight in recent days, appearing increasingly gaunt. The red dragon on his zhongshan suit had grown larger over these days, occupying more than half the fabric. The dragon’s scales reflected the rippling moonlight, its claws sharp beyond compare, lifelike as it constantly shifted in the night wind, as if it could tear through the fabric at any moment and completely devour the Boss.

It seemed the person before him might vanish from sight at any second.

Unease welled up in the doctor’s heart. He stood and walked to the Boss’s side, standing shoulder to shoulder with him, clearing his throat before asking: “All the underground palace entrances are sealed? Then how do we get in?”

The Boss had been lost in thought in the night wind for a long time before coming to his senses, saying indifferently: “After Emperor Qin Shihuang’s death, the mausoleum was still under construction, all under Hu Hai’s direction. When Chen Sheng and Wu Guang rebelled, they truly couldn’t bear Hu Hai’s oppression. The craftsmen knew they would eventually be buried alive, so they secretly dug an escape tunnel for emergencies. Unfortunately, the final burial wasn’t live burial – this tunnel was prepared for nothing.”

The doctor felt his hair stand on end, knowing this land had seen countless deaths. If corpses reanimated… The doctor couldn’t help looking down at his feet, afraid a skeletal hand might emerge from the earth to grab his ankle.

The Boss glanced at him and said flatly: “Watching too many horror movies isn’t good.”

A bead of cold sweat appeared on the doctor’s forehead – he still wasn’t used to the Boss making jokes with such a serious expression.

The Boss looked at the moon’s position, walked toward the nearby rock pile, and pulled out an irregularly shaped glass bead the size of a ping-pong ball from his chest, inserting it into a rock crevice. The doctor watched as that inconspicuous crevice and the glass bead fit together perfectly, as if naturally made. The doctor walked around to the other side of the rock in disbelief and found a finger-sized hole behind it.

“What is this?” The doctor returned, looking at the glass bead embedded in the rock, which sparkled magnificently in the moonlight – clearly no ordinary item.

“The Huainanzi says: ‘The pearl of the Marquis of Sui and the jade of Bian He – those who obtain them become rich, those who lose them become poor.’ Bian He’s jade is the He Shi Bi, while the Pearl of the Marquis of Sui, alongside the He Shi Bi, was one of the two treasures of the Spring and Autumn period – known together as ‘the pearl of Sui and the jade disc.'” The Boss covered the brilliant glass with his palm to prevent the light from being too conspicuous in the darkness.

“The Pearl of the Marquis of Sui? Actually a treasure ranked before the He Shi Bi? But I’ve hardly heard of it.” The doctor’s eyes still retained the magnificent glimpse of the pearl, blinking several times to adjust.

“That’s because the He Shi Bi was given the significance of the imperial jade seal, circulating in the river of history for a long time. The Pearl of the Marquis of Sui only appears in official history until Emperor Qin Shihuang’s time, then completely disappeared.” The Boss looked up at the sky and said calmly: “It’s about time.”

As he spoke, he opened his palm. At this moment, moonlight fell precisely on this rock crevice, and through the hole behind, moonlight refracted repeatedly within the pearl’s crystal structure. The Pearl of the Marquis of Sui grew visibly brighter before projecting a straight beam of light.

This beam was actually very faint, but with no other light sources here, it stood out prominently in the darkness.

The doctor immediately understood why the Boss had waited for clear weather and why the Pearl of the Marquis of Sui had vanished after Emperor Qin Shihuang’s era – it was actually a miraculous treasure created specifically for the First Emperor’s mausoleum.

“That’s the underground palace’s emergency entrance. Walking fifty-three steps west, then thirty-nine steps north, you can find a secret passage entrance – the escape route the craftsmen prepared for themselves.” The Boss memorized the direction of the pearl’s light beam, then pried out the pearl and carefully stored it. Previously, he hadn’t needed the pearl for positioning, but after two thousand years with everything changed, he needed confirmation. Otherwise, Mount Li was so vast – where would he find such a small entrance?

The Boss frowned in the darkness, remembering the call he’d made to the curator before departure, confirming that the Warring States black gold alchemy cauldron had been traded by a young man who specifically requested the curator exchange it at the Mute House.

Was it Hu Hai? Had he deliberately tried to draw out the Boss? Hadn’t he given up on entering this imperial underground palace?

“Boss?” The doctor turned his head questioningly.

The Boss suppressed his thoughts and said flatly: “Let’s go.”

Shortly after they left, a dark shadow emerged from behind the rock pile and silently followed.

Chapter 12: Red Dragon Robe · 2
The secret passage that hadn’t been opened for over two thousand years had a particularly unbearable smell.

Although the doctor was accustomed to various pungent chemical medical agents, when this millennia-old mixture of decay and mold hit him in the face, thinking about what caused this odor made him want to turn around and leave.

But he only thought about it – having come this far, how could he retreat over such a thing? However, when the Boss handed him something from the darkness, he was stunned.

“Gas mask – wearing it will help,” the Boss had already put on his gas mask, his voice muffled. “This type protects against mercury vapor, and we’ll need it more as we go deeper.”

The doctor quickly put on the mask, and the foul smell lessened somewhat. He couldn’t help feeling somewhat ashamed – he had prepared a whole pile of modern equipment, yet none of it was useful. In the end, he still had to rely on the Boss.

This couldn’t entirely be blamed on the doctor – he was an outsider and naturally didn’t know what was needed. The instruments the curator had prepared for him were mostly for exploration. Even the curator, who had high expectations for the Boss, wouldn’t have imagined they could actually enter Emperor Qin Shihuang’s underground palace – at most, they’d survey the perimeter.

Seeing the doctor’s complexion was still poor, the Boss took several oxygen bags from his backpack and handed them over. “Carry these. The underground palace has been sealed for years and has heavy stagnant air. If you really can’t stand it, use these.”

Only then did the doctor understand why the Boss’s backpack was so heavy. He quickly put the oxygen bags in his pack, keeping one ready in hand. These were portable oxygen bags that he’d seen often at the hospital and naturally knew how to use. Seeing the Boss showed no signs of needing oxygen, he privately speculated that this level of air quality probably wouldn’t cause the Boss any difficulty.

He always felt the Boss was like Superman, with bodily functions different from ordinary people. When they returned this time, he’d definitely remember to get some of the Boss’s hair and blood for analysis.

Thinking about other things as a distraction, the doctor found crawling through the narrow passage less unbearable. This passage had been hastily dug by craftsmen back then and was naturally crude, only allowing one person through, sloping steeply downward. In the pitch-black darkness, the doctor followed the Boss crawling down for a while, finding it very difficult. Fortunately, after breathing some oxygen to refresh himself, he soon heard the sound of mechanisms ahead.

Unable to see anything in the darkness, the doctor crawled a few more steps and found the Boss had jumped down – there was a deep pit ahead. He immediately jumped down after him.

“The passage we just crawled through was hastily dug by craftsmen for escape, so naturally there are no traps. But the path ahead leads to the underground palace – you must follow my steps closely.” The Boss’s clear voice came from the darkness, with an echo that revealed they had reached the entrance to the underground palace.

Since this area was somewhat more spacious than the previous passage, the doctor finally had a chance to take out his flashlight and turn it on.

The beam of strong light illuminated the deep, long tomb passage, giving one the feeling of traveling through a time tunnel.

The Boss said with apparent amusement, “Finally brought something useful.”

Praised by the Boss, the doctor was naturally very pleased. Now that there was light before his eyes and he could see things, he finally felt a sense of reality – he was truly inside Emperor Qin Shihuang’s mausoleum. Excitement and exhilaration arose spontaneously as the doctor carefully followed the Boss’s footsteps, stepping on the blue bricks one by one.

Though the tomb passage was built over two thousand years ago, it was smooth and flat without any wear, showing the extraordinary effort the craftsmen had put into its construction. Moreover, having seen no daylight and no foot traffic for over two thousand years, it maintained the same appearance as when first sealed. If not for the murky air in the passage, the doctor would almost think this was some newly built film studio.

The tomb passage sloped downward, though not as steeply as the secret passage they’d crawled through. The doctor concentrated on following the Boss’s steps forward. Initially, he found it thrilling and exciting, but after a while, it became extremely boring. Fearing he might step wrong due to drowsiness, he started conversation, asking about the underground palace.

The Boss told him that Emperor Qin Shihuang’s underground palace was enormous. Besides the main tomb passage opened when Emperor Qin Shihuang was buried, there were several other secondary passages like this one. Since Emperor Qin Shihuang followed the principle of “serving death as serving life,” the underground palace was built almost as large as his imperial city, with underground city walls and ten underground palace gates. All buildings within the underground palace were constructed according to the layout of the imperial city during his lifetime. Besides the central area where his coffin was placed, there were many subsidiary halls for deceased consorts and other burial companions. Since those qualified for burial died at uncertain times, the main passage and main hall were closed after Emperor Qin Shihuang’s death and burial, but other passages remained unsealed, giving Hu Hai the opportunity to covet the First Emperor’s mausoleum.

The doctor had long been mentally prepared for the underground palace’s enormous size. Many burial pits had already been excavated around the palace perimeter, including the famous Terracotta Army pits, bronze chariot pits, large stone armor pits, variety show figurine pits, civil official figurine pits, rare bird and beast pits, stable pits, and burial tombs – over six hundred sites. If the perimeter burials were so numerous, the underground palace itself must be even more terrifying. But after walking for over an hour, the doctor noticed the tomb passage remained exactly as it had been when they arrived, unchanged in the slightest. He began growing restless, and if not certain the Boss was leading him in one direction, he’d almost think they were walking in circles.

The Boss sensed his impatience and stopped, saying flatly, “I’m taking you on a shortcut to the palace center. The path we’ve walked has many hidden passages leading to various tomb chambers, but they’re all much the same – nothing worth seeing.” As he spoke, he slapped a spot on the passage wall. Amid thunderous noise, the wall collapsed inward, and after the dust settled, it revealed a dark tomb chamber.

The doctor quickly shone his flashlight inside, finding only a stone sarcophagus and some burial goods scattered on the floor. The doctor had little interest in antiques anyway, and though he knew these artifacts had experienced over two thousand years and were each invaluable, they looked like garbage to him. This was the difference in interests – if the curator were here, he’d be howling and pouncing on them, while the doctor would rather study the Boss’s cellular genes.

The Boss restored the opened tomb chamber to its original state, and the doctor also adjusted his mood. He wasn’t here for sightseeing but to accompany the Boss on this journey. Actually, besides wanting to see this magnificent underground palace, the doctor insisted on coming mainly because he feared the Boss had no will to live and might choose to sleep eternally underground with Fu Su.

At least with him along, the Boss would need to bring him back safely.

After continuing forward for a long while, the doctor noticed the tomb passage gradually becoming wider, the blue bricks underfoot beginning to show carved patterns, and the walls featuring inlaid murals. At the end of the passage stood a heavy stone tomb gate that had been closed for over two thousand years and naturally couldn’t be reopened. The Boss led the doctor around through a side tomb chamber, and when they returned to the passage on the central axis, the doctor found the blue bricks beneath his feet had carved flowers and inlaid gold and jade, identical to those he’d seen in the Qin palace during the misty visions. He knew they had reached the innermost palace city of the underground palace.

Just as he was about to step forward following the Boss’s footprints, the doctor was startled by a flash of light from ahead, as if someone were staring at him from the shadows.

The doctor quickly shone his flashlight over and discovered a tall terracotta warrior standing opposite them.

This terracotta warrior was different from those the doctor had seen countless times on television – it had vivid painted colors. Its attire also differed from those of the underground army excavated around the palace perimeter; clearly, this warrior belonged to the imperial guard. This guard figurine was slightly taller than the doctor, wearing a long crown with a calm, resolute expression. It wore short garments inside and light, majestic armor outside, presenting a heroic, dignified bearing. The sword at its waist wasn’t made of clay but was a real bronze sword. Its eyes, inlaid with obsidian pupils containing natural rainbow eyes, looked like real eyeballs, even reflecting the flashlight beam faintly, appearing lifelike at first glance.

This wasn’t the only such lifelike terracotta warrior. Along both sides of this broad tomb passage wide enough for three carriages, similar terracotta warriors stood every five steps. They had remained motionless for over two thousand years, silently guarding the underground palace. Though their clothing was identical, their facial features were completely different, as if made from real people. If the doctor didn’t know these were genuine clay figurines like those excavated around the palace perimeter, he might think real people had been subjected to some evil spell and transformed into human figurines…

The more he thought this way, the more the doctor felt chilled throughout his body. Though he forced himself not to look to either side, he still felt watched, thoroughly uncomfortable.

After entering the true underground palace and reaching the square before the front hall, the doctor actually felt somewhat familiar. This underground palace city was truly built in imitation of the Qin palace of that time, with not the slightest detail changed. Fu Su had grown up in the Qin palace almost from birth. In the previous misty visions, the doctor had quickly browsed through Fu Su’s life and was very familiar with the Qin palace. Besides needing to follow the Boss’s steps due to trap concerns, the doctor could clearly recognize the front hall and side halls before them. Dark tiles and red columns, straight ridges, towering gate towers… Even the plants and trees in the square were made of painted clay – palace maids picking flowers here, guards patrolling there, ministers queuing to enter the study for discussions… It was truly identical to the Qin palace the doctor had seen, but here there was no light, no living people – it was an underground city of the dead.

Like a once-vibrant scene that someone had paused, frozen forever in this moment…

“Isn’t it said that Emperor Qin Shihuang’s mausoleum has ever-burning lamps made from mermaid oil that burn for a thousand years?” The doctor could no longer bear the oppressive atmosphere. His flashlight had just run out of power, so he stopped to change batteries while asking.

“There are such lamps, but I didn’t believe that mermaid oil could truly burn for a thousand years, so before leaving, I extinguished them all one by one,” the Boss’s voice came faintly from the darkness.

The doctor fumbled through his backpack and accidentally dropped spare batteries on the ground. He cursed silently but dared not pick them up. This place was full of traps and mechanisms – a single careless step meant death. Just as he was wondering whether to use his phone for lighting, a dim yellow glow suddenly appeared from the Boss’s direction.

Looking closely, the doctor saw it was a candle with a cover. The Boss removed the cover from the candle, and what normally wouldn’t seem bright now appeared exceptionally brilliant. After adjusting for a moment, the doctor recognized this candle with a missing corner at the base that looked very familiar: “Isn’t this that mermaid candle?”

The Boss nodded. “Yes, this mermaid candle was refined from mermaid oil in the underground palace for convenient lighting. After my last exit from the tomb, I casually extinguished and placed it. Later, it fell into others’ hands, was melted into an ordinary incense candle, and ended up in a temple. After listening to countless years of sutras, this mermaid candle gained a spirit. I’ve told you the rest of the story before.”

The doctor recalled – this candle named Zhu had performed a tale of undying love with a young monk. Wait, this situation should be called undying human-demon love, with Zhu Yuanzhang’s involvement, until the Boss finally brought the mermaid candle to the Mute House… But hey, this wasn’t the point! The point was that this candle couldn’t be extinguished, right? How did the Boss manage to bring this burning thing onto the plane? He’d been risking arrest by the police to travel with the Boss!

The doctor’s face was extremely contorted, but he dared not ask a single question, fearing an answer he couldn’t accept. He could only skip this topic. “I remember this mermaid candle’s original wish was to return to Emperor Qin Shihuang’s tomb and destroy this place. How dare you bring her here?”

As soon as he finished speaking, his voice still echoing in the spacious front hall square, in the bright candlelight, the curling candle smoke slowly formed a semi-transparent woman of stunning beauty. Her magnificent dress and silk-like hair seemed alive, floating around her. However, her left sleeve appeared to have been bitten off halfway, looking very conspicuous.

The Boss said calmly, “What’s there to fear about bringing her? What can she do?”

The doctor was astonished, now noticing Zhu had deep, charming eyes, but her beautiful face was filled with surging fury. She truly couldn’t do anything – at most make the candle flame flicker faster or use her smoke-formed body to wrap around the Boss, but she couldn’t stop him from moving forward.

Watching Zhu’s beautiful eyes blazing with fire, the doctor could only silently pity her. He’d experienced the Boss’s methods – no one could match him. Moreover, he had to admit the mermaid candle’s light was much better than a flashlight. Instead of a vertical beam showing only limited areas, it radiated from the Boss’s mermaid candle as the center, spreading light in all directions, revealing much more than before.

The doctor followed the Boss to the front hall’s main gate, but saw the Boss make no movement, just standing motionless before the heavy stone door.

“Does this require some mechanism?” the doctor asked curiously. At this point, Zhu couldn’t wait any longer and her ethereal body drifted through the door crack, leaving only a wisp of clothing corner before finally just a thread of blue smoke from the candlelight continued floating.

After a moment of silence, the Boss said quietly, “No, I’ve already disabled the mechanisms here and even removed the black iron lock, just so when he awakens, he won’t need to exert himself to come out…”

The doctor initially didn’t think much of this, but when it sank in, he felt his hair stand on end. The Boss still harbored thoughts that Fu Su might revive? As Fu Su’s reincarnation, he felt tremendous pressure…

The Boss didn’t hesitate long. He handed the mermaid candle to the doctor, then gently pushed the stone door with both hands. Amid flying dust and a tremendous crash, the two heavy stone doors easily opened to both sides. The doctor knew there might be stone ball mechanisms beneath these doors and that it wasn’t the Boss having supernatural strength. But he had no time to investigate because he saw a vast dark night overhead – a full moon hanging at the horizon, stars dotting the sky, and the Milky Way gracefully spanning the firmament.

For an instant, the doctor almost thought he’d exited Emperor Qin Shihuang’s tomb, but feeling no fresh air, he grew suspicious. When his eyes adjusted to the light, he discovered this full moon and those stars were all luminous pearls of various sizes. These luminous pearls were arranged according to the night sky’s pattern, and at first glance, they truly resembled a nocturnal scene.

The doctor couldn’t help gasping inwardly – if the underground palace’s dome could create the illusion of night sky, it meant this space was unimaginably vast!

Feeling the Boss stepping forward, the doctor hurried to follow. But after just a step or two, a drop of hot wax fell on his hand, burning him so that his hand shook and he nearly dropped the mermaid candle.

The doctor quickly bent to rescue it, successfully catching the mermaid candle before it hit the ground. Just as he congratulated himself on his quick reflexes, the next second he widened his eyes, watching a spark fall to the ground and suddenly expand several times, blazing up. His feet stood on a hidden channel filled with oil-like substances, instantly ignited by this candle spark.

The oil was between solid and liquid states, so the fire didn’t spread rapidly but slowly crept along the hidden channels. This vast underground palace seemed to activate some switch, gradually revealing itself before them.

Mountains made of piled gold representing the three mountains and five peaks, rivers and lakes formed by mercury – this was actually a topographical map of the Central Plains made to real scale!

Looking closely, one could see the mercury representing rivers actually flowing slowly, silver waves and golden light reflecting each other in magnificent splendor that was almost blinding.

The doctor was utterly shocked, finally understanding that historical records about Emperor Qin Shihuang’s tomb were true.

“With mercury as the hundred rivers, great rivers, and seas, with mechanisms for circulation, above displaying celestial patterns, below showing geographical features, with mermaid oil as candles, calculated to burn for a long time…” As the doctor murmured these words, fire lines burned along the surrounding channels, finally converging in a semi-transparent round vessel above the dome, which burst into a huge fireball, completely illuminating this golden mountain and silver river.

The doctor knew this should represent the sun, and when this fireball ignited, the light of the luminous pearl moon and stars was completely overshadowed, just like a real sky.

With the underground palace fully revealed, the doctor could see clearly that there were no other rare treasures here.

But the doctor could completely understand Emperor Qin Shihuang’s intention. Sitting above this vast territory with an army of a hundred thousand terracotta warriors guarding him – what need did he have for other treasures?

This was the most precious treasure.

Then the doctor saw that in the center of this golden mountain and silver river, there was vaguely an artificial structure.

Before the doctor could look closely, the Boss beside him had already set off. Unwilling to be left behind, the doctor hurried to follow. Stepping foot by foot on mountains made of gold, the doctor’s heart was screaming – he’d never been so extravagant in his life. “Rolling around on a golden mountain” – that phrase wasn’t just casually said!

Just as he reached the peak of the golden mountain, he found the Boss had already reached a platform several steps ahead of him, built at the position of Xianyang on the map – exactly where they were actually located on Earth.

From the doctor’s angle, he could clearly see an exquisitely beautiful sarcophagus on the platform. The sarcophagus lid wasn’t closed, and a person lay quietly inside.

That person’s face was as gentle and elegant as in life, as if merely sleeping and could open his eyes at any moment.

The doctor stood there stunned, unable to take a single step.

Because he had seen that person’s appearance many times in the mist – it was the Crown Prince of the Great Qin Empire, Fu Su.

Though the doctor had long known that lying in this Emperor Qin Shihuang underground palace wasn’t Emperor Qin Shihuang but Fu Su, he never imagined that Fu Su, dead for over two thousand years, showed no decay at all, appearing exactly as he had in the misty visions with jade-like features.

The doctor understood why the Boss still harbored thoughts that Fu Su might awaken someday – seeing Fu Su like this, anyone would think he was merely sleeping.

After standing dazed for a while, the doctor found the Boss standing motionless beside the sarcophagus, gazing at Fu Su. He quickly took several steps at once, jumping over the Yellow River where mercury flowed, and reached the platform. Up close, the doctor found it even stranger. As a doctor, he was naturally accustomed to seeing corpses, but which dead person didn’t have pale, bloodless skin? None could be like Fu Su with such rosy complexion – if not for Fu Su’s chest truly showing no movement, the doctor would almost believe he was still alive.

Harboring doubts, the doctor stood on the other side of the sarcophagus, looking down carefully at Fu Su, only then noticing something strange about his clothing. That black fabric looked familiar.

Looking at the Boss’s red dragon robe across from him, the doctor was certain these were the same material. The Boss had also said this black gold and black jade threaded burial suit was an ancient divine artifact for preserving corpses from decay. If the Boss wanted to live, he would have to give up his red dragon robe and replace it with the one Fu Su wore.

The predictable result of doing so would be Fu Su’s complete disappearance from this world.

No wonder the Boss had been so hesitant.

The doctor knew the Boss had extraordinary attachment to Fu Su. He even worried that the Boss’s original intention in coming to Emperor Qin Shihuang’s mausoleum was to sleep eternally here with Fu Su. Now it seemed his worry might not be excessive.

“If you can’t bring yourself to do it, I will,” the doctor said, reaching toward Fu Su. But just halfway there, cold fingers without body temperature clamped around his wrist like an iron ring. The doctor shivered, almost thinking Fu Su had reanimated, before seeing the Boss had reached across to grab his wrist.

“Wait a little longer…” the Boss whispered softly.

The doctor clearly saw the red dragon on the Boss had begun moving, its massive body coiling around the Boss, as if nourished by the rich spiritual energy here and gaining three-dimensional form, seeming ready to devour the Boss entirely at any moment. The doctor’s heart raced as he struggled to break free from the Boss’s restraint. “How long can we wait? He’s been sleeping here for over two thousand years. Are you certain it’s the longevity lock binding his soul? Maybe it’s because his physical body is imperishable that his soul doesn’t disperse!”

The Boss was stunned by his words and forgot to apply force, while the doctor took the opportunity to break free forcefully, causing his hand to suddenly touch Fu Su’s face.

As if some magic had suddenly lost its effect, they both watched as Fu Su’s body instantly turned to ash, and the black threaded burial suit that had been on Fu Su simply lay light as a feather at the bottom of the sarcophagus.

For a moment, both the doctor and Boss seemed to have lost the ability to speak, standing there woodenly. The doctor even maintained the posture of having just pulled back his arm.

“This… I didn’t mean to…” After a long while, the doctor straightened up, looking at his hand in disbelief. His fingertips had clearly felt the sensation of human skin – how had Fu Su turned to ash the next second?

The Boss sighed deeply. “After all, it’s been over two thousand years. The golden threaded jade burial suit might preserve his body from decay, and mercury vapor might keep his face from decomposing, but he was still dead…”

The doctor could see the Boss was in a very poor mood and didn’t say much more. He reached out to take the black golden threaded jade burial suit from the sarcophagus, walked around to the Boss’s side, and gently draped this ancient robe over the Boss’s shoulders. “Put it on – he’s in this garment too.”

He was right. Fu Su had turned to ash, some bone dust lying quietly in the sarcophagus while other parts had merged with this golden threaded jade burial suit, inseparable forever.

The Boss had to admit the doctor’s consoling skills were remarkably powerful. He lowered his head and obediently put on this robe. This black golden threaded jade burial suit was made in Qin Dynasty style – dark black wide robes with large sleeves and cinched cuffs, with red-gold cloud borders. Dark robes and skirts – only the most noble people in the Qin Dynasty could wear such ceremonial garments. The Qin Dynasty’s ceremonial academy had spent decades creating it, thousands of times more precious than the ordinary version he had originally stolen from the treasury.

The doctor could feel the Boss’s complex emotions, but he could also see that the moment the Boss put on the ancient robe, his complexion instantly improved. Knowing the Boss was truly saved, his mood lightened, and he couldn’t help joking: “If you grew your hair longer, it would look best with this outfit.”

Actually, it was already quite stunning now. The doctor looked on admiringly. He vaguely remembered that in the misty visions, the Boss had worn ancient clothing. Standing before him now like this, there wasn’t the slightest sense of incongruity, as if he were naturally suited to such garments. Unfortunately, this outfit had been tailored for Emperor Qin Shihuang, and compared to the tall, imposing Emperor Qin Shihuang, the Boss appeared extremely thin – this golden threaded jade burial suit didn’t fit well.

The Boss looked at the sarcophagus with complex emotions. “Let’s close the lid.”

The doctor nodded, knowing the Boss hadn’t closed the coffin lid before, probably worried that if Fu Su revived, he wouldn’t be able to push open the heavy coffin lid himself. Now that Fu Su’s body had turned to ash, he naturally wouldn’t have such thoughts anymore.

The two struggled to lift the exquisite coffin lid and slowly closed it. At the last moment before closing, the doctor took two objects from his pocket and solemnly placed them inside.

The Boss saw clearly that what the doctor had placed inside was the longevity lock broken in two pieces. He didn’t stop him – this was the doctor’s own farewell to Fu Su.

They had no relationship. Though the doctor was Fu Su’s reincarnation, they were two completely different people.

Thinking of Fu Su who had just turned to ash, though the Boss felt reluctant, he knew Fu Su was truly liberated.

The heavy coffin lid merged with the sarcophagus with a muffled sound.

The doctor wiped fine sweat from his forehead with relief, but when he looked up again, his expression changed dramatically as he pointed at the Boss’s left shoulder in panic: “Boss… your clothes…”

Following his gaze, the Boss immediately saw a red claw that had suddenly appeared on his shoulder. Then, like a movie in slow motion, a red dragon body slowly revealed itself, its scales even reflecting blinding light.

Damn! How had he forgotten? If that red dragon could move on the original zhongshan suit, then it could also move on this ancient robe made of the same material.

The doctor rushed over to help the Boss remove the zhongshan suit underneath, but after they loosened the outer robe, they found the two garments had been entangled by fine, dense threads and were completely inseparable.

The Boss smiled bitterly. “I miscalculated. It seems I can’t escape this red dragon.”

The doctor tried cutting those threads with his Swiss Army knife, but it was like cutting steel wire. When he applied force, he faintly heard a dragon’s roar by his ear. The doctor gritted his teeth and was about to continue cutting when the Boss stopped him: “Don’t waste your effort – ordinary blades can’t cut through it.”

By now, the red dragon’s head had completely appeared on the robe’s surface, stretching its claws menacingly and glaring at the doctor with bell-like eyes as if in warning.

Just as the doctor was about to try other methods, the entire underground palace suddenly darkened. The burning sun instantly extinguished, the fire in the channels turned to smoke, leaving only the mermaid candle in the doctor’s hand still burning quietly.

“No way! Wasn’t it supposed to burn for a thousand years? Don’t tell me Emperor Qin Shihuang’s mausoleum also used counterfeit products?” the doctor complained habitually.

Zhu, who had been elsewhere, floated back to them and snorted lightly: “It’s not that! I just saw someone use a blade to touch the fire channel, and all the flames were absorbed into the blade.” Zhu’s voice was as ethereal and light as her appearance, but her words struck like heavy hammers on the Boss and doctor’s hearts.

“You mean… there’s someone else here?” The doctor looked around in disbelief, seeing only darkness. Now the luminous pearls on the underground palace dome blazed forth – stars and moon filling the sky, incredibly enchanting – but the doctor was in no mood to appreciate it.

“Naturally, there are no living people in the underground palace, but there are still people who could follow us in.” The Boss narrowed his eyes. “Familiar with all the underground palace’s mechanisms, plus carrying the Minghong Blade that can absorb flames – it could only be Hu Hai.”

“Minghong Blade?” The doctor thought he saw light flickering in the distance but wasn’t certain.

“Legend says when the Yellow Emperor forged the Xuanyuan Sword, surplus materials remained. Due to the high temperature in the furnace, the still-molten casting materials flowed to the furnace bottom and naturally formed a blade shape when cooled. It sounds without wind, called the Minghong Blade. The Yellow Emperor thought the blade’s intent was too strong, enough to backfire on its wielder. Fearing this blade would fall into human hands, he tried to destroy it with the Xuanyuan Sword, but unexpectedly, the blade transformed into a red cloud sparrow and escaped.” Before the Boss finished speaking, a clear bird cry approached from far to near, rapidly closing in on their platform.

Holding the mermaid candle, the doctor could see clearly – a cloud sparrow the size of an eagle was attacking. A human figure grasped the sparrow’s claws, and when it reached the platform, the sparrow instantly became a three-foot-long blade. The person gripped the handle and mercilessly struck toward them.

The blade reflected the mermaid candle’s light, illuminating the attacker’s face – a terrifyingly pale visage. The doctor had indeed seen this face in the misty visions – it was Second Emperor Hu Hai.

His appearance was exactly the same as two thousand years ago, unchanged. Only his hair had somehow turned silver-white, the color only those past sixty would have, which paired with his handsome features created an indescribable harmony. His narrow phoenix eyes held light red pupils, and his deathly pale complexion and dark deep red lips both carried a decadent beauty.

In this split second, the doctor understood why Hu Hai had followed them.

It must be for the garment the Boss wore!

He didn’t know how Hu Hai had endured over two thousand years without the golden threaded jade burial suit, but he absolutely couldn’t let Hu Hai succeed!

Seeing the Boss still in a daze, the doctor quickly grabbed him and pulled him backward.

But the opponent’s blade was faster. The Boss’s robe hadn’t been properly fastened, and with this pulling and tugging, the elaborate robe flew up, directly meeting the horizontally striking Minghong Blade.

“Riiip—”

The Minghong Blade was naturally no ordinary weapon – one strike cut the robe in half.

The doctor jumped off the platform with the Boss in his arms. The Boss’s complexion looked extremely poor in the mermaid candle’s flickering light. As the doctor debated whether to rush back and fight Hu Hai desperately, the Boss said in a low voice: “Let’s go first.”

The doctor followed the Boss over mountains and rivers without hearing pursuit from behind. When they neared the underground palace entrance, the doctor couldn’t help looking back. In the darkness, Hu Hai stood on the platform, staring blankly down at the sarcophagus before him. The red cloud sparrow had become palm-sized, perched on his shoulder preening its feathers with its sharp beak.

It seemed… things weren’t as he’d imagined… Could Hu Hai still harbor the desire to sleep eternally here?

The doctor’s head was full of questions, but he couldn’t possibly rush back to ask that evil star. When he followed the Boss through the long tomb passage and returned to the secret tunnel the craftsmen had dug, the Boss, who had been silent the entire way, suddenly said: “Go up by yourself. The remaining path has no mechanisms – you shouldn’t be in danger.”

The doctor was shocked and reflexively tried to grab the Boss’s sleeve, but the wide robe hem slipped through his fingers. The red dragon flashed once and completely melted into the darkness.

The doctor regretted deeply – he should have seen that the Boss would never allow Hu Hai to remain alone in this underground mausoleum. But Hu Hai had that blade that could transform into a cloud sparrow while the Boss was empty-handed – wouldn’t he be at anyone’s mercy?

The doctor gritted his teeth, listening to the Boss’s footsteps gradually fade, knowing that if he let the Boss go far, they might never see each other again in this lifetime. He took a deep breath and stepped forward recklessly. The blue brick under his foot was unstable – hearing a mechanism activate, the doctor quickly dodged the sharp arrows shooting from wall cracks. Watching those sharp arrowheads embed in the brick cracks, their tails still vibrating, showed their tremendous force. If one struck his body, it would surely pierce right through.

“What are you doing?” The Boss’s angry voice came from the darkness. Knowing he had returned, the doctor was overjoyed.

“You’d better escort me out.” Seeing the Boss approach, the doctor gripped his wrist tightly, refusing to let go.

The Boss looked into his eyes and immediately understood his intention, his expression complex, his heart filled with countless emotions.

The doctor licked his dry lips and said with difficulty: “Though this garment was cut in half, the upper part remains – you can still continue living. Forget the past – it’s been over two thousand years.”

The Boss’s eyes flickered without answering the doctor’s words.

Could he really forget the past and start living anew?

He was actually just a ghost wandering the world for over two thousand years – no one really cared whether he lived or died…

The mermaid candle’s flame flickered, its dim yellow glow enveloping them both. Smoke drifted as Zhu floated overhead, looking at this scene in confusion, as if returning to hundreds of years ago when she and the young monk were together.

How long is a human life…

Life… is between you and me…

The Boss felt the burning temperature of the doctor’s palm, that warmth spreading up his arm, ironing all the way to his heart.

The Boss moved his lips, about to say something, when he felt the ground shake violently. They could barely stand, leaning against the tomb passage wall. After the trembling passed, the doctor said in horror: “Was that an earthquake?”

“Probably Hu Hai triggered some mechanism.” The Boss’s expression was grave, then he smiled bitterly. “Now we can’t get out.”

The doctor followed his gaze and saw that while their tomb passage was solidly built and withstood the shaking, the secret tunnel the craftsmen had hastily dug couldn’t resist – loose sand and stones had fallen, completely blocking the tunnel.

“Lucky you were worried about him and didn’t leave immediately, or you’d have been buried alive inside.” Zhu floated in the air, her tone calm. “Buddha said: plant such causes, reap such effects – all is created by the mind. Truly so…”

The doctor knew Zhu probably picked up Buddhist sayings from staying with the young monk so long, but what she said was true – if he had just crawled into the tunnel… Looking at the now-sealed passage, the doctor was terrified, his scalp tingling.

“How do we get out?” The doctor looked to the Boss for help.

The Boss smiled bitterly. “Emperor Qin Shihuang’s mausoleum is surrounded by a thick layer of sand – the legendary sand sea. This sand sea is the underground palace’s first line of defense, preventing tomb robbers from tunneling into burial chambers. This tunnel was built by craftsmen using secret methods, but this tremor has destroyed it completely, refilling it with sand.”

So they couldn’t get out?

Before the doctor could fully grasp their trapped situation, thunderous footsteps echoed from the tomb passage depths. “What’s that?”

“Should be activated terracotta warriors.” The Boss couldn’t even manage a bitter smile anymore. “The terracotta warriors on both sides of the passage we just walked through are actually mechanism-controlled clay figures. Once intruders are confirmed, they automatically attack with swords.”

The doctor was speechless – no wonder the terracotta warriors he’d seen all carried real swords…

The deafening footsteps approached one by one like death knells. When the doctor saw panic and guilt in the Boss’s eyes for the first time, his nervousness reached its peak, but he suddenly calmed down and smiled carelessly: “Don’t feel sorry. I was probably destined not to live long anyway. How many people in this world can die as spectacularly as me? Hey Boss, if someone excavates Emperor Qin Shihuang’s mausoleum years from now and finds our bones, do you think they’ll speculate about our identities? Oh, should I burn my ID from my wallet…”

The Boss was completely speechless.

The doctor chattered and complained, not at all like someone in mortal danger. But when the first terracotta warrior appeared in their sight, the doctor still couldn’t help gasping and pulling the Boss back a step.

They had reached the tomb passage’s very end, with sealing stones behind them too thick for even explosives to break.

The doctor didn’t feel particularly desperate but stepped in front of the Boss, managing a smile: “Last time you stood in front of me – this time it’s my turn to protect you.”

The Boss knew he referred to the white snake umbrella incident. But at this point, who stood where made no difference – just dying a second earlier or later. The Boss knew the doctor was forcing himself to stand protectively in front, watching his still-trembling shoulders. He smiled, suddenly feeling these two thousand years hadn’t been lived in vain.

Zhu floated in the tomb passage mid-air, expressionless. To her, it didn’t matter – who lived, who died, it really didn’t matter…

Neither the doctor nor Boss spoke as the terracotta army slowly approached. Just when they seemed about to meet their doom, a white glowing ring suddenly appeared on their right tomb passage wall, from which came a beautiful bird call.

“Isn’t that San Qing’s call? Ah, worthy of being raised by me – it sounds so much better than that cloud sparrow.” The doctor nodded proudly, only realizing something was wrong a beat later. “Eh? How can we hear San Qing’s call here?” San Qing was the three-legged bird unsealed from the Classic of Mountains and Seas that the doctor had been keeping in the Mute House – how could they hear it here?

Looking toward the bright white ring, the doctor saw light spreading in all directions. In the ring’s center appeared the Mute House interior – even the takeout boxes he hadn’t cleaned up before leaving were still on the counter. The three-legged bird was flying around the Mute House, constantly calling. The doctor knew it was probably trying to say something, but he couldn’t understand bird language!

“You’d better come over quickly – Xiao Bai’s space-cutting ability won’t last that long.” A mighty husky poked its head out from the Mute House’s reclining chair and yawned lazily. “San Qing is so noisy – otherwise we wouldn’t have come.”

“Meow! Don’t call me Xiao Bai!” A palm-sized white kitten angrily jumped onto the counter, fur standing on end.

Now the doctor understood. Without caring whether the Boss agreed, he urgently dragged him through the ring. When his feet touched the Mute House’s wooden floor, the doctor finally felt reality. Just as he relaxed for an instant, cold wind struck from behind, followed by a great force pushing him away.

Sitting dazedly on the ground, nearly dropping the mermaid candle, the doctor quickly set it down safely before looking up. He saw the tomb passage scene on the wall gradually disappearing, while behind the Boss stood a terracotta warrior holding a bronze sword, its tip firmly clamped in the Boss’s hand. This terracotta warrior had apparently followed them through to the Mute House.

“Looks like we need to clear out a room specifically for this distinguished guest.” The Boss frowned, pressing a spot on the terracotta warrior’s chest, instantly making the struggling warrior stand motionless, returning to its guarding clay state.

“Hehe, actually we could put it at the entrance for security…” Having escaped death, the doctor’s mood relaxed completely. Without strength to stand, he simply lay on the floor laughing heartily. San Qing landed beside his face, affectionately nuzzling his cheek.

Meanwhile, Huan Gou and Qiong Qi fought as usual. The Boss’s brow gradually relaxed, his tight mouth corners lifting uncontrollably.

Going on like this was actually quite nice…

Later, the Master tailored the Boss’s half-section of black golden threaded jade burial suit into a shirt. The red dragon still prominently sprawled on the shirt, though this time it moved much more slowly, as if hibernating.

San Qing continued being well-fed and cared for in the Mute House. Qiong Qi and Huan Gou returned as usual to live at Fang Qiu’s house. In the unknowing Fang Qiu’s eyes, they weren’t ancient divine beasts but just a cute kitty and handsome husky.

The doctor made another trip to Xi’an, packed and shipped back the equipment from the hotel to return to the curator. Facing the curator’s questions, he naturally said nothing about actually entering the underground palace. The tremor that occurred in Xi’an’s suburbs that night spread wildly online – some said earthquake, but the seismological bureau made no official report. Others claimed tomb robbers had triggered underground palace mechanisms, but there was no evidence. Only the curator found things strange, but seeing the doctor and Boss perfectly fine, he had to dismiss his suspicions.

The doctor didn’t tell the Boss that he’d later returned to the secret tunnel entrance where they’d descended, but saw no signs of anyone emerging.

Was Hu Hai truly trapped in the underground palace? Remembering those light red pupils, the doctor thought it unlikely.

But this was as far as he could be involved.

After his leave ended, he returned to the hospital as before – treating illness, saving people.

His life continued, and the Mute House remained open.

Whenever he entered, someone would have brewed excellent Longjing tea, waiting to hear his daily complaints and grumbling, then showing an understanding smile amid the ethereal tea fragrance.

The doctor often thought that perhaps the Boss was also an antique in this Mute House. Every antique in the Mute House had its own story, carrying many years with no one to listen.

Because they couldn’t speak…

Afterword: Mute House – Stories That Cannot Be Told
When I was very young, there was a street near my home that ran from beginning to end with open-air vendors selling all sorts of strange and wonderful things. From coins to clocks, from matchboxes to rosewood furniture – it had everything imaginable.

I loved walking down this street in a zigzag pattern, never missing a single vendor, looking at each one in turn, always left wanting more.

Some things were sold cheaply, others were astronomical prices for me, but all these objects shared one common trait – they weren’t new.

Later I learned this was called antiques.

From then on, my obsession with antiques became unstoppable.

My friends scorned my hobby. They preferred bright, shiny new things – objects that belonged completely to them from the moment of manufacture.

They thought antiques were just things people had abandoned and didn’t want anymore.

I disagreed.

Those dusty but still magnificent objects, precisely because they had survived countless years without breaking or being damaged, remaining visible to people, made them special and displayed an undeniable splendor.

Unlike mass-produced new items, each had different owners, each had its own story, each was so unique that even every crack and chip had distinctive history.

When I touched these objects, I felt I could instantly travel through years of time and space, sensing the moment of their creation. Though the vendors’ boasts were so unreliable, it never hindered my imagination from running wild.

Perhaps what was sold on that street couldn’t truly be called antiques – just old things.

Later, I learned real antiques were kept in museums. From then on, whenever I visited a city, I’d head straight to its museum first.

The Ru kiln ceramics at Beijing’s Palace Museum, the jade pig-dragon at Liaoning Provincial Museum, the Warring States crystal cup at Hangzhou History Museum, the calligraphy with “Tuan” seal at Shanghai Museum, the shocking sacrificial horse pit at Hubei Provincial Museum, the golden threaded jade burial suit at Taipei Museum, the bronze masks at Sichuan Sanxingdui Museum… Through those glass cases, that heavy history was displayed completely before me, utterly captivating.

I’d always wanted to write a novel about antiques. Stories bubbled up in my mind like air bubbles rising from underwater.

Could an ancient mirror connect two thousand years of time, creating love between a man and woman from different eras?

Could a bracelet allow wishes on each gemstone to recover things once lost?

Could an incense candle have burned for a thousand years, shedding tears for a thousand years, waiting for that special someone?

Could a porcelain pillow make dreams come true, or only nightmares?

Could a sharp sword carry curses while still keeping promises made thousands of years ago?

Could a bamboo slip seal ancient powerful beasts, though the slip itself was fragile as paper?

Could a jade statue exchange souls between people, completely reversing two people’s worlds?

Could a wooden puppet carry two thousand years of love, manifesting the world its master desired?

Could a seed still sprout after two thousand years, needing only blood and tears for nourishment?

Could an oil-paper umbrella be entangled with a grieving soul, proving reality wasn’t as beautiful as legend suggested?

Could a longevity lock truly protect children’s lives, granting long life and hundred years?

Could a red dragon robe preserve the body from decay for a thousand years, granting eternal youth?

Thus “Mute House” was born.

An antique shop filled with rare treasures, a mysterious antique shop owner.

In the blink of an eye, Mute House had twelve complete stories. Looking back, I could hardly believe Mute House had accompanied me for nearly a year.

When I wrote the final word of the ending, an unwillingness to let go lingered.

Each Mute House story contains truths I wanted to convey. I believe everyone who loves Mute House will find different insights in the stories. The real protagonists of Mute House aren’t the Boss or the doctor, but those antiques that can never tell their own stories.

The Ancient Mirror story had existed in my computer for several years, just an outline that I’d never written. You could say Ancient Mirror came first, then Mute House. After a certain opportunity, I wrote it in one go, and even I was moved by the finished piece. Originally, Ancient Mirror was planned for about fifty thousand words, but compressed to ten thousand, the hero and heroine’s meeting and understanding became more touching despite the brevity.

“Fragrant Consort’s Chain” came from my hatred of losing things. Though I’m not careless, I scatter things everywhere, and not finding them is like losing them. Heaven knows how much I wish I could use Baidu search to locate things – just type on the computer and see where I put my stuff… Ahem… just complaining. Fragrant Consort’s Chain reflects how lost things are most precious. Faint regret always lingers in memory, but sometimes deliberately seeking what’s lost isn’t as beautiful as remembered.

“Mermaid Candle” took the most time to write. To infuse the text with Buddhist flavor, I read dozens of Buddhist sutras in the library. Though only a few sentences made it into the text, this Buddhist reading experience benefited me greatly. The Gu Long-style writing was also my favorite – that light sadness like mermaid candle smoke permeating between lines, making readers melancholy. “How long is a human life?” This philosophical question runs through the entire text, and the young monk’s different answers represent his growing spiritual changes. How long is a human life? How would you answer?

“Yellow Millet Pillow’s” inspiration came from my nightly dreams. Perhaps my imagination is too rich – my dreams are bizarre every night, sometimes horror movies, sometimes American blockbusters, sometimes Korean melodramas… I always wondered: are sweet dreams better, or nightmares? Sweet dreams coming true would be good, but what about nightmares coming true? Hmm… so I let the doctor test this question for me. The effect was pretty good~ Anyway, you can’t daydream~ Actually, those ancient porcelain pillows were really uncomfortable to sleep on…

Speaking of “King of Yue’s Sword,” that story actually expresses the theme I wanted to convey throughout Mute House. Every antique has a spirit, or rather, every object is special. Everyone must cherish what they use, not waste it, not casually discard it. I have a celadon teapot I use daily for tea, treasuring it greatly. But one day while washing it, I accidentally dropped it. Fortunately it didn’t break, but it got several chips, breaking my heart. That night I dreamed of a little boy with scraped face coming to complain to me… Really… sigh… Though it’s still usable, I still regret it terribly… wuwuwu… Well, actually it was just my thoughts by day becoming dreams by night… Also, museums are really scary when empty…

“Classic of Mountains and Seas” has a larger story framework that could support an entire epic, but I condensed it here. The adorable proud Qiong Qi, scheming lazy Huan Gou, plus beautiful San Qing bird – too cute, I really want to raise them!~ So I had them make a brilliant appearance in the Red Dragon Robe finale. Though in modern society, their existence from mythological times really violates natural laws… but considering Mute House’s entire fantasy setting, it still fits… ahem…

The opening of “Aquamarine” truly came from one of my nightmares. Opening my eyes, I saw my own corpse… Such nightmares left deep impressions, but I could never remember how they developed, so I tried starting this mystery story. But… I’m really sorry to Detective Conan that I’ve watched for ten years! I’m such a mystery idiot!! Fortunately, with editor Su Ying’s help, I managed to complete this story… When we first chatted about who should be the murderer, I said, “How about the editor kills the novelist?” Su Ying immediately said angrily: “Then the motive must be missing deadlines!” Me: … (I’ll never dare go to KTV with you again! =口=…)

“Witch Voodoo Doll’s” prototype was actually the once-popular voodoo dolls, which reminded me of Chen Ajiao’s era voodoo dolls. Besides cursing people to death, voodoo seemed most commonly used by women praying for men to return their affections. But is lost love really worth sacrificing everything for? In the text, the voodoo doll is the most pitiful, always performing a one-person show only one person can see, whether two thousand years ago or two thousand years later… This story’s inspiration was tragedy, so the ending is bleak, but for the voodoo doll, such an ending might not be bad.

Who says antiques in Mute House have no life? Poppy seeds have life! They even crossed two thousand years, performing a romance transcending human-beast love into human-flower love… ahem… that’s some powerful complaining… This subverts Xiang Yu’s mighty image – perhaps Western Chu Overlord Xiang Yu was a soft-hearted farming man, perhaps Yu Meiren was just a flower, not a person… Hey! This is my historical parody, don’t take it as real history! Remember, remember… Actually General Xiang Yu was super mighty… really…

Well, readers of a certain age shouldn’t forget “New Legend of White Snake.” Though that TV series now makes you get goosebumps with its occasional Huangmei opera interludes, when I was young, it had quite high ratings. Later came the movie “Green Snake” – the White Snake story is familiar to everyone. But in this seemingly happy ending legend, the first betrayer was Xu Xian, who made his wife drink realgar wine – a man poisoning a woman who loved him. Perhaps fairy tales aren’t so pure, perhaps legends aren’t so beautiful…

The two “Longevity Lock” and “Red Dragon Robe” stories mainly focus on Qin Dynasty history. I once read a book by Mr. Cheng Bu about reading history differently. Actually, the so-called “history” recorded in historical books is just “past news.” And the so-called “news” reported by media could completely become “future history.”

So those events in historical records are worth pondering, especially the Qin Dynasty so distant from our time. Perhaps from the Boss’s perspective, Emperor Qin Shihuang was a sage ruler; perhaps in our common understanding, Emperor Qin Shihuang was a tyrant. What kind of person Emperor Qin Shihuang really was has various opinions, but the examples I cited in the text were all seriously researched. If interested, you can read more historical books, check whether Emperor Qin Shihuang really didn’t wrongfully kill any generals or ministers during his 37-year reign, see what important role the Great Wall played in Chinese history, examine Qin Dynasty’s laws, official systems, legislation… From 221 BCE to today, the centralized unified state established by Emperor Qin Shihuang has lasted over two thousand years. No other country in human history has had such vigorous vitality. Did the Qin Dynasty really fall? In some sense, no – setting aside dynastic concepts, China still stands strong despite changing times.

As for the final Mount Li mausoleum underground palace, that’s naturally my imagination. With tomb-robbing themes popular now, I tried writing such a segment – it felt really good~ When checking tomb-robbing reference materials, I suddenly saw a picture of a tomb-robbing talisman in the book and found it super familiar. I remembered a friend gave me one the year before, just saying it was for warding off evil. I rummaged through boxes to find it… indeed almost identical… it’s a pangolin claw with silver seal script on the back. Tomb-robbing talismans were evil-warding objects used by ancient tomb robbers, legendarily serving as ID cards for the tomb-robbing faction’s gold-touching captains… hehe… treasuring it well~

Mute House’s twelve stories each have different focuses and varied themes – romance, fantasy, mystery, horror, history, tomb-robbing… I varied my writing style, trying different genres, writing with great satisfaction. Here I must thank chief editor Yang Xiaoxie – without his demanding requirements, there wouldn’t be such diverse Mute House presentation, which really inspired me greatly. I also thank editor Su Ying – without her diligent deadline reminders and patient story discussions, Mute House wouldn’t have met everyone so quickly… Special thanks to Mute House illustrator Xiao Bo – hehe, from the first Ancient Mirror illustration to the current beautiful Mute House cover, everyone can see how I pushed him, making someone who only drew cute girls learn to draw handsome guys – really not easy! Of course, thanks to art editor Sunshine for pushing him with me…

Thanks to the “Comic Guest – Novel Illustrated” platform for letting Mute House open… Thanks to Novel Illustrated’s lovely readers – Mute House’s present couldn’t exist without your support… I hope everyone gains insights from the stories, falls in love with our country’s history, with those historical antiques, and ultimately with every small thing around you.

Mute House ends here, but the Boss remains, and Mute House still operates. Perhaps before long, “Mute House II” will appear… Hu Hai, who also lived over two thousand years – what’s his ultimate purpose?

Ah, didn’t I say these are stories that can’t be told! Want to know? Ancient objects immersed in long years – only time can prove everything~~~

Everything is in “Mute House”…

The antiques in Mute House each have their own stories, bearing many years with no one to listen.

Because they cannot speak…

Shh…

Chapter 1: Four Seasons Painting · Part 1
That day, following his usual routine, the doctor finished his night shift and drove to the Mute House for breakfast. Ever since returning from Xi’an, his relationship with the boss had grown even closer. If they were good friends before, they could now be called brothers who had shared life and death together.

After all, they had almost died in the underground palace of Qin Shihuang’s Mausoleum at Mount Li.

Even now, when the doctor recalled that night, he felt it was all too insane. He wasn’t even sure if it had all been a dream, let alone being able to confide in others about it. Anyone who heard would probably say he was suffering from hysteria.

The doctor sat dazedly by the counter of the Mute House, watching the boss skillfully brew the first batch of spring tea from this year. The antique interior of the Mute House was instantly filled with the fragrance of tea.

The boss was no longer wearing his old Zhongshan suit. They had brought back half of a Qin Dynasty robe with black gold and black jade threading from the underground palace of Qin Shihuang’s Mausoleum at Mount Li, which a master tailor had fashioned into a very stylish shirt. This shirt was made from the same fabric as the original Zhongshan suit—completely black, with dark crimson cloud patterns embroidered at the cuffs and hem. That persistent red dragon, having caught them off guard, had secretly moved onto this new shirt. The dragon’s head now rested on the boss’s right shoulder, its body winding around his back. It hadn’t moved since the shirt was completed, as if it had fallen into hibernation. Though this was somewhat reassuring, whenever one saw its ferocious visage, it still sent chills down one’s spine.

The doctor had no interest in this new shirt. What interested him was the boss himself—he wanted to get a strand of his hair and a drop of blood for testing… he wanted to understand his physical structure… he wanted to personally dissect him… his hands were itching… The doctor was tormented by these thoughts, scratching his heart and liver. Ever since learning that the boss was someone who had lived for over two thousand years, he couldn’t control his thirst for knowledge.

But he knew the boss disliked being tested, and if confidentiality wasn’t maintained, there would definitely be no peaceful days ahead. The boss caught sight of the doctor’s envious green gaze and calmly poured the brewed tea into the cup in front of him. Actually, he too wanted to understand the true reason for his immortality. What he had told the doctor before was merely speculation. Precise instrument examinations, if kept confidential, were still acceptable.

It’s just that he wasn’t in a hurry. After experiencing such a long span of years, what he lacked least was time.

The boss concealed a slight smile at the corner of his lips, calculating in his mind how many days the doctor would struggle before finally voicing this request. The doctor leaned leisurely in the Mute House’s yellow rosewood reclining chair, reading the newspaper and sipping spring tea. That dog Apache had been left with his cousin when he accompanied the boss to Xi’an some time ago. Who knew that this arrangement would develop into genuine affection—he had tried to reclaim the dog several times, but she refused to return it. It seemed the dog would never come back.

It was early morning, and the Mute House usually had few customers at the best of times. Now it was even more deserted. So when the doctor saw a refined young man carrying an art tube, wearing a simple clean white shirt and black-framed glasses push through the door, he was greatly startled.

The newcomer nodded arrogantly toward the boss behind the counter in greeting, then walked toward the inner rooms of the Mute House with practiced familiarity.

The doctor’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets as he watched the man disappear behind the jade screen. He turned back and whispered to the boss: “Who is that? How does he act like he’s in his own home?”

The boss held a delicate cup to his nose, inhaling the tea’s fragrance, then looked up and said casually: “He’s a teacher from the nearby art university who comes here to copy paintings and calligraphy. He often comes here, staying inside for entire days. You rarely see him.”

“Copy paintings and calligraphy?” The doctor repeated doubtfully. When had the boss become so charitable? “You treat him so specially? Could he be some famous artist reincarnated?” One couldn’t blame the doctor for being so suspicious—after all, he had heard of Huo Qubing’s reincarnation, Xiang Yu’s reincarnation… even he himself was supposedly the reincarnation of Fu Su. Perhaps the painter who had just entered was some other extraordinary figure…

The heavy carved wooden door was pushed open again, and the curator walked in, leaning on his cane. The first thing he saw was a tall terracotta warrior that had appeared by the entrance. Pushing up his gold-rimmed glasses, the curator said incredulously: “This is… this is Qin Shihuang’s terracotta warrior? Which company forged this? How could they be so bold? Wow! It even has a real bronze sword…”

The doctor disguised his burst of laughter with a cough. Forged? Good heavens! If the curator knew this terracotta warrior had chased itself out of the underground palace of the Qin Mausoleum, his glasses would definitely shatter from shock. But he also knew that no matter how sharp the curator’s eye was, he would never believe such a vividly colored terracotta warrior was genuine. Generally, the dyes on freshly excavated terracotta warriors would fade rapidly. He didn’t know what method the boss had used to preserve the colors on this warrior. If the curator knew this terracotta warrior could move… The doctor turned his face away, struggling hard to suppress his laughter.

Though the curator found this terracotta warrior somewhat strange, he didn’t think much of it. He glanced at the boss sitting behind the counter and raised an eyebrow with a smile: “Changed your shirt? I thought the original clothes suited you better.”

“That outfit was worn for so long, it was time for a change.” The boss took out a new cup, placed it in front of the curator, and filled it with clear tea.

The curator sat at the counter and looked around the shop, asking in confusion: “I clearly saw someone come in just now. Where did he go?”

The doctor pointed backward: “He went into the inner room.”

“What!” The curator was thunderstruck, his expression mirroring the doctor’s envy, jealousy, and hatred! He naturally knew that the items in the inner room were far superior to those displayed outside, but he had never even had a chance to enter!

The boss repeated the same explanation he had given the doctor. The curator persisted in his questioning: “Which ancient painting is he copying?”

The boss didn’t hide it from him, saying casually: “He’s recently been copying Zhan Ziqian’s ‘Treading in Snow.’ His progress is very slow—probably only one brushstroke per day.”

One brushstroke per day? The doctor clicked his tongue secretly. What turtle-like speed was that!

He turned his head and saw the curator clutching his chest with a twisted expression, which immediately startled him. “Uncle, what’s wrong? Do you have heart disease?” The doctor quickly jumped up to help the curator sit down.

The curator took out a handkerchief to wipe the fine sweat from his forehead, stammering: “I… I don’t have heart disease, but he’d scare me into having one! Zhan Ziqian! How could it be Zhan Ziqian’s ‘Treading in Snow’?”

“Zhan Ziqian? Is he famous?” The doctor had never heard this name and didn’t think much of it.

“Of course he’s famous!” The curator struck the ground heavily with his cane, producing a dull thud. “Among the existing landscape scroll paintings, the Sui Dynasty painter Zhan Ziqian’s ‘Spring Excursion’ is the earliest discovered and best-preserved ancient painting. It’s currently housed in Beijing’s Palace Museum and even bears a personal inscription by Emperor Huizong of Song. According to unofficial records, Zhan Ziqian’s most famous work in his lifetime was the ‘Four Seasons Painting,’ and ‘Spring Excursion’ was just one of the four pieces. The others were ‘Children Playing in Water,’ ‘Falling Leaves,’ and ‘Treading in Snow.’ But the other three paintings don’t even have copies remaining, and many people question whether the other three pieces ever existed… Boss, could you let me take a look?” The curator turned to the boss pleadingly.

Unexpectedly, the boss nodded: “The first room on the right. But those three paintings can only be seen by those with affinity. You should be mentally prepared.”

The curator immediately hobbled toward the inner room with his cane. The doctor followed curiously. The boss didn’t stop them, just lowered his head to focus on polishing the teacup in his hands with a soft cloth. In less than a minute, the doctor emerged from behind the jade screen, muttering resentfully: “You’re lying! What’s hanging in that room is just blank paper! That painter can actually stare at blank paper in a daze!”

“I told you only those with affinity can see them. Didn’t the curator come out with you?” The boss chuckled.

“No, he also saw blank paper, but there was a painting spread on the painter’s desk that was already completed. The curator was studying that painting. Should I call him out?”

“No need. Since the painter didn’t say anything, let him stay.” The boss wasn’t that unreasonable.

“Oh.” The doctor sat back down but no longer had the mood to read the newspaper. “Boss, the curator said that although those three ancient paintings appeared to him as blank paper, the paper itself is indeed very old. Are those really the other three pieces of the legendary ‘Four Seasons Painting’? What kind of person is that painter? How can he see them?”

The boss stopped polishing the teacup and asked with a smile: “Want to hear a story?”

“Yes.” The doctor immediately leaned in—he was bored anyway!

“Hmm… let me think. This story begins in very ancient times…”

Northern Song Period

“Speaking of this young Prince Duan, truly no one in the capital doesn’t know of him! Setting aside his renowned talent in calligraphy and painting for now, today let’s first talk about his romantic adventures in his youth…” On the second floor of a teahouse in Bianliang, the storyteller was spitting as he told the latest gossip, while his audience listened with rapt attention. For common people, these scandalous stories were the perfect dessert for leisure time.

In a corner by the railing sat two young men in fine clothes. One wearing a sapphire blue robe was smiling brilliantly, whispering to the youth beside him in dark purple outer robes: “Your Highness, he’s talking about you! But how come I don’t know about this story?”

The other youth selected a tea cake from the small tea pot handed over by a servant, patiently grinding it into powder with a tea mortar. Once the powder was uniform, he placed it in a tea tray for use, quietly waiting for the water kettle beside the table to boil.

Tea preparation required complete focus. Seeing this, the blue-robed youth stopped talking. Soon, the water in the kettle began to boil. A servant brought over a set of sky-blue lotus-shaped tea bowls. The blue-robed youth couldn’t help but pick one up to examine it closely. The glaze surface was smooth and gentle, pure as jade. It felt like silk to the touch, the glaze like accumulated cream, with hidden crack patterns that sparkled and changed under sunlight—clearly a rare treasure. Turning it over to see the mark on the bottom, he immediately grumbled with jealous indignation: “The Emperor really treats you well! You dare to use these imperial gifts on the street? Aren’t you afraid of breaking them?”

The purple-robed youth glanced at him and said casually: “Things are meant to be used. If it breaks, I’ll just ask Imperial Brother for another.” As he spoke, he took the boiling kettle and elegantly warmed the pot, heated the cups, dried the pot, placed the tea, roasted it, and added water… As the boiling water rushed into the tea bowl, he took up the tea whisk and began beating the tea with even strokes. The tea powder, when hit by the boiling water, released steaming heat and fragrance that immediately filled their nostrils, refreshing their spirits.

Soon, the tea and water in the bowl blended perfectly, creating foam bubbles that rose like accumulated clouds and snow.

“Cousin, your tea preparation skills are getting more and more exquisite!” The blue-robed youth stared at the tea bowl placed before him. In that sky-blue bowl, the foam was pure white, the water clear without dispersing—truly the highest realm of tea preparation.

“Speaking of which, those people from the Eastern Sea came recently to learn our tea ceremony everywhere, making quite a show of it. It looks like they plan to take it back to their country!”

“Drawing a tiger but ending up with a dog—they don’t understand the essence of our dynasty’s tea ceremony culture. Their rigid copying is nothing but green money floating on water.” The purple-robed youth commented lightly, then took another tea bowl and repeated the same process to prepare tea for himself.

These two youths—the one in purple robes was none other than Prince Duan Zhao Ji, who had recently gained great fame in Bianliang, while the one in blue was Zhao Lingrang, fifth-generation descendant of Song Taizu Zhao Kuangyin and a member of the imperial clan. Being of the same generation with similar ages and shared interests, Zhao Lingrang called him “cousin” this and “cousin” that, earning many scoldings from his family for being disrespectful. However, having grown up in the vast imperial clan, Zhao Lingrang naturally knew his limits. But when he and Zhao Ji were together casually, when he called him “Your Highness,” it carried a hint of playful mockery.

Zhao Ji didn’t mind. He had been enfeoffed as a prince at age three and didn’t think this title was anything special. Instead, he loved concealing his identity and wandering among the common people, preferring Zhao Lingrang’s unpretentious attitude.

After Zhao Ji had also prepared his tea and gestured with his hand, Zhao Lingrang picked up his tea bowl, feeling the perfectly appropriate temperature warming his palms. In the sky-blue bowl, the tea and milk had blended, making the liquid thick and rich. Zhao Lingrang admired it for a moment, then tilted his head back and drank it all in one gulp. After drinking the tea, the foam in the bowl remained sticky and dry, showing the “bowl-biting” effect that only appeared when tea preparation reached its peak.

Zhao Ji also drained his tea, looking with satisfaction at the residue clinging to the bowl’s sides.

He, Prince Duan Zhao Ji, naturally had to do everything to perfection.

Zhao Lingrang picked up the water kettle and added water to Zhao Ji’s tea bowl. The water stream drew a beautiful arc in the air before pouring into the bowl. The hot water washed away the tea foam stuck to the bowl’s sides. Zhao Ji drank this residual tea, feeling greatly pleased. He wiped his hands with a towel handed over by a servant and asked with a light smile: “Danian, what’s the program for today?”

Zhao Lingrang inwardly complained about the childhood name his father had given him—his younger brother was called Yongnian, which sounded much better than Danian! But he dared not actually have Zhao Ji change how he addressed him, since using his childhood name showed their closeness! Zhao Lingrang also drank his residual tea, smacked his lips a few times to savor the tea’s lingering fragrance, then smiled and said: “There’s a new antique shop on East Street. Let’s go see what treasures they have!”

This suggestion perfectly suited Zhao Ji’s taste. He immediately stood up without even touching the tea snacks and headed outside.

Zhao Lingrang popped two delicate tea sweets into his mouth, instructed the accompanying servants to pack up this set of tribute tea utensils, then chased after Zhao Ji.

In the teahouse, the storyteller continued shaking his head as he fabricated romantic tales about the young Prince Duan. The surrounding audience listened with relish, completely unaware that Prince Duan himself had just been sitting beside them.

Chapter 1: Four Seasons Painting · Part 2
Bianliang in Eastern Capital was an extremely prosperous city. Many merchants and travelers came and went through Bianliang, all declaring that no other city in the world could match its prosperity and beauty.

Even someone as arrogant as Zhao Ji deeply agreed with this sentiment. The layout of Bianjing no longer followed the Tang Dynasty capital’s closed ward system. As long as merchants paid their taxes, they could open shops anywhere. These new districts lined up in rows with houses standing in forests. The shops on both sides of the streets had uniform eaves and awnings, filled with precious artifacts and goods from various regions. People and carriages moved back and forth on the roads in a scene of peaceful prosperity.

Before the Song Dynasty, the opening of markets had strict curfew restrictions, with city gates and ward gates closing after nightfall. But after the Song Dynasty, these restrictions were broken. The previous emperor, Song Shenzong, had even developed many night markets, further promoting the prosperity of the streets. Although opening shops had become easier, the East Street lined with long-established shops rarely had openings for new stores to join. So when Zhao Lingrang mentioned that the antique shop had opened on East Street, Zhao Ji immediately knew this antique shop must have significant backing.

Without real strength, how could one possibly open a shop on East Street?

“Cousin, we’re here.” Hearing Zhao Lingrang’s voice, Zhao Ji looked up and saw two seal script characters on the ancient shop front. He nodded in approval: “Mute House—this name has real taste. Compared to names like ‘Xuande Pavilion’ or ‘Three Treasures Hall,’ it’s much more elegant.” Zhao Lingrang knew this antique shop would definitely suit Zhao Ji’s taste and smiled proudly: “I knew cousin would like it. But I only heard about this Mute House from others—I’ve never been inside. If cousin finds it all show and no substance, don’t blame me!”

Before Zhao Ji could respond, they saw the antique shop’s main door creak open just a crack, and a two-year-old boy squeezed out through the gap.

Zhao Ji found the child adorable and fair, wondering whose little young master he might be, when his attention was completely captured by the bronze sword the boy was holding.

To say “holding” wasn’t quite accurate, because the sword’s length almost matched the little boy’s height. Given his age, he couldn’t actually lift such a heavy bronze sword, so he gripped the sword’s hilt with both hands while the scabbard’s tip dragged on the ground. Though it was an undrawn bronze sword, with Zhao Ji’s discerning eye, he could already tell this bronze sword was at least a famous artifact from the Spring and Autumn or Warring States period.

Zhao Lingrang had also grown up playing with antiques. Seeing the little boy dragging the bronze sword outside like that, his heart ached as he quickly bent down to help lift the sword tip. With this brief contact, Zhao Lingrang clearly saw the bird seal script carved on the scabbard and immediately shuddered, exclaiming: “Cousin, this is a genuine King of Yue sword!”

Zhao Ji raised an eyebrow. The Song Dynasty favored literature over martial arts, so he wasn’t particularly interested in the famous King of Yue sword. But this antique shop actually gave such a precious artifact to a two-year-old child as a toy—one could imagine what other treasures lay within. Zhao Ji’s eyes lit up as he stepped toward the shop.

Compared to the brilliant sunshine outside, the antique shop’s interior was much darker. Behind the heavy carved wooden door, two Changxin Palace lamps burned quietly, while the shop was filled with pleasant incense. Following the fragrance to its source, on a red sandalwood carved counter sat a gilded flying dragon Boshan incense burner, with wisps of incense smoke slowly emerging from the dragon’s mouth. The shop’s arrangement was elegant and pleasant, lacking the mercenary atmosphere of ordinary shops waiting to sell their wares. Instead, it felt like entering a wealthy family’s main hall, where every antique was priceless. Even Zhao Ji, who had grown up in the imperial household, couldn’t help but secretly admire it all, naturally developing feelings of respect and desire to befriend the shop’s owner.

Though the shop was large, with one sweep of his gaze, Zhao Ji knew there was no one inside. He wasn’t anxious, looking up to observe two hanging scrolls in the hall. If he wasn’t mistaken, these should be the imperial calligraphy of Tang Taizong Li Shimin.

“Who are you? This shop isn’t open yet!” A crisp childish voice suddenly rang out. Zhao Ji turned to see the little boy who had been dragging the King of Yue sword had squeezed back through the door crack, his bright black eyes staring at him intently.

Zhao Lingrang, who was helping carry the King of Yue sword, touched his nose and chuckled: “If it’s not open, won’t it open eventually? Hey, kid, does your family’s shop have any rare calligraphy or paintings?”

The little boy had initially been very reluctant to let these two people enter randomly, but Zhao Lingrang’s words clearly treated him as the shop owner. He immediately puffed out his little chest proudly and said boastfully: “Of course we do! Follow me!” With that, he dragged the King of Yue sword and ran toward the inner rooms with thumping steps.

Zhao Ji frowned, clearly disapproving of Zhao Lingrang’s trick of deceiving a child. But Zhao Lingrang knew his cousin’s weakness and smiled: “Cousin, even this child knows which painting is most precious—it can’t be wrong. Besides, while this shop isn’t officially open yet, we should reserve anything good we see to prevent others from snatching it away later.” Without waiting for Zhao Ji’s agreement, he lifted his feet and chased after the little boy.

Zhao Ji also knew Zhao Lingrang was right. Many antique shops had treasures that served as their centerpieces, rarely shown to others. In this Mute House, Spring and Autumn period King of Yue swords could be given to children as toys, and Tang Taizong’s imperial calligraphy used as couplets—so the calligraphy and paintings serving as the shop’s treasures would be even more unimaginable.

After struggling briefly, Zhao Ji walked toward the inner rooms. Just as he turned around a huge mica glass screen, he heard Zhao Lingrang’s angry voice: “You little brat! How dare you deceive this young master?”

“I didn’t deceive you! The boss said this place had the best things. I’ve never been inside either!” The little boy’s aggrieved voice came through. Unable to explain much with his limited vocabulary, he stamped his foot and ran out. The King of Yue sword in his hands dragged its tip on the ground, making “scraping” sounds. As he ran past Zhao Ji, he didn’t forget to lift his head and make a big face at him.

“What happened?” Zhao Ji asked Zhao Lingrang, who chased out after him, with confusion.

“What’s hanging in that room are clearly four pieces of blank paper! That kid even took the opportunity to snatch my sachet. That was specially embroidered for me by Yingying!” Zhao Lingrang explained frantically, then hurried off to chase the little boy.

Zhao Ji was greatly surprised. He didn’t believe what hung there were just four pieces of blank paper, but Zhao Lingrang had no reason to deceive him either. Having come this far, an inexplicable impulse drove him toward the doorless room.

The room had no windows or other furnishings, only a Changxin Palace lamp burning on a round table in the center. When Zhao Ji looked toward the four walls of the room, wild joy flooded his heart.

Hanging on these four walls were clearly four exquisitely painted landscape scrolls! The four paintings depicted completely identical scenery, differing only in the seasons portrayed—one each for spring, summer, autumn, and winter. When Zhao Ji saw the signature in the corner of the paintings, even with all his worldly experience, he couldn’t help but tremble slightly. These were actually the legendary “Four Seasons Paintings” by Zhan Ziqian!

The four paintings had magnificent and serene compositions with ancient, vibrant colors. Standing in the center of the room, Zhao Ji slowly turned in circles, changing his perspective. Suddenly it was as if the four seasons were cycling through his vision. Scholars and ladies enjoying spring outings, children playing in midsummer streams, old men melancholy among falling leaves, travelers racing through snow… Zhao Ji was deeply captivated, completely forgetting to wonder why Zhao Lingrang had said these were blank papers, until a voice suddenly spoke.

“You can see these four paintings?”

Zhao Ji seemed to awaken from a dream, suddenly discovering he was no longer alone in the room. At some point, a young man had appeared at the doorway. He wore ancient clothing from the Qin-Han period—a wide-sleeved, close-fitting wraparound deep robe with its black straight hem elegantly hanging beside his feet, making his face appear like polished jade, exactly like a figure stepped out of an ancient painting. Realizing his behavior of staring intently at the other person was extremely rude, Zhao Ji quickly covered with a light cough: “You are…”

“The owner of this shop.” The other person smiled slightly, giving an answer that surprised Zhao Ji.

Zhao Ji hadn’t expected the antique shop’s owner to be so young, though looking at his bearing, he might be some wealthy young master from a declining family. Knowing he was in the wrong, Zhao Ji bowed with genuine sincerity: “I was presumptuous, entering without permission. Please forgive me.”

“No matter. Le’er must have brought you in—he’s always been mischievous.” The boss chuckled lightly, clearly helpless with that child.

“Your son is lively and adorable—he’ll surely become a great talent in the future.” Zhao Ji also smiled, thinking of the tricked Zhao Lingrang who still hadn’t returned, probably being thoroughly tormented by that little devil.

“He’s not my son, just… a relative’s child.” The boss raised his eyebrows slightly, explaining coolly. As if not wanting to continue this topic, he turned toward the painted scrolls hanging on the wall and asked: “You can see these four paintings?”

“Of course I can.” Zhao Ji nodded in confusion. Though the lamplight in the room was dim, it was sufficient for him to see the scenery in these four paintings, even the fine details of tree branches were crystal clear. “These ‘Four Seasons Paintings’ by Zhan Ziqian—boss, how much would you charge to let me have them?”

The boss didn’t speak, but stared at him with an unfathomable gaze. Zhao Ji openly let him look, thinking the other was considering what price would be appropriate. After a long while, the boss spoke quietly: “You can’t afford them.”

Zhao Ji frowned. As a prince of the Great Song, there were few things he couldn’t afford. He secretly thought this must be the other’s bargaining tactic, but still couldn’t control his mouth, snorting coldly: “As long as you can name a price, I can afford it!” He rarely acted so impulsively, but upon seeing these four paintings, he couldn’t suppress the desire in his heart, feeling incomparably fond of them. A thousand gold pieces couldn’t buy what the heart loved—he decided to obtain these four paintings at any cost.

The boss then looked at him with a somewhat more serious expression, saying calmly: “To own these four paintings, you must maintain your original heart.”

“Original heart?” Zhao Ji absolutely hadn’t expected the boss to say such an unrelated term and couldn’t help but be stunned.

“If one accepts ten thousand zhong without distinguishing propriety and righteousness, what do ten thousand zhong add to me? For the beauty of palaces and halls, the service of wives and concubines, or that the poor and needy I know might be grateful to me…” The boss spoke slowly, his clear voice echoing throughout the room, leisurely and magnanimous.

“…Can this too not be stopped? This is called losing one’s original heart.” Zhao Ji continued where he left off. This passage came from “Mencius: Gaozi,” and the concept of “original heart” also originated there, referring to the heart of integrity and shame. In the text, Mencius gave examples of people who, faced with life and death, could prefer death to surrender or even sacrifice their lives for righteousness, but in peaceful times could shamelessly pursue fame and profit by any means, losing their original principles and virtue.

“Yes. If you want to own these four paintings, you must maintain your original heart.” The boss’s tone was very calm, as if he deeply distrusted that Zhao Ji could achieve this.

Zhao Ji laughed coldly in anger: “Oh? Just like that?”

“Yes, just like that.” The boss still smiled lightly. “Since you’ve decided you want these four paintings, then touch the paper of these four paintings with your hand. These four paintings will bring you infinite power and wealth, but if you cannot maintain your original heart, they will ruthlessly take it back and collect payment several times over.”

Zhao Ji noncommittally reached out and casually touched these four pieces of paper. His good impression of this antique shop completely dissipated during these few exchanges. If not for the fact that these four paintings were authentic works, he would have turned and left long ago.

Zhao Ji secretly laughed in his heart. He was already a prince—what position could possess more infinite power and wealth than this?

Just as his fingers withdrew from the paper of the last “Treading in Snow” painting, chaotic footsteps echoed from the corridor. Zhao Lingrang burst in with an expression of shock and uncertainty, saying frantically: “Cou-cousin! Something terrible has happened! The palace… people from the palace brought news saying… saying…”

An ominous premonition rose in Zhao Ji’s heart as he shouted sternly: “Saying what?”

Zhao Lingrang gritted his teeth and dropped to his knees with a thud: “They say the Emperor is critically ill!” These words exploded like thunder beside Zhao Ji’s ears. After a brief moment of blankness, Zhao Ji subconsciously thought that his imperial brother still had no heir, so this imperial throne… And what possessed even more infinite power and wealth than a prince’s position was…

These four paintings would bring him infinite power and wealth?

Zhao Ji subconsciously looked toward the boss beside him. When their eyes met the subtle smile at the corner of his lips, he couldn’t help but feel dazed.

The boss stood alone in the room, contemplating the “Four Seasons Paintings” hanging on the four walls, not speaking for a long time. He couldn’t understand why the “Four Seasons Paintings” would choose Zhao Ji as the destined person.

“Have they left?” The crisp childish voice rang out again, interrupting the boss’s contemplation.

“Le’er, give me the King of Yue sword.” The boss’s face darkened as he extended his hand toward the little boy at the doorway.

Le’er struggled for a moment, glanced up at the boss’s expression, then reluctantly handed over the King of Yue sword in his hands, complaining dejectedly: “Le’er can’t draw it out, and others can’t draw it out either!”

The boss took the King of Yue sword in hand, reached out to touch Le’er’s soft hair, and smiled gently: “You’re not this sword’s master, so naturally you can’t draw it out.”

Le’er pouted, but with a child’s nature, after making a fuss, he quickly forgot about it. Only then did he notice the difference in the room, crying out in surprise: “Eh? Paintings!” He had clearly seen four pieces of blank paper just now—how had they suddenly become four ink paintings? Le’er looked at the boss with disdain, thinking that the uncle from earlier had scolded the wrong person. He hadn’t deceived anyone—it was the boss who deceived people!

“The ‘Four Seasons Paintings’ have recognized their master, so naturally they reveal themselves.” The boss sighed. “I just don’t know how long they can be maintained this time.”

Le’er tilted his head, listening with partial understanding, but tactfully didn’t interrupt.

“Though one may have the qualities of clear perception and aspirations of benevolence and righteousness, once wealthy and noble, one abandons relatives and old friends, losing one’s original heart…” The boss’s faint voice flowed through the quiet room like an ineffable warning…

Zhao Lingrang straightened his robes and walked into the side hall of Yanfu Palace.

Chapter 1: Four Seasons Painting · Part 3
Zhao Ji, who had been emperor for two years, wore bright yellow casual clothes as he stood in the center of the room with his hands behind his back, concentrating intently on appreciating the “Children Playing in Water” painting hanging before him.

Zhao Lingrang fanned himself with his folding fan. This ventilated room was becoming increasingly stuffy in midsummer, and he didn’t know how his cousin could endure it. Zhao Lingrang knew the paintings hanging on the four walls of this room were personally delivered by the Mute House owner after Zhao Ji ascended the throne. Not taking a single coin—it was completely beyond his expectations. He had thought that the previous mystical display of hanging four blank papers there must have had ulterior motives, but the other party unexpectedly made no demands whatsoever.

However, this was a minor matter, and Zhao Lingrang quickly put it out of his mind. He looked at Zhao Ji before him with admiration. His cousin had ascended the throne at nineteen, repeatedly issuing edicts seeking honest counsel, banishing treacherous officials, clearing wrongful imprisonments, and heeding loyal advice—all of which received unanimous praise from court and country.

But Zhao Lingrang also felt vaguely uneasy. The struggle between the New Party and Old Party had raged fiercely during Emperor Zhezong’s reign. He believed many people couldn’t figure out whether the New Party’s reforms were good or the Old Party’s conservatism was wonderful. But recent policy decrees showed signs of change, and though constrained by his imperial clan status, Zhao Lingrang rarely involved himself in politics, he had heard that these changes by Zhao Ji were all related to Cai Jing, who had recently risen in court.

Cai Jing had gained Zhao Ji’s appreciation for his excellent calligraphy. Zhao Lingrang had met Cai Jing several times and had no good impression of him, but didn’t know how to discuss this with Zhao Ji. They were no longer simply cousins—he couldn’t even call him “cousin” casually as before. Whether in private or public, he could only humbly bow on both knees.

Seeing Zhao Ji return to awareness from his meditation, Zhao Lingrang quickly knelt according to daily protocol to pay his respects. “I greet Your Majesty.” (Note: During the Song Dynasty, the emperor was addressed as “Your Majesty” (guanjia). The saying goes “Three emperors ruled the world as officials, five emperors ruled as family,” and because the emperor should be impartial and selfless, he was called “Your Majesty.”)

“Rise.” Zhao Ji’s face had shed the childishness of youth, now bearing only haughty superiority. “Danian, I called you here today because I want you to consider whether Yanfu Palace is perhaps too small?”

Zhao Lingrang pondered the implications of these words, then discovered with alarm that his cousin intended to expand this palace. Yanfu Palace had always served as a Song emperor’s temporary residence, famous for its elegant refinement, but no emperor had ever complained it was too small… Zhao Lingrang felt the air in the room becoming increasingly stuffy and suffocating, making it hard to breathe.

He knew he had to say something. Zhao Lingrang felt his throat itch, then heard himself say with an awkward smile: “…Your subject also feels so.”

Zhao Ji was greatly pleased, nodding with a smile: “Yes, it’s really too hot here. Let’s go outside to discuss specifics!” With that, he led the way out of the side hall.

Zhao Lingrang took out silk from his pocket to wipe the sweat from his head.

It’s easy to go from frugality to luxury, but hard to return from luxury to frugality. This time it was just expanding Yanfu Palace—but what about next time… Zhao Lingrang didn’t dare think. Years ago, Zhao Ji had told him the origin of these four paintings as if joking, saying the price these paintings demanded was maintaining one’s original heart. Zhao Lingrang smiled bitterly—now not only his cousin, but even he himself couldn’t maintain his original heart, willingly speaking against his conscience.

Sighing silently, Zhao Lingrang turned to leave the side hall. At the moment he turned, the painted image of “Children Playing in Water” on the wall was slowly growing faint…

Zhao Ji changed into casual clothes and walked on East Street with several guards.

Time flowed by like rushing water—he had been emperor for exactly ten years.

He felt he was a very good emperor. Though those tedious governmental affairs were difficult to handle, Prime Minister Cai handled everything for him, giving him time and energy to devote to his greatest interest—calligraphy and painting. He had taken charge of the Hanlin Academy, established the Xuanhe Painting Academy, and personally served as the academy’s director. Recently he had been compiling books like “Xuanhe Calligraphy Record,” “Xuanhe Painting Record,” and “Xuanhe Ancient Artifacts Illustrated.”

But recently something inexplicable had happened that urgently needed explanation. According to intelligence reports, the antique shop called Mute House had been closed for several days. It was said they had held a funeral a few days ago.

That boss had died? Zhao Ji frowned. He hadn’t visited the Mute House once in all these years—how could the timing be so coincidental? Several guards, trying to read the emperor’s mind, ignored that the Mute House remained closed and forcibly broke the iron lock on the door before entering.

After Zhao Ji entered, he found the interior arrangement almost identical to ten years ago, with the same antiques still displayed inside. Zhao Ji couldn’t understand—could this antique shop’s business be so poor that they hadn’t sold a single piece in ten years? Zhao Ji almost felt he had stepped into time from ten years past, especially when he saw the Mute House owner slowly emerge from the inner rooms.

Those features looked exactly as young as ten years ago, without the slightest change. He still wore that black Han-style clothing, his complexion pale as white paper.

Zhao Ji immediately guessed who had died, sighing: “Please accept my condolences.”

Only the two people he had originally met were in the shop. Now that the boss was here, it meant the funeral had been for Le’er. Ten years ago Le’er was two—even after ten years, he would only be twelve. Having witnessed several of his own sons die young over the years, Zhao Ji momentarily felt sympathy for sharing similar misfortune with the boss.

“It’s nothing. His time had come—he needed to go.” The boss’s face was pale, as if completely indifferent that a child he had cherished for years had so easily departed. He turned and asked coolly: “Your Majesty honors us with your presence today—what important matter brings you here?”

Zhao Ji heard the impatience in his tone but didn’t take offense. After all, anyone who lost their closest person wouldn’t be in good spirits. Zhao Ji raised his hand toward a nearby guard, who immediately presented a narrow brocade box. After Zhao Ji waved his hand again, the guards filed out in orderly fashion, leaving Zhao Ji and the boss alone.

Zhao Ji carefully opened the brocade box in his hands, took out a painting scroll, and unrolled it on the long table.

The painting paper was completely blank.

Seeing this blank painting paper, the boss raised his eyebrows knowingly and asked calmly: “Which of the ‘Four Seasons Paintings’ is this?”

Zhao Ji nervously licked his lips: “It’s ‘Children Playing in Water.’ ‘Spring Excursion’ still hangs there properly. Actually, this ‘Children Playing in Water’ had already become blank—I thought some palace servant had accidentally damaged the scroll and hung blank paper there. But yesterday I suddenly discovered that even ‘Falling Leaves’ was beginning to fade, so I started feeling something was wrong…”

The boss smiled slightly and said unhurriedly: “Everything in this world is fair. Since you chose to gain infinite power and wealth yet cannot properly maintain your original heart, naturally the ‘Four Seasons Paintings’ must take corresponding payment.”

“What payment?” Zhao Ji asked urgently.

“This is ‘Children Playing in Water.'” The boss just smiled without answering directly, calmly repeating the painting’s name.

Zhao Ji felt as if someone had grabbed his throat—he couldn’t say a word. He was twenty-nine years old, but except for his eldest son born before ascending the throne, not a single prince had managed to grow up successfully. Without exception, they all died young… He had vaguely felt something was wrong. One or two children dying might be accidental, but every child dying before age five was absurd… He had always thought someone was secretly cursing them, but never imagined the paintings were causing the trouble…

“Boss… how… how can this be resolved?” Even as sovereign of a nation, Zhao Ji knew he was merely mortal, unable to resist such supernatural matters.

The boss said nothing, raising his hand to slowly roll up the scroll again. Only then did Zhao Ji notice that the boss’s Han-style robe had a neat cut on the right wide sleeve, as if slashed by a sharp sword. Zhao Ji knew this garment must be something the boss treasured—otherwise he couldn’t have worn it for ten years, reluctant to replace it even when torn. Having a request to make, Zhao Ji tried to appeal to his interests: “Boss, this robe is damaged. Take it to the Imperial Embroidery Academy for repair. I guarantee the embroiderers there have skills that rival heaven’s craftsmanship.”

The boss paused in rolling the scroll—clearly Zhao Ji’s suggestion had moved his heart. The Imperial Embroidery Academy was Zhao Ji’s personal embroidery workshop—perhaps there was hope. He didn’t want to die like this. Le’er was Fu Su’s reincarnation, but he had been powerless to prevent his death at twelve. Yet he wasn’t resigned to this. Having endured thousands of years, though his robe had been damaged by the King of Yue sword, he still wanted to continue living. This was his only obsession, and Zhao Ji had accurately grasped his weakness.

“Your Majesty, this robe is not ordinary fabric—common embroiderers cannot handle it.” The boss’s gaze flickered as he looked at Zhao Ji. “Moreover, I require that while the robe is being sewn, I must be in the same room.”

Zhao Ji nodded repeatedly—such a small matter wasn’t worth mentioning. He could see this robe should be an antique from the Qin-Han period, which explained the boss’s deep attachment to it.

After contemplating with deep eyes for a while, the boss closed the Mute House antique shop and returned with Zhao Ji to his palace outside the imperial city—Yanfu Palace.

Yanfu Palace had officially begun renovation and expansion in the spring of the third year of Zhenghe era, called the Five Districts of Yanfu. The new Yanfu Palace’s east-west length matched the inner imperial palace, with only slightly smaller north-south dimensions—essentially Zhao Ji had built himself a new imperial palace. Stretching from Jinglong Gate in the east to Tianbo Gate in the west, with brilliant halls and beautiful scenery featuring dozens of pavilions and towers. Stones were piled into mountains, pools carved to represent seas, springs gathered into lakes, dotted with exotic birds, rare beasts, beautiful flowers and famous trees—truly like an earthly paradise. Since the Five Districts of Yanfu were completed, Zhao Ji spent most of his time here, reluctant to leave.

With such luxurious and magnificent palaces, Zhao Ji intended to show off, but leading the boss along the route, he saw no expression of amazement on his face—instead, he remained indifferent to the beautiful scenery before him.

Zhao Ji drew a breath, deciding to bring the boss to see Mount Wanshou when it was completed, not believing he wouldn’t be moved. The boss looked at the exotic flowers and greenery, the rows of halls, pavilions and towers, sighing helplessly in his heart.

Such a foolish ruler—no wonder “Falling Leaves” was beginning to wither!

The boss took residence in a side hall of Yanfu Palace. The current Yanfu Palace was enormously vast—one more person wouldn’t matter. Zhao Ji was only enthusiastic in entertaining him for the first few days, but when he saw the boss showed no intention of advising him on preserving his offspring, he gradually stopped coming.

As for the “Four Seasons Paintings,” Zhao Ji kept only the intact “Spring Excursion” and “Treading in Snow,” sending the blank “Children Playing in Water” and fading “Falling Leaves” to where the boss stayed. The boss stored away “Children Playing in Water” while “Falling Leaves” hung in his temporary side hall.

Zhao Lingrang often came to chat with him—perhaps because idle imperial clan members had nothing to do, or more likely due to disappointment with current court affairs. Zhao Lingrang would drink upon arrival, then begin complaining endlessly after getting drunk.

“Hey! Boss! Do you have any way to help my cousin have princes?” Zhao Lingrang swayed his wine cup, drunk. Only when intoxicated could he refer to the current emperor as his cousin. When sober, he could only respectfully call him Your Majesty.

The boss smiled faintly: “He was eager to help repair my robe—I never promised to help him.” Zhao Lingrang was stunned for a moment, then nodded in praise: “Truly a cunning merchant! Indeed a cunning merchant! Admirable! Admirable!”

A cunning merchant? The boss looked down at the half-completed deep crimson dragon claw embroidered on his right hand. He insisted on wearing the robe each day after the embroiderers’ work. Zhao Ji had certainly learned from others’ reports that the red thread used in sewing was actually soaked in his blood.

The fabric of his robe was no ordinary material—every thread pattern had specific arrangements that couldn’t be randomly repaired, naturally requiring more than ordinary silk thread.

To most perfectly repair this robe, Zhao Ji had even personally drawn the embroidery pattern for this dragon.

Heh… The boss chuckled softly. Zhao Ji had probably guessed this robe’s purpose, hadn’t he? The boss sneered inwardly—actually, he wanted to claim this robe for himself, didn’t he? Otherwise, how could a commoner wear robes embroidered with dragons? Dragon patterns were exclusively imperial designs. What Zhao Ji plotted was that someday he could wear this robe himself.

Zhao Lingrang didn’t notice the boss’s strangeness, continuing to pour wine while complaining: “Cunning merchants are actually fine—what’s most detestable are treacherous ministers! That Cai Jing actually wants to rebuild the city walls personally designed by Taizu!”

The boss was also stunned hearing this. Tokyo Bianliang was actually located in the center of the realm, completely flat—a place vulnerable to military disasters. Without mountain or river barriers, without strategic passes for defense, only convenient water transport and developed communications, but difficult to defend. With no natural defenses, Bianjing could only strengthen its city fortifications, building thick, solid walls to replace mountain barriers, relying on heavily armored troops to substitute for strategic passes.

Song Taizu’s personally designed city construction plan curved and wound like a riddle. No one could understand Song Taizu’s intentions then, but they built the walls accordingly, protecting the Great Song’s peace and stability for hundreds of years.

“That Cai Jing fellow actually thinks the outer city is chaotic and unsightly! He wants to order reconstruction of the outer walls, changing those winding, curving walls into square, regular ‘mouth’ shapes! Isn’t this absurd?” Zhao Lingrang used alcohol to vent his anger, pounding the table in fury. He wanted to say more, but alcohol had numbed his brain, and he soon fell into deep sleep.

The boss looked at the “Falling Leaves” on the wall, now so faint the image was barely visible, his expression unreadable as he said quietly: “Indeed absurd. Surrounding people in a ‘mouth’… isn’t that the character for ‘prisoner’?”

The Red Dragon Robe took two full years to complete. The red thread soaked in the boss’s blood, combined with dozens of skilled embroiderers from the Imperial Embroidery Academy, made the red dragon seem to come alive, clawing and writhing on the robe with shocking realism, as if it would someday rule the world. Perfect—only these two words could describe it.

However, Zhao Ji didn’t obtain this robe as wished, because before he could shamelessly seize it, the boss had already left. Like a phantom, he vanished silently from the heavily guarded imperial city.

He only took the blank scroll of “Children Playing in Water.” The faint “Falling Leaves” still hung lonely on the wall. Each time Zhao Ji looked at it, he felt his heart palpitate, as if panic was tightly gripping his heart. Not daring to look longer, he ordered it taken down.

The “Four Seasons Paintings” had already claimed his offspring. He didn’t want to think about what the paintings might take from him next time.

Chapter 1: Four Seasons Painting · Part 4
After two years living in terror, thirty-three-year-old Zhao Ji still had no offspring besides the Crown Prince. One day, Zhao Lingrang brought a Taoist priest from Mount Mao, who said after examining the palace’s feng shui that the northeast corner—the Gen position—was too low in elevation, hindering progeny. Zhao Ji then raised the palace’s northeast corner, constructing a beautifully shaped hill.

Strangely enough, after this hill was built, the inner palace repeatedly received joyful news. Prince after prince came into the world, each healthy, lively, and adorable. With this, Zhao Ji firmly believed the “Four Seasons Paintings” were merely deceptive nonsense, becoming increasingly devoted to Taoist arts.

The lengthy city wall reconstruction project was also gradually completed. Time flew by, and Zhao Ji became increasingly obsessed with grand construction projects. The Flower and Stone Network made life unbearable for the people, yet he completely ignored worldly affairs, indulging purely in pleasure.

Until the Jin army moved south with troops approaching Bianjing, the Jin generals saw the uniform, orderly walls and happily positioned cannons at the corners, attacking along the sides. With the walls now straight, a single cannon could see far, easily destroying the newly built walls. The entire Song capital was like a young woman whose clothes had been easily torn away, no longer able to resist the invasion of Jin cavalry.

Zhao Ji stood hesitantly in the cold wind, his heart in chaos. Within the palace, everything in sight remained intoxicatingly beautiful, yet the distant rumble of artillery could be faintly heard. Though all he could see was heart-stirring splendor, he felt as if he had fallen into the realm of Asuras.

In his hand he held the rolled “Treading in Snow” painting. Just a few days ago when the Jin army besieged the city, he had thought of the “Four Seasons Paintings,” but when he found “Falling Leaves,” he saw only a snow-white blank paper.

He had abdicated two years ago, passing the throne to the Crown Prince. Even abandoning the supreme imperial position couldn’t salvage the defeat.

This time, would they take his country? The palace was now in complete chaos. Palace maids and eunuchs faced the end times, rushing out the palace gates despite guards’ attempts to stop them. Initially guards brandished swords threateningly and killed some, but seeing this, Zhao Ji couldn’t bear it and waved for the guards to let them pass. Instantly, the palace fell into disorder. The once magnificent halls seemed to become man-eating monsters, making people compete to flee outside.

Zhao Ji painfully watched a pot of Sichuan red peonies knocked over and ignored. He finally couldn’t help but step forward to personally right it, then brush away the dust covering the petals. He stared obsessively at the blooming flowers. Artillery sounds, screaming—everything seemed to drift away from him, leaving his heart in complete tranquility.

The world cursed him as a foolish ruler addicted to pleasure, but… but… his hands stroking the petals couldn’t help trembling. Deep in his bones, he was merely an idle prince who enjoyed writing poetry, painting, planting flowers, and tending gardens.

Suddenly, what seemed like a sigh came from the distance. Zhao Ji looked toward the sound, vaguely catching sight of an extremely familiar red dragon among the clamoring crowd, but it vanished in a blink.

Was it him? Had he come to reclaim “Falling Leaves”?

“Retired Emperor, please take refuge in Yanfu Palace!” A guard stepped forward, speaking quietly. Zhao Ji looked longingly at the palace where he had grown up, choked with emotion beyond words.

“All night the west wind shattered the door, desolate in the lonely lodge with one dim lamp. Looking back toward home three thousand li away, my gaze ends at the southern mountains with no wild geese flying.”

Zhao Ji had never imagined in his lifetime that he would become a prisoner.

He had been an emperor of the Nine-Five Supreme position! Yet now he had endured nine years of imprisonment, suffering his remaining days in Wuguo City at the northernmost border.

Zhao Ji raised his hand to look at the full moon in the sky. Today was the fifteenth of the first lunar month—the Lantern Festival. When he reigned, every Lantern Festival featured all-night lantern viewing on the full moon night. Throughout Bianjing, lanterns burned all night without extinguishing. From the palace’s main gate, colorful decorations formed mountain towers, with colorful lanterns filling courtyards and candlelight bright as day, stretching endlessly in spectacular fashion. Oh yes, they would also burn a cartload of agarwood, and finally fireworks shooting skyward…

In a trance, he seemed to still smell that intoxicating agarwood fragrance, still see brilliant fireworks trailing gorgeous traces across the night sky…

Zhao Ji pulled tight his only thin autumn garment. During nine years of northern imprisonment, inadequate food and clothing were common. Many of his sons had starved to death. He closed his eyes as bitter tears fell tragically. He couldn’t bear to think of it, yet his sons’ images—sallow, emaciated, moaning in pain—still appeared before his eyes.

Slowly unrolling the “Treading in Snow” painting in his hands, finally only this painting remained from the “Four Seasons Paintings.” The Jin people had seized all his possessions, only leaving this behind. Perhaps because the painted image had become unclear, those Jin people who didn’t understand Central Plains culture thought it was just scribbling.

Suddenly, his heart stirred. Zhao Ji suddenly sensed something, raising his head. The first thing he saw was that lifelike red dragon amid the falling snow.

“You… you’ve finally come.” Zhao Ji looked at the boss’s still-young face with mixed feelings. He had aged, gray at the temples, withered like a ruined man—where was the spirited young man who once rode horses through the imperial city? Yet the other remained as young as when they first met over thirty years ago.

“Yes, I’ve come to reclaim this ‘Treading in Snow’ painting.” The boss smiled faintly, as if he had waited a long time.

“Why me? Why me!” Zhao Ji felt his chest tight with tangled emotions. During nine years of imprisonment he had always wanted to ask this question. “Why did the ‘Four Seasons Paintings’ choose me?”

The boss’s lips curved in a mocking smile as he said coolly: “Speaking of it, it’s quite laughable. This dynasty was very peculiar. It possessed prosperity worthy of admiration and culture that later generations couldn’t match, yet suffered from conservatism, accumulated poverty and weakness, repeatedly pressured by other peoples. Though there were many court disputes, it was remarkably clean compared to previous dynasties—even scholar-officials could criticize contemporary politics without persecution. Technologically it was increasingly amazing—movable type printing, gunpowder, the compass—these three inventions will surely change the future.”

The boss paused. In his usually indifferent gaze, emotions rarely seen appeared—lamentation, regret, and anger.

“But… printing technology that could spread culture was used to print Taoist scriptures, gunpowder that could kill enemies was made into recreational fireworks, and the compass that could enable maritime exploration was used for feng shui…” The boss’s words were like blades, cutting into Zhao Ji’s heart one by one. He knelt painfully in the snow, knowing he had destroyed his ancestors’ legacy and was a sinner for all eternity.

He actually knew why only “Spring Excursion” among the Four Seasons paintings hadn’t faded—because before age twenty, he had lived without deviating from his original heart. But after ascending the throne, he was only a good emperor for a year and a half before being corrupted by absolute power and wealth.

If given another chance to start over, what would he do? Would he strive to become a wise ruler? If his imperial brother hadn’t died, if he remained a proper idle prince, would the Great Song have flourished like the rising sun?

Zhao Ji felt snowflakes landing on his face, melting into tiny droplets that slowly slid down his cheeks before falling to the snowy ground, becoming crystalline ice drops.

How beautiful… The snow filled the sky, fine dense snowflakes adorning the world in silver white, like a pure and graceful lady sitting properly and elegantly. If he had a brush in hand, he would definitely paint this scene, rather than wanting those endless governmental affairs and court entanglements…

How laughable, how laughable—facing death, what he thought of in his heart were still these powerless things. Most laughable was that this was precisely what he would pursue with his entire life—his so-called ideals.

He never wanted to become an emperor wielding great power. Human suffering comes from pursuing the wrong things.

Seeing Zhao Ji’s confused expression, the boss said no more.

Original heart—exactly how many people could maintain their original heart amid infinite power and wealth? Never mind Zhao Ji—even that Zhao Lingrang had gradually betrayed his original heart through time’s grinding.

The boss sighed. Wasn’t he the same? Could he say his own original heart hadn’t deviated?

“In your next life, just be a simple painter…” The boss withdrew the “Treading in Snow” painting from Zhao Ji’s hands. Zhao Ji felt extremely reluctant, using all his strength to tighten his grip, yet still couldn’t hold onto the scroll. He watched helplessly as it flowed from his hands like water, the white paper as pure as the snow on the ground.

Zhao Ji slowly closed his eyes. He knew that this time, what the “Four Seasons Paintings” took away was his life…

The story ended amid falling snow. Though the boss had finished speaking long ago, the doctor still found it incredible—that painter was actually Song Emperor Huizong Zhao Ji reincarnated? He knew the Mute House’s customers were no ordinary people! But that arrogant kid was actually the Nine-Five Supreme Emperor!

“The Northern Song’s fall wasn’t entirely his fault. His imperial brother did very well because Song Zhezong ascended the throne before age ten, receiving education entirely arranged for an heir. But Zhao Ji was born destined to be an idle prince. The Song Dynasty was extremely wary of the imperial clan—clan members could travel at most to suburban imperial tombs for worship, forbidden from leaving the capital for life or participating in court affairs…” the boss said coolly, remembering that Zhao Lingrang was actually quite talented, but constrained by clan traditions, unable to display his abilities, only finding solace in landscape painting and wine.

The doctor felt deeply moved, not knowing what to say, when he saw the painter emerge from the inner room, followed by the curator with his cane.

“You came out early today.” The boss was somewhat puzzled.

“Mm, finished painting, so naturally came out early.” The painter pursed his lips. Always arrogant, this was unusually polite for him toward the boss.

The doctor, not good at reading expressions, immediately asked curiously upon hearing it was finished: “Can I see it?”

At the doctor’s familiarity, the painter’s mouth twitched. Though quite unwilling, he still considered the boss’s face and carefully took the painting from his tube, cautiously unrolling it on the counter. “Treading in Snow” was actually the same scene as “Spring Excursion,” differing only in season. The painting was eighty centimeters long, depicting magnificent mountains and travelers returning through snow within its dimensions. The image showed vast space where water met sky, green mountains with white snow, shimmering lake water, a traveler on horseback treading through snow, snowflakes dancing—a crystalline white scene of breathtaking beauty. The landscape was heavily colored in blue-white, mountain bases used clay gold, tree branches on mountains directly painted with ochre for trunks, snow accumulated among leaves painted with heavy settling in horizontal dots, large trees mostly outlined, pine trees didn’t detail needles but directly used bitter green heavy dots, figures formed with powder dots then heavy colors added above, distinguishing clothing folds.

The doctor had always felt traditional Chinese landscape painting couldn’t compare to Western oil painting’s realism, but looking carefully, he discovered this painting truly deserved the evaluation “containing a thousand li of interest within inches”—displaying scenery of thousand-li rivers and mountains within an inch-sized scroll.

The doctor nodded repeatedly. Though unable to articulate specifics, he instinctively asked: “Is this painting for sale? How much?” In his concept, painters naturally painted to sell—otherwise why paint?

The curator listening nearby was about to bristle with anger. He wanted to make an offer too! But this was painted one brushstroke per day—even having buying intentions seemed like desecration! That painter looked arrogant, definitely someone with high self-regard. The doctor’s words would only offend him!

Unexpectedly, upon hearing this, the painter immediately said: “For sale.” Then gestured a number with his hand. Hearing this, the doctor gasped: “Too expensive. Could you lower it a bit?” For his salary class, it was truly an astronomical figure.

The curator anxiously gestured, meaning he could pay that amount. Before he could speak, the painter had already said coolly: “Cannot lower it.” While speaking, he slowly tore up the painting.

The curator’s eyes nearly popped out. Unable to rescue it in time, he regretfully beat his chest. Heavens! Even without heart disease, they’d give him one! This painting was absolutely worth his asking price! No one in the world knew what the other three “Four Seasons Paintings” looked like—this copy was absolutely precious!

The doctor watched in amazement as the painter bit by bit destroyed the painting he’d worked on for years, sighing helplessly: “I was just casually haggling! Why did you tear it up?”

“Nothing much. I believe this painting is worth this price, but you haggled, showing that in your heart this painting isn’t good enough. If something isn’t good enough, why keep it? I’ll just work harder on the next one.” The painter proudly lifted his chin, threw the destroyed scroll into the nearby stove, picked up his painting tube and left gracefully.

The doctor was speechless, then got thoroughly scolded by the recovered curator. Only then did he realize the world’s most difficult people to serve were artists—you never knew which word would offend them, their brain waves simply weren’t on the same frequency!

After finally sending the curator away, the doctor slumped dejectedly in his chair, not wanting to move. The boss smiled: “Don’t mind it. In this life, he hasn’t hidden his original heart, living freely and contentedly as he pleases.”

“I don’t mind at all!” the doctor huffed. That painter was definitely a perfectionist who had long wanted to destroy that painting, just finding an excuse. “Whatever his personality, it’s all strange. No wonder I found him disagreeable even then!” He naturally understood that in the story, the twelve-year-old Le’er who died young should be Fu Su reincarnated.

“That’s just one of your reincarnations—you have no memory of it.” The boss smiled.

“Hmph, who says so? Maybe I do?” the doctor protested.

“Oh? So you remember having a romance with a man?” the boss casually dropped a bombshell.

“What?” Hearing this, the doctor was thunderstruck, nearly falling from his chair.

“Hehe, that’s another story…”

Chapter 2: Kunwu Knife · Part 1
Ming Dynasty, Jiajing Era

Lu Zigang stood in the prisoner’s cart, staring ahead numbly. This was the capital where he had lived for several years. He knew that once the cart turned toward the West Four Archway, his life would come to an end.

West Market was the capital’s most prosperous district. He had often wandered that area before, but he never imagined his final visit would be as a prisoner.

Not long ago, he had been an imperial craftsman enjoying great imperial favor, yet he never expected that simply carving his own name on the dragon head of a jade sculpture would bring him fatal disaster. The world said he was arrogant with his talent and disrespectful to the Emperor, but he didn’t feel he had done anything wrong.

That person always said, “Serving the emperor is like accompanying a tiger”—how true that proved… Unfortunately, he would never return to that antique shop called “Mute House.”

Perhaps because many criminals had been executed recently, passersby remained calm upon seeing the prisoner’s cart, unwilling even to spare extra glances, quickly turning their faces away. Only a few seven or eight-year-old children laughingly chased after the cart while singing a crisp nursery rhyme: “Pingze Gate, draw the great bow, past there is the Heavenly Palace. Heavenly Palace, write big characters, past there is the White Pagoda Temple…”

Lu Zigang watched those small figures and hazily remembered that when he first met her, she had been about that size.

In his lifetime, he had carved countless beautiful jades—tea crystal plum blossom vases, blue jade landscape figure boxes, blue jade baby-play pattern ewers… He was confident that no one in the world could match his craftsmanship. But no one knew that those exquisite objects circulating in the world were not his most beloved works.

He struggled to open his palm. In his hand, covered with calluses, lay a crystalline, smooth jade longevity lock.

Finest quality jade, with snow-white, delicate texture and a color like the bright full moon on a clear autumn night, or like her pure, clean skin in his memory. He reluctantly caressed this longevity lock, as if touching her face.

Lu Zigang noticed the greedy gaze of the soldier beside him but paid no attention, only lowering his head to quietly observe the patterns above.

“Long life and hundred years… truly just a beautiful wish…” Lu Zigang murmured to himself. When he had originally carved these four characters on this jade with such devout feelings, he had hoped she could live a long life of a hundred years.

Clear memories surfaced before his eyes—her voice and smile, vivid as yesterday. The soldier beside him withdrew his gaze, thinking there was no hurry. Once the hour of execution passed, this longevity lock would no longer belong to this person.

The playing children were called back by adults, but the crisp nursery rhyme still carried from afar: “…Imperial Temple, wind around the gourd, cross over to the Four Archway; Four Archway east, Four Archway west, under Four Archway they sell old clothes…”

Lu Zigang tightly gripped the longevity lock in his hand again.

This was his most precious possession in life, and in this life, the last thing he could hold onto.

The high eaves of Four Archway were already close before him…

Twenty Years Ago

Lu Zigang stood on Suzhou’s most prosperous Guanqian Street, took a deep breath, tightened the bundle on his back, and walked forward along the moss-covered bluestone path.

He was ten years old and had never before come to such a bustling marketplace. Looking at the crowds coming and going around him, Lu Zigang looked down at his own ragged clothes and shamefully hid himself in the street’s shadows as he proceeded along the edge. Passing a restaurant entrance where rich food aromas wafted out, he couldn’t help but stop, his stomach rumbling loudly.

“Where did this little beggar come from? Go away! Don’t block master’s path!”

Lu Zigang awkwardly retreated to a narrow side alley. Seeing no one around, he took out his dry rations. He first deeply inhaled the food aromas floating in the air, then bit into the hardened steamed bun in his hand.

Though young, he had witnessed the coldness of human nature. After his parents both drowned in a boat accident on Taihu Lake five years ago, he had been alone in the world. No relatives wanted to raise this half-grown child. Finally his uncle took him in, but after just a few years, his aunt drove him out.

He had once had a happy family where his parents doted on him lovingly, but that past happiness was like spring sunshine—bright and beautiful, yet when he reached out his hand, he could touch nothing. He couldn’t even feel any remaining warmth.

Lu Zigang blankly withdrew his hand, gripped the cold steamed bun again, and lowered his head to hide the disappointment in his eyes.

He had countless times imagined that if his parents hadn’t taken that boat that day, or had taken a later ferry, he certainly wouldn’t be standing so destitute on Suzhou’s streets now. But fate wasn’t so easily fathomed.

He knew his uncle’s situation wasn’t easy either. The family was already poor with three children. When he was still small they could spare him a bite of food, but as the family’s children grew larger, they truly couldn’t support him anymore. Though his uncle was a jade carver who handled exquisite jade materials, his status was low and the processing fees were heavily exploited layer by layer, leaving very little wages in hand.

Lu Zigang carefully chewed the tasteless steamed bun in his mouth, carefully crushing every bit before swallowing. Being still young, he couldn’t do farm work, so these past years he had been learning jade carving with his uncle. His uncle said this time sending him to Suzhou city was to recommend him as an apprentice in an antique shop. But this might not work out at all, since his uncle hadn’t personally brought him—just gave him the antique shop’s address and name without even mentioning the owner’s name.

Perhaps he had been abandoned.

Lu Zigang looked at the remaining half steamed bun in his hand. Though his stomach was still hungry, he decided to save this half bun. Maybe it could serve as dinner.

But even this small wish couldn’t be fulfilled. A child rushed out from the alley’s shadows and crashed into Lu Zigang’s back, sending the half bun in his hand flying until it rolled to a stop after some distance.

Lu Zigang didn’t bother with the reckless culprit but ran out to pick up the half bun from the ground, carefully brushing away the sand and dirt.

“Hey! It’s so dirty, you can’t eat it anymore!” With that sweet, innocent voice, the child squatted directly in front of him. Lu Zigang first saw a pair of tiger-head shoes, then slowly raised his head.

A jade-like adorable little girl was smiling brightly at him. The overhead sun shone on her, forming a dazzling golden halo of light, beautiful beyond direct sight.

This was the scene he secretly treasured for his entire life.

He stared blankly at this exquisitely beautiful little girl, watching her two little braids swaying back and forth. He wanted to reach out and tug them but suddenly noticed his fingers were covered with dust and shamefully withdrew his hand.

A smooth little hand grabbed his retreating hand—so small it could only grip a few of his fingers. Clear laughter like silver bells rang out: “Come on! I’ll treat you to a meal!”

Lu Zigang confusedly stood up, then quietly gripped that soft little hand in return. So soft, as if it would break with just a little force. He relaxed his grip somewhat but was reluctant to let go.

This little girl was probably only seven or eight years old, her height not even reaching his shoulder. From his angle looking down, he could just see the top of her head, with two little braids bouncing with her movement, making him feel dizzy.

Lu Zigang was led by her through the back door into some restaurant’s rear courtyard, where he could vaguely hear the noisy chatter from the front. In the courtyard was a half-grown gray dog who, seeing them enter, didn’t bark but wagged its tail and ran over to circle affectionately around their feet.

“Wait here—I’ll make you something to eat.” The little girl released his hand and skipped toward a nearby stove area. This should be the restaurant’s back kitchen, with several plates of leftovers still on it.

Lu Zigang swallowed and stepped forward to pull at the little girl, stammering: “No need… no need to trouble yourself, leftovers would be fine…”

The little girl looked up, her eyes like finest ink jade sparkling with laughter: “No, no! I want to cook for you!”

She snatched the half dusty steamed bun from his hands and threw it to the gray dog, then turned to wash her hands. The gray dog sniffed it, batted it away with one paw, and disdainfully returned to its original spot.

Lu Zigang had no choice but to follow behind her. He watched as after washing her hands, she moved over a stool half her height, then this little girl barely taller than the stove shakily stood on the stool, precariously wielding a spatula. Lu Zigang stood behind her, feeling everything looked dangerous—what if she accidentally fell…

Before he could finish the thought, he heard the little girl cry out crisply “Ah!” and she indeed seemed about to fall. Lu Zigang couldn’t think much—he supported her from behind.

“That scared me to death! Thank you so much just now!” The little girl patted her chest in lingering fear and turned to give him a sweet smile. Lu Zigang quickly shook his head, remembering touching her soft body just now, his face reddening again.

The little girl skillfully put cold rice in the pan, crisply cracked two eggs, and began making fried rice. The cooking fire made her fair skin show an attractive red glow underneath, with fine beads of sweat forming on her forehead. She wiped them away with one swipe, then focused again on the fried rice in the pan.

That serious expression made Lu Zigang unconsciously watch in fascination.

Actually the little girl was just making a simple plate of egg fried rice, but across that full plate of steaming fried rice, Lu Zigang looked at that bright, shining smiling face and felt an indescribable warmth surge in his heart.

“Eat quickly! Eat! See if it tastes good! My father always says what I make doesn’t taste good! I’m going to be a cook in the future! He insists I have no talent!” The little girl urgently stuffed a spoon into his hands, then waited expectantly for his tasting results.

Lu Zigang scooped up a spoonful and put it in his mouth. The rice was still somewhat hard, a bit salty, and the egg was even slightly undercooked, but…

“Very delicious…” he said very seriously.

The little girl immediately smiled brilliantly, dazzling as the overhead sun.

Lu Zigang squinted slightly, not quite adapted to such enthusiasm.

“Hey, what’s your name?” The little girl cupped her face in her hands, watching with great interest as Lu Zigang ate spoonful after spoonful, unable to contain the pride climbing onto her small face. Her father always said her cooking didn’t taste good, that even Little Gray wouldn’t eat it—truly “dog won’t touch it.” Nonsense! Look how happily this person was eating.

After Lu Zigang swallowed the rice in his mouth, he articulated clearly: “Lu Zigang.”

“Furnace Steel? Why is that name so strange?” The little girl wrinkled her tender white face like steamed bun pleats—extremely cute.

Lu Zigang smiled and lowered his head to continue eating. He didn’t ask the little girl’s name either. Though young, he knew that young ladies’ names couldn’t be casually told to others. Though the little girl before him wasn’t quite a young lady yet.

The little girl seemed very interested in Lu Zigang. Not minding that he was still eating, she asked in rapid succession where he came from and where he was going. If other strangers asked, Lu Zigang would probably be defensive, but facing this little girl, Lu Zigang honestly told his entire story.

“So pitiful…” The little girl wasn’t good at hiding her feelings—whatever she thought showed directly on her face.

Lu Zigang had already seen that this little girl grew up in a happy family. Though her clothes weren’t luxurious, they were clean and neat, showing she had parents who loved her. He didn’t want her to feel sad or sympathetic because of his situation, so he smiled and said: “Actually uncle is doing this for my own good. I want to become a jade carver in the future, but how could ordinary families have jade materials for me to practice with? It’s impossible to have jade carvings for me to copy, so uncle recommended me as an apprentice in an antique shop.”

These were the words his uncle had said to him last night. At the time he had listened with partial understanding, thinking his uncle was just finding an excuse to send him away. Now thinking back calmly, there was some logic to it.

The little girl blinked those black and white eyes, thought hard for a long time, then asked: “What’s a fish-catching master? Catching fish? When you catch fish in the future, you can come find me—I’ll definitely help you cook the fish deliciously!”

Lu Zigang smiled and explained: “It’s a jade carver—someone who carves jade objects from raw jade material…” He hesitated. Explaining what a jade carver was to a seven or eight-year-old child was difficult. He wasn’t carrying any jade pieces as examples—his aunt had taken away all the ones he had previously polished.

“Jade? Oh my, I have one too!” The little girl finally understood Lu Zigang was saying “jade” not “fish,” and excitedly pulled out a red cord from her neck with a piece of white jade raw stone the size of a baby’s palm hanging from it.

Seeing that lustrous white color like mutton fat, Lu Zigang immediately froze. Though his uncle was poor, Suzhou jade carving was already unrivaled in the world, and among the jade materials he processed for others there were often supreme pieces. He had been fortunate to see several, including one that was tribute bound for the imperial palace, but none had the superior quality of the piece before his eyes.

Moreover, this was raw jade stone that hadn’t undergone any carving. If carefully polished… Lu Zigang immediately closed her hands, covering the jade material, and seriously instructed: “Little sister, don’t take this jade out in front of other people.” Though young, he still understood the principle of “possessing a jade brings disaster.”

The little girl pouted. Actually her father had told her the same thing, but she had gotten carried away in excitement! “Then when you become a jade carver in the future, you must carve a beautiful jade piece for me!”

“Alright.” Lu Zigang smiled and agreed, not forgetting to instruct: “Then… before I become a jade carver, you cannot give this jade to others to carve, and don’t casually show it to other jade carvers.” After all, any jade carver with decent eyesight could see the considerable value of such rare and beautiful jade. If they harbored evil intentions, then this little girl would…

“Oh!” The little girl nodded with seeming understanding. “By the way, this jade was given to me by the antique shop owner next door!” Since it was casually given to her, it certainly couldn’t be very precious! The little girl thought puzzledly.

Lu Zigang had assumed such precious jade material must have been passed down through the little girl’s family for generations, but unexpectedly it was given by someone else. Lu Zigang instinctively asked: “Antique shop? What’s it called?”

The little girl tilted her head and thought, then laughed: “The name is very strange! It’s called Mute Something.”

Mute House? Lu Zigang hurriedly pulled out the note his uncle had given him. Sure enough!

Lu Zigang had never imagined that fate could be such a wonderful word. What he thought was just a chance meal encounter—he never expected the antique shop he was seeking would be right next door to this girl’s family restaurant.

Perhaps this too was destiny.

Chapter 2: Kunwu Knife · Part 2
Contrary to his expectations, the Mute House owner looked very young. He wore an exquisitely embroidered long robe and had a pair of slender phoenix eyes with an indifferent expression. After quietly listening to Lu Zigang explain his purpose, the boss nodded faintly and led him to the back courtyard to arrange a side room for him.

Lu Zigang settled into the antique shop like this. He was naturally a person of few words, and the boss was even more silent. The antique shop didn’t see even a few customers coming and going in a day. This gloomy antique shop truly lived up to the name “Mute House.” Lu Zigang wasn’t initially accustomed to such an atmosphere, but as days passed, he gradually calmed his heart. At first when he had free time he would still run to the restaurant next door, several times almost asking the little girl’s name, but each time the words reached his lips, for some reason he just couldn’t ask. Not long after, the little girl left for the capital with her family. This parting would probably last a lifetime.

In Lu Zigang’s heart, encountering that bright, laughing little girl was the most beautiful moment of his life. But this was merely a stone thrown into a lake—though it created ripples, the lake would eventually return to calm with time’s passage.

Heaven allowing him to meet her was already the best thing that had happened to him since birth. After the best encounter comes parting—fate truly loves to toy with people. From that day on, Lu Zigang rarely left the Mute House, becoming increasingly silent and withdrawn.

Lu Zigang’s daily work at the Mute House was simple—just cleaning the shop and dusting the displayed items. The remaining time he could spend contemplating the jade objects, even holding them freely in his hands.

Everything in this antique shop was absolutely precious.

Yet however valuable the shop’s contents, they were still far inferior to that raw jade stone hanging around the little girl’s neck. The boss could casually give away such precious things? Lu Zigang knew it wasn’t good to speculate about others, but having stayed long enough, he also knew this antique shop contained all sorts of strange and unusual items.

For example, the candle with a missing piece in the west wing room burned endlessly; for example, the King of Yue sword in the brocade box under the counter occasionally emitted humming sword sounds; for example, the red dragon on the boss’s body was lifelike… Thinking these thoughts, Lu Zigang couldn’t help but let his gaze fall on the boss reading behind the counter. The boss wore ancient Han-style clothing, yet surprisingly there was no sense of incongruity—as if he had merged with this antique shop. The dragon head on his sleeves fluttered and swam with his page-turning movements, like a living creature.

The boss closed the book in his hands, met Lu Zigang’s eyes, and smiled faintly: “Zigang, I heard you hope to become a jade carver in the future?”

Lu Zigang immediately straightened up and respectfully answered yes.

The boss narrowed his eyes thoughtfully and stood up: “Wait a moment.”

Lu Zigang watched the boss go upstairs with confusion. He knew the Mute House was actually quite large—what was displayed in the first-floor shop was only a small portion. Though he could move around freely, his range was limited to the first floor. He had never been upstairs. Before long, he heard footsteps returning as the boss came down carrying a dust-covered wooden box. Seeing this, Lu Zigang wrung out a cloth from the water basin and deftly handed it over.

The boss casually wiped the wooden box, then opened it toward Lu Zigang: “This is the Kunwu knife. I’ll give it to you.”

A small knife lay quietly in the wooden box, its pressing cold radiance almost stopping his breath. This knife was entirely black, only seven inches long, with flowing lines, smooth and lustrous blade surface, and sharp, straight edge—so exquisite it seemed almost like a work of art. Most remarkably, this knife was made of some unknown material—the blade and handle were naturally formed as one piece, entirely black, with strange wave-like patterns on the blade.

“I only have the Wu knife here for jade carving. I don’t know where the Kun knife for cutting jade has ended up.” The boss understood Lu Zigang’s confusion and explained coolly, picking up the Wu knife to show him.

Lu Zigang indeed saw a complex seal script character at the bottom of the handle. Though he didn’t know many characters, he knew this should be the character “Wu.”

“The ‘Records of Ten Continents in the Sea: Phoenix and Qilin Continent’ in the ‘Classic of Mountains and Seas’ states: In ancient times during King Mu of Zhou’s reign, the Western Hu presented a Kunwu jade-cutting knife that could cut jade like mud.” The boss handed the Wu knife to Lu Zigang. “Since you aspire to become a jade carver, take this Wu knife and use it.”

Lu Zigang blankly accepted the Wu knife. It felt heavy in his hand, ice-cold and bone-piercing, unlike ordinary iron blades—more like stone. He fondled the blade lovingly, feeling the cold blade gradually warm under his body temperature, and couldn’t help asking: “This isn’t made of iron, is it?”

The boss was satisfied with Lu Zigang’s undisguised affection. In his view, this was much better than the Wu knife gathering dust in darkness. “Have you heard the saying, ‘Stones from other mountains can be used to polish jade’? The Kunwu knife is made from stones of other mountains.”

“Stones from other mountains?” Lu Zigang touched the blade with his finger. Having watched his uncle carve jade since childhood, in trade terminology, jade-making wasn’t called carving jade but treating jade, or polishing jade, grinding jade. Jade-working tools weren’t knives but rather involved gradually grinding bit by bit with jade sand mixed with water, using round discs or wheels. If this knife could truly cut jade like mud, it would be a formidable weapon indeed.

“I also have some jade materials here. Take them to practice well.” The boss brought out another box. With his movement, the box jingled crisply—clearly containing fine raw jade stones.

Lu Zigang pressed his lips together, gripping the Wu knife that had warmed to match his body temperature, and spoke with difficulty: “Boss, I…” Though he suspected the boss sometimes casually gave away precious items, when truly facing this moment, Lu Zigang found it hard to accept. In his years of growing up, he had learned equivalent exchange—how could anyone in this world be good to another for no reason?

The boss seemed to see through Lu Zigang’s hidden worries and chuckled: “Don’t think I’m giving you these to practice for free. I want you to become the world’s best jade carver—a master craftsman—to polish a piece of jade for me.”

Lu Zigang was stunned for a moment, then nodded firmly: “Good, I will work hard!”

The boss’s smile faded as he seriously instructed: “Use this Wu knife well. Be careful when using it—don’t let the Wu knife touch human blood, and don’t use this knife to kill.”

Lu Zigang nodded heavily again.

In the following days, Lu Zigang buried himself in studying jade carving techniques. This wasn’t easy—as the saying goes, gold has a price but beautiful jade is priceless. Every piece of jade has unique patterns, and one careless stroke could ruin the entire piece.

Lu Zigang wasn’t without failures. Whenever he felt disheartened, he would always remember the scene of the little girl making fried rice for him the first time.

Though it was just a small thing, he simply couldn’t forget it.

The boss said he wanted him to carve a piece of jade for him. That little girl also had a peerless beautiful jade around her neck. When his skills were honed to satisfy the boss, perhaps… if he met that little girl again, could he also carve a jade piece for her?

If fate could let them meet again, he would definitely… definitely…

He gripped the Wu knife tighter and focused again on honing his craft.

Late at night, the boss carried a lamp past the back courtyard and saw Lu Zigang’s room still lit. Looking inside, though the room’s lamplight was dim, Lu Zigang was completely absorbed, bent over his desk, carefully carving the features of a human figure stroke by stroke. Jade materials were scattered around the room, along with many unfinished works.

Jade pots, jade cups, jade ornaments—though half-finished, they were already exquisitely masterful. The horses he carved seemed ready to gallop forward; the fish he carved seemed they would swim gracefully upon touching water; the flowers he carved seemed to emit enticing fragrance if one approached…

The boss entered Lu Zigang’s room and added some lamp oil. The room brightened again, yet Lu Zigang still seemed unaware of anything, as if his entire soul was devoted to the jade carving in his hands.

The boss looked at the somewhat familiar face of the figure and quietly closed the door as he left.

Heh, he ultimately hadn’t misjudged… This youth called Lu Zigang would someday create the finest work for him.

Ten Years Later, Imperial Palace of the Capital

Xia Zelan smoothed her hair and followed Eunuch Li through the back door of the Imperial Workshop. As a member of the Imperial Food Service, she often visited the Imperial Workshop’s confectionery kitchen, but she wasn’t here solely for that purpose today.

The Imperial Workshop was outside Xihua Gate, the most extensive inner palace bureau among the Ming Dynasty’s Four Departments, Eight Bureaus, and Twelve Supervisates. The Imperial Workshop and her Imperial Food Service were the most profitable and largest. The “Shang” in Imperial Food Service meant reverence, and “Shan” meant meals. The Imperial Food Service managed imperial meals, palace food, offerings for Fengxian Hall, and dining for all major inner palace bureaus. Xia Zelan wasn’t anyone important in the Imperial Food Service—just a cook who had earned her position with a few family recipes.

As for the Imperial Workshop, it was the inner palace bureau responsible for manufacturing items exclusively for the emperor. Though it served only the emperor, everything in the palace—from furniture and dragon beds to brushes, ink, paper, and inkstones—wasn’t it all for the emperor’s exclusive use? Imperial seals had to be manufactured by the Imperial Workshop, and even the boxes containing the seals had to be complete sets without repetition. The Imperial Workshop covered vast grounds: the eastern side had outer and main storehouses, the west side had flower rooms, the south had ice cellars, and further in the center was the main hall. Left and right were four major workshops: Buddhist works, lamp works, jade grinding works, and wood lacquer works. The remaining small workshops were distributed throughout—too numerous to believe.

Every time Xia Zelan came to the Imperial Workshop, she had to walk for a long time. Eunuch Li beside her smiled apologetically: “Miss Xia, you’ve helped me with such a great favor this time—I’m truly grateful beyond words!”

Xia Zelan smiled sweetly: “Eunuch Li is too kind. Taking money to do work—we settle accounts clearly.” Though the Imperial Food Service also handled meals for inner palace bureaus, they didn’t send food daily from the Imperial Food Service. Instead, people were sent directly, and each inner palace bureau had its own meals on a rotating basis. But these rotating staff made the same recipes daily. If someone wanted special meals, they had to go to outside restaurants or privately contact Imperial Food Service to hire individual cooks like them.

Eunuch Li smiled even more brilliantly. He liked Xia Zelan’s reasonable nature—it saved future complications and troubles.

“But Eunuch Li, why did you think to hire me this time?” Xia Zelan wondered. In the Imperial Food Service, she wasn’t particularly outstanding—at best just someone making do with odd jobs.

Eunuch Li sighed: “We invited a jade carver from Suzhou. Our supervisor wanted to hold a welcome banquet and thought to find a cook who could make his hometown dishes. Miss Xia doesn’t need to make much—just for three or four people, six dishes and one soup will suffice. We’ve already prepared all the ingredients.”

Xia Zelan agreed. Six dishes and one soup sounded simple, but just deciding what to cook required considerable thought. Fortunately it was dinner—she could still manage. She was always making hometown dishes, so there shouldn’t be any problems. Seeing Eunuch Li’s nervous expression, she couldn’t help laughing: “You’re lucky you hired me. If you’d hired someone else, they might not have been able to make such a complete spread.”

Only then did Eunuch Li relax, not finding Xia Zelan’s words exaggerated at all. There were few all-around talents in the Imperial Food Service. The Food Bureau alone was subdivided into over ten departments: Soup Bureau, Meat Bureau, Vegetable Bureau, Pastry Bureau, Dried Dishes Bureau, plus wine-making, vinegar-brewing, sauce-making and other supporting bureaus. Many palace officials and cooks could only make one type of dish. The Miss Xia he had hired was said to have inherited a restaurant before entering the palace—preparing a table of Suzhou dishes shouldn’t be a problem.

Relieved, Eunuch Li naturally became more talkative. Chatting this way, they walked faster. It was currently morning when craftsmen entered the palace for duty, so the Imperial Workshop was becoming busier. Eunuch Li clearly had good connections and status—craftsmen and eunuchs frequently greeted him.

Xia Zelan was getting old among palace women. If her parents hadn’t died of illness, she should have married long ago. But using the excuse of having no parents as household heads to arrange her marriage, she lived quite comfortably alone.

The closer they got to the jade grinding workshop, the more aloof the craftsmen they encountered became. Sometimes when Eunuch Li took the initiative to greet them, they ignored him. More often, they treated both of them as invisible.

Eunuch Li smiled bitterly: “Miss Xia, don’t mind them. Jade carvers are just like this. If there’s any offense, I apologize on their behalf.”

Xia Zelan raised her eyebrows in surprise: “What? Such arrogance?”

She knew skilled people often thought highly of themselves, but this was the imperial palace, gathering the world’s most talented people. It was hard to say whose skills were superior. Moreover, she always felt jade carvers shouldn’t have such temperaments—they should be gentler… more honest…

Eunuch Li sighed and explained: “Miss Xia, you don’t know. The Imperial Food Service has very detailed divisions. It’s rare for two people to complete the same dish, right?”

Xia Zelan nodded. There were countless dishes, and many people handled several types. Eunuch Li continued: “Your Imperial Food Service must strictly follow recipes when cooking. Adding even one extra ingredient requires long deliberation, fearing adverse effects on the imperial body. So actually who cooks isn’t the point—with recipes, anyone could be substituted. But the Imperial Workshop is different. Though beds, cabinets, dining tables, and lamps for various palaces all have regulations, craftsmen can still largely express themselves freely. The jade grinding workshop is even more so. Setting aside materials, consider that finished jade pieces are placed on tables for use and handling—how can they be the same as chairs and tables for sitting and lying?”

Hearing this, Xia Zelan understood immediately. If it were her, she wouldn’t pay much attention to what was special about tables and chairs, but an exquisite jade piece was different. No two jade materials were exactly alike, and with carving work it became even more remarkable. Jade carvers with superb skills could create truly unique pieces in the world. Food could be eaten repeatedly until one tired of it, but jade pieces became more delicate and spiritual with handling, capable of lasting through the ages.

After understanding this, Xia Zelan felt a trace of admiration and thought those jade carvers had good reason for their arrogance. She couldn’t help touching the raw jade stone under her chest clothing. She vaguely remembered someone once saying they wanted to become a jade carver, but the years were too distant—recalling only brought scattered images without clear memory.

Chapter 2: Kunwu Knife · Part 3
Returning from her memories, Xia Zelan found Eunuch Li still complaining in low voices. She couldn’t help but follow his tone: “Eunuch Li has truly worked hard.”

Eunuch Li immediately found Xia Zelan more pleasing, sighing: “Actually the craftsmen in the jade grinding workshop are still decent—just a bit temperamental. This time the supervisor invited a famous jade carver from Suzhou. Every jade piece he makes bears his unique signature. In all my years in the jade carving world, I’ve never seen someone so arrogant. So Miss Xia, today I must trouble you to be extra careful—we absolutely cannot let him find fault!”

Xia Zelan nodded on the surface but privately pursed her lips. For such an important meal, they only hired her as cook—probably Eunuch Li worried that hiring more people would give other jade carvers cause for criticism. But even the jade grinding workshop supervisor was personally hosting, so this side job couldn’t be done carelessly today. Moreover, specially hiring a cook for a welcome banquet was probably unprecedented—that jade carver was definitely no ordinary person.

The two turned a corner and entered an independent small courtyard with its own kitchen. Xia Zelan pushed open the kitchen door to see all needed ingredients laid out fresh and clean, saving her the washing and preparing steps—very thoughtfully arranged. Eunuch Li had other business to attend to, gave some more instructions, and hurried away.

Xia Zelan first put the most time-consuming chicken soup for Clear Soup Fire Square to simmer. This Clear Soup Fire Square was a famous Jiangsu soup. Just the first bone stock method required boiling chicken bones for over an hour, not to mention the second red stock and third white stock methods. She calculated the timing would perfectly match the evening banquet.

After seasoning the first bone stock in an earthen pot, Xia Zelan began picking through the pile of ingredients, selecting what she needed. This dinner wasn’t actually difficult to prepare, but the challenge was that this kitchen wasn’t like the Imperial Food Service with stoves everywhere—here were only two stoves. Getting several dishes ready at roughly the same time would require some planning.

Xia Zelan untied the cloth bundle from her waist, revealing a completely black cleaver. The blade gleamed coldly with wave-like patterns that seemed to flow under the light. Xia Zelan’s expression became gentle. This was the Xia family’s ancestral cleaver, passed from her father to her hands—already fifteen generations. Whenever she cooked and picked up this knife, she would think of her parents.

Sighing softly, Xia Zelan reached toward the handle, but the moment her fingertips touched it, the blade actually began vibrating slightly, emitting a clear humming sound. Xia Zelan jumped back, looking with shock and uncertainty at the still-vibrating cleaver on the cutting board.

Having heard many storyteller tales of protective sword spirits, Xia Zelan’s first reaction was that this stranger had come to steal from the Imperial Workshop. She immediately stepped forward, gripped the cleaver, and fiercely chopped toward the unwelcome intruder…

Lu Zigang had never been to the capital before.

Actually, he had long received assignments from the Imperial Workshop. Usually the Imperial Workshop came to Suzhou to purchase jade materials, and only after carving were they presented to the capital as tribute. His jade carving reputation had grown over the years, and the Imperial Workshop had long urged him to come to the capital for an appointment.

Lu Zigang didn’t want to come to the capital. Though the Imperial Workshop wielded supreme power, he could complete their assignments just as well in Suzhou—jade transport and carrying were convenient. As the industry saying went: “Fine jade gathers in the capital, but craftsmanship leads in Suzhou.” This wasn’t said lightly. What changed his mind was the Mute House boss suddenly deciding to relocate the shop to the capital.

Over these ten years, he had always lived in the Mute House. When the Mute House moved shops, he naturally had to help. So he simply accepted the Imperial Workshop position. After arranging the Mute House shop, he went to the main hall to collect his palace entry token. The jade grinding workshop supervisor had business with him tonight, but seeing it was still early, he decided not to leave the palace.

The jade grinding workshop was divided into two major factions: Northern Jade and Southern Jade. Northern Jade was led by northern craftsmen, with simple workmanship and grand styling, while Southern Jade was headed by Suzhou craftsmen, generally making delicate, exquisite small jade pieces. Many Southern Jade master craftsmen in the Imperial Workshop were Lu Zigang’s friends from Suzhou—he wanted to visit them.

He declined a young eunuch’s guidance, but unexpectedly the jade grinding workshop was surprisingly large. All workshops were numbered using combinations of heavenly stems and earthly branches, but the ordering was scrambled. To prevent outsiders from quickly understanding the layout, Lu Zigang felt he had entered a great maze. Craftsmen were mostly at work now—he couldn’t find anyone to ask for directions.

Lu Zigang had considered knocking on doors to ask, but as a fellow jade carver, he knew jade carving required completing work in one breath. If someone disturbed you while carving, it might ruin your entire jade-working flow. So Lu Zigang preferred to continue being lost.

While wandering aimlessly like a headless fly, Lu Zigang suddenly smelled a fragrance. Having often gone hungry as a child, Lu Zigang was very sensitive to food aromas. He accurately followed this scent to an independent small courtyard.

Just as he stepped through the courtyard gate, he suddenly felt the Wu knife he always carried begin vibrating, even emitting slight humming sounds. Lu Zigang was only stunned for a moment before his eyes lit up, unable to suppress the wild joy surging in his heart.

Possessing only the Wu knife, he constantly thought about the whereabouts of the other Kun knife. The Wu knife was delicate, only usable for jade carving—making small jade objects. It wasn’t suitable for larger decorative pieces, so he had always wondered about the Kun knife’s location, pestering the boss with questions for a long time. He learned that when the Kun knife was not far from the Wu knife, after perhaps thousands of years of separation, they might produce sword-singing sounds.

As a child he had listened to this as a joke, but after staying long at the Mute House and witnessing countless incredible things, under his deliberate searching, he had found some clues in ancient texts. Legend told that during the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, the King of Chu ordered Mo Ye to forge twin swords. Mo Ye kept the male sword and presented the female sword to the King of Chu, leaving only the female sword to wail alone in its case. Several ancient texts recorded this event. Though accounts varied, they were fundamentally similar. So Lu Zigang held great hope that someday he could reunite the Kunwu knives.

He just hadn’t expected this moment to come so quickly. But thinking again, his wild joy dimmed somewhat. Where was this place? This was the jade grinding workshop of the Imperial Workshop in the imperial palace, where virtually the world’s finest jade carvers gathered. Perhaps some jade carver like himself had obtained the Kun knife used for cutting jade.

However, Lu Zigang’s dejected expression immediately recovered. Having the Kun knife owned by someone wasn’t a bad thing. In all his years at the Mute House, what he couldn’t bear most was watching those spiritual antiques silently gathering dust on shelves. Things were made to be used—otherwise what value did they have?

These thoughts flashed lightning-quick through Lu Zigang’s mind. After a brief daze, he quickened his pace forward. He very much wanted to meet the jade carver who possessed the Kun knife and exchange experiences. This small courtyard couldn’t hide anyone. The further forward he walked, the louder the Wu knife’s humming in his chest became.

Lu Zigang was frustrated. Because going further forward, that was a kitchen!

Kitchen was kitchen—perhaps that jade carver was eating something, but carrying a large jade-cutting knife while eating… Though Lu Zigang was puzzled, he still quickened his pace into the kitchen. He first saw a young woman standing in the kitchen, glanced around, then stared in disbelief. If he wasn’t mistaken, that knife on the cutting board with the same black material as the Wu knife should be the Kun knife! How did it look so much like a cleaver…

This surprise shocked Lu Zigang on the spot, directly causing him to still be in a daze when the young woman grabbed the Kun knife and swung it toward him…

Don’t think girls who cook are all gentle and virtuous. Actually, girls who calmly wield knives to chop meat and hack fish are subconsciously more ferocious… That’s not the same level as those refined ladies embroidering flowers and handling needles in their chambers! This was the truth Lu Zigang instantly comprehended.

Lu Zigang had never been chased by someone with a knife in his life. Though the attack came suddenly, since the opponent was a woman after all, he only needed to slightly sidestep to dodge. Feeling a blade wind whoosh past his ear, he was so startled he quickly said: “Misunderstanding, misunderstanding! Don’t attack!”

Xia Zelan stopped her hand, not because of what he said, but because of his accent. The familiar hometown dialect he spoke in his panic immediately brought Xia Zelan back to her senses, and she began looking him up and down.

This young man was about twenty-something years old, with refined features, wearing elegant blue robes with extraordinary bearing—clearly not a villain. Though Xia Zelan felt somewhat embarrassed about swinging a knife without asking questions, she still frowned righteously: “This isn’t a place for random trespassing.”

Lu Zigang also knew his actions were rash. He didn’t waste words explaining but simply took out the delicate Wu knife from his chest.

Xia Zelan immediately felt the humming from the cleaver in her hands intensify, involuntarily placing the knife on the cutting board. She could naturally see the identical styling of these two knives, asking in surprise: “My father never told me there was a matching fruit knife!”

Fruit knife? Lu Zigang immediately felt dizzy. After a long time he found his voice again, slowly explaining the origin of the Kunwu knives, but the other party showed little interest and turned to pick up the Kun knife to start chopping vegetables.

Though her movements were skillfully pleasing to watch, to Lu Zigang they were extremely jarring. That was the Kun knife passed down from ancient times! He couldn’t help saying: “This knife is for cutting jade, not for chopping vegetables!”

Xia Zelan, with her back to him, could still feel that sharp gaze. She turned with a light laugh: “Staring at me won’t help. This knife was passed down in my family. I don’t care what you say it means—in my eyes, this is just a cleaver.”

Lu Zigang was stunned, knowing she had a point. In her eyes, his Wu knife was a fruit knife! Even knowing this logic, Lu Zigang couldn’t adjust immediately, only feeling this girl was too unreasonable, instinctively arguing: “The Kunwu knives are jade carving tools…”

Hearing this, Xia Zelan paused: “You’re not the jade carver the supervisor is hosting tonight, are you? The one who must leave signatures on his works?”

Lu Zigang heard challenge in her words and couldn’t help responding gravely: “What’s wrong with leaving signatures? Jade objects, like calligraphy and paintings, are also artworks. Why can calligraphy and paintings bear signatures and even increase in value due to famous signatures, but jade objects cannot? I insist on being the first in the world to do this!”

Such arrogant words—Lu Zigang had never spoken them before. Previously when others asked, he would deflect with dignified reasons. But today, facing this unknown woman, Lu Zigang suddenly felt he couldn’t treat this casually.

This was indeed his understanding over the years. The Mute House collected many historically famous jade objects. He had copied and handled them year after year, yet didn’t know who had carved these exquisite pieces. He didn’t want his works to meet the same fate. He wanted his name to become historical marks alongside these jade objects.

Due to Lu Zigang’s words, Xia Zelan couldn’t help but stop her vegetable chopping. Such arrogant words, yet they didn’t sound as grating as expected—instead inspiring admiration. She naturally knew why calligraphy and paintings could bear signatures while jade objects could not. That was because calligraphy and painting authors were mostly scholars and intellectuals, with higher-status ones possibly being nobles and generals. But jade carvers, however famous, were merely craftsmen. This person’s actions actually aimed to elevate craftsmen’s status—truly courageous.

Since ancient times, people were divided into four classes: scholars, farmers, artisans, merchants. Scholars first, farmers second, artisans third, merchants lowest. The hierarchy was strict and insurmountable. Xia Zelan had been considered a merchant’s child since childhood. Though her family had money, she wasn’t allowed to wear silk and satin, only coarse cloth. So regarding Lu Zigang’s approach, though she felt it improper, she couldn’t help but admire it. Thinking this way, her expression softened and became gentler.

Chapter 2: Kunwu Knife · Part 4
Lu Zigang also calmed down, only then noticing this woman’s beautiful appearance—no makeup, fair cheeks with a healthy blush showing through, her hair still styled as an unmarried girl’s. He found her vaguely familiar, but when he looked further down, he was suddenly stunned.

Xia Zelan noticed him staring at her chest and couldn’t help feeling angry, but unexpectedly he stepped forward excitedly: “Miss, could you let me see the jade you’re wearing?”

Only then did Xia Zelan realize that due to her earlier movements, the raw jade stone she’d worn since childhood had come outside her collar. She asked uncertainly: “Are you really a jade carver?”

Lu Zigang took several deep breaths and nodded somewhat stiffly: “Yes, I am… Lu Zigang.”

He absolutely couldn’t be mistaken—this jade material was what that little girl had worn. He never imagined that after all these years, he could meet her again. Lu Zigang stared unblinkingly at her face, slowly overlapping it with that little girl’s features from ten years ago.

During these ten years, he had countless times imagined how that little girl from back then was living now.

Had she fulfilled her childhood dream of becoming a cook? Did she still show that brilliant, sunny smile? Had she… already married…

Lu Zigang knew the dream in his heart was somewhat unrealistic. Finding someone in this vast sea of people whose name he didn’t even know would be incredibly difficult. By age, she should be eighteen now—old enough to be married. Yet the miracle was clearly before his eyes.

Lu Zigang gripped the Wu knife in his hand tighter, then looked at the Kun knife in hers, feeling heaven had destined their reunion. Yet he also felt vaguely uneasy…

“Lu Zigang?” Xia Zelan tilted her head and repeated the name, feeling it was very familiar but unable to remember where she’d heard it. Recalling that Eunuch Li had also said this person’s jade carving was renowned throughout the land, she thought perhaps his fame was so great she had heard of him at some point.

Lu Zigang stared at her unblinkingly, hoping to see some joy of reunion after long separation on her face.

Xia Zelan saw his somewhat nervous expression and joked: “I could let you see this jade, but how about carving a jade piece for me while you’re at it?”

Lu Zigang felt disappointed—the little girl apparently didn’t remember him. No wonder, she had only been seven or eight then, and they hadn’t spent much time together before parting. It was understandable she didn’t remember him. But hearing the little girl actually request that he carve jade for her, realizing his long-held wish could be fulfilled so simply, he couldn’t help feeling joyful.

It didn’t matter if she didn’t remember him. They had met again now, she wasn’t promised to anyone, and he had become a somewhat famous jade carver. They had a long, long, long time ahead… Those feelings she’d forgotten could be cultivated anew from now on, bit by bit.

Yes, starting with… carving the finest jade pendant for her.

Actually, Xia Zelan was really just joking. The words slipped out casually, but unexpectedly after a brief pause, he nodded with an extremely serious expression. She hadn’t removed this jade material for over ten years. Though she had sometimes thought of finding a jade carver to polish it into some style, she’d never had the opportunity. Moreover, for some reason, whenever she had this thought, a gentle voice in her heart would stop her.

“I don’t have money to pay you,” Xia Zelan said somewhat guiltily. Actually she did have some silver, but this person warranted a personal welcome banquet from the jade grinding workshop supervisor—how could a small cook like her afford such astronomical processing fees?

“This is the meal money I owe you,” Lu Zigang’s lips curved up. He naturally meant the plate of egg fried rice she had made for him when they first met.

Xia Zelan assumed he meant this welcome banquet, raised her eyebrows, and stopped declining. She generously removed the jade stone from her neck and handed it over. “I have no requirements for the style—do as you please.”

Lu Zigang held the jade stone still carrying her body warmth, feeling warmth rise in his heart. He smiled: “Miss, you can find me at West Market in the future. I’m at an antique shop called Mute House.” With that, he turned and left.

Mute House? Hearing this even more familiar name, Xia Zelan’s sense of familiarity grew stronger. She stood there dazed for a long time without recovering. Where exactly had she heard of this?

While still puzzled, Xia Zelan saw Eunuch Li enter, apologetically saying: “Miss Xia, Master Lu just said he has business tonight and canceled the welcome banquet. You’ve been troubled today—I’ll still pay the agreed fee.”

Such arrogance, not even giving the supervisor face. Was it because he wanted to carve her jade that he left so hurriedly?

Xia Zelan stuck out her tongue and smiled: “You’re too kind, Eunuch. I’ll leave first then.” The various palace courtyards all had small kitchens where Imperial Food Service staff took turns helping. She had switched shifts with someone—returning at this time, she might not even need to trouble others and could follow the original arrangement to serve at Consort Duan’s palace.

As for the Mute House… forget it, she’d go after her shift rotation…

Xia Zelan washed the Kun knife clean and rewrapped it in cloth.

Lu Zigang caressed the delicate, lustrous jade material in his hands, repeatedly examining the jade stone’s shape, sketching various pendant styles in his mind.

What should he carve? A Buddha statue? A jade ruyi? A Buddha’s hand? But Lu Zigang kept getting distracted, his mind filled with that flower-like beautiful face, unable to concentrate.

His wishes really weren’t great. Having lost both parents young, he simply wanted a complete family. After all these years, no matter how delicious the delicacies he’d eaten, none could compare to that undercooked egg fried rice from ten years ago.

She… hadn’t married yet… Remembering her hairstyle was still that of an unmarried girl, Lu Zigang smiled from the bottom of his heart.

Right, he still didn’t know her name. Rarely reuniting, in his excitement he had again forgotten to ask her name.

“Zigang, where did you get that jade material?” The boss’s slightly surprised voice came. Only then did Lu Zigang realize he had been contemplating this jade stone for half the day—outside it had already grown dark.

While rising to light the oil lamp on the table, Lu Zigang excitedly recounted today’s reunion. But when he finished, he found the boss’s expression wasn’t surprised but rather grave. An inexplicable unease rose in Lu Zigang’s heart. Under the flickering lamplight, the boss looked exactly the same as when he had taken him in ten years ago—still so young.

“You’re saying the Wu knife is in that girl’s hands? As a cleaver?” The boss reached for the jade material on the table, thoughtfully examining it.

“Yes,” Lu Zigang suddenly remembered something and paled: “That Wu knife must have been bloodstained frequently. This…” He still remembered the boss’s instructions when giving him the Wu knife—it mustn’t touch blood or be used for killing. No wonder he’d felt persistent unease.

A blood-stained Wu knife becomes a weapon of misfortune, causing backlash against its wielder… The boss narrowed his eyes, looking at Lu Zigang’s worried expression, then swallowed the words that had reached his lips. With the raw jade already separated from its owner, even returning it now would probably be too late.

Finally, the boss only said coolly: “This jade material… why not carve a longevity lock?”

Lu Zigang looked carefully and found the jade’s shape was indeed flat and round, perfect for carving a delicate longevity lock. He nodded repeatedly.

“Remember not to leave your signature this time. It’s a young lady’s item—what’s proper about writing your name on it?” The boss gave a final instruction and swept his sleeves as he entered the house.

Of course he would leave his signature—how could he not? Thinking of her wearing a longevity lock carved with his name close to her body, Lu Zigang gripped the jade material tighter, a smile playing at his lips.

Next time they met, he would definitely ask her name… though a woman’s personal name could only be known by parents and husband.

But this time, he would ask.

But later… why did it turn out this way?

Lu Zigang looked at the high eaves of Four Archway, momentarily dazed. He had worked tirelessly, carving that longevity lock in the shortest time possible, always waiting for her to come to the Mute House. But what came instead was news of her death.

Those people said that night, palace maids in Consort Duan’s palace had attempted rebellion, trying to assassinate the emperor. Those people said the emperor barely escaped death, that all palace maids serving in Qianqing Palace were captured by the Embroidered Uniform Guard regardless of responsibility, severely tortured, with none surviving. Those people said this was a long-premeditated coup…

Fate changed too quickly, like a jade-cutting blade striking down—a beautiful jade shattered completely.

He hadn’t yet emerged from the joy of reunion when he immediately faced a second parting. This time, death… He didn’t know the truth, only that among the names posted on the execution list at the palace gates, each name was completely unfamiliar. Yet the boss told him she was among them.

Holding the newly carved longevity lock, he stared at that yellow paper for three days and nights, still unable to connect her with any of those strange names.

Ten years of longing, only to meet such an ending? He truly didn’t believe it. But he waited another ten years at the Mute House, holding that long-finished longevity lock, yet she never appeared again. Not once.

“Ten years of life and death—two worlds apart, unforgotten without deliberate thought…”

Strange to say, he and she had only met briefly a few times. She had even forgotten him completely. Only he bitterly guarded those sparse memories, unable to forget. Perhaps… this too was fate.

He looked again at his palm, at that longevity lock he had carved with a lifetime’s effort and longing, ultimately never given. He thought he had grasped happiness, but in a blink found his palm still empty.

He had countless times wondered: if that day he hadn’t gotten lost, hadn’t carried the Wu knife with him, hadn’t met her, hadn’t left early, would their fates have been different? If twenty years ago they had never met at all—if he hadn’t hidden in that alley to eat, if she hadn’t bumped into him, if she hadn’t treated him to that egg fried rice—wouldn’t today never have happened?

Would they have passed as strangers, not recognizing each other? She continuing as her cook, he as his jade carver. But fate was never multiple choice.

The Wu knife’s whereabouts were unknown—perhaps stored away as a weapon, perhaps discarded as trash.

He had returned the Wu knife to the boss the night before imprisonment—he ultimately wasn’t worthy to be its master.

The night before execution, the Mute House boss appeared ghostlike in the heavily guarded death cell, asking if he wanted to leave the capital together. He shook his head, refusing the boss’s proposal. Ever since that day ten years ago when she reunited with and parted from him, he was no different from dead.

He told the boss: “Sorry, you said you wanted me to carve a jade piece for you. It seems I must break my word.” The boss looked at him deeply and said coolly: “What you promised, you’ve already accomplished for me.”

He watched the boss’s figure gradually merge into darkness until gone.

He couldn’t help thinking that he and she were like the Kunwu knives—scattered, reunited, then permanently separated again.

Looking at the distant visible execution ground, Lu Zigang smiled. Just for a signature on an imperial tea pot, an emperor could order a craftsman’s execution. No wonder ten years ago palace maids couldn’t bear it and wanted to assassinate him.

Lu Zigang was dragged from the prisoner cart by the executioner and forced to kneel. Looking down at his shadow under the sunlight, he suddenly felt panicked. He wasn’t afraid of death, but afraid that in the next life, he would never recognize her again. But the boss had promised to find her in every reincarnation and give her the longevity lock, saying if his next life retained memory, he could use this longevity lock to identify her.

He wasn’t resigned to ending like this.

Gripping the longevity lock, Lu Zigang slowly closed his eyes.

Blade up, blade down. From life to death was often just a simple instant.

Soldiers picked up that lustrous longevity lock from the pool of blood, wiped the bloodstains with their sleeves, and casually pocketed it.

The watching crowd gradually dispersed. A young man with a red dragon embroidered on his clothes walked over and said coolly: “I think you’d better give me that longevity lock…”

Four Hundred Years Later, Qin Mausoleum Underground Palace

After violent shaking, the underground palace returned to darkness.

Hu Hai stood alone quietly in the darkness for a long, long time, watching his imperial brother’s reincarnated young man leave the underground palace together with that man who had opposed him for two thousand years.

He opened the revived coffin and quietly looked at the longevity lock broken into two pieces at the coffin’s bottom, as if contemplating something. Finally he bent down and took the longevity lock in his hands…

Several days later, Xi’an Xianyang Airport.

A man in casual clothes rushed out of the airport and jumped into a taxi. “Driver, to Mount Li and Qin Shihuang’s Mausoleum!”

“Right! That’s quite far. I heard there was an earthquake a few days ago—you’re really going there?” the taxi driver asked curiously.

“Yes, precisely because of that earthquake I need to survey it. Sigh, no choice—academic research requires it!” the man complained half-truthfully.

“Research?”

“Yes, I study archaeology.” The man removed his hat, revealing a handsome face. His airline ticket still showed his name.

Three simple Chinese characters—Lu Zigang.

Chapter 3: Wordless Stele · Part 1
Lu Zigang stood at the entrance of the Mute House, staring blankly at the ancient plaque above his head for a moment, hesitating for quite a while before pushing open that heavy door.

Actually, he had discovered this antique shop by chance two years ago while touring in Hangzhou. With just one glance, he felt this place seemed familiar, yet he could swear he had absolutely never been here before.

But every time he encountered difficult ancient artifact puzzles, he would think of this place. This time was the same—after his business trip to Xi’an, returning to Beijing with no one able to resolve his confusion, he immediately boarded a plane to this city.

The carved door opened with a sound. Lu Zigang stared blankly at the shop’s interior arrangement. Every time he came here, he felt something was slightly off about the shop’s layout. For example, that Song Dynasty blue-white glazed plate shouldn’t be placed there—it should go elsewhere. There shouldn’t be only two Changxin Palace lamps either; he remembered there should be two more inside the shop beyond those at the entrance. Look, when did that crack appear in the gilded dragon-subduing Boshan incense burner? And when did that human figurine appear at the entrance—resembling but clearly completely different from Qin Shihuang’s terracotta warriors?

Chaotic thoughts exploded in Lu Zigang’s mind, making him momentarily dazed. A phrase involuntarily burst out: “How did this shop become so small?” As soon as he said it, he regretted it. This antique shop had clearly never relocated—why did he always feel this place was too cramped?

“Property prices are too expensive…” a clear laugh came.

“True, property prices nowadays are simply devastating! A month’s salary without eating or drinking can’t even buy one square meter!” Lu Zigang’s anti-rich angry youth thoughts immediately occupied his mind. He nodded with deep sympathy, then suddenly froze. Who was the boss trying to fool? With his eye as a National Museum intern researcher, any antique casually taken from this shop could buy the most luxurious storefront in Hangzhou’s best location. So the reason this antique shop was cramped in this inconspicuous spot on a small commercial street had only one explanation—the boss simply didn’t want to sell antiques.

Lu Zigang turned toward the voice and found the boss wasn’t wearing his usual old Zhongshan suit but had changed to a very fashionable black shirt. This black shirt had dark crimson cloud-pattern borders embroidered at the cuffs and hem, blending classical and modern fashion quite uniquely. Like the original Zhongshan suit, it also featured a lifelike red dragon embroidered on it, with the dragon’s head resting on the boss’s right shoulder and the dragon’s body winding around his back, giving the entire shirt a luxurious quality.

“Why change styles? The original Zhongshan suit looked great!” Lu Zigang frowned, the words spilling out without thought: “The Zhongshan suit blended modern and ancient elements with various meanings! For example, the four front pockets represent propriety, righteousness, integrity, and shame… Oh right, I remember your original one seemed to have no pockets. But no matter—the front placket’s five buttons, different from the West’s three-power separation, represent the five-power separation of executive, legislative, judicial, examination, and supervisory powers. The three buttons on each cuff represent the Three People’s Principles of nationalism, democracy, and people’s livelihood. The unbroken back seam represents the great righteousness of national peaceful unification… How traditional and meaningful! The Zhongshan suit is much better than those so-called Hanfu and Tang suits nowadays! If you ask me, though Hanfu is gorgeous, it ultimately has long sleeves that hinder movement. Though Tang suits carry the name ‘Tang,’ they actually evolved from Qing Dynasty riding jackets and can’t represent our magnificent China…” Lu Zigang’s voice stopped abruptly because he realized he was having his problem again. He scratched his head embarrassedly: “Sorry, whenever I see modern things, I can’t help comparing them to ancient ones. Probably occupational hazard.”

The boss smiled tolerantly and brought two Ge kiln powder-blue bowls from the counter, boiled water, and brewed two cups of tea.

“Mr. Lu seems to have come several times. Did you pass last year’s examination?”

Lu Zigang was pleased that the boss actually remembered him and smiled: “Passed. Now I’m an intern researcher at the National Museum.” He picked up the powder-blue covered bowl and couldn’t help examining it briefly. After confirming this bowl was indeed a late Song Ge kiln antique, he said nothing. Lu Zigang first used his left hand to support the tea saucer, gently lifted the bowl’s lid with light fingers, smelled the rich tea fragrance, then lightly sipped the clear tea and closed his eyes enjoyably: “First buds and leaves just unfolding, flat and smooth—this is premium pre-Qingming Longjing. I’m truly blessed today.”

The boss smiled and accompanied him in a sip. Actually among these people, Lu Zigang suited his taste best. Perhaps because this person had grown up in the Mute House in his previous life, he felt particularly compatible with him. None of his current companions could match Lu Zigang’s current leisurely, enjoyable demeanor. The doctor naturally didn’t understand such things—just gulped it down. The curator understood tea but was particularly careful with ancient objects; having him drink tea from a late Song Ge kiln bowl would probably be more painful than being strangled. As for that painter kid, he was single-mindedly focused on painting with no interest in anything else. That master was probably more interested in how much the bowl could sell for…

The two men each held their tea bowls, drinking slowly while the Mute House flowed with a tranquil atmosphere, intoxicatingly peaceful.

Lu Zigang savored the tea’s lingering fragrance and felt incredible calm, as if such scenes had repeated hundreds or thousands of times in his life—so familiar it was dizzying. This person before him—Lu Zigang couldn’t fathom his depths. At first glance he seemed an ordinary young man, but the more one looked, the more he resembled ancient artifacts buried underground. Just brush away the dust and wash off the patina to reveal extraordinary splendor. Thinking this way and looking at the person again, one would discover that beyond the misty tea steam, whether his eyes or brows all carried a flavor steeped in years, truly impossible to look away from.

Only when he finished the tea and the boss refilled his water did Lu Zigang come to his senses, remembering his purpose, and hurriedly opened his backpack.

“Boss, I recently went to Xi’an and acquired this item from someone. You’re well-informed—could you see what this object’s origin is?” Lu Zigang spoke while handing over a palm-sized stone material.

This was stone material with an overall greasy yellow color, with faint radish-pattern fine lines visible in the texture, the color gradually lightening from outside to inside. The stone was carved into a miniature stele shape. The stele’s top bore no inscription, only eight chi dragons carved on the stele head, ingeniously intertwined with distinct scales and exposed sinews, lifelike. Both sides of the stele had ascending dragon designs, each with a soaring dragon dancing through the air—the carving was exquisitely skillful, the dragons seeming to fly. Unfortunately this was only the upper half of the stele, severed in the middle by a sharp blade, exposing the stone’s cross-section.

“This should be Tianhuang stone—’one tael of Tianhuang is worth three taels of gold.’ But as they say, ‘gold is easily obtained, Tianhuang is hard to find.’ By current market prices, it should indeed be one tael of Tianhuang worth three taels of gold—undoubtedly astronomical value.” Lu Zigang paused, then continued: “But this stele carving’s significance isn’t in its material, but in this carving style…”

The boss looked up and met Lu Zigang’s eyes. Both saw their answer reflected in the other’s gaze and said in unison: “Wordless Stele.”

Throughout China’s history there had been many wordless steles, but the most famous was the one at Mount Li’s Qianling Mausoleum. That was the wordless stele standing before the tomb of history’s only female emperor, Wu Zetian. This unique stele head decoration and completely blank stele face made it immediately recognizable.

The boss didn’t ask how Lu Zigang had obtained this object but returned the stele carving to him and walked into the inner room.

Lu Zigang sipped the premium pre-Qingming Longjing but found it tasteless.

In just the time it took to drink a cup of tea, the boss emerged holding a palm-sized brocade box. “This is a stone carving I acquired years ago. I never knew its origin.”

Lu Zigang’s heart jumped twice as he looked expectantly into the brocade box. He saw stone carving of the same material as his lying quietly inside, with the adjacent flying dragon carving exactly identical. “It seems this was indeed carved copying Qianling’s wordless stele, but this object doesn’t look newly carved—the age appears quite ancient.” Shoushan stone carvings were hardest to date because carbon-14 could only test organic matter, so one could only judge from carving style. Relatively speaking, jade dating was simpler—not only carving style, but jade also had special substances penetrating to form various jade patinas, while Shoushan stone rarely had such special changes. So after Lu Zigang brought this half stele back to Beijing, many people examined it but all agreed the material was good but the carving was recent.

This was actually understandable. Shoushan stone only became popular after the Song Dynasty, with collecting coming much later, reaching its peak in Ming and Qing times. But Lu Zigang always felt something was wrong—who would be so bored as to use such fine Tianhuang stone material to carve a wordless stele! So he specially made this trip to the Mute House.

After closing his eyes to think for a while, the boss opened them and said coolly: “Shoushan stone carvings first appeared in Southern Dynasty stone figures, but the carving was crude. After that, except for burial use, there are no examples of collection.”

The boss sighed softly: “When I acquired this lower half stone carving, I always felt it resembled a memorial tablet…”

Lu Zigang’s spine went cold. Any stone with carved characters could become a stele. Actually, the wordless stele was fundamentally a heaven-defying existence, quite fitting for Wu Zetian, China’s unique female emperor.

But this Tianhuang stone wordless stele in his hands was interesting. If it was truly a burial memorial tablet, that meant this was a grave good stolen from Qianling… But historical records and various surveys clearly showed Qianling had never been robbed… Lu Zigang couldn’t figure it out. He couldn’t help picking up the half stone carving from the brocade box with his left hand, bringing together the two halves of the wordless stele in his hands. The break fitted perfectly, as if it had never been split.

Lu Zigang leaned in to look closely and found his gaze couldn’t move away. The yellow light in his vision instantly expanded several times, yet his body couldn’t move even half an inch, actually being swallowed whole by that lustrous yellow light…

“Zhicong! Zhicong! Zhicong, don’t die…”

Lu Zigang was awakened from darkness by a woman’s crying voice. He opened his eyes in confusion to see a little girl lying on him, tearful as a pear blossom in rain. This little girl appeared three or four years old, with clear features and skin like congealed cream. Though young, one could already see she was a beauty in the making. But what shocked Lu Zigang wasn’t this girl’s appearance, but her clothing.

Narrow-sleeved small garments—exactly the popular clothing of late Sui and early Tang periods. The narrow-sleeved small garments popular in Sui-Tang times weren’t promoted for saving fabric, but because Hu-style narrow sleeves were convenient for horseback riding and recreation, becoming women’s favored attire. Lu Zigang knew ancient affairs in great detail, so from the other’s clothing alone he could judge the clues. Scanning the various accessories and makeup this girl wore, he marveled inwardly.

The makeup on this little girl’s face wasn’t like the uniform makeup in modern TV dramas, but the moth-wing eyebrows very popular in early Tang times. The two eyebrows were drawn broad and short, shaped like moth wings, painted with copper black. Copper black was what modern people called verdigris—copper black scraped from copper vessels was material ordinary families used for eyebrow painting. So this little girl’s eyebrows were a very prominent dark green color, truly strange by modern standards, yet this was indeed popular early Tang makeup. Lu Zigang could even analyze from these eyebrows alone that this girl’s background wasn’t very good, yet the clothes she wore were somewhat luxurious, not what ordinary families could afford—extremely strange.

What TV production was this, with such meticulous props! Even the makeup was so authentic. Though the clothes were overly luxurious and somewhat mismatched with the simple makeup, it was already quite remarkable.

But this thought only flashed through Lu Zigang’s mind before he dismissed it. Because he wasn’t watching a play now—he was acting in one. Yet he couldn’t remember how he’d appeared here. Wasn’t he having tea with the boss at the Mute House? Then it seemed they confirmed that Tianhuang stone carving was a miniature wordless stele…

While Lu Zigang was confused and dizzy, he was horrified to discover his body couldn’t move at all. Not only couldn’t he move, he couldn’t feel anything, only able to stare in panic while listening to the little girl sob: “Zhicong, I know you want to marry me, but after my father died two years ago, my two half-brothers have been even more coldly sarcastic toward us four mother and daughters. Though I could marry you and leave that cage, what about my mother? I can only enter the palace to try my luck…”

From this little girl’s crying, Lu Zigang pieced together a story—after the family head’s death, the coldness of human nature exposed through family property disputes. This was simply a Cinderella remake, but here there was no fairy godmother or pumpkin carriage, no glass slippers or magic. Yet this little girl still stubbornly wanted to enter the palace to fulfill her dream. So these clothes and makeup were real. When the little girl’s father was alive and doted on her, she naturally had several beautiful garments, but now she couldn’t afford the expensive rouge and powder from Jiangnan, only learning from ordinary families’ women to scrape copper black from mirror backs for casual application.

So realistic—absolutely no flaws could be found in any detail.

Chapter 3: Wordless Stele · Part 2
Lu Zigang watched “his” hand tremblingly lift up—that thin palm covered with bloodstains. This wasn’t his body at all.

Lu Zigang’s frantic mind finally calmed down, deducing he must have encountered some inexplicable phenomenon, witnessing events from over a thousand years ago.

Wasn’t this like a mirage? But what he encountered was obviously stranger than a mirage—not only seeing clear images but also hearing clear dialogue. He heard “his” body speak intermittently, finally understanding how this situation came about.

This Zhicong had arranged to meet this little girl in the mountains, wanting to dissuade her from entering the palace to serve the emperor. But the two had an argument, and whether the little girl accidentally pushed him off the cliff or he slipped and fell, in such a place, calling for help would go unheard. Expecting this girl, only the size of a middle schooler, to carry him out was simply impossible.

Lu Zigang silently thought that modern technology was truly wonderful. At this moment, pulling out a phone to call 110 or 120, with mobile networks covering the globe, there would absolutely be no situation where heaven and earth wouldn’t respond to your calls.

Lu Zigang could only see what this Zhicong saw and hear what he heard—beyond that, he could do nothing. So when he felt the visual scene becoming increasingly blurred, he knew this Zhicong was in poor condition, probably at death’s door.

After pondering whether there was anyone named Zhicong in history and finding nothing, Lu Zigang couldn’t help but laugh self-mockingly. This boy was only fifteen or sixteen years old, just the son of an ordinary merchant, and about to die—how could he possibly leave any trace in history?

His vision became increasingly hazy. In his confusion, Lu Zigang suddenly heard the girl’s final words.

“Meeting the Son of Heaven—who knows if it won’t be a blessing…”

Lu Zigang’s heart shook. This famous saying, this little girl’s background, at this age… Could it be that the little girl he had just witnessed was Wu Zetian before entering the palace?

But time didn’t allow him to think more. His consciousness was again swallowed by the bright yellow vortex. The last image he saw was that underage Wu Zetian reaching toward him, slowly closing the eyes of the boy named Zhicong…

This time the darkness didn’t last too long. When Lu Zigang opened his eyes again, he found himself not in the previous wilderness but in an incredibly understated luxurious chamber.

What is understated luxury? Things that appear unremarkable on the surface, but upon closer inspection reveal extraordinary refinement. Every decoration is carefully considered, exuding unique elegance throughout.

When Lu Zigang opened his eyes, his first reaction was still that he was on some movie set, but then he saw a familiar face.

Having guessed this woman was Wu Zetian, Lu Zigang deliberately examined her carefully. He saw this woman had beautiful, captivating features, long eyes full of charm, jade-like skin whiter than snow. She wore court robes, her hair styled in a flying immortal topknot, adorned with tortoiseshell hairpins, with exquisite makeup. The eyebrow paint she used was no longer the shabby copper black but the deep blue-green peacock head black imported from the Western Regions, painted in elegant misty eyebrows. She looked to be in her twenties, no longer having that fresh young girl feeling from before. She seemed completely transformed, filled with confidence and pride like a thorny rose.

Ancient Chinese painting emphasized spiritual resemblance over physical likeness. No one could reconstruct these historical figures’ true appearances from abstract ancient paintings, so Lu Zigang dared not even blink, trying hard to imprint this scene in his mind.

Everyone knew about “Yan thin, Huan fat”—”Yan” referred to Zhao Feiyan from Emperor Cheng of Han’s time, “Huan” referred to Yang Guifei from Emperor Xuanzong of Tang’s time. Han valued thinness as beauty, Tang valued plumpness—both rather extreme aesthetic views. Fortunately, in early Tang times, there wasn’t yet the concept of fat beauties. Wu Zetian truly looked breathtakingly beautiful, absolutely not inferior to any celebrities or idol stars seen on television.

Truly worthy of being the empress Wu Zetian. Looking at her age, she should now be twenty-five or twenty-six, still Tang Taizong Li Shimin’s talented lady. Lu Zigang remembered clearly that Wu Zetian was named a talented lady at fourteen and given the name “Meiniang” (Charming Lady). Having read widely since childhood and being accomplished in poetry, literature, and calligraphy, she had always served in the imperial study handling documents. This service lasted thirteen years, with a position equivalent to Tang Taizong’s executive secretary. She had daily contact with memorials and documents, reading books and classics exclusively for the emperor. It could be said that Tang Taizong was Wu Zetian’s political enlightenment teacher. Without these twelve years of accumulation, there would have been no later Empress Wu Zetian.

But what was the current situation?

Lu Zigang discovered that the future Wu Zetian, currently Talented Lady Wu, was standing against the wall several steps away, while his current body was weakly leaning against a chair back. As before, he still couldn’t control the body—only see and hear. Lu Zigang only knew he had possessed a woman’s body when he saw a jade hand painted with red nail polish in his field of vision.

“He—he—” The woman called Shulian, whom Lu Zigang had possessed, made weak struggling sounds from her throat, obviously having been poisoned mute by someone with some drug. Unable to make sounds or stand up to escape.

Watching Wu Zetian step by step approaching him, Lu Zigang felt cold from his heart’s depths. Thinking of that unlucky fellow named Zhicong before, who seemed to have been possessed in his final minutes before death, could this Shulian also be near death?

Wu Zetian had no idea this body had changed souls. She reached out her hand, gently caressing Shulian’s cheek, her beautifully curved lips speaking chilling words: “Making someone die silently in this palace is really too easy. I don’t want to disappear inexplicably, nor do I want to wait like this without any future. So I can only inconvenience you, Shulian…”

Lu Zigang looked at Wu Zetian up close and felt she was stunningly beautiful.

What secret had this Shulian learned that could make Wu Zetian relentlessly poison her personally?

Lu Zigang suddenly thought of something. In the twentieth year of Zhenguan, Tang Taizong was already seriously ill, so state affairs were handed over to Crown Prince Li Zhi to handle. Thereafter the crown prince held court every other day, attending to medicine and meals after morning court. Wu Zetian, responsible for court document correspondence, began contact with Crown Prince Li Zhi, both serving at Taizong’s sickbed. These two were similar in age with daily contact. Li Zhi admired Wu Zetian’s political insights, while Wu Zetian wanted to stake her future on Crown Prince Li Zhi. With mutual affection, something happening wouldn’t be too strange.

Thinking this Shulian should be a palace maid in the imperial study who accidentally discovered the affair between Li Zhi and Wu Zetian, provoking Wu Zetian to strike first.

Lu Zigang understood these matters in an instant and couldn’t help sighing. In “Complete Tang Poems,” there was Wu Zetian’s “Ruyi Niang”: “Looking at red and seeing blue, thoughts in confusion, haggard and scattered from missing you. Don’t believe I’ve been constantly weeping—open the box and check the pomegranate skirt.”

Such dazed, confused lovesickness naturally wouldn’t be written for Tang Taizong Li Shimin, already lingering on his sickbed, but only for the current crown prince, future Tang Gaozong Li Zhi. How could such a talented, capable woman not be both lovable and fearsome? She had laid low in the imperial study for twelve years before grasping this thread of hope—naturally she wouldn’t let anyone block her path.

Wu Zetian gazed into Shulian’s dying eyes and for an instant seemed to see some clear light, but when she looked more carefully in surprise, Shulian’s pupils had already dilated, losing focus and quickly becoming hollow.

It must have been her imagination.

Wu Zetian confirmed Shulian had stopped breathing before sighing in relief. About to turn and leave as if nothing had happened, she felt those staring eyes were quite piercing and couldn’t help reaching out to close her eyelids with her hand.

Lu Zigang was very excited because when he awoke again, he found himself lying in a cradle. From the babbling sounds to the chubby little hands raised to his mouth for gnawing, plus the surrounding furnishings, he was certain he had this time possessed Wu Zetian’s legendary little daughter who died in infancy.

He discovered he had possessed three people in total. The first two weren’t recorded in history books, but the one he now possessed was clearly recorded in historical texts and extensively written about in unofficial histories. Though neither “Old Book of Tang” nor “New Book of Tang” recorded the little princess’s death, Sima Guang’s “Comprehensive Mirror to Aid in Government” clearly pointed out that Wu Zetian personally killed her own daughter, then framed Empress Wang.

Even tigers don’t eat their cubs—a mother killing her daughter was shocking, but Wu Zetian would do far more than this in the future. Brothers, sons, sons-in-law, nieces, nephews, grandsons… she had indirectly or directly ordered the killing of them all. So in Wu Zetian’s concept, using a newborn daughter to exchange for the empress’s throne should be quite worthwhile.

Lu Zigang understood his situation, and his excitement gradually settled.

After Tang Taizong’s death, Wu Zetian went to Ganye Temple to become a nun. Empress Wang had found her as a puppet to counter Consort Xiao Shu. Unexpectedly, this seemingly harmless woman could stir up tremendous waves in the rear palace, even threatening her empress position. Lu Zigang could even be certain that Empress Wang had already come to see the little princess, and soon Wu Zetian would arrive here to do something heaven and earth wouldn’t tolerate.

Wu Zetian should already be thirty-two years old. For a woman of this age to still receive Li Zhi’s exclusive favor in a rear palace full of beauties meant she could only be using sophisticated methods others couldn’t match. Lu Zigang thought that in these thirty-plus years, Wu Zetian had probably killed quite a few people, but he had only possessed these three, indicating that due to that miniature wordless stele carving, his soul had somehow recreated ancient early Tang period scenes. Each possession lasted about five minutes, and these three people were all personally killed by Wu Zetian—others who died indirectly weren’t included.

The boss had once said that Tianhuang stone hadn’t sparked collecting fever during the Tang Dynasty and had been mostly used for burial since the Northern and Southern Dynasties. Could that wordless stele carry the resentful souls of those killed by Wu Zetian, and he happened upon it, only able to see images and hear sounds, experiencing it like watching a movie?

Though such experiences probably no one else in the world had enjoyed besides him, Lu Zigang still couldn’t help feeling somewhat uncomfortable. Though the first two people he possessed had no relationship with him and had been dead for over a thousand years, he still watched helplessly as they died. Possessing the bodies of dying people, he couldn’t remain unmoved.

Especially now, when he was in a small baby who couldn’t even turn over or sit up. How could Wu Zetian bring herself to harm such a fragile child?

Lu Zigang actually admired Wu Zetian greatly. Perhaps this reverent psychology existed deep in many people’s hearts. Looking at China’s five thousand years of history, Wu Zetian was the only legitimate female emperor to ascend the throne and rule. Though there were women like Empress Lü before and Empress Dowager Cixi after who held absolute power, those were all for personal gain and disrupted court politics. But Wu Zetian was a successful politician—stabilizing frontiers, developing the economy, striking against aristocratic clans… The rise of prosperous Tang also included her contributions. Without inheriting Tang Taizong’s political concepts and methods, the weak Tang Gaozong alone could never have created such achievements. Even later Tang Xuanzong continued Wu Zetian’s political accomplishments. Even the harshest historians only criticized Wu Zetian in historical records for corrupting the palace and allowing cruel officials to run rampant—relatively minor crimes.

But could beautiful goals justify despicable means?

Lu Zigang knew he was being naive. Go players all knew that sacrificing pieces was a necessary tactical method—not only in chess but also in war, in court, throughout the realm.

No one wanted to become a sacrificed piece. That Zhicong—if he hadn’t been pushed off the cliff by Wu Zetian, he might have become a successful merchant with his own career and family, living happily. That Shulian—if she hadn’t been poisoned by Wu Zetian, she might have reached marriageable age, left this man-eating palace, found a good family to marry into and lived peacefully. And this little princess he now possessed—if she could grow up safely, she might have become another Princess Taiping or an extraordinary woman no less than her mother.

The more Lu Zigang thought, the more uncomfortable he felt. Being confined in a strange body felt increasingly odd, and he couldn’t help wanting to break free. At this moment, he could vaguely hear muffled voices outside the hall, knowing Wu Zetian had probably returned.

Wanting to struggle to leave here, Lu Zigang was amazed to discover the small baby he possessed was actually waving her hands according to his will. This was different from the previous two times when he could only see and hear. Perhaps because this young body’s soul didn’t yet have much of its own will, Lu Zigang could easily control it.

But Lu Zigang was still powerless—after all, this small baby could barely turn over. Where could he escape to?

He heard a series of clear jade ornament sounds as an elegant, noble woman appeared before Lu Zigang. She wore a light yellow silver mud cape with five-colored pheasant patterns, a deep blue court robe with vermillion silk-bordered sleeves, her hair in a celestial topknot, adorned with nine jade hairpins, painted with cloud-brushing eyebrows using Persian spiral shell black—already the top eyebrow-painting material of this era.

Wu Zetian looked somewhat more prosperous than the last time, but her expression was very grave. Lu Zigang met Wu Zetian’s complex gaze and knew she was engaged in fierce internal struggle over whether to use her daughter to secure her future.

But obviously Wu Zetian didn’t have much time to hesitate. Lu Zigang watched that hand painted with red nail polish reach toward his neck. The scene was like a deliberately slowed horror movie, making him instinctively cry out in alarm. Of course, when he opened his mouth, it was only a baby’s wailing, but before it could break through his throat, Wu Zetian covered it first.

For the first time, Lu Zigang had the feeling of being murdered. Though in some sense he had already died twice, the previous two times he awakened already in dying states. This time he was truly witnessing the scene of “his” murder.

But no matter how he struggled, he couldn’t change this reality. Gradually his vision became increasingly blurred. Lu Zigang looked deeply at Wu Zetian so close before him, wanting to imprint this moment in his mind—including that teardrop sliding from her eye.

Wu Zetian watched her own teardrop fall and strike the small baby’s now-still pupils. A deep sadness surged from her heart. She raised her hand to close the child’s eyes and broke into sobs.

Chapter 3: Wordless Stele · Part 3
“Someone come quickly! Summon the imperial physician!” Lu Zigang didn’t come to his senses for quite a while. That feeling was too real—so real he almost doubted whether he had truly been murdered by Wu Zetian. But when he opened his eyes again, his vision was blurry. Only after a while did he realize he was looking down at a meat pie, with droplets of water falling into the plate. He stared for a moment before realizing the woman he had possessed was eating while crying.

Looking up, Lu Zigang saw a vague reflection in the bronze mirror on the dressing table by the wall—a girl only in her teens who resembled young Wu Zetian, especially that temperament between her brows.

Lu Zigang guessed this girl’s identity: Wu Zetian’s niece, Miss Helan. Due to Tang Gaozong Li Zhi’s special attention, Wu Zetian considered her a potential threat to the harem, so at a banquet she ended her flower-like life with a poisoned meat pie. Obviously, this pie should have been personally handed to her by Wu Zetian, so he had now possessed this girl.

Lu Zigang inconspicuously searched for Wu Zetian’s figure in this hidden room but found nothing.

Could Wu Zetian not be here? Lu Zigang was disappointed.

Miss Helan only ate two bites of the meat pie before putting it down. Obviously with this girl’s ice-like intelligence, she naturally knew she had no way out today. Wu Zetian was already the current empress, not only holding absolute power in the harem but also having considerable influence in court politics. It could be said that whoever she wanted dead would die—they didn’t even have the right to struggle.

“Helan has a few final words. I wonder if Aunt would be willing to listen.” Miss Helan lowered her head to wipe away tears, speaking coolly.

“Child, speak.” A familiar voice came from behind Miss Helan. Only then did Lu Zigang know Wu Zetian had been there all along, perhaps out of guilt not standing before her own niece.

“Why…” Miss Helan’s words stopped halfway, not knowing why she didn’t continue. Lu Zigang suddenly felt he could control this girl’s fingers. With experience from possessing the small baby before, Lu Zigang tried continuing where Miss Helan left off: “Why… kill me?”

Wu Zetian didn’t notice the suspicious pause, always having the best patience for those about to die. “Child, you are innocent. If you must blame someone, blame yourself for being so beautiful—beautiful enough that even your uncle thinks of you. You may think your aunt is cruel and ruthless, but you don’t understand. Men all prefer novelty—the more they can’t have, the more they want it. Though this palace is already honored as the nation’s mother, everything depends on your uncle. One word from him could place this palace in eternal damnation. So this palace can only send you to the Western Heaven Buddha, to ascend early to bliss.”

Lu Zigang fell silent. He knew Wu Zetian spoke correctly. How glorious Empress Wang had been back then, how powerful her family connections—hadn’t Wu Zetian still replaced her? Lu Zigang waited nervously for a moment, finding that Miss Helan in this body had lost consciousness and wasn’t speaking anymore. He boldly borrowed Miss Helan’s voice to ask his own question: “What is it you seek? To personally kill even your closest relatives.”

Wu Zetian noticed Miss Helan had dropped all honorifics in addressing her but didn’t mind much. Standing behind Miss Helan, looking at this young lady’s graceful silhouette, she couldn’t help feeling melancholy. Her child—if she had lived back then, she would probably be this age now…

“What this palace seeks… In youth, it was so this palace’s mother would no longer be bullied. When older, it was to not die lonely in this palace. Later, it was to be his wife, his empress. But now, this palace is aging while he is in his prime. The ancients said: ‘Wife means equal.’ This palace can possess supreme power, manage the harem for the emperor, even handle court affairs. It seems glorious, but it’s merely a tool in the emperor’s hands. When displeased, it can be easily discarded. This palace can only possess more power to ensure its position remains secure.”

Lu Zigang could feel Wu Zetian’s hand stroking Miss Helan’s hair, as if reminiscing about something. He subtly sensed that Wu Zetian was actually remembering the small baby she had personally killed. It was still different—though Wu Zetian would later force her own son to death, that was because he became an obstacle on her path to the throne. Plus the elder Li Hong’s political views conflicted with hers, their mother-son relationship grew increasingly distant until Wu Zetian could no longer see him as her son but as an opponent.

But that small baby in the cradle back then was innocent. No wonder Wu Zetian later showered infinite love on Princess Taiping—to some degree this carried psychology of redemption and compensation for that baby.

“Is it worth it?” Lu Zigang heard Miss Helan’s voice drift out sadly—this was the question he had always wanted to ask.

“Not serving my parents at their knees, this palace is not a good daughter. Not protecting my own child, this palace is not a good mother. Not following wifely duties to take concubines for my husband, this palace is not a good wife… This palace… truly is alone and friendless…” Wu Zetian’s hand stroking the hair paused, followed by a long sigh that echoed even more lonely in the deep palace halls. “However, only the person standing in the highest position can be called alone and friendless.”

Lu Zigang was shocked—he hadn’t expected Wu Zetian to already have thoughts of usurping the throne and becoming emperor.

Wu Zetian collected herself, narrowing her eyes as she began sensing something was wrong. Her niece had always been gentle and weak—she would never ask such roundabout questions. If this girl had even a bit of backbone, Wu Zetian couldn’t have so easily forced her to eat the poisoned pie. These doubts that had lingered in her mind for years made her increasingly uneasy. Wu Zetian’s hand moved down, pressing Miss Helan’s shoulder and forcefully turning her body around, demanding sharply: “Who are you?”

But her voice stopped abruptly upon seeing Miss Helan’s face. The young lady collapsed in her arms with black blood at her lips—already clearly dead, yet those eyes washed by tears were incredibly clear, carrying a heart-stopping brightness.

Wu Zetian stood stunned for a moment, full of questions but not knowing whom to ask. She could only extend her hand in bewilderment, slowly closing Miss Helan’s unwilling eyes.

As someone once said, history is like a young lady who appears differently dressed in different people’s eyes.

The written records of history had long been permeated by power’s transformations. Though Chinese characters emphasized being upright and square, history had long been twisted and deformed within these seemingly orderly words.

But some things never change.

Lu Zigang still remembered visiting Luoyang’s Fengxian Temple several years ago. That Vairocana Buddha was sculpted based on Wu Zetian’s image. This Buddha praised for illuminating all with compassion had none of Wu Zetian’s charm and majesty—all transformed into solemnity and mercy. Today when he opened his eyes, he almost had the same impulse to bow and worship as that day.

But this wasn’t the feeling from seeing a seventeen-meter-tall Buddha statue—it was the imperial dignity and presence Wu Zetian herself possessed.

No matter how luxurious her clothing and ceremonial robes, they could no longer catch Lu Zigang’s eye. In his vision, though Wu Zetian’s hair was already gray, she was at the very peak of her life.

Lu Zigang’s mind raced frantically—whose body had he possessed this time? He had thought that opening his eyes again might find him in unlucky Li Hong’s body. But seeing Wu Zetian at this age, she probably cherished her reputation too much to personally send her eldest son to his death. And in all these years, she hadn’t personally killed anyone.

This was actually normal. She was now the most powerful person in the world—the first female emperor in China’s history. If she wanted someone dead, countless people would respond to do it for her. Why dirty her own hands?

So whose unlucky body was he possessing now?

Besides Wu Zetian, there was still no one else in his vision. The dark palace was like the interior of some man-eating monster, emitting a nauseating bloody smell. The flickering candlelight made Wu Zetian’s face appear light and dark—her expression was completely unclear.

Only when Lu Zigang felt the sticky sensation in his hands did he realize the person he possessed had been stabbed in the abdomen, bleeding continuously. The bloody smell permeating the entire palace was emanating from his body. Who had provoked this generation’s empress to such rage? While racking his brains thinking, Lu Zigang suddenly heard Wu Zetian speak first.

“Xue Huaiyi, don’t think I truly need you. I am already seventy-two years old—do I still need someone to share my bed? You’re nothing but a male consort, yet you think you’re really some grand steward or general?” Wu Zetian’s voice was aged but carried unquestionable authority.

Only then did Lu Zigang understand whose body he possessed. Xue Huaiyi—Wu Zetian’s first male consort after ascending the throne. However, many historians believed that Wu Zetian, already over sixty at the time, couldn’t possibly have had such needs. She simply wanted to prove to the world that if men could be emperors with three palaces, six courtyards, and seventy-two consorts, then women could too when they became emperors.

This was an image project of sorts, but Xue Huaiyi had clearly misunderstood.

No matter how favored, concubines at most received additional rewards of gold, silver, jewels, silk, and satin, with family benefits at best. But when men received favor, it was reflected in official positions. Xue Huaiyi was blinded by wealth and honor, embezzling from the state treasury and burning down Mingtang Hall until even Wu Zetian, who had always indulged him, could no longer tolerate it.

Unlike his previous four experiences, for the first time Lu Zigang felt the person he possessed deserved to die. So he couldn’t help raising the corners of his mouth in a light laugh.

Wu Zetian’s eyes sharpened, staring at him intently as she squeezed out words through thin lips: “You… who are you?”

Lu Zigang was stunned—he hadn’t expected Wu Zetian to notice. He didn’t know how to answer. Should he say he was a time-displaced traveler? He wouldn’t believe such words himself!

“I… have seen you before.” Wu Zetian closed her eyes as if falling into distant memories. “Before Helan died, were you there too?”

Lu Zigang looked down at the blood on his chest, thinking it was fortunate he couldn’t feel pain—otherwise how could he calmly chat with this empress? “Even earlier, I was there. Before you strangled that baby, before you poisoned Shulian… before you caused Zhicong’s death…”

Wu Zetian’s hands trembled. She had personally killed only these few people in her lifetime. Only she knew these details, yet this person recounted them one by one—this made her, who no longer feared anything, feel incomparable panic.

If not divine beings, how could they know so clearly?

“Have you come to judge me?” Wu Zetian reopened her eyes, though their corners drooped with age, they still held sharp light. “Then tell me—am I ultimately a good person or a bad person?”

Lu Zigang smiled bitterly. If only people could be simply evaluated with words like “good” or “bad.”

“No one can judge me,” Wu Zetian stood up from the soft couch, walked before Lu Zigang, and looked down from above. “Not even divine beings, not even myself!”

So after her death, was that why a wordless stele was erected before Qianling?

Because the empress believed no one in this world was qualified to make final judgments about her?

Lu Zigang felt Xue Huaiyi’s body slowly falling backward. He tried to keep his eyes as wide as possible, wanting to imprint the empress’s final voice in his mind.

He knew that after this time, he would probably never see her again.

In his gradually blurring vision, the empress’s towering, upright figure slowly merged with that compassion-spreading Vairocana Buddha at Fengxian Temple…

Opening his eyes again, Lu Zigang stared dazedly at the Tianhuang stone wordless stele carving pieced together in his hands, unable to recover for a long time.

These were his hands, his body. But his soul seemed to still linger in that world from a thousand years ago, like awakening from a great dream he was reluctant to leave.

The tea fragrance by the counter remained, steam still rising from the teacup. To others it was merely the blink of an eye, yet he had already traveled through the empress’s lifetime.

Lu Zigang looked up to see the boss behind the counter still smiling faintly. In those deep, narrow black pupils, he seemed to see through something but never revealed it.

“Mr. Lu, this Tianhuang stone wordless stele should be a grave good placed on Wu Zetian’s memorial tablet in Qianling’s underground palace.” The boss held his teacup and spoke coolly. “Though officials say Qianling was never robbed, throughout history talented people emerge—this Qianling probably suffered vandalism too.”

Lu Zigang nodded with difficulty. Without that miraculous encounter, he might have opposed the boss’s theory.

“Since it’s a grave good, keeping it in Mr. Lu’s hands might bring misfortune. Why not transfer this half to me, letting the wordless stele become complete again?” the boss suggested sincerely.

Lu Zigang hesitated. For him, this wordless stele truly held different meaning, but the boss’s suggestion was irrefutable. The two halves forming a complete whole was the best outcome. He very much wanted to buy the other half from the boss, but without asking he knew it would be astronomically expensive—something he as a mere intern researcher couldn’t afford.

The boss seemed to see through his thoughts, put down his teacup, and timely produced a brocade box from the counter. “Talking money would hurt feelings too much. I’ll exchange it for other antiques.”

Lu Zigang looked unmoved into the brocade box, but after this one glance, he couldn’t tear his gaze away. Inside the box lay a slender black knife with strange wave-like patterns on its blade.

A surge of indescribable familiarity rose from Lu Zigang’s heart, yet he swore he had never seen such a knife in this lifetime.

“Uh… is this a fruit knife?”

“…”

Outside the Mute House door, a man in a hooded sweatshirt stood leaning against shadows in the alley. On his shoulder perched a palm-sized red bird, carefully preening its feathers with its sharp beak.

The man stared unblinkingly at the Mute House, vaguely seeing two figures through the not-very-transparent carved windows.

Soon after, Lu Zigang pushed open the Mute House’s carved door and emerged, standing in sunlight taking deep breaths for a long time before departing with the brocade box.

The hooded man immediately followed from the shadows with urgent movements that caused the red bird to be thrown off.

Fluttering its wings several times, the red bird grabbed onto several strands of long hair flowing from under the man’s hood with its claws, precariously landing back on his shoulder. Tilting its head to look at the silver hair strands exposed outside, the red bird carefully tucked these strands back into the hood bit by bit before chirping satisfactorily.

Master! Praise me!

Unfortunately, his master didn’t pet him as usual.

Ever since master emerged from that tomb with silver light, he seemed to have changed a lot. The red bird drooped its head, feeling it was no longer favored.

Chapter 4: Golden Mask · Part 1
560 AD

Gao Changgong rode a white stallion, standing atop a hill, gazing at the endless rolling mountains in the distance.

Hearing hoofbeats approaching from behind, he knew that at this time only his personal guard Han Ye could come looking for him, so he didn’t turn around.

“Your Highness.” Han Ye reined in his horse behind Gao Changgong, staying half a step back, not daring to stand alongside the prince.

“Is it time?” Gao Changgong sighed.

“Yes.” Though Han Ye was reluctant, he had no choice but to answer thus. The prince, as Northern Qi’s fourth prince and the Prince of Lanling enfeoffed by the late emperor, was the current emperor’s elder brother. With such noble status, he should have been enjoying wealth and honor in the capital, yet now he was dispatched to military camp.

This seemed incomprehensible, but Han Ye knew the emperor wished nothing more than for his own prince to die miserably on the battlefield. Since Northern Qi’s founding, in just ten years there had been five successive emperors, with uncles, nephews, and brothers killing each other—the struggle for imperial power was truly horrifying. So to some degree, Han Ye still hoped his prince could escape that man-eating imperial city. Even on the battlefield, he would desperately protect him, which was better than dying inexplicably in the capital.

Gao Changgong was not unaware of Han Ye’s thoughts, but he was powerless as a scholar, having read few military texts. On the battlefield, never mind whether soldiers would obey his commands—probably any random enemy soldier could strike him from his horse. Gao Changgong tugged the reins, inexpertly urging his mount to turn around, and said with a bitter smile: “Since it’s time, let’s head back.” In a few days they would reach Hangu Pass, and then probably even this leisurely time for sightseeing would be gone.

Looking at Gao Changgong’s handsome face, Han Ye couldn’t help but be momentarily dazed. Though he had served by the prince’s side for six years, every time Han Ye saw that otherworldly beautiful countenance, he couldn’t help but stare in fascination. If even he reacted this way, what about others?

Han Ye hesitated for a long while before finally making up his mind, gritting his teeth as he pulled something from his chest and handed it over. “Your Highness, going to the frontier, I believe this item could assist Your Highness.”

Gao Changgong looked down at the fierce yellow mask, narrowing those beautiful peach blossom eyes, his voice growing several degrees colder: “Han Ye, where did you get the money for this?”

Han Ye’s heart rejoiced, because the prince wasn’t blaming him for offering the mask, but was angry about the mask’s value. He quickly explained: “Your Highness, this was given to Your Highness by a hermit who wouldn’t reveal his name. It’s said to ensure Your Highness is invincible in battle, victorious in every campaign.”

Hearing this, Gao Changgong shook his head and sighed. If a mask could accomplish such feats, what need would there be for armies to defend the country?

However, his guard’s good intentions couldn’t be dismissed lightly. The ever-gentle and soft-hearted Gao Changgong, though completely disbelieving, still accepted the golden mask.

Feeling its heavy, cold weight in his hands, Gao Changgong steadied his mind, casually placing the mask in his chest, then pulled the reins and led the way down the hill.

2011 AD

Xiao Li clutched a box in her hands, ignoring her mother’s nagging beside her as she eagerly rushed toward her room.

She still remembered randomly filling out a beta test application for some online game long ago. This delivery should mean her application was successful, right? Such a moderately-sized box!

She knew her final exams were approaching, but one should enjoy life when possible! What was wrong with playing games? Xiao Li quickly closed her door, perfunctorily answering her pursuing mother through the door, then rubbed her hands together and carefully opened the sealed package.

On top was a poster. Xiao Li casually unfolded it, then was immediately stunned.

The poster had none of the huge titles or sensational slogans popular nowadays—not a single word appeared on it, only a CG image. The picture showed an incomparably handsome man wearing dark armor, riding a white stallion, gazing into the distance from atop a hill. In his hand he held a fierce golden demon mask, which made his jade-like face seem even more like a descended immortal, too dazzling to look upon directly.

“Tsk, computer graphics are really advanced now—Photoshop rules! Who could actually look like this?” Xiao Li stroked her chin and sighed, but couldn’t help developing greater interest in this game.

Holding up the poster was too tiring, so Xiao Li simply stuck it on the wall. She stared at it for a long time before forcing herself to tear her gaze away from the “virtual” handsome man and continue looking in the box.

Inside was a well-packaged wooden box. Xiao Li opened the wooden box’s clasp and looked with amazement at the golden mask lying quietly inside. This golden mask was a demon face, looking just like the one the man held in the poster. The demon mask had glaring eyes, a protruding forehead, and sharp fangs—if glimpsed suddenly in darkness, it would probably scare someone half to death. But now under the lamplight, the golden luster shimmered brilliantly with flowing lines—truly an exquisitely crafted artwork.

Xiao Li hadn’t expected beta access to include such beautiful merchandise. She wasn’t in a hurry to play with it, instead searching the box for a beta disc or card. But after searching inside and out, she found nothing else—not even half a slip of paper with writing.

Could it be she still hadn’t gotten beta access? Was this merchandise just a consolation prize? Xiao Li unwillingly searched everywhere but couldn’t even find the game’s name. The outermost package only had her home address written on it, with the sender’s address blank. Were they really being so mysterious? Without even a game name, she couldn’t even search for it!

Xiao Li was extremely frustrated but had to admit the game’s developers had aroused her powerful curiosity.

But she really had forgotten what game she’d applied for beta testing… Xiao Li paced around her room several times in agitation before finally closing the wooden box containing the golden mask and shoving it in a drawer—out of sight, out of mind.

Gao Changgong sat in his tent, reading a scroll by flickering candlelight.

Military camp life was harsher than he’d imagined—truly worlds apart from the capital Ye City’s prosperity and luxury. He had been assigned to guard Hangu Pass, named for being located in a valley as deep and narrow as a letter box.

Though Han Ye said Hangu Pass stretched from Mount Xiao in the east to Tongjin in the west, all called Hangu and renowned as a natural barrier—the pass was located in a deep, dangerous valley bottom with treacherous terrain, so narrow in places that only one wagon could pass, truly a case of one man defending against ten thousand—Han Ye claimed guarding here wouldn’t be dangerous, but Gao Changgong still dared not be careless. He set down his scroll and pressed his slightly aching temples. Such strategic locations had always been contested by military strategists. Northern Zhou’s Yuwen Yong had ascended the throne and was eyeing Northern Qi covetously. Recent days had seen increasingly frequent troop movements—obviously they had designs on Luoyang.

If Hangu Pass fell, Luoyang would be in immediate danger. Luoyang was so close to the capital Ye City that if Northern Zhou pressed them to such straits, Northern Qi’s destruction would be imminent.

Gao Changgong sighed deeply. His imperial brother’s tyrannical nature really wasn’t suited for being emperor, but he didn’t think he had the ability to seize that throne either. His heart wasn’t ruthless enough—he still remembered his father commenting on him years ago, words that still applied today.

So he simply didn’t know what he could accomplish in this military camp. These past days he’d grown tired of the soldiers’ disdainful or contemptuous looks. His appearance wasn’t his choice, and his lack of martial skills was because he’d been raised in deep palace chambers since childhood. Had he known he’d one day be sent to battlefield, he would naturally have prepared early.

Gao Changgong reached into his chest, his fingertips touching something ice-cold. The golden demon mask Han Ye had given him—he’d never left it behind but had never worn it either.

Invincible in battle, victorious in every campaign? Gao Changgong smiled bitterly. When had he, the dignified Prince of Lanling, come to place hope in mere dead objects?

Just as he was about to place the mask on a nearby cabinet, Gao Changgong heard sudden sounds of neighing horses and battle cries outside, like giant hands ruthlessly tearing apart the entire quiet night. The military camp immediately erupted in chaos, with clamoring voices rising everywhere. Through the tent curtains, running figures could be seen in all directions.

“Your Highness! Northern Zhou forces are attacking the camp!” Han Ye burst into Gao Changgong’s tent, his usually composed face showing unavoidable panic.

Seeing him in such a state, Gao Changgong knew tonight’s attack was different from usual—Northern Zhou was getting serious.

“Your Highness, please don’t wander around the camp. I will definitely protect Your Highness.” Han Ye steadied himself, barely regaining some composure. Though he came from a guard background, this was his first time in military camp. He’d never experienced battlefield bloodshed—maintaining calm now was already remarkable.

Remembering the soldiers’ cold mockery from recent days, Gao Changgong couldn’t sit still. He stood abruptly, walking toward the armor in the tent’s corner.

“Your Highness!” Han Ye was shocked.

“Help me don the armor.” Gao Changgong spoke calmly. He too was a fine man of Northern Qi—if others could take the field to defend the country, why couldn’t he?

Han Ye had followed Gao Changgong for years, knowing his prince was decisive. Though gentle by nature, once he made up his mind, no amount of persuasion could change it. He could only walk over and help him into the heavy armor.

The armor’s weight pressed down on him—Gao Changgong had never experienced such a feeling, but this heaviness settling in his heart aroused an indelible sense of responsibility. He picked up a rather heavy steel blade, and walking to the table, saw the golden demon mask reflecting golden light in the candlelight. In a moment of supernatural impulse, he actually picked it up and put it on his face.

Invincible in battle, victorious in every campaign?

Xiao Li finally finished today’s homework with great difficulty, snuck to the kitchen for a cup of honey milk tea, then began pacing irritably around her room.

Because her mother discovered she’d failed her final exams due to playing online games a few days ago, after summer vacation started, she ruthlessly removed the computer from the house entirely. Confiscated along with it were PSP, Wii, MP3, phone, and other electronic devices—she wasn’t even allowed to use an electronic dictionary, given a brick-sized Oxford English-Chinese dictionary as replacement.

Was this a joke? Who still used dictionaries to look up words nowadays? It seemed her mother was determined to make her study hard, but she was so bored she’d already obediently finished all her homework—was she supposed to voluntarily do another practice test?

This was too torturous.

Xiao Li bit her straw, and being tired of walking, half-reclined in her chair staring blankly at the handsome man poster on the wall. What was this game’s name anyway? When she still had a computer a few days ago, she’d asked almost every online friend—not one person knew what online game this was. Though one person guessed that this handsome man holding the golden demon mask should be the historically famous Prince of Lanling.

Prince of Lanling? Never heard of him. Xiao Li had no interest in this person—only in this poster!

Feeling crazy with boredom, Xiao Li remembered there seemed to be an actual mask that came with this poster a few days ago. Xiao Li jumped up from her chair, tossed the milk tea aside, and took the golden demon mask from the wooden box.

It was unexpectedly heavy, almost like it was made of real gold. But this was definitely cheap gold-plated stuff—otherwise how could it be given away as merchandise?

Xiao Li played with the golden demon mask in her hands, then inexplicably moved it closer and closer. When she realized what was happening, her cheek had already touched something ice-cold—she had actually put the golden demon mask on her face.

Just as she was about to find a mirror to see how it looked, Xiao Li suddenly felt everything go dark before her eyes. What appeared wasn’t her extremely familiar room, but an ancient battlefield filled with the fires of war!

What? Could this golden demon mask actually be the legendary full-immersion gaming helmet? Xiao Li was beside herself with excitement.

Gao Changgong stepped out of his tent, looking at the chaotic military camp, shouting for soldiers to calm down, but his voice scattered in the cold wind—not one person followed his orders.

“Your Highness, let’s go to the command tent first!” Han Ye suggested from beside him. Looking at his prince’s handsome face covered by that golden demon mask, he felt something was eerily wrong.

Chapter 4: Golden Mask · Part 2
Gao Changgong was also shocked by the current scene of the camp in chaos. Just as he was at a loss, he suddenly heard a young woman’s voice by his ear.

[Huh? Why doesn’t this game have an interface? How do you play this?]

Gao Changgong was stunned. How could a woman’s voice appear in this military camp? He looked around strangely but found no suspicious person—the closest to him was Han Ye.

[Tsk, this won’t stump me. Could it be a motion control system like the Wii?]

Before Gao Changgong could figure out where this woman’s voice was coming from, he found his body was no longer under his control, turning to walk toward the white horse tethered in front of the tent.

“Your Highness?” Han Ye was also startled by Gao Changgong’s actions, watching helplessly as his prince mounted the horse with an incredibly graceful movement, cut the reins with one stroke, and using only his legs to grip, drove the white horse toward the place with the loudest battle cries.

Han Ye broke out in a cold sweat and quickly grabbed a nearby horse to chase after him.

Gao Changgong’s inner horror was no less than his guard’s, especially when he realized his body was completely disobedient, watching helplessly as he charged toward the battlefield. After seeing the battle situation clearly, he discovered that Northern Zhou soldiers had already taken advantage of the chaos to break through Hangu Pass and were about to seize this easily defended, hard-to-attack strategic point.

“Can’t lose…” Gao Changgong couldn’t help gritting his teeth and muttering to himself. “If Hangu Pass is lost, then Luoyang will be in immediate danger.”

[Oh, I get it. The mission for this level is to defend the pass.] The young woman’s voice was light, obviously not taking the tragic battle before her seriously.

Before Gao Changgong could investigate who was speaking, a Northern Zhou warrior spotted him, turned around, and swung his blade toward him. Having never experienced such peril, Gao Changgong felt his entire body stiffen, almost causing his soul to leave his body.

“Your Highness—”

Han Ye’s scream from behind made the Zhou warrior even more delighted. If he could kill a Northern Qi prince, he would definitely be promoted two ranks.

My life is over.

Just as this thought arose, Gao Changgong, who had closed his eyes waiting for death, saw his right hand casually swing out. The bright blade reflected the nearby torches, tracing a brilliant arc as it cleanly struck the Northern Zhou soldier from his horse, blood scattering like rain in star-like spatters on his head and face. Though the golden demon mask protected his skin, a heavy smell of blood hit him, nauseating.

Han Ye’s drawn-out “Your Highness—” behind him stopped abruptly, obviously unable to believe this person who easily killed enemies was his gentle, refined prince.

[The special effects aren’t great, but the scenery is too realistic! Whatever, since there’s not even a health bar, this really must be a beta version.] The woman’s voice carried a trace of contempt and disdain, but more excitement and eagerness to try.

“You… who are you?” Even as slow as Gao Changgong was, he sensed something was wrong. Ever since he put on the mask, things had started developing in a bizarre direction.

[Me? Huh? This game requires self-introductions with NPCs? Well, yeah, makes sense—this game has no interface, no way to input a player name.]

Gao Changgong listened to the woman chattering a string of words he completely didn’t understand, not knowing how to interject.

[Well, that guy, let me finish this level first before we chat.] The woman dropped this line and fell silent.

Gao Changgong watched with tingling scalp as his body was controlled by someone else, charging invincibly into the thick of enemy battle, wielding the steel blade to harvest one fresh life after another.

His body seemed to possess infinite strength. Having lived nearly twenty years, Gao Changgong never knew he could cut down people as easily as chopping vegetables.

He must be possessed by a demon. Gao Changgong thought of stories described in Southern Dynasty novels and couldn’t help shivering all over.

But the surrounding Northern Qi warriors, inspired by his brave charge, became greatly boosted in morale and actually resisted this round of Northern Zhou attacks, gradually pushing the enemy back outside Hangu Pass.

This battle continued until dawn before ending. Gao Changgong sat on horseback, looking down at Northern Zhou banners trampled underfoot, corpses scattered everywhere. His armor was already dyed red with fresh blood, uncoagulated blood dripping from his blade’s tip onto the ground, seeping into the sand and leaving deep red marks.

The eastern sky brightened. Gao Changgong looked bewilderedly at the hellish scene around him. Had he caused all this? No! The demon had caused this through his hands!

“Why such… disregard for human life?” Gao Changgong couldn’t help voicing his inner thoughts.

[Hm? Isn’t this just a game?] the woman replied.

Gao Changgong shivered violently. Treating killing as a game?

What was inside this golden demon mask was indeed a devil!

Xiao Li turned the pen in her hand, her gaze uncontrollably falling on the golden demon mask she’d set aside.

Yesterday’s discovery had made her ecstatic—she never expected this mask to be a holographic gaming terminal. This was probably still a single-player game with only her as a player, and it should be in trial stage. After completing yesterday’s defense mission, that NPC inexplicably said something, then reached out to remove the mask. The scene before her eyes returned to normal—her familiar room came into view. No matter how she wore the mask afterward or felt around all its protrusions, she couldn’t find a button to restart the game.

This was indeed just a trial stage, with only one level to play. Thinking of this, Xiao Li felt incredibly regretful—if she’d known there was only one level before the game ended, she would have deliberately lost to play multiple times.

But the game was quite interesting. Usually player-controlled characters were completely under player control, but the NPC she controlled seemed to have its own consciousness, even delivering that final line.

Or could it be that her inappropriate response had caused the game to terminate?

Today Xiao Li had specifically gone to the library to research Prince of Lanling. This beautiful and valiant Northern Qi prince had only stirred a small ripple in China’s vast historical river before being overwhelmed by towering waves. The Northern and Southern Dynasties were already an extremely chaotic era. Though troubled times produce heroes, in this period of great ethnic integration, Prince of Lanling was obviously not the protagonist.

Historical records showed that Prince of Lanling’s father was Emperor Gao Cheng, eldest son of Northern Qi’s founding emperor Gao Huan, but his mother didn’t even leave behind a surname. Historians speculated his mother was likely a lowly palace maid. The Wei, Jin, and Northern-Southern Dynasties period was an aristocratic age that greatly emphasized bloodline and family status, so though Prince of Lanling was considered imperial offspring, his situation was very awkward.

This explained why Prince of Lanling was sent to the army—his imperial brother definitely wouldn’t actively want his elder brother controlling military power. More likely, he wanted this eyesore of a brother to die quietly on the battlefield.

Prince of Lanling was said to have too gentle features to intimidate enemies, so he always wore fierce masks in battle, becoming invincible and renowned on battlefields.

Xiao Li touched the golden demon mask on the table, then looked up at the extraordinarily handsome man in the poster, thinking that even she, who was used to defeating bosses, would probably soften facing such a face. Too bad in the game, since this Prince of Lanling seemed to be the protagonist, she couldn’t see this handsome man from her perspective, and the game was still in trial stage without even CG effects.

But even so, she really wanted to continue playing! Xiao Li felt incredibly itchy and knew she couldn’t continue writing practice tests in this state. She simply grabbed the golden demon mask, put it on her face, then lowered her head to continue homework.

Gao Changgong knew his attitude yesterday had been somewhat biased, but as a young prince raised in deep palace chambers, suddenly facing such a bloody hellish battlefield where many lives were killed by his own hands—the fact that he could still sit straight on horseback showed his admirable years of cultivation and composure.

But after saying those accusatory words and hearing that female demon treat killing as a game, he had immediately removed the mask from his face, regardless of consequences. Fortunately, he could no longer hear the woman’s voice, and his body no longer felt controlled.

But was this the end?

From the corner of his eye, Gao Changgong saw the golden demon mask he’d casually placed on the table. Han Ye didn’t dare touch it—dried blood clung to it, adding even more fierce malevolence to the demon face.

“Your Highness? Feeling better?” Han Ye’s voice interrupted Gao Changgong’s contemplation.

Gao Changgong took the hot water Han Ye offered and drank several sips, enduring aches throughout his body. Yesterday he’d collapsed immediately upon returning to his tent. Having never engaged in such intense combat since childhood, every muscle and bone silently protested. Even after sleeping a full day, he hadn’t recovered.

Han Ye had served Gao Changgong for years—he could guess the reason with just a frown. He immediately took medicinal wine and began massaging his prince’s legs. When helping the prince remove armor and change clothes, he’d already checked—despite last night’s perilous fighting, the prince had only a few bruises without even a scratch. It was truly miraculous.

Now even generals who usually looked down on the prince had visited several times. Though Han Ye gruffly blocked them outside the tent, they showed no anger, personally bringing fine medicinal wine and medicine.

Including Han Ye, all soldiers who witnessed that tragic night wouldn’t believe that person wearing the golden demon mask, harvesting lives like a demon crawled from hell, was the same gentle, harmless Gao Changgong.

But that morning, they watched as the blood-soaked demon mask was removed, slowly revealing that extraordinarily handsome face in the dawn light. The strong contrast left everyone present dazzled for a long time.

This scene would remain unforgettable for many.

Unlike other soldiers who blindly worshipped their prince, Han Ye knew the truth. His prince’s bravery was definitely related to that golden demon mask. What worried Han Ye now was whether his prince had other aftereffects, so he inquired in low voices.

Gao Changgong had long considered Han Ye his trusted confidant, more open with him than his real family. Since Han Ye had given him this golden demon mask, he recounted everything that happened last night.

Han Ye was shocked, never expecting this supposedly invincible golden demon mask to harbor an evil spirit—a female ghost at that!

“Your Highness… this demon mask… I was worried about problems before, so I wore it too, but there was nothing…” Han Ye regretted deeply. If that evil spirit possessed the prince’s body for rebirth, wouldn’t he have harmed the prince?

“It’s not your fault.” Gao Changgong shook his head with a bitter smile. “I was being pretentious. On battlefields it’s kill or be killed—being soft-hearted toward enemies is cruel to oneself. Without the golden demon mask last night, we’d probably all be dead here.”

Han Ye lowered his head, knowing that with things at this point, there was nothing he could say. The person he served was a prince with his own position and principles—a world this small person couldn’t participate in.

Gao Changgong said nothing more. After Han Ye finished massaging his aching muscles, he stared fixedly at the golden demon mask, suddenly noticing that what had been covered in blood was now clean as new, without a trace of bloodstains.

Han Ye must have cleaned it before leaving.

Gao Changgong didn’t think much of it. After long hesitation, he finally reached toward the mask.

Chapter 4: Golden Mask · Part 3
Xiao Li had been living very happily lately.

Her life was originally quite simple—nothing but studying and gaming. This newly acquired game perfectly suited her ambitions.

Though the game’s timing was very irregular, with randomly triggered game scenes, this already satisfied her greatly. The game content wasn’t limited to battlefield combat but included army management, supply allocation, military meetings—very detailed game plots. Moreover, decision-making power wasn’t in her hands; she had to persuade Prince of Lanling. If persuasion failed, things would proceed according to the prince’s insistence. This challenge greatly motivated Xiao Li, who borrowed many relevant books from the library and devoted herself to them day and night. Her mother thought she had finally reformed, so she cooked delicious food daily to nourish her body, making Xiao Li feel very embarrassed.

But with such a powerful holographic game before her, Xiao Li had no time for other concerns. From various military texts, she extracted brilliant theories and even suggested Prince of Lanling select five hundred guards from the army, training them like special forces. Fully armed with the best armor and finest horses, after much coordination, they became the sharpest blade in Northern Qi’s forces.

Xiao Li organized several areas needing improvement, memorized them, then put on the golden demon mask to enter the game, only to find the game scene had changed to winter. She remembered yesterday’s session was still summer. Gaming time really did progress quickly.

“Hey! Where is this?” Xiao Li carefully observed the game scene, finding the surroundings weren’t the military camp she knew extremely well.

“You’re finally here!” Gao Changgong’s voice came through, unable to hide his joy. “Northern Zhou couldn’t take Hangu Pass, so they’ve circled around to Mount Mang behind Luoyang, besieging it for many days.”

Xiao Li didn’t feel she’d missed much time, because during her month-plus of gaming, four years had passed in-game. The plot intervals had no pattern, which she found reasonable—games only picked interesting plots to play out! This siege of Luoyang should be the historically famous Great Victory at Mount Mang. Thinking of this, Xiao Li confidently said: “Don’t worry, leave it to me. I guarantee we’ll lift the siege of Luoyang.”

Gao Changgong hadn’t heard the voice from inside the mask for nearly half a year. Though this had happened before, with the two nations at war and him bearing soldiers’ worship and trust, the pressure was suffocating. So he wore this golden demon mask day and night, both to hide his anxious expression and to receive Xiao Li’s messages promptly.

Xiao Li learned about recent events from Gao Changgong, obtaining continuous intelligence and analyzing methodically.

Though Northern Zhou claimed one hundred thousand troops besieging Luoyang, actually Luoyang backed against the treacherous Mount Mang range and the Yellow River’s south bank, with mountains and river forming natural northern barriers. The city walls were thick and strong—a city rivaling ancient capital Chang’an. To truly surround Luoyang completely, Northern Zhou’s army couldn’t possibly achieve it. So Northern Zhou could only deploy heavy troops in towns around Luoyang, blockading it. A large-scale battle, especially deploying one hundred thousand troops to besiege Luoyang, absolutely couldn’t succeed easily. Assembling soldiers, training armies, weapon manufacturing, supply accumulation, and support from towns along the route—every link connected. If one link failed, it would be a losing game. Moreover, it was currently freezing winter with rivers frozen, making the navy useless—they only needed to guard against Zhou forces from northern Mount Mang.

With Xiao Li’s simple analysis, Gao Changgong’s heart settled.

The Great Victory at Mount Mang unfolded before Xiao Li exactly as recorded in history. Masked Gao Changgong led only five hundred soldiers, cutting through Northern Zhou’s defense like a blade, entering the midst of thousands as if in uninhabited territory, charging straight to Luoyang’s walls. Luoyang’s defenders dared not rashly open the gates, seeing Gao Changgong masked, they demanded he remove it to confirm identity.

Under countless watching eyes, Gao Changgong’s fingers touched the mask on his face, hesitating slightly.

“Pfft, don’t mind me. There shouldn’t be any problems next—Luoyang’s garrison just lacks outside support so they’re staying inside. Just reveal your identity and they’ll break out to assist you.” Xiao Li yawned. For this lightning operation, she’d stayed up all night, so she urgently needed rest.

“No… this king…” Gao Changgong wanted to ask when he’d next hear her voice. After half a year’s separation, he realized he depended on her more than imagined. But he hesitated, the words circling his lips without emerging.

“Your Highness?” Han Ye beside him wiped blood from his face, urging puzzledly. This was a sensitive moment—every battlefield detail could determine success or failure. They couldn’t fail at the last moment!

Gao Changgong sighed quietly, reaching to remove the blood-soaked golden demon mask from his face, looking up at the high sun in the sky.

All was silent. Thousands upon thousands of eyes focused on that incomparably handsome face on the white horse, bearing some helplessness and compassion yet stained with crimson blood all over. Like both a valiant Asura warrior and a heavenly messenger preaching salvation.

“It’s Prince of Lanling!”

After a suffocating silence, Luoyang’s defenders erupted in earth-shaking cheers. Prince of Lanling had been ascendant in recent years—his banner alone could intimidate Northern Zhou soldiers, let alone him now leading only five hundred guards to break through Zhou’s siege and reach Luoyang’s walls. What divine miracle was this!

Gao Changgong slightly curved his lips, knowing he’d won this battle again.

Invincible in battle, victorious in every campaign.

These eight words sounded simple, but one general’s success meant ten thousand bones. Gao Changgong couldn’t help stroking the golden demon mask in his hands, thinking the vengeful spirits attached to this demon face could probably block out even the sun above his head…

All these years, Gao Changgong never let this golden demon mask leave his side, keeping it beside him even while sleeping. He was thoroughly familiar with this mask. Though initially he’d determined what was inside must be an evil spirit, through subsequent contact he found every suggestion or strategy the other offered was astounding, treating battlefield slaughter with a gaming attitude.

Of course—to a deity, weren’t human lives as worthless as ants?

Over the years Gao Changgong had experienced countless large and small battles. Though many battles only required him to wear the mask while mounted to boost soldiers’ morale, at every critical moment he had to borrow this woman’s power from within the mask. The mask had been stained with layer upon layer of fresh blood, yet Gao Changgong knew the bloodstains would naturally disappear without wiping.

Just like… like this demon mask was drinking blood…

Gao Changgong always held complex feelings toward this golden demon mask—both fearing its existence and reluctant to abandon the victories it brought.

Truly… invincible in battle, victorious in every campaign…

Xiao Li lay in bed for a beautiful sleep. Opening her eyes, she saw the golden demon mask lying quietly beside her pillow. She should have cleared the Mount Mang Victory level, right? History books recorded Northern Zhou’s army’s miserable defeat: abandoning camps and strongholds, from Mount Mang to Gu River, thirty li of military supplies and equipment filled valleys and marshes.

Thinking of this, Xiao Li immediately wanted to see this scene, flipping over to put the demon mask on her face again. The moment she touched the mask, passionate drumbeats reached her ears. Not war drums beaten during combat—this drumming was more intimidating, filled with martial sounds. The drumbeats rolled by her ears like rolling thunder before a storm, each beat stronger than the last, each making her heart shake in response. Her heartbeat involuntarily followed the rhythm, up and down, fast and slow, forcibly oppressed until her blood boiled. Xiao Li’s eyes seemed to see thousands of troops confronting each other on battlefields, murderous qi filling the air. Then the drumbeats quickened, like two armies beginning close combat, fiercely fighting together inseparably. The drumming suddenly changed—she could hear one side’s general breaking through formations, charging straight at enemy armor, rushing into the opponent’s heart, taking the enemy general’s head among ten thousand troops like picking something from a bag.

The drumming stopped abruptly. Only then did Xiao Li realize she faced a huge war drum, and the drummer’s final strike traced an arc in the air like swinging a blade downward. The drum surface hummed and vibrated for a long time before settling.

Enthusiastic cheers and applause erupted around her. Seeing ground still bearing remnant snow, Xiao Li guessed this should be a victory celebration after Luoyang’s siege was lifted.

“Such beautiful drumming.” Xiao Li praised sincerely. She’d long stopped treating Prince of Lanling as an ordinary NPC—he had emotions and would respond differently to her words. This game’s realism truly impressed her.

“You heard it?” Gao Changgong had worn the mask while drumming with just a thread of hope, not expecting she could actually hear. He handed the drumsticks to Han Ye beside him, who was already accustomed to his prince’s occasional “talking to himself” and turned away without surprise.

“It’s ‘Prince of Lanling’s Battle Entry Song,’ right? Very stirring.” Since learning her game’s protagonist was Prince of Lanling, Xiao Li had always anticipated this long-transmitted famous piece. It didn’t disappoint—pure drumming alone was so infectious. The game makers had really put in effort.

Gao Changgong had acted on a moment’s whim, not expecting her to name his drumming. After silently repeating it several times, his mood inexplicably soared. But this lasted only briefly. Thinking of a question that had long troubled him, he asked coolly: “Xiao Li, exactly… what do you need this king to do?”

Xiao Li was stunned. Though she’d told Gao Changgong her name long ago, he rarely called her by it. Hearing it now felt somewhat strange.

But how could she tell a game character she was actually playing a game? Even if she said it, he wouldn’t believe her, right? And even if she told him, with Prince of Lanling’s ancient setting, how could she explain electronic games to an ancient person? The pressure was real!!!

Xiao Li immediately went into mental overdrive, not recovering for a long time.

Gao Changgong knew he’d asked a very inappropriate question, but after four whole years, she’d helped him fight battles and handle military affairs without complaint—she should have some request.

He feared that what she ultimately wanted, he couldn’t give.

Chapter 4: Golden Mask · Part 4
The two fell into silence. After a long period of confusion, Xiao Li finally remembered this game’s branching point. Historical records showed that after Prince of Lanling’s great victory at Mount Mang, he was recalled to the capital Ye City by his imperial brother—the Northern Qi emperor—stripped of military power, and shortly after was given poisoned wine by the emperor on some random pretext. So being too accomplished really wasn’t a good thing.

But since this was made into a game, it couldn’t possibly give players a guaranteed losing ending, right? Could the subsequent plot become a coup and palace intrigue storyline?

Xiao Li immediately began enthusiastic persuasion. She was thoroughly familiar with Prince of Lanling’s background and quickly thought of several methods for usurping the throne.

Gao Changgong didn’t interrupt, just listened quietly. Only at the very end did he sigh deeply, wearily pressing the mask and saying softly: “This king remembers that when we first met, you constantly spoke of ‘games.'”

Xiao Li was startled—she hadn’t expected her careless words from the beginning to be firmly remembered by him. Panic instinctively rose in her heart. She knew she must have said something wrong, but before she could find the reason, she heard Gao Changgong continue coolly.

“Perhaps in your eyes, this king and all others are merely a game to you, but this king’s life is controlled only by himself.”

Xiao Li opened her mouth wanting to say something, but her vision had already gone blank. She stared blankly at the white ceiling above, feeling empty inside for a long time without recovering. She knew Gao Changgong had removed the golden mask, and she had a premonition he would never wear it again.

But why did she think this way? This was clearly just a game, wasn’t it?

Unexpectedly, though Gao Changgong no longer wore the golden mask, she could still see his figure through the mask’s perspective.

He hung the mask on the wall. Xiao Li was like watching a lengthy TV drama segment, observing his life after returning to the capital.

Watching him dismiss his five hundred guards, keeping only Han Ye beside him, refusing all visitors. Watching him claim illness and refuse to go out, deliberately contracting diseases without treatment, spending days in a daze. Watching him often stare at her—or more precisely, at this golden demon mask—reminiscing about battlefield years…

Xiao Li had previously complained about not being able to see Prince of Lanling’s handsome face, but now seeing him daily yet unable to communicate, she’d rather banter with him like before, then solemnly apologize.

She shouldn’t have treated someone else’s life as her own game.

Finally one day, palace guards blockaded the prince’s mansion. A cup of poisoned wine from the emperor was brought before Gao Changgong.

Han Ye fought desperately to deliver the golden demon mask to Gao Changgong’s hands, but for resisting imperial orders, he was stabbed to death on the spot by guards.

Xiao Li watched this scene in shock and helplessness. Han Ye had devoted his life to defending country and home, yet didn’t die on the battlefield but under his own people’s blades.

What an ironic ending! Xiao Li was furious, wanting to immediately grab Gao Changgong’s hand and make him put on the mask. With her there, he could definitely break through the encirclement. Even a lifetime of hiding would be better than dying here inexplicably.

But Gao Changgong ultimately didn’t put on the golden demon mask in his hands. Xiao Li saw deathly stillness in his eyes.

“Back then… I really should have listened to you…” Gao Changgong caressed the fierce demon mask, his thin lips curving in a helpless smile.

Actually, it was just one wrong life decision. Why… why couldn’t he turn back?

Xiao Li watched in shock as Gao Changgong raised the poisoned wine and drained it in one gulp. Black poisoned blood spilled from his lips, dripping onto the demon mask in his hands, obscuring her vision until everything became darkness…

Everyone said Xiao Li seemed like a different person—studying with utmost seriousness, her test scores improving dramatically.

When good friends couldn’t help asking, Xiao Li only said coolly that she simply didn’t want her future self to look back with regret.

It turned out life wasn’t a game. After GAME OVER, you could restart. But life had no cheats, no save files—all she could do was march steadily forward.

Her golden demon mask had fallen completely silent with Prince of Lanling’s death. No matter how she wore it, she would never again see those war-torn battlefields or those ancient, elegant courtyards.

Xiao Li had gained understanding, knowing the golden demon mask in her hands probably wasn’t the holographic gaming terminal she’d imagined.

But what meaning was there in investigating the truth now? She didn’t want her own life to become a game that could be casually manipulated.

Shortly after school started, Xiao Li received a letter asking her to mail the golden demon mask back to an address.

Xiao Li hesitated all night before deciding to follow the letter’s instructions and mail away the mask. Since this mask could no longer contact that person, keeping it served no purpose.

Fortunately, she still had that poster.

The doctor entered the Mute House carrying a takeout box, just as someone brushed past him. Seeing the company shirt that person wore, he couldn’t help laughing: “Boss, you actually use express delivery too? How trendy!”

“No return address written—I don’t know who sent it either.” The boss spoke while carefully unwrapping the package, revealing the fierce yet stunning golden demon mask inside.

“Yo, what ancient artifact is this?” The doctor bit his disposable chopsticks, curiously leaning over.

“This… should be Prince of Lanling’s golden mask…” the boss said hesitantly.

“Huh? There’s actually an artifact you can’t identify? How strange!” The doctor raised his eyebrows.

“It’s not that I can’t identify what this is, but that I can’t determine exactly who sent it.” The boss lowered his eyelids, thinking hard.

The doctor watched from beside, ultimately unable to resist the beautiful golden temptation, reaching out to touch the golden demon mask. Along with the fingertip’s coldness came what seemed like a distant call.

[Imperial brother…]

The doctor jerked back his hand like receiving an electric shock, alarmed and uncertain.

“What’s wrong?” The boss noticed his abnormal reaction.

“No… nothing.” The doctor smiled, thinking he’d misheard. Working night shifts and staying up all night really affected his mental state!

The boss stared at the demon mask in the wooden box for a long time before finally pushing it aside, looking up with a smile: “Let’s eat first.”

The doctor obligingly handed over a takeout box, then quickly entered nagging complaint mode. The boss listened habitually, occasionally nodding in agreement.

Neither saw that under the swaying Changxin Palace lamp, the golden demon mask’s fierce surface briefly showed a layer of bloody resentment before vanishing…

In a dim tomb chamber, only an oil lamp in the northeast corner cast weak light. A red skylark fluttered in from the tomb passage, its wing-stirred air currents making the lamp flicker even more.

The red bird landed on the coffin’s edge, looking down at the man lying inside. This person wore a golden demon mask identical to the one just mailed to the Mute House. The golden mask covered his face, leaving only silver-white hair exposed. Gold and silver reflected each other—more beautiful than any rare treasure.

The red bird tilted its head, watching entranced for a while before finally jumping into the coffin, using its beak to preen the silver-white hair.

Master, stop sleeping—it’s dark now, time to go out and play!

The man lying in the coffin seemed to hear the red bird’s thoughts. Behind the golden demon mask’s deep black eye sockets, what slowly opened were crimson pupils…

Chapter 5: Nine Dragons Cup · Part 1
The doctor emerged from the operating room exhausted, writing a surgical report summary in his chart as he walked. Having just completed an eight-hour surgery, standing by the operating table all day, his feet felt weak just walking now.

He urgently needed a big meal to replenish his energy. Looking at the chart in his hands, the doctor felt his handwriting was also developing in the direction of illegible scrawls. Whatever—everyone was the same, as long as they could understand each other. Fortunately, there was a department head in front dealing with patients and families, and as just an assistant, he only needed to complete paperwork.

It was already evening. Except for the emergency building which remained packed, the hospital’s other corridors were basically deserted. The doctor once again felt grateful for transferring from the emergency department this year. He smiled and greeted the duty nurse, handed in his chart, and prepared to return to the break room to change clothes and go home. Oh, and stop by the Mute House to see if the boss had eaten—if not, he’d drag him out for a big meal together.

Thinking of delicious boiled fish, the doctor’s mood immediately brightened and his pace quickened. As he rounded the corner about to go down the stairs, he didn’t expect someone walking up close to the wall to collide face-to-face with him. The doctor cursed inwardly—he couldn’t pull back his extended foot, the stair railing was on the far other side beyond his reach. Fortunately, there was also a handrail on his wall side for patients with mobility issues. The doctor grabbed it with his left hand but couldn’t stop his forward momentum. From the corner of his eye, he saw the other person carefully holding a cup, probably containing hot water. If he collided at this trajectory, it would definitely spill all over him.

Between being scalded by hot water or tumbling down the stairs, before his brain could make a final choice, his body had already reacted—bracing his left hand on the railing and falling toward the right side.

If it were an ordinary person, this would definitely land them on the right side of the stairs where they could grab the other railing to stop falling. But the doctor treasured his hands most, usually wearing rubber gloves even for dishwashing and housework to protect them. Fearing any accident might injure his hands, in this situation the doctor couldn’t possibly risk wrist injury to grab the railing. He even suppressed his instinct to brace with his hands, tucking them against his chest and reflexively closing his eyes, planning to take the impact with his back.

The expected pain didn’t come. The doctor felt an arm encircle his waist, pulling him back from the brink of falling. Opening his eyes in surprise, the doctor realized his glasses had somehow fallen off during this series of accidents. In his blurred vision, he discovered he’d been saved by that very person he’d nearly collided with. The other’s cup remained steady in their other hand—clearly rescuing him was effortless, done in passing. The doctor could only vaguely see the other wore a hooded sweatshirt covering their head and face. With his severe myopia, he couldn’t make out their features. But the doctor instinctively felt this person wasn’t a hospital employee.

Awkwardly steadying himself with the other’s help, the doctor searched for his fallen glasses while clearing his throat: “It’s quite late—visiting hours are over. If seeking medical attention, please go to the emergency building.”

“Imperial brother…” the other’s murmured voice came faintly. The doctor’s body stiffened, almost doubting his ears were having auditory hallucinations. But the next second, the doctor’s attention was diverted by a slight pain in his left hand. Huh? When had he cut his hand? How careless of him! Fortunately it was his left hand and the wound wasn’t deep…

“Your glasses.” The person’s voice rang out coldly, this time beside the doctor’s ear. The doctor saw something handed over from his left side and reflexively caught it with his left hand.

The moment his fingertips touched the cold object, the doctor knew this wasn’t his glasses at all. But before he could see what it was, his consciousness seemed drawn from his body and he knew nothing more.

Hu Hai caught the collapsing doctor in one arm while catching the jade cup before it hit the ground with his other hand.

Looking at the striking bloodstain on the jade cup, he smiled with satisfaction, then those crimson eyes looked expectantly at the sleeping man in his arms.

“Imperial brother, I know you’re still within this body. Once I seal this soul, you’ll awaken again, won’t you…”

“That’s the situation. When hospital security noticed something wrong and rushed over, he was already unconscious. That person left this jade cup and escaped.” Chun Ge stood in the Mute House, frowning at the strange incense smell that seemed odd to him. “He’s still sleeping. I suspect this cup came from your shop, boss, and worried you might be concerned, so I brought it over first.” As he spoke, he carefully took a white jade cup from his chest and gently placed it on the counter.

The boss didn’t reach for the white jade cup, just stared at the glaring bloodstain on it for a while before saying coolly: “This Nine Dragons Cup isn’t from the shop.”

This white jade cup was called the Nine Dragons Cup? Chun Ge glanced at it—indeed, the cup body had eight dragons in various poses carved in relief, plus the handle was carved as a complete dragon, making exactly nine dragons total. Even without knowing its origin, Chun Ge could see this Nine Dragons Cup was valuable. Knowing the doctor often stayed at this antique shop, he feared this might be some precious antique that he couldn’t afford to replace if broken. “Then I’ll leave it here with you for now, boss. I’m afraid with all the people coming and going at the hospital, it might get lost or broken. I’ll head back now!”

Chun Ge always felt this antique shop was eerie—staying even a moment longer made him uncomfortable all over.

“Is he… alright?” the boss suddenly asked as Chun Ge turned to leave.

“Oh, still sleeping. We’ve examined him—no problems. Just too tired from continuous high-intensity surgeries. We’ll see when he wakes up. I’m off!” Chun Ge was also hurrying back to work, saying this casually before leaving.

The boss said nothing, just went inside to find an appropriately sized brocade box to store the Nine Dragons Cup.

“…Boss, what did you just put in there? I saw it! Quick, bring it out for me to see!” As soon as the doctor regained consciousness, the first thing he heard was the curator’s familiar nagging voice.

Huh? Was he in the Mute House now? How did he remember being at the hospital just now? The doctor struggled to open his eyes but found he saw only darkness, and his body was completely immobilized.

What was happening? Was he having sleep paralysis? Or had he actually fallen down the stairs and broken bones all over? But there was no pain at all!

As the doctor’s mind wandered, suddenly bright light flooded his vision and the curator’s face appeared magnified several times before him, startling him.

The curator was obviously more shocked, gasping: “My heavens! Nine dragons! White jade thin cup! This jade quality! This style! Could this be Emperor Kangxi’s beloved Nine Dragons Cup?”

“Nine Dragons Cup!” a clear, indifferent voice came with the creaking of carved doors. The doctor easily recognized this voice as belonging to the painter who frequently visited the Mute House. No one else spoke with such arrogant indifference beneath apparent calm. “What a coincidence—you’re here too?” The curator glanced aside, then his gaze stuck back. “This Nine Dragons Cup is a wine vessel. When filled with jade wine, you can see nine writhing dragons in the cup. Legend says the famous bandit Yang Xiangwu once infiltrated the imperial palace three times trying to steal this cup but never succeeded, making the Nine Dragons Cup famous throughout the realm. After Kangxi’s death, the cup was buried with him as a beloved object in Jing Mausoleum. During the war, bandits looted Jing Mausoleum taking advantage of the chaos, and this Nine Dragons Cup disappeared. Boss, is this cup the legendary Nine Dragons Cup?”

The boss didn’t answer, while the painter glanced over casually before walking indifferently toward the Mute House’s inner rooms.

The doctor didn’t mind the painter’s dismissive attitude because he seemed to have discovered something terrifying. Why was the curator talking about the Nine Dragons Cup while staring at him the whole time? He didn’t have any strange preferences, did he?

The doctor watched helplessly as the curator carefully pulled out a handkerchief, dried his hands, and reached toward him with green-glowing eyes and sinister hands, frightening him enough to want to scream. Fortunately the boss rescued him in time: “Trust me, you won’t want to touch this Nine Dragons Cup.”

The curator’s hand froze mid-air. “Why? Is there some story behind it?”

“Legend says only the true dragon emperor can touch the Nine Dragons Cup. If others touch it…” the boss paused meaningfully.

“What happens?” the curator asked urgently.

“Who knows? You could try and see.” The boss smiled.

“…” The curator obediently withdrew his hand.

Hearing this, the doctor wanted to laugh. Wasn’t the boss obviously lying? And the curator actually believed it! Just as he was secretly amused, the doctor discovered his body had been turned to face the boss’s deep gaze directly, startling him greatly. Because in the boss’s dark pupils, he saw his own reflection—an exquisitely carved jade cup!

He must be dreaming. Yes, just like that strange Millet Dream pillow last time—it must be like that!

Thinking this way, the doctor calmed down. After all, he was dreaming! But boss, didn’t you just tell the curator this Nine Dragons Cup couldn’t be touched? How come after the curator left, you picked it up yourself? The doctor complained internally while feeling himself held in a pair of cold palms.

This dream was really too bizarre!

He was placed on the third level of the treasure cabinet. From this angle, he could see the entire Mute House clearly. The doctor watched with curiosity as the boss took a cloth and wiped each antique one by one, finally understanding that the boss also needed to do cleaning! He’d assumed the other truly never lifted a finger, using some mysterious method to maintain the Mute House’s spotless condition!

“Newcomer.” Just as the doctor’s mind wandered, he suddenly heard an aged voice.

The doctor looked around but saw no customers entering, and strangely the boss seemed not to hear anything, still focused on his work.

He must be having auditory hallucinations… Just as the doctor thought this, he noticed the smoke from the gilded flying dragon Boshan incense burner on the counter seemed to gain consciousness, moving toward him without any wind. “Newcomer, where do you come from?”

When the smoke rolled toward him, the doctor instinctively wanted to hold his breath, but the next second remembered he was dreaming and had absurdly become a jade cup, so inhaling some secondhand smoke shouldn’t matter.

“You… are talking to me?” the doctor tried speaking, but his voice didn’t feel like hearing himself speak before. It was like being on a different plane—his voice felt like the humming vibration of a jade cup, yet somehow comprehensible.

“Besides you, kid, who else is new in this shop?” The Boshan burner was very patient, its smoke returning to leisurely curls like a lazy old man settling back into a reclining chair. He spoke in a mix of ancient and modern language that made the doctor dizzy.

“Brother Boshan, you forgot? There’s another newcomer—that golden demon mask hanging on the wall, only came last week.” A sweet female voice appeared from nowhere. Following the sound, the doctor discovered the candlelight of the Changxin Palace lamp by the left entrance flickered several times as the woman spoke.

Chapter 5: Nine Dragons Cup · Part 2
“That demon mask has too much resentment.” The Boshan incense burner’s smoke trembled several times, as if expressing strong displeasure. “I really don’t know why the boss keeps that demon mask. It always makes me feel like someone is watching, disrupting the harmony within the Mute House. Not good, not good.”

“Hehe, that golden demon mask has a handsome man’s soul sealed inside! Too bad that person is still under seal and can’t come out to chat with us.” The Changxin Palace lamp’s candlelight danced joyfully—one could imagine this was a lively female personality.

No, no, the doctor quickly dismissed this thought. How could he think like this? No matter how absurd, it was still just a lamp!

“Boshan incense burner… Changxin Palace lamp… can actually talk?” The doctor couldn’t help complaining. Even if this was his dream, wasn’t it a bit ridiculous? Antique animation?

“Tsk, can’t you talk too? Is being a Nine Dragons Cup so great?” The Changxin Palace lamp spoke with deep disdain. “Also, my name is Linglong, and beside me is my little sister Linlang—she doesn’t like talking much. Ever since our sisters Langya and Jinyu got married, she’s talked even less.”

“Mar… married?” The doctor was shocked. Changxin Palace lamps could get married? To whom? Light bulbs? And weren’t Changxin Palace lamps all made of bronze? Why did they all have beautiful jade names?

“What? Looking down on us for not being married yet? Hmph! This young lady has high standards!” As if hitting Linglong’s sore spot, the palace lamp’s candlelight flickered rapidly, showing her emotional agitation. The lamp beside her burned calmly throughout—the contrast between movement and stillness was striking.

“Yes, yes…” The doctor was completely speechless.

“Grandpa Boshan, this new little brother seems strange.” A bright, young voice suddenly interrupted. “Didn’t you say only artifacts over a thousand years old can form spirits? This Nine Dragons Cup is just a three to four hundred year old little thing—there’s something odd here.”

What do you mean odd! The strangest thing is clearly this shop! What Mute House? Obviously all the antiques inside can talk! And calling it a “three to four hundred year old little thing”! The doctor suppressed his urge to roar and looked toward the voice, instinctively knowing it came from the blue-white glazed porcelain plate on the opposite treasure cabinet—he remembered the curator once saying it should be a Song Dynasty artifact.

A Song Dynasty thing with a young boy’s voice? Seriously?

“As long as there’s obsession, anything is possible.” The Boshan incense burner even quoted a popular advertising slogan.

The doctor weakly defended himself: “I’m not the Nine Dragons Cup. Before today, I was still human.” He must be confused from dreaming—he’d be fine once he woke up. Why argue with these problematic antiques?

But as soon as he finished speaking, he noticed the shop’s atmosphere wasn’t right. After brief silence, whispered conversations suddenly arose.

Though the doctor couldn’t hear clearly what they were saying, it made his hair stand on end. Within his sight, there was clearly only the boss in the shop, yet it felt like the entire place had come alive—voices everywhere but no people visible. After being horrified briefly, the doctor couldn’t help feeling speechless. He’d long known the boss’s shop contained valuable items, but never imagined so many antiques were so ancient. According to that broken plate, everything that could talk here was at least a thousand years old! So many of them!

And this was just the storefront—there was also the inner room that outsiders rarely entered… The doctor suddenly felt that broken plate’s phrase “three to four hundred year old little thing” wasn’t excessive.

“Little brother, is what you said true?” After who knows how long, the shop returned to calm, with the Boshan incense burner asking on behalf of everyone.

“It’s true. Yesterday I was still putting incense in you…” The doctor suddenly felt this dream was too bizarre. He must have woken up wrong…

“Ah! It was you who put that cheap Indian incense in my belly! You nearly fumigated this burner to death!” The Boshan incense burner suddenly got excited, its smoke spraying like a volcanic eruption.

“It should be fine… I happened to pass a fragrance shop and they gave it as a gift… I specifically checked—it was also a type of sandalwood.” The doctor carefully explained. He had specifically asked the boss, and when lighting it, the boss hadn’t said it wasn’t allowed!

“Do you know what incense the boss usually burns? It’s qinan incense! Top-grade agarwood! Only emperors could afford qinan incense! In Han times it was even said to have soul-restoring effects! In Song times, Champa qinan incense was already ‘worth ten thousand gold per piece’! How could your cheap incense catch this burner’s eye? You nearly fumigated me to death!” The Boshan incense burner transformed into a roaring emperor, echoing throughout the shop and making the doctor dizzy.

“Brother Boshan, that’s not the point right now.” When the roaring emperor emerged, no one could stand it. Linglong quickly interrupted. “You’re that doctor who’s been coming to the shop recently? This generation’s reincarnation of Fu Su?”

“Mm, seems like I’m the person you’re talking about.” Hearing he was someone’s reincarnation made the doctor uncomfortable. But he couldn’t deny it—these antiques had accompanied the boss for so many years and had definitely seen and heard plenty.

“This is bad. The person who brought the Nine Dragons Cup earlier said your body has fallen into a coma. It seems this cup has a problem.” Linglong’s tone grew increasingly grave.

“A problem?” The doctor was startled, remembering the strange person who appeared at the hospital—wasn’t he holding exactly such a cup? Could he not be dreaming but truly transformed into a cup?

“Just as people have good and bad, objects also have good and bad qualities.” The Boshan incense burner’s temper improved somewhat, its smoke becoming much calmer. It seemed he and Linglong had the highest seniority here, so when they spoke, basically no one interrupted. “Some objects are naturally created to pray to heaven, like ritual vessels for sky worship. So these objects gather craftsmen’s devout efforts and are filled with spirituality from the moment of creation, easily condensing into spirits. Many ancient supernatural novels thought what appeared were mountain and wilderness spirits, but a large portion were actually object spirits. Another type of object also easily forms spirits—those naturally created for curses and resentment. Like Chen Ajiao’s voodoo doll. Sigh… Yansheng still can’t figure it out…”

Ethereal smoke rose from the Boshan incense burner, making a lonely turn in the air, appearing quite melancholy.

“Why mention that hopeless guy? He’s been in self-isolation for over two thousand years without thinking it through. He deserved to give up his spirit for a woman.” Linglong acted like she was frustrated with his lack of progress.

The doctor remembered the voodoo doll they mentioned. Calculating, that puppet and the Boshan incense burner and Changxin Palace lamps were all Han Dynasty antiques who had spent long historical years together—they definitely had deep bonds. “That voodoo doll was sent to a museum, right? It should receive good care!”

“Hmph! Museum? That’s our graveyard. Who would want to go? Generally collected antiques are truly dead objects that have lost their spirits. Even more pitifully, some with remaining consciousness get locked up—truly living imprisonment.” The young voice clamored again, the blue-white glaze reflecting harsh white light. “I heard they recently broke a Ge kiln blue glazed chrysanthemum-mouth plate—that was my Song Dynasty brother! So pitiful, just gone like that, couldn’t even preserve a complete body. Waaah…”

The doctor was speechless. That incident had indeed caused quite a stir—even he who paid no attention to outside affairs had heard about it and naturally felt sorry.

“Ahem, back to the main topic.” Seeing the conversation had drifted far, the Boshan incense burner coughed twice. “This Nine Dragons Cup is carved from excellent Hetian jade. Jade has the effect of attracting good fortune and avoiding evil. Since you’re Fu Su’s reincarnation, you must have worn that longevity lock since birth, right?”

“Yes.” The doctor didn’t know why the Boshan incense burner brought this up. He had already placed the broken longevity lock in the coffin in Qin Mausoleum’s underground palace.

“Ancient jade has the effect of absorbing human souls. That longevity lock preserved Fu Su’s broken soul before death. Only when you accidentally broke it was it freed…” The Boshan incense burner stopped there, drawing out his voice without finishing.

The doctor was stunned and asked back: “You’re saying my soul was absorbed into this Nine Dragons Cup instead?”

“Exactly. I don’t know why this happened. Usually people’s obsessions are stronger before death, making attachment to jade more likely. You’re a living soul with a perfectly good body… could someone have interfered?” The Boshan incense burner was completely puzzled.

“So this cup must be broken for me to be freed?” The doctor began worrying. In the Mute House, could the boss accidentally break something? That was impossible!

“Not only that—ancient jade can preserve souls long-term. This Nine Dragons Cup isn’t really three to four hundred years old. I think it can only keep your living soul intact for seven days at most.” Linglong said with some regret.

Regret? What regret! He wasn’t dead yet!

The doctor became agitated. Breaking this cup within seven days while he couldn’t move at all was simply impossible!

Trapped in this Nine Dragons Cup unable to move for four days and nights, the doctor had changed from panicked anxiety to numb indifference. He’d tried countless methods but couldn’t attract the boss’s attention or move the cup even slightly.

Maybe this was his fate. Actually, he should have died long ago, shouldn’t he?

The doctor fell completely silent, listening to the shop’s antiques talking without responding. Having experienced over a thousand years, the antiques were accustomed to human life and death, so they didn’t take the doctor’s situation very seriously.

“Little brother, don’t worry. People just open their eyes, close them, and life passes by. Simple!” The Boshan incense burner emitted ethereal smoke while quoting some popular phrase from who knows where.

“It’s fine if you die—we should move and relocate anyway. Tsk, but then Fu Su’s reincarnations won’t die young anymore. Wonder if the boss will continue searching!” Linglong’s candlelight jumped as she spoke bluntly, not considering the doctor’s feelings at all.

The doctor knew these antiques didn’t understand human social subtleties. Being spoken to so rudely by Linglong just made him feel uncomfortable. Not wanting to discuss his situation, he changed the topic: “Does the boss always move?”

“Yes, staying in one place long-term with his unchanging appearance would arouse suspicion!” Linglong snorted. “But the old days were better—just changing locations and no one would recognize him. Now with advanced networks, even hiding in deep mountains risks being doxxed.”

“Small hermits hide in mountains, great hermits hide in markets.” The Boshan incense burner chuckled. “The boss is doing very well now.”

Indeed, setting up such an inconspicuous shop on this commercial street really wouldn’t attract attention. The doctor knew the Mute House always had pitifully few customers. But thinking the boss had only moved here three years ago, he could deduce that his moving frequency had increased recently—clearly his situation wasn’t good either.

Thinking of this, the doctor sighed. He could barely protect himself now—how was he worrying about others again?

Chapter 5: Nine Dragons Cup · Part 3
The Three Green Bird from the inner room flew out as usual at eight o’clock in the morning, landing on its purple sandalwood perch, drinking a few sips of dew the boss had specially collected for it at dawn, and eating fresh bamboo shoots.

The doctor felt somewhat guilty watching this. Initially, he was the one who said he’d care for Three Green, but after the first few months when he could still remember to prepare food and water for it, once the hospital got busy after New Year, he couldn’t spare the time. Fortunately the boss looked after it. The doctor stared intently at the Three Green Bird, watching it cheerfully eat bamboo shoots, its crisp calls echoing through the shop. For some reason, he felt a bit hungry.

He had already gone several days without sleep, food, or drink. Though he felt no hunger or thirst, having been human for twenty-five years, he was accustomed to eating and drinking regularly. Not moving from one spot for four days was becoming unbearable.

“Three Green… Three Green?” The doctor couldn’t help calling the bird’s name. Whether it was his imagination or he truly witnessed a miracle, the Three Green Bird actually stopped eating when his voice fell, tilting its head to look around.

The doctor immediately felt as excited as seeing light in darkness, calling the bird’s name repeatedly. Three Green also seemed to hear something, abandoning the half-eaten bamboo shoot in its beak, spreading its wings and beginning to fly around the shop.

Of course, along with the dust stirred up by its wings came a series of cries from the antiques.

“Ah! What’s wrong with this crazy bird! The boss just finished wiping me clean!” The young-voiced blue-white glazed plate was furious. “Be careful! Don’t touch me! I’m very fragile!”

“Three Green, be careful! Didn’t the boss strictly forbid you from flying around? Watch out or you’ll be thrown out!” This slightly concerned voice belonged to the hundred birds facing phoenix gilt lacquer box on the nearby treasure cabinet.

“That Three Green can’t hear our voices—new Nine Dragons Cup, stop your shouting!” The Huzhou wolf-hair brush on the brush rack mercilessly shattered the doctor’s remaining hope.

The Mute House’s storefront was small. Though the Three Green Bird wasn’t large, with its wingspan plus long tail feathers, it couldn’t maneuver properly inside. The boss was quickly alerted and came out from the inner room, calling the bird back and taking it inside.

The doctor was disappointed—he’d hoped Three Green would rescue him! If it accidentally knocked him to the ground and broke him, he’d be free. But he hadn’t expected the bird to cause such commotion, nearly involving the shop’s antiques. He apologized repeatedly.

The antiques were just being dramatic—their lives were simply too dull. Besides, which of them hadn’t weathered thousands of years and seen great storms? This small incident was nothing! So no one took it seriously, quickly returning to their own affairs.

The doctor had long grown tired of listening to the sighing Yue King golden seal rambling about his past, weary of the Huzhou wolf-hair brush’s scholarly pretensions, and sick of the hundred birds facing phoenix gilt lacquer box’s various maiden-heart gossip. Spare him… he couldn’t adapt to this life!

And after giving him hope only to crush it mercilessly, the doctor felt his heart couldn’t handle such torment, though strictly speaking, he currently lacked that organ.

“Ah! The Emperor! The Emperor has come!” Just as he was feeling bored, the blue-white glazed plate suddenly became excited as if injected with adrenaline. The doctor knew at this regular time, the arrogant painter came to the Mute House to copy scrolls, arriving daily almost without fail.

The doctor also knew this painter’s past life was Song Emperor Huizong Zhao Ji, and this blue-white glazed plate showed such inexplicable excitement every day upon seeing the painter arrive. Today he finally couldn’t help asking: “Yingqing, how do you recognize him as your emperor?” Yingqing was this young plate’s name—blue-white glaze was also called yingqing glaze, so everyone called him Yingqing.

Yingqing kept watching the painter enter the inner room until he disappeared, then reluctantly withdrew his gaze. “Naturally I recognize him. His appearance is the same as back then, though I was just an ordinary plate who only saw him once from afar. It was a court ceremony! His Majesty was truly invincibly powerful and mighty!”

Mighty? The doctor’s face darkened slightly. He felt the painter’s slight build couldn’t connect with the word “mighty”—had he mistaken someone? But Yingqing was also from the Song Dynasty, truly from the same era as Emperor Huizong. However, the doctor suddenly thought of a problem and asked in surprise: “You’re saying Emperor Huizong’s reincarnation looks exactly like he did before?”

“What’s strange about that? Actually, not everyone can reincarnate. Only souls with deep obsessions before death can carry some previous life’s obsessions into reincarnation, and their appearance after rebirth is generally the same as before.” Yingqing knew the doctor wasn’t a true antique spirit and was completely ignorant of such common knowledge.

Hearing this, the doctor had a sudden realization—so those stories about feeling like you’d seen someone before had basis. But thinking about it, he still felt something was wrong. “Then why isn’t Fu Su’s reincarnation like this? I remember the boss saying Fu Su had even reincarnated as a woman!” The doctor could never forget the mental stampede when he heard this news. But later he separated Fu Su and himself as two people, which wasn’t so awkward. After all, reincarnating as male or female had fifty percent probability each—for someone in medicine, this was normal. But in stories heard at the Mute House, he’d never heard of Xiang Yu, that Western Chu Overlord, reincarnating as a delicate girl!

“That’s because Fu Su’s… your soul had part imprisoned in the longevity lock, always incomplete.” Yingqing patiently explained. Being relatively young in the Mute House, he was rarely consulted, so in his excitement he said more, regardless of whether the doctor wanted to listen, beginning to share gossip.

The doctor was also bored, treating it like listening to stand-up comedy. Besides, Yingqing’s young voice was soft and pleasant. While listening, he watched the boss emerge from the inner room, wipe the shop’s antiques again, then open the counter door and select a purple clay tea set to brew tea.

The doctor knew the boss drank different teas daily with corresponding different tea sets, but… he still couldn’t adapt to those precious porcelain and pottery pieces competing like concubines, fighting while begging for the boss’s favor…

Though knowing the boss couldn’t hear, the doctor still despaired at this chaotic world…

What Mute House! Every antique here could talk!

Time had reached the sixth night. The doctor had accepted his fate.

The Three Green Bird had probably been confined to the inner room due to its previous disturbance, with the boss daily delivering water and bamboo shoots. It never came out again.

The antiques, accustomed to life’s passing over millennia, except for Yingqing who’d developed feelings for the doctor and seemed somewhat melancholy, all continued their own affairs. Though the doctor hadn’t lived enough, having witnessed life and death in the hospital, his current situation was like being told he had a serious illness and was sentenced to death.

Initially there was resentment, but now numbness. Who told him to be so unlucky!

But in his heart’s depths, there was also a trace of expectation. The boss would definitely save him—he inexplicably trusted this.

“Huh? The boss actually brought out wine? How rare! Not drinking tea but wine today?” The Mute House erupted in commotion. The doctor looked over and indeed saw the boss holding a small jar, walking in his direction.

“Oh! Drinking wine requires the Nine Dragons Cup—boss, are you sure this isn’t intentional?” Surrounding antiques stirred up trouble, and the doctor swore he saw a fleeting smile at the boss’s lips.

Didn’t they say he couldn’t hear them!

Before the doctor could react, he found himself lifted by a cold hand. The surrounding laughter grew louder. The doctor was extremely uncomfortable—though knowing these antiques were lonely to the point of madness, he had no desire to be their entertainment!

Well, in this situation, not wanting their attention was impossible…

The doctor felt himself held in the boss’s hands, carefully wiped with soft cloth. The pressure was neither light nor heavy, perfectly removing the dust from his body. Only then did he realize that during these six days, the boss wiped the shop’s antiques daily but had specifically skipped him!

This meant the boss truly knew something!

The doctor felt hope for survival again, staring intently at the boss’s nearby face, hoping to see some clue. But the boss maintained his usual faint smile, no different from normal.

Transparent amber-like wine poured into the Nine Dragons Cup, immediately filling the Mute House with mellow wine fragrance.

“Ah! This is Hangzhou Autumn White Dew preserved for over a thousand years! I want to drink so badly!” Linglong’s candlelight jumped.

The doctor internally complained—how could she drink wine? Pouring such high-proof alcohol on her would make her self-combust!

Listening to the surrounding antiques’ chatter, the doctor felt his entire body soaking in high-proof wine, like being drunk, his consciousness gradually floating away.

Watching the boss lift the Nine Dragons Cup, his handsome face drawing closer… Hey! Was it really okay to use him as a cup like this?

The doctor didn’t last until the end, falling into darkness.

The hospital ward at night was as quiet as usual.

The boss carried the Nine Dragons Cup, avoiding the duty nurse, walking straight toward a ward as if he knew the way well.

The ward door opened with a push, revealing the sleeping doctor on the bed. Only a small bedside lamp lit the room, casting eerie shadows on the unconscious doctor.

The boss only glanced at him before looking toward the ward’s corner, saying coolly: “I’ve given you seven days. You should give up now.”

From the dark corner’s shadows emerged a man in a hooded sweatshirt, his face hidden under the hood, only silver-white hair flowing with his movements. “He’s my imperial brother. Where did you hide my imperial brother?” Hu Hai’s voice carried indissoluble fatigue. His plan had been perfect—once he sealed this modern man’s soul and memories, his imperial brother’s soul should have occupied this body. But after waiting seven days, nothing came.

The only explanation was this person wasn’t his imperial brother. But if not, how could the boss be so close to him?

No, he couldn’t believe it.

The boss smiled, this time with indissoluble tenderness. “He’s not your imperial brother. He’s not Fu Su.”

Hu Hai was stunned by the certainty in the boss’s voice. Had he really mistaken someone? But the boss couldn’t help approaching his imperial brother’s reincarnations! Could the boss have been using deception all along? But the person who frequently visited the Mute House… who received special care from the boss… could it be that person who brought the wordless stele?

Thinking this, Hu Hai felt staying here was meaningless. He stepped toward the ward door, pausing as he passed the boss, wanting to say something but remaining silent, instead quickening his departure.

The boss listened to footsteps gradually fading in the corridor before approaching the bed. The doctor had slept seven days, his complexion extremely pale. The boss helped him sit up, bringing the Nine Dragons Cup to his lips.

The Autumn White Dew from the Nine Dragons Cup slowly entered the doctor’s mouth. The boss watched the bloodstain on the cup disappear, smiling with satisfaction. But the smile quickly faded as he turned to look coldly at the dark corner where Hu Hai had stood.

A red bird wobbled out from the shadows, nervously meeting the boss’s gaze for a moment before flying out the window in fright.

Wah! Master is so mean! He left without waking it! Why was this person so fierce? It hadn’t seen anything! Wah!

When the doctor woke again, he found himself in the hospital.

Hospital leadership and colleagues all came, giving him comprehensive physical examinations, but ultimately couldn’t determine why he’d been unconscious for seven days. The hospital assumed it was caused by heavy medical workload and specially approved seven days paid leave.

The doctor naturally knew the reason for his coma but couldn’t say! If he told, he’d probably not only lose his job but be sent to a psychiatric hospital.

“Boss, when you say you can’t hear these antiques talking, you’re not fooling me, are you?” The doctor began enjoying his seven-day vacation but decided not to go anywhere. Staying at the Mute House was fine—why squeeze onto trains and planes to travel? He was actually quite a homebody! The boss was even more of a homebody.

The boss brewed a pot of Tieguanyin with a Ge kiln teapot, smiling at the question: “Antiques can talk? You must be dreaming.”

The doctor pursed his lips, unable to tell if the boss was being evasive or truthful. After waking, he naturally couldn’t hear those antiques’ chatter anymore, but even unable to hear, being in the Mute House still felt somehow different. “Look, let me tell you! This Boshan incense burner criticized me for using inferior incense, those two Changxin Palace lamps are sisters—the left one is lively, the right one doesn’t like talking. Look! See how vigorously the left one’s candlelight jumps!”

“That’s because that position has a door crack with wind blowing through, so the candlelight naturally jumps vigorously.” The boss smiled helplessly.

The doctor was speechless. Was all that really just a dream? But it seemed too realistic! When had his imagination become so rich?

Habitually picking up his cup to drink tea, the doctor suddenly remembered those shameless cups begging for the boss’s favor, realizing the one in his hand was probably one of them…

“What? Don’t like Tieguanyin?” Seeing the doctor holding the cup with a strange expression, the boss asked puzzledly.

The doctor set down the cup, forcing a smile: “Afraid I might slip and break this antique. I’ll go buy disposable paper cups from the supermarket.” Though unable to confirm whether he’d been dreaming, he now had reservations and couldn’t view this roomful of antiques normally…

The boss laughed: “If you’re not used to that one, you can use this Nine Dragons Cup.”

Following his gaze, the doctor saw the Nine Dragons Cup placed on the treasure cabinet, still in the same spot from those seven days.

Chapter 6: Six Principles Chess · Part 1
Hu Hai stood in a spacious hall. This hall was decorated in an antique style, but without too many furnishings, making it appear empty at first glance. On the wall in front of Hu Hai hung various unsheathed ancient blades—some covered with rust stains, others still gleaming with sharp edges, emanating an intimidating cold aura. Hu Hai looked at these ancient blades with satisfaction. As a child, he had not liked blades at all, always feeling that the blood-stained edges were too fierce, filled with excessive killing intent. When exactly had he begun to love collecting ancient blades?

“Though blades and swords are sharp, they are not inherently vicious weapons—it depends on whose hands they rest in. You can use them to kill, or you can use them to protect those you love.”

That’s right. After his Imperial Brother had said these words to him, he had fallen deeply in love with collecting blades. But even after collecting so many ancient blades, he still could not protect the person he truly wanted to protect. Even… even his Imperial Brother had ultimately died miserably under sharp blades and swords…

A crimson small bird perched on Hu Hai’s shoulder, preening its feathers with its pointed beak while disdainfully looking at those cold, lifeless counterparts on the wall. It was the master’s most beloved blade—these inferior goods were far beneath it!

However, Hu Hai was reminded by this room full of sharp weapons of the one blade he had always wanted to obtain. Originally knowing that the jade-carving Mo blade should be in the Mute House, he had never expected that person to casually give away such a precious Mo blade to someone else.

Could that person have been using misdirection all along? Otherwise, why hadn’t his Imperial Brother awakened even after the Nine Dragons absorbed that doctor’s soul? Was that doctor actually not his Imperial Brother’s reincarnation? Was it actually that other person?

Calculating the age, it truly did match…

“Young Master Hu, shall this chess gathering proceed as usual?” An aged voice suddenly rang out from outside the hall, with several heart-wrenching coughs mixed between the words.

Hu Hai awakened from his memories, looking at the wall full of ancient blades, narrowing those crimson pupils of his, and said indifferently: “Proceed as usual. I remember you’ve also reached the time when you need the chess gathering.”

“Thank you for Young Master Hu’s benevolence.” The aged voice immediately became excited, the coughing becoming even more uncontrollable, hastily apologizing before preparing to leave.

Hu Hai frowned and added: “Oh, remember to invite one person to this chess gathering.”

“Please instruct, Young Master Hu.” The aged voice carried a hint of surprise—in all these years, this was the first time he had seen this young master specifically request someone’s attendance.

“That person’s name is…” Hu Hai curved his pale lips into a smile, “Lu Zigang.”

Lu Zigang stepped down from the horse cart. He was exhausted from the journey, having taken a flight from Beijing to Xi’an, then spending several hours in a car, and finally when there were no more roads, he had to hire a horse cart to continue forward. After bouncing around in the mountains for over three hours, he finally reached his destination.

The reason was a distant uncle on his mother’s side who had asked him to make this trip through his mother. Actually, it was an uncle related through eight degrees of separation. According to his mother, he had met this uncle when he was small. But Lu Zigang searched through his memories and could not recall what this uncle looked like.

Still, being relatives after all, and since the man had made the request, he naturally could not refuse. Having him travel such a great distance naturally meant they valued his professional identity, wanting him to examine some ancient artifacts. Though Lu Zigang was exhausted to death, he still forced himself to perk up. He reached into his chest and took out a small black blade to hold in his hand. Strangely enough, though he had been extremely drowsy, once the blade was in his hand, his spirits lifted considerably.

It was now dusk, with the sun slowly fading its light behind the mountain forest. The mountain forest after nightfall added several degrees of desolate atmosphere. Lu Zigang felt the horse cart had stopped, so he put away the Mo blade and looked up.

Under the cover of a stretch of mountain forest, an ancient-style residence appeared before him. Red lanterns at the courtyard gate glowed eerily in the darkness, illuminating two stone lions standing silently before the entrance. In that brief glimpse, Lu Zigang almost felt as if he had traveled through time and space. Only upon closer inspection did Lu Zigang notice a man standing at the courtyard gate wearing a Western suit and tie—this was simply a replica ancient villa built by a wealthy person. Lu Zigang got down from the horse cart, and that person immediately came forward to help with his luggage and paid the cart fare. Lu Zigang took out his phone to call his uncle, only to discover there was no signal at all in this place.

Didn’t China Mobile claim global coverage?

Lu Zigang didn’t pay it much mind, simply putting his phone in his pants pocket and following that person into the residence. Upon entering the courtyard gate, Lu Zigang was startled, because what he saw were pavilions, towers, and halls all built in the wooden architectural style imitating the Qin and Han dynasties.

Generally speaking, modern people imitating ancient architecture usually choose the Ming and Qing periods—this type of Qin and Han dynasty residence was quite rare. But these buildings employed post-and-lintel, timber-frame, and even log cabin structural methods, definitely in the Qin and Han architectural style. Moreover, there were the distinctive Qin bricks and Han tiles—if it weren’t for the darkness, one might even be able to see the patterns on those bricks and tiles.

This household had truly spent lavishly. Lu Zigang was genuinely impressed. From the ancient trees towering in the courtyard, one could see this residence was quite old. However, Lu Zigang did not believe this residence was actually built during the Qin and Han period. After all, after enduring over two thousand years of wind, rain, and warfare, the only buildings still standing in China were probably just the Great Wall. And even that had undergone continuous repairs and additions by various dynasties, or it would mostly have turned to dust and gravel by now.

Lu Zigang surveyed the surroundings briefly and vaguely felt there was something peculiar about this residence’s layout, but before he could examine it closely, he was led to the main hall. It was brightly lit here, with dozens of guests already present, gathered around a square table drinking tea and chatting. They were deep in animated conversation when Lu Zigang pushed open the door and entered, causing everyone to look up at him.

Suddenly seeing so many unfamiliar faces, Lu Zigang was momentarily stunned.

“Little Gang, you finally made it! Everyone’s been waiting for you.” A middle-aged man in his fifties stood up from among the seated group, speaking with a heavy Shaanxi accent as soon as he opened his mouth.

Though Lu Zigang had grown up in Beijing, his mother’s hometown was in Shaanxi, so even without recognizing this middle-aged man, he could guess this was his uncle and immediately greeted him. The uncle was quite familiar with him, pulling him to an empty seat beside himself, then regardless of whether he could remember, began introducing everyone at the table clockwise from the head seat.

Lu Zigang met them one by one. The ones who left the deepest impression were an elderly man and a young man. The elderly man was the owner of this residence, whom everyone called Elder Yu. He appeared to be in his seventies or eighties, with poor health, coughing incessantly from time to time. Seated to his left was a youth with white hair and crimson pupils, extraordinarily handsome and rare in this world. Because his hair and eye color differed from ordinary people, though knowing this was certainly due to albinism, it was rare to see a man with such long hair, so Lu Zigang couldn’t help but take a few extra glances.

Presumably because of his late arrival, these people already knew his identity. Among them, a young woman in her twenties raised her teacup and asked with a smile: “Uncle Li, your nephew has such an unusual name! Actually called Lu Zigang, exactly the same as that legendary jade-carving master from history. I wonder if he has a Kunwu Mo blade with him?”

Hearing the three words “Kunwu Mo blade,” though Lu Zigang knew the other party was joking, he still unconsciously touched the pocket at his waist—he really did have a Mo blade on him. Having just been introduced, Lu Zigang still remembered this woman was called Xia Qian, a newspaper reporter who had come with her husband Wei Zhuoran.

This Ms. Xia Qian was very beautiful, with short hair that was curled, colored, and highlighted in an eye-catching way, exquisite makeup, and fashionable clothing, very much giving off the feeling of an urban office lady. Her husband Wei Zhuoran sat beside her, also outstanding in appearance and promising in career. According to what was said, he was a high-level manager at a foreign company. Sitting together, they were talented and beautiful, truly a perfect match. However, Wei Zhuoran was obviously dragged along by his wife to keep her company. Though his handsome face wore a smile, his eyes revealed distance and indifference.

From childhood to adulthood, Lu Zigang had been teased by countless people because of this name, so naturally he didn’t mind now, casually explaining. Who told him to have a father who was obsessed with archaeology? According to legend, when he was born, his father happened to be fascinated with researching Zigang-style jade artifacts, so with a grand flourish of the brush, he named him Lu Zigang.

With this joke, the initial awkwardness among the strangers dissolved in laughter. Lu Zigang also noticed that though the seated guests spanned various age groups, they should all be insiders—otherwise ordinary people wouldn’t know who “Lu Zigang” was.

“Speaking of our gathering today being fated! Besides Brother Lu here, we also have little brother Hu Hai! Haha!” A man about Lu Zigang’s age said cheerfully. He was called Lin Yan, a history major student at a prestigious university. Sitting beside him was his twin brother Lin Mo. The two were one dynamic and one quiet—Lin Yan wore a full Nike tracksuit while Lin Mo wore a striped shirt and jeans. Both had delicate features and were clearly popular figures at school. At this moment, Lin Yan was mischievously winking while speaking and looking toward the youth beside Elder Yu.

During his uncle’s earlier introductions, Lu Zigang had heard that this white-haired, crimson-eyed handsome youth was named Hu Hai. He had thought it was just a coincidence in pronunciation, not expecting it to really be those two characters “Hu Hai.” Seeing the other party didn’t respond and maintained a cold expression, Lu Zigang didn’t know how to answer either, simply saying a few phrases like “what a coincidence” before moving past the topic.

With Lu Zigang’s arrival, the twelve people at this table were complete. Servants outside the hall cleared away the tea and brought out exquisite food and wine. Lu Zigang had been bumping around all day and was extremely hungry, so he said nothing more and focused on filling his stomach.

This residence was magnificent, and the prepared food and wine also had great origins. Every dish was full of color, aroma, and flavor, each containing meaning. Lu Zigang had no particular expertise in fine cuisine, so while eating he listened to Lin Yan explaining the legend of the osmanthus glass lotus root dish, his appetite growing.

After three rounds of wine, the atmosphere became lively. Lu Zigang had eaten about eighty percent full and put down his chopsticks, idly looking around. The layout of this main hall was quite strange. Post-and-lintel architecture involved placing beams on pillars, with more beams placed on top of beams, also called stacked-beam style. This type of layout was generally used in palaces, temples, and other large buildings, which wasn’t particularly unusual. However, this main hall was actually built in a rare square shape and was frighteningly spacious, but the surroundings were blocked by person-height double-sided Suzhou embroidery screens, so it didn’t appear too conspicuous.

By now the sky had completely darkened. Only four palace lanterns flickered between the screens in the hall, adding some ancient charm. But Lu Zigang watched the shadows of the screens cast on the ground by the palace lanterns, swaying up and down, and felt an inexplicable unease in his heart.

During the meal, his uncle also explained the purpose of calling him here this time. The owner of this residence, Elder Yu, had quite a reputation in this circle. When the National Museum was being established, he had donated many antiques. Only then did Lu Zigang connect the Elder Yu in his impression with the frail elderly man before him.

In this circle, Elder Yu’s gatherings enjoyed great fame. Elder Yu liked to call some people together every so often, then bring out several pieces from his collection for everyone to appreciate. Lu Zigang only knew his uncle had made a windfall a few years ago and somehow got to know Elder Yu, thus finally having this opportunity. He estimated his uncle knew his own knowledge was insufficient, and since Elder Yu’s gatherings allowed bringing family members, he thought of his distant nephew who worked at the National Museum. At the very least, it could help him save face, right?

Lu Zigang heard this was about the same as his earlier guess, so he calmed down. Actually, he quite liked it here. Aside from the inconvenient transportation, this residence was like a paradise removed from the world. From entering until now, he hadn’t seen half a thing with modern atmosphere—everything was so antique, as if he had left the steel and concrete urban forest. This made him, someone who worshipped ancient culture, marvel endlessly.

The meal was quickly finished. Servants quietly came up to clear the feast and brought freshly brewed premium Biluochun tea. The crowd, now warmed with wine, had lost their earlier reserve. Among them, a middle-aged man in his forties impatiently urged: “Elder Yu, what treasure are you bringing out today to open our eyes?”

This middle-aged man was called Yan Ao. He was thin and dark-skinned, with deep forehead wrinkles, wearing gold-rimmed glasses on his nose. He wore an ill-fitting suit and had a pigeon-egg-sized amber bracelet on his hand. According to what was said, he was the director of an auction house and had a good relationship with Elder Yu, so his speech wasn’t particularly refined.

Elder Yu was still coughing softly from time to time, making people worry whether his body could still endure. At this time, the woman sitting to his right spoke with a smile: “Brother Yan, please be patient. Only one antique will make an appearance today, but everyone definitely won’t be disappointed.”

This woman also appeared to be only in her early twenties. Unlike the heavy makeup of the other lady Xia Qian at the table, this woman named An Nuo was like a lotus emerging from clear water—naturally beautiful without artificial adornment. Her long straight black hair fell smoothly over her shoulders, and her mutton-fat jade-like face bore a gentle smile that made people feel comfortable at first sight.

Lu Zigang had already learned during his uncle’s introduction that this An Nuo was Elder Yu’s assistant. At the dinner table, she attended to Elder Yu meticulously, spoke with witty charm, and could skillfully adjust the atmosphere and control the situation. Combined with her striking appearance and gentle temperament, basically half the men at the table spent half their time with their gazes lingering on her.

Hearing this, Yan Ao became even more curious. Though he hadn’t known Elder Yu for long, according to what he’d heard, Elder Yu’s gatherings always featured at least three antiques for everyone to appreciate. Tonight there was only one, which meant this single piece was worth three antiques combined.

Lu Zigang looked around and found that not only Yan Ao was curious—everyone present showed varying degrees of interested expressions, except for the white-haired youth named Hu Hai and Wei Zhuoran who had been dragged along to make up numbers. The former probably already knew what it was, while the latter was likely indifferent.

Elder Yu whispered a few words to An Nuo, who then stood up, turned around the screen and walked toward a side hall. Soon she returned under everyone’s expectant gaze, carefully carrying a flat square wooden box and placing it in the center of the table before opening it.

A smell of rotting wood wafted out. Lu Zigang frowned slightly—he didn’t smell any preservative materials. Could it be that Elder Yu hadn’t properly preserved the antique? He looked closely and immediately widened his eyes.

“Six Principles Chess!” The person who exclaimed even before Lu Zigang was a scholar in his thirties named Wu Yu. According to what was said, he was writing a collection of ancient artifacts and was currently gathering materials everywhere. He was now so excited he had stood up, his plump body trembling all over, showing an expression of wanting to touch but not daring to act rashly.

Chapter 6: Six Principles Chess · Part 2
“Six Principles Chess?” Xia Qian had already taken out her digital camera and, with An Nuo’s permission, was continuously photographing the wooden box on the table. The flash was extremely dazzling, but no one was willing to close their eyes. Even Wei Zhuoran, who hadn’t shown much interest, revealed a curious expression.

Inside the wooden box were only three types of items: a square wooden chess board, twelve rectangular jade chess pieces, and six bamboo sticks. The front center of the board had a square area carved in intaglio and painted with red lacquer depicting four dots, with three areas drawn at each end, plus several curved paths. The chess pieces were also different—among the twelve rectangular pieces, five were made of Hetian jade, five were black Hetian jade, and two jade pieces with an emerald hue were noticeably larger than the other ten. There were six sticks, made from small bamboo tubes split in half with curved cross-sections.

“These chess pieces look quite like mahjong tiles…” Xia Qian muttered softly while taking photos.

Looking at what appeared to be an authentic Six Principles Chess set before him, Lu Zigang couldn’t help but become excited under the constant clicking and flashing of lights. His uncle beside him couldn’t see the significance and was nudging Lu Zigang’s leg under the table with his knee, hoping he would explain a few things.

Lu Zigang steadied himself. What he most wanted to do right now was to hold the Six Principles Chess set in front of him for authentication, to see exactly what era it was from. As for his uncle’s questions, just as he was about to organize his words to respond, someone else spoke first.

Few of the young people present knew what Six Principles Chess was, so a middle-aged man in his fifties sitting on the other side of his uncle coughed lightly and explained: “Six Principles Chess is an ancient board game that was quite popular during the Spring and Autumn, Warring States, and Qin-Han periods, with a history of several thousand years. According to chess historians’ research, this ancient Six Principles Chess is actually the ancestor of all piece-based board games in the world. Games with different pieces like Chinese chess, international chess, Japanese shogi, and so forth all gradually evolved and developed from Six Principles Chess.”

This middle-aged man with a scholarly air was named Chen Miao. According to what was said, he was the director of a private library, collecting countless rare and unique volumes. He was frequently invited by major universities to give lectures, and when he spoke, his intonation was melodious and pleasing to hear.

“Six Principles Chess is that amazing?” Lin Yan, one of the twins, was somewhat skeptical. He was a history student after all, and though he studied the humanities, Lin Yan considered his knowledge to be dozens of times greater than others, so he couldn’t help doubting Chen Miao’s claims. “Professor Chen, if Six Principles Chess was as amazing as you say, how could I have never heard of it?”

Wu Yu, who had been standing excitedly while leaning on the table edge, snorted coldly upon hearing this and said with arrogant disdain: “Young man, your learning is still shallow. If you haven’t heard of Six Principles Chess, then you’ve surely heard of the term ‘gaming strategy’ (博弈)? The ‘Yi’ (弈) in ‘gaming strategy’ refers to the game of Go…”

“Ah! Could that ‘Bo’ (博) character be the ‘Bo’ from Six Principles Chess?” Xia Qian stopped taking photos and exclaimed with her hand covering her lips, interrupting Wu Yu mid-sentence.

Wu Yu frowned at being interrupted. Though he disliked others cutting in while he was speaking, since the other party was a young and beautiful woman, he couldn’t say much, pressing his hand on the table edge and slowly sitting down.

The scholarly Professor Chen smiled slightly and picked up the topic: “The Analects of Confucius, Yanghua chapter states: ‘Those who eat their fill all day without applying their minds to anything are hopeless! Are there not gamesters and chess players? Even these would be better than doing nothing at all.’ This is roughly the earliest source of the term ‘gaming strategy.’ Song dynasty scholar Zhu Xi once annotated this passage: ‘Bo refers to board games; Yi refers to Go.’ Miss Xia guessed correctly—the two characters ‘gaming strategy’ originally referred to Six Principles Chess and Go.”

“Moreover, looking at the two characters for gaming strategy, ‘Bo’ comes before ‘Yi.’ According to ancient customs, this means Six Principles Chess was initially more widely popular than Go,” said the gaunt Yan Ao, his small eyes gleaming with intensity, wishing he could scan the Six Principles Chess set before him as thoroughly as an X-ray.

“That’s so impressive!” Lin Yan listened in amazement. Though he still didn’t understand Six Principles Chess, he knew the importance of Go in Chinese history. Learning that Six Principles Chess was historically even more prestigious than Go, his gaze toward the wooden box changed from indifference to growing fervor.

Wei Zhuoran, Xia Qian’s husband, differed from the others’ excitement and asked pointedly: “But now Six Principles Chess isn’t as universally known as Go. There must be some reason for this?”

“Six Principles was invented very early. According to research, it was no later than the Shang dynasty at the latest. It then flourished from the Spring and Autumn period through the Qin and Han dynasties, becoming indispensable content in people’s daily lives. Compared to Go’s obscurity and profundity, Six Principles Chess with its gambling nature spread widely among people of all social levels. During the Qin and Han periods, everyone from emperors to peddlers and laborers was utterly fascinated by it. Those skilled in Six Principles Chess could even enjoy official positions in the palace and receive people’s respect.” Yan Ao took a sip of the now-cold Biluochun tea and sighed lightly before continuing: “But after the Eastern Han dynasty, Six Principles Chess began to decline. The playing methods gradually became lost to history. Existing historical records are fragmentary and unclear—how to cast the sticks, how to move the pieces can no longer be known in detail. The reason for Six Principles Chess losing its playing methods might be related to people’s modifications of it. Later, chess with more specialized divisions of labor appeared, and Six Principles Chess was gradually eliminated by the times.”

Yan Ao’s voice was slightly hoarse, sounding somewhat desolate in the spacious hall. Everyone seemed to follow his words back to the era thousands of years ago when Six Principles Chess flourished, temporarily falling into melancholy silence.

“Then what era would Elder Yu’s Six Principles Chess set be from?” The uncle wasn’t particularly moved by everyone’s sentiments—his purpose was single-mindedly trying to please Elder Yu.

Lu Zigang came back to his senses, understanding his uncle’s meaning, and began explaining: “From the Spring and Autumn period through the Western Han dynasty, Six Principles Chess had no difference in form. But during the Eastern Han period, there was once an innovation. The renovated Six Principles Chess was called Small Bo, while the pre-innovation version was renamed Great Bo. The main difference between the two lay in the number of casting sticks. Great Bo had six sticks, Small Bo had two qiong. Qiong served the same function as sticks—they were dice-casting implements. Look, qiong were shaped roughly like modern dice, except they weren’t six-sided but multi-faced spherical forms.”

“Oh oh! So this Six Principles Chess set could very likely be an antique from before the Western Han dynasty?” His uncle appeared very excited, as if the Six Principles Chess set before them belonged to him.

Not very likely. Lu Zigang swallowed these words back down. The four characters “before Western Han” were easy to write, but how could something from thousands of years ago possibly be preserved so simply? Especially since this was made of wood—it was most likely a later imitation of Six Principles Chess, though it could still have several hundred years of history. Lu Zigang didn’t dare say much at this moment. Though most of those present were young people, there were quite a few insiders, and he certainly wasn’t the only one who could recognize quality goods.

Xia Qian had no interest in the Six Principles Chess set’s age. She was flipping through the pictures in her camera when she suddenly made a discovery and exclaimed: “Eh! This chess board’s pattern looks so familiar!”

With her saying this, everyone’s gaze fell on the chess board. Except for the confused Lu Zigang, everyone else successively showed expressions of surprise.

An Nuo raised her hand to sweep the long hair that had fallen to her chest back over her shoulder and smiled elegantly: “That’s right, this chess board closely resembles the floor plan of this residence. Or rather, the original owner of this residence was so obsessed with Six Principles Chess that he imitated the Six Principles Chess board to build this residence.”

Everyone collectively gasped, all understanding the implication in An Nuo’s words. Obsessed with Six Principles Chess? That would place it somewhere between the Spring and Autumn period and the Eastern Han dynasty. Did this mean this residence had actually existed for at least two thousand years?

Only then did Lu Zigang understand why he had felt the layout was strange upon entering. The square hall they were currently in should correspond to the rectangular area drawn in the center of the Six Principles Chess board. The surrounding curved paths and areas at both ends probably had corresponding curved corridors and pavilions.

With An Nuo’s explanation, no one could sit still anymore. Previously they had only suspected the buildings here were constructed imitating Qin and Han architectural styles, but now upon careful consideration, this place was remotely located and might truly have escaped the baptism of warfare. Combined with careful repairs and maintenance by successive owners… Taking a step back, even if the wooden buildings weren’t original from over two thousand years ago, the furnishings and objects in the residence might well have been preserved intact…

Lu Zigang immediately began scanning the tables, chairs, screens, and even teacups before him, then disappointedly withdrew his gaze. At least within his sight, only the Six Principles Chess set before him seemed like a genuine antique.

An Nuo smiled slightly: “Tonight we happen to have twelve people here, and Six Principles Chess happens to have twelve pieces. The residence we’re in is also a Six Principles Chess board. Why don’t we personally experience the pleasure of Six Principles Chess?”

“How do we experience it?” Lin Yan, young and spirited, was eager for anything fun. “Like in Harry Potter where people ride on the chess pieces?”

“Not that exaggerated—I don’t know magic.” An Nuo giggled, revealing two cute dimples at the corners of her lips. “Only two people will actually play chess. The others will cooperate by moving around the residence, considering it an after-dinner stroll.”

With her suggestion, most people agreed. Some felt bored sitting here but hadn’t left out of politeness, while others wanted to take the opportunity to look around the residence and search for evidence of its antiquity.

“Six Principles Chess has six pieces per side—one xiao and five san, hence called Six Principles. The xiao piece is the king piece, to be played by Elder Yu and another person. Casting the sticks means throwing these six bamboo strips—however many curved surfaces face up determines how many steps you can move. The rules are simple. Who’s interested in playing a game against Elder Yu?” An Nuo stood up and carefully removed the Six Principles Chess set from the wooden box. Her movements were both careful and elegant, extremely pleasing to watch.

For a moment no one responded. The young people didn’t want to play chess with an old man, while the older ones preferred to walk around the courtyard. Seeing no one responding, his uncle immediately volunteered. He was eager for any chance to strike up conversation with Elder Yu and wouldn’t miss such an opportunity.

An Nuo clapped her hands, and someone brought over twelve walkie-talkies from the side. She distributed them to everyone: “The cell phone signal here isn’t good, so we’ll use walkie-talkies to communicate shortly. There are various ancient blades from Elder Yu’s collection on these walls. Everyone can take one to hold. When someone takes the blade from your hand, it means you’ve been captured. Of course, this requires everyone’s cooperation with the instructions sent through your walkie-talkies!”

There wasn’t much that needed special instruction. They had everyone draw lots to form teams. On Elder Yu’s side were the white-haired youth named Hu Hai, An Nuo, Xia Qian, Lin Mo, and Wu Yu. The remaining six people formed Lu Zigang’s uncle’s group. Married couples and twin brothers were coincidentally separated, which was quite interesting. Each person was given a chess piece and a brush dipped in vermillion.

Lu Zigang remembered there was a saying about it being inauspicious to write names in red ink, but seeing everyone else doing it, he suppressed his unease and neatly wrote his name on the white chess piece.

When returning the chess piece and going to select a blade, Lu Zigang realized the walls of this hall were covered with ancient blades from various dynasties, all sharing one characteristic—none had sheaths. The sharp or rust-stained blades gleamed with captivating cold light in the dim candlelight. It seemed Elder Yu’s favorite collection was bladed weapons. Lu Zigang casually picked a willow-leaf saber most common in the Ming and Qing periods, then turned and walked out.

Chapter 6: Six Principles Chess · Part 3
Lu Zigang walked out of the stifling hall, and as the evening breeze hit his face, much of his wine-induced haze cleared. After determining his direction, he followed his uncle’s walkie-talkie instructions and headed toward the northeast corner of the residence.

The weather tonight was poor, with heavy dark clouds obscuring the moon, leaving the sky pitch black. Under the illumination of wind lanterns hanging in the corridors, the residence showed mottled tree shadows, appearing somewhat eerie and terrifying. Lu Zigang didn’t believe in ghosts or spirits—in his view, humans were more frightening existences than evil spirits in this world.

This mountain wilderness was quiet, without the roar of cars or the brilliance of neon lights, carrying only a natural atmosphere that involuntarily calmed his mood. Lu Zigang walked through the corridor and came to sit in a pavilion. This was the location assigned to him, apparently an excellent position for viewing the back garden, though unfortunately with the dark moon and high winds tonight, aside from the wind lantern inside the pavilion illuminating the stone table and chairs, nothing could be seen in the darkness outside.

Lu Zigang sat on the stone chair, feeling quite irritated while gripping the willow-leaf saber in his hand, so he simply placed it on the stone table. Perhaps this blade had killed many living beings before and was stained with too much bloody qi—once Lu Zigang released it, he felt much more comfortable. Remembering how holding the Kunwu Mo blade had lifted his spirits, he unconsciously took the Mo blade from his pocket.

The cool blade entering his hand sent a shock through his entire body. Perhaps there was an inherent difference between blades for carving jade and blades for killing—the Mo blade itself carried a pure and refined aura. Lu Zigang recalled the circumstances of obtaining the Mo blade from the Mute House and couldn’t help but find it somewhat absurd that because his name was the same as that historical jade-carving master, the shop owner had given him such a precious Mo blade in exchange for that half of a wordless stele. In his view, this Mo blade was naturally far more valuable than that half wordless stele.

Lu Zigang habitually held the Mo blade in his hand, stroking it, his fingertips sliding over every inch of texture on the blade body, then subtly slipped it back into his pants pocket. Looking up toward the outside of the pavilion, he said with a smile: “Are you here to take the blade? The blade is on the table—feel free to take it.” According to Six Principles Chess rules, stationary pieces would be captured by moving pieces, so Lu Zigang judged from this that he was already eliminated. What was his uncle doing, getting his pieces captured so quickly? Even if he was determined to lose to Elder Yu, he shouldn’t make it so obvious.

A tall figure slowly emerged from the darkness. The person had long white hair cascading down his back, reflecting silver-white light under the wind lantern’s illumination, as if his entire body radiated a silver halo. That silver-white long hair rippled like flowing water as he moved, creating a captivating shimmer. Only now did Lu Zigang notice this person wore white robes with a black hooded cloak, trimmed with red-gold cloud patterns. This fabric and design seemed familiar to him, though he couldn’t remember where exactly he had seen it.

Lu Zigang watched as the other person stepped into the pavilion with empty hands, not carrying a single blade, and couldn’t help but pause: “Have you already been killed?”

This was a somewhat strange thing to say, but according to their Six Principles Chess rules, having one’s blade taken meant death, so Lu Zigang didn’t feel there was anything offensive about this statement. However, he clearly saw Hu Hai’s form halt momentarily, standing rigidly before the stone table.

“Heh, it’s just a game after all. Young Master Hu needn’t mind it.” Because Hu Hai stood before him with his face hidden in shadows beyond the wind lantern’s reach, Lu Zigang couldn’t see his expression and tried to console him. At the dinner table, he had heard An Nuo address him as Young Master Hu, so he simply used this form of address. Lu Zigang finally understood the awkwardness his friends felt—interacting with someone sharing a famous person’s name was truly speechless. He could never bring himself to call out the name of Qin’s Second Emperor to such a white-haired, red-eyed youth.

“A game?” Hu Hai chuckled softly, the emotions contained in his laugh so complex that Lu Zigang couldn’t understand them at all.

Hu Hai sat down on another stone chair. Under the wind lantern’s light, his complexion appeared extraordinarily pale, giving off a strangely beautiful aura. He curved his nearly bloodless thin lips into a shallow smile and asked: “Do you know the origins of this residence?”

“I don’t.” Lu Zigang didn’t know why this Young Master Hu regarded him differently—clearly so cold and distant at the dinner table, keeping people at arm’s length—but he was indeed very curious about this residence’s story. Since this Young Master Hu was apparently Elder Yu’s relative, he surely knew something.

Hu Hai reached out to flick the willow-leaf saber on the table, the blade producing a crisp ringing sound. He lowered his phoenix eyes, the long silver eyelashes beneath his lids concealing the deeply hidden emotions in his red pupils, and spoke indifferently: “Long, long ago, there were two brothers who loved playing Six Principles Chess. The younger brother often lost to his elder brother, but though frequently defeated, he continued fighting defeat after defeat.”

Lu Zigang looked at Hu Hai’s fingertips, pale to near transparency, somewhat entranced. He could imagine two young men playing against each other, with the one who often lost always feeling unconvinced and pestering the other to continue.

Hu Hai closed his eyes slightly. Under the hazy light, his pale features carried a sickly beauty, the corners of his lips showing a trace of bitterness as he said softly: “These two brothers were both somewhat too obsessed with Six Principles Chess. Therefore, when one of the elder brother’s good friends suggested building a villa using a Six Principles Chess board as the layout, both brothers agreed. Ultimately, this residence was designed by the elder brother’s friend’s master, but it went through many twists and turns. By the time this residence was completed, the elder brother had already passed away.”

Lu Zigang said nothing because he didn’t know what to say. He was never eloquent with words, and at this moment, seeing this Hu Hai narrating what seemed to be other people’s affairs, yet speaking with such sincere emotion that it seemed like he was recounting his own personal experiences.

“The younger brother had built this residence, but no longer had anyone to play against…”

Seeing this Young Master Hu actually show a melancholy expression and remain silent for a long time, Lu Zigang could only clear his throat lightly and say: “So that’s how this residence came to be built. Truly moving…” This statement was somewhat insincere—every ancient artifact had some story, and compared to others, this residence’s history was rather ordinary, not at all dramatic or stirring.

Hu Hai slowly opened his eyes, revealing those bewitching red pupils. His entire demeanor changed instantly, his thin lips showing a sinister smile: “The younger brother lingered in this residence, so his subordinates, catering to his preferences, suggested using this residence to play human Six Principles Chess. The rules were the same as what we’re playing today, except during one game against his own uncle, his subordinates got into a dispute. Those who had their blades taken were unwilling to accept it, and in this match, lives were accidentally lost.”

With his words, a cold wind blew through the pavilion, bone-chilling cold invading and causing Lu Zigang to shiver deeply despite himself.

“Because that Six Principles Chess game was stained with blood from the deaths, it became unstoppable, killing seven people at once. In the end, the younger brother lost that game to his own uncle, and afterward, the younger brother suddenly discovered that his uncle, who had been nearly fifty years old, had somehow become almost ten years younger.”

“What?!” Lu Zigang exclaimed in shock. How was this possible?

“Perhaps the person who built this residence had deliberate designs—the residence’s feng shui arrangements formed a natural formation. Perhaps there was something strange about the Six Principles Chess board made using secret methods. In any case, as long as one achieved victory in a Six Principles Chess match, and the opponent’s side lost several people, the victor would become several years younger.” Hu Hai’s red pupils flickered with chilling light as he slowly said: “In other words, this is Six Principles Chess played with lives.”

Lu Zigang was speechless. He didn’t believe a single word of what this Young Master Hu said, yet where exactly did this panic surging in his heart come from?

While confused, a piercing scream tore through the dark night sky, brutally ripping apart the false tranquility disguised beneath this night curtain. Hu Hai met Lu Zigang’s panicked eyes, his red pupils narrowing slightly: “The chess game has already begun…”

The piercing scream stopped abruptly, as if someone had suddenly pressed pause on an old tape player.

The darkness returned to deathly silence, but Lu Zigang could no longer sit still. He rose and rushed out of the pavilion, running toward the direction from which the scream had come. As he ran, he pulled out his phone—though still without signal, the phone screen could provide illumination in the night, lighting up the path beneath his feet.

Lu Zigang saw the arched bridge not far away but didn’t see any human figures.

Then he suddenly stopped in his tracks. Because he saw a stream of deep red blood gradually flowing down from the bridge’s slope, like a winding snake slithering forward.

A chill crawled up his spine from his ankles. Lu Zigang felt all the blood in his body instantly drain away. At his feet lay a broken pair of gold-rimmed glasses, the lenses trampled to powder, the frames lying twisted on the ground, reflecting harsh light under his phone screen’s illumination.

“Those are Yan Ao’s glasses.” Hu Hai’s voice came from behind Lu Zigang.

Lu Zigang saw his wrist being grasped by this Young Master Hu, who directed his phone’s light toward the arched bridge.

Though he had mentally prepared himself, when Lu Zigang saw that tragic scene, his hand trembled and his phone fell to the ground with a “crack,” plunging the surroundings back into darkness. Though only for an instant, Lu Zigang had seen everything clearly. He had never hated his 20/20 vision so much.

Yan Ao was dead.

No one could survive after their head and body were separated. So Lu Zigang felt there wasn’t even a need to go forward and confirm. His excellent vision could even judge from the gap in the other’s neck that Yan Ao had died from a sharp blade’s cut. There were no traces of a blade around, meaning the killer had also taken the blade from Yan Ao’s hand.

Lu Zigang’s head was buzzing chaotically. Could it be that what Hu Hai had said from the beginning wasn’t lies? Was it all true?

“Don’t believe it? Well then, let’s continue watching.” Hu Hai’s cold voice came from beside Lu Zigang’s ear. The latter only felt something pressed at a certain point on his body, and his entire form felt as if thrown into an ice cellar, unable to move and frozen in place, letting himself be dragged by the other into nearby woods.

Wind howled past him as Lu Zigang was pulled by Hu Hai at an incomprehensible speed through the entire courtyard, arriving outside a pavilion in the southwest corner.

This pavilion was identical to the one he had been in before—presumably the residence used symmetrical designs throughout. At this moment, under the wind lantern in the pavilion sat a young man with his head lowered, playing with an ox-tail saber in his hands. Whether it was Lin Mo or Lin Yan was unclear—the Lin brothers looked very similar, and Lu Zigang couldn’t distinguish between them. However, seeing this person so interested in the patterns on the ox-tail saber’s handle, it should be Lin Yan, who studied history. He had heard his brother Lin Mo studied computer science and probably wouldn’t be so fascinated.

“Actually, Six Principles Chess isn’t simply one xiao piece and five san pieces. During the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, military organization was based on groups of five with one squad leader, totaling six people per unit. Six Principles Chess actually included two sai pieces, with the remainder being du, zhi, lu, and xiao. Your side’s sai piece was just killed, so next should be this du piece.” Hu Hai explained blandly in Lu Zigang’s ear, as if truly commenting on an ordinary chess match.

Lu Zigang’s back was soaked with cold sweat. Yan Ao and Lin Yan both belonged to his uncle’s side. Yan Ao was already dead, and according to this Young Master Hu’s explanation, the next to be killed would be Lin Yan? By now he had no time to consider why this Six Principles Chess would devour human lives—one person was already dead, and he couldn’t let things continue deteriorating. Lu Zigang opened his mouth, wanting to warn the person in the pavilion, but discovered he couldn’t make any sound at all.

“The chess game has already begun—no one can stop it.” Hu Hai seemed to know what Lu Zigang wanted to say and said indifferently: “Since you’re already here, why not watch a good show?”

Lu Zigang followed his gaze and noticed a figure approaching the pavilion step by step, holding a ring-pommel sword in hand. The blade’s slender, straight form reflected the wind lantern’s light, emanating a disturbing chill.

Lin Yan only glanced up briefly before lowering his head again, his gaze reluctant to leave the ox-tail saber in his hands as he said happily: “Brother, this ox-tail saber really is authentic! Oh, let me see the blade you’re holding too. Didn’t I tell you to pick that Han dynasty ring-pommel sword? I’ve always wanted to touch that legendary ring-pommel sword! Elder Yu’s collection really can’t be underestimated!”

Chapter 6: Six Principles Chess · Part 4
Lu Zigang could now clearly see the approaching person’s face. That person had the same features as Lin Yan, but his facial expression was extremely strange, as if he was enduring something, or resisting something.

Hu Hai’s ghostly voice came at just the right moment: “Remember those two brothers? Later, the younger brother discovered that as long as he wrote people’s names on the Six Principles Chess pieces, those people would become chess pieces in the game, subject to the manipulation of the xiao pieces. The more resentful qi a blade carried, the better it could control the mind of its wielder. In the past, blades were tools for killing people, but now blades attach themselves to people, controlling their consciousness to kill. Isn’t this quite an interesting thing?”

Lu Zigang listened with terror. He remembered the irritated feeling he had when holding that willow-leaf saber earlier, and felt immensely grateful that he had immediately released it afterward. Looking at the Lin brothers’ current situation, clearly one was bewitched by the ox-tail saber while the other was controlled by the ring-pommel sword.

“These blades have thirsted for hundreds and thousands of years, longing to drink human blood again…” Accompanied by Hu Hai’s sinister words, Lu Zigang saw Lin Mo behind Lin Yan slowly raise the ring-pommel sword in his hand, while Lin Yan remained completely unaware, his head lowered as he examined the ox-tail saber in his hands. The light reflected from the blade edge made Lu Zigang’s eyes sting.

“Heh, whenever two chess pieces meet, one piece will inevitably be captured. Brothers turning against each other—truly a rare spectacle to behold…” Hu Hai murmured, as if something in his heart had been touched, becoming somewhat entranced.

Lu Zigang’s slight favorable impression of this Young Master Hu had completely vanished. It was obvious that this gathering was a chess game set up by Elder Yu, and as Elder Yu’s relative, how could Hu Hai not know what would happen? Since he knew a tragedy would occur yet stood by watching, this was truly too excessive.

But Lu Zigang was burning with anxiety, unable to move or make a sound, only able to helplessly watch that rust-stained ring-pommel sword tremble in the air before striking downward.

The blade drew a brilliant arc through the air, followed by the heavy, muffled sound of a sharp weapon piercing human flesh.

“Brother!” Lin Yan dropped the ox-tail saber in his hands, terrified as he supported Lin Mo who had fallen to the ground, looking at the ring-pommel sword embedded in his abdomen, unable to understand why his brother would injure himself.

“Tsk, boring.” Hu Hai pursed his lips and made this comment, dragging Lu Zigang into the bushes and leaving from the other side of the courtyard.

Lin Yan’s heart-wrenching cries could still be faintly heard in the distance, finally fading to silence.

The entire residence was like a massive tomb, silent as death.

Lu Zigang had witnessed a tragedy with his own eyes but couldn’t prevent it at all. Furious to the point of bristling with anger, his gaze toward Hu Hai burned with searing rage.

Hu Hai remained very calm, dragging Lu Zigang across the entire residence and stopping behind an artificial mountain.

As soon as Lu Zigang stood still, he heard the sound of a man and woman arguing. With the shadow of that recent tragedy, he immediately looked toward the corridor. The arguing pair was none other than the married couple Wei Zhuoran and Xia Qian. Though one held a nine-ring saber and the other gripped a small, light dagger, they were only holding them casually, and from their dispute, it was clearly a marital quarrel.

Though Wei and Xia appeared harmonious in front of others, every family had its difficulties. Both were exceptionally talented individuals who had fallen in love at first sight in university, admiring each other and becoming an enviable divine couple. But married life brought trivial matters, work frustrations for both, and friction began increasing. They often started arguing over small matters, with neither willing to yield to the other. Continuing this way, even the most solid feelings could develop cracks. Tonight, these two had completely forgotten the original cause of their argument, bringing up all sorts of trivial matters and arguing furiously.

Wei Zhuoran was naturally taciturn, but couldn’t withstand Xia Qian’s sharp tongue. Sometimes when provoked severely, he would angrily retort once or twice. Xia Qian was even less forgiving, and in this vicious cycle, both knew no good would come of it, but both were young and proud, neither willing to back down.

Lu Zigang felt somewhat embarrassed listening to their private matters from the shadows, thinking this Young Master Hu had dragged him here not just to eavesdrop on the young couple’s quarrel, right? Moreover, the killer who murdered Yan Ao remained unknown, and this couple had clearly left their assigned positions to meet privately.

If Lu Zigang hadn’t witnessed those two tragedies, he wouldn’t have taken this Six Principles Chess game seriously, but this residence had truly become a real Six Principles Chess board, so naturally he worried about others’ safety. As for his uncle, being one of the xiao pieces, he should temporarily be safe. But how could he break this situation?

Just as Lu Zigang was anxiously wondering how to escape this predicament of being unable to move or cry out in warning, the walkie-talkie at Xia Qian’s waist suddenly crackled.

Elder Yu’s coughing voice came clearly: “Divide and advance together, paths pressing close. Lu piece advances five, capturing the zhi piece.”

Lu Zigang couldn’t understand the terminology Elder Yu used, but clearly saw Xia Qian’s hand gripping the dagger tighten, her facial expression becoming strange. Upon seeing this, Lu Zigang immediately knew something was wrong—Xia Qian’s current expression was identical to Lin Mo’s earlier!

“Those who write their names on chess pieces cannot disobey the xiao piece’s commands,” Hu Hai beside him explained quite kindly.

Lu Zigang’s heart turned cold. Remembering how Lin Mo had preferred to stab himself rather than harm his younger brother, he believed Hu Hai’s words. In fact, since Hu Hai had appeared before him, though every sentence he spoke was absurd and incredible, not one had been false.

Could he only watch helplessly as tragedy after tragedy unfolded, witnessing fresh lives perish before his eyes?

Lu Zigang racked his brains, beginning to recall every word Hu Hai had said. Just writing names on chess pieces? It seemed this Young Master Hu hadn’t written his real name. Though even if he had, it wouldn’t matter—Elder Yu was his relative after all! But since they were relatives, why was there no respect in their conversation, instead carrying a strange eeriness?

Wait, hadn’t he also written his name on a chess piece? Why didn’t he feel controlled? Or was it that his uncle hadn’t moved his piece yet?

While Lu Zigang was anxious on this side, Xia Qian didn’t follow Elder Yu’s instructions to attack her husband.

Xia Qian held a blade resembling a dagger called a “wind-breaking knife.” She had looked down on the other blades for being too heavy and large, so she picked this delicate and exquisite ancient blade. Ever since hearing Elder Yu’s words through the walkie-talkie, she felt murderous intent toward Wei Zhuoran surge through her heart like a bursting dam, overwhelming her emotions. The cold treatment from her mother-in-law after marriage, the grievances of managing both work and housework, not wanting to abandon her flourishing career to have children—all made her hand holding the blade tremble continuously.

But even so, how could she possibly bring herself to harm her husband? Xia Qian bit her lower lip, using pain to keep herself alert. At this moment, she had already sensed something was wrong.

Wei Zhuoran’s wrist moved, raising the heavy nine-ring saber horizontally before him. The iron rings on the blade’s back clinked, creating a frightening crisp sound in the silent night.

“You… what are you doing?” Xia Qian looked at Wei Zhuoran, who seemed like a completely different person, her soul still unsettled.

“Only one of us can survive. Let’s settle this tonight.” Wei Zhuoran’s complexion was also extremely strange, his tone rigid.

Lu Zigang was astonished. Elder Yu was the one playing chess—he had only given commands to Xia Qian. Why was Wei Zhuoran from the other side also being controlled? If one side didn’t act, would the other side be triggered to attack first?

Could it be that those blades were the medium? These chess pieces were like marionettes controlled by the xiao pieces, with the blades in their hands serving as the strings connecting the xiao pieces to the scattered pieces. But the willow-leaf saber he had taken from the hall was already discarded in the previous pavilion… Blade… the Mo blade! If not for the Mo blade in his hand, he might not have been able to break free from that willow-leaf saber’s influence! And earlier, both Lin brothers had been holding blades!

Lu Zigang’s back couldn’t help but break out in cold sweat, feeling retroactive fear. At this moment, he wanted to cry out to tell that couple to throw away the blades in their hands, but just like before, he could only open his mouth without making any sound.

Wei Zhuoran had already raised the nine-ring saber, showing no marital consideration as he swung it toward Xia Qian.

Xia Qian’s scream followed, sounding particularly piercing in the empty residence. Due to Xia Qian’s instinctive dodging, Wei Zhuoran’s strike missed, but he didn’t stop there. Instead, he turned the handle forward to slash. Xia Qian awkwardly blocked with the wind-breaking knife, the sound of metal striking metal echoing through the empty residence, making listeners’ hearts race with fear.

“Husband and wife are like birds in the same forest—when disaster strikes, each flies away,” Hu Hai watched with great interest, chuckling softly. “This performance is quite excellent. Watching them bicker and quarrel is so tiring—this is much more comfortable.”

Lu Zigang had reached the extreme of hatred for Hu Hai. How could this person treat human lives so carelessly? He had to find a way, otherwise continuing like this, everyone in this residence would become nourishment for Elder Yu to extend his life.

Lu Zigang remembered the Mo blade that had saved him and exerted great effort to move his stiff fingers, struggling greatly before he could bend them toward his pants pocket. Though separated by a layer of clothing, the moment his fingertips touched the Mo blade, the icy cold that had frozen his meridians seemed to dissipate somewhat. Lu Zigang knew his speculation was correct. Once his wrist became flexible, he quickly grasped the Mo blade’s handle.

Fortunately, the Young Master Hu beside him was focused entirely on the distant corridor, and with the deep night, he didn’t notice Lu Zigang’s small movements.

A warm current from the Mo blade slowly flowed into his body. Lu Zigang wished he could move freely immediately, but reality never matched his wishes. After a minute, only his forearm could move.

Fortunately, that couple hadn’t determined life and death yet—only the flashing blade light was somewhat frightening. Xia Qian’s screams and cries for help were constant. Though shrill, they sounded full of vigor, and without looking, one could tell she hadn’t been injured at all. Lu Zigang hoped they could drag it out longer, but Xia Qian, thoroughly frightened, didn’t share this wish.

She believed her screaming was loud enough to be heard three li away, yet no one had come to rescue her, meaning she couldn’t rely on others. She stumbled and fell to the ground, looking at Wei Zhuoran approaching step by step with his blade, feeling her nose bridge ache and her vision blur. “Zhuoran, are you really so heartless as to kill me?”

Wei Zhuoran didn’t waste words—his answer was the blade he had already raised.

Xia Qian had completely given up hope, but she had given up on her husband, not on her own life. She didn’t want to die so young. So before Wei Zhuoran’s blade fell, she had already nimbly jumped up from the ground, avoiding the fierce blade and throwing herself into her husband’s embrace. Along with the wind-breaking knife in her hand.

Warm blood stained her hands, and Xia Qian’s tears finally fell.

“Don’t cry, your makeup is smeared.” Wei Zhuoran sighed, his left hand touching Xia Qian’s cheek, tenderly wiping away her crystalline tears. “The day I married you… I promised you… I wouldn’t let you cry again…”

“Then why did you!” Xia Qian raised her head angrily, wanting to question why her husband had tried to kill her. But after meeting Wei Zhuoran’s affectionate eyes, she suddenly awakened.

If he had truly tried to kill her, how could she, a weak woman holding only a short dagger, have survived under his blade?

Thinking back now, though each strike her husband aimed at her looked dangerous, they all barely grazed past her body without harming even a strand of her hair.

“This way… you won’t… forget me…” Wei Zhuoran’s smile carried a hint of satisfaction—he had indeed done it intentionally. Though they loved each other, the feelings between husband and wife were completely different from blood relations, full of testing and interaction. Xia Qian’s hesitation made him determined to sacrifice himself, but he also had to carve a deep wound in her heart.

Xia Qian wept torrentially, saying with a trembling voice: “You… you really have such a cruel heart… Don’t… don’t leave me alone…”

“Clang!” The heavy nine-ring saber finally fell to the ground. Wei Zhuoran reluctantly looked at his wife one last time and slowly closed his eyes.

“Ah—” Xia Qian held Wei Zhuoran, grief-stricken beyond consolation.

“Are you… satisfied… now?” Lu Zigang forced these words from his throat with difficulty. He had just regained the ability to speak, and his voice couldn’t be very loud, almost like a whisper. “What… exactly are you trying to confirm?”

Hu Hai stared blankly at the woman in the corridor crying her heart out, somewhat unable to process what he was seeing.

Chapter 6: Six Principles Chess · Part 5
Lu Zigang saw his absent-minded appearance and didn’t think much more about it. He held the Mo blade in his hand, and truly felt like stabbing this stone-hearted youth. But the Mo blade must not see blood—this was specifically emphasized by the owner of the Mute House when he gave him the blade. Moreover, he wasn’t a police officer or judge; he had no right to pass judgment on another’s life.

So Lu Zigang could only grit his teeth, turn around, and support himself against the artificial mountain as he walked toward the main residence’s hall. He didn’t know why Hu Hai hadn’t followed, but Lu Zigang had no mind to think about it. He knew that since this chess game had already begun, the most crucial element was the xiao pieces. As long as the xiao pieces were properly controlled, the entire chess game would be controlled.

The main residence’s hall was cold and empty, without a single serving attendant. Lu Zigang immediately saw that in the spacious hall, surrounded by screens, palace lanterns slowly burned with candlelight. Lu Zigang held his breath and walked over, only to discover with horror that there wasn’t a single person within the screens—on the enormous round table, there was only a Six Principles Chess set.

The chess pieces moved across the board by themselves without anyone controlling them. Four pieces lay outside the board with their names completely erased, presumably meaning they had already been killed. The xiao piece with Elder Yu’s name written on it was so red it seemed ready to drip blood, making one’s hair stand on end just looking at it.

Lu Zigang didn’t know what to do. He had already planned that Elder Yu was a seventy or eighty-year-old man—he would just need to restrain him and make him stop this chess game. But he absolutely hadn’t expected there to be no one here at all, with the chess pieces playing by themselves! Could it be that this Six Principles Chess had become a spirit monster with its own consciousness?

Though Lu Zigang was a firm defender of materialism, after experiencing the strange time-travel incident with the wordless stele, he somewhat believed that there were inexplicable things in this world. But what should he do now?

While Lu Zigang hesitated, he watched helplessly as the chess pieces on the board were captured one by one, their names disappearing one after another. In the end, only the names of Elder Yu, his uncle, Hu Hai, An Nuo, and himself remained. An Nuo was Elder Yu’s capable assassin—most people had died at her hands, including people from their own side.

Lu Zigang had already guessed that this Six Principles Chess game had completely abandoned any chess rules and was simply devouring human lives. Seeing An Nuo’s piece approaching his uncle’s position, he could no longer hesitate. Gripping the Mo blade, he slashed toward that eerily red xiao piece.

The Mo blade was originally a jade-carving knife that could cut jade like mud—this strike was like cutting tofu, slicing the xiao piece in half at the waist.

Lu Zigang looked back toward the other side of the board and found he was still a step too late. His uncle’s xiao piece had already been captured by An Nuo, and the name written in vermillion was slowly fading…

“Little Gang… Little Gang? This foolish child, how did he get so drunk?”

His uncle’s gong-like voice reached his ears. Lu Zigang frowned and opened his eyes, discovering he had fallen asleep with his head on the table. Around him were the same people who had been drinking earlier, now all looking at each other with uncertain expressions. Yan Ao with his gold-rimmed glasses kept touching his head repeatedly, as if confirming something. The others had similar reactions, all unconsciously touching their chests or necks. Lin Yan suddenly jumped up and punched his brother, then threw himself forward to hug him tightly. Xia Qian stared at Wei Zhuoran beside her, who wore a gentle smile, and her eyes immediately reddened.

Lu Zigang looked around and found that the white-haired youth Hu Hai and the beautiful An Nuo were gone. Elder Yu was slumped over the table without any movement, so he stood up to rouse him.

The others also sensed something was wrong and only then discovered that Elder Yu had already passed away, apparently from an acute condition like a heart attack.

The steady Chen Miao stood up and left the hall to find servants and contact the outside world. Wu Yu clamored about finding that An Nuo. His uncle was bewildered and at a loss, probably due to the special treatment of being one of the xiao pieces—he had no memory of what had just happened. For a moment, the hall was in chaos, while Lu Zigang looked silently at the Six Principles Chess set on the table.

They were all in their previous seats, so it was likely that everyone’s souls had been absorbed into the chess board the moment their names were written on the Six Principles Chess pieces. Now on the board, one xiao piece was broken in half, while the other three pieces still bore the names of Hu Hai, An Nuo, and himself. Perhaps because he had destroyed the xiao piece with external force, this Six Principles Chess game hadn’t truly claimed everyone’s lives. Otherwise, when the game ended, probably only Elder Yu would have awakened—the rest would have died from “acute illness.”

Since no one was willing to touch this Six Principles Chess set, Lu Zigang had to reach out and carefully pack it back into the wooden box. Possibly because only he hadn’t been controlled by the Six Principles Chess and hadn’t experienced the feeling of being killed, he didn’t feel much fear in his heart.

The spacious hall seemed dark and oppressive. The others could no longer stay and left one by one. His uncle also left, muttering about bad luck. After Elder Yu’s body was carried away and properly arranged, Yan Ao, the last to leave, came over and suggested in a low voice: “Burn this thing.” His words still carried a slight tremor—he was clearly badly frightened.

But Lu Zigang shook his head. If not for the urgent situation earlier, he never could have severed the xiao piece. It was too late to protect antiques—how could he possibly destroy them? Remembering the scenes he had witnessed in the chess game, Lu Zigang spoke with feeling: “Though blades and swords are extremely sharp, they are not inherently vicious weapons. You can use them to kill, but you can also use them to protect those you love… Though this Six Principles Chess is dangerous, it’s still an ancient artifact. If separated from this residence, it probably won’t cause trouble. I know an antique shop owner who specializes in collecting strange and unusual things. I’ll leave this chess set with him for now.”

Yan Ao wanted to persuade him further but feared touching it would bring worse luck, so he sighed and hurriedly left.

Lu Zigang felt that more than just Yan Ao had left, but when he looked around, he didn’t discover anything. Shaking his head and laughing at himself for being overly startled, he continued carefully packing the Six Principles Chess.

When collecting the pieces, Lu Zigang looked at the vermillion names on the last three pieces and found them extremely jarring, so he used his sleeve to pick up a piece and wipe it. An Nuo’s name was easily erased, but no matter how he tried, he couldn’t remove the names of Hu Hai and himself.

Not being able to erase them wasn’t a big deal, right? Lu Zigang frowned, only now feeling the chill in the hall filled with ancient blades. He hurriedly finished packing the wooden box containing the Six Principles Chess and left.

In the darkness of the residence, Hu Hai looked at An Nuo lying motionless on the ground, sheathed the Minghong blade in his hand, and shook off the blood on it. “You have the Mo blade, and I have the Minghong blade. Who said this chess game is finished?” Hu Hai’s silver-white eyelashes trembled slightly, revealing those soul-stealing crimson pupils, which contained undisguised cruelty.

The Minghong blade quickly transformed into a cute crimson bird, hopping onto Hu Hai’s left shoulder and lowering its head to preen its feathers. Hu Hai reached out to stroke the bird’s neck and back, the sharpness in his eyes gradually softening. Remembering the words he had overheard in the hall earlier, his suspicions multiplied.

“Imperial Brother… could it be you?”

Chapter 7: Tinggui Ink · Part 1
The doctor struggled to place the heavy camphor wood chest on the ground, then leaned against the wall gasping for breath: “This should be the last box, right? This is killing me, my back…”

The shop owner glanced at the doctor’s dramatic complaints and said indifferently: “You volunteered to help.”

“Yes, yes, I brought this suffering upon myself.” The doctor smiled bitterly. What was it called when effort went unrewarded? This was exactly his situation. Today happened to be his day off, so he came to the Mute House to pass time. When the shop owner mentioned that today was the sixth day of the sixth lunar month and books should be aired in the sun, how could he not help? Could he just stand aside and watch the shop owner work alone?

The doctor looked at the shop owner’s slender frame and felt it was more reliable for him to do the work himself.

Though he complained, after catching his breath, the doctor once again regretted not bringing a face mask. He used a cloth to wipe the thick dust from the camphor wood chest, covering his mouth and nose with one hand while opening the chest’s lock with the other.

Dust flew everywhere, but was unexpectedly mixed with a strong fragrance of books and ink.

The doctor’s spirits lifted upon smelling this ink fragrance, no longer particularly minding the dust. This ink fragrance was unlike ordinary book ink with its faint putrid smell. Instead, it was initially rich and aromatic but not overpowering, and upon closer inspection, it was lingering and enduring, containing countless intertwined fragrances. The doctor couldn’t help but poke his head inside, carefully searching for the source of the ink fragrance: “Why is this chest different from the others? Is there a piece of ink inside?”

“No, this chest mostly contains manuscripts, not thread-bound books.” The shop owner put down the book in his hands and walked over, taking out stacks of manuscripts from the camphor chest and carefully spreading them out layer by layer to dry in the sunlight.

“You have manuscripts here too!” The doctor came over with great interest to look. He didn’t dare casually touch these delicate items, having once accidentally broken a bamboo slip from the Classic of Mountains and Seas. Though it was unintentional, he still didn’t dare handle things carelessly. Moving boxes and such was fine, but he feared accidentally tearing a page and having some divine beast pop out. However, looking around, this was the first time the doctor realized there was such a small courtyard inside the Mute House. The square bluestone floor occasionally had one or two caterpillars crawling on it, but the shop owner didn’t remove them, instead avoiding their crawling paths when placing books. It was now noon, with sunlight falling directly here—perfect for airing books. But contrary to his expectations, there weren’t many books in the Mute House. Including the chest of manuscripts he had just moved, the books being aired didn’t even fill the entire courtyard.

“Boss, is this all that needs airing?” the doctor asked in disbelief. He wouldn’t find it strange if there were many more books—what was strange was that there were so few! The shop owner had lived for thousands of years after all, so how had he only collected this many books and manuscripts?

The shop owner blew dust off a manuscript, carefully examining it while saying indifferently: “Books are inherently difficult to preserve. Even Song and Yuan dynasty thread-bound books are rarely seen in the market now. Most of my books are stored safely in sealed conditions—vacuum storage is more secure. These by my side… this is all there is.”

Hey hey! What was with that suspicious pause?

Though the doctor stood in sunlight, he suddenly felt chilled all over. Based on his understanding of the shop owner, only ancient artifacts he was concerned about would be kept nearby. So did this mean these books all had problems?

The doctor immediately stiffened, not daring to move. But then he thought again—weren’t all the ancient artifacts in the Mute House problematic? Didn’t he often come here anyway? What was there to fear!

While he was thinking, the shop owner took out another stack of manuscripts from the chest. That rich book and ink fragrance struck again, making the doctor unconsciously lean closer: “So fragrant… why is it so fragrant?”

A smile appeared on the shop owner’s refined features: “You want to know?”

The doctor nodded happily: “Another story? I love hearing stories.”

But the shop owner’s gaze fell on a caterpillar on the bluestone floor, struggling to crawl forward. After a long time, he finally spoke softly: “Do you know how a caterpillar crosses a river?”

“Ah!”

Qing Dynasty, Third Year of Shunzhi Reign

“…We need to prepare the zhuazhou ceremony for the young master. Are all the items ready?”

What sound? So noisy… Xi Mo drowsily opened her eyes. She seemed to have slept for a very long time. Was it several years this time? Or several decades?

“We’re still missing the Four Treasures of the Study! The master asked me to find a set from the storeroom. Oh, and preferably find something small and delicate that a baby could grasp.”

“I remember there’s a piece of ink… oh, here it is.”

Xi Mo felt the box that had been confining her being opened, and long-missed sunlight poured in. She squinted her eyes, somewhat unaccustomed to it.

“So ugly! Such an ugly piece of ink?”

“But this ink is small enough! And I remember the gift-giver said this ink was made by Li Tinggui of the Southern Tang during the Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms period—it’s Tinggui ink! Worth a thousand gold pieces! It just doesn’t have any decorative patterns or carvings. They said it was from Li Tinggui’s early period. Fortunately it was from the early period, or it wouldn’t have survived until now!”

“Alright, alright, what does this ink’s origin matter! It’s still a piece of ink anyway, hurry and pack it up…” The box was closed again. Xi Mo felt herself bouncing around inside the box. Though it didn’t hurt, it was already starting to annoy her.

Ugly? Was she ugly? She was the world’s first piece of Tinggui ink! Well, although when her master originally made her, he didn’t have a good ink mold, causing her to be irregular rather than square and neat or elegantly distinctive like other inks. But was it really acceptable to speak so bluntly in front of a lady?

Xi Mo’s complaints didn’t last long. Soon she was again enveloped by sunlight, and this time she discovered many types of items arranged around her: seals, scriptures, brushes, paper, inkstones, abacuses, coins, account books, jewelry, flowers, rouge, food, toys, and more, filling an entire bed with a dazzling array too numerous to count. From the other stationery items near her, one could see this household was truly wealthy—not everyone could afford Xuanzhou paper, Duanzhou inkstones, and Zhuge brushes. Combined with her piece of Tinggui ink, these were truly the world’s most precious Four Treasures of the Study.

However, among all these items, only she had cultivated a spirit. Though the other objects were extraordinarily precious, they were just items. But she, being the first ink her master had made, had gained a bit of consciousness when her master formed the smoke materials into balls and pounded them thirty thousand times in an iron mortar, pouring too much expectation into each pounding.

Thus Xi Mo was born, though from the beginning, her master had cast her aside.

Being despised didn’t matter much to Xi Mo—she was quite philosophical about it. This way she wouldn’t be given away, sold, or used up. Over the following decades, in her dust-covered corner, she watched her still-young master follow his father to create the famous Shezhou ink, watched her master and his father both receive the imperial surname from Emperor Li Yu, later changing their name to Li Tinggui. Everyone knew “gold is easy to find, but Li ink is hard to obtain.” In the end, only she was ink made by her master when he still had the surname Xi and had survived, so she named herself Xi Mo.

Later, her master’s fame surpassed his father’s, and the world-famous Li ink gradually became known as Tinggui ink.

Even later, her master died.

Xi Mo still wasn’t quite used to her long lifespan, but she knew she was different from other objects. Over several hundred years, she had changed hands many times. Though her appearance was ugly, her quality was excellent, and having been confirmed as Tinggui ink, she was actually worth a thousand gold pieces. She remembered the last time she saw sunlight was when she was given as a gift to the Hong family, wasn’t it? That generation’s head of the Hong family didn’t like her and simply locked her away in the storeroom.

Living such days locked in a brocade box, what could she do besides sleep? She would rather be discarded in a corner like before.

Speaking of which, had she slept for a long time again? Why had people’s clothing changed so much? Women weren’t too different, but why were men’s hair completely bald in front and tied in a big braid behind?

Xi Mo looked with amazement at this group of richly dressed men and women clustering around a delicately beautiful little boy as they approached. Oh right, this was the zhuazhou ceremony, where a one-year-old child grabs what he likes to predict his future prospects and temperament.

What could a one-year-old child understand? Xi Mo looked disapprovingly at the little boy being placed on the bed.

“Sheng’er, take whatever you like.” A beautiful woman said with a smile. She wore a neat married woman’s hairstyle, had bright eyes and white teeth, and her head was adorned with pearls and jade—she should be this boy’s mother.

Encouraged by his mother, the little boy began selecting from the dazzling array of items. When Xi Mo was glanced at by those grape-like watery big eyes, she couldn’t help but feel anticipation.

At birth, human nature is good. The younger the child, the more they could sense the mysterious things adults couldn’t perceive. Xi Mo watched as this Sheng’er only looked around once before decisively crawling toward her on hands and feet. Before Xi Mo could prepare herself, she found herself lifted by a pair of chubby little hands.

Xi Mo stared blankly at the baby so close to her—soft, white, looking like a fragile porcelain doll. She watched almost in a daze as this porcelain doll broke into a big smile at her.

No one had ever smiled at her so purely before.

Her master had despised her for not being perfect enough, many people loathed her ugly appearance, and others saw her as a valuable commodity. Only this little boy simply smiled at her with such purity.

Xi Mo’s emotion didn’t last long, and the surrounding adults didn’t have time to speak a string of auspicious words. Everyone watched unprepared as the little baby quickly put Xi Mo into his mouth.

“Wah!” Earth-shaking cries echoed around them. Xi Mo, covered in saliva, was silently thrown back onto the bed.

She knew it—one couldn’t have too much hope for a one-year-old child!

Xi Mo knew her scent carried the peculiar musty smell of ink blocks. Even if this Sheng’er could sense the spiritual energy that made her different from other objects, this smell was simply unbearable.

But knowing was one thing—seeing Sheng’er, who had just treasured her and held her up, now pick up a box of rouge and play with it lovingly, Xi Mo still couldn’t help feeling depressed.

Hmph! This brat was only one year old and already knew to eat rouge! What would happen when he grew up? Look how angry it made his father…

Fifteen Years Later

“Cousin Sheng, is this the legendary piece of ink?” A graceful young woman asked curiously.

“Yes, this is the legendary piece.” The speaker was a handsome young man who showed a helpless expression as he spoke. He had an elongated face with delicate eyebrows and eyes, a gentle and refined bearing, and his every gesture carried the elegant air of a great family’s son, making people admire him at first sight. The woman beside him bore some resemblance to him—beautiful as jade, wearing a lake-blue moonlight dress. Having reached the age of hairpin ceremony, she wore two plum-blossom patterned jade hairpins, making her face appear flower-like and strikingly beautiful.

This handsome young man was Hong Sheng, eldest son of the Hong family, and the woman beside him was his cousin Huang Hui. They were the same age, with Huang Hui born just one day after Hong Sheng, so they had been childhood sweethearts with very deep feelings. Today Huang Hui happened to hear someone mention Hong Sheng’s zhuazhou ceremony from childhood and insisted on seeing that famous piece of Tinggui ink.

Xi Mo sat quietly on the desk. Since that zhuazhou ceremony fifteen years ago, she had ended her life in a box and been sent to Hong Sheng. Of course, this was also because Hong Sheng’s rigid father absolutely refused to accept that his son had grabbed rouge, forcefully demanding his son must study for the imperial examinations to glorify the family name.

Actually, this idea was completely unreliable. Xi Mo, who had observed Hong Sheng for fifteen years, sighed silently. For these fifteen years, she had been placed on Hong Sheng’s desk, watching him study the “Three Character Classic,” “Disciple Rules,” attend clan school, and read the Four Books and Five Classics. She understood him better than anyone in the world—this eldest son of the Hong family was simply not imperial examination material! Making him take those eight-legged essay exams was purely asking for his life!

What Hong Sheng loved most was mixing with his sisters and female cousins, composing poetry and painting in Hong Garden in Hangzhou’s Xixi, exchanging verses and songs, living quite happily. Those women had even established the “Banana Garden Poetry Society,” praising willow catkins in spring, singing of lotus in summer, appreciating crabapple in autumn, and extolling winter plum in winter. For proper young ladies to gather and play—this was something Xi Mo could never have imagined. In her memory, which well-bred young lady didn’t stay within the inner quarters? Some never even left their embroidery towers before marriage. She was certain this women’s poetry society was absolutely the first in history.

Chapter 7: Tinggui Ink · Part 2
Hong Sheng was very popular among these well-bred young ladies. The Hong, Huang, Qian, and Weng families were famous prestigious clans in the Qiantang area, so interactions between their young men and women weren’t bound by so many rigid rules. The Hong family had been scholarly for generations, a century-old prestigious family, and Hong Sheng’s father was even a seventh-rank official. Moreover, Hong Sheng’s maternal grandfather Huang Ji had served as Minister of Justice and was currently a Grand Secretary of the Wenhua Hall and Minister of Personnel—truly a pillar of the state. Hong Sheng knew that if he could achieve success through the imperial examinations, he would contribute to his family’s continuity and provide additional security. However, he truly had no interest in reading poetry and the classics, and no matter how he forced himself to study, he couldn’t absorb anything.

“Cousin Sheng, do you think this ink is really Tinggui ink?” Huang Hui looked down at Xi Mo with curiosity written all over her face. She had long known there was always this piece of ink on her cousin’s desk and had seen it before, but because it was unremarkable, she had never paid attention. Today at the family banquet, when it was mentioned as a joke, she learned this was the ink her cousin had grabbed during his zhuazhou ceremony before disgustedly throwing it away. Such an interesting story had never been mentioned before—it should be because Hong Sheng’s father was too rigid. Every time this matter was brought up, he would fly into a rage, and over time, no one in Hong Garden dared mention it.

Hong Sheng didn’t actually think there was anything shameful about grabbing rouge during his zhuazhou ceremony, but even he didn’t dare touch his father’s sore spot, so he generally didn’t mention it either. Seeing his cousin’s curiosity now, he casually picked up Xi Mo and introduced her with a smile: “Yes, the front of this ink bears the characters ‘Xi Nai,’ and the back bears ‘Geng Shen’—these are the marks of Li Tinggui’s works. Tinggui ink is hard as jade with rhinoceros patterns, rich and smooth texture, lustrous as lacquer, possessing the characteristics of being light to lift, clear when ground, fragrant when smelled, hard as jade, silent when rubbed, black as lacquer when applied, and preserving truth for ten thousand years. This ink is said to be Li Tinggui’s earliest creation. Though it doesn’t look very attractive, its quality already surpasses ordinary ink blocks.”

Huang Hui detected some interest and said with a charming smile: “This ink does indeed have the characteristics of being light to lift, fragrant when smelled, and hard as jade. I just wonder if it’s clear when ground, silent when rubbed, and black as lacquer when applied!”

Hong Sheng understood her hint and knew his cousin wanted to try grinding the ink. This request wasn’t excessive, but even someone as profligate as him couldn’t help hesitating. He had owned this ink since childhood and though he didn’t particularly value it, it had been by his side for fifteen years without him ever thinking of using it up. But when he met his cousin’s expectant gaze, Hong Sheng stopped caring and nodded.

Though it was priceless Tinggui ink, grinding just a little bit to make his cousin happy should be fine, right?

Huang Hui was overjoyed upon hearing this. She specially washed her hands, personally fetched clean water, poured a little into a Duanzhou inkstone, took Xi Mo from Hong Sheng’s hands, lifted her water sleeves with one hand, and slowly began grinding.

The jade hands holding Xi Mo were tender and white with delicate fingers. This should have been a beautiful scene of “green sleeves holding the inkstone urging essay writing, red sleeves adding fragrance to accompany reading,” but watching it, Hong Sheng felt an inexplicable melancholy. What exactly was wrong?

After Huang Hui had been grinding for quite a while—long enough that Hong Sheng was starting to feel reluctant—she suddenly looked up and said strangely: “Legend says Tinggui ink won’t deteriorate even after soaking in water for three years. It turns out that’s really true.”

The moment Hong Sheng touched Xi Mo, he was startled as an indescribable stream of thoughts was transmitted to his heart. When he came to his senses and saw Huang Hui looking at him curiously, he smiled freely and said: “This ink has great spirituality. If it’s just ordinary poetry drafts, she wouldn’t even deign to look at them!”

Huang Hui thought Hong Sheng was teasing her and couldn’t help covering her lips with a smile: “Then Cousin will have to create masterpieces in the future to be worthy of this ink!”

Looking at the heavy flower shadows outside Hong Garden, Xi Mo pursed her lips. Having maintained her existence for so many years, she had naturally cultivated some benefits. One of them was that if she wasn’t willing, she couldn’t be dissolved by water.

A masterpiece worthy enough to make her willingly transform into ink for transcription? Even if such a thing existed, she absolutely didn’t believe Hong Sheng could write it.

Qing Dynasty, Twelfth Year of Kangxi Reign

Xi Mo lay quietly on the counter of an antique shop, watching Hong Sheng who was about to sell her.

She had spent twenty-eight years by his side, watching him display amazing talent in his youth, becoming famous in literary circles at fifteen, and creating many poems, essays, and lyrics by twenty that were widely sung throughout Jiangnan, becoming all the rage.

She also watched him naturally marry his cousin Huang Hui in a perfect match, watched them live in harmony like musical instruments in tune, and watched him rush to the Imperial Academy in the capital for studies, only to receive no official position and struggle everywhere for food and clothing. He was even cast out by his family for abandoning the imperial examinations, becoming so impoverished that even eating became a problem.

She knew Huang Hui’s precious jewelry and gorgeous robes had been pawned piece by piece. Even when everything was exchanged for simple hairpins and plain cloth dresses, she hadn’t complained once. But now they couldn’t even guarantee basic sustenance. So Xi Mo truly didn’t blame Hong Sheng for selling her.

When they were expelled from the Hong family, proud Hong Sheng hadn’t taken much silver, not even taking half of the gold, silver, fine objects, antiques, or calligraphy and paintings from his room—only bringing her, who had always sat on his desk.

At that time, she was happy he hadn’t abandoned her. And now, Xi Mo was also happy she could help him.

He had let her see this world for twenty-eight years instead of spending them lonely and isolated in a box. She was already content.

Xi Mo looked at Hong Sheng, whose face was now weathered. He wore plain cloth clothes and no longer had the elegant bearing of a noble young master. Life’s cruelty had worn away his sharp edges, and his handsome features were filled with a defeated expression. At this moment, his eyes showed reluctance as he repeatedly held Xi Mo in his hands, stroking her, putting her down, then hesitantly picking her up again.

Actually, selling her for money really wasn’t a big deal. Xi Mo looked around this antique shop—the storefront was pitifully small, but two Han dynasty Changxin Palace lamps burned at the entrance, and the Boshan incense burner on the counter was actually burning qinan agarwood. This type of agarwood worth ten thousand gold per piece—the Southern Tang’s Emperor Li Yu had once bestowed a piece on her master, who had treasured it so much he divided a small piece into several uses. Yet here it was being burned so casually—truly wasteful! Looking at the various antiques on the hundred-treasure cabinet, Xi Mo was even more amazed. In such a low-key yet luxurious antique shop, she should live quite well.

It’s just… lying in Hong Sheng’s palm, feeling his infinitely cherishing caress, what was this emotion gradually welling up from deep within her—something that could almost tear at her soul?

“Welcome to the Mute House. Are you here to sell something, sir?” A clear voice rang out as a very young man emerged from behind a jade screen. He had fair skin and pale lips with handsome features, but wore ancient Qin-Han dynasty clothing. The wide-sleeved, tight-bodied wraparound deep robe outlined his slender waist, with the black straight hem elegantly hanging by his feet, his entire being emanating an air of noble refinement. Hong Sheng’s sharp eyes noticed that as the man moved, one could vaguely see a lifelike crimson dragon embroidered on his sleeves.

Hong Sheng’s eyelid twitched. Except for imperial family members, who could embroider dragons on their clothes? For a moment, he began to doubt the friend who had recommended this antique shop—was this helping him or harming him?

The man seemed to know his thoughts and instead raised his sleeve openly for him to see, smiling: “These are theatrical costumes.”

Hong Sheng was startled, only then noticing that this man hadn’t shaved his head but kept long hair.

Since the Manchus entered the pass, they had issued strict orders to “keep the hair but lose the head”—monks were exempt, but everyone else had to comply. Actors could wear previous dynasty clothing, and some could even keep long hair for performances. These were loopholes that could be exploited, and the authorities turned a blind eye without strict prohibition. Though acting was considered a lowly profession, Hong Sheng had no intention of looking down on the other party. Though he didn’t think this shop could be opened by an actor, he still respectfully handed over Xi Mo: “This humble student wishes to sell this ink.”

The man didn’t take Xi Mo but only glanced at her before smiling: “Tinggui ink? For it to have survived until now is truly remarkable. I advise you to keep it by your side.”

Hong Sheng was inwardly shocked. This person could identify Xi Mo’s origins with just one glance—his eye for quality was truly exceptional. However, he licked his dry lips and smiled bitterly: “To be honest, this humble student doesn’t want to sell either, but circumstances force me—I really have no choice.”

The man looked at the calluses on his right fingers from years of holding a brush and pondered briefly: “Even if you sell it, how long can you last? One year? Two years?”

Hong Sheng knew this was only a temporary solution. No matter how valuable the Tinggui ink was, staying in the capital where food, clothing, and necessities were all extremely expensive, he would sooner or later return to his current predicament. But… thinking of Huang Hui’s forced smiles and increasing thinness, he could only smile bitterly without saying more. As a grown man, he couldn’t even take care of his wife and was making her suffer with him. Just thinking about such things made him feel guilty, let alone speak of them to outsiders.

Today was Huang Hui’s birthday. He thought he could at least take her to Tianran Restaurant and let her eat hometown food once more.

While Hong Sheng was lost in self-blame, he suddenly heard the man say: “Can you write theatrical scripts, sir?”

“Naturally I can.” After a moment of surprise, Hong Sheng hurriedly answered. Years ago during leisure time at the Hong family, he often wrote scripts for the family’s theater troupe to perform, earning countless scoldings from his father for not attending to proper business. But why was the other party asking this?

“Let me introduce you to someone. Write a few plays for him—consider this advance payment.” The man acted as if he had accomplished something trivial, taking out several bank notes from the counter.

Hong Sheng stole a glance and found that even the smallest denomination made his heart race: “This…”

“Keep this Tinggui ink well. She will bring you good inspiration.” The man smiled slightly, narrowing his phoenix eyes with an air of unfathomable mystery.

Chapter 7: Tinggui Ink · Part 3
Qing Dynasty, Thirty-First Year of Kangxi Reign

Xi Mo sat under the lamplight, quietly watching Hong Sheng writing diligently with his brush.

Without realizing it, she had accompanied him for forty-seven years, watching him age year by year, watching his originally young and handsome face gradually show traces of time’s passage, yet also appearing increasingly wise and mature.

Hong Sheng had truly written a masterpiece that captivated the contemporary world—”The Palace of Eternal Life.” When this play was performed, it even created scenes where streets emptied as everyone went to watch. It was also performed in the imperial palace, and Beijing’s Juhe Theater Company, Neiju Company, and other troupes all became famous far and wide for performing this play. Various high officials and imperial family members took pride in being able to invite theater companies that could perform “The Palace of Eternal Life.” Hong Sheng was unrivaled in Beijing for a time. During that period, he became the object of competition among high officials and nobles for invitations. He achieved what he wanted to do—the gold and silver jewelry Huang Hui had pawned didn’t need to be redeemed by herself, as people voluntarily returned them with both hands. Though Hong Sheng hadn’t achieved fame through the imperial examinations, he was more widely known than if he had become the top scholar.

But what brought him success also brought his downfall. Hong Sheng unknowingly became involved in power struggles, becoming a sacrifice in the conflicts between several princes. Because “The Palace of Eternal Life” was performed on the death anniversary of Empress Xiaoyis, Hong Sheng was impeached and imprisoned just the year after becoming famous in Beijing. Fortunately, Emperor Kangxi didn’t pursue his responsibility, only stripping him of his Imperial Academy student status and forcing him to leave Beijing and return to his hometown of Qiantang.

“Cousin, the night is deep and the dew heavy. Please rest early.” Huang Hui entered the study carrying a bowl of soup. After returning to their Qiantang hometown, she had once again removed the pearls and jade from her hair, wearing only a simple sandalwood hairpin—low-key and modest. Though the same age as Hong Sheng, she appeared much younger than him. Whether during their most impoverished times or their most glorious moments, she never complained about fate or became arrogant, always wearing a gentle smile. Though they had fallen into even more difficult circumstances this time, Huang Hui had never spoken a word of complaint. After selling their Beijing house, she followed Hong Sheng back to Qiantang without a second thought.

Xi Mo couldn’t help but look at her.

Perhaps Xi Mo was jealous of her. Though she had been the one initially accompanying Hong Sheng, it was actually his wife who consistently supported him. But such a perfect woman—she had to admit Hong Sheng was blessed to marry her. The two had been childhood sweethearts and grew up to have deep marital love…

Xi Mo watched as Hong Sheng took the soup bowl and drank contentedly while speaking gently with Huang Hui. That warm scene was like an illustration from a book.

Having someone to accompany you, even through the most difficult hardships, would make everything sweet… Xi Mo suddenly felt that though her life was long, most of it was filled with loneliness and darkness.

Huang Hui put away the empty soup bowl, instructed her husband not to sleep too late, and withdrew from the study. Hong Sheng held a Huzhou brush suspended over a blank sheet of paper, lost in thought.

Xi Mo was used to Hong Sheng’s dazing spells, accompanying him in emptying her mind and thinking of nothing. Actually, during countless such moments of silent mutual company between one person and one ink, Xi Mo always had the feeling that Hong Sheng could sense her existence.

“Xi Mo… since returning from Beijing, you seem to have something on your mind…” After a long silence, Hong Sheng had suddenly developed the habit of talking to Xi Mo. Huang Hui had discovered this several times and chided him for being truly foolish. But he needed someone to confide in, even if it was just an ink that couldn’t respond.

Xi Mo was startled. She was actually used to Hong Sheng’s eccentric behavior of always saying inexplicable things to her. But this time… he didn’t seem to be talking nonsense…

“Are you sorry that I was demoted back to my hometown? Actually, this is fine too, Xi Mo. I was too foolish, staying in that man-eating place—sooner or later I would have been swallowed whole.” Hong Sheng smiled. The prosperity of Beijing had blinded him, and the success brought by “The Palace of Eternal Life” had almost caused him to stop creating.

“I promised you I would write a masterpiece.” Hong Sheng reached out to stroke Xi Mo. After years of handling in his palm, Xi Mo had become smooth as jade with a delicate touch that made her hard to put down.

“I achieved nothing, spent half my life in poverty, experiencing all the separations, sorrows, joys, and worldly attitudes. Those sisters all shed tears together in shared grief. Even my cousin lost her mother in childhood, and though she married me, her father also passed away soon after, accompanying me through a wandering life…” Hong Sheng murmured, his words revealing self-reproaching regret. The Hong family had originally been a prestigious clan—during the Southern Song period, a father and sons had served as three prime ministers, and the three Hong scholars were famous throughout the world for their comprehensive learning. But in his generation, due to involvement in the Rebellion of the Three Feudatories, the family was confiscated by officials, his parents were exiled as soldiers, and his sisters died one by one from depression. Even when he returned home, he faced an already abandoned Hong Garden.

“In the end, everything becomes a vast expanse of white, truly clean…” Hong Sheng sighed with melancholy.

Xi Mo watched him pick up his brush again and slowly write: “Now in this dusty world, accomplishing nothing, suddenly thinking of all the women I once knew, examining each one carefully, I feel their conduct and insight all surpass mine. How is it that I, a dignified man, am truly inferior to those women? I truly feel more than enough shame, but regret is useless on this day of great helplessness. At this time, I wish to compile the past times when I relied on heavenly grace and ancestral virtue, wearing brocade and silk, feasting on delicacies, betraying my parents’ educational kindness, failing my teachers’ and friends’ moral guidance, leading to today’s accomplishment of nothing and half a life of poverty, into a collection to tell the world…”

Xi Mo possessed the spirituality of ink—she could sense all books written with ink, and over the years she had read countless classics. But this novel Hong Sheng was writing greatly interested her. The male protagonist in the book was born with jade in his mouth, which bore the character “guo” (nation). The jade was carved with eight characters, similar to the imperial jade seal He’s Bi, symbolizing the Han dynasty’s realm. In the second year of Shunzhi, there was a “crown prince” of unknown authenticity in Beijing who was beheaded. Xi Mo remembered that Hong Sheng happened to be born in the second year of Shunzhi. Ha, grabbed rouge during his zhuazhou ceremony? Then wasn’t this himself?

Did this person still harbor thoughts of restoring the Ming and overthrowing the Qing? The Southeast, Southwest, Northwest, and Northeast Kings he wrote about clearly alluded to the four non-imperial surname kings of early Qing. The Northern Tranquility King in the text was among the four non-imperial surname kings, the only one to inherit a princely title—the future Pacifying Southern King Geng Jingzhong. She still remembered that Geng Jingzhong was Hong Sheng’s close friend. In the eighth year of Kangxi, they drank and celebrated together in Beijing, and she had seen him several times. The Northern Tranquility King in the book was young, handsome, and humble in temperament—truly a replica of that Geng Jingzhong.

Look, Tanchun in the text who was hinted to be marrying far away as a princess should be Hong Sheng’s sister, who indeed married Geng Jingzhong, traveling three thousand li by boat to Fujian to become a princess.

Hmm, both Daiyu and Baochai in the text were Baoyu’s cousins—which one was Huang Hui? It should be Daiyu, right? Huang Hui also lost her mother in childhood, and her father who held high office also died young…

Xi Mo’s heart surged with emotion as she quietly accompanied Hong Sheng, watching him write down his life stroke by stroke, integrating his blood and tears into the sentences, each word a pearl.

Qing Dynasty, Forty-Third Year of Kangxi Reign

Xi Mo felt somewhat restless. Cao Yin, the Jiangning Textile Commissioner, had gathered famous scholars from north and south for a grand gathering, uniquely placing Hong Sheng in the seat of honor and performing the complete “Palace of Eternal Life,” which was said to run for three days and nights. But counting the days, Hong Sheng should have returned from Jiangning long ago.

Before leaving, she had heard the conversation between Hong Sheng and Huang Hui. This time Hong Sheng would bring the manuscript of “Story of the Stone.” Cao Yin was his good friend who often printed manuscripts for impoverished southern scholars, and he wanted to ask Cao Yin to print this “Story of the Stone.”

It was indeed a masterpiece, but unfortunately not yet finished.

Xi Mo felt her unease was because she hadn’t seen any writing beyond the eightieth chapter for several days.

How infuriating—didn’t he know this month’s new writing wasn’t ready? How dare he run around everywhere without taking her! There was no excuse for such procrastination!

However, time passed so quickly. It seemed like yesterday he was still that handsome, elegant young master, but in the blink of an eye he was already nearly sixty years old.

Human life seemed so very brief…

Xi Mo thought dazedly, then suddenly heard Huang Hui’s heart-wrenching cries.

“Xi Mo… Cousin… Cousin on his way back, passing through Wuzhen… after drinking, boarded a boat… fell into the water and drowned…” Huang Hui was in a daze. She knew Hong Sheng liked talking to Xi Mo, so now in her helpless loneliness, she unconsciously did the same.

Huang Hui’s tears flowed like springs—she couldn’t accept this terrible news. She had been with her cousin for so long that she thought they would never be separated.

In heaven, we wish to be lovebirds flying together; on earth, we wish to be branches growing from the same root. Ten years ago, she had even prepared their joint burial tomb, but never imagined this day would come so quickly.

Xi Mo watched silently from the side. Human life was truly very brief, like the brilliant fireworks she had seen during New Year—just in the blink of an eye, they completely disappeared.

Why did her heart hurt so much? Was there anything she could do for him? Must she continue through those long and lonely years?

“No, I can’t just follow him like this. The only manuscript was taken by Cousin, but there are still his drafts at home. I must help him transcribe a copy…” After brief sorrow, Huang Hui resolutely dried her tears. She had always been such a woman—poverty couldn’t make her bow her head, and hardship couldn’t bend her spine. Even after so many years, it was the same.

When she came to her senses, she found herself somehow holding an irregular ink block with an unremarkable, even somewhat ugly appearance.

Huang Hui imitated Hong Sheng’s usual habit, cherishing the texture of the ink block with her hands, slowly saying: “Xi Mo, I still remember Cousin’s jest from years ago—now that he has written a masterpiece, will you accompany him?”

Yes. This was their promise.

Xi Mo smiled gently.

“This… this is the manuscript written with ink made from that Tinggui ink?” The doctor looked down at the paper in the shop owner’s hands. The ink marks were black as lacquer and even emitted a generally refreshing fragrance. “But that’s not the point, right? I remember the author of ‘Dream of the Red Chamber’ was Cao Xueqin, right? What does this Hong Sheng have to do with anything?”

“Before Hong Sheng’s death, he went to the Cao family, and the draft was left with Cao Yin. Later the Cao family also experienced a series of troubles, so Cao Yin didn’t have time to print this book. Later, perhaps Cao Xueqin found that manuscript among his grandfather’s belongings. Since it resembled his own life story, he ‘read and revised for ten years, adding and deleting five times’ rather than writing for ten years. However, the last forty chapters might all be from his hand. Because of the ‘Palace of Eternal Life’ incident, Hong Sheng no longer signed his real name on manuscripts. Passed down through later generations, people came to believe Cao Xueqin was the true author.” The shop owner arranged the manuscripts in neat stacks to dry on the bluestone slabs, and for a moment the entire courtyard was filled with ink fragrance.

“That’s not right… this isn’t right…” The doctor clearly couldn’t accept this.

“The book contains so many Jiangnan things—where would Cao Xueqin, born in Beijing, have seen them? And he could write such a masterpiece at twenty? At twenty he called himself ‘half a life in poverty’? He was the Cao family’s only son—where did all those sisters come from? During Yongzheng’s reign, literary persecution began—how dare he write such anti-Qing, pro-Ming material?” The shop owner asked question after question, leaving the doctor, who had never been good at history, completely stunned.

“But why didn’t anyone come forward to clarify? You know, don’t you? How come…” Seeing the shop owner’s half-smiling expression, the doctor stopped mid-sentence. How had he forgotten? In history, even Emperor Qin Shihuang could be painted as a tyrant, so what was impossible about a novel’s authorship being misattributed?

The doctor wisely didn’t pursue the matter further, but when he looked down, he saw the caterpillar still slowly crawling on the ground, reminding him of the question the shop owner had first posed.

“By the way, how does a caterpillar cross a river?”

The shop owner looked at the manuscript in his hands—the ink marks were like new—and smiled slightly: “By becoming a butterfly.”

Chapter 8: Book of the Dead · Part 1
The doctor sat in the departure lounge, playing Fruit Ninja on his iPhone, but he wasn’t really focused and kept hitting bombs and failing. After failing several times, he finally gave up, put away his phone, and took out the Egypt travel guide from his bag.

Actually, he wasn’t going to Egypt for leisure but for work. His hospital had established a cooperative relationship with a hospital in Cairo, and he was going for an inspection. There were many opportunities for overseas business trips, but the doctor felt very unlucky to be assigned to Egypt. Why Egypt? He really wanted to switch with Chun Ge—that lucky guy got to go to England! Egypt was nothing but yellow earth and more yellow earth, and worst of all, it was very hot!

The doctor casually flipped through the travel guide in his hands, feeling a subtle sense of dread. He could speak English, but he couldn’t speak Egyptian! Once again cursing the fortunate Chun Ge…

The doctor, who was muttering to himself, noticed someone had sat beside him. Just as he was about to move his bag over, he suddenly widened his eyes when he looked up.

The shop owner, whom he had just seen and said goodbye to last night, was sitting calmly beside him, and what he was holding… was actually a boarding pass and passport!

The doctor was completely speechless. Though he had known from the last trip to Xi’an that the shop owner must have an ID card to fly, he hadn’t expected the shop owner to even have a passport! And obviously on the same flight as him. He had only told the shop owner yesterday that he was going to Egypt—how had he managed to get even his visa processed in such a short time? He remembered it had taken him several days to get his own!

However, none of this was the main point. The main point was…

“Why are you coming with me?” The doctor rubbed his face, feeling it was incredible. In his impression, the shop owner was a genuine ancient person who, though living in modern society, clearly cherished the antique atmosphere of the Mute House. Unless necessary, he wouldn’t actively engage with the outside world. Was the sun rising from the west now? The shop owner was actually going abroad?

The shop owner found the doctor’s devastated expression quite amusing. After staring at him for a while, he smiled slightly: “I’ve always wanted to visit Egypt. I’ll take this opportunity to go and have some fun.”

The doctor was frightened by the smile at the corner of his lips. Have fun? Hey! Though they both had five thousand years of history, Egyptian antiques weren’t for casual fun! The doctor’s mind instantly flashed through countless horror movies about mummies, then he forced himself to calm down. The shop owner liked Chinese antiques, but that didn’t mean he liked foreign antiques too. He was being overly anxious.

After calming down, the doctor thought having company wasn’t bad. The shop owner was no longer wearing his old-fashioned Zhongshan suit, but a shirt modified from the crimson dragon robe. The all-black shirt had red-gold cloud patterns embroidered at the cuffs and hem—both modern and fashionable, very eye-catching. That persistent crimson dragon lay on the shop owner’s right shoulder, its body winding around his back, never moving to another position. Combined with the beige trench coat he wore outside, he looked exactly like a handsome, stylish urban youth. Who could guess that this person beside him had actually lived for over two thousand years?

The doctor then noticed that the shop owner actually had a semicircular gold earring clipped to his ear. This type of earring didn’t require piercing—it just clipped onto the ear. The doctor raised an eyebrow, not expecting someone like the shop owner to wear jewelry, though he noticed the shop owner only wore it on his left ear. This actually made it look quite distinctive.

Tsk, was it going to rain red? This old antique actually understood fashion now? The doctor didn’t dare tease him, only silently complaining in his heart.

Soon boarding began. Their seats were adjacent, and since they were taking a red-eye flight in the early morning, after chatting briefly, the doctor tilted his head and fell fast asleep.

The shop owner helped remove the glasses from his face, called the flight attendant to get a blanket for him, then stared fixedly at the doctor’s sleeping face.

Though he spoke lightly, his heart was extremely conflicted.

He had long known about Hu Hai’s obsession with Fu Su, but over these two thousand years, Hu Hai had never appeared, or perhaps he had appeared before, but since Fu Su’s reincarnations in every life died before age twenty-four, there was nothing he could do about it, so he simply didn’t care much. But the doctor, as Fu Su’s current incarnation, had survived due to the breaking of the longevity lock, so Hu Hai began various schemes.

What Hu Hai wanted to do was simply to resurrect his Imperial Brother and erase the doctor’s soul from this body. Hu Hai had already attempted this once, fortunately without success. The shop owner had properly secured the Nine Dragons Cup and successfully released the smoke screen, but he couldn’t guarantee that Hu Hai would truly be fooled. So when the doctor traveled abroad this time, he also suspected Hu Hai had manipulated things, wanting the doctor to leave his protective sight. Therefore, he cast a divination overnight—unexpectedly getting the Water Thunder Difficulty hexagram, a rarely appearing ominous hexagram among all hexagrams. Difficulty means hardship. The ominous hexagram says: “Wind blows tangled silk with no visible end, confusion and worry turn things upside down. Moving slowly and smoothly brings順fortune, but haste brings restriction and loss of freedom.” Within one hexagram are six lines, and this time the yin line six-three appeared, with the line statement: “Pursuing deer without a guide, only to get lost in the forest. The gentleman should be alert—if not abandoned, proceeding brings misfortune.” Yu refers to a forest guide—in ancient times, entering mountains and forests required a yu person as guide. This line meant pursuing deer without local help would only lead to getting lost in the forest. A gentleman should be alert—if not abandoned, great disaster would follow.

Not to mention this ominous line statement, the Water Thunder Difficulty hexagram was the most taboo hexagram for distant travel among the sixty-four hexagrams of the I Ching. So the shop owner quickly used his connections to get a visa and book a ticket, deciding to accompany the doctor to Cairo.

“Don’t worry, no matter where it is, I can always protect you…” the shop owner murmured, his voice finally dropping to barely audible.

There were no direct flights from Shanghai to Egypt’s capital Cairo. They transferred in Doha, Qatar, then waited at the airport for over three hours before boarding the flight to Cairo. With all this traveling, they arrived in Cairo at noon on the same day. Though on the surface they had only taken twelve hours to reach Cairo, there were time zone differences, plus the time spent taking the train from their city to Shanghai—in total, over twenty hours had passed during the journey.

Even the doctor, who had once stood in an operating room for ten hours, felt dizzy and unsteady when he walked out of Cairo airport and saw the extremely dazzling and scorching sun overhead.

Someone quickly supported him. The doctor rubbed his aching temples and found that the shop owner, who hadn’t slept at all, was still energetic. Well, he couldn’t judge this person by normal standards—after all, in some sense, he wasn’t a normal person at all.

No one came to pick them up, which the doctor had expected. As a small fry like him, he couldn’t expect the other hospital to mobilize everyone. The doctor hailed a taxi. Though there was a language barrier, fortunately he had memorized the address of the hotel booked by the other hospital. The taxi driver was also used to tourists with language barriers and held up a number with his fingers. The doctor was immediately speechless—apparently local Cairo taxis didn’t use meters but were accustomed to agreeing on a price first. Haggling could naturally be conducted without verbal communication through gestures. After the doctor made several hand signals, the driver stepped on the gas and headed for their destination.

Along the way, they saw the blue Nile River filled with triangular sailboats and countless minarets piercing the clouds in the city. Cairo, called the City of a Thousand Minarets, was a pearl beside the Nile. The scenery was beautiful all along the route, so the doctor looked forward to their accommodation. He insisted on dragging the shop owner along, planning for them to stay together to save money.

Moreover, most importantly, the shop owner didn’t have a cell phone. In this modern society, not having a phone made communication impossible, and the doctor didn’t want to lose track of someone in a foreign land.

But when he saw the dilapidated room in that hotel, he still couldn’t bring himself to suggest the shop owner stay together.

Because there was only one pitifully small single bed in the room.

The shop owner was quite dissatisfied with the unsanitary conditions here and rarely frowned, pulling the doctor out before he could speak. “It doesn’t matter if you don’t stay here, right?” the shop owner asked indifferently.

“It doesn’t matter—they can still contact me the same way. It’s just that accommodation would need to come out of my own pocket…” The doctor’s words were cut off by the shop owner’s gaze. He suddenly felt a bit foolish—save money? Why was he trying to save money for this person?

The shop owner hailed a taxi and gave an address, but this time he didn’t haggle and directly handed the driver two green bills.

This taxi driver could actually speak English. Upon hearing they wanted to go to the Mena Palace Hotel, he immediately introduced it enthusiastically. The Mena Palace Hotel had existed before the Suez Canal opened—it had a long history and was only one street away from the three great pyramids of Giza. Among its rooms, the Churchill Suite was one of the world’s famous top ten hotel suites, the venue where China, America, and Britain signed the Cairo Declaration. Today, this suite still wasn’t preserved for public viewing but continued to accommodate guests like other rooms, except its price was jaw-droppingly high.

Accompanied by the driver’s witty commentary, the car drove straight down Pyramid Street to the end. The doctor looked at the pyramids standing in the endless desert outside the car window, feeling extremely unreal.

This feeling of unreality reached its peak when the shop owner actually checked into that Churchill Suite with his card.

Though he knew the shop owner was a spendthrift, being this profligate was simply outrageous! The Churchill Suite was so large—just the two of them staying there? Though this room’s balcony directly faced the Great Pyramid of Khufu, other rooms could see it too!

But the room rate was actually N times that of other rooms… The doctor felt dazed, thinking he probably hadn’t actually arrived in Cairo but was dreaming on the plane.

The shop owner ignored the doctor standing dazed at the door and walked around the room, sighing: “Most of the furniture isn’t original anymore…”

“You… you’ve been here before?” The doctor almost bit his own tongue.

The shop owner didn’t answer but took down an oil painting from the wall and carefully extracted something from the painting’s frame.

The doctor immediately moved closer. Lying in the shop owner’s palm was clearly a semicircular gold earring. The doctor reflexively looked up at the shop owner’s left ear—the two earrings were indeed identical, not different in the slightest.

“This… this…” Even though he was used to the endless strange things the shop owner could do, the doctor was somewhat speechless at this moment. This… this was Egypt!

“Fortunately, this oil painting was done by a famous person, so no one tampered with it.” The shop owner restored the frame and rehung the painting. “Don’t be so surprised. Though I haven’t been here, someone else came here back then.” As for why he could tell the furniture had been changed, it was because he had an unusual intuition about antiques.

Just one glance could tell him roughly when something was made.

The doctor was stunned. Upon entering the Churchill Suite’s living room, several photographs hung there. Though his history wasn’t good, he could tell that one was a group photo of the Big Three—China, America, and Britain. He didn’t recognize Churchill and Roosevelt very well, but he was extremely familiar with the other person. He had seen this person in history textbooks during school.

Besides this Big Three photo, there were several solo photos of Churchill and group photos of attendees on the wall. The important Chinese figure and his wife were among them. In the unclear old photograph, a glint of gold could be vaguely seen by the lady’s ear.

Such a pair of earrings—one was in the Churchill Suite, while the other had once been by that lady’s ear. That lady was famous for her extensive social connections and had helped her husband create an excellent situation. Though it eventually declined after a turning point in Xi’an, with their party ultimately retreating to Taiwan, she had been a formidable figure who commanded wind and rain in her time, not to be underestimated.

“What does this earring do?” the doctor asked with great interest.

The shop owner didn’t keep him in suspense long and handed the newly retrieved earring to the doctor. “Put it on. In current terms, this gold-plated earring can be used as a translator and communicator.”

The doctor complied, roughly guessing this earring should have been used as a listening device back then. Later, for unknown reasons, they couldn’t find an opportunity to retrieve it, so it had remained silent for nearly sixty years. The doctor didn’t not want to ask about the earring’s true origins, but his physical strength couldn’t support his curiosity. After hurriedly washing up, he fell directly into dreamland.

Chapter 8: Book of the Dead · Part 2
When the doctor woke up, it was already early morning the next day, and the shop owner wasn’t in the room.

The doctor wasn’t in a hurry to report to that hospital. Though the inspection was only for a week, the hospital had given him a full half month, so he had plenty of time.

Though it was already October in Cairo, it was still scorching hot like summer, and the doctor wasn’t used to it. After changing into a thin shirt, he tried using the gold-plated earring to contact the shop owner, talking to himself in the room for quite a while before feeling foolish.

How had he so easily believed what he said? This thing could rival a cell phone? Wasn’t this a joke! The doctor angrily wanted to remove the earring, but after raising his hand, he silently put it back down.

It didn’t matter anyway—he’d keep wearing it.

He wandered around the room and found the guest bed showed no signs of being used, indicating the shop owner hadn’t rested at all. There was also no note left for him in the room. The doctor began to worry. He went to the front desk to ask if anyone had seen the shop owner leave. Just as he was struggling to express himself in poor English, the doctor was amazed to find he could completely understand the other person’s English, and what came out of his mouth was also a string of very fluent English!

The doctor looked around and found he could understand all the various foreign language materials placed on the front desk. He randomly grabbed an Egyptian, and he could communicate without barriers even though they spoke Egyptian! It was the same with French and German people—no problem at all!

Even if he didn’t want to believe it, the doctor had to admit this gold-plated earring was really f***ing awesome!!

This was a multilingual translator! Under the admiring gazes of those around him, the doctor proudly raised his chin. Why hadn’t he met the shop owner earlier? This way, during school, he could have handled the English Level 6 exam!

Just as the doctor was fantasizing, the shop owner hurriedly walked into the hotel from outside. The doctor only saw him holding a scroll of something, and before he could ask where he’d been, he was dragged toward the elevator.

“Send breakfast up…” the doctor managed to shout, and by the time the last word left his mouth, he had already disappeared into the elevator.

The front desk receptionist caught a glimpse of this pair of young Eastern men wearing matching earrings and smiled knowingly, deciding to send room service up later.

“What’s wrong? What happened?” The doctor was pulled into the room by the shop owner and looked somewhat anxiously at the shop owner’s grave expression. He rarely saw such a serious expression on the shop owner’s face—he was always so calm, even when talking about his own impending death, his face had been completely unperturbed.

The shop owner frowned, as if not knowing how to explain, and directly handed what he was holding to the doctor.

This was a very strange paper scroll. From the moldy and damaged traces on it, it should have experienced a long period of time. The scroll had many drawings and written characters, some already too damaged to recognize. Though the doctor could now understand Egyptian, he found it quite difficult at first glance. He guessed this should be ancient Egyptian poetry, just like how foreigners who understand Chinese still wouldn’t easily understand Chinese Tang poetry and Song lyrics.

“I wandered around Cairo last night and heard there were riots recently that destroyed a small part of the Egyptian Museum’s collection, so I went to understand the situation. Then this morning I went to the Giza pyramids across the street. Since the Great Pyramid of Khufu only admits three hundred visitors per day, I had someone help me queue.” The shop owner calmed down and carefully explained. Though he usually didn’t like talking much, he hadn’t originally been this way. This was because during two thousand years of long years, he had become accustomed to living alone. Even when getting along with each incarnation of Fu Su, he had gone from being together day and night to basically having no contact, just watching from afar, knowing the other was living reasonably well.

Because he couldn’t bear the brief companionship each time followed by helpless death—this was equivalent to repeatedly reenacting the tragedy from over two thousand years ago, with the pain constantly magnifying and magnifying again. Like a nightmare from which he could never wake.

But the doctor was different. He had actively pushed open the carved wooden door of the Mute House, the longevity lock on his body had broken, and he no longer had that fateful shackle. He could live on, he could live like a normal person.

So he very much wanted to get along like he had with Fu Su back then, hoping the two of them could become long-term friends.

But the doctor and Fu Su were completely different people, and during these long years, he had also lost some skills for communicating with people. The shop owner rarely felt troubled, feeling he was almost like an elementary school student afraid of having no friends.

“Then I went to the Khalili market—yes, the Khan el-Khalili market that your travel guide strongly recommended. A market that has existed since the fourteenth century AD, covering an entire district…” The shop owner tried to organize his language, but the effect obviously wasn’t very good.

“Oh oh! So you went treasure hunting?” The doctor obviously didn’t have the shop owner’s sensitive nerves and didn’t notice the shop owner’s discomfort at all. But as an excellent doctor, he also possessed strong associative abilities. “This scroll is your find? Not bad! About how many years old could this antique be? Oh no, you didn’t go overboard, did you? If it’s a very old antique, will we be detained at customs?”

The shop owner pursed his lips, feeling that worrying so much about this obtuse fellow was simply asking for trouble.

“This is a scroll made from papyrus, a specialty of Egypt. After removing the shell from papyrus stems and arranging them neatly and connecting them into sheets, paper can be made. A sheet of papyrus has two layers—the upper layer for writing, and when placed together with the lower layer and beaten, the enzymes inside create adhesive action under pressure. Multiple long sheets can be glued along the edges to make long scrolls. This was the earliest and most convenient writing material in history, lasting three thousand years without decline, until Chinese papermaking techniques reached Egypt in the eighth century AD and replaced this papyrus.” The shop owner was not only intimately familiar with domestic antiques, but also possessed a long life with plenty of time for learning.

“Then what’s written on this? It looks like some poem praising death?” The doctor, hearing it was indeed an antique, immediately carefully placed the scroll on the coffee table. He didn’t want to accidentally tear it and have some terrible mummy or something pop out. At least Qiongqi and Huangou from the Classic of Mountains and Seas were quite cute!

“This is a Book of the Dead. It’s a type of talisman that ancient Egyptians dedicated to the deceased, containing spells and praise for gods. Usually written on papyrus scrolls and placed in the tombs of the dead. Ancient Egyptians believed it could ensure the safety of the deceased in the underworld, and the spells in the Book of the Dead would allow the dead to return to the world during daylight.” The shop owner spoke lightly, but his voice echoed in the spacious suite, involuntarily creating a chilling sensation throughout one’s body.

“Then… this Book of the Dead… it’s not from some nobody, is it?” The doctor knew the shop owner’s discerning eye was always sharp—any antique that caught his special attention was definitely super terrifying level.

“It’s… Ramesses II’s…”

“…”

A silence deep enough to drown in. Even though the doctor wasn’t good at history, he knew what the name Ramesses II represented. That was the greatest pharaoh in Egyptian history! He ruled for sixty-seven years, longer than even China’s Emperor Kangxi, and perhaps even the longest-reigning ruler in world history! Not to mention he ruled over ancient Egypt, one of the four great ancient civilizations! Over three thousand years ago, he unified Egypt, concluded the first war peace treaty, and throughout Egyptian land, his statues and temples were built everywhere…

“Can we take this thing out of the country?” The doctor came to his senses, his first thought being safety concerns. An antique from over three thousand years ago! He didn’t want to be detained by customs because of this!

“Don’t worry, no one will believe this is a real antique, because papyrus couldn’t possibly be preserved for over three thousand years.” The shop owner was unconcerned—the Khalili market was full of people selling these things, and anyone holding one would think it was a very realistic fake or travel souvenir.

“Then…” Then this wasn’t genuine?

“So I suspect this Book of the Dead actually has magical power.” The shop owner said slowly while actually reaching out to tear the precious Book of the Dead.

The doctor wanted to stop him, but his movements weren’t as fast as the shop owner’s. He could only watch helplessly as the shop owner peeled away a layer of papyrus. The light brown papyrus peeled away easily, obviously having been opened by the shop owner before. A line of ancient Egyptian appeared on the second layer of the Book of the Dead, with some words damaged. The doctor read with difficulty and instinctively looked at the shop owner beside him.

“When sunlight shines again on… the ancient dead shall return… that’s roughly the translation.” The shop owner sighed. “The damaged phrase in the middle can’t be guessed at all. Perhaps it’s ‘when sunlight shines again on this second Book of the Dead…'”

The doctor looked with an ugly expression at the sunlight outside streaming through the glass window, illuminating the Book of the Dead without obstruction. But aside from making the cracks and fiber traces on it clearer, there was no abnormal reaction at all.

“Nothing happened, boss. You’re definitely too nervous. Maybe foreign antiques aren’t as magical as you imagined!” The doctor laughed dryly twice and stood up. “You didn’t sleep at all last night, did you? You should rest first. How come room service still hasn’t arrived? Such poor service! I’m going to complain!”

Actually, the doctor wanted to personally go to the restaurant and look around to see what good food there was. With the gold-plated earring, the doctor wasn’t afraid to go out alone—no communication barriers!

Hearing the sound of the door closing, the shop owner stared at the Book of the Dead on the coffee table for a while longer before looking away and casually lying on the sofa.

The living room of the suite they were staying in had a set of luxurious furniture, and what he was now lying on was a Mediterranean-style European chaise lounge. Though the shop owner didn’t need fixed daily sleep like ordinary people, this chaise lounge was very comfortable. He closed his eyes and emptied his thoughts to rest—it was indeed very nice.

After a short while, when sunlight completely illuminated the Book of the Dead, the light brown papyrus suddenly lit up. A white smoke rose in the sunlight, slowly condensing into a human form. Features gradually became clear, finally transforming into a translucent, young, handsome man.

This person was probably only in his twenties, with deep eyes and brows, an aquiline nose, wearing linen on his head, bare chest with several necklaces inlaid with precious gems hanging from it, and a white linen narrow skirt on his lower body—typical ancient Egyptian noble attire. Though only in a soul state, he exuded an aura of looking down upon the world.

The man first observed his surroundings with confusion, particularly curious about everything in the room, especially the photos hanging on the living room walls, which he examined repeatedly. Finally, he turned his gaze to the shop owner resting on the chaise lounge. What had been a casual glance became startled when he saw the shirt the shop owner was wearing, and he instantly floated to the side of the chaise lounge.

The handsome man’s eyebrows showed increasingly surprised expressions, and finally he couldn’t control himself and reached out toward the shop owner.

“I figured you’d be coming out soon.” The shop owner slowly opened his eyes, not looking at the translucent hand already resting on his chest, but looking directly at the ancient Egyptian man who had suddenly appeared. “How should I address you? Pharaoh? Your Majesty? Or… Ramesses II?”

The handsome pharaoh withdrew his hand, straightened his body, slightly raised his chin, and looked down at the shop owner from above, saying with full arrogance: “Foreign commoner, I permit you to address me as Your Majesty.”

The shop owner raised an eyebrow, knowing this was the gold-plated earring translating ancient Egyptian into something he could understand—otherwise an Egyptian pharaoh wouldn’t refer to himself with the Chinese term “zhen.” The shop owner looked at the pharaoh rudely without standing up. In fact, he found this chaise lounge extremely comfortable and didn’t want to move at all.

“I think you should know that present-day Egypt is not under your rule.”

The pharaoh looked around and nodded: “Obviously, but I’ve had enough of being pharaoh. Having finally awakened from long slumber, I don’t want to continue that boring life from before.”

Chapter 8: Book of the Dead · Part 3
The shop owner hadn’t expected Ramesses II to be so reasonable, but no matter who was reborn, they wouldn’t want their life to repeat unchanged. The human soul should be able to control its appearance—though the pharaoh had died at ninety-nine years old, his current appearance was from when he was in his twenties and had just ascended the throne, at his most youthful and vigorous.

The shop owner slightly sat up, looking at the papyrus scroll on the coffee table, and sighed: “I never expected the Book of the Dead could truly resurrect the dead…”

“Resurrection? No, this is only the first step—liberating my sleeping soul.” The pharaoh shook his finger, then bent down deeply, staring into the shop owner’s eyes, slowly saying: “The waters of the Nile can recede and rise again, vegetation can be harvested and regrow, so we believe humans can also be resurrected. After death, one must find the great god Osiris, cleanse oneself of sins committed in the mortal world, then use the Book of the Dead to return to the human realm. Additionally, one must maintain the immortality of the physical body.”

“Oh? Then you must have committed quite a few sins in life—it’s been over three thousand years since you died.” The shop owner rarely made sarcastic comments, feeling that if the doctor were here, he would definitely say the same.

The pharaoh’s expression stiffened momentarily. Under the sunlight, his form became increasingly clear, showing honey-colored bronze skin that didn’t look like a soul at all. His features were identical to the Ramesses II statues visible everywhere in Egypt—sharp, chiseled features as handsome as described in the poems praising him.

The shop owner had always liked collecting beautiful and artistic objects—the Mute House existed because of his overflowing collecting obsession. Seeing the pharaoh’s exotic handsome features, the shop owner couldn’t help narrowing his eyes, beginning to consider how to lure this arrogant pharaoh back to the Mute House for proper collection. Actually, he wanted more to take away a statue of Ramesses II, but when this guy was alive, each statue he erected for himself was larger than the last, some even dozens of meters tall—there was simply no way to move them into his small shop.

The shop owner was lost in thought while the pharaoh composed his expression and continued with a meaningful smile: “Do you know how we maintain physical immortality? Mummies? Have you seen them? Have you heard how mummies are made?”

The pharaoh didn’t wait for the shop owner’s response but reached out toward the shop owner’s straight nose, stroking while slowly saying: “First, use an iron hook to extract the brain matter through the nasal cavity. After complete removal, inject medicines inside.”

The pharaoh’s hand moved downward, along the shop owner’s jawline, brushing past his neck, then sweeping across his chest, finally settling at his waist. “Then, use a stone knife to cut open the side, remove the internal organs, wash the abdominal cavity with palm wine, sprinkle with spices, fill with medicines, then carefully stitch it back up. Then soak in a strong alkaline solution for exactly seventy days, then rinse clean. Finally, use a kind of waxy cloth coated with adhesive, strip by strip, carefully wrapping everything…”

The pharaoh’s voice was low, carrying the distinctive rolled tongue sounds of ancient Egyptian, echoing in the room. His hands wandered unrestrained over the shop owner’s body, not hiding his desire for the body beneath his hands at all.

“I thought our mummification techniques were the best… but how exactly did you manage this? This body… should have been preserved for five hundred years, right? No… at least over a thousand years…”

The shop owner lay on the chaise lounge, openly allowing the pharaoh’s harassment. Though the pharaoh now looked no different from a real person, he actually couldn’t touch him at all. Why should he argue with air? What he was thinking about was the hexagram he had cast before leaving: Water Thunder Difficulty, six-three line: “Pursuing deer without a guide, only to get lost in the forest. The gentleman should be alert—if not abandoned, proceeding brings misfortune.” That so-called guide should refer to this pharaoh, right? Then who exactly was that deer referring to? And who must be abandoned to prevent the doctor from facing danger?

The handsome pharaoh didn’t notice the shop owner’s absent-mindedness. After asking several questions without getting answers, he became increasingly frenzied, his deep brown pupils flashing with strange light.

“Oh oh! It seems this clothing is strange!” Though the pharaoh had identified the key issue, being in soul form, he couldn’t unbutton the shop owner’s crimson dragon robe. The extremely anxious pharaoh was helpless, almost covering him completely.

“Boss! The food here in Egypt is all very strange! I picked a few dishes where I could understand the ingredients… Hey hey! What’s going on? Who are you?” The doctor entering with the door was startled out of his wits.

This was indeed a horrifying scene. From his angle, the shop owner was pressed down on the chaise lounge, allowing that strange man to touch him all over. If not for the shop owner’s face showing no anger whatsoever, he would have pressed the alarm button by the door the next second.

“Audacious commoner, how dare you shout at me!” The pharaoh raised his head, instead directing all his anger at the doctor who had suddenly intruded.

The shop owner was too lazy to get up for the moment, pointing at the pharaoh and saying to the doctor: “This is the respected and great His Majesty Ramesses II.” Though he added all the proper prefixes and suffixes, his tone was very casual, sounding like he was joking.

The doctor’s hand pushing the food cart trembled, and he quickly turned to close the door. He didn’t think the shop owner was joking with him.

“So… the spell in the Book of the Dead worked?” The doctor rubbed his hands, constantly looking up and down at the freshly manifested pharaoh. This was a living soul! Though he was a researcher who revered science, supernatural phenomena also needed to be studied!

The shop owner remembered something, sat up, and pointed to the missing word on the second layer of the Book of the Dead, asking: “When sunlight shines again on… the ancient dead shall return. What’s the word in the middle?”

“Horis!” The pharaoh crossed his arms over his chest, raised his chin, and arrogantly spoke a word. But neither the doctor nor the shop owner understood—obviously this was an ancient Egyptian proper noun that even the gold-plated earring couldn’t translate.

The pharaoh thought for a moment and explained: “We believe that to resurrect a person and reunite their soul with their body, there must be an object to serve as a medium. Horis normally cannot be exposed to sunlight—it needs to accumulate yin energy to absorb power. But when the sun shines on it after a long time, as long as the soul and body are nearby, they can reunite.”

Listening, the doctor suddenly remembered something and picked up the Egypt travel guide from the coffee table, flipping to a page: “You’re not talking about the Abu Simbel temple you built, are you? Every year sunlight only twice passes through the sixty-two-meter tunnel to shine into the sanctuary. Once on February 21st, Your Majesty’s birthday, and another on October 21st, the day of Your Majesty’s coronation…”

“Yes, I placed my scepter in my own statue in the sanctuary. The first date you mentioned is correct—it’s my birth date. But the second date, though it is my coronation day, most importantly, it’s the day I chose for myself to return to the human world! Hahaha!” The pharaoh spread his arms wide, laughing wildly as if no one else existed.

The doctor listened dumbfounded. Though he had long known ancient Egyptians’ astronomy and calendar systems were incredibly powerful, this Abu Simbel temple was too miraculous—truly ingenious craftsmanship. To achieve such powerful miracles without computer calculations was amazing.

But the shop owner was displeased with the pharaoh’s arrogant attitude, propping his chin and saying indifferently: “What? You want to return to the human world? Using your broken-down mummy? I heard your mummy was once sold as dried fish in the market and even went to Paris for medical consultation due to mold. Oh yes, the Egyptian government even specially issued you a passport with ‘His Majesty the King’ written on it, and your mummy is now the treasure of the Egyptian Museum—you need to buy another ticket to visit it!”

The laughter stopped abruptly like someone had pressed pause. The pharaoh stared at the shop owner in shock, trying to see a trace of mockery on his face.

But unfortunately, the shop owner never joked.

“As for that Abu Simbel temple, though it hasn’t collapsed after over three thousand years, I’m sorry—fifty years ago it was moved to high ground several hundred meters away because the Egyptian government wanted to build the Aswan Dam. Though it maintains its original appearance with every stone block intact, unfortunately, the annual sunlight illumination dates were delayed by one day, becoming February 22nd and October 22nd. Well, I hope you don’t absolutely need October 21st to resurrect.” The shop owner pursed his lips, watching with good humor as the handsome pharaoh’s face stiffened, his whole being radiating anger as if about to burst into flames.

The doctor suddenly felt this pharaoh was quite pitiful. He had thought there was hope to return to the human world, but suddenly fell from heaven to hell. The doctor glanced at the calm shop owner, feeling the pharaoh’s biggest mistake was provoking the shop owner.

The pharaoh was indeed greatly shocked. The mummy was manageable—Egypt was so large, he could definitely find a body compatible with his soul, no matter how many years it took.

But the most tragic thing was that his scepter had been moved!

His scepter wasn’t actually the best Horis, but more and better Horis had already been claimed by previous pharaohs. Like divine artifacts, they couldn’t be mass-produced—once used, there was one less. His scepter could only produce effects in the original location of Abu Simbel temple, because it had to coordinate with the stars in the sky for the scepter to generate enormous energy. Now, unless he could rebuild the temple in the flooded location, he had no hope of resurrection.

But this was simply fantasy.

“If only… I had waited back then and sent people to find better divine artifacts…” The pharaoh dejectedly dropped his straight shoulders, like a wounded lion.

It seemed he should be able to lure this collectible back to the Mute House… The shop owner lightly curved his lips, picked up the Egyptian tea from the coffee table, took a sip, but frowned due to the strange taste.

The doctor couldn’t withstand hunger anymore, brought over a portion of breakfast from the cart for the shop owner, then held another portion and ate by himself.

Egyptian cuisine didn’t suit the shop owner’s taste—he only ate a few bites before putting down his knife and fork. The shop owner looked at the damaged Book of the Dead on the coffee table, raised his head toward the handsome pharaoh and asked: “By the way, I want to know—how exactly is your soul preserved in this Book of the Dead?”

“Actually, it’s not preservation. The real secret of the Book of the Dead is that it can summon departed souls.” The pharaoh was, after all, a dominant figure who had ruled the world, and quickly recovered from the blow, smiling mysteriously at the shop owner. Other people’s Books of the Dead were useless—only the one he found was effective.

The shop owner raised an eyebrow at this.

“Don’t you also have someone you want to resurrect?” The pharaoh studied the shop owner’s expression, sitting down leisurely and crossing his legs on the coffee table. Though he was a soul and couldn’t touch living beings or things they contacted—couldn’t touch the shop owner or the crimson dragon robe on his body—he could touch other things.

The shop owner remained silent.

The pharaoh smiled and kindly added: “Not to mention whether you can find that person’s most precious possession from life, or whether that object has the power to reverse fate, most importantly—if the summoned soul isn’t as powerful as mine, without a matching body in the short term, it will quickly fade away and eventually dissipate into the air.”

The shop owner thought of Fu Su in Emperor Qin Shihuang’s mausoleum, who had instantly vanished like smoke and ash, and his heart suddenly ached fiercely. So… so he actually had a chance to find her back?

The shop owner looked at the doctor beside him, who had finished eating and was enthusiastically flipping through the Egypt travel guide, only now realizing that the hexagram he had cast before leaving wasn’t just about the doctor.

It included him too.

“Pursuing deer without a guide, only to get lost in the forest. The gentleman should be alert—if not abandoned, proceeding brings misfortune.”

Who was the deer?

Who was the gentleman?

Who had to… abandon whom…

Chapter 9: Liuqing Comb · Part 1
186 AD

Zhou Jin looked at her twin brother lying lifeless in her arms, his face covered in blood, tears streaming down like rain.

How could this happen? She had only wanted to climb a tree to pick some fruit—how could she have been so careless as to fall? And her brother, trying to save her, had hit his head on a large stone when he fell to the ground, and just like that… just like that he was suddenly gone?

Why hadn’t heaven taken away mischievous her instead of her brother, whom everyone praised?

Zhou Jin sobbed uncontrollably. Though she was only twelve years old this year, she knew that the entire Zhou family’s hopes rested on her twin brother’s shoulders. And her brother had lived up to expectations, gaining quite a reputation despite his young age. Everyone said the Zhou family was truly worthy of being a centuries-old prestigious clan—this generation would probably be even more renowned than before.

But she had destroyed it all.

Zhou Jin desperately hugged her brother tighter, wanting to call him back, hoping he could open his eyes like usual, smile at her with gentle tolerance, ruffle her hair, and comfort her that everything would be fine because he was there.

But she never waited for her brother to wake up again. She clearly recognized that her brother’s body was becoming cold in her arms, then slowly stiffening.

“Little Jin, this isn’t your fault…” Faintly, someone whispered consolation in her ear.

How could it not be her fault? If she hadn’t been mischievous, how would her brother have died trying to save her?

That person was silent for a long time, then sighed softly: “Little Jin, even if it weren’t because of you, your brother wouldn’t have lived long anyway…”

Zhou Jin suddenly jolted awake, turned her head to look at the person half-crouched beside her, and sharply demanded: “Master, what do you mean by that?”

Beside her was the tutor her father had hired to educate her brother. He wasn’t old, at most in his early twenties, wearing the same dark black robes year-round, with delicate features and a gentle manner. Zhou Jin didn’t know his surname or given name, only calling him Master. Because she had been mischievous since childhood, her father, to make her sit quietly for a while, had also thrown her to the Master to study alongside her brother.

Since tonight’s accident had happened in the evening, the attending servants hadn’t discovered it yet—only this Master had suddenly appeared. Zhou Jin was somewhat puzzled because the Master usually moved around the study area and shouldn’t have come to the inner courtyard. Seeing the Master didn’t answer but only looked at her with pity, she couldn’t help but hold her brother even tighter and continued pressing: “Master, what exactly did you mean just now?”

The Master’s gaze fell on her brother, becoming much gentler, as if carrying nostalgic sadness. She heard him slowly say: “Your brother was destined to die young at twelve years old, so regardless of the reason, even if he hadn’t died today trying to save you, heaven would have taken him tomorrow or the day after.”

“I don’t believe it!” Zhou Jin was devastated. She knew the Master must be trying to comfort her—how could anyone’s fate be predetermined? “If only… if only I had died instead…” Zhou Jin wiped the blood from her brother’s face with her hand, staring foolishly as tears fell.

“Silly child…” The Master shook his head, sighed deeply, and stood up to turn and leave.

Zhou Jin looked at the face in her arms that was almost identical to her own, and suddenly an idea rose from the depths of her heart: “Master, do you think… do you think I… I could live on in place of my brother? Would that be possible?”

The Master turned around, looking at her with surprise.

Zhou Jin gathered her courage, gazing up at the Master who had taught her to read and write, saying seriously word by word: “Brother saved my life. If I live on in his place, wouldn’t that be acceptable?”

The Master bent down again, gently touching the top of her head with pity, sighing softly: “Child, you will regret this. Disguising yourself as a man isn’t as easy as written in storybooks.”

“No! I will persist!” Zhou Jin wiped away her tears, making up her mind. No matter who tried to persuade her, she would not change her decision. Previously she had lived without pressure because her brother had shouldered all the heavy responsibilities. Originally she only needed to grow up carefree and, according to the family’s arrangements, marry into whatever power the family needed to ally with or bind—this was the fate of Zhou family women. But now that her brother had died because of her, she must have the resolve to take on the family’s heavy responsibilities in his place.

The Master was perhaps moved by her determination. After thinking for a moment, he took out a comb from his bosom, loosened the braids on her head, and carefully re-combed her hair into a boy’s topknot.

“Master…” Zhou Jin bit her lower lip, wanting to say something but not knowing what she should say.

“Child, I’m giving you this Liuqing comb. If one day you want to return to being a daughter, just use this Liuqing comb to comb your hair once more…” The Master pressed the comb into her hands, then smiled at her. “You really look like your brother.”

Zhou Jin gripped the comb tightly, its teeth pressing sharply into her palm, but she didn’t feel any pain at all.

From today onward, there would be no more Zhou Jin in this world—only her brother, Zhou Yu.

190 AD

Sun Ce casually threw down his casting sticks, making a scattered move, then looked up with a smile at the blue-robed youth across from him.

That youth was the same age as him—both at the vigorous age of sixteen—but his frame was more slender. The blue robe fluttered slightly in the night breeze passing through the hall, making him appear even more frail and thin.

Sun Ce frowned imperceptibly. He knew that the Zhou family head had just passed away last year, and the entire burden of the Zhou family now rested on the shoulders of this youth before him. He had also privately sighed more than once about how difficult things were for the other party, but because their friendship wasn’t deep, some words reached his lips but he couldn’t bring himself to speak them.

The Zhou family was a prestigious clan from Lujiang. His great-grandfather Zhou Rong had once served as Imperial Secretary, his grand-uncle and cousin had served as Grand Commandant, and even the recently deceased Zhou family head Zhou Yi had served as Luoyang Magistrate. The Zhou family was a scholarly family for generations, and this youth before him was absolutely of impeccable pedigree—a noble young master envied by all.

Sun Ce knew his own background wasn’t bad either. His father had fought pirates and carried banners against the Yellow Turbans—he was quite a remarkable figure. Though his father served as Governor of Changsha and had been enfeoffed by Yuan Shu as General Who Breaks the Ranks, he ultimately wasn’t a true general appointed by the Han court. Combined with his humble origins, he was actually looked down upon by the children of prestigious families and couldn’t earn their trust. His father had always been evaluated by those people as “frivolous and cunning”—hardly praise.

But just when their family couldn’t establish themselves in Shouchun, this young master of the Zhou family had come alone before his father for a candlelit night conversation. His father had suddenly moved the entire family to Shu County, instructing him to get along well with the other party, then led troops to crusade against Dong Zhuo.

Sun Ce had also grown up under his father’s deliberate cultivation and naturally knew that the Zhou family’s protection of him wasn’t simply providing a five-courtyard residence for them to live in. More importantly, because of the Zhou family’s favor, the attitudes of other prestigious family children toward him had also changed.

It was like a circle he could never penetrate suddenly had a crack, and he could actually squeeze in. These past days when they went hunting, to poetry gatherings, pitch-pot games, and cuju, they would invite him along—this truly flattered him. Because this didn’t just represent being able to play together; he could also make contact with some higher-level figures, which would be enormously beneficial for his father’s and his own future development.

“Your turn.” A clear, bright voice rang out, as pleasing as the sound of a qin.

Sun Ce snapped out of his reverie, only to realize his xiao piece had unknowingly been surrounded by the opponent’s scattered pieces. He thought of several breakthrough methods, but felt all escape routes were blocked. Unless he had extraordinary luck and could throw several consecutive “five whites” to eliminate the opponent’s key pieces at will, he was doomed.

“Achieving xiao while seeking profit, calling for five whites.” The blue-robed youth smiled as he picked up the nearby teapot to refill both their tea cups, filling the room with tea fragrance. “Will Brother Ce throw down his sticks in surrender, or continue gambling?”

Sun Ce had never been one to admit defeat and struggled on for several more throws before helplessly watching his xiao piece be captured by the opponent, sighing: “Brother Yu’s strategy is truly ingenious. This elder brother admits defeat.” This wasn’t flattery—he had been at the Zhou family for over half a year now and had played countless games of Six Principles Chess with this person, but hadn’t won even once. Everyone said playing chess was like deploying troops in battle formation—it seemed he was far inferior to the other.

Zhou Jin observed the dejected expression on the youth’s face across from her, satisfied to find that though his expression was dark, his eyes burned with an unyielding gaze. It seemed this time, she should have bet on the right horse.

Zhou Jin was sixteen this year, but to be precise, she had already died four years ago.

That’s right—her brother was buried under her name, while she lived on in place of her brother.

She had originally thought that impersonating her brother might be full of flaws. But she hadn’t expected that the Liuqing comb the Master left her could actually transform her into a boy. And after combing her hair once more, she would change back into a girl.

Such a magical Liuqing comb—the Master had given it to her without batting an eye, and when she wanted to find him for answers, he had already departed without saying goodbye. She could only secretly guard this secret herself.

After that night four years ago, she had fallen seriously ill. After recovering, though her physique and habitual movements were still somewhat different from her original brother’s, everyone thought he was grieving over his “sister’s” death, so no one noticed anything unusual.

No one knew she stayed awake all night studying the historical classics her brother had read before. No one knew she practiced until her fingertips bled to achieve the same qin skills as her brother. No one knew she gritted her teeth through horse stance training and heavy sword practice to earn the same praise for being accomplished in both civil and military arts as her brother… No one knew how she had forcibly transformed herself into a perfect scion of a prestigious family, and no one knew exactly what price she had paid privately.

Even her parents hadn’t noticed that their proud son had been switched, and even she herself sometimes thought it was actually her brother who lived on—that she had truly died.

She thought such days would continue. Though bitter and difficult, once she grew accustomed to them, they weren’t torturous. But she hadn’t expected her father to fall ill and never recover after news of Emperor Ling’s death arrived, just passing away like that.

Father was the family’s pillar. With him gone, the entire family’s burden fell on her shoulders.

She was only fifteen then, but saw more clearly than anyone else in the world.

When the Master had taught her and her brother at the Zhou family, he had vaguely mentioned that the current times were very similar to the end of the Qin dynasty—a time of decline and chaos. She hadn’t understood what the Master meant then, but because the sorrow on his face was so heavy, she had kept it firmly in mind. As her wisdom developed over these years and she compared various historical texts, she had to admit the Master’s insight was keen—they had truly reached turbulent times.

So slogans about supporting the Han dynasty were just pretense in her view. The Han dynasty was finished. If she wanted the Zhou family’s small boat not to capsize in the turbulent waves of these chaotic times, they could only rely on a larger ship.

So she had chosen Sun Jian.

Whether in terms of courage or strategy, he was sufficient to become a regional hegemon. As for the gap in status, she could help bridge that. “Are kings, princes, generals, and ministers born to their stations?” She had no ambition to participate in the struggle for supremacy—she just wanted to preserve her family.

However, if someone asked her the real reason for choosing Sun Jian, she couldn’t answer at all.

Perhaps it was a chance encounter in the countryside, seeing this youth ride past in fine clothes on a spirited horse, leaving a deep impression on her. So when considering supporters, the first power that came to mind was the Sun family.

Well, this was for the greater good. A stable power most importantly needed a perfect leader and also an excellent heir. For example, Jingzhou Shepherd Liu Biao could be considered a regional hero, but his sons were all mediocre.

It’s just… Zhou Jin snapped out of her long reverie, looking at the now incomplete Six Principles Chess board before her.

Playing chess required skill, but also luck. And this Sun Ce seemed to lack precisely those two words—luck…

Sun Ce picked up the scattered pieces from the board, pursing his lips: “Who said you have to be scattered pieces? Brother Yu, why can’t scattered pieces become xiao pieces?”

“Why not? If the xiao piece is incompetent, it’s natural for scattered pieces to proclaim themselves xiao pieces.” Zhou Jin naturally knew what Sun Ce was alluding to and elegantly curved her lips.

Sun Ce’s eyes lit up as he said with a beaming smile: “Then let’s continue, but the rules change to completely eliminating the opponent’s pieces to win!”

“…”

Sun Ce saw a flash of annoyance in the eyes of this youth who always acted like a little adult, finally feeling he showed some youthful appearance. Laughing, he reached over to ruffle his hair: “Don’t always keep such a stern face. Smiling a bit won’t make the sky fall.”

Zhou Jin stared at him blankly. The strength and warmth on her head were no different from what lay deep in her memory. If not for the increased self-control her training over these years had given her, she would probably burst into tears immediately.

Since her brother’s death, it had been so many, many years since anyone had treated her this way… Zhou Jin lowered her head, afraid the other party would see the tears welling in her eyes.

“Hey hey! I’m waiting for your move! You’re not going back on your word, are you?” Sun Ce couldn’t see the youth’s expression and felt somewhat anxious.

The corners of Zhou Jin’s lips curved upward as she raised her head again: “No, I won’t regret it…”

Chapter 9: Liuqing Comb · Part 2
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Zhou Jin stood at the courier station, watching that figure ride away on horseback.

Who could have imagined that Sun Jian would be killed so easily by an assassin’s arrow, falling like a meteor in his prime…

Luck was sometimes truly an important component of strength. For the first time, Zhou Jin doubted whether her investment was correct, but thinking of Sun Ce’s unwavering gaze when he departed, she gritted her teeth and decided to persevere.

She had said she wouldn’t regret it, so she wouldn’t regret it. Playing both sides wasn’t a prudent decision—the turbulent waters of this chaotic world were already rough enough, and she didn’t want to be swallowed by the waves so quickly.

She didn’t withdraw her gaze until the distant figure was completely out of sight. But just as she turned around, she was startled and stared in disbelief with wide eyes: “Master?”

The Master she hadn’t seen for five years still wore that black robe, his appearance unchanged in the slightest, his face still bearing that warm and gentle smile.

Zhou Jin hurriedly walked a few steps forward to meet him, greeting the Master with great joy and surprise. She had changed—if it had been her from five years ago, she would probably have already thrown herself at him, but now as the eldest son of the Zhou family, she only bowed politely with perfect etiquette that left no room for criticism.

“Master, how did you come to Lujiang?” Zhou Jin restrained the joy in her chest, but still couldn’t hide the smile at the corners of her eyes and brows. She gestured for the Master to follow her into the station for conversation, only then noticing a small beggar of about ten years old following beside the Master, face dirty like a mud monkey.

“Just passing through.” The Master smiled and followed her into the station.

Since it wasn’t mealtime, Zhou Jin ordered a pot of tea, remembering the Master loved drinking tea. As for the little beggar who had also sat down, Zhou Jin thought for a moment and ordered some pastries for him. This was a time of war when tea and pastries were luxuries, but since the Lujiang area hadn’t yet been affected by warfare, people’s livelihoods were still manageable. The waiter quickly brought the tea and pastries. The little beggar pursed his lips, seemingly disdainful of the pastries that didn’t look very fresh, but said nothing, wiped his hands, and picked one up with chopsticks to eat.

Zhou Jin couldn’t help but look sideways, because she could see that this little beggar’s movements were very elegant—not something an ordinary family could cultivate. Perhaps he was a child whose family had been destroyed and killed. Zhou Jin’s heart filled with pity, and she ordered another plate of pastries for him.

Zhou Jin personally poured tea for the Master but couldn’t help asking: “Did Master come from Xiangyang? Do you have any news?” At this time of warfare, the transmission of information was truly complex and confusing, making it hard to distinguish truth from falsehood. Even the soldiers who came to report Sun Jian’s death couldn’t accurately relay the battle report. Seeing the Master come from the official road leading to Xiangyang, Zhou Jin boldly inquired.

The Master understood Zhou Jin’s thoughts, smiled, took a sip of tea, then said: “Sun Jian’s death was due to possessing a treasure that brought disaster!”

“Possessing a treasure that brought disaster?” Zhou Jin was startled. She had thought Sun Jian died from an arrow while pursuing Huang Zu, not expecting there to be other inside information.

“When General Sun Po Lu was stationed south of Luoyang city, he once retrieved the He’s Bi from a well. It should have been thrown into the well by the seal-keeper when Zhang Rang caused chaos, kidnapped the Emperor and fled, and his retinue scattered.” The Master spoke vividly as if he had witnessed it personally. Though Zhou Jin still had doubts in her heart, she couldn’t help but follow his reasoning.

“Could it be that Uncle Sun didn’t hand over the He’s Bi to Yuan Shu? Did Yuan Shu develop murderous intent?” Zhou Jin asked in question form but already knew the conclusion. Any lord absolutely could not tolerate subordinates having divided loyalties. Secretly keeping the imperial jade seal meant harboring thoughts of becoming emperor! Though it was said that when Qin lost its deer, all heroes pursued it, such blatant display of ambition could only result in being made an example of.

Zhou Jin sighed inwardly. Sun Jian was a generation’s hero, but unfortunately lacked strategists around him. She had even hinted at this, but unfortunately Sun Jian wouldn’t listen to advice and ultimately reaped bitter fruit. Lost in such thoughts, she missed the strange expression on the Master’s face and didn’t see him pressing the bundle at his waist, his expression extremely complex.

Without any effort, just swapping packages in the chaos. The long-lost He’s Bi had finally returned to his hands, but why did he feel so lost?

The thing was still the same thing, but the person who had accompanied him… was no longer there… Truly, things remained but people had changed…

No… to be accurate, this He’s Bi was already missing a corner. Though it had been filled with gold, it could no longer be considered a perfect return…

The Master drained all the tea on the table in one gulp, stood up and said: “Little Jin, I’m leaving. I entrust this child to your care. She’s from Lujiang, ran out to play on her own—truly doesn’t know what’s good for her.”

Zhou Jin hurriedly stood up to detain him. She still wanted to ask the Master about that Liuqing comb, but in such a public place, how could she ask?

The Master seemed to know what she wanted to ask but didn’t answer, only smiled and waved as he turned to leave.

Zhou Jin felt bewildered, always feeling the Master’s retreating figure was so lonely and desolate that just watching made one’s heart ache.

“Hey! The pastries are too awful—I want something better.” An arrogant child’s voice came from behind. Zhou Jin looked down to see the little beggar who only reached her chest, staring at her with big watery eyes.

“What’s your name? Which family’s child are you? I’ll send you home.” Zhou Jin’s tone wasn’t very good either. She had initially thought the child’s family was destroyed, only to discover it was a runaway brat. She thought of her twelve-year-old self—reckless and heedless of consequences, ultimately hurting the person she cared most about in the world.

The little beggar shrank back because of Zhou Jin’s tone, touched his dirty nose, and said timidly: “My surname is Qiao. Just call me Xiao Qiao.”

194 AD

“Young Master, you should rest for a while.” Xiao Qiao refilled the teapot on Zhou Jin’s desk, pursing her lips with some dissatisfaction. Since being left with Zhou Jin, she hadn’t returned home, only sending a note to her father informing him of her whereabouts. Her father hadn’t tried to stop her after learning this. She later found out that when she initially ran away from home, her father had one of her personal maids take her place, so the news hadn’t leaked.

It was also possible her father had lost his temper and no longer acknowledged her as his daughter. But Xiao Qiao didn’t feel sad—she felt life beside Zhou Jin was much more exciting than being imprisoned at home.

After all, her young master was the world-famous handsome Zhou Yu! Looking at him every day was incredibly pleasing to the eye, not to mention her young master calculated daily for the welfare of all people in the world. The just-awakening Xiao Qiao simply couldn’t resist such a perfect existence.

Zhou Yu raised his head from the pile of documents, seeing Xiao Qiao’s infatuated gaze, and couldn’t help but rub his temples with a headache. “Xiao Qiao, it’s already late. You should go rest first.” Though this girl had changed into men’s clothing and volunteered to stay by her side as her servant, Zhou Jin didn’t dare truly treat her as a servant.

This was Elder Qiao’s precious daughter! Heaven knows how Elder Qiao was raising her—not hurrying to bring back a daughter who ran away from home? Just leaving her with a strange man for several years without inquiry—was this really acceptable? It seemed she should find an opportunity to send Xiao Qiao home, otherwise as the girl grew older… She initially hadn’t paid attention to a ten-year-old child and didn’t mind keeping her around, but three years had already passed. If she continued delaying, it would be bad if it interfered with the girl’s marriage prospects.

Zhou Jin shook her head dejectedly, feeling she had aged particularly fast these years. Just twenty years old, when others were in their prime, she felt her heart was already riddled with holes. She suddenly thought of marriage… If she hadn’t lived on in place of her brother, she would probably have already married, staying home to support her husband and educate children, living a monotonous life.

“Young Master, how is the grain procurement going?” Xiao Qiao didn’t obediently go rest but instead walked behind her young master and began obediently massaging his shoulders.

“Temporarily sufficient, but it’s only emergency relief.” Zhou Jin put down her brush, relaxed her body, and closed her eyes. After Sun Jian’s death, the troops Sun Jian had led were reclaimed by Yuan Shu, who absolutely refused to let Sun Ce command them, only allowing him to recruit soldiers himself. But where were soldiers so easy to recruit? Sun Ce had just recruited several hundred soldiers when he was attacked and nearly lost his life. Later Yuan Shu promised him the position of Jiujiang Governor but used someone else, then promised him Lujiang Governor but ultimately used someone else again.

After several such incidents, no matter how loyal Sun Ce had been to Yuan Shu, it was worn to nothing. Moreover, Sun Jian’s death that year was full of suspicious points. Yuan Shu was stubborn and intolerant, so Sun Ce had long harbored thoughts of building his own army and establishing independence. But recruiting soldiers required military provisions to succeed—otherwise expecting horses to run without feeding them grass simply made no sense.

Zhou Jin’s uncle Zhou Shang was currently serving as Governor of Danyang. Zhou Jin had义不容辞地 come to help Sun Ce procure grain. Despite her family’s dissuasion, she resolutely sold most of the Zhou family’s fields and wealth, then worked connections everywhere, finally procuring two months’ worth of military provisions, roughly enough to weather this difficult period.

Standing behind Zhou Jin, from her angle Xiao Qiao could see Zhou Jin’s extraordinarily handsome profile, which under the candlelight appeared as magnificently handsome as a sculpture. Feeling inexplicably flushed, Xiao Qiao unconsciously increased her hand strength.

“When the tune has a mistake, Zhou Yu turns to look.”

At a banquet last year, Xiao Qiao had seen a young lady deliberately play the wrong notes just to make Zhou Yu turn and look at her. At the time, still young, she couldn’t understand such feelings and secretly laughed at that lady’s calculated intentions. But if it were her now…

“Ouch! Xiao Qiao, do I have some grudge against you?” Zhou Jin shrank her shoulders and turned around in confusion. When had this girl’s hand strength become so great?

“Hmph!” Xiao Qiao covered with a light snort, then took the offensive by interrogating: “Young Master, why are you so good to that Sun fellow? Even if you’re sworn brothers, isn’t this too much? Selling houses and land, owing favors to procure grain for him?” Xiao Qiao asked righteously, as if the Zhou family’s possessions naturally belonged to her to manage.

Zhou Jin said seriously: “I think highly of him. He will become the master of the world.” Actually, sometimes even she couldn’t explain clearly—perhaps she had transferred her feelings for her brother onto Sun Ce.

She was very clear about what she was doing and didn’t regret it at all.

Xiao Qiao was exasperated. Was there anyone who worked so wholeheartedly for others? In her heart, her young master was brilliant and mighty—even leading troops to war, he was first-rate. Why did he have to support that big fool? Rising up himself would be completely possible! Why did he have to consider that person more important than himself? The more Xiao Qiao thought about it, the angrier she became, mixed with a kind of fury she couldn’t name. Not caring what Zhou Jin was doing, she directly pounced and began pummeling.

Zhou Jin caught Xiao Qiao’s hands, feeling her headache worsen. How had this girl become harder to discipline as she grew up? Already nearly fourteen, yet still acting like a child. Who would dare marry her in the future? She couldn’t be planning to remain unmarried for life…

As for Sun Ce… Sun Ce would also marry in the future… Zhou Jin’s mind flashed with that handsome face, and she couldn’t help but be momentarily dazed, failing to hold onto Xiao Qiao, who fell directly into her arms. The two rolled into a tangle on the soft couch. Just then, the door was pushed open.

“Brother Yu, about the military provisions… uh… you two…” Sun Ce’s voice stopped abruptly as he stood there stunned, feeling at a loss whether to stay or leave.

Xiao Qiao struggled to climb up from Zhou Jin’s body, straightened her disheveled clothing with complete composure, snorted through her nose, and walked out with her head turned.

Sun Ce was dumbfounded, never having imagined Brother Yu had this kind of relationship with his personal servant. Though he knew that among upper-class nobles, such relationships between men were nothing unusual, witnessing it firsthand today, especially with one of the protagonists being his Brother Yu, the impact was quite significant.

Zhou Jin had no idea the scene just now could be misunderstood. In her concept, it was just an immature child playing around with her. However, it was time to send Xiao Qiao home, otherwise continuing would damage Xiao Qiao’s reputation. While thinking this, Zhou Jin sat up and casually tidied her appearance with natural grace.

Sun Ce looked at the still-unfaded flush on the handsome youth’s face, as if enchanted, unable to move his gaze no matter what. He had long known his sworn brother was incomparably handsome, but now under the dim candlelight, he possessed an indescribable charm that made one’s heart race wildly.

Zhou Jin looked up to find Sun Ce staring at her fixedly and couldn’t help but clear her throat: “Brother Ce, I’ve procured about two months’ worth of grain, so there’s no need to worry for now.”

Only then did Sun Ce realize his reaction was somewhat inappropriate and deflected the topic: “Brother Yu, I’ve already undergone the capping ceremony and taken the courtesy name Bofu. Brother Yu can call me Bofu.”

“Bofu…” Zhou Jin was startled, remembering Sun Ce’s birthday was somewhat earlier than hers, and she would soon undergo the capping ceremony too.

“Brother Yu, have you thought of what courtesy name to take?” Sun Ce asked with a smile.

Meeting Sun Ce’s burning gaze, Zhou Jin felt momentarily dazed, her heart racing wildly. She also wanted him to be able to call her name…

“Jin…” Zhou Jin curved her lips in an elegant smile: “Courtesy name Gongjin.”

Chapter 9: Liuqing Comb · Part 3
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Zhou Jin stopped walking and turned back to look at Sun Ce, who had been following closely behind her. The corners of her mouth curved into a bitter smile: “Bofu, you can see me off to here.”

Sun Ce stared at this close friend, pressing his lips tightly into a straight line, suppressing his anger and saying nothing.

Zhou Jin sighed, knowing that Sun Ce, who usually showed his emotions openly, was already exercising the utmost restraint. What he most wanted to do now was probably to break completely with Yuan Shu.

But they couldn’t do that yet.

Zhou Jin gestured to the servant behind them, who continued forward with her uncle’s carriage, leaving the two of them to bid farewell alone. Xiao Qiao had been personally sent back to the Qiao family two years ago. Sometimes, not seeing that spirited girl, Zhou Jin actually missed her.

Frowning and pondering for a long while, Zhou Jin felt she had already said everything that needed saying during last night’s drinking session with Sun Ce. Yuan Shu’s replacement of her uncle Zhou Shang with his own cousin Yuan Yin as Danyang Governor was clearly due to dissatisfaction with their uncle-nephew pair secretly helping Sun Ce. Sun Ce was no ordinary person and naturally wouldn’t remain under Yuan Shu’s banner forever, but at this time, lacking troops, horses, and provisions, Sun Ce had no way to truly break with Yuan Shu.

Sun Ce looked at this youth who usually wore a gentle smile but now had his brow furrowed with worry for his sake, and his heart softened. He cursed himself for being muddled. The person who least wanted to leave at this time was Gongjin. Yet now Gongjin was comforting him instead—he truly was an inconsiderate older brother.

Burying his helplessness deep in his heart, Sun Ce forced a smile: “Gongjin, take good care of your health. Next time we meet, I want to see you’ve put on some weight!” Perhaps due to exhausting mental effort, this sworn brother of his always appeared frail and pale, as if a gust of wind could blow him away.

Zhou Jin heard Sun Ce’s teasing and knew he had come around, so she relaxed slightly and nodded with a sincere smile.

Looking up at Sun Ce’s angular face, Zhou Jin could no longer see any trace of the childishness that had once hidden between his brows. Standing before her now was an iron-blooded general who had experienced bloodshed and decisive killing. Like a sharp spear, even just standing there simply, he exuded an aura that could face ten thousand enemies.

She should have known all along that her choice was correct. Zhou Jin’s lips revealed a smile of appreciation.

Back then, why exactly had she taken notice of him? Zhou Jin fell into memories. No, initially she hadn’t noticed him, but his father… and on Sun Ce, those faint traces of her brother that could be found.

She knew her brother was dead, but couldn’t stop herself from searching for his traces in others. Perhaps if her brother were still alive, he too would have walked this thorny path to kingship, but she could not. She lacked the courage, the fierceness, the… the ruthlessness.

The main reason was that deep down she was still a woman, despite having disguised herself as a man for ten years. Her decision to continue supporting Sun Ce after Sun Jian’s death had evolved from being caught between a rock and a hard place to commitment from beginning to end, then to heartfelt admiration, and finally to devoted loyalty.

Though Sun Ce was still young, he had already earned the world’s evaluation as “heroic in spirit and outstanding in achievement, with courage crowning the world, seeking the extraordinary and pursuing the exceptional, with ambitions spanning all of China.” His frivolous and impetuous character was exactly like his father’s—she only hoped these rough edges would gradually be worn away by time’s refinement, ultimately achieving imperial greatness.

Everything was proceeding as she had predicted, except for one thing she had never calculated—her own feelings.

Zhou Jin carefully concealed the admiration and longing in her eyes, collecting them bit by bit, then burying them deep in her heart. She was not Zhou Jin now, but Zhou Gongjin.

What Sun Ce needed was not the Zhou family’s eldest daughter who couldn’t show her face in public, but Zhou Gongjin who could stand beside him offering counsel and strategy, who could serve as his right-hand man. This way was actually quite good.

Her wishes had changed beyond simply seeking the Zhou family’s self-preservation.

Her ambitions had also changed—she hoped to see him ascend to that throne, looking down upon the world, to see the people end this apocalyptic suffering.

And she would always be by his side.

As Zhou Gongjin, never regretting.

199 AD

“You… what are you saying?” Zhou Jin’s fists hidden beneath her sleeves clenched tightly as she asked in disbelief. Even with enemy armies at the city gates, she wouldn’t lose composure like this, but hearing what she considered the most incredible words from the person she valued most, she could no longer remain calm.

Sun Ce looked at Zhou Jin with surprise. He didn’t think what he’d just said was wrong—wasn’t he just helping Elder Qiao arrange a marriage? “Didn’t you two have a good relationship back then? I thought the reason you’ve declined so many marriage proposals over the years was because you were waiting for Xiao Qiao to grow up!” Sun Ce grinned mischievously. “I even thought you were into men back then! Turns out it’s about fragrant warmth and jade beauty adding fragrance with red sleeves!”

Zhou Jin’s nails dug deeper into her palms. She knew she should say something now, but couldn’t utter a single word.

Three years ago, she had refused Yuan Shu’s olive branch, only requesting to serve as magistrate of Chao County. While Sun Ce campaigned everywhere, establishing his own territory, she had ostensibly gone to take up her post in Chao County but actually crossed east to Wu to reunite with Sun Ce. Sun Ce had personally welcomed her and appointed her as General Who Establishes Might. Last year, after Yuan Shu’s death, Sun Ce appointed Zhou Jin as Central Protector of the Army, nominally governing Jiangxia. During these years, Zhou Jin had helped Sun Ce capture Wan City and seize Lujiang Commandery. Sun Ce’s empire was beginning to take shape.

Over these years, the two had shared common ideals, planning for the world together, campaigning on battlefields together, almost inseparable. Since Sun Ce hadn’t married, she had maintained a subtle mindset while accompanying him. Initially she had felt somewhat fortunate—he looked down on those secluded young ladies and even encouraged his younger sister Sun Shangxiang to practice martial arts. Last year, when Cao Cao deliberately sought a marriage alliance with Sun Ce, he had pushed Cao Cao’s niece onto his own brother Sun Kuang. He didn’t want deep entanglements with Cao Cao and completely disdained benefits exchanged through marriage.

But the more this was the case, the more that unrealistic desire in her heart swelled. She had imagined more than once what expression Sun Ce would show when facing her if there came a day when the world was unified and she returned to her female identity.

Ideals remained ideals; reality was always cruel.

She had even prepared for the day Sun Ce would tell her he was getting married, but she never imagined he would personally come to arrange her marriage.

Seeing Zhou Jin staring blankly without knowing what she was thinking, Sun Ce patiently tried to persuade her. Thinking this sworn brother was just shy, he racked his brains to find reasons: “Becoming in-laws with someone like Elder Qiao, who has status and position in Lujiang Commandery, would greatly benefit the development of our Jiangdong army. Our foundation is still shallow, so we must rely on external support. With this relationship, it will be easier to communicate in the future.”

Since he wouldn’t use his own marriage to exchange for benefits, he could use hers? Zhou Jin lowered her eyes, hiding the disappointment and pain within them.

Then she heard her own answer: “Alright, I understand.”

Hadn’t she said she would support him and never regret it? What to do? She was beginning to regret it a little…

Zhou Jin sat in the room, staring somewhat dazedly at the overwhelming red that met her eyes. After agreeing to the marriage with Xiao Qiao, she had frequently visited the Qiao family—partly because she needed to perform well as someone’s future husband, and partly because she truly wanted to avoid Sun Ce and not see him.

Marriage… this concept was too distant from her. She had thought she’d never have the chance to marry in this lifetime, much less imagined she would become someone else’s husband…

The Liuqing comb’s power truly could transform her into a male, and also restore her female identity… Gripping the Liuqing comb in her palm, Zhou Jin knew she was becoming increasingly conflicted, especially in this room full of bridal furnishings. The brilliant bridal dress on the clothing rack made her feel both offended and envious.

She… she really wanted to wear it once too…

Once this thought appeared, it was like a tender shoot breaking through soil. No matter how much Zhou Jin tried to suppress it, she couldn’t uproot this grass from her heart.

Just… just try it on… there shouldn’t be any problem…

Xiao Qiao had gone out for a spring outing at some young lady’s invitation. There was no one else in this courtyard now, and the place she was staying was a side room where servants wouldn’t enter without announcing themselves.

Zhou Jin was like someone possessed, unable to extricate herself. She stood up, her fingers touching that bridal dress. The soft sensation at her fingertips made her unable to resist any longer.

She untied the square cloth used for men’s hair binding, combed her hair once with the Liuqing comb, then carefully put on the wedding dress with a worshipful heart. In the bronze mirror, she saw a familiar yet strange face.

That person had loose hair and wore a bright red curved-hem wrapped robe with wide sleeves and a fitted body that outlined her perfect curved figure. Zhou Jin, who hadn’t worn women’s clothing for ten years, never knew her figure was this good.

However, her face was plain, nothing like a new bride should look.

Zhou Jin sat down at the dressing table and opened the layered cosmetic boxes.

Applying lead powder, rouge, goose-yellow, drawing eyebrows, dotting lip rouge, painting facial beauty marks… Zhou Jin carefully applied makeup to herself. Though she had never done this before, she remembered watching her mother do this every morning. She was serious and devout, as if she had practiced this countless times in her heart.

When Zhou Jin finally regained her senses, she was completely shocked by the face in the bronze mirror.

So this was Zhou Jin.

So this was what Zhou Jin should have looked like if she had lived her life step by step.

Zhou Jin didn’t stop there. She somewhat awkwardly arranged her loose long hair into a hanging cloud chignon, with a few light strands falling by her cheeks, making her appear even more ethereal and charming. Finally, she inserted a peacock tortoiseshell gold hairpin and wound a five-colored silk tassel around her hair bun.

“The ‘Book of Rites: Marriage Ceremony’ states, ‘The host enters the room and personally removes the bride’s tassels’… Little Jin, if you ever marry, remember to tie five-colored tassels in your hair! Only your husband can remove the five-colored tassels…” That year, when the Master was teaching and her brother turned to this page in the book, he had turned and jokingly said this to her with a smile.

Looking at those two swaying five-colored tassels, Zhou Jin couldn’t come back to her senses for a long time, until someone entered with a light “eh” sound. She instinctively turned to look, then was greatly alarmed.

Sun Ce? How could he be at the Qiao family at this time? Zhou Jin frantically hid behind the screen, her heart beating violently, not knowing what to do.

Hurried apologies and the sound of a closing door came from outside the screen. Zhou Jin couldn’t tell whether the other party had recognized her, but when she emerged from behind the screen, seeing herself in the bronze mirror, she couldn’t help but smile bitterly.

She couldn’t even recognize this face herself, let alone others.

But… Zhou Jin looked at the five-colored tassels that had fallen to the ground during her retreat and sighed silently, beginning to undo her hair bun and wash off the makeup.

Dreaming once was enough.

No matter how beautiful the dream, there comes a time to wake up.

Chapter 9: Liuqing Comb · Part 4
Sun Ce lowered his head, leaving the Qiao family home with embarrassment written all over his face. He hadn’t seen Gongjin these past days, thinking that with his wedding approaching, he was giving him a break. But today he had urgent military intelligence he wanted to consult on, so he came directly to the Qiao family to find him.

He just hadn’t expected to intrude upon a beauty.

Never imagined… that little girl from back then had become so beautiful… Sun Ce secretly envied his sworn brother’s romantic fortune, but unexpectedly saw Xiao Qiao returning home as soon as he stepped outside. She wore a lake-blue jacket and skirt, her hair arranged in a lily bun with long hair divided into sections at the crown, combed front and back, making her black hair bloom like lily petals—strikingly pretty and eye-catching. Sun Ce could tell at a glance this was that little girl from years ago, but if this was Xiao Qiao, then who had he accidentally glimpsed?

Xiao Qiao hadn’t expected to encounter Sun Ce. Hearing his question, she was also surprised, but then laughed charmingly: “The general must have seen my elder sister, who was probably trying on my wedding dress out of curiosity.”

Sun Ce’s heart jumped. He hadn’t thought much about it earlier because he assumed he’d seen Xiao Qiao, so naturally he wouldn’t have improper thoughts about his brother’s woman.

But now… remembering that stunning glimpse of beauty, Sun Ce felt he had seen her somewhere before, with an inexplicable familiarity.

Yet thinking again, since that person was Xiao Qiao’s elder sister, she would naturally resemble Xiao Qiao closely, so no wonder he had this feeling.

Still, something felt strange…

Xiao Qiao tilted her head, watching the unpredictable expressions on Sun Ce’s face. A thought crossed her mind, making her bloom into a smile: “General, my elder sister still hasn’t been betrothed.”

Sun Ce understood Xiao Qiao’s implication. Thinking of that unforgettable face, his heart suddenly began racing wildly.

“Husband, the night is already deep. Please rest early.” Xiao Qiao entered gracefully, carrying a bowl of soup.

Zhou Jin rubbed her slightly aching temples and put down the military intelligence report she was holding.

Xiao Qiao knew what her husband was troubled about these days and was full of resentment: “What is brother-in-law thinking? After defeating Yuan Shu’s former subordinate Liu Xun and capturing Wan City, he still hasn’t returned. Then he attacked Liu Biao’s Jiangxia Governor Huang Zu—we could tolerate that, knowing he was avenging father. But then he went to attack Yuzhang and accepted the surrender of that Yuzhang Governor. Why still hasn’t he returned? Does he have the heart to leave you alone supporting such a mess of the Jiangdong army?”

“It’s not really a mess.” Zhou Jin smiled bitterly. She knew Sun Ce’s recent behavior was very abnormal, but she couldn’t find any reason for it. It seemed… it seemed to have started after Sun Ce married Da Qiao…

Zhou Jin’s heart filled with bitterness. Though that incident had passed long ago, thinking of it still made her feel unbearably sad. Sun Ce had accidentally seen her in women’s clothing at the Qiao family and hastily arranged his marriage to Da Qiao. A few days after the wedding, he led troops on campaign and hadn’t returned since.

Could he have seen through something? Zhou Jin remembered Sun Ce’s deeply thoughtful expression when he left, feeling increasingly agitated.

She wouldn’t think about it anymore. Next time they met, she’d simply lay everything out in the open. Zhou Jin secretly made this resolution.

Though Xiao Qiao felt her husband was far less intimate with her than in the old days, she didn’t mind much. She was no longer the child who could run away from home after one disagreement with her father. Her spoiled young lady’s temperament had gradually worn away many sharp edges. In this era, mutual respect between spouses was a traditional virtue. Moreover, her husband never gave other women a second glance. If she had to find fault, it was that her husband was really too good to Sun Ce.

Good to the point where she felt somewhat jealous.

“Xiao Qiao, go spend more time with your sister.” Zhou Jin cleared her throat lightly, calling Xiao Qiao back to attention.

“Alright.” Xiao Qiao knew her sister had been melancholy these days, so she said nothing more. But she didn’t want to leave like this—she always felt her husband’s body was beside her, but his heart was elsewhere.

Zhou Jin didn’t notice the strange expression on Xiao Qiao’s face, frowning as she looked at the battle report on the table, worried. Guangling Governor Chen Deng was recruiting remnants of Yan Baihu’s party, wanting to rebel in Wu Commandery, and Sun Ce had led troops to suppress them again. Though the rebellion would be easily quelled once Sun Ce arrived, Zhou Jin couldn’t suppress her worry. Her heart was pounding ominously.

“Husband, what’s wrong? You don’t look well!” Xiao Qiao reached out to support Zhou Jin, who instinctively pulled away from her hand. Her sleeve swept across the table, knocking the Liuqing comb.

A crisp sound—the comb fell to the ground.

Both froze, staring blankly at the Liuqing comb on the floor with one broken tooth. A shadow of foreboding crossed both their hearts.

A broken comb tooth was a terrible omen.

Outside the screen, a personal guard burst in, shouting urgently: “General! Something terrible! The lord has been assassinated at Dantu!”

Zhou Jin felt the world spinning, her vision darkening in waves. For a moment, she couldn’t hear what Xiao Qiao was shouting at all.

Zhou Jin sat silently in the mourning hall, surrounded by glaring white. She didn’t know how long she had been keeping vigil here, only knowing people came and went around her, cries rose and fell, but her soul seemed no longer present.

The day she received the news, she rode hundreds of li through the night to reach Dantu and see him one last time.

He was already gravely injured and delirious. After struggling to recognize her for a long time, he only gripped her hand and said one word with difficulty:

“Xiao piece.”

She understood his meaning, as she always had over these years. He was entrusting her—if the xiao piece died, then scattered pieces could also become xiao pieces.

He wanted her to inherit his Jiangdong army, but she could not. If she had truly wanted it, would it have been his turn to lead troops back then? Then who could become this xiao piece? Could she guarantee she would assist that person as she had assisted Sun Ce?

“Gongjin…” A young voice came from beside her. Zhou Jin looked up hazily to see a young face that vaguely overlapped with Sun Ce from ten years ago.

“Gongjin, you should rest. You can’t collapse.” Sun Quan’s brow was creased with worry. He had long known Gongjin had an exceptional friendship with his elder brother, but didn’t know he would grieve to this extent. His whole person was so haggard and thin he seemed like a ghost—even a gust of wind could blow him away.

“Gongjin… before elder brother passed, he instructed me: for internal matters, consult Zhang Zhao; for external matters, consult Gongjin…”

Zhou Jin shuddered, her unfocused pupils sharpening as she immediately struggled to stand. But she didn’t know how long she’d been kneeling here—when she rose, her legs weren’t her own anymore. Fortunately Sun Quan was there to prevent an undignified fall.

“Gongjin… you… please accept what has happened…” Sun Quan finally couldn’t help speaking. The heavy sorrow emanating from this person was so oppressive it was alarming just to witness.

“Rest assured.” Zhou Jin finally stood upright. “In leading the masses of Jiangdong, deciding victory between battle lines, contending with the world’s heroes for supremacy, you are not equal to Bofu. But in employing the worthy and capable, making all officers give their utmost to preserve Jiangdong’s peace, Bofu was not your equal.”

“Gongjin…” Hearing this, Sun Quan didn’t know what to feel.

“The Central Plains are in chaos. With our Wu and Yue masses and the natural barriers of three rivers, we can calmly observe success and failure.” Zhou Jin spoke slowly, word by word, with her voice hoarse from exhaustion. “Rest assured, I will properly assist you.”

One statement was a lifetime’s promise.

“I am only Zhou Yu, courtesy name Gongjin, Grand Commander of Eastern Wu.”

In this world, there was no more Zhou Jin—only Zhou Yu.

Two Thousand Years Later

While organizing antiques, the shop owner discovered a Liuqing comb missing one tooth in a box placed in a corner, then fell into distant memories.

Yes, this comb—he had given it to a little girl years ago. A little girl who wanted to live on in place of her brother.

The shop owner stroked the patterns on the Liuqing comb with his hand. Back then he had been very enthusiastic. During the Three Kingdoms period, he would personally raise and guide the Fu Su reincarnations he found. Even Zhou Jin, who was completely unrelated, he had helped fulfill her wish by giving her this Liuqing comb.

But this mindset had gradually faded through the passage of years. He could no longer bear watching the children he had personally raised die before his eyes again and again. So later, he preferred to guard from afar, ensuring that incarnation of Fu Su grew up healthy, trying not to meet them if possible.

Not meeting meant not knowing each other.

Not knowing meant not understanding each other.

Not understanding meant not yearning for each other…

The comb’s broken tooth was cleanly snapped, like severed bonds.

The shop owner had always felt Zhou Jin was very much like him, yet also very different.

They both had wishes to help someone complete their imperial ambitions, but in the end Zhou Jin had devoted herself wholeheartedly to fulfilling Sun Ce’s dying wish. While he was more selfish—wanting to find that person back.

Yes, later he had visited her once more out of concern, and that person had returned the comb to him, saying she should never have kept it from the beginning, that she should have given up hope from the start and been a man…

“Oh? Boss, this comb is very beautiful! Too bad one tooth is broken!” The doctor helping him organize the storeroom noticed the shop owner was lost in thought and came over. “What material is this comb made of? The carving is very delicate and exquisite!” Having spent time at the Mute House, the doctor’s eye had naturally improved. Just seeing the comb’s lustrous color, he knew it must have been frequently handled and caressed—smooth as cream, warm as jade, with a color resembling amber. Clearly an antique of considerable age.

“…This is a Liuqing comb, made of bamboo. It uses ancient mountain bamboo planted for hundreds of years, carving patterns while preserving the surface layer of green bamboo skin—this is called Liuqing bamboo carving.” The shop owner said indifferently, casually placing the Liuqing comb in a brocade box. “But with one tooth broken, it can no longer be used.”

Chapter 10: Bronze Weight and Scale · Part 1
221 BC, Twenty-Sixth Year of Emperor Qin Shihuang

Feeling someone gently wiping his face with a warm, damp cloth, Hu Hai drowsily opened his eyes to see the face of a half-grown youth. Though it was quite an endearing chubby face, Hu Hai despised seeing this face every morning without exception.

Because it meant he had to get up!

“Sun Shuo, get away from me!” Hu Hai turned his face away, avoiding the damp cloth wiping his face, and squeezed his eyes tightly shut, planning to go back to sleep.

Sun Shuo was already accustomed to his little master’s daily morning bed-lounging behavior and advised with a smile: “Young Master, today is the first day your tutor comes to teach. Do you want to greet your tutor in this manner?”

It would have been better not to mention this matter. Once brought up, Hu Hai became furious, suddenly sitting up from his bed and complaining indignantly: “Sun Shuo, tell me, isn’t Father Emperor too biased? Elder Brother’s tutor is the contemporary great scholar Chunyu Yue. I heard Elder Brother began learning to write and read at age five, but I’m already almost ten years old and Father Emperor only now found me my first tutor. Moreover, this person is just the Master of the Imperial Stables! Master of the Imperial Carriages! Just a minor official managing the imperial horses and carriages! Having such a person as my tutor! It’s too unfair!”

Sun Shuo continued smiling. In his view, today’s task of waking the young master had been successfully completed. Looking at the young master’s state, he definitely wouldn’t be in the mood to go back to sleep. He gently helped Hu Hai wash his neck and hands and feet, while helping him change into his robes piece by piece, he persuaded: “Young Master, how much His Majesty dotes on you is plain for everyone in this palace to see. His Majesty fears you cannot bear the hardship of studying. I remember once passing by the First Prince’s quarters and seeing books stacked like mountains in the study. The First Prince’s attendants also privately complain that just moving those bamboo slips back and forth every day exhausts them half to death!”

Hu Hai’s mood indeed improved somewhat, but he was also very interested in what Sun Shuo said, raising his delicate eyebrows to ask: “Oh? Is this really true?”

Sun Shuo thought to himself that children were indeed easy to coax. Though he was only a few years older than Hu Hai, he always felt the young master was spoiled—after all, Emperor Shihuang truly loved him too much.

Young Master Hu Hai was born in 230 BC. In the very month of his birth, the then King of Qin (later Emperor Shihuang) conquered the state of Han, beginning his great unification enterprise. Emperor Shihuang was a very superstitious person who felt Young Master Hu Hai’s birth was heaven’s blessing upon him, so he treated him completely differently from other princes. He tried to satisfy whatever demands Hu Hai had, giving him the best food, clothing, and toys. Everyone in the Qin palace knew Young Master Hu Hai was Emperor Shihuang’s treasured darling.

Nine years had passed in the blink of an eye. Emperor Shihuang had unified the six states, and Hu Hai remained immensely favored, but Sun Shuo was beginning to feel something was amiss.

Yes, because the young master was already almost ten years old yet still had no tutor to teach him reading! Compared to First Prince Fu Su, who had begun studying diligently at age five, this was somewhat strange. Under Sun Shuo’s recent subtle hints, Hu Hai had finally noticed and personally asked Emperor Shihuang that he wanted to study.

Unexpectedly, the tutor Emperor Shihuang assigned to Hu Hai was Master of the Imperial Carriages Zhao Gao.

Sun Shuo wasn’t as disappointed as Hu Hai. So what if Fu Su’s tutor was the contemporary great scholar Chunyu Yue? Chunyu Yue’s Confucian political views were completely opposite to the Legalist thought Emperor Shihuang promoted, while Zhao Gao was an attendant Emperor Shihuang appreciated. Though currently just a minor Master of the Imperial Carriages, this position was responsible for managing the emperor’s carriages and horses and accompanying the emperor on travels, even personally driving for the emperor. The position was crucial and could only be held by the emperor’s confidants. Moreover, it was said Zhao Gao was well-versed in law and was a famous Legalist scholar. If he received this person’s sincere instruction, the young master would surely benefit greatly.

But these words weren’t something an attendant should say. If heard by someone with ulterior motives, he would die without a burial place. So he could only smile and smile, skillfully tidying up the young master from head to toe, then looking with satisfaction at this handsome child he had watched grow up.

Hu Hai remained unhappy in his heart, muttering constantly. But a child not yet ten years old couldn’t come up with any fresh words, just shouting repeatedly about unfairness. Just as Sun Shuo was about to offer a few words of comfort, he suddenly heard a cold snort from outside the sleeping chamber. A tall young man entered as if no one else existed, lifting the curtains and stepping in. Several attendants around lowered their heads and stood silently—not one stepped forward to stop him.

This person wore a five-colored fish-scale silk deep robe, with golden clasps tied at his feet, a ceremonial belt and jade pendant at his waist, and a military cap on his head. The military cap was bound with blue silk cords and double tails standing left and right, with the cap’s crest pointing skyward. This military cap alone had great significance—it was said to be the cap worn by King Wuling of Zhao. After Emperor Shihuang destroyed Zhao, he bestowed this royal cap upon his close ministers.

A close minister could wear a Zhao king’s royal cap, and this person was also surnamed Zhao—was this coincidence?

Sun Shuo suppressed the questions in his heart. Not having time to examine this person’s appearance closely, he prostrated himself on the ground—he was just a minor attendant. He discreetly tugged at Hu Hai’s robe that trailed to the ground, reminding him to respect his teacher.

“Who permitted you to rudely barge into the sleeping chamber?” Hu Hai’s clear voice rang out in the chamber, utterly imperious. Cold sweat trickled down Sun Shuo’s cheeks—his young master’s temperament was truly spoiled by Emperor Shihuang.

“I heard someone shouting about unfairness. Was it the young master who spoke thus?” Zhao Gao’s voice was low with some shrillness, and with deliberate affectation, he maintained a tone neither high nor low that was very uncomfortable to hear.

“So what if I said it?” Hu Hai stamped his feet in anger. Without lifting his head, Sun Shuo knew this child’s little face was definitely flushed red with rage.

“Does the young master know what the two characters for ‘fairness’ mean?” Zhao Gao’s voice remained level and unchanging, calm as stagnant water.

“Ah?” Hu Hai obviously hadn’t expected Zhao Gao to ask this. Being naturally intelligent, though he hadn’t systematically studied books, his father emperor occasionally held him while conducting government affairs. After brief consideration, he answered: “After Father Emperor unified the six states, he wanted to achieve unified writing, standardized cart axles, and uniform measurements. Uniform measurements means the unification of weights and measures. ‘Heng’ is a weighing instrument. The two characters for ‘fairness’ seem to come from weighing instruments.”

“Correct. Weighing instruments are devices for measuring the weight of objects. Generally made of bronze, ‘quan’ is the weight, ‘heng’ is the balance beam. The Zhuangzi says: ‘Make weights and scales to weigh them.'” Zhao Gao said flatly, obviously satisfied with Hu Hai’s answer. He took out a bronze scale and several bronze weights from his robe sleeves and handed them to Hu Hai. “These are newly forged bronze weights and scales. Young Master, take them to play with.”

Hu Hai was secretly delighted. What his father emperor usually bestowed upon him was nothing more than gold, silver, pearls, and jade. This was the first time seeing such bronze market goods. Beginning to think this tutor before him might not be bad, Hu Hai reached out to receive them. But because his small hands weren’t large enough, several bronze weights fell to the ground and rolled far away.

Sun Shuo hurriedly crawled on his knees to pick up the scattered bronze weights one by one, placing them in his palm and raising them above his head, waiting for Hu Hai to take them.

Hu Hai played with the bronze weights and scale in his hands, quickly using one bronze weight to measure the weight of a princely gold seal on his person, crying out joyfully: “This is fairness, right? Neither biased nor partial.”

Zhao Gao snorted coldly: “Fairness? This is indeed fair. But if I used this bronze weight to exchange for the princely gold seal in the young master’s hand, would the young master trade?”

Hu Hai was startled. Though this was his first time seeing bronze weights and scales, he knew the value of bronze and gold couldn’t be compared. After a moment of confusion, he shook his little head: “No trade. This isn’t fair at all.”

“Exactly. So though fairness comes from weighing instruments, weighing instruments cannot weigh fairness.” Zhao Gao’s emotionless words sounded somewhat eerie.

Sun Shuo’s arms were getting a bit sore from holding them up, but he lowered his head even further. He knew this person was teaching the young master—not from books, but from reality.

It seemed the young master had truly gotten quite a good tutor!

Hu Hai felt somewhat headachy from Zhao Gao’s string of words, placing the heavier bronze weight and scale in Sun Shuo’s hands beside him, and asked in confusion: “Then what is fairness? Oh, I know—is what the public says fairness?”

Zhao Gao gave a slight cold laugh: “The public? Did the people of the six states want to become Qin people? Did they hope to have their homelands trampled by Qin’s cavalry?” His words were full of sarcasm and dissatisfaction, yet his tone was so peaceful as if devoid of any emotion, creating an immense sense of discord. More and more cold sweat dripped down Sun Shuo’s cheeks—was it really alright to say such things within the Qin palace?

Hu Hai was also somewhat stunned, not knowing how to answer this question.

Zhao Gao didn’t expect anyone to respond to his words. He continued flatly: “Therefore, only what the most powerful person says can be called true fairness.”

“This is the first lesson I give the young master. It’s not what the public says that constitutes fairness—what kings, dukes, and rulers say is fairness.”

“So strive to become a person of power, Young Master.”

After his daze, Hu Hai immediately became excited.

Sun Shuo was drenched in sweat. Was such a tutor really acceptable?

Chapter 10: Bronze Weight and Scale · Part 2
215 BC, Thirty-Second Year of Emperor Qin Shihuang

Sun Shuo jogged to keep up with Hu Hai as they hurried through the imperial garden. In the blink of an eye, the young master he served had already turned fifteen—tall and graceful, with a face like fine jade, an extremely handsome young man. His young master held noble status as Emperor Shihuang’s most beloved youngest son. Even if he walked sideways through the imperial palace, absolutely no one would say anything.

However, Sun Shuo knew Hu Hai was not happy.

Though Emperor Shihuang had found Zhao Gao to be his tutor back then, soon after, Zhao Gao was promoted to Master of Insignia and Seals, managing all the emperor’s official seals, making it difficult for him to spare time to teach Hu Hai. So Hu Hai spent his days with nothing to do, wandering aimlessly throughout the palace.

Of course, this was the palace attendants’ misconception. Only Sun Shuo, who stayed with Hu Hai constantly, knew that though his young master wandered randomly through the imperial palace daily, he would ultimately stop at a secluded spot outside the warm pavilion of Xianyang Palace and remain there all day.

Because from here, he could eavesdrop on Emperor Shihuang’s court discussions. Sun Shuo knew Hu Hai’s eavesdropping wasn’t a problem, but if he, a mere attendant, heard things he shouldn’t, the consequences would be severe. So he always stood far away, keeping watch for his young master. He watched from afar as Hu Hai stood in the shadows, sunlight filtering through dense foliage, creating dappled light and shadow on his body, making his slender figure in those heavy robes appear increasingly fragile.

Sun Shuo sighed silently. His young master’s habit of standing all day had actually formed long ago. When still very young, the young master had loved visiting First Prince Fu Su’s study. The first prince had welcomed his visits warmly—after all, Hu Hai was a lovable child who, even when he couldn’t understand, would neither fuss nor make noise, only stare intently with those bright, clear eyes that no one could refuse. But later, Emperor Shihuang said Hu Hai would interfere with the first prince’s studies and firmly forbade him from going to Prince Fu Su’s study. So Hu Hai stood outside the study to secretly listen. Later, when Prince Fu Su could participate in court discussions at Xianyang Palace, Hu Hai’s position shifted to outside the warm pavilion of Xianyang Palace.

Sun Shuo shifted his somewhat numb feet, transferring his body weight from one foot to the other. These little tricks were passed down orally among palace attendants—only this way could one stand for an entire day. That such techniques were needed by the noble young master seemed incredible to Sun Shuo.

As he aged, Sun Shuo began to understand things he hadn’t before.

For example, why Emperor Shihuang satisfied all the young master’s desires yet was unwilling to let him study. Why he felt so secure in spoiling him, elevating him to the heavens, readily bestowing any treasure without batting an eye, yet books and swords were not among them.

Because Emperor Shihuang saw him as a son, while viewing First Prince Fu Su as the empire’s heir.

Emperor Shihuang was nitpicking with the first prince, but the more severe the emperor’s attitude, the more it demonstrated his high expectations for the first prince. The more he indulged the young master, the more it showed he didn’t take the young master seriously.

Hu Hai had once privately told him that he was deliberately spoiled, deliberately demanding various rare treasures, because Emperor Shihuang always satisfied him without changing expression. But Sun Shuo knew the young master didn’t want these cold, glittering, eye-dazzling things. He just enjoyed seeing the dejected expression on the first prince’s face after successfully obtaining treasures from Emperor Shihuang.

One craved recognition, the other craved paternal love—both were blessed yet didn’t realize their fortune…

Sun Shuo looked at the sun’s position and went first to a nearby pavilion to prepare refreshments and clear water. Soon after, he saw his young master approaching with an unwilling expression. He quickly prepared cushions and tested the cup’s temperature—neither hot nor cold, just right.

But seeing Hu Hai sit down without drinking, instead biting the nail of his left thumb with a gloomy expression.

Sun Shuo knew Hu Hai dreamed of sitting legitimately in Xianyang Palace, but this dream seemed difficult to realize. He reached out to stop his young master’s inelegant behavior. He didn’t know when this bad habit had formed—whenever Hu Hai became agitated, he would unconsciously bite his nails, and no amount of correction could stop it.

“Sun Shuo, this isn’t fair.” Hu Hai kept his handsome face taut, speaking word by word. Though he only said six simple words without elaborating, Sun Shuo, who had served him long, could understand his meaning. He was unwilling—why could that person study and practice calligraphy with the imperial brother, participate in court discussions together, while he couldn’t even cross the threshold?

Sun Shuo took out a clean silk cloth from his chest, carefully wiping Hu Hai’s left hand clean, looking with some pity at the stubby nails bitten down. His young master’s hands were beautiful, but these nails truly looked unsightly. Should he have the young master wear gloves at all times?

“Sun Shuo!” Hu Hai couldn’t wait for Sun Shuo’s answer and irritably waved his hand, knocking the silk cloth to the ground.

Sun Shuo wasn’t angry—his young master was always like this. He meekly bent to pick up the silk cloth, then untied the princely gold seal from Hu Hai’s waist. Under Hu Hai’s puzzled gaze, he took out a roughly crafted bronze weight from his own chest.

Seeing both small objects quietly placed on the table, Hu Hai noticed the bronze weight still bore an inscription from the twenty-sixth year of Emperor Qin Shihuang’s reign, and couldn’t help frowning: “Isn’t this the bronze weight and scale Zhao Gao gave me when we first met? Why do you carry it with you?” He remembered losing interest after a few days and carelessly throwing it somewhere.

Sun Shuo’s face reddened slightly. This bronze weight weighed the same as the princely gold seal—he had a subtle feeling this bronze weight held special significance, which was why he carried it close to his body. He cleared his throat before saying: “Young Master, Sun Shuo still remembers this bronze weight has the same weight as your gold seal.”

Hu Hai nodded, smiling with nostalgia: “Correct, I personally weighed them.”

Seeing his mood improve slightly, Sun Shuo considered briefly before continuing: “Young Master, Sun Shuo dares to say this bronze weight is like your servant—commonly seen throughout the Great Qin Empire, circulating in markets and streets. While this princely gold seal represents you, Young Master—infinitely precious, unique in this world.”

“Oh? This comparison is novel.” Hu Hai raised his eyebrows, somewhat curious about what Sun Shuo would say next.

“Yet this bronze weight has the same weight as your princely gold seal. In some sense, this is fair, because we all possess the same life, living in this world.” Sun Shuo smiled.

“That’s not wrong.” Hu Hai picked up the cup before him and drank some water: “You’re not going to say next that this is still unfair because our positions differ, are you?”

Sun Shuo said in a low voice: “Young Master, the Master of Insignia and Seals once taught you that fairness exists in this world, but only what truly powerful people say constitutes fairness. But in your servant’s view, true fairness has never existed in this world. Just as your servant was destined at birth to serve as your attendant, while you were born to be a prince.”

Actually, he had pondered this question for a long time—why was he destined from birth to serve others? But over time, he had come to accept it. Since fate determined this, why struggle with it? Moreover, his young master was good to him, and he was happy.

“Like this bronze weight—even if it weren’t a weight, its essence would still be brass, worth nothing. While this princely gold seal, even if not cast as a seal, would essentially remain gold, the most precious substance under heaven.” Sun Shuo spoke sincerely.

Hu Hai played with the princely gold seal in his hands for a long while, his handsome face darkening as he snorted coldly: “You spent so many words just to make me understand the gap between the imperial brother and me? That I’m destined to be this princely gold seal while he’s destined to be that imperial jade seal, the He’s Bi?”

Sun Shuo lowered his head and remained silent. He didn’t know how to express himself or whether this approach was correct. But he truly didn’t want to see his young master suffer like this anymore. Coveting things that didn’t belong to oneself, regardless of ultimate success or failure, required paying an enormous price.

Unable to get an answer, Hu Hai angrily swept his sleeves and left. Cups, dishes, bowls, and chopsticks on the table were all swept to the ground in chaos.

Sun Shuo struggled for a long time before finding that rough bronze weight in the grass, carefully wiping away the dust and treasuring it in his sleeve.

Though he had angered his young master during the day, Sun Shuo knew this youth he had watched grow up was easily pleased. During the evening meal, he deliberately brought out a golden-luan knife he had obtained from others for his young master to appreciate. Though the young master looked disdainful, his eyes were obviously uncontrolled. Having served his young master so long, he naturally knew where his weaknesses lay. See, since he was still unhappy, he’d use little tricks.

Sun Shuo served Hu Hai to sleep as usual, noticing the bamboo slip on the desk turned to its last section. He knowingly rolled it up and hid it in his sleeve before walking out.

Bamboo slips were actually precious things, though in the imperial palace they weren’t considered particularly valuable. Emperor Shihuang didn’t grant the young master bamboo slips, but that didn’t mean he truly couldn’t read any books. As an all-capable attendant, Sun Shuo would solve this problem for him.

Sun Shuo’s method was actually simple—he went directly to borrow from First Prince Fu Su.

As the first prince who owned more bamboo slips than even Emperor Shihuang, he was truly an excellent person to seek help from. Moreover, First Prince Fu Su was very gentle. When Sun Shuo first approached him, he had steeled himself to speak, but the gentle first prince, upon hearing his younger brother wanted to read books, immediately selected a scroll of bamboo slips without question. Back then, Sun Shuo couldn’t recognize many characters and didn’t remember what book it was, but he only remembered his young master was very satisfied when he took it to read. This became a private custom afterward.

He thought his young master had always secretly admired the first prince in his heart.

Taking familiar routes to avoid palace guards, Sun Shuo arrived unnoticed outside First Prince Fu Su’s study. As soon as his hand lightly knocked, someone inside pulled open the door. A youth in wide-sleeved green robes and bright silk deep garments smiled and said: “I was just telling His Highness that you should be coming tonight.” Sun Shuo quickly entered the study to bow properly. Though this youth appeared young, he was a famous young man who had made his name at court years ago. At twelve, he had been enfeoffed as High Minister, a position comparable to Prime Minister. Moreover, he didn’t belong to the palace attendants but held official rank, so he addressed the first prince as “Your Highness.”

Only attendants followed old customs. In this empire now, few people could be respectfully called “Prince” because Emperor Shihuang had swept away the six states—now only his sons could be respectfully addressed as princes.

“Sun Shuo greets the First Prince.” As Sun Shuo turned around, he saw Fu Su sitting cross-legged behind a desk, buried in study. Beside him, a blue jade five-branch lamp with goose-foot base burned brightly, casting a bright yellow halo around his silhouette, making him appear overwhelmingly noble.

Sun Shuo only glanced once before withdrawing his gaze. Naturally, in his heart, no matter how handsome the first prince was, he couldn’t compare to his young master whom he had personally raised. Seeing the desk piled high with bamboo slips, he knew the first prince was certainly busy with important matters and didn’t speak much. He took out the bamboo slip to return from his sleeve and handed it to the nearby youth, lowering his head with a smile: “Sir, the young master has finished reading this ‘Gold and Cloth Laws.'”

This remark made Fu Su, who had been deep in thought behind the desk, look up. He put down the bamboo slip in his hands and laughed with surprise: “Oh? Little Hai has already read the ‘Gold and Cloth Laws’—that’s quite good.”

Sun Shuo felt honored and quickly reported with lowered head: “The young master once told your servant that among the fifteen articles of ‘Gold and Cloth Laws,’ he liked best the one stating: ‘Officials who receive money—a thousand coins per basket, sealed with minister and magistrate seals, whether money is good or bad, mixed and recorded.'”

A few lines of Qin law—quite an improvement indeed.

Fortunately, the always gentle first prince resolved the situation, changing the subject with a smile: “What book do you want to borrow this time?”

Sun Shuo had been waiting for this question and quickly said: “The young master mentioned he wants to read the ‘Official Appointment Laws’ this time.”

This time it wasn’t Fu Su who spoke, but the nearby youth. He was more familiar with the bamboo slips in Fu Su’s study than Fu Su himself. After just a moment’s consideration, the youth said with slight surprise: “The ‘Official Appointment Laws’ were taken to the warm pavilion a few days ago by me—it’s not here.”

Sun Shuo understood. Apparently, the important figures in the warm pavilion these days were discussing matters related to the “Official Appointment Laws.” His young master couldn’t quite understand and naturally wanted to read it. Hearing it wasn’t available here, a flash of disappointment crossed his lowered eyes, but he still spoke with gratitude: “Then I’ve truly disturbed the First Prince. Please just lend any scroll of bamboo slips to your servant.”

Chapter 10: Bronze Weight and Scale · Part 3
The youth over there, hearing this, was about to casually hand him a scroll of bamboo slips, but First Prince Fu Su smiled and said: “Speaking of that ‘Official Appointment Laws,’ I do have an impression—it’s on top of the third pile on the left side of the warm pavilion. I just looked at it today, so it shouldn’t have been moved. Bi Zhi, go fetch it.”

Sun Shuo was moved in his heart, knowing the first prince must be aware of Hu Hai’s habit of standing guard outside the warm pavilion and understood his reason for borrowing the “Official Appointment Laws.” But he truly didn’t dare trouble the nearby youth—after all, he was a High Minister! So he quickly bowed his head lower and said: “No need to trouble you, sir. If convenient, this servant can go fetch it myself.”

That youth probably hadn’t wanted to make the trip either—after all, there was quite a distance from here to the warm pavilion, and on this autumn night with cold wind and heavy dew, he was even less willing to step outside. The youth untied a key from his waist and handed it to him, instructing him not to rummage through things randomly, and if he encountered anyone, to say the first prince had sent him to fetch books.

Sun Shuo noted everything down. Actually, this wasn’t the first time such a thing had happened—there had been occasions before when books Hu Hai specifically wanted to borrow were in the warm pavilion. After all, Young Master Hu Hai had no one to teach him and could only listen to their court discussions, so naturally he became interested in the laws mentioned in their conversations, leading to such incidents of having to go to the warm pavilion to fetch borrowed books. Moreover, many of Fu Su’s bamboo slips were constantly moved back and forth from his study to the warm pavilion. Moving bamboo slips was hard labor, and he had often been called upon to help. After all, these attendants who were considered illiterate were the most reliable laborers.

Taking the key to the warm pavilion, Sun Shuo took his leave and headed toward the warm pavilion in the deep night. Though the night was dark, for an attendant who had lived here for over ten years, moonlight was sufficient to see the path clearly. Soon he arrived outside the warm pavilion. Through the windows, he could see the pavilion emitting a faint blue glow. Because of fears about oil smoke choking people and fires burning important governmental documents, the lighting in the warm pavilion wasn’t oil lamps but luminous pearls.

Sun Shuo went around to the main entrance of the warm pavilion and was about to take out the key to unlock it, but discovered the lock wasn’t on the door bolt.

Sun Shuo was momentarily stunned. As far as he knew, only three people had keys to the warm pavilion: Emperor Shihuang, First Prince Fu Su, and Master of Insignia and Seals Zhao Gao. First Prince Fu Su’s key was now in his hands, so regardless of which of the other two was inside the warm pavilion, he couldn’t rashly enter. But after calming down, he realized there were currently no guards posted outside the warm pavilion, so it definitely wasn’t Emperor Shihuang inside.

Why was Zhao Gao in the warm pavilion in the dead of night? Sun Shuo’s heart felt like a cat was scratching it—curiosity made him unbearably itchy. He knew that in the inner palace, curiosity was the most dangerous thing, but after only a moment’s consideration, he made his decision.

He would just look—if he didn’t speak, it should be fine.

Due to years of invisibly standing guard here, Sun Shuo was extremely familiar with the warm pavilion and even knew there was a gap if one crouched in a certain spot. His young master naturally wouldn’t assume such an undignified posture with his rear end sticking out, but for him, it was absolutely no problem. Finding that gap accurately in the darkness, Sun Shuo put his eye to it and immediately saw someone sitting behind a desk, looking through bamboo slips on the desk.

From his angle, he couldn’t see that person’s face, only the two blue silk cord double tails standing upright on the ostentatious military cap of King Wuling of Zhao.

It was indeed Master of Insignia and Seals Zhao Gao. But what was he doing here in the middle of the night? Sun Shuo instinctively felt this person must be up to something sneaky. Though he could see characters on the bamboo slips in Zhao Gao’s hands, he couldn’t see them clearly, only making out some strokes vaguely. He held his breath, watching Zhao Gao stare at the scroll in his hands. After hesitating for a moment, Zhao Gao took out a completely white brush from his chest, dipped it in some ink, then began writing directly on the bamboo slip.

Sun Shuo blinked, thinking he was seeing things. The warm pavilion wasn’t heavily guarded precisely because bamboo slips were difficult to modify and hard to secretly smuggle out of the imperial palace. But now he saw what Zhao Gao was doing—he was modifying bamboo slips! Once that brush touched down, he could see the original text on the bamboo slip gradually disappear, then new text was written in its place.

This… was he dreaming? Sun Shuo secretly pinched his thigh hard—it hurt. If he were dreaming, the pain should have woken him up.

Was this how Zhao Gao served as Master of Insignia and Seals? When he encountered disagreeable government orders, he could modify them at will? This was too outrageous!

Sun Shuo steadied himself, realizing Zhao Gao’s actions certainly weren’t new—that no one had discovered them until now must be because he only modified unimportant government orders or affairs submitted by lower officials, so they went unnoticed.

Sun Shuo knew the bamboo slips arranged on the left and right sides of the desk—the pile on the left was processed, while those on the right needed to be handled tomorrow. He watched Zhao Gao intently and found he indeed ignored the pile on the left, only rummaging through the pile on the right, quickly making modifications before deliberately placing one scroll on top, then leisurely locking the door and leaving.

Sun Shuo crouched in the grass in a daze for quite a while before remembering he had been out too long—long enough to make the first prince suspicious. He patted his robes and stood up, deciding to bury this matter in his heart. What was his status? No one would believe him if he spoke out, and moreover, he was certain there would be absolutely no trace of tampering on those bamboo slips. Without evidence, who would believe his empty words?

Breaking out in cold sweat, Sun Shuo opened the door to the warm pavilion and successfully found the “Official Appointment Laws” Hu Hai wanted in the third pile on the left just inside the entrance. Just as he was about to turn and leave, his gaze fell on that pile of bamboo slips on the right side of the desk.

Just one look… one look shouldn’t matter, right?

Sun Shuo quietly walked over and picked up that bamboo slip, seeing “Record of Books” written on top. This name was familiar—today when he came to stand guard outside the warm pavilion, he had occasionally heard someone mention it was a strange book obtained by Lu Sheng who had gone overseas to seek immortal medicine. This book needed approval from the Chief of the Nine Ministers, and Emperor Shihuang had scolded the Chief today for being too slow, not expecting it to be delivered overnight.

Sun Shuo carefully opened the bamboo slip and immediately saw five large, glaring characters that stunned him on the spot.

“The one who destroys Qin is Hu.”

All five characters were simple—he understood them at a glance. The annotation below was also simple and clear. The Chief had noted: “Suspect the young prince may harm the state. Advise moving him to separate palace quarters.”

Sun Shuo was greatly shocked, nearly unable to hold the bamboo slip in his hands. Only after it almost slipped did he snap back to awareness.

Though the annotation below tried hard to imitate the Chief’s handwriting, Zhao Gao had taught Hu Hai before, and Sun Shuo had seen several of his written scrolls. Though the final character “zhi” was extremely restrained, the last stroke still couldn’t help but curve upward slightly.

This annotation must have been altered by Zhao Gao!

Why would Zhao Gao want to harm his young master? Even if he didn’t want to teach lessons, there was no need for this!

Raging flames ignited in Sun Shuo’s heart. Hu Hai’s situation was already extremely awkward. If he were moved out of Xianyang Palace and lost Emperor Shihuang’s favor, those attendants who treated people according to their status would definitely not show Hu Hai a good face.

Thinking of his young master, whom he had raised with his own hands, falling from the clouds into the mud, Sun Shuo’s heart felt as if cut by knives. At this moment, he couldn’t care about his previous decision never to interfere. This concerned his young master—naturally he wouldn’t stand by and watch.

To avoid alerting the enemy, Sun Shuo placed the bamboo slip back exactly as it was on top of the right side of the desk, then quietly withdrew from the warm pavilion, locked it, and headed toward the first prince’s study.

Not long after he left, a tall figure appeared behind the warm pavilion, looking for a long time at a certain gap showing light, then bent down and felt around in the grass, pulling out a dark object.

“Twenty-sixth year of Emperor Qin Shihuang? Well, this is still a bronze weight with commemorative significance…” Emotionless words drifted quietly from the darkness, yet carried a hint of amusement.

Sun Shuo walked back listlessly, sporting two large dark circles under his eyes. Last night he had rushed to the first prince’s study to return the key, then told the first prince everything he had seen and heard in detail, begging him to find a solution. But no matter how much he wore out his lips talking, the first prince maintained a very troubled expression.

Indeed, such groundless words—if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, if someone else had told him, he would have dismissed it as nonsense too.

Finally, with no other option, he could only beg the first prince to put in a good word before Emperor Shihuang. From the look in that young High Minister’s eyes, he was obviously blaming him for secretly reading governmental documents. Sun Shuo knew that next time he wanted to borrow bamboo slips, it probably wouldn’t be so simple.

But first he had to ensure his young master wouldn’t be moved out of Xianyang Palace—otherwise, forget borrowing bamboo slips, whether he could maintain this life of fine clothes and good food was still unknown.

The first prince worked through the night while Sun Shuo knelt in his study all night, begging for his grace. Only when dawn broke and he had to serve Hu Hai’s morning routine did he reluctantly take his leave. When he entered his young master’s sleeping chamber and lifted the heavy curtains, he found his young master already fully dressed and standing by the window, expressionlessly looking at the garden outside.

Sun Shuo felt somewhat emotional. As he aged, Hu Hai no longer stayed in bed and no longer needed him to coax him like when he was small.

“Where did you go?” Before Sun Shuo could finish reminiscing about the past, Hu Hai’s ice-cold words struck him.

Sun Shuo was startled, then lowered his head to hide the smile at his lips. Was this a complaint about his absence all night? Sun Shuo immediately stopped feeling his knees hurt. He took out the scroll of “Official Appointment Laws” from his sleeve and held it out with both hands.

Hu Hai didn’t immediately take it as usual, but stared at him with cold eyes, making him feel as if thorns were pricking his back.

Was yesterday’s anger still not over? Sun Shuo was about to say some soft words when he heard a stern, harsh question from above: “You spent this entire night at Imperial Brother’s place?”

Sun Shuo nodded, just about to explain, but Hu Hai became even more furious at his admission.

“Sun Shuo! We’ve spent day and night together for over ten years, yet I didn’t know you were such a person with wolfish ambitions!” The more Hu Hai spoke, the angrier he became, randomly grabbing the bamboo slip in front of him and throwing it hard at Sun Shuo.
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The heavy bamboo slip struck his forehead, and Sun Shuo didn’t even try to dodge. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to—he was simply stunned by what his young master had said. What performance was this?

The scattered bamboo slips fell to the ground with crisp sounds, but no attendants came in to clean up. Sun Shuo knew Hu Hai had already dismissed everyone. Feeling warm liquid flowing down his forehead, watching drops of bright red blood fall to the ground, Sun Shuo, who hadn’t slept all night, felt dizzy.

“Sun Shuo! How exactly have I mistreated you that you would secretly conspire with Imperial Brother, betraying my information, even plotting with Imperial Brother to say that the ‘Hu’ in ‘The one who destroys Qin is Hu’ refers to me?! How dare you say such things!” The more Hu Hai spoke, the angrier he became, picking up things at hand to throw at Sun Shuo. He usually liked throwing things and often threw them at attendants, but had never once thrown anything at Sun Shuo.

Sun Shuo still didn’t dodge. He already knew where the problem lay. Just as he was about to explain, another voice spoke before him: “Young Master, calm your anger. This person isn’t worth such fury.” The voice was emotionless and easily recognizable.

So Zhao Gao had arrived early. Had his eavesdropping last night been discovered? Sun Shuo was puzzled—if the goal was to kill him to silence him, why make such a fuss bringing it before Hu Hai? Though this person often came and went here, Sun Shuo had always kept his head lowered and had never once seen Zhao Gao’s face. However, he was quite familiar with that military cap of King Wuling of Zhao on his head, relying entirely on that cap and this emotionless voice to identify him.

“I remember this person’s name was bestowed by the First Prince, wasn’t it?” Zhao Gao put down his tea bowl, the bottom striking the desk with a crisp sound.

Sun Shuo was stunned—if this matter hadn’t been mentioned, he would have long forgotten it. Many years ago, when Hu Hai was still small and liked to visit Fu Su’s study, he had attended at his side and naturally couldn’t avoid meeting the First Prince. His name then had been very crude—commoners naturally took the most vulgar names possible. The First Prince, hearing it daily and disliking it, had spoken up to change his name.

“I also remember that because you said you were born in October, Imperial Brother gave you the name Shuo, taken from ‘The Tenth Month’ in the Book of Songs, Minor Odes,” Hu Hai said coldly. “‘In the tenth month, on the first day of the lunar month Xinmao, there was a solar eclipse—truly inauspicious.’ I quite liked this name.”

Sun Shuo blinked as blood from his forehead flowed down, somewhat blurring his vision. He knew his young master admired the First Prince—even a casual remark from years ago was remembered so clearly. But what was terrifying was Zhao Gao—exactly how extensive were his supernatural abilities that he knew such private matters so clearly? And even more terrifying—what exactly was Zhao Gao trying to do?

Zhao Gao gave Sun Shuo no chance to defend himself—moreover, in his view, Sun Shuo had no chance to defend himself anyway. He said flatly: “Since the Young Master likes this name, having someone else use it would be the same.”

Before Sun Shuo could figure out what Zhao Gao meant by this, he saw his young master walking toward him. A flash of blue light, then severe chest pain.

Sun Shuo was shocked to discover that the ground, which had only held a few drops of blood, was rapidly pooling with blood. He straightened up to find the golden-luan knife he had given his young master last night embedded in his chest. The short blade had completely penetrated his chest, blood soaking his robes and quickly dripping to the floor.

“Don’t be sad. He was too concerned with the First Prince, even more than with you, his master. There’s no true loyalty and no true fairness. In essence, it’s just that the bronze weight on one side of the scale isn’t heavy enough.”

Zhao Gao’s flat voice seemed to come from very far away. Sun Shuo remained silent—so his death was just another lesson Zhao Gao wanted to teach Hu Hai.

Perhaps Zhao Gao truly wanted Hu Hai to leave Xianyang Palace to make his own arrangements, or perhaps there were conspiracies he simply couldn’t see through.

Not seeing through didn’t matter anymore. His knees hurt, his forehead hurt, his chest hurt even more…

His young master said nothing. Was he sad? Don’t be sad anymore—he was dying under the charge of betrayal, so why should his young master still be sad?

Sun Shuo struggled to straighten his body, desperate to see the young master he had raised with his own hands one more time. But blood from his forehead blocked his left eye, while his right eye couldn’t focus at all.

He heard Hu Hai loudly call for attendants, then casually point to someone and say: “You—from now on you’ll be called Sun Shuo. Remember, this is a name I bestow upon you!”

That person fearfully knelt to give thanks. Sun Shuo felt comforted listening—though he was about to die, his name would forever accompany his young master.

Hu Hai was agitated. This was his first time personally killing someone, and it was someone very important to him. Clearly this person deserved death, but why did he feel so terrible? Hu Hai looked at the person before him standing straight—only now did he realize Sun Shuo was actually much taller than him, but had always hunched over with lowered head serving him, never truly straightening his back.

Hu Hai looked up at him as if seeing him for the first time.

Then watched him fall straight down like that.

Sun Shuo kept his eyes open, listening to Hu Hai’s quick steps leaving his side, then gradually listening to his own heartbeat slowly stop.

“I’m very curious to see whether a bronze scale that’s lost its weight can still weigh anything.” That emotionless voice suddenly sounded in his ear.

“This is your thing. Hold it properly—don’t drop it again.”

Sun Shuo felt something heavy being pressed into his hand. Before he could tell what it was, he stopped breathing.

In his final vision, he finally saw Zhao Gao’s face.

In his blurred sight, that person’s features weren’t clear—he could only see eyes hiding an almost demonic charm that made one think they’d encountered a demon with just one glance.

Good thing he had never looked directly at him before.

This was Sun Shuo’s final thought in life.

Later, Sun Shuo discovered that what Zhao Gao had pressed into his hand was the bronze weight he had always carried.

Perhaps because this bronze weight was stained with blood from his hand at death, his ghost became bound to this bronze weight.

When his body was dragged out for disposal, the bronze weight fell from his hand into the grass of the imperial garden. He secretly spied on the Great Qin gossip from Xianyang Palace from the grass—this was good and satisfied his curiosity well.

The prophecy “The one who destroys Qin is Hu” was interpreted as a threat from northwestern barbarian Hu people, and Emperor Shihuang began ordering the construction of the Great Wall.

Not long after, he saw the First Prince encounter his young master by chance in the garden, surprised to find his young master calling another person Sun Shuo and asking the reason. His now quite cunning young master calmly replied: “Imperial Brother, you’re mistaken—Sun Shuo has always looked like this.”

Able to lie with a straight face—it seemed his young master had truly grown up. Sun Shuo watched with amusement while feeling deeply moved.

Soon after, his young master became fascinated with Six Principles Chess.

But Sun Shuo couldn’t tell if it was because the First Prince loved it, or because his young master wanted to beat the First Prince at something.

Watching the two brothers sitting together harmoniously in the garden playing chess, the image alone was deeply moving.

Many years later, the attendants around Hu Hai had changed several times, but they still bore the name Sun Shuo.

Whenever he heard Hu Hai call his name, he felt heartbroken.

Even later, Emperor Shihuang, who had devoted himself to seeking immortality, still died. The successor wasn’t the First Prince who had been sent to the northern frontier to build the Great Wall, but his young master Hu Hai.

He heard attendants whispering privately, puzzled why the Second Emperor was melancholy after ascending the throne. He understood somewhat—this was probably due to the First Prince. Emperor Shihuang’s attitude toward the elder and younger princes was so clear that even if his young master ascended the throne, he wouldn’t make the First Prince commit suicide. And his young master, who so admired the First Prince, would certainly never issue an edict for his death. It must be him—that so-called final edict of Emperor Shihuang was definitely concocted by that villain Zhao Gao. He had personally witnessed that white-handled brush that could modify anything.

His young master holding his breath while being emperor was certainly wanting to catch up to Imperial Brother’s steps, to make Imperial Brother view him differently—like a child getting a new toy, naturally wanting to show off before others.

But now that person was dead—what meaning was there in being emperor?

Looking at it all, his young master actually still hadn’t grown up. Sun Shuo listened while sighing.

…

Later on, hearing that Hu Hai’s study was constantly filled with people and his temper growing worse, Sun Shuo felt his young master simply hadn’t grown up. The little he had secretly learned in youth was completely inadequate for governing a country. He could only add to Emperor Shihuang’s edicts on standardizing weights and measures, trying to maintain the regulations from Emperor Shihuang’s time.

Unable to show off to anyone, his young master began all sorts of unreasonable behavior.

First, he killed all his elder brothers. Since his most beloved Imperial Brother was already dead, he didn’t want to call anyone Imperial Brother anymore—this logic was simple, and Sun Shuo understood.

Then began extreme extravagance. Though Emperor Shihuang hadn’t given Hu Hai bamboo slips and swords, this made him obsessed with blades, loving to collect all kinds of swords and knives.

…

Sun Shuo wasn’t surprised to see that within a few years, the magnificent Xianyang Palace was trampled by rebel armies. Precious vessels and gold and silver treasures were frantically looted. That Xiang Yu led Chu forces to massacre and burn the city, reducing Xianyang Palace to ruins.

“Though Chu has but three households, Chu must destroy Qin.” This prophecy was also fulfilled, and that saying “The one who destroys Qin is Hu” was equally fulfilled—referring to his young master.

How ridiculous that he had been so nervous then…

He didn’t care what happened to his young master—supposedly he committed suicide. So what?

All people die eventually.

He died, Emperor Shihuang died, Prince Fu Su died, Zhao Gao also died…

The bronze weight fell in the grass, trampled by people, its ancient bloodstains having penetrated deep into the bronze surface. Already an utterly unremarkable object, now no one would even lower their head to glance at it.

Finally, when the palace was burned, fortunately the bronze weight had been trampled into the mud and escaped the flames.

Sun Shuo quietly watched the fall of Great Qin, watched history roll on, watched himself buried by sand and dust, completely unaware of how much time passed.

Later he was dug from the ruins, passed through many hands, and finally, finally, was held in someone’s palm.

He lazily glanced at that person, feeling the face was very familiar but completely unable to remember where he had seen it.

“Twenty-sixth year of Emperor Qin Shihuang…” That person’s cold fingers brushed over the inscription on the bronze weight, laughing softly. “A very familiar bronze weight—seems I’ve seen it somewhere…”

He watched that person smile mysteriously, then put him in a box.

Complete darkness. He thought he could have a good sleep now.
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The shopkeeper lowered his head and quietly gazed at the pale brown papyrus scroll spread across the counter. He could still faintly smell the decaying musty odor emanating from this ancient papyrus roll. For someone who frequently dealt with antiques, this musty smell was nothing unusual, but this time, as it lingered around him, it gave him a suffocating sensation that made it difficult to breathe.

It had been two months since he returned from Egypt, and he had spent almost every day lost in such dazed contemplation. The Book of the Dead—the legendary divine artifact capable of summoning ancient spirits—now lay before him. The hexagram he had cast before departing for Egypt once again appeared in his mind.

The deer approaches the corner, but only enters the forest. The gentleman should be cautious; it is better to abandon than to proceed, for moving forward brings shame.

Who was the deer? Who was the gentleman? Who should… abandon whom…

“Tsk, shopkeeper, this won’t do if you continue being so dejected!” The golden scepter placed beside the Book of the Dead trembled slightly. With a teasing voice, a wisp of white smoke rose up, vaguely forming a human shape—it was the young pharaoh, Ramesses II.

Although the pharaoh insisted that his soul power was strong and would not easily dissipate, when the shopkeeper left Egypt, he still infiltrated the Abu Simbel Temple to obtain the golden scepter as a dwelling place for the pharaoh’s daily rest. His actions proved to be correct, but over the past two months, the pharaoh had never appeared even once, presumably due to excessive consumption of soul power.

The shopkeeper set down his completely cold teacup, placed the water kettle back on the red clay stove to heat, and paid no attention to this eccentric pharaoh. The pharaoh didn’t mind either. He had slept for a long time, and due to his soul power, he could only manifest today. However, every time he awakened during this period, he saw the shopkeeper staring blankly at that Book of the Dead scroll, so he could naturally guess what was on the other’s mind. If someone was interested in the Book of the Dead that could summon souls, then they certainly had something they desired. Moreover, a person who had lived alone for over two thousand years must be clinging to something.

For a moment, the pharaoh even felt somewhat jealous—among his believers, not one could devoutly follow him for a thousand years. He glanced at the unfamiliar decorations and strange furnishings in the Dumb House that were foreign to him, then asked in a seemingly casual manner, “So tell me, whom do you wish to summon?”

The shopkeeper’s hand holding the official kiln tea canister trembled slightly. Some of the Iron Goddess tea leaves he was pouring into the purple clay teapot scattered onto the counter. He paused for a moment, swept away the scattered tea leaves, but did not answer the pharaoh’s question.

The pharaoh, ignored once again, frowned and floated closer to the shopkeeper, waving around to confirm that the shopkeeper was indeed wearing the gold-plated earring that could translate languages and could understand what he was saying.

“Actually, summoning ancient spirits isn’t that easy! Besides the divine artifact they loved most in life, you also need a body that can harmonize with the spirit, and most importantly…” The pharaoh deliberately drew out his voice, but was disappointed to find that the shopkeeper showed no reaction and continued waiting normally for the water on the red clay stove to boil.

“Fine, the most important point is that this Book of the Dead already bears the mark of my scepter, so it can only summon my soul. Unless you can modify the marks on this papyrus scroll, otherwise this Book of the Dead is just waste paper.” The pharaoh sighed and ultimately couldn’t help but reveal the secret. He knew that giving people unrealistic hopes was actually the cruelest thing.

A suffocating silence ensued. After a long while, the water kettle made gurgling sounds as boiling steam eagerly gushed out from the spout.

The shopkeeper calmly picked up the kettle to brew tea, covered the teapot lid, then calmly inhaled the spreading tea fragrance without any ripples of emotion.

The pharaoh’s soul flickered between dense and faint in the white steam. Finally, he heard a long sigh and a word of thanks spoken as if a burden had been lifted.

“Eh? You were listening?” The pharaoh pursed his lips in dissatisfaction, but then asked curiously, “But if there really was a chance? If all conditions were met, how would you choose?”

The shopkeeper took a light sip of tea, savoring the rich tea fragrance spreading between his lips and teeth, then sighed softly, “This world is very fair. If you want to obtain something, you must exchange it for something of equal value…” He paused, as if struggling with a difficult choice, and also as if strengthening his own conviction. “If this price is something I can afford, I will consider it. If it’s something I cannot afford, I will abandon it.”

The pharaoh stroked his chin, falling into deep thought.

Neither the person nor the ghost noticed that in the flickering light of the Changxin Palace Lamp, there was something strange about the fierce golden ghost mask hanging on the opposite wall. Behind those deep black hollow eye sockets, a flash of light faintly passed by…

In a dim tomb chamber, empty except for a coffin with its lid opened placed in the center of the chamber, and an oil lamp burning quietly in the northeast corner, casting a faint glow. Little Red Bird stood on the edge of the coffin with closed eyes, dozing off, until a pale, slender hand emerged from the coffin. A man wearing a golden ghost mask supported himself on the coffin’s edge and slowly sat up.

This man had silver-white long hair. He removed the golden ghost mask covering his face, revealing an incomparably handsome countenance. However, his complexion was somewhat pale, looking as if he hadn’t been exposed to sunlight for a long time. He slowly opened his eyes, revealing enchanting crimson pupils. His entire aura changed instantly, and his thin lips curved into a sinister smile.

The Red Dragon Robe and the golden mask were a matching set of burial artifacts. There were two sets of Red Dragon Robes, and correspondingly, there were naturally two golden masks. Only the clan leader of each generation of the Ying family knew this—even his imperial brother Fu Su didn’t know that the two golden masks had the supernatural ability to eavesdrop and spy through telepathic connection. Hu Hai only learned this after ascending to the throne and having the authority to open the treasure trove accumulated by the Ying family over hundreds of years.

“The divine artifact most beloved in life? That should be the jade pendant that my imperial brother never left his side, which is now the broken longevity lock in my hands. I wonder if it can still work when broken in half? As for a harmonizing body…” Hu Hai toyed with the golden ghost mask in his hand, murmuring to himself.

That doctor beside that person—he had already tested him with the Nine Dragon Cup, but for some unknown reason, there was no reaction. And that Lu Zigan… during the last time at the Liubo Chess Manor, he actually spoke words that were almost identical to what his imperial brother had said in life. Could it really be just a coincidence? Although that person knew Lu Zigan, their relationship wasn’t deep. But it might also be a smokescreen…

Little Red Bird awakened from its drowsy state, and upon opening its eyes and seeing its master had awakened, it chirped joyfully twice and fluttered its wings to fly to Hu Hai’s shoulder. Hu Hai stroked Little Red Bird’s feathers and said in a low voice, “Ming Hong, do you think that Lu Zigan could be the reincarnation of my imperial brother?”

Little Red Bird, thoroughly comfortable from its master’s grooming, squinted its eyes and made meaningless chirping sounds. Hu Hai didn’t expect this little creature to give him any answers. He scratched Little Red Bird’s head and chuckled softly, “A brush that can modify any object… I actually do have one here. Go fetch that brush.”

Little Red Bird chirped once in acknowledgment and flew away. The fluttering sounds gradually faded in the pitch-black tomb passage, then returned again not long after. When it rushed into the tomb chamber, the air current from its wings caused the oil lamp in the northeast corner to flicker several times, nearly extinguishing it.

Hu Hai took the brush from Little Red Bird’s sharp beak, the smile at the corner of his lips gradually expanding until he silently laughed several times.

“This world is very fair—if you want to obtain something, you must exchange it for something of equal value?”

“Then, I’m willing to use everything I have to exchange…”

“Imperial brother… wait for me…”

Lu Zigan put on his gloves and carefully lifted a long camphor wood box from the sterile container, then gently and carefully removed the scroll from the basin and cautiously unrolled the painting.

This was “Qiantang Scenery” painted by Tang Yin (Tang Bohu) of the Ming Dynasty, painted on silk. However, due to being passed down through many hands over several hundred years without proper preservation, many parts were damaged, and both the painting and seals had faded considerably. Although it had been restored by numerous experts, it still looked riddled with holes.

Lu Zigan studied it for a long time and regretfully shook his head. Most of Tang Yin’s paintings were housed in the Shanghai Museum, Palace Museum, and Taipei Museum. Moreover, the Tang Yin scrolls generally exhibited in those museums were usually former imperial palace collections from the Qing Dynasty, all carefully preserved. Some even bore authentication seals from Emperor Kangxi and Emperor Qianlong, which significantly increased their value. This time, for the National Museum’s construction, the curator of the calligraphy and painting hall had used various connections to obtain a batch of scrolls from the Palace Museum. But as one could imagine, what they received were generally damaged pieces that couldn’t possibly be displayed in exhibitions. In such condition, if hung in the exhibition hall for more than a month exposed to air, the fading would likely become much worse.

Was there really no solution? Lu Zigan furrowed his brow tightly. There were many similar calligraphy and paintings, or rather, every museum would have a large number of calligraphy and paintings that couldn’t be restored. Unlike bronze, jade, or gold and silver artifacts that weren’t easily damaged, calligraphy and paintings were even more fragile than porcelain. Perhaps if one used slightly too much force when taking them out, they would turn to ash and completely disappear from this world.

Maybe the shopkeeper at the Dumb House would have some method to prevent such regrettable incidents?

This thought suddenly flashed through Lu Zigan’s mind, then he smiled bitterly and shook his head in denial. He believed that shopkeeper would certainly have special means, but it would be impossible to apply them to all antiques.

Just as even gods couldn’t save all their believers.

After calming his emotions, Lu Zigan took this opportunity to carefully examine this “Qiantang Scenery” once more. “Qiantang Scenery” depicted towering mountains and plank roads, horses galloping gracefully, a solitary traveler sitting in a grass pavilion, fishing boats drifting in the river, and it also bore Tang Yin’s own inscribed seven-character quatrain and signature. Tang Yin called himself the “foremost talent of Jiangnan,” who became the famous Tang Bohu of later generations. He excelled in figure, landscape, and bird-and-flower paintings, forming his own style. In this “Qiantang Scenery,” the rocks and trees followed the style of Li Tang from the Southern Song Dynasty, using firm, fine, and sharp brushwork. The figural elements appeared natural, with a delicate style. This should be a work from Tang Yin’s early period when his brushwork had not yet fully matured.

Lu Zigan admired it for a while. Though reluctant to part with it, he knew that no matter how intently he stared at this painting, he couldn’t restore the faded and damaged paint traces. Just as he was about to roll up the painting again, he noticed something was wrong—somehow, another person had appeared in the laboratory that should have contained only him. That person wore white clothes, which at first glance might be mistaken for the white lab coats everyone uniformly wore in the laboratory, but his white windbreaker had a hood, and a second look would reveal the difference.

“How… did you get in here?” Lu Zigan clenched his fist, then immediately relaxed it. Facing this silver-haired, red-eyed young man, he was truly helpless. He couldn’t forget what happened that night at the Liubo Chess Manor. Although it was just a nightmare, it had almost become reality. “There are surveillance cameras everywhere here…” Lu Zigan stopped mid-sentence. Saying such things now was meaningless. The laboratory required fingerprint access to enter, and if even that couldn’t stop this person, surveillance cameras would probably just be decorations.

Hu Hai ignored Lu Zigan’s defensive hostility, crossed his arms, and raised an eyebrow asking, “You just spent so long looking at this painting—do you want to restore it?”

Lu Zigan didn’t think there was anything wrong with saying this. He nodded openly, “That’s right, but unfortunately this painting is already too severely damaged. Even with remounting and recoloring, it can’t be properly restored.”

Hu Hai chuckled softly and said, “What if I told you I have a way to restore this painting?”

Lu Zigan frowned warily, “What do you want?”

Hu Hai’s enchanting crimson eyes sparkled brilliantly beneath his silver-white eyelashes. He laughed unexpectedly and said, “If you want to obtain something, you must exchange it for something of equal value? It seems everyone knows this rule of equivalent exchange. Well, actually I want back that half piece of the Wordless Stele.”
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Lu Zigan was startled and recalled that the person who sold him the Wordless Stele at the Xi’an Ghost Market had worn a white windbreaker with a hood: “You’re the one who sold me that half of the Wordless Stele?”

Hu Hai shrugged his shoulders and said, “I know it’s not proper to ask for sold antiques back, but I only just learned that the Wordless Stele cannot be reunited into one piece. I originally thought you wouldn’t be able to complete the Wordless Stele!” What he said was half-true and half-false. In reality, this was completely fabricated—he just needed an excuse to bring Lu Zigan to the Dumb House.

Seeing that Hu Hai refused to elaborate, Lu Zigan sensed there was probably something improper about this. He remembered that when he had initially pieced the two halves of the Wordless Stele together, his soul had traveled back to the prosperous Tang period, possessing the bodies of several people whom Wu Zetian had personally killed. At first, he could only observe but not speak, but when he finally possessed Xue Huaiyi’s body, he was able to converse with Wu Zetian across more than a thousand years of time and space. What if there were further consequences…

With this train of thought, Lu Zigan became restless. Although he had traded that half of the Wordless Stele for the铻 knife he really liked, he couldn’t cause trouble for the shopkeeper at the Dumb House. He steadied himself and decided to use this opportunity to first see how this Young Master Hu would restore the damaged “Qiantang Scenery” scroll before him, then discuss other matters.

Hu Hai smiled slightly and withdrew a white-handled brush from his chest. The brush handle was made from some unknown material—it looked like ivory, but the color wasn’t quite right. It was whiter than ivory, with a finer texture and gentle luster. There were no carvings on the handle, simple and elegant. The brush head was also white. At first glance, one might think it was a new brush, but Lu Zigan felt this brush was probably very ancient.

“This brush handle is made from the metacarpal bone of the divine beast White Marsh, and the brush head is made from White Marsh’s tail hair,” Hu Hai approached and kindly answered Lu Zigan’s unspoken question.

“White Marsh?” Lu Zigan was rather speechless, thinking Hu Hai was joking with him. He naturally knew about White Marsh—it was a legendary divine beast from Mount Kunlun, pure white all over, capable of human speech, understanding the emotions of all things, and rarely appearing. Legend had it that when the Yellow Emperor toured eastward, he encountered White Marsh by the Eastern Sea. White Marsh was learned and knowledgeable, and at the Yellow Emperor’s request, created an illustrated guide to ghosts and spirits containing 11,520 varieties. It was said that White Marsh’s entire body was treasure, with the power to bring the dead back to life. In any case, it was a legendary divine beast from ancient times, and quite impressive at that. But no matter how impressive, it was still just legend!

Hu Hai looked at the pure white brush in his hand, his expression showing not the slightest ripple. His pale eyelashes fluttered a few times as he said calmly, “Precisely because White Marsh’s entire body was treasure—guilty of possessing a jade—it quickly disappeared from this world, leaving only legends. They say it knew astronomy above and geography below, understood the past and future, so how could it not foresee its own tragic end?”

Lu Zigan heard the hidden loneliness in his words and couldn’t help sighing, “Perhaps it knew all along…”

Hu Hai glanced at Lu Zigan sideways with his crimson eyes, not continuing this topic: “This brush, made from the metacarpal bone and hair of the divine beast White Marsh, possesses the ability to alter or restore any calligraphy or painting.”

“Huh?” Lu Zigan’s face was full of question marks, complete disbelief.

Hu Hai smiled slightly and said with some nostalgia, “Back then, when Zhao Gao altered my father emperor’s posthumous edict, he used this very brush. Otherwise, do you think all those court ministers and generals were blind?”

Lu Zigan was stunned, then thought to himself that this Young Master Hu must have been playing too much cosplay. It was one thing for him to call himself Hu Hai, but now Zhao Gao and Qin Shihuang were appearing too? However, he kept his complaints to himself, wisely not voicing them aloud, treating it as listening to a joke.

Hu Hai said nothing more. He gestured for Lu Zigan to move aside, then picked up an unopened bottle of mineral water from the table, poured it into a glass cup, reached for the White Marsh brush to dip it slightly, and before Lu Zigan could react, began painting directly on the scroll.

Lu Zigan cried out in alarm. He hadn’t expected Hu Hai to move so quickly. The moment the White Marsh brush touched the painting, Lu Zigan’s heart nearly shattered. Even if it was a damaged Tang Yin scroll, it was still worth a fortune! If auctioned outside, it would definitely fetch eight figures! Could he please not be so calm and casual about this?! He really couldn’t handle it!

Lu Zigan had never known he could transform into a raging emperor, but just as he came to his senses and was about to push aside this reckless Young Master Hu regardless of consequences, his peripheral vision caught sight of the painting on the table, and he froze as if someone had pressed his acupuncture points, unable to move.

He saw the damaged scroll come back to life like resurrection from death. The horses’ manes in the painting became minutely visible, seeming to move without wind. The plants by the Qiantang River recovered their verdant green, as if spring had returned to earth. The missing characters in the seven-character quatrain revealed all their text, the blurred seals became clear, and most miraculously, even the yellowed silk cloth returned to a fresh light yellow color like new.

Lu Zigan stared wide-eyed in disbelief.

Beside him, Hu Hai was concentrating intently on painting, his profile as beautiful as an elf from a painting. His brushwork flowed smoothly, every gesture filled with ancient elegance and nobility. In a trance, it seemed like seeing a noble young master in ceremonial cap and wide belt, painting in pavilions and towers.

Lu Zigan blinked hard, and when he reopened his eyes, he found he was still in his familiar laboratory, but what lay before him was indeed a brand-new “Qiantang Scenery.”

It was truly brand-new, exactly like a newly painted work, with even the ink not yet fully dry. If not for this happening in the blink of an eye, he would almost suspect that Hu Hai had replaced the ancient painting with a forgery…

Lu Zigan was about to go crazy. Was this what restoration meant? This was no different from destroying the painting!

Seeing Lu Zigan’s twisted expression, Hu Hai smiled with interest: “Don’t worry, I just painted with mineral water. When it dries, it will return to its original state. This is just showing you a preview. If you want to restore it to whatever period you desire, that’s also possible, but that would require higher-quality ink—preferably Tinggui ink would be best. However, Tinggui ink rarely survives to the present. Later Hui ink would barely suffice. We can research this after retrieving that half of the Wordless Stele.”

Lu Zigan supported himself against the table, feeling all his strength drained away.

Jokes shouldn’t be played like this! Damn it!

Since the next day was the weekend, after Lu Zigan confirmed that “Qiantang Scenery” had indeed returned to its original state, he carefully stored it back in the sterile container, planning to go home to get his luggage and then head straight to the airport with Hu Hai.

But Hu Hai shook his finger: “No need for such trouble.”

Lu Zigan felt puzzled and hadn’t had time to ask when he saw Hu Hai pull a yellow cloth from his pocket and hand him one corner, indicating he should grab it. Lu Zigan followed the instruction in bewilderment, but the moment his hand touched the cloth, he suddenly felt the world spinning. This lasted only a second or two. When he regained consciousness and reopened his eyes, he discovered that he and Hu Hai were no longer in the laboratory but standing in a dim alley. The surrounding buildings were absolutely Jiangnan style, and he could even hear people bargaining in authentic Jiangzhe dialect from the nearby commercial street.

Lu Zigan opened his mouth but said nothing because he felt this was too absurd. Even his attempts at speculation were immediately overturned by himself—this simply wasn’t reasonable.

“We’ve arrived,” Hu Hai announced naturally, destroying Lu Zigan’s self-deception. Knowing Lu Zigan would surely ask questions, he explained while putting away the cloth: “This is the yellow headband of Zhang Jue, leader of the Yellow Turban Rebellion. As the founder of the Way of Supreme Peace, he indeed possessed some magical powers.” Hu Hai paused, noticing Lu Zigan opening his mouth again, and felt somewhat displeased. He thought his explanation was clear enough, though it was only one sentence.

“Any other questions?” Hu Hai narrowed his crimson eyes, looking dangerously at Lu Zigan.

“I just remembered I haven’t clocked out from work…”

“…” Young Master Hu immediately turned and walked away.

“Um… actually, after getting back that half of the Wordless Stele, you could consider sending me back—that would save on travel expenses…” Lu Zigan wisely hurried to catch up. As a member of the Beijing drifter community with a meager salary, every saving counted!

As soon as the two emerged from the alley, Lu Zigan saw the Dumb House across the street, just like when he had visited before—the small seal script signboard and the antique carved door.

Hu Hai strode over with large steps and pushed the carved door with one hand, but it didn’t open as Lu Zigan expected. Instead, it remained completely motionless.

Lu Zigan made a light sound of surprise: “Could it be closed? But that doesn’t seem right.” Generally, when shops closed, didn’t they lock up or put down metal gates? Lu Zigan knocked on the door and got no response, so he walked to a nearby window to look inside. He remembered this window was clearly transparent glass, but now it was all fogged up. Probably due to the cold winter weather, a layer of moisture had formed, and nothing could be seen clearly. He could only see the dim glow from the Changxin Palace Lamp inside flickering. Unwilling to give up, he pressed against the crack of the carved door, but found it sealed tight—nothing could be seen.

Hu Hai showed no surprise at this; instead, he smiled. No one being there suited his purposes perfectly. This carved door was indeed peculiar, as he well knew. This should be an inner door from the underground palace that the person had moved from the Qin Emperor’s mausoleum. Only the master could enter; others couldn’t push the door open without the master’s permission. In the underground palace, the master had naturally passed away, so when the craftsmen finally sealed the door, no one should ever be able to enter the underground palace again. Back then, he had ordered that person to be buried alive, not knowing he had once tasted the elixir of immortality, hadn’t died, and instead crawled out from the tomb, thus breaking the door’s prohibition. Now it had been brought here as a shop door—as long as that person wasn’t present, no one could freely enter the Dumb House. It was truly more effective than any security door.

However, he had a method.

There were small puddles on the ground remaining from yesterday’s rain. Hu Hai withdrew the White Marsh brush from his chest, bent down to dip it in some rainwater, and simply drew a door on the carved door. Then, under Lu Zigan’s dumbfounded gaze, he gently pushed, and that “door” creaked open.

Hu Hai leisurely walked in, turned back to see Lu Zigan standing there like a wooden post, and frowned: “Aren’t you coming in? It will lose effectiveness soon.”

Lu Zigan knew there was definitely something wrong with Hu Hai doing this. Entering when the shopkeeper wasn’t there clearly indicated ulterior motives, definitely not just to retrieve that half of the Wordless Stele. But at this moment, he absolutely couldn’t let Hu Hai go in alone. By following him, he could at least try to stop him, right? Lu Zigan looked around furtively like a thief and quickly slipped inside. Only after entering did he realize that the White Marsh brush in Hu Hai’s hand was truly formidable—it could even be used like the Magic Brush Ma Liang! If this brush drew a gun, could it be used as a gun too? Then if he threatened him to be an accomplice, should he comply? Or comply? Or comply?
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Lu Zigan was struggling internally as the carved door behind him, its paint marks having dried, had already returned to its original state the moment it closed. Lu Zigan could now clearly see the furnishings inside the Dumb House. They were much the same as when he had visited before, except for a few additional antiques. The golden ghost mask on the wall was sinister and cold, a crystal-clear jade Nine Dragon Cup had appeared on the treasure cabinet, and on the counter lay a tattered scroll and an exquisite golden scepter. The style appeared to be ancient Egyptian, so the tattered scroll beside it should be the Book of the Dead made from ancient Egyptian papyrus.

Strange, when did the shopkeeper start collecting foreign antiques too?

Lu Zigan was puzzled when he saw Hu Hai seemingly casually glance at the painted terracotta warrior standing by the door. He appeared somewhat wary, but after noticing no abnormalities, he walked to the counter, grabbed the Book of the Dead scroll and golden scepter in one motion, then turned toward the inner chambers of the Dumb House. Lu Zigan knew things were developing in directions he couldn’t predict, and a trace of doubt arose in his heart. Logically, if Hu Hai wanted to do something, he could do it alone—why go to such trouble to drag him along?

But now that things had developed this far, he couldn’t extricate himself no matter what, so he could only steel himself and follow Hu Hai inside. After they passed the jade screen, they heard a crisp, pleasant cry as a blue bird flew out from the corridor, trailing long tail feathers as it dove straight toward Hu Hai.

Lu Zigan was startled, but Hu Hai in front of him didn’t move at all. Just as the blue bird’s sharp beak was about to pierce his eye socket, a brilliant fireball rose before Hu Hai, forcing the blue bird to flap its wings and brake sharply in mid-air before retreating slightly. Although its movements were already very swift, its beautiful tail feathers were still slightly singed by the fireball. The blue bird’s cry became much sharper, as if truly enraged.

The fireball contracted and transformed into a red bird, chirping defiantly once, then lunged at the blue bird. The two birds fought fiercely, with blue and red feathers flying chaotically for a moment. Then, with a bang, both birds suddenly vanished simultaneously.

Lu Zigan’s pupils contracted. Had the two birds perished together? But aside from feathers of two colors on the ground, there were no bird corpses! Although he wasn’t an expert on pets, he knew these two birds were rare spiritual creatures—it would be truly regrettable if they died.

Hu Hai continued walking forward. Without turning back, as if knowing what Lu Zigan was thinking, he said indifferently, “They felt too constrained here and went elsewhere to PK.”

Elsewhere? Could those two birds actually teleport instantly? Lu Zigan felt a bit dizzy. However, with the Magic Brush Ma Liang precedent, he felt his adaptability had grown stronger. Just as he was lifting his leg to move forward, he noticed a semi-transparent beauty slowly materializing beside Hu Hai, seemingly trying to prevent him from proceeding. The woman wore luxurious ancient clothing with flowing long sleeves. Her jade-white skin bore a pair of deep, alluring eyes. Her figure was graceful, as if floating in the air, and her silk-like hair seemed alive, drifting and swirling around her body.

Lu Zigan rubbed his eyes. There were female ghosts in the Dumb House too? But when he looked more carefully, he discovered that the ancient beauty was surrounded by wisps of candle smoke, and not far behind her was a small room. Through a narrow crack, he could see a red candle slowly burning, and the rising candle smoke had formed this stunning ancient woman.

Hu Hai paid no attention to this ancient beauty, but being entangled like this, though not obstructive, was quite uncomfortable. So he pushed open the door to the room with the candle. The White Marsh brush in his hand still had some rainwater, so he nimbly drew a transparent glass cover and placed it over the candle. The candle smoke couldn’t escape, causing the ancient beauty outside to gradually fade and disappear into the air, while inside the glass cover appeared a smaller version of the ancient beauty, using both hands to beat against the glass cover, her beautiful face filled with fury.

“Won’t the candle go out quickly this way?” Lu Zigan felt pity, because with oxygen cut off, the candle flame had shrunk considerably the moment the glass cover formed, looking rather pitiful.

“Don’t worry, the glass cover will disappear soon,” Hu Hai explained indifferently. He was very familiar with these mermaid candles—there were countless ones in the Qin Emperor’s underground palace. If not personally extinguished by the one who lit them, they simply wouldn’t go out. He coldly glanced at the ancient beauty trapped in the glass cover, and she suddenly cowered fearfully in the corner of the cover, trembling.

Hu Hai didn’t even look at her again and turned to leave. Lu Zigan, deeply afraid the candle would extinguish, wanted to remove the glass cover, but just as he moved, the cover became ineffective and disappeared. However, the ancient beauty didn’t pursue Hu Hai after her restraints vanished. Instead, she looked at Lu Zigan with terror and wariness, as if afraid he might do something to her.

Lu Zigan was greatly embarrassed, knowing he’d been categorized as one of the bad guys. Unable to explain, he could only hastily drop an apology and chase after Hu Hai. But when he pursued, he found the corridor inside the Dumb House was pitch black without any light. Earlier, he could only see the candle smoke beauty because of the candle’s glow. Now he could only follow the various strange sounds ahead, walking toward them by sound. The inner chambers of the Dumb House were very deep. Who knew how many strange artifacts or mechanisms Hu Hai had dealt with along the way? When Lu Zigan saw light from an open door at the corridor’s end, he strode toward it, hesitated while holding the doorframe, then gritted his teeth and entered.

When he saw the scene inside, he couldn’t help but be stunned. This room was as large as a classroom, illuminated by over a dozen basketball-sized luminous pearls arranged along the four walls. The blue bricks under his feet were different from the ordinary blue bricks in the outer corridor—these had perfect carved patterns inlaid with gold foil and various jade stones, gorgeously beyond belief. Following these bricks toward the room’s center, the carving and lacquer work were absolutely magnificent. On the lacquered table sat an imperial seal and a crown set.

Hu Hai had already reached the lacquered table, swept aside his white robes and sat cross-legged, placed down the golden scepter, then spread out the Book of the Dead.

Under the luminous pearls’ reflection, Lu Zigan saw the imperial seal was carved with five intertwining dragons, missing one corner that had been repaired with gold. This seal was now being held in one of Hu Hai’s hands, and Lu Zigan could vaguely see eight large characters carved in seal script underneath: “Mandate of Heaven, Long Life and Prosperity”? That script style and carving technique… could it possibly be the legendary He Shi Bi? And that crown set—the Tongtian Crown, nine inches high, standing upright with a slightly slanted top, with iron scroll beams below and mountains and ornaments in front—this was clearly the Tongtian Crown that only emperors could wear!

Regardless of the crown’s origins, this He Shi Bi was recorded in historical books! Could this He Shi Bi be real? Lu Zigan felt somewhat confused. Surely the Dumb House shopkeeper couldn’t be so supernaturally capable? Even having the long-lost He Shi Bi? Moreover, this room was clearly in Qin Dynasty style. Lu Zigan began to despairingly consider that perhaps everything here was authentic Qin Dynasty antiques, including every brick and tile.

At this point, Lu Zigan was completely certain that Hu Hai hadn’t come here for any half of the Wordless Stele. With an ominous premonition growing in his heart, he asked aloud, “What exactly do you want?” Logically, a thief should leave immediately after succeeding, but judging by his appearance, he didn’t seem like he’d come to steal anything at all?

Hu Hai didn’t answer him, instead quietly looking down at the He Shi Bi in his hands, as if reminiscing or remembering something.

“To revive someone, I’d guess.” A mocking voice suddenly echoed awkwardly in the room, with a strange accent, halting and stammering like a foreigner just learning Chinese.

Lu Zigan looked toward the sound and saw white smoke rising from the golden scepter, gradually forming the outline of a handsome young man in the air. His features were deep-set, his upper body bare, and his clothing indicated he should be someone of great power in ancient Egypt. Having been forewarned by the previous candle incident, Lu Zigan showed no surprise at seeing this gentleman and immediately inquired, “Revival? It’s actually possible to revive the dead? How would one revive them?”

The young pharaoh had recently been constantly pestered by the candle asking how to revive someone. Without the shopkeeper’s gold-plated earring, the two from different countries couldn’t communicate at all, but through frequent contact, the clever pharaoh had learned a tiny bit of Chinese—though truly just a tiny bit, unable to squeeze out anything more. He spoke a string of ancient Egyptian, found Lu Zigan looking completely bewildered, stopped speaking, and instead looked at him with sympathy.

This innocent young man was definitely a sacrifice brought by that red-eyed youth, to serve as a body for the dead spirit to possess.

The young pharaoh licked his lips, a trace of interest flashing in his amber eyes as he muttered to himself, “Oh! The shopkeeper’s back too. Now there’ll be a good show!”

Lu Zigan indicated he heard but didn’t understand…

Hu Hai didn’t understand either, but he already knew. Yet he showed no reaction. Whether that person came or not, the outcome wouldn’t change now.

The doctor had drunk some alcohol tonight. Group buying was popular recently—cheap and practical. Following the trend, he’d also group-bought a barbecue set for two and naturally dragged the shopkeeper along. The food was decent, but the two large glasses of draft beer that came with it—the shopkeeper didn’t touch them at all, so he’d poured them all into his own stomach. Now, though he’d sobered up somewhat from the cold wind after leaving, he was still feeling the alcohol’s effects. The shopkeeper suggested returning to the Dumb House for some tea to sober up.

The two walked and chatted, and soon arrived at the Dumb House’s entrance. The shopkeeper moved to push the door open as usual, but suddenly withdrew his hand just as his fingers touched the carved wooden door.

“What’s wrong?” The doctor saw a sharp glint flash across the shopkeeper’s face and felt increasingly uneasy. The shopkeeper smiled nonchalantly, “I remembered I have something unfinished. I won’t invite you for tea tonight.” Saying this, he pushed open the carved wooden door and entered alone, showing no intention of inviting the doctor in, planning to close the door.

The doctor quickly supported the wooden door with his hand, squeezed through the gap using his drunken state as an excuse, and shouted drunkenly, “No way! You said you’d treat me to tea—no backing out!” At this moment, he felt his palm was wet underneath. It hadn’t rained today, so why was the Dumb House’s wooden door so wet?

The shopkeeper clearly hadn’t expected the doctor to suddenly become unreasonable, but seeing the counter was empty—the Book of the Dead and golden scepter that had been placed there had vanished—he had no time to worry about whether the doctor had followed him in. He hurriedly looked around to check if other antiques were missing or damaged.

Seeing the shopkeeper’s expression was wrong, the doctor was about to inquire when a white figure rushed out from the inner chambers—it was the candle smoke-formed Zhu. Her beautiful face was filled with terror as she kept exclaiming, “He’s here! It’s him who’s here!”

“He? Which he?” The doctor was baffled, completely confused. But the shopkeeper’s expression turned stern as he turned to push the doctor out the shop door. The doctor grabbed his wrist firmly and asked in a deep voice, “What happened? You know I can’t possibly leave with peace of mind at a time like this.”

The shopkeeper deeply regretted not being more careful earlier, letting the doctor enter. Otherwise, with the carved wooden door there, even if he wanted to enter, he couldn’t. He could only deflect, “Just a small thief got in and took some things. I’ll handle it right now—you wait here.”

The doctor frowned, not believing the shopkeeper’s explanation. Just looking at Zhu’s terrified and anxious expression, he knew this “small thief” definitely had significant backing. But not wanting the shopkeeper to waste time on him, he feigned understanding, “Alright, go quickly then. I’ll nap first.” Saying this, he loosened his tie and slumped into a nearby huanghuali reclining chair, leaning to one side with closed eyes to rest.

Seeing him appear intoxicated, the shopkeeper was somewhat suspicious but, due to the urgent situation, had no time to pay attention. He hurriedly followed Zhu into the Dumb House’s inner chambers. After he left, the doctor opened his eyes and began pondering what to do.

Chapter 11: The White Marsh Brush · 4
Looking at the situation, that thief hadn’t left yet—catching him in a trap would be good! In normal circumstances, people would call the police immediately, right? But the doctor pulled out his phone from his pocket and hesitated repeatedly, feeling that based on his experience in the Dumb House, calling the police would be inadvisable and would only add to the chaos. Still, he couldn’t feel at ease and unconsciously touched the cross at his neck—a pale blue jade crucifix that the shopkeeper had given him a few days ago. He still remembered this piece of pale jade was the same one that had belonged to Xiao Ji originally. The shopkeeper had said this pale jade didn’t match the Dumb House’s antique aesthetic, so he’d tossed it to him. But the doctor always felt this was strange—the shopkeeper never gave him things without reason. If something happened, he should be able to help somehow, right? So the doctor quietly stood up and also headed toward the inner chambers.

Lu Zigan was very anxious. He instinctively knew Hu Hai wasn’t doing anything good, but didn’t know what to do. Ignoring the pharaoh chattering in ancient Egyptian beside him, he walked directly to the lacquered table and asked worriedly, “Young Master Hu, what are you trying to do?”

“Perfect timing. Lend me the铻 knife for a moment.” Hu Hai set down the He Shi Bi in his hands and directly reached into Lu Zigan’s pocket to pull out the铻 knife.

Lu Zigan was startled. Since obtaining the铻 knife, he had carried it with him constantly, and this time he had come intending to return the knife in exchange for that half of the Wordless Stele. He just hadn’t expected Hu Hai to be so impolite as to take it without asking. Just as he was thinking of how to diplomatically express his displeasure, Lu Zigan was shocked to see Hu Hai expressionlessly slash his own palm with the铻 knife, blood flowing freely.

“You! The铻 knife must not see blood! The shopkeeper specifically warned me about this!” Lu Zigan stamped his feet anxiously and immediately snatched the铻 knife back from Hu Hai, carefully wiping it clean repeatedly.

“There aren’t that many superstitions.” Hu Hai dismissed this, took out the White Marsh brush and dipped it in the blood from his palm, then smeared it on the Book of the Dead. After a moment, the originally tattered Book of the Dead returned to pristine condition, its text like new. This scene amazed even the observing pharaoh.

Seeing a mark appear in the upper right corner as the Book of the Dead was restored, Hu Hai compared it with the golden scepter and found the emblems matched. He used the White Marsh brush again, moving the restoration date of the Book of the Dead slightly forward until the scepter’s mark completely disappeared. Then he directly picked up the He Shi Bi beside him, covered it with blood from his palm, and without hesitation stamped it onto the Book of the Dead.

Watching the eight seal characters “Mandate of Heaven, Long Life and Prosperity” appear on the Book of the Dead, Hu Hai smiled with satisfaction, then seemed to hesitate before pulling out a silk handkerchief from his chest.

Lu Zigan had been watching Hu Hai tensely. Now seeing the handkerchief unfold to reveal a jade longevity lock broken in half, he felt as if he’d been punched, immediately frozen in place.

He clearly had never seen this longevity lock before, so why did it feel so familiar? As if he could describe every pattern on it in detail in his heart…

Hu Hai naturally noticed his reaction and became even more certain, immediately using the “Long Life, Hundred Years” side of the longevity lock to dip in his own blood and stamp it onto the Book of the Dead without explanation.

“What are you doing?”

Hu Hai looked toward the voice and saw the shopkeeper approaching with barely contained anger. He triumphantly raised the Book of the Dead in his hand: “What am I doing? You should know, right?”

The pharaoh on the side quickly disclaimed responsibility: “I didn’t do or say anything! And look at my condition—there’s no way I could stop him, right? Tsk, he actually used two objects. He’s probably afraid one won’t summon successfully, so he used two.”

Seeing the Book of the Dead indeed bore two stamps, the shopkeeper held onto a glimmer of hope: “Can the Book of the Dead summon two souls at once? That should be impossible, right?”

The pharaoh spread his hands: “I’ve never tried it either, so asking me is useless. But there are only a few of us here. I have no body, your body doesn’t match, this person’s body is also strange, so only this young man in front is suitable. Even if two souls are summoned, only one can awaken. The Book of the Dead has a certain range—once outside this room, there’s no problem.” He had wanted to warn that young man earlier, but unfortunately, without the shopkeeper’s gold-plated earring, the man couldn’t understand what he was saying.

Hearing this, the shopkeeper wanted Lu Zigan to leave immediately, but when he put his hand on him, he found Lu Zigan’s eyes were fixed intently on the longevity lock on the lacquered table, unresponsive no matter how much he pulled.

Hu Hai paid no attention to what they were saying, his crimson eyes fixed on the Book of the Dead in his hands, watching the bloodstains slowly dry.

The shopkeeper was about to drag Lu Zigan away regardless of everything, but before he could exert force, he saw Lu Zigan’s face turn pale and collapse unconsciously. The shopkeeper only had time to support his arm, preventing him from falling directly to the ground. At the same time, there was the sound of a heavy object falling in the outer corridor.

The shopkeeper groaned inwardly—it must be the doctor who had followed out of concern. Hastily laying Lu Zigan down properly on the ground, he rushed out of the room and indeed saw the doctor lying unconscious outside the door. The shopkeeper panicked: “Didn’t you say there’d be no problem outside this room?”

The pharaoh scratched his face embarrassedly: “Minor miscalculations should be within acceptable limits…”

Hu Hai was expectantly watching over Lu Zigan when he saw the shopkeeper carry in another unconscious person, and couldn’t help frowning. How could there be two? But thinking it over, when his imperial brother arrived, he could just pick one—that wasn’t bad either.

The shopkeeper placed the doctor on the ground, but couldn’t bear to let him sleep on the cold blue bricks, so he sat cross-legged and let the doctor’s upper body rest on his leg. After settling him temporarily, he raised his head and looked at Hu Hai with icy eyes, saying word by word: “Leave the He Shi Bi behind.”

Hu Hai knew this person’s bottom line. Although he had once been obsessed with the He Shi Bi, now it seemed to him nothing more than a dead object, so he placed the He Shi Bi back on the lacquered table. However, seeing the man still staring at the longevity lock clutched in his other hand, he curled his lip: “I took this from my imperial brother’s coffin. You have no right to demand it from me.”

The shopkeeper knew the doctor had originally placed that broken longevity lock in the coffin in the Qin Emperor’s underground palace. He hadn’t stopped it then, so naturally had no standing to reclaim it today. He withdrew his gaze and said no more.

Seeing the shopkeeper made no comment about his intrusion, Hu Hai didn’t relax internally. He understood this person very well—the more silent he appeared on the surface, the more he cared. Today’s events could not end well. Hu Hai’s thin lips curved in a sinister smile as he said disdainfully, “Don’t put on that expression. I’m only doing what you wanted to do anyway. Won’t you admit it?”

The shopkeeper’s hand stroking the doctor’s hair paused, then began trembling almost imperceptibly.

What he wanted to do?

No, it wasn’t like that.

He had never dared to close Fu Su’s coffin, dressing him in the Red Dragon Robe that could preserve the body from decay. Though he also hoped he would open his eyes again someday, he knew that was only his wishful thinking.

Following Fu Su’s reincarnations was also because he didn’t want to see his soul suffer premature death in every lifetime through the cycle of reincarnation, didn’t want his loved ones in each life to endure the torment of separation.

He was just atoning for his sins. Why was he the only one who survived?

They had clearly agreed to create the Qin Dynasty’s golden age together, to ensure the people would no longer wander homeless… but he was still too insignificant, unable to protect even the one person he wanted to protect.

And after more than two thousand years, he was still the same, no progress made, still unable to protect the person he was determined to protect.

This world was very fair—if you wanted to obtain something, you had to exchange it for something of equal value… He had never thought of using the person in his arms to exchange for another…

Seeing the shopkeeper’s hands clench into fists, Hu Hai thought he’d hit upon his true feelings and smiled smugly. Just as he was about to say more, he felt the person at his feet groan and quickly bent down to help him up, letting his upper body lean against himself. When he saw those eyes open, Hu Hai was momentarily overcome with excitement, his thin lips moving as he wanted to call out “Imperial Brother,” but suddenly felt timid.

Lu Zigan opened his eyes to see Hu Hai supporting him while clutching a broken longevity lock, his expression confused, unable to speak for a long time.

The pharaoh, who had been watching with interest, floated over and, not caring whether the person could understand him, asked cheerfully, “How is it? How do you feel? Are you in pain or very uncomfortable?” He was treating this person as an experimental subject.

Lu Zigan pressed his slightly aching temples, feeling his head was filled with many fragmentary memories, but they were chaotic and he couldn’t sort them out clearly—his head was splitting with pain. With some fly-like voice buzzing in his ear, he said impatiently, “Didn’t I say I can’t understand what you’re saying? Why are you still yelling at me? Oh right, what happened to me? I remember it seemed like everything went black and I fainted? There are many things in my head now. Xia Zelan? Who is that… No, wait… this name seems very important to me…”

Hearing this, Hu Hai’s entire body stiffened, and he pushed Lu Zigan away directly, looking at him in disbelief.

Lu Zigan paid no attention either, staring blankly at the longevity lock in his hands as memories flashed through his mind like frames from a movie.

But the shopkeeper, because of the name Lu Zigan mentioned, suddenly understood—so the longevity lock Hu Hai used had indeed summoned a soul, just happened to be Lu Zigan’s past life. He quickly inquired of the pharaoh.

“Eh? It happened to be a reincarnation? Then the summoned soul will directly merge with the present-life body. This is just adding a memory. This young man is truly fortunate!” The pharaoh was surprised but not envious—he was an independent entity. If he merged with another soul, he wouldn’t be the original him anymore.

But the shopkeeper felt hope from the pharaoh’s words. He looked down at the doctor in his arms and asked hopefully, “If… if…” The pharaoh looked carefully at the doctor in his arms, then shook his head: “This one won’t work. His soul is incomplete to begin with, easily attracting strange things. If the Book of the Dead successfully summons, his soul will definitely be pushed out of this body. Even if it’s his past life, it won’t work.”

“Then what if I destroy the Book of the Dead now?” The shopkeeper’s face darkened. With a wave of his hand, the Book of the Dead on the lacquered table flew to the shopkeeper’s hand as if controlled by an invisible force.

The pharaoh shrugged indifferently: “I don’t need it anymore anyway, so dispose of it as you wish. However, I must warn you—the summoning is already established. If you destroy the Book of the Dead now, you might save the person in your arms, but the summoned spirit will immediately be reduced to ashes.”

The shopkeeper’s heart tightened, and his hand about to tear the Book of the Dead froze in place.

“In other words, between two people, you can only choose one.” The pharaoh said without courtesy.

The deer approaches the corner, but only enters the forest. The gentleman should be cautious; it is better to abandon than to proceed, for moving forward brings shame. Was this… referring to such a choice?

Who was the deer?

Who was the gentleman?

Who should… abandon whom…

“Bi Zhi…?” A voice that seemed to come from distant time and space suddenly sounded.

The shopkeeper’s hand holding the Book of the Dead suddenly trembled. Bi Zhi was his courtesy name, given to him by that person.

He still remembered one day when the two were practicing calligraphy in the study, turning to the Book of Songs. Because that person’s name was also taken from the “Book of Songs: Zheng Feng”—”The mountains have Fu Su, the marshes have lotus flowers”—he secretly envied this. Unexpectedly, that person noticed and, saying that since his name was Luo, gave him the courtesy name Bi Zhi, taken from the “Book of Songs: Xiao Ya”—”Mandarin ducks in flight, caught in the net.”

These two characters hadn’t been called by anyone for a very, very long time.

The shopkeeper fell into a trance, vaguely hearing someone chuckle softly in his ear: “Bi Zhi, why did you cut your hair?”

The shopkeeper blinked and looked down at the person lying on his leg, seeing a pair of deep eyes that, without the obstruction of glasses, were as gentle and profound as they had been over two thousand years ago.

He said: “Bi Zhi, it’s been a long time.”

Chapter 12: The He Shi Bi · 1
“Bi Zhi… Bi Zhi?”

A gentle voice drew near from far away. He saw that face both familiar and strange, bearing an expression of concern. “Bi Zhi, why did you fall asleep? It’s too cold here. Why don’t you go back and rest?”

He looked down at the wide-sleeved green robe he wore, feeling immensely nostalgic.

Throughout his long life, his clothes had always been black, never changing.

But now, standing opposite him was this gentle-faced young man wearing black robes. Though his entire outfit was adorned with only a jade ornament at his waist, making him appear extremely modest, he knew this was the most noble attire in the Great Qin Empire, second only to the emperor himself.

The Qin Dynasty revered black—only the imperial family could wear black clothing. The emperor wore black upper garments with crimson lower garments, while this Crown Prince before him did not yet have the qualification to adorn his black robes with those crimson cloud patterns.

He also knew that this Crown Prince would remain Crown Prince for his entire life, never having the right to wear those most noble black upper and crimson lower garments while alive.

“Bi Zhi, are you frozen senseless? This year’s winter has come rather early indeed.” The handsome young man said with concern, slowly bending down.

He watched this Crown Prince, who stood above all but one, take a spiral copper hand warmer from his chest and press it into his own hands. The warm sensation spread from his frozen palms straight to his heart.

He lowered his head, knowing he was dreaming again—dreams of the past that had repeatedly appeared in his mind over these two thousand years. He could even recite what Fu Su would say next and the sentence after that. Looking at the bamboo slips on the desk, they concerned various matters regarding the construction of the Great Wall. This should be the thirty-fifth year of Qin Shihuang’s reign, when their First Emperor was once again touring the east, leaving Crown Prince Fu Su to oversee the state.

This was the warm chamber of Xianyang Palace, where Qin Shihuang usually handled state affairs. Fu Su had been attending at his side for seven years, learning how to manage government matters, and naturally, he as a study companion had always followed. Now, whenever the empire’s ruler temporarily departed, he would delegate almost all power to his most prideful crown prince, letting him enjoy the wonder of possessing this nation.

Being emperor was certainly good, and being acting emperor wasn’t bad either—except for having to face mountain-like responsibilities. Look, the entire warm chamber was piled with various documents and scrolls, truly like mountains.

He couldn’t help glancing around. Even knowing this was a dream, he found such a scene too oppressive. He always felt that in the next second, these bamboo slips would collapse and bury him alive underneath.

“Your complexion doesn’t look good. Is it because of that pill you took yesterday?” A pair of warm hands reached over, pale fingertips pressing against his forehead. That burning touch made him slightly dazed, unable to react.

When had this happened? How had he never dreamed of such a scene before?

Yes, that pill—the elixir of immortality that changed his entire life. So this was from that time?

“Father Emperor recently… everyone must comply with that edict. Bi Zhi, don’t take it to heart.” The young man withdrew his hand, his gentle and refined face bearing some apology.

He was stunned. This memory hadn’t appeared in his dreams for a long time, so he didn’t know what to say. He carefully recalled the winter of the thirty-fourth year of Qin Shihuang’s reign—the empire’s situation should have become tense. Qin Shihuang had flown into a rage and killed over four hundred alchemists. Though it hadn’t affected the court and countryside, everyone was already terrified, fearing they might bear the emperor’s wrath at any moment. The emperor’s anger meant millions of corpses and rivers of blood. Holding the warm hand warmer, he smiled genuinely and said, “The medicine master left might truly grant immortality.” He spoke the truth, though generally no one would believe such words.

“Then stay here and continue helping me.” The young man’s smile deepened, naturally assuming such words were a joke. This Crown Prince of the Great Qin Empire stood up again, walked back to the desk in the center of the warm chamber and sat down, reaching for the He Shi Bi on the desk to examine it repeatedly. His handsome face appeared even more profound under the warm, gentle light of the luminous pearls. For a moment, time seemed to stand still.

He squinted, reluctantly gazing at this nostalgic scene before him. He was very familiar with this warm chamber, having spent nearly ten years here. He knew every blue brick—which ones had their gold foil worn away at the corners by bamboo slips, which inconspicuous jade stones had been secretly chipped away by light-fingered palace servants, which luminous pearls bore cracks from being deliberately knocked by that spoiled little prince. In the long years that followed, he could retrieve those blue bricks one by one, buy back those luminous pearls, copy those scrolls, and even reclaim that He Shi Bi that held power over the world, striving to recreate all the authentic feeling of this warm chamber. But he could never again see this scene in reality.

For a moment, he felt a sense of weariness.

After two thousand years of solitude, what exactly was he persisting for?

“Bi Zhi, do you think I can possess this Imperial Seal?” After an unknown time, a voice broke the deathly silence here, the young voice mixed with indescribable unease.

He was slightly stunned, remembering that the Crown Prince of that time indeed had undisguisable insecurity in private. Because his father emperor was a very great emperor with a legendary life that no one could surpass.

How had he answered then? Yes, he had often answered this question back then. He steadied himself and slowly said, “Your Highness will become a very good emperor. Though you won’t be as great as the First Emperor, you will certainly be a remarkable Second Emperor of Qin. After you, there will be a Third, Fourth, even Ten Thousand Generations…”

Yes, everyone thought so then. Even the First Emperor, who believed he would live forever, was very satisfied with Fu Su. The only slight flaw was that he felt Fu Su’s character was somewhat indecisive.

He knew Fu Su wasn’t indecisive, but rather had irreconcilable contradictions with Qin Shihuang’s political philosophy. The First Emperor believed in Legalism, while Fu Su disagreed with this autocratic governing philosophy, preferring Confucian thought—all stemming from the teachings of Grand Confucian Scholar Chunyu Yue. Actually, this thinking was very suitable for great governance after great chaos. If Fu Su could ascend the throne smoothly, the Great Qin Empire would surely last ten thousand generations.

But he knew that this winter, after the First Emperor returned to Xianyang Palace, at a banquet, Chunyu Yue’s dismissive attitude toward the First Emperor’s implemented prefecture and county system and his suggestion to follow Zhou ritual and implement feudalism would be refuted by Li Si and earn the First Emperor’s displeasure, directly leading to Chunyu Yue’s dismissal. Fu Su’s strong opposition to this matter and his written protest would result in the First Emperor sending him to Shangjun to supervise General Meng Tian’s army.

He believed this was the turning point of Fu Su’s life. If he hadn’t left the political center too early, Hu Hai wouldn’t have been able to ascend the throne with just Li Si and Zhao Gao’s support.

“Bi Zhi… sometimes, I really envy Hai’er.” The handsome young man toyed with the He Shi Bi in his hands, but his thoughts had already flown a thousand li away.

Holding the warm hand warmer, he slightly curved his lips in a faint smile: “His Majesty brought him on the tour because he feared he would cause trouble for Your Highness.” Don’t think the First Emperor purely doted on his youngest son—someone as restless as Hu Hai would surely turn Xianyang upside down if left there.

The young man didn’t speak, only showing a bitter smile at the corner of his lips, his gaze still lingering on the He Shi Bi in his hands.

He didn’t continue persuading. Actually, everyone understood these matters. The attitude toward an empire’s heir and a doted-upon youngest son would naturally be different. Thinking of the First Emperor on that dragon throne, after a very long time, he couldn’t help but sigh: “The emperor stands above everyone else with no one for company, which is why he is called the ‘solitary one’…”

Hearing this, the young man trembled, his expression becoming bitter, then changed the subject: “Bi Zhi, do you know the origin of this Imperial Seal?”

He gathered his emotions. Even knowing this had happened over two thousand years ago, he treasured it immensely and dared not treat it with any casual attitude. Yes, this was how he should have answered then. “In ‘Han Feizi: He Shi,’ it’s recorded that Bian He found jade at Jing Mountain and presented it to King Li, who mistook him for a deceiver and cut off his left foot. Later he presented it to King Wu, who cut off his right foot. When King Wen of Chu ascended the throne, Bian He wept while holding the jade in the marketplace until he bled. When asked why, he answered: ‘Not for my bodily harm, but because the jade is shamed.’ King Wen heard of this and had it carved, obtaining beautiful jade like crystal. Thus it was named the He Shi Bi. Bian He was enfeoffed as Marquis of Lingyang but declined the position.”

A long passage of classical Chinese flowed effortlessly from his mouth. After a slight surprise, he couldn’t help feeling melancholy—this was indeed his memory dream, events that had happened over two thousand years ago.

Unchangeable and impossible to change.

A thoughtful expression appeared on the handsome young man’s face. After a long while, he said, “Bi Zhi, why was Bian He so stubborn? He would rather have both legs crippled than not present this jade to the Chu king?”

He had forgotten exactly how he answered then, but he heard his own voice say without hesitation: “Scholar Han used Bian He’s jade presentation story to metaphorically express his own political propositions not being adopted by the ruler and instead suffering persecution. Of course, a deeper meaning is that jade craftsmen should recognize and distinguish jade, and rulers should know people and employ them well. Those who present new theories and treasures must be prepared to sacrifice for them. When Scholar Han was favored by the emperor, this story played a major role.”

The handsome young man turned his head and smiled gently at him: “Bi Zhi doesn’t seem to like this He Shi Bi very much. I’ve never seen you touch it once. I remember once asking you to casually hand it over, and you weren’t very willing. Hai’er absolutely loves this He Shi Bi!”

The corner of his mouth curved in a mocking arc as he smiled coldly: “Implementing benevolent government is the foundation of establishing a nation, and where the people’s hearts turn is the way to stabilize the country. Can obtaining a precious jade make one emperor? This He Shi Bi originally belonged to Chu, later wandered to Zhao, but ultimately it’s here now.” In his view, even the most magnificent precious jade was merely icing on the cake of great ambitions and hegemony. He raised his head and suddenly caught a strange look in the young man’s eyes, feeling slightly stunned.

Had he noticed this fleeting oddity back then?

“Bi Zhi speaks reasonably.” The handsome young man regained his gentle expression, dipped the He Shi Bi in ink pad, and reverently stamped its seal under the government decree about to be issued, then smiled with satisfaction: “Bi Zhi, actually Scholar Han’s story contains another enlightenment.”

“Oh?” Though he used a questioning tone, he already remembered what Fu Su would say next. This sentence had haunted his dreams for two thousand years.

“That is, for the beliefs one persists in, no matter what price must be paid, one will never retreat a single step.” The young man raised his head, and under the deep blue light of the luminous pearls, revealed his handsome face, looking at him with determined eyes: “Bi Zhi, you will always stand behind me, won’t you?”

“I will. I have always been here.”
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“Bi Zhi…?”

A similar, yet not entirely identical voice, as if breaking through countless layers of fog, finally settled beside his ear.

The shopkeeper trembled slightly and found he was still in that familiar warm chamber of Xianyang Palace, except there were no longer mountains of bamboo slips in the chamber, no longer that handsome young man’s companionship—only an empty room and several guests who shouldn’t be here.

“Bi Zhi, you don’t seem very happy to see me.”

In the doctor’s body, it was Fu Su’s soul that had awakened. Though he had fantasized countless times about seeing Fu Su again, the shopkeeper had never imagined he would face such a scene.

The shopkeeper gripped the glasses in his hand tightly, smiling bitterly: “Your Highness, it’s been a long time.”

Fu Su blinked, only then noticing there was no bloody hole pierced through his chest by guards, but instead he wore strange clothing. He sat up and looked around, finding himself in the familiar warm chamber of Xianyang Palace. His gaze finally fell upon Hu Hai, who stood frozen to the side.

Since hearing that call of “Bi Zhi,” Hu Hai had stood rigid as if his acupuncture points had been pressed. Only when he met those unmistakable complex eyes did his body tremble, struggling to utter two words: “Imperial Brother…” Upon speaking, Hu Hai discovered his voice was terrifyingly hoarse.

Fu Su paid him no attention. Though he was curious why Hu Hai’s hair and eye color had changed, he didn’t consider him a good subject for inquiry. He turned his gaze back to Bi Zhi kneeling beside him, asking in a low voice: “Bi Zhi, what is happening here?” He could naturally see that though this place strived to imitate the warm chamber of Xianyang Palace, it wasn’t the real thing. Moreover, his right index finger now had a thin, long callus, as if formed from regularly holding some instrument.

This wasn’t his body at all.

The shopkeeper steadied himself but didn’t know how to answer immediately, unconsciously loosening his grip on the Book of the Dead in his other hand. The pharaoh on the side unceremoniously chattered away in a stream of ancient Egyptian.

Since the doctor still wore the other gold-plated earring in his ear, Fu Su could understand the pharaoh’s ancient Egyptian without any difficulty. Fu Su touched the short hair on his head, still somewhat incredulous. He had died? Then lived again? Over two thousand years had already passed?

Setting aside whether this strangely dressed foreign man’s words were true, Fu Su turned toward Bi Zhi, who hadn’t looked directly at him since he opened his eyes, instinctively sensing the other’s rejection and struggle.

What was this about? If all this was true, then why would Bi Zhi have such an expression upon seeing him wake up? Every brick and tile here was rebuilt according to the warm chamber of Xianyang Palace. Even with just a quick glance, one could appreciate the care put into reconstructing this place.

Fu Su narrowed his eyes thoughtfully.

“Imperial Brother…” Hu Hai on the side tried to step forward twice, but inexplicably stopped. Now his imperial brother had awakened as he wished, but what could he say? The Qin Empire had been thoroughly ruined in his hands. His imperial brother didn’t yet know the history of that time—if he found out, he would surely despise him even more.

Moreover, though it was Zhao Gao who overstepped his authority to issue the execution order back then, everyone in the world believed he was the one who acted. Even at the moment his imperial brother closed his eyes, wasn’t it him he resented?

It was good that he had awakened. What he owed his imperial brother was merely a life. As for the throne of the Great Qin Empire, he had earned it through his own abilities. Now they were even.

Absolutely refusing to admit he was speechless, Young Master Hu maintained a stern expression, offered no further explanations, and walked directly past Fu Su sitting cross-legged on the ground toward the door. Lu Zigan, who had been staring blankly at the longevity lock in Hu Hai’s hand since awakening, unconsciously followed him out.

For a moment, in the vast room, aside from the phantom young pharaoh floating in the air, only the shopkeeper and doctor remained—or rather, Bi Zhi and Fu Su.

The shopkeeper kept his head lowered, staring at the blue brick patterns on the ground like a puppet whose soul had been extracted, not knowing how to react.

He knew Fu Su was saying something to the pharaoh, but he didn’t spare the mental energy to listen. His heart felt as if it had been forcibly torn in half—one side rejoicing at this reunion after two thousand years, while the other side suffered the condemnation of conscience and morality.

Why had he hesitated when gripping the Book of the Dead just now? Why hesitate? Why was there need to hesitate?

Then, in his opinion, what should the correct choice be? Crush the Book of the Dead? Let Fu Su’s soul be reduced to ashes? Or hope for Fu Su to possess the doctor’s body?

Why couldn’t there be compromise? Why did he have to face such a difficult choice?

Either his life, or his death…

“Bi Zhi, is the person whose body I now inhabit someone very important to you?” A gentle voice sounded beside his ear. The shopkeeper looked up in a daze, gazing at this face that seemed somewhat unfamiliar due to its changed pair of gentle eyes.

Someone very important? The shopkeeper thought seriously and found he couldn’t deny it. He hesitated for a moment, then nodded gravely. He didn’t speak, because the soul within the body of the person before him was also a very, very important person to him.

Pale, slender fingers pressed against his forehead, intimate just like in the previous dream, except this time the fingertips were slightly cool.

“Bi Zhi, you’re still the same as before. When caught in a dilemma, you’ve always found it difficult to choose.” Fu Su carefully wiped away the fine sweat from his forehead, a indulgent smile appearing at the corner of his lips.

“It’s alright. As in the past, I’ll help you choose.”

“I just asked that pharaoh. That person’s soul should be resting in the pale jade at my neck, temporarily unharmed. Three days from now, on the night of the full moon when spiritual power is at its peak, I’ll return this body to him.”

The shopkeeper stared at him blankly, slowly loosening his tight grip on the glasses, not knowing how to respond.

Even after two thousand years had passed, he was still the same as before, liking to make decisions for others and brooking no objection.

“So now, with three days remaining, won’t you introduce me to where this is?”

The shopkeeper carried tea implements as he pushed open the door. The Dumb House had a basement where he usually lived, containing only one bedroom and a separate bathroom. His room was simple—aside from an antique Ming Dynasty nanmu canopy bed, there was only a bookshelf full of books. Many were ancient texts, but not specially collected—rather, casually read in daily life.

Naturally, among them were various historical records.

He knew Fu Su’s decision. If the body was returned to the doctor after three days, Fu Su’s soul absolutely couldn’t withstand another soul possession. So there was no need to prepare a backup body. The shopkeeper planned to have Fu Su’s soul attach to the He Shi Bi or the pale jade—fine jade could not only nourish the human body but was also suitable for soul cultivation.

This time, what did it matter if he accompanied him for another few thousand years?

As soon as the shopkeeper pushed open the door, he saw Fu Su uncomfortably flipping through a book in his hands. Paper hadn’t yet appeared during the Qin Dynasty. Early ancient books followed the writing habits of bamboo slips—vertical printing from right to left, top to bottom. But now in Fu Su’s hands was a recently published “Twenty-Four Histories.” Fu Su had never seen simplified characters and wasn’t accustomed to horizontal formatting from left to right.

The shopkeeper wasn’t surprised. Just looking at the well-worn ancient “Records of the Grand Historian” beside Fu Su, he knew he had already read through the general content in a very short time. History, whether long or short, ultimately came down to one sentence:

Under heaven, what has long been united will surely divide, and what has long been divided will surely unite.

The Crown Prince of Great Qin was incomparably wise and naturally wouldn’t get bogged down in trivial, complex details.

Moreover, how much of what was written in those historical records was true and how much was false was impossible to know.

The shopkeeper’s gaze fell on the glasses on the red sandalwood desk. Fu Su definitely wasn’t used to wearing glasses, because the doctor’s eyes weren’t actually nearsighted. According to what he said, after laser surgery for myopia, he wasn’t used to the emptiness on his nose bridge, so he wore plain glasses.

“Bi Zhi, is what’s written in these books all true?” Fu Su combed his overly long bangs back behind his head, revealing his smooth forehead. His mood wasn’t good. He had flipped through all the historical records about the Qin Dynasty in the room and couldn’t believe that after his death, in merely four years, the Great Qin Empire his father had built with his own hands had collapsed with a thunderous crash. Only four years! Even Fu Su, who rarely showed anger, couldn’t help but be furious. He somewhat understood why that boy looked so uneasy when he saw Hu Hai today.

He was simply history’s most prodigal of prodigal sons!

The shopkeeper knew Fu Su would find this hard to believe. Actually, even he, who had personally experienced everything, found it incredible. But this was the law of history—the collapse of an empire was always much simpler than building one.

“Have some tea first.” The shopkeeper didn’t answer directly, passing over the blue and white porcelain covered bowl in his hand. Fu Su, who had never seen such exquisite and delicate porcelain, was indeed distracted.

Several shrill bird cries came from overhead. Fu Su paused while holding the tea bowl, sniffing the tea fragrance as he looked questioningly at the shopkeeper.

The shopkeeper smiled calmly: “Just caught a trespassing feathered beast.” The room was simply covered in bird feathers. He didn’t know where San Qing and Ming Hong had gone to fight. When the shopkeeper was brewing tea earlier, he saw both birds collapsed on the ground. He naturally wouldn’t easily let Ming Hong return, directly stuffing it into a birdcage. San Qing enjoyed the best treatment, but that fellow was heartbroken over its fallen feathers. Judging by the commotion above, he was probably waiting outside the cage for an opportunity for revenge.

Fu Su didn’t ask more questions. After drinking several sips of the fragrant clear tea, he no longer pursued the matters in the history books. Instead, he tugged at the tie and suit he wore, smiling as he asked: “Bi Zhi, do you have replacement clothing? I really can’t get used to wearing this type of clothing.”
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Heavy ceremonial robes were not suitable for daily activities. After a long silence, Fu Su bent down and pulled up the shopkeeper who was still prostrate on the ground. After removing all the cumbersome ornaments and crown, Fu Su wore only black upper garments with crimson lower garments, which made his entire figure appear handsome and upright, graceful and distinguished.

The two sat down to drink tea. The shopkeeper knew Fu Su certainly wanted to know what exactly had happened, but he naturally couldn’t recount in detail everything from his two thousand years—the other wouldn’t be interested either. So he only briefly explained why he could live forever, and about discovering that Fu Su’s reincarnations died young in every lifetime and his subsequent following, and so forth.

Fu Su listened quietly throughout, his slender fingers caressing the rim of the blue and white porcelain covered bowl, as if fond of this lustrous and translucent porcelain. Only when the shopkeeper mentioned a certain matter did he suddenly speak: “According to what you say, this body I now inhabit is actually my reincarnation?”

The shopkeeper was stunned upon hearing this, feeling an indescribable panic in his heart. “Yes.” He could only squeeze out these two words from his lips, unable to say a single word more. What could he say? If he said that although the doctor was Fu Su’s reincarnation, they were two different souls, wouldn’t saying such words mean suspecting that Fu Su wouldn’t return the body?

Fu Su said nothing, only elegantly covered his mouth and yawned, saying somewhat wearily, “It’s late at night. I wish to rest.”

Only then did the shopkeeper realize the night was very deep. Since he rarely needed sleep, the canopy bed in the bedroom was basically just decoration. After changing the bedding again, the shopkeeper left the bedroom to Fu Su and returned upstairs to the Dumb House. After Hu Hai’s visit, everything was in chaos. Besides needing to apply medicine to San Qing, many disturbed antiques also needed to be reorganized.

The night passed without words. After the shopkeeper finished cleaning in the courtyard and found dawn had broken, recalling everything that happened yesterday still felt unreal. He stood dazedly in the cold wind for a long time before remembering that Fu Su was different from him—now in the doctor’s body, he naturally needed breakfast. He hurriedly put down the broom in his hands, planning to go out to buy breakfast. But when he turned around, he saw the doctor in casual clothes, smiling as he gestured to the breakfast box in his hands.

The shopkeeper was stunned for a moment, thinking everything that happened yesterday was just a dream he had, that the doctor was still the doctor, nothing had happened, and he was still dragging him to eat together regardless of his wishes as usual.

“Here, steamed buns from the street corner, fresh from the steamer.”

Pulled into the warm room with ivory chopsticks he usually used placed in his hands, the shopkeeper looked up and made contact with the other’s face without glasses, unable to help trembling. That gentle smile would absolutely never appear on the doctor’s face.

“Startled, weren’t you?” Fu Su’s smile deepened, obviously very satisfied to see shock on the shopkeeper’s face. He pointed to his own head and smiled: “Last night, I saw his entire life. Perhaps it’s because I’m borrowing his body. However, he has also seen my entire life. Very fair.”

Only then did the shopkeeper understand. Fu Su’s last sentence referred to this time last year when the doctor’s longevity lock broke, the doctor’s incomplete soul returned, and he had seen Fu Su’s life trajectory. And now that Fu Su had seen the doctor’s memories, he would naturally know how to wear modern clothes and know that the steamed buns from the street corner were delicious.

The shopkeeper ate without tasting anything, listening to Fu Su skillfully using his phone to call the hospital for leave, and an even stronger sense of incongruity surged up in his heart. Although he knew what Fu Su was doing was normal, after the doctor saw Fu Su’s memories, he had never displayed even half a word or action related to Fu Su in front of him. But now everything Fu Su was doing gave the shopkeeper a feeling that the doctor would be completely replaced.

The shopkeeper still remembered once mentioning that incident to the doctor, asking him how he felt after seeing Fu Su’s entire life. The doctor had answered very frankly that he felt nothing—that series of scenes was just like watching a legendary holographic movie. How could anyone now think they were a character from a movie? Liking Jia Baoyu’s life couldn’t possibly make someone think they were Jia Baoyu, right? He was Fu Su’s reincarnation? This was completely different! Just like playing games with several avatars—what did what happened to one avatar have to do with another avatar?

It was precisely because of that conversation that the shopkeeper completely distinguished between the doctor and Fu Su as two people. These were two completely different souls with no essential relationship.

But now, right before his eyes, scenes he had never imagined were unfolding.

“What are you thinking about?” Fu Su closed his phone and looked over with raised eyebrows. He was an extremely perceptive person who understood the crux of the matter with just one glance, then smiled broadly: “Don’t worry, it’s just a necessary measure. If I don’t take leave, when this person returns to his own body, he’ll find he’s lost his job. Fortunately, he hasn’t used his annual leave this year.”

The shopkeeper felt he was overthinking and smiled embarrassedly.

“You should keep this. I feel a lot of pressure carrying around this naked man.” Fu Su sighed and removed the pale jade pendant from his neck, handing it over.

The shopkeeper accepted this light blue Jesus Christ pendant. He knew this was just Fu Su’s excuse, because if Fu Su didn’t want to return the doctor’s body, he only needed to destroy this pendant, and without a vessel to depend on, the doctor’s soul would naturally be scattered.

The shopkeeper lowered his head, feeling guilty for suspecting Fu Su. But after a long silence, he ultimately hung this pendant that still carried body warmth around his own neck.

Seeing this, Fu Su, who had been smiling gently across from him, had a sharp glint flash through his deep eyes.

Each harboring their own thoughts, they finished breakfast. The shopkeeper as usual brought out fine Longquan celadon to brew a pot of digestive Biluochun tea. Looking at the familiar face across from him through the rising steam, he felt inexplicably awkward.

He also tried to find things to say, but his and Fu Su’s time difference spanned over two thousand years. When they were together before, they always had endless government affairs and policy discussions to talk about. Now that the Great Qin Empire had become history, these topics were obviously outdated. And with Fu Su now possessing the doctor’s memories, explaining the changes of these two thousand years also seemed somewhat redundant. For a moment, the shopkeeper could only sit there dazedly smelling the tea fragrance, not knowing what to say.

Fortunately, after the time it took to drink one cup of tea, Fu Su expressed a desire to browse around the Dumb House. The shopkeeper breathed a sigh of relief and gladly led him toward the inner chambers of the Dumb House.

The Dumb House contained numerous antiques. The shopkeeper knew that even though Fu Su possessed the doctor’s memories, relying on the doctor’s pitiful historical knowledge, he probably couldn’t make sense of these antiques. So he paid attention to Fu Su’s gaze, and whenever he saw him curious about an antique, he would provide detailed introductions beside it. The day quickly passed, and the shopkeeper took Fu Su to the Sichuan restaurant where he and the doctor often ate dinner, thinking to himself that the words he spoke today probably exceeded all he had said in these many years.

This day, the pale jade at the shopkeeper’s neck remained silent. He remembered that after the mystery novelist’s soul was sealed in this pendant, he had awakened the next day. He was somewhat worried whether something was wrong with the doctor’s soul, but then thought that the doctor was originally destined to die last year, his soul power was much weaker than ordinary people’s, so it was normal that he hadn’t awakened yet.

This night, the shopkeeper picked and chose among the Dumb House, planning to prepare the antiques for Fu Su to appreciate the next day in advance, staying busy until dawn. He went out first to buy breakfast, and when he returned, after searching the entire Dumb House, he finally found Fu Su in the room where Little Red Bird was confined.

Little Red Bird, which had been starved for a day and two nights, was lying half-dead in the birdcage. The wounds on its body had healed, but many feathers had fallen out, and the crimson feathers still had dried bloodstains, looking extremely pitiful.

Fu Su took the breakfast the shopkeeper handed over but didn’t eat it himself. Instead, he broke off pieces from the steamed bun in his hand and used chopsticks to feed them into the birdcage. “Ming Hong, come, eat something.”

The shopkeeper didn’t stop him. He wouldn’t go so far as to take out his anger toward Hu Hai on a small bird by not feeding it. It was just because San Qing was still angry. Moreover, this little bird that could transform into a divine blade probably wouldn’t die from being hungry for these two days. And he didn’t think that even if he fed it, this proud little bird would eat.

Sure enough, the chopsticks Fu Su extended had no attraction whatsoever. Little Red Bird just glanced once and resolutely turned its head to the other side.

The shopkeeper was silent for a moment, then gave Fu Su the beef jerky he was holding. Based on experience, this creature should eat meat, right?

The beef jerky indeed received Little Red Bird’s special attention. It almost immediately pounced over without even struggling. Fu Su was in a good mood. Seeing Little Red Bird leaning against the cage edge eating the beef jerky, he extended his finger into the cage to groom its pitiful feathers.

“Bi Zhi, let’s release it later.” Fu Su said gently.

The shopkeeper was stunned. He hadn’t planned to do anything to this little bird, but he had been thinking that Hu Hai would come personally for it, and they could have an opportunity to meet and talk. This incident all started because of Hu Hai—he must have an explanation.

“The ancient territory of Qin was shaped like a bird. There’s an old saying: ‘Qin is a great bird, bearing the realm and dwelling there, facing east and standing, its left arm grasping the southwest of Zhao, its right arm touching Chu’s Ying and Ying, its breast striking Han and Wei, its head hanging over the Central Plains. Having both convenient positioning and geographical advantage, spreading wings and flapping, spanning three thousand li.'” Fu Su’s voice was always so unhurried, pleasant to listen to.

The shopkeeper was somewhat surprised, not knowing why Fu Su would suddenly tell him these things.

“Bi Zhi, do you know the origin of our Ying family?” Fu Su withdrew his hand, used a nearby silk handkerchief to wipe clean the bloodstains from Ming Hong, picked up another piece of beef jerky, carefully tore it into pieces and fed it to Little Red Bird.

The shopkeeper nodded, found a chair in the room and sat down, saying lightly: “In the ‘Qin Basic Annals,’ it’s recorded that the ancestor of the Ying family was Da Fei. Da Fei assisted Yu the Great in controlling floods. Emperor Shun gave him a ‘Soap Banner’—a flag hung with black streamers. That great banner was also…” The shopkeeper paused slightly, steadied himself, then continued, “…also the fabric of this Red Dragon Robe I wear.”

“Yes, it’s said that Soap Banner was made into two sets of clothing and actually had the effect of preserving flesh from decay. Truly marvelous.” Fu Su smiled lightly. “Setting that aside, after controlling floods, ancestor Da Fei assisted Emperor Shun in taming birds and beasts, and was granted the surname ‘Ying.’ And Ming Hong is the guardian spirit bird of the Ying family.”

The shopkeeper’s gaze fell on Little Red Bird eating voraciously in the birdcage, completely unable to sense where this fellow had any guardian spirit bird capabilities. “But why have I never seen it before?”

“During the Shang Tang Dynasty, the Ying family was a major noble clan, incomparably wealthy. But during the Zhou period, they were driven west for three hundred years, gritting their teeth through hard times in poor lands. The Ying family treasures from the Shang Tang period were hidden in one place, guarded by Ming Hong, and only our clan’s leader could know the exact location.” Fu Su clapped the crumbs from his hands, narrowed his eyes and said: “It seems Hu Hai obtained that treasure.”

The shopkeeper had already noticed that Fu Su’s way of addressing Hu Hai was no longer a pet name but his full name.

“You blame him.” The shopkeeper’s statement wasn’t a question but an affirmation.

Fu Su held his forehead and laughed softly: “What use is blaming him? People cannot change the past.”

The shopkeeper felt dejected and no longer tried to persuade him, instead getting up and opening the birdcage door, then walking to the side to open the window.

Cold winter wind poured into the warm room. Little Red Bird, which had been buried in eating, shivered from the cold, looked up blankly at the wide-open cage and window, and immediately flew out excitedly with spread wings. Naturally, before leaving, it didn’t forget to carry away the package of beef jerky by the cage. The habitually clean shopkeeper couldn’t tolerate Little Red Bird eating and scattering crumbs everywhere, so he went out to get a broom to sweep up.

“Bi Zhi, though people cannot change the past, they might be able to change the future.” As he was about to leave, Fu Su’s murmuring voice came.

The shopkeeper only paused his steps slightly, and after a moment, resumed walking away.

But when he returned to the room, it was already empty except for the unclosed birdcage door swaying back and forth in the cold wind blowing through the window, making “creak, creak” sounds…
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The shopkeeper sat alone in the courtyard, maintaining the same position in the night’s cold wind—he didn’t know for how long.

On the stone table before him lay an empty box that should have contained the world’s greatest treasure, the He Shi Bi. But this Imperial Seal had vanished yesterday along with Fu Su.

At this point, even if the shopkeeper wanted to think the best, he couldn’t give himself a satisfactory explanation.

The bright moon in the sky was already round as a jade disc. Tonight was supposed to be the agreed night for Fu Su to return the doctor’s body, but the shopkeeper had no choice but to prepare for the worst. So when he saw a familiar figure appear in the courtyard, he looked over indifferently and said wearily, “Your Highness appears tonight not to honor the agreement, does he?”

Fu Su wore a black windbreaker, standing tall and elegant. He wasn’t wearing glasses on his straight nose bridge, his overly long bangs were combed back revealing his smooth forehead, and his handsome features appeared even more aristocratically imposing. He stopped at the courtyard entrance, hands in his windbreaker pockets, smiling as gently as always: “Actually, I shouldn’t have come, but I feared if I didn’t appear, you would sit here all night.”

The shopkeeper pressed his forehead, already ice-cold from the night wind, and self-mockingly said lightly, “So what if I sit all night? My body won’t catch cold.”

Both fell into awkward silence because of his words. The shopkeeper’s gaze fell on the now-empty jade box, asking woodenly, “When did Your Highness decide not to honor the agreement? Bi Zhi could see that when Your Highness promised, it was sincere.”

Fu Su sighed deeply. The helplessness from his breath turned into white mist in the cold air, then was immediately blown away by the cold wind. “I am already dead, so naturally I cannot harm another innocent person for no reason. But you told me this body was originally my reincarnation.”

“But even so, he is not your property.” The shopkeeper unconsciously reached for the pale jade pendant hanging at his neck. It had been three nights, and the doctor’s soul still showed no signs of awakening.

Hearing this, Fu Su moved, walking directly to the shopkeeper and looking down at him sitting on the stone bench, saying slowly word by word: “But he is important to you precisely because he is my reincarnation, isn’t that right?”

The shopkeeper was thunderstruck, his entire body stiffening, even his blood seeming to congeal.

Was it like that? Did he favor the doctor only because he was Fu Su’s reincarnation?

No, absolutely not. He pursued Fu Su’s reincarnations lifetime after lifetime not because he wanted to do something, but because he wanted to help Fu Su’s reincarnations escape the curse of early death. From initial close protection to later non-interference, his mindset had changed accordingly. But the doctor was different.

The shopkeeper recalled that this time last year, the doctor had even been willing to live and die with him in the Qin Emperor’s underground palace. In these long years, he was one of the few who would unhesitatingly stand before him. All those people from before had died—he didn’t want to lose this last one.

The shopkeeper released the pale jade pendant in his hand, looked up directly at Fu Su who possessed the doctor’s face, and said solemnly, “He and you are not the same person.”

Fu Su’s eyes deepened, but he said nothing. Instead, he changed the subject: “Bi Zhi, do you remember why Father Emperor frequently toured eastward?”

The shopkeeper didn’t understand why he suddenly brought this up, but the questioning tone quickly reminded him of their past discussions of policy and strategy. After a slight daze, he answered: “At that time, an alchemist advised: ‘There is imperial qi in the southeast.’ The First Emperor personally went there, touring prefectures and counties to show strength and intimidate the four seas, suppressing it.”

Fu Su smiled with reminiscence: “Bi Zhi, what do you think of Father Emperor’s action?”

The shopkeeper didn’t answer. This memory slowly surfaced from the depths of his heart. They had discussed this matter several times back then. Though they believed the First Emperor’s action could demonstrate imperial authority and intimidate various forces, a gentleman should not stand beneath a dangerous wall. The First Emperor’s frequent travels created good assassination opportunities for assassins and made it difficult to maintain control over central authority. The final result was indeed so—the First Emperor died on his eastern tour. Without this, Zhao Gao and Li Si wouldn’t have so easily installed Hu Hai as emperor.

“‘Suppression’ means to press down, to suppress.” Fu Su smiled slightly: “Bi Zhi, guess what Father Emperor used to suppress this southeastern imperial qi?”

The shopkeeper was stunned, then blurted out: “Stone tablets!”

“Exactly. Father Emperor made multiple eastern tours and erected seven stone tablets in total, but unfortunately the entire Heaven and Earth Formation required twelve stone tablets to complete. Father Emperor didn’t persist to the end. If the entire formation had succeeded, the Central Plains would have been under Father Emperor’s control, and the Great Qin Empire would have stood for ten thousand generations without falling.” Fu Su’s voice remained unhurried, but the ambition within could heat the air around him.

The shopkeeper fell silent. Though this sounded like fantasy, if combined with the various oddities he had noticed back then, it gave him a sudden understanding. He lowered his head in thought for a moment, then suddenly said: “Stone tablets alone cannot suppress imperial qi. Buried beneath those tablets should be the Twelve Bronze Men, right?”

This time it was Fu Su’s turn to be stunned, then he laughed aloud: “Indeed Bi Zhi—you guessed correctly.”

The shopkeeper showed no joy at guessing correctly. In these two thousand years, the thing he did most was collect antiques. But he had never seen any trace of Qin Shihuang’s Twelve Bronze Men. In the “Records of the Grand Historian: Basic Annals of Qin Shihuang,” it recorded that to prevent unrest in the realm, Qin Shihuang collected all weapons under heaven, gathered them in Xianyang, destroyed them all, and cast twelve giant bronze men, each weighing a thousand dan, placed in the palace courtyard. These were the surface Twelve Bronze Men, but the shopkeeper knew these twelve giant bronze men were merely hollow bronze men made to intimidate the realm, later melted down by Dong Zhuo in the late Eastern Han to make copper coins. But the life-sized Twelve Bronze Men cast from truly precious copper essence were Qin Shihuang’s true favorites, their whereabouts unknown to this day.

So they were used for formation arrangements.

The more the shopkeeper thought, the more chilled he became. What did Fu Su mean by bringing this up now? Did he plan to complete the First Emperor’s formation? And how did he know these things? Had he followed the released Ming Hong yesterday to see Hu Hai? How deep must one’s schemes be to shake hands and make peace with the person who once killed them?

Looking at Fu Su’s still-smiling face, the shopkeeper suddenly felt that after two thousand years, he no longer recognized the person before him.

“Bi Zhi, your thinking is correct. I plan to continue completing the Heaven and Earth Formation.” Fu Su smiled as gently as ever, but his words were imposing: “Then all people over the Central Plains will serve me as master, recreating the glory of the Great Qin Empire.”

The shopkeeper didn’t think Fu Su was boasting. Since this was a formation the First Emperor believed in and was willing to risk completing, it must have its uses. And if he remembered correctly, this Heaven and Earth Formation should have been drawn by his master. Thinking of how he had lived so long because of the immortality elixir left by his master, perhaps this Heaven and Earth Formation could indeed control people’s hearts.

Having lived so long, aside from once seeking revenge under the alias Han Xin and interfering in the Chu-Han conflict, the shopkeeper had never felt qualified to consider himself superior or to change or participate in anything. History’s wheel never paused for any individual’s existence. Perhaps if Fu Su had awakened a few hundred years earlier, there might have been a fighting chance, but now he was pursuing an unrealistic dream.

The shopkeeper lowered his head, looking at the empty jade box. At this moment, scattered snowflakes began falling from the night sky—rare for this city in winter. Having not seen snow for a long time, the shopkeeper was dazed for a while before saying gravely: “Then the He Shi Bi you took is the key to activating the formation.”

“Exactly. This Imperial Seal is a divine artifact personally carved by Father Emperor using the鐻 knife. ‘He who possesses the Imperial Seal rules the realm’—this is known to all later rulers, but none knew the true use of the He Shi Bi.” Fu Su placed his hands on the stone table, leaning forward earnestly: “Bi Zhi, you promised you would always stand behind me. Does this promise still count?”

The shopkeeper didn’t answer directly but lowered his eyes, watching the falling snowflakes melt one by one on the stone table, becoming drops of dark water stains. “Return the body to him. I promise to find you a suitable body later.” After a long silence, the shopkeeper finally spoke: “He’s just an ordinary doctor. If Your Highness has great ambitions, you should naturally find a more suitable identity.”

Fu Su slowly straightened up, but the smile on his face gradually turned cold. “Bi Zhi, you’re putting me off, aren’t you? That foreign pharaoh is in soul form, right? But since returning to rest in his scepter that day, he has never emerged. You promise me? How many years? Decades? Or centuries? Can you guarantee that when I next awaken, Father Emperor’s formation will still exist?”

The shopkeeper remained speechlessly silent. He indeed couldn’t guarantee it.

Fu Su’s soul was different from Xiao Ji’s situation back then. Xiao Ji was newly deceased, while Fu Su’s soul had wandered for over two thousand years.

“So now you have no solution either. If I don’t willingly give up this body, that doctor cannot reclaim his own body.” Fu Su smiled fearlessly: “Bi Zhi, these past days I’ve continuously tested you, waiting for you to change your mind, but you’ve disappointed me time and again. Is that youth who promised to always stand behind me gone?”

The shopkeeper raised his head, looking directly at this man standing proudly in the night sky filled with dancing snowflakes.

Fu Su always spoke unhurriedly, and this time was no different.

“Bi Zhi, you’re still the same as before. When caught in a dilemma, you’ve always found it difficult to choose.”

“It’s alright. As in the past, I’ll help you choose.”

“Bi Zhi, you’ll choose me, won’t you? Just like before.”

That person smiled as he said this, just like two thousand years ago.

He had once so desperately wanted to see such a smile again, but now finally seeing it, his entire body was ice-cold.

“No, I will stop you.” The shopkeeper exhaled deeply. A few snowflakes fell on his face, immediately melting into water drops that slowly slid down his cheeks like crystal tears.

The shopkeeper knew his friendship with Fu Su had been buried in time’s obliteration, covered by history’s dust. The person standing before him was no longer the Fu Su he knew.

Or perhaps he had never truly known the real Fu Su.

“Bi Zhi, actually I haven’t changed.”

“It’s you who has changed…”

A complex sigh came from the night sky. When the shopkeeper came to his senses, no one was before him—only the continuously falling snowflakes from the night sky and the empty jade box on the table accompanied him.

Yes, for Fu Su, it was merely closing and opening his eyes, but he had already experienced two thousand years alone, his heart long since weathered. So it was he who had changed…

After sitting dazedly for an unknown time, a familiar voice suddenly sounded: “Ahem, shopkeeper, could you explain what exactly is the current situation?”

The first smile in days appeared at the shopkeeper’s lips.

“Eh? Shopkeeper, didn’t you say Fu Su was planning to overthrow the realm? How is he still coming to work at the hospital?”

The shopkeeper stood in the hospital corridor, watching Fu Su chatting and laughing with Chun Ge from afar. If not for Fu Su not wearing glasses, he would almost think the person standing there was the doctor himself.

Even the doctor had this illusion, as he angrily complained: “That bastard not only hijacked my body but also my job and friends! That watch on his wrist is the Longines Evidenza mechanical watch I saved money to buy last year! Usually I treasure it and can’t bear to wear it!”

The last sentence was the real point, right? The shopkeeper had long grown accustomed to the doctor’s scattered personality and said lightly: “He needs your identity to quietly implement his plan, and with your memories, performing surgery is naturally no problem. This is good—at least you won’t lose your job.”

“Mm, not bad. Having someone work for me is quite nice, but I’m afraid this young master will spend all the money in my bank account…” the doctor worried. Having his memories meant knowing his bank card password clearly, right?

The shopkeeper pressed his slightly aching temples, feeling the doctor’s concerns were completely misplaced. If Fu Su and Hu Hai had joined forces, would they lack the pocket change in the doctor’s bank account?

“By the way, shopkeeper, have you figured out how to sabotage their plan?” Only now did the doctor develop some crisis awareness. If he couldn’t get his body back, everything would be meaningless!

“To reclaim the body, Fu Su must willingly exchange bodies.” The shopkeeper paused. Actually, he could make Fu Su’s soul scatter, which would also reclaim the doctor’s body, but he subconsciously avoided this method. “So we just need to make Fu Su realize the Heaven and Earth Formation cannot function.”

“Oh? How do we interfere with them?” The doctor felt like he was in a shounen manga—the villain boss had an evil plan, so heroes needed to appear to save the world!

“The Heaven and Earth Formation suppresses imperial qi, so we need to select twelve antiques with imperial qi to separately break the suppression of the Twelve Bronze Men.” The shopkeeper explained lightly. Though the words sounded easy, execution would be very difficult. The Dumb House contained countless items used by emperors, but selecting twelve top-tier antiques was a difficult choice.

He took one last look at Fu Su at the other end of the corridor. The latter also happened to look up at him, showing a gentle smile on his handsome face before turning away without lingering.

The shopkeeper stared blankly at his retreating figure. He had promised to always follow behind him. But this time, he didn’t follow his footsteps—instead, he turned away.

Two thousand years ago, he had said that for the beliefs he persisted in, no matter what price he paid, he would never retreat a step. But two thousand years later, he knew that even the most persistent beliefs would have their day of collapse.

This time, he went left, Fu Su went right. On the same straight line, they walked farther and farther apart.

When they met again, they would be enemies.

Because the beliefs they persisted in were now completely different…

The Company – Afterword
Using bronze as a mirror, one can straighten one’s clothing; using people as a mirror, one can understand gains and losses; using history as a mirror, one can know the rise and fall of dynasties.

When Tang Taizong Li Shimin spoke these eternally famous words, he meant to illustrate that even he, as the supreme emperor, must be well-versed in historical texts.

Yet it was precisely Li Shimin, this emperor for the ages, who set the precedent for interfering with contemporary court historians. No previous ruler, no matter how dissolute or tyrannical, had dared to do such a thing.

Although ancient emperors wielded absolute power, court historians maintained a certain independence when recording palace affairs by imperial command. Particularly the daily records kept by historians—to maintain their objectivity and impartiality, by custom even the reigning emperor was not permitted to view them, which also served to discourage imperial misconduct. But Li Shimin stubbornly persisted. Troubled by his role in forcing his father to abdicate and killing his brothers, in his later years he repeatedly requested to see the daily records. Initially, ministers like Chu Suiliang could refuse him, but eventually they couldn’t resist and showed him edited versions of the records.

Therefore, when Zhenguan historians wrote the “Gaozu Records” and “Taizong Records,” they extensively chronicled Li Shimin’s achievements during the Wude period while striving to erase Crown Prince Jiancheng’s accomplishments and diminish Emperor Gaozu’s role. They portrayed the Jinyang uprising conspiracy as Taizong’s careful planning, with Gaozu in a completely passive position, and wrote the Xuanwu Gate Incident as an unavoidable necessity.

Yes, Li Shimin was indeed a rare good emperor who humbly accepted advice, knew how to employ talent, and created the prosperous Tang Dynasty. But no one knows whether Crown Prince Li Jiancheng might have done better had he inherited the throne.

“The victor becomes king, the defeated becomes bandit”—this is the unchanging law throughout centuries of history.

Li Jiancheng died beneath Xuanwu Gate, becoming a blemish in early Tang history that anyone could easily cover with thick rouge to whitewash the peace.

History is like a young lady—in everyone’s eyes, her beauty or ugliness differs, and she can even be dressed according to one’s preferences.

Revising the previous dynasty’s historical records was a major undertaking for new emperors. Like a woman captured from another family, she could be ravaged at will. Say she’s beautiful and she’s beautiful; say she’s ugly and she’s ugly.

After early Tang, when even emperors could arbitrarily interfere with contemporary historians, what history—this young lady—should actually look like became even more unclear.

One cannot say historical records are untrustworthy, but neither can they be completely trusted.

Therefore, countless literati began their own magnificent endeavors of applying makeup to this historical young lady.

Thus we have “Romance of the Three Kingdoms” which praises Liu Bei while suppressing Cao Cao, “Water Margin” with its 108 heroes of Liangshan Marsh, “Journey to the West” with Tang Monk and his three disciples traveling west to obtain scriptures and fight monsters, and “Dream of the Red Chamber” depicting the Grand View Garden.

Among these four great classical novels, most people should know that the latter three contain fictional and exaggerated elements, but many treat “Romance of the Three Kingdoms” as authentic history.

However, in reality, Lü Bu’s weapon was not a heaven-piercing halberd, nor was Guan Yu’s weapon the Green Dragon Crescent Blade—both used long spears that were popular during the Three Kingdoms period. There was no “Three Heroes Battle Lü Bu,” the feat of “beheading Hua Xiong while wine was still warm” was accomplished by Sun Jian, releasing Cao Cao at Huarong Road was Liu Bei’s responsibility, and the truth is he didn’t magnanimously spare Cao Cao—he arrived too late and Cao Cao had already escaped. History says Zhuge Liang was not a military genius but excelled at domestic governance, with warfare not being his specialty. “Thrice Angering Zhou Yu” was complete fabrication; when Governor Zhou Yu died of illness, Zhuge Liang was doing logistics work in the Lingling area and had never even crossed paths with Zhou Yu. The supposedly narrow-minded Governor Zhou Yu was actually praised by Liu Bei for his broad-mindedness…

Not only “Romance of the Three Kingdoms”—nearly all 108 heroes in “Water Margin” were fictional, though Song Jiang actually existed. Tang Xuanzang in “Journey to the West” was a real person, and “Dream of the Red Chamber” was written by its author from personal experience and feelings.

Novels are novels, history is history. Though no one can know what the real historical young lady looks like beneath the thick makeup everyone has applied, I still hope everyone can appreciate her.

Whether everyone prefers to continue applying things to her face or insists on using clear water to wash away her thick rouge and powder is up to individual preference.

I love antiques, so there is “Dumb House,” but fundamentally, it’s because I love this historical young lady.

I enjoy both helping her continue with makeup and attempting to use makeup remover to eliminate some of the heavy rouge.

So in “Dumb House” there’s Qin Shihuang who wasn’t a tyrant, Xiang Yu the homebody who loved farming, and the Prince of Lanling who actually couldn’t fight… Though some makeup is applied rather extremely, I try to work with the historical young lady’s features, and most speculations have some basis. Regarding judgments about Qin Shihuang, everyone can refer to Mr. Cheng Bu’s “The Real Qin Shihuang.” Regarding whether the author of “Dream of the Red Chamber” was Cao Xueqin or Hong Sheng, this controversy was raised by Tumote Red Studies. More plots questioning history will occur later—everyone can wait and see.

What the historical young lady’s natural face actually looks like, no one can possibly know.

Even the shopkeeper who lived over two thousand years has only partial and subjective observations. After all, he alone cannot debate with everyone under heaven—he only has a small antique shop.

Therefore, for relatively correct history, one should read the “Twenty-Four Histories.” This is the collective name for twenty-four historical books written by various ancient Chinese dynasties, considered orthodox histories by later dynasties, hence also called “Official History.” Our school history textbooks are simplified and summarized from these “Twenty-Four Histories.”

Actually, this is merely the official historical young lady depicted through the hands of numerous historians. Some might find her displeasing, but if most people think she’s beautiful, then her makeup becomes the officially recognized appearance. Many people only know this one look of the historical young lady—change her face and it won’t work.

After saying all this, what I mainly want to convey is that everyone should distinguish between romanticized history and exam-appropriate history. Don’t use the historical young lady painted by the shopkeeper to tease your respective history teachers… they’ll resent me…

During exams, don’t fill in answers according to Dumb House’s version of history—teachers don’t recognize that version of the historical young lady; they only recognize the official makeup.

I emphasize again: students who want high scores must remember the historical young lady’s official appearance.

“Dumb House” Volume Two is finally finished—still twelve stories, twelve antiques.

In the blink of an eye, Dumb House has accompanied me for two years.

Looking at that row of neat articles in my documents, I can’t help but stare in amazement—how did time pass so quickly? Two years gone just like that.

Never before has there been a book that I could write for such a long time while investing so much energy. Each story requires consulting many reference books—I was never this studious even when I was in school.

And it seems this effort must continue.

A friend once asked me: exactly how many stories will “Dumb House” contain?

I hesitated, not knowing how to answer.

There are many types of antiques and many stories. I don’t know to what extent I can write “Dumb House,” but I really want to try writing the history of Dumb House.

Yes, my ambition is great.

I want to write down all the traces of the shopkeeper’s life, using his perspective to present a history different from textbooks—a history unique to Dumb House.

In Dumb House’s history, Qin Shihuang is not a tyrant, Governor Zhou Yu was a woman, the author of “Dream of the Red Chamber” was not Cao Xueqin…

Maybe it’s true, maybe it’s not—no one can prove anything, no one can verify.

I put tremendous effort into “Dumb House” Volume Two. Unlike the lighthearted elegance of Volume One, I added much historical knowledge and philosophical principles, rich with history’s weight and gravity.

I hope what I write can be helpful to everyone, not limited to romantic entanglements and fleeting heroic deeds.

“Dumb House” Volume Three begins challenging imperial antiques, with Fu Su becoming the biggest boss—this was actually expected. He spent his entire life being groomed as the imperial successor. Now, in just the blink of an eye, stars have shifted and day and night have changed—no one could accept such circumstances.

Volume Three will be even more exciting. I also hope to challenge myself and write Dumb House’s stories with greater depth.

I hope everyone will continue accompanying me—accompanying me in recollecting the years the shopkeeper once lived through, accompanying me in witnessing the stories of those antiques, accompanying me in observing the joys and sorrows of those historical figures.

Every antique in Dumb House has its own story, carrying many years with no one to listen.

Because they cannot speak…

Xuanse, March 29, 2012

Chapter 1: The Heavenly Yue Axe · 1
Year 951 CE, Kaifeng

Zhao Kuangyi, barely twelve years old, wandered through the streets of Bianjing. It was the end of the year, but due to the unstable political situation at court, what should have been bustling streets now had only a scattered few pedestrians.

Zhao Kuangyi pulled his robes tighter around himself. The bone-piercing winter wind was harsh, and his cotton robe was somewhat too thin. He watched as noble young masters wrapped in fox fur rode past on tall horses, shouting commands, and couldn’t help but cast envious glances their way.

Although his father had already moved from Luoyang to Bianjing and now held the position of Commander of the Sacred Capital Guards, their family maintained strict household rules. Even when his elder brother had left home two years ago to seek his own fortune, he hadn’t taken enough travel money. It was said that along the way he had endured countless hardships, sleeping in the open and eating simple meals. Upon his return this time, Zhao Kuangyi could clearly sense the changes in his eldest brother.

Though there was a twelve-year age gap between him and his elder brother, Zhao Kuangyi didn’t feel he should simply enjoy his brother’s care. He knew his elder brother was no ordinary man destined to remain in obscurity. Although their father had once mocked him for this blind admiration, he still held firm to his opinion.

His elder brother had finally stopped leaving, and the great general Guo Wei, whom he had served under, had recently donned the yellow robe and become emperor. As a subordinate with merit in supporting the enthronement, his elder brother naturally had a bright future ahead. He had already been promoted to Chief of the Eastern and Western Ranks, and it was said he would soon be transferred to command troops, becoming a commanding officer leading forces in his own territory.

Though Zhao Kuangyi was young, he had started learning to read and write at a very early age. He also understood that in recent years there had been constant internal strife – in just over ten years, they had witnessed three dynasties and five emperors, with continuous warfare throughout the land and immense suffering for the people. If only someone could stop this chaotic era and bring peace to the realm.

Zhao Kuangyi became somewhat lost in thought until a cold wind blew directly at him, making him shiver and remember that he had come out today to buy a congratulatory gift for his elder brother’s promotion. However, the several antique shops he had visited either had nothing worthwhile, or the shopkeepers looked down on him for his young age and shabby appearance, refusing to pay him any attention. Unwilling to give up, Zhao Kuangyi continued searching through the marketplace. Before long, he walked into an inconspicuous small alley and caught sight of a modest shop front with two elegantly antique gilt seal script characters carved on its signboard.

“Ya She?” Zhao Kuangyi silently read these two characters and immediately felt they were extraordinarily refined. This shop name was far more elegant than the previous shops he’d visited – things like “Ancient Treasure Studio” or “Hundred Treasures Workshop.” Zhao Kuangyi stepped inside with great interest.

The interior arrangement surprised him somewhat. It wasn’t overly magnificent, but rather everywhere was piled with boxes, as if it either hadn’t opened yet or was about to close permanently.

Zhao Kuangyi was secretly pleased. If this shop was going out of business, then perhaps he could find some good items at a bargain. With this thought, he cleared his throat and called out: “Shopkeeper? Are you still selling things here?”

A boy of about eleven or twelve emerged from behind a huge box. Seeing him, the boy smiled apologetically and said: “The owner isn’t here today, so I can’t make decisions about selling things.”

Although Zhao Kuangyi was only twelve this year, having been born into a military family, he had started practicing martial arts very early, giving him a tall, slender build that made him look like a fifteen or sixteen-year-old youth. But the boy who appeared before him looked thin and small. Just from his voice alone, one could tell this person lacked inner strength, and combined with his pale, dull complexion, it was easy to see he likely suffered from some congenital deficiency. A brazier had been lit inside the shop, making it warm as spring, yet this boy wore white fox fur, which made his face appear even more paper-white.

Seeing Zhao Kuangyi staring at him in a daze, the boy showed no annoyance and continued with a smile: “It would have been good if you’d come a few days earlier. I’ve been pestering the owner to take me to climb Mount Tai once to have a look, which is why we’re planning to close the shop. Do you know Mount Tai? Oh, and I also plan to go see the ocean while we’re at it. I read in books that it’s where all rivers converge – how magnificent that must be!” The boy was clearly in good spirits and could chatter on for quite a while even with a stranger.

Zhao Kuangyi thought to himself that Bianjing was so far from Mount Tai, and even farther from the seaside – who knew how many thousands of li away. This boy probably didn’t have much time left in this world, which was why that owner had agreed to his request. With this thought, Zhao Kuangyi couldn’t help feeling a surge of sympathy and stayed in the shop to chat casually with the boy.

This boy rarely had companions his own age, so he was delighted and pulled him over to sit on some sour wood branch chairs that hadn’t been packed yet. Then he skillfully boiled water and brewed a pot of excellent clear tea, somehow producing exquisite tea snacks from somewhere and setting them out.

Having walked all morning in the bitter cold, Zhao Kuangyi felt the hot tea warming him from his throat all the way to his heart, making his whole body comfortably warm. After chatting casually with the boy for a few moments, he discovered that despite his young age, the boy was deeply learned, able to quote classics at will. He couldn’t help but secretly admire him.

“By the way, what are you planning to buy?” The boy brushed the snack crumbs from his hands and asked curiously. He had already developed quite a favorable impression of this young customer. The owner had said that selling antiques depended on fate – since he now wanted to sell his antiques, that shouldn’t be too excessive, right?

Zhao Kuangyi didn’t think much about it and directly told him he wanted to buy a gift for his elder brother to celebrate his promotion. At first, he hadn’t expected this boy to actually find him anything, but after seeing the boy ponder briefly, he jumped up from his chair and pulled out a heavy, long brocade box from a nearby crate.

“What is this?” Zhao Kuangyi saw the gold and silver inlaid vine and flower patterns on the brocade box and knew that just this box alone was worth quite a lot. He nervously felt the silver pouch in his bosom, thinking he probably couldn’t even afford the box. Just looking at the fox fur the boy wore and the teapot and cups used for tea, he knew the items in this shop must be incredibly precious. Zhao Kuangyi began to regret staying.

The boy said nothing but slowly opened the brocade box, revealing an exquisite jade axe inside. This jade axe was made of completely translucent white jade without a single flaw or any superfluous patterns, appearing simple and dignified. Just looking at it gave one a sense of intimidating coldness and boundless majesty. The axe wasn’t large – only about the length of a person’s forearm. With just one glance, Zhao Kuangyi found himself unable to look away, a strange, indescribable feeling rising in his heart.

“The axe – according to the ‘Shuowen Jiezi,’ the character for axe has ‘father’ above and ‘jin’ below. ‘Father’ refers to the head of a family, while ‘jin’ refers to a cutting tool and also to an instrument of punishment. When ‘father’ and ‘jin’ are combined, they represent the authority possessed by the head of a household – the power to reward and punish.” The boy’s voice drifted over steadily. “An elder brother is like a father – giving a jade axe to your brother would be most appropriate.”

Zhao Kuangyi was also moved by this. Seeing that this jade axe didn’t look like recent craftsmanship, he asked: “Does this jade axe have any special significance?”

The boy smiled slightly and said: “This is a jade axe. Items made of jade are not something an ordinary family could afford to possess.”

“You mean…” Zhao Kuangyi’s eyes narrowed slightly. “A jade axe should be a ritual implement – could it possibly have belonged to some emperor?” Though he spoke this way, he was beginning to feel somewhat disdainful. He had originally thought this boy was different from others, but it turned out he was no different from those shopkeepers who made up wild stories.

“Exactly. After the concept of ‘nation’ appeared, there came the term ‘sovereign father’ – the emperor became the father of all his subjects. Therefore, the instrument of punishment he used to govern the country was called the ‘royal axe.’ Since ‘king’ and ‘jade’ are interchangeable, the jade axe represents the authority of a nation.” The boy smiled with his eyes crinkling. “According to the ‘Six Secret Teachings,’ King Wu of Zhou had a great axe with a blade eight inches wide, weighing eight jin, with a handle over five chi long, called the Heavenly Yue. In ancient times, the axe-yue was not only a weapon used in battle but also a symbol of military power and ruling authority. And this jade axe is the jade Heavenly Yue Axe that King Wu of Zhou used to command the realm.”

Zhao Kuangyi’s face showed no expression – he simply didn’t know what he should say. If this boy was going to make up stories, couldn’t he at least make them believable? King Wu of Zhou? Who did he think he was?

The boy seemed not to notice Zhao Kuangyi’s stiff expression and continued smiling as he said: “Let’s make a bet. If you can lift this jade axe, I’ll give it to you directly.” The boy spoke with great generosity, because he knew this jade axe could only be lifted by a true Son of Heaven. Anyone else who grasped it would find their wrists mysteriously weak and powerless within moments, even the strongest strongmen. The boy had always been troubled by this, so today he brought it out wanting to test it again while amusing his new friend.

Zhao Kuangyi was stunned at these words. This jade axe weighed only a few jin – wasn’t this bet rather insulting to him? But he felt there was no harm in accepting the wager, so he unceremoniously took the jade axe from the brocade box and held it in his hands to examine.

The time it takes to drink a cup of tea passed, and Zhao Kuangyi placed the jade axe back in the brocade box, looking up at the boy with confusion.

The boy’s smile froze at the corners of his mouth. Though he appeared extremely reluctant, he graciously pushed the brocade box over.

Zhao Kuangyi hadn’t expected this boy to actually give him the jade axe without batting an eye. He initially didn’t want to take it, but thinking about how generous the boy was being, the betting was just a formality – perhaps this jade axe wasn’t really that valuable after all. Seeing the boy drinking tea with his head down and appearing absent-minded, Zhao Kuangyi didn’t want to disturb him further. He took out his silver pouch and placed all the silver on the tea table, then left contentedly with the brocade box. As he was leaving, he heard the boy quietly muttering something about “true Son of Heaven,” but he paid it no mind.

The boy continued drinking tea for who knows how long before realizing that person had left with the Heavenly Yue Axe. At this moment, sitting across from him, the owner was looking thoughtfully at the silver pouch on the table.

“Owner, um… the Heavenly Yue Axe was sold by me today…” the boy explained haltingly. That person had left silver, so it should count as a sale, right? Well, it was completely selling at a loss. “But didn’t you say that anyone who could lift the Heavenly Yue Axe was destined to be an emperor? Selling cheap to an emperor isn’t too bad, right? Oh no, he said it was a gift for his brother. When his brother can’t lift the Heavenly Yue Axe, that’ll be funny… haha…”

This owner appeared to be barely over twenty years old, exceptionally young, yet his expression was calm and composed in a way that truly didn’t match his appearance. He wore ancient black Han clothing, looking like a figure who had stepped out of an ancient painting. He looked at the boy for a long while before finally sighing: “Although the Heavenly Yue Axe can indeed be lifted by the Son of Heaven, legend says that after King Wu of Zhou forged this Heavenly Yue Axe, he sealed it away. Do you know why?”

“Why?” The boy vaguely sensed he might have done something wrong and became increasingly uneasy.

“Because this jade axe representing power possesses a suspicion-inducing magic that very few can resist…” The owner’s voice faded away softly, finally dissipating in the ethereal tea fragrance within the shop.

When Zhao Kuangyi returned home, he immediately gave the jade axe as a gift. As he had expected, his elder brother was extremely pleased and loved it at first sight, immediately finding silk cord to wear it with him at all times.

Zhao Kuangyi was delighted that his elder brother liked the Heavenly Yue Axe so much, and he embellished the story of the jade axe’s origins when telling it. Zhao Kuangyin laughed heartily upon hearing this and paid it no mind. He naturally wouldn’t believe that his twelve-year-old brother could have bought him some Heavenly Yue Axe of King Wu of Zhou on a single outing – this was nothing more than a shopkeeper’s exaggerated nonsense. However, he was still pleased in his heart, as this represented his younger brother’s sincere feelings.

Speaking of this jade axe, it truly caught his eye remarkably well. Moreover, the meaning his second brother had described for this jade axe made him secretly take note.

An axe – meaning authority?

Zhao Kuangyin concealed the gleam in his eyes, patted Zhao Kuangyi’s head, asked a few questions about how his studies were progressing recently, and then departed with satisfaction, carrying his newly acquired Heavenly Yue Axe.
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Zhao Kuangyi breathed a sigh of relief. Although he knew what that boy had said was somewhat absurd, he couldn’t help feeling somewhat worried in his heart, fearing there might be some accident. But he had clearly watched his elder brother playing with that Heavenly Yue Axe for quite a while without putting it down, which could only mean that the boy had probably wanted to find an excuse from the beginning to give him this Heavenly Yue Axe.

His elder brother said this jade axe had lustrous jade quality and was obviously no ordinary item. After thinking it over, Zhao Kuangyi decided to ask mother for an advance on his allowance tomorrow – the pocket money he had brought today was clearly insufficient for the value of this Heavenly Yue Axe.

Casually putting away the brocade box that was still sitting on the table, Zhao Kuangyi’s peripheral vision caught sight of one corner of the brocade cloth lining the bottom of the box curling up, with what appeared to be ink marks faintly visible on the other side. He reached out and took the brocade cloth, shaking it open. After seeing clearly the writing on it, he couldn’t help but freeze.

“The Heavenly Yue Axe, axe of King Wu of Zhou, crafted by Grand Master Jiang Ziya, it is said that none but those with the Mandate of Heaven can wield it. King Wu once angrily slew a close friend with this axe, later greatly regretting it, saying that those who wield this axe become greatly suspicious, bringing disaster to those around them. It was sealed away in the twelfth year of King Wu’s reign.”

Zhao Kuangyi read through it several times, then chuckled softly, paying it no mind. Since he had already determined that what the boy said was fabricated, this piece of brocade cloth only deepened his judgment.

In any case, creating such an elaborate fake deserved his admiration for the owner behind that boy. He must remember to go meet that person tomorrow. Well, he should ask mother for a bit more silver…

Zhao Kuangyi’s plan was good, but when he went to that small alley the next day with the brocade cloth and a heavy pouch of silver, the shop called Ya She was no longer there. The empty shop front had nothing left except dust marks and wooden box imprints still visible on the ground.

So many wooden boxes moved away in just one night?

Though Zhao Kuangyi was puzzled, he knew that owner was taking the seriously ill boy on a trip, and even if he wanted to find them, he couldn’t. So he stopped thinking about it, casually placed the brocade cloth in the miscellaneous box in his study, and forgot about it within a few days. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to find opportunities to have others try lifting his elder brother’s Heavenly Yue Axe, but that axe almost never left his brother’s side, leaving no chance for experimentation. Gradually, Zhao Kuangyi lost interest in the idea.

However, as time passed, this matter that should have been forgotten became increasingly vivid.

His elder brother subsequently went to Huazhou as deputy commander, displaying valor and skill in battle. In Zhao Kuangyin’s later letters home, he specifically mentioned that the Heavenly Yue Axe Zhao Kuangyi had given him had saved his life at a critical moment. Zhao Kuangyi didn’t think much of it, instead feeling that if he had given a sharp blade, it might have been even more useful on the battlefield.

The newly enthroned Emperor Guo Wei of the Great Zhou dynasty had no sons, so his nephew Chai Rong became his adopted son and heir to the throne. Crown Prince Chai Rong took notice of Zhao Kuangyin because of this battle and transferred him to his side, promoting him to Cavalry Commander of Kaifeng Prefecture. From a local deputy to a key minister in the capital – Zhao Kuangyi knew his elder brother could truly be said to have risen meteorically, and this year his brother was only twenty-seven.

At fifteen, he stood at the city gate watching his elder brother return to the capital on a white horse with light cavalry, feeling he seemed completely unfamiliar. The killing aura and domineering presence forged in battle hit him like a wave, inspiring awe.

“Second brother, ever since I got the Heavenly Yue Axe you gave me, your elder brother has been blessed with great fortune!” Zhao Kuangyin dismounted and said to Zhao Kuangyi with high spirits. When he had wandered outside, he couldn’t even get enough to eat and nearly starved to death in the streets. Now in just three short years, he had reached the pinnacle of ministerial rank – this couldn’t help but make him sigh at life’s unpredictability.

This was the second time Zhao Kuangyi heard his elder brother specifically mention the Heavenly Yue Axe. His heart skipped slightly, then he showed a genuine smile. People are like this – they always find something to pin their hopes on. Zhao Kuangyi didn’t think much of it, instead enviously stroking Zhao Kuangyin’s white horse.

Seeing this, Zhao Kuangyin pondered briefly then said: “Second brother, you’re not young anymore. Before, I was afraid I couldn’t protect you properly on the battlefield, so I didn’t bring you along. Now that your elder brother has returned to the capital, you should follow me first! Are you willing?”

Zhao Kuangyi nodded repeatedly in delight.

But neither of the Zhao brothers expected that Zhao Kuangyin wouldn’t serve as Cavalry Commander of Kaifeng for long. Emperor Guo Wei fell seriously ill at the end of that year. Though he barely survived the New Year, he didn’t recover, passing away in the third year of his reign. His adopted son Chai Rong succeeded to the throne before his coffin.

Then, when the right army was routed and several generals began fleeing, his elder brother Zhao Kuangyin turned the tide at the critical moment of the Battle of Gaoping, changing what seemed like certain defeat.

Zhao Kuangyi felt both admiration and pride. On that blood-soaked battlefield, his elder brother was like a towering mountain peak, making one feel utterly reliable – even more inspiring than the emperor in his yellow robes.

In that moment, Zhao Kuangyi was mysteriously reminded of the words on that brocade cloth.

“The Heavenly Yue Axe, axe of King Wu of Zhou, crafted by Grand Master Jiang Ziya, it is said that none but those with the Mandate of Heaven can wield it…”

Year 960 CE, Chenqiao Post Station

Zhao Kuangyi rode through heavy snow toward the post station. Not yet twenty years old, he had already galloped across battlefields with his elder brother for three or four years. The baptism of war had stripped away the childishness from his features, and trials between life and death had taught him to remain calm in danger, cultivating a steady and composed temperament. But now he was somewhat nervous, his hands holding the reins trembling almost imperceptibly. He reined in his horse before a building with a resting eave-style roof, dismounted swiftly, handed the reins to a subordinate, took a deep breath of the icy air, then climbed the snowy steps.

This was a not-very-large courtyard with an ancient pagoda tree planted in it. The dark brown branches curved downward, already covered with a thick layer of snow, starkly black and white. His elder brother stood under the pagoda tree wearing a fox fur cloak, his back turned, gazing up at the void, habitually fingering the Heavenly Yue Axe that never left his side. Zhao Kuangyi wanted to approach and greet him, but noticed his brother’s cloak was already covered with a layer of snowflakes – he had apparently been standing here for quite some time. Well, the matter they faced was difficult to decide, and should indeed be carefully considered by his elder brother. Thinking this, Zhao Kuangyi simply stood there, watching his elder brother’s silhouette, unable to come to his senses for a long while.

In just a few years, his elder brother had become the Palace Command, controlling and commanding the imperial guards – truly one person below the emperor and above ten thousand others. At this time, Chai Rong had died of illness, and the one who ascended the throne was his seven-year-old young son. Weak ruler, strong minister – in this chaotic era of Five Dynasties and Ten Kingdoms, whenever such situations arose, without exception the strong would take their place.

Zhao Kuangyi looked with complex emotions at the Heavenly Yue Axe in his elder brother’s hand. Nine years ago, how could he have imagined that this jest would one day come true?

“The pagoda tree means ‘to embrace.’ Embracing distant people at this station, wishing to plan with them.” Accompanied by the creaking sound of footsteps in snow, an elegant voice drifted over. Zhao Kuangyi looked toward the sound and saw the approaching figure was Zhao Pu, his elder brother’s secretary. This Zhao Pu was his elder brother’s most trusted advisor, but hadn’t read many books, claiming he could govern the realm with half the Analects. Zhao Kuangyi was quite surprised – with his learning, he could actually quote Zheng Xuan’s commentary from “Rites of Zhou, Autumn Officials, Court Officers.” It seemed this person wasn’t as composed as he appeared.

“Standing under the tree, hoping to plan with visitors – this place is indeed fitting.” Zhao Kuangyin hung the Heavenly Yue Axe back at his waist, turned to look at his civil and military right-hand men, and said with a smile: “Is everything prepared?”

Zhao Kuangyi and Zhao Pu both responded in unison, their young faces unable to hide their extreme excitement. After all, if this succeeded, their lives would be turned upside down. Of course, if they failed, they would face eternal damnation.

Zhao Kuangyin didn’t share their anxiety about gains and losses. He smiled slightly and said: “When Emperor Shizong campaigned north, he obtained a wooden tablet inscribed with ‘The Palace Commander becomes Son of Heaven.’ This seems to be Heaven’s will.”

Zhao Pu tactfully added a few words, but Zhao Kuangyi secretly laughed to himself. The Emperor Shizong his elder brother mentioned was the recently deceased Zhou Shizong Chai Rong. Back then, the Palace Commander had been Zhang Yongde, who never got along with his elder brother. They had merely used a small scheme, creating a nonexistent wooden tablet that made Zhang Yongde fall under Shizong’s suspicion and be dismissed from his position, allowing Zhao Kuangyin to rise. But looking at it now, the strategy they had devised back then was indeed quite prescient.

Zhao Kuangyi grasped Zhao Kuangyin’s thoughts, knowing he wanted to use this scheme again to follow Heaven’s will. He quickly bowed and said: “On the day of military departure, we’ll prophecy that the Palace Commander will become Son of Heaven. I’ll arrange for people to spread this in the army.”

Though Zhao Pu was resourceful, he still didn’t understand his elder brother deeply enough. His elder brother cared extremely about his reputation and would absolutely never actively usurp the throne – there had to be an appropriate opportunity. Zhao Kuangyi quickly positioned this matter.

Zhao Kuangyin fingered the Heavenly Yue Axe at his waist and nodded with satisfaction at his second brother.

Zhao Kuangyi was no longer called Zhao Kuangyi now. His elder brother had successfully donned the yellow robe and ascended the throne in the Chenqiao Mutiny a few months earlier. To avoid taboo, he changed his name to Zhao Guangyi, and their younger brother Zhao Kuangmei changed his name to Zhao Guangmei. However, their younger brother was only twelve this year and wasn’t needed, still staying in Kaifeng. Zhao Guangyi continued following Zhao Kuangyin in campaigns.

Due to the hasty enthronement, the imperial robes representing the emperor’s nobility hadn’t been sewn in time. Though his elder brother still wore a general’s armor as before, his bearing made people involuntarily bow in submission.

Zhao Guangyi felt his elder brother had changed, which was normal. When one’s status changes, naturally one’s character and temperament change accordingly. And it wasn’t just his elder brother who had changed – Zhao Guangyi also controlled his attitude when facing Zhao Kuangyin. Though they were still brothers, they were now also ruler and subject. But occasionally, Zhao Guangyi couldn’t help missing the past – those times when he could laugh freely with his elder brother.

“Second brother, what are you thinking about?” After Zhao Kuangyin finished discussing state affairs and dismissed the others, he noticed his second brother had a completely absent-minded expression. He picked up the Heavenly Yue Axe beside him and reached over to pat his shoulder.

“Nothing, I didn’t sleep well last night.” Zhao Guangyi was both amused and exasperated. He knew his elder brother was very fond of this Heavenly Yue Axe, but that didn’t mean others would like it. He heard that a few days ago, his elder brother had flown into a rage over some matter and casually grabbed the Heavenly Yue Axe to throw it, knocking out even the front teeth of the offending minister. Now those ministers all maintained a safe distance when making reports, fearing they’d suffer unwarranted disaster.

Seeing his second brother’s gaze fall on the Heavenly Yue Axe in his hand, Zhao Kuangyin asked seemingly casually: “Second brother, I’ve never asked you – which shop did you buy this jade axe from?”

Zhao Guangyi was startled. Nine years had passed in a flash – why was his elder brother suddenly thinking to ask about this? Zhao Kuangyin coughed lightly and said: “If you don’t remember, forget it. I was just asking casually.”

“No, I actually remember which shop I bought it from.” Zhao Guangyi shook his head. “Because that shop’s name was quite distinctive, so I’ve never forgotten it.”

“Oh? Tell me.” Zhao Kuangyin’s curiosity was piqued.

“That shop was called Ya She – meaning ancient objects are silent and cannot speak.” Zhao Guangyi said while carefully observing his elder brother’s expression.

Zhao Kuangyin silently repeated the name Ya She several times, nodding in admiration: “That owner must be a cultured gentleman. When we have time, second brother must accompany me to pay a visit.”

Zhao Guangyi was startled – his elder brother was now an emperor after all, yet he would use the word “visit”? But before he could think further, he quickly said: “Imperial brother, that shop moved away the very next day. I never saw the shop’s owner either – this jade axe was because the shop was in a hurry to move, so I bought it cheaply from a shop assistant.”

He didn’t elaborate on explaining the bet with that boy from years ago. He instinctively felt this matter couldn’t be told to his elder brother, nor could he mention the brocade cloth from the box.

Zhao Kuangyin sighed with considerable regret, but then thought that if that shop hadn’t been in a hurry to relocate, how could his second brother have acquired such a fine item with the little money he had brought that year? Thinking this way, Zhao Kuangyin felt relieved. He fingered the Heavenly Yue Axe in his hand and suddenly said: “Second brother, how do you think we should deal with the Ten Brothers of the Righteous Society?”

Zhao Guangyi’s expression became stern. The Ten Brothers of the Righteous Society was an organization his elder brother had created within the Palace Command system, modeled after Zhou Taizu Guo Wei’s military brotherhood. Its purpose was naturally to win over and befriend high-ranking military officers, developing his own faction. These Ten Brothers of the Righteous Society had naturally played an important role in the previous yellow robe incident, shouting the slogan “The Palace Commander becomes Son of Heaven” and supporting Zhao Kuangyin in becoming the Great Song Son of Heaven.

Now these people had instead become Zhao Kuangyin’s heart disease. These people could now support others, even themselves. Even if they didn’t have such thoughts, their subordinates would. Zhao Guangyi carefully chose his words: “Imperial brother, you’ve just ascended the throne. If you hide the bow and cook the hounds, it will chill everyone’s hearts.”

Zhao Guangyi naturally felt this matter shouldn’t be handled so early. His elder brother had only been on the throne for a few months, his foundation wasn’t yet stable. If he moved against these trusted associates, what would others think? Even Liu Bang’s great purge of meritorious officials happened several years after his enthronement.
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Zhao Kuangyin also knew Zhao Guangyi was right, but if those people developed their own power bases, it would be difficult to deal with them later. Zhao Kuangyin’s own rise in the military had taken only two or three years. Now with battles everywhere, it was extremely easy for military officers to achieve merit. Not hearing the answer he wanted, Zhao Kuangyin’s expression darkened somewhat, but he finally nodded and said: “How can one allow others to sleep soundly beside one’s couch? We’ll discuss this matter further. However, second brother, I’m not comfortable giving the position of Palace Commander to anyone else – you take it.”

Though this had long been expected, Zhao Guangyi’s heart still couldn’t help but pound violently. He suddenly thought of that wooden tablet prophecy “The Palace Commander becomes Son of Heaven,” and his eyelids trembled uncontrollably. To hide this, he quickly lowered his head, left his seat, and knelt to express gratitude.

When he heard the words permitting him to rise and stood up, he saw Zhao Kuangyin’s face grave as water, playing with that Heavenly Yue Axe, obviously still wary of those Ten Brothers of the Righteous Society.

Zhao Guangyi silently took his leave and returned to his study, searching through the night until he finally found that worn brocade cloth in an inconspicuous miscellaneous box. The writing on it remained incredibly clear.

“The Heavenly Yue Axe, axe of King Wu of Zhou, crafted by Grand Master Jiang Ziya, it is said that none but those with the Mandate of Heaven can wield it. King Wu angrily slew a close friend with this axe, later greatly regretting it, saying that those who wield this axe become greatly suspicious, bringing disaster to those around them. It was sealed away in the twelfth year of King Wu’s reign.”

A suspicious heart? Zhao Guangyi didn’t know if he was being overly sensitive – wasn’t this Heavenly Yue Axe fabricated? Why… He clenched the brocade cloth in his hand, his heart in turmoil.

Year 973 CE, Chuigong Hall

“Bang!” Zhao Kuangyin slammed the memorial heavily onto the imperial desk. A printed shadow-blue footed bowl was swept to the ground. With a crisp shattering sound, the soup inside splattered everywhere, landing on Zhao Kuangyin’s cloud-dragon red gold striped gauze crimson robe, leaving scattered stains.

But no eunuch dared come to clean up. At this moment in Chuigong Hall, only Zhao Guangyi was present. Zhao Guangyi kept his eyes on his nose and his nose on his heart. The memorial his elder brother had seen was one he had submitted, so he naturally knew why his brother was furious.

Actually, it wasn’t any major matter – just Commerce Prefect Lei Dexiang’s son Lei Youlin accusing Secretariat officials Hu Zan and Li Kedu of accepting bribes through connections, Shangcai County Registrar Liu Wei forging credentials to fraudulently obtain office, and several similar incidents. Actually, if taken individually, these matters were too trivial to be reported to the emperor, but when combined together, they pointed completely toward one person hidden behind all these affairs – Prime Minister Zhao Pu.

Without Zhao Pu’s protection, it would be impossible for anyone to dare deceive the sovereign and abuse power for personal gain.

Zhao Guangyi looked down at the cup and dish fragments still trembling on the ground, silently thinking that perhaps his elder brother had trusted Zhao Pu before, even treating him like family, often visiting his home and directly addressing Zhao Pu’s wife as sister-in-law. But as time passed, people change.

When his elder brother had been on the throne for just one year, following Zhao Pu’s advice, he had “released military power over cups of wine,” peacefully and perfectly resolving the issue of military generals holding too much power, taking military authority back into his own hands. His elder brother appointed Zhao Pu as Prime Minister, but this wasn’t truly being one person below the emperor and above ten thousand others. Zhao Kuangyin established the Bureau of Military Affairs to manage military matters and the Three Departments to manage finances, reducing the formerly all-powerful Prime Minister to handling only routine administrative affairs. He also separately established Assistant Administrators, Deputy Commissioners of Military Affairs, and Deputy Commissioners of the Three Departments as their respective assistants, creating mutual checks and constraints. Limiting the Prime Minister’s power to the smallest possible scope showed how heavy his suspicions of Zhao Pu were.

But even such precautions ultimately couldn’t put his mind at ease.

The cups and dishes on the ground finally stopped trembling. Zhao Guangyi bent down and carefully picked up the ceramic shards, slowly cleaning them up. This kind of work really didn’t need him to do, but he feared that if he didn’t do something, he’d have to say something. Rather than say the wrong thing, he’d rather do more work.

His elder brother sometimes appeared very magnanimous, Zhao Guangyi thought. Zhou Shizong Chai Rong’s young son hadn’t been killed but was instead enfeoffed as Prince of Zheng. One should know that those meritorious ministers were only posthumously enfeoffed as princes after death. His elder brother said that Great Song would have no living princes of different surnames in the future, but the first exception was that boy surnamed Chai. That boy probably posed no threat whatsoever. That surrendered Shu Ruler Meng Chang was also properly given official position, enjoying his full years before being posthumously enfeoffed as prince. That Li Yu in the south had recently been summoned to come to Bianjing Kaifeng but claimed illness and wouldn’t come. This refusing a toast only to be forced to drink a forfeit – it was estimated that troops would be sent to attack Southern Tang before long, and sooner or later he’d become the Last Ruler Li, coming to Kaifeng as an idle guest.

In other words, his elder brother was very tolerant toward people who posed no threat. But what about those who did pose a threat…

How can one allow others to sleep soundly beside one’s couch… the Ten Brothers of the Righteous Society, Zhao Pu… who would be next?

Zhao Guangyi’s hand shook, and the sharp ceramic shard cut across his index finger, blood immediately appearing. He clenched his index finger, restraining the turmoil in his heart.

He seemed to be too close to his elder brother – close to that distance that would arouse his elder brother’s suspicion. Though he believed in the brotherly bond between them, when he raised his head and saw his elder brother fingering the Heavenly Yue Axe in his hand, bone-chilling coldness involuntarily rose in his heart. The brocade cloth in his bosom hadn’t left his person since he’d found it again. The writing on it he could recite backwards, engraved deeply in his heart.

Those who wield this axe become greatly suspicious, bringing disaster to those around them…

“Transmit Our decree: order the Censorate to investigate. If the situation is confirmed, handle it severely.” Zhao Kuangyin’s icy voice slowly came. “Also, promote Assistant Administrators Xue Juzheng and Lü Yuqing to be concurrent chancellors, to discuss military and political affairs together with the Prime Minister.”

Zhao Guangyi prostrated himself to receive the decree, his finger stinging on the cold floor tiles.

He knew this was his elder brother publicly expressing distrust of Zhao Pu. Zhao Pu’s time as Prime Minister would last at most one or two months.

Bringing disaster to those around them… now one of his right-hand men was gone. What about him…

Year 976 CE

Candle shadows flickering, incense wafting, Zhao Guangyi filled a cup with Zhao Kuangyin’s favorite Puzhong wine. This Puzhong wine originated from Puzhou wine, famous throughout the realm since the Northern Zhou dynasty, remaining popular through the Sui and Tang. Whenever Zhao Kuangyin drank alcohol, he must drink this wine.

Seeing Zhao Kuangyin raise his cup and drain it in one gulp, Zhao Guangyi couldn’t help but worry and advise: “Imperial brother, you’re still ill – drinking alcohol harms the body.”

Zhao Kuangyin waved his hand dismissively: “It’s nothing, just a cold. It’s rare to steal a few days of leisure during illness. I called you over to drink – don’t spoil the mood.”

Zhao Guangyi smiled. His elder brother was diligent in government and loved the people. Since Zhao Pu had left office three years ago, all the large and small affairs of court were personally handled by Zhao Kuangyin – one could imagine how exhausting it would be. Seeing his complexion looked good, he stopped trying to dissuade him and reached out to fill another cup.

This cup Zhao Kuangyin wasn’t in a hurry to drink. It was already late at night, and he and Zhao Guangyi sat cross-legged at either end of a low table. For the two brothers to be alone together so intimately was an extremely rare scene in recent years. Zhao Kuangyin breathed in the rich wine fragrance and smiled slightly: “We two brothers haven’t been this close in many years.”

Hearing his elder brother not refer to himself as “We” in that sentence, his tone much more intimate, Zhao Guangyi let down the guard he’d always kept up in his heart. He smiled freely and raised his cup: “Indeed – today we won’t return until drunk.”

It had been years since anyone dared laugh so unrestrainedly in his presence. Zhao Kuangyin was extremely pleased, and the two pushed cups and exchanged toasts, drinking with great enjoyment. Both brothers were fierce generals who had fought their way through battlefields – they weren’t easily intoxicated. But since becoming emperor, Zhao Kuangyin rarely drank with an open heart, so after three rounds he was already somewhat tipsy.

“Thinking of my friendship with Shizong back then, I’m now taking good care of his son, which can be considered not failing his kindness in recognizing my worth…” With alcohol rising to his head and his tongue loosened, Zhao Kuangyin began rambling reminiscently. Zhao Guangyi continued filling his wine while listening, but paid it no mind. His elder brother keeping Chai Rong’s son alive was fishing for fame and winning hearts. A seven-year-old child was naturally much simpler to control – if that child had been an adult back then, his bones would probably have rotted long ago.

“The brothers from the Righteous Society – I granted them all military commissioner positions, gave them wealth and honor. Accumulate money, enjoy themselves thoroughly, ensure their descendants have no want. Isn’t this what being an official is for? One cup of wine! Just one cup of wine solved My greatest worry.” Zhao Kuangyin spoke proudly of the “release of military power over cups of wine” from years past.

Zhao Guangyi smiled and continued pouring wine. Those officers had all expressed tearful gratitude on the surface, but whether they were satisfied in their hearts was something he couldn’t know.

Those men were all heroic figures who had fought their way through millions on battlefields, yet after the release of military power over wine, they could only retire to their fields. What good man wouldn’t want to decide victory or defeat on the battlefield? Even dying wrapped in a horse’s hide would be better than being an idle rich man with nothing to do now. And now those leading troops in campaigns were all civil officials. Though this avoided military generals becoming too powerful, those civil officials were all armchair strategists – how could they know how to fight?

“Sigh, Zhao Pu, Zhao Pu… I regarded him as my right and left hands, consulting him on all matters great and small. But how did he repay Me? When court officials wanted to see Me, Zhao Pu actually required them to first submit statements confirming their memorials dared not contradict current policies before permitting them to enter the hall. He also placed a large ceramic jar in the administrative pavilion – if he didn’t plan to adopt external memorials and reports, he wouldn’t even report them upward, directly throwing them into the jar to burn. That year’s memorial from Lei Youlin – if you hadn’t personally submitted it, Guangyi, I would probably still be kept in the dark!” The more Zhao Kuangyin spoke, the angrier he became, drinking wine as if it were water.

Zhao Guangyi continued smiling and pouring wine. He knew his elder brother tonight just wanted someone to confide in – his job was only to listen, not to agree. Speaking too much leads to mistakes – this was the principle he’d learned for dealing with the world over these years. Moreover, regarding Zhao Pu’s matter, if calculated strictly, it wasn’t Zhao Pu’s responsibility alone. Regarding corruption and bribery, in the sixth year of Kaibao reign, the King of Wuyue Qian Liu, in order to preserve his precarious position, had specially sent someone to deliver a letter to Zhao Pu, gifting ten bottles of melon seed gold, and was caught red-handed by his elder brother who had arrived uninvited. Zhao Pu had been frightened senseless at the time, but his elder brother had casually joked about it, instead advising Zhao Pu to accept what was clearly a bribe.

If his elder brother hadn’t deliberately indulged him, how could Zhao Pu have gained such overwhelming power in court? His elder brother truly had excellent methods – harboring suspicions of Zhao Pu in his heart yet unwilling to damage his own reputation for tolerance, so he employed tactics to let Zhao Pu ruin his own reputation. When things became unbearable and Zhao Pu had earned the anger of all officials, then he dismissed Zhao Pu from office.

Imperial methods were indeed inscrutable as Heaven’s might.
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Zhao Guangyi knew that after Zhao Pu’s fall from grace, he was the most troublesome person in court, but having been extremely cautious over these years and very skilled at discerning Zhao Kuangyin’s imperial intentions, he had managed to avoid major incidents so far. Zhao Kuangyin was now about eighty percent drunk. He reached out and took the Heavenly Yue Axe that never left his waist, placing it on the low table, and said with a mysterious smile in a lowered voice: “Guangyi, let me tell you a secret about this jade axe.”

Zhao Guangyi’s heart skipped a beat, feeling the brocade cloth in his bosom weigh like ten thousand jin, pressing heavily on his heart.

It was already past midnight, and the hall was dim. Zhao Kuangyin didn’t notice his second brother’s stiff expression and continued smiling mysteriously: “This jade axe can only be lifted by me. If it were anyone else, without exception their wrists would become weak and sore, unable to hold it for even a moment.”

Upon hearing this, Zhao Guangyi even forgot to breathe. He suddenly remembered years ago, when that boy had opened the brocade box, the obvious mischievous expression on his face. So it turned out this Heavenly Yue Axe truly couldn’t be lifted by just anyone. It truly was something that none but those with the Mandate of Heaven could wield…

“At the time, I felt this axe was unusual. Thinking carefully about it, perhaps only the Son of Heaven can lift this jade axe that symbolizes the authority over the realm.” Zhao Kuangyin wasn’t a mediocre person and had somewhat guessed the unusual nature of this jade axe. Anyone with great fortune believes in the so-called Mandate of Heaven. He took a sip of wine and suddenly sighed: “Except for Dexiu who died young, I’ve tested Dezhao, Delin, and Defang through various opportunities – none of the three could lift this Heavenly Yue Axe. Sigh, could it be that my crown prince hasn’t been born yet?”

Zhao Guangyi was completely stunned. Dezhao, Delin, and Defang were naturally his elder brother’s three sons. He hadn’t expected that after all these years his elder brother still hadn’t appointed a crown prince – so this was the reason. Zhao Guangyi’s gaze uncontrollably fell on the Heavenly Yue Axe beside him. He wouldn’t forget that years ago he had lifted this Heavenly Yue Axe quite easily, just like his elder brother.

Zhao Kuangyin stared intently at the Heavenly Yue Axe, thinking he didn’t believe what he’d said, and immediately laughed: “Guangyi, if you don’t believe it, try lifting it yourself.” As he spoke, he took the Heavenly Yue Axe in his hand, turned the handle around, and offered it to him.

This sentence from Zhao Kuangyin was just casually spoken, but to Zhao Guangyi it sounded like a thunderbolt from clear skies.

He should lift this Heavenly Yue Axe? Was this a test? When he had bought this Heavenly Yue Axe years ago, he had certainly held it to examine it. Could his elder brother have harbored resentment all along, setting up this Hongmen Banquet today?

Chai Rong, the Ten Brothers of the Righteous Society, Zhao Pu… was it finally his turn now?

Zhao Guangyi looked at the lustrous white Heavenly Yue Axe in the candlelight, his heart greatly agitated. Hearing Zhao Kuangyin’s urging voice in his ears, Zhao Guangyi reached for that Heavenly Yue Axe with heart and courage both shattered.

He knew this matter was actually easy to handle – he only needed to act as if his wrist became weak and sore the moment he grasped the Heavenly Yue Axe, and he could dispel his elder brother’s suspicions.

But just as the cool jade axe fell into his palm, his mind went blank for some unknown reason, and he didn’t even notice when his elder brother’s hand withdrew.

When he came to his senses, he looked up in horror and met his elder brother’s complex expression.

It was over. Given his elder brother’s mindset, he definitely wouldn’t survive tonight.

Zhao Guangyi didn’t know where the thought came from, but instinctively he raised the Heavenly Yue Axe in his hand and struck toward the person across from him.

The screen showed flickering candle shadows, accompanied by the sound of a heavy object falling. After a splash of glaring blood spattered across it, there was deathly silence.

Year 2012 CE

“So you’re saying the one controlled by suspicion was actually Zhao Guangyi himself, not Zhao Kuangyin?” The doctor couldn’t help but sigh after hearing the story of the Heavenly Yue Axe.

His body was occupied by Fusu, so he was still in spirit form. The owner had found him a paulownia wood puppet. Paulownia was the lightest wood, and legend said phoenixes roosted in paulownia trees, so paulownia wood naturally had the most spiritual energy. This paulownia puppet was extremely exquisitely made – the puppet’s joints could all move, its body was hollow, and the water-blue jade pendant had been embedded inside. Legend said this could nourish his soul. This paulownia puppet was only the size of a human palm and was kept in the owner’s pocket, which was quite convenient.

“That’s right. Zhao Kuangyin actually left behind the Golden Casket Alliance, and the golden casket edict within clearly designated Zhao Guangyi to succeed to the imperial throne.” The owner was currently standing in a forest in some desolate wilderness. In his hand he held a brocade box with gold and silver inlaid vine patterns, naturally containing that Heavenly Yue Axe that had caused fraternal conflict.

“Ah? So that Golden Casket Alliance wasn’t fabricated by Zhao Guangyi himself?” The doctor had some historical knowledge, though limited to what was mentioned in textbooks during his school days.

“Zhao Guangyi was controlled by suspicion and killed his own elder brother in the ‘candlelight and axe shadows,’ then fearing his throne was unstable, killed his own younger brother Zhao Guangmei. Zhao Defang also died not long after under mysterious circumstances. Li Yu had lived well during Zhao Kuangyin’s lifetime, but after Zhao Guangyi succeeded to the throne, Li Yu was forced to commit suicide. This was truly great suspicion arising, bringing disaster to those around him…” The owner stated calmly, his mood peaceful. For him, this was already a matter from a thousand years ago. When this Heavenly Yue Axe had flowed out from his Ya She back then, he had later specially retrieved it. This Heavenly Yue Axe had been sealed in Ya She for a thousand years.

“Is this Heavenly Yue Axe one of the imperial antiques used to break the malevolent energy of the Twelve Bronze Men? But why come here? There shouldn’t be any Jieshi stones here, right?” The doctor didn’t know where the owner had brought him. He had been lying in the owner’s pocket unable to move freely, and only a quarter-hour ago had been taken out and placed on the owner’s shoulder, finally able to see the surrounding scenery.

“Suppressing malevolent energy also requires proper sequence. Breaking the Heaven and Earth Grand Formation can only be done gradually – only one ancient object can be buried each month. The first month is also called Zhengyang, and the axe is the authority of a nation. Buried at this formation point, it should be able to suppress the malevolent energy.” The owner explained calmly. Breaking formations was easy, but establishing them was difficult. When Qin Shihuang had erected seven Jieshi stones, it had also taken several years, so he wasn’t hurried at all. He didn’t believe Fusu could quickly establish this magnificent Heaven and Earth Grand Formation.

The doctor watched as the owner made some unknown gesture, and a deep black opening appeared at his feet. The owner threw in the entire brocade box into what looked like a bottomless black hole. For a long time, no sound of impact could be heard.

The owner breathed a sigh of relief, his whole body relaxing, and with a wave of his hand restored the ground to its original state.

The doctor remained silent, instinctively feeling that even if he asked, he wouldn’t understand what had just happened. But he could tell from the owner’s relaxed expression that this Heavenly Yue Axe had served its purpose. The doctor tried moving the paulownia puppet’s arms – he could barely raise the wrists. Being trapped in this immobile puppet was truly depressing.

The owner seemed to sense the doctor’s unease and reached out to adjust the paulownia puppet’s posture, making him sit more steadily on his shoulder.

The Heavenly Yue Axe that caused fraternal conflict… In the scattered falling snowflakes, the owner smiled faintly.

What a pity he hadn’t let that pair of brothers Fusu and Huhai try lifting the Heavenly Yue Axe before burying it underground…

Mini Theater:

Doctor: Huh? Owner, the hats worn by Song dynasty officials look so strange – what are those long things on both sides?

Owner: Those are called long-winged caps, invented by Zhao Kuangyin. Song Taizu felt that during court sessions, ministers chatting privately among themselves was disrespectful to him, so he had ministers wear these long-winged caps, which forced ministers to stand farther apart and prevented private conversations.

Doctor: …Song Taizu was really formidable – he started prohibiting employee chatter over a thousand years ago. Having had QQ banned at the hospital, I deeply empathize!!!

Owner: …

Chapter 2: The Solitary Jade Buddha · 1
Year 465 CE

Tuoba Hong straightened the robes on his body. He still preferred the narrow-sleeved robes with front opening of their Xianbei tribe – simple and efficient – but the empress liked Han clothing. Today when she sent someone to summon him for an audience, the maid had specifically asked him to wear this wide-sleeved flowing robe.

Oh right, she was no longer the empress, but the empress dowager now.

Tuoba Hong looked at the Buddhist hall entrance before him and stopped in his tracks, stunned.

Tuoba Hong, who had been enfeoffed as crown prince at the age of three, was only twelve years old this year. His father Emperor Tuoba Jun had died of illness recently, and tomorrow would be his enthronement ceremony.

Though still young, Tuoba Hong, who was called precociously divine, martial, intelligent, and perceptive, knew what enormous responsibilities he would bear as emperor of the Wei dynasty.

Why had his father abandoned him so heartlessly at only twenty-six years old? Tuoba Hong lowered his head, thinking somewhat bewildered.

The Wei dynasty had the custom of “establishing the son and killing the mother.” To prevent interference from maternal relatives, when three-year-old Tuoba Hong was made crown prince, his birth mother was granted a white silk cord. Tuoba Hong still remembered his mother’s gaze – both proud and reluctant to part, yet mixed with traces of resentment.

He had only one birth mother, so although Tuoba Hong addressed Empress Feng as “mother empress” with his lips, in his heart he didn’t acknowledge this title.

How wonderful – now he could call her empress dowager.

Tuoba Hong smiled self-mockingly.

“Hong’er, you’ve come?” From inside the Buddhist hall came a voice gentle as water.

Tuoba Hong started, then instinctively straightened his robes again before gently pushing open the great doors of the Buddhist hall. Heavy sandalwood fragrance rushed toward him.

The infinitely beautiful silhouette of a woman slowly came into view as the Buddhist hall doors opened. Feng Qi knelt upright before the Buddha statue, wearing plain white mourning clothes – wide sleeves with short bodice, below wearing a swaying long skirt, with an additional short skirt tightly bound at the waist that perfectly outlined her slender waist. Her cloud-like beautiful hair was simply tied back with a white cord, adorned with a white silk flower, with some hanging strands still bearing traces of being singed black and curled.

Tuoba Hong withdrew his gaze. Yesterday when his father had undergone the Xianbei custom of burning his lifetime clothing, Feng Qi had rushed directly over, planning to accompany his father in death. Fortunately, the chief eunuch Shang Xie, who had served the imperial family since Emperor Taiwu’s generation, noticed and saved her, otherwise it wouldn’t have been just a few singed locks of hair.

Tuoba Hong actually hadn’t been surprised at the time. The deep affection between his father and Empress Feng, like paired mandarin ducks, was something he, being closest to them, could see most clearly. But he could never regard Feng Qi as his mother empress.

Unable to forget his own birth mother was one reason. Another was that Feng Qi truly wasn’t much older than him. Her grandfather had been the last emperor of the former dynasty’s Northern Yan. After being overthrown by the Wei dynasty, she had entered the palace to serve as a child, being one of the guilty descendants. She had been noticed by his father, who had just lost his birth mother, and kept by his side as a senior palace maid. But this woman who became his father’s noble consort at eleven and ascended to the central palace empress throne at fourteen – Tuoba Hong truly didn’t know whether to be glad she hadn’t borne his father children, or feel that such a skillful woman should have borne a crown prince and been granted death according to Wei custom.

Vaguely in distant memory, among the hibiscus flowers, that gorgeous face that flashed by… Tuoba Hong was dazed for a moment, almost still thinking she was that innocent palace maid who served him, and he was still that child innocent of worldly affairs.

“Hong’er pays respects to the empress dowager.” Tuoba Hong put away the complex emotions in his eyes and obediently prostrated himself.

The Buddhist hall doors slowly closed behind him, taking away all the sunlight, making the entire hall seem somewhat cold.

“Hong’er, rise. From now on you will be the emperor of this Wei dynasty – you need not kneel to anyone anymore.” Young Feng Qi was full of sentiment, her nightingale-like voice floating uncertainly in the spacious Buddhist hall.

Tuoba Hong stood up and walked forward a few steps, looking at Feng Qi kneeling on the prayer mat and the empty prayer mat obviously prepared for him beside her. He asked provocatively: “Then Buddha can accept my kowtow?”

Feng Qi sighed softly, lowered her head slightly, silently recited an apology, then raised her head and looked at Tuoba Hong with smiling eyes, saying indulgently: “Buddha is not human, so naturally can accept your kowtow.”

When he saw Feng Qi’s countenance, Tuoba Hong’s breathing immediately stopped. Feng Qi’s appearance was of peerless beauty – otherwise she couldn’t have made his father break precedent and take her into the harem at only eleven years old. Now she was in the most beautiful period of a woman’s life, plus with some fragile vulnerability from widowhood, a few scattered strands falling by her ears, her phoenix eyes still carrying slight redness from weeping, that pale and exquisite face – even Tuoba Hong, who was used to seeing her, couldn’t look directly at it. An unfamiliar emotion in his chest sprouted like a tender shoot breaking through soil, unstoppably emerging. Tuoba Hong quickly knelt on the prayer mat before him and lowered his head to reverently kowtow to the Buddhist shrine ahead. His father believed in Buddhism and had even built the Yungang Grottoes, so Tuoba Hong wasn’t unfamiliar with Buddhist worship. He had just never entered this particular Buddhist hall before, but in his haste he had no time to look around carefully.

“Hong’er, tomorrow you will ascend the throne as emperor. This Buddhist hall will also belong to you.” Feng Qi said lightly.

Tuoba Hong heard the implication in her words. Puzzled, he raised his head but inadvertently glanced at the Buddha statue enshrined in the shrine and couldn’t help but freeze.

The reason was simple – he clearly saw that in the curling Buddhist incense, the jade Buddha only an inch tall was actually broken. An irreparable crack split from the Buddha statue’s neck, separating the jade Buddha’s head from body. Even forcibly placed together, it emanated an indescribable strangeness. The Buddha’s face was still gentle and compassionate, but that crack appeared hideously fierce.

He had never seen anyone worship a cracked Buddha statue.

Tuoba Hong looked around in alarm and suspicion, discovering that in this enormous Buddhist hall, only this one damaged jade Buddha was enshrined.

“This jade Buddha is made of jade from Mount Du, so it’s called the Solitary Jade Buddha. Du jade is one of the four great jades, produced in Nanyang, with mining records from the late Shang dynasty. This Solitary Jade Buddha was given to Emperor Taiwu by someone many years ago.” Feng Qi turned the purple sandalwood prayer beads in her hands, closed her eyes slightly, and explained gently. Her beautiful and delicate features, with an expression of compassion, made her look even more like the merciful Guanyin Bodhisattva.

“Emperor Taiwu?” Tuoba Hong was startled at these words. Emperor Taiwu was his father’s grandfather, who had finally unified the north, ending the sixteen kingdoms’ division that had lasted over a hundred years, establishing a standoff with the Liu Song regime in the south, forming a north-south confrontation. The Wei dynasty was thereafter called Northern Wei by southerners. Emperor Taiwu’s mighty reputation spread far, but the event that especially shocked southerners was his “Taiwu’s Destruction of Buddhism” decree.

During Emperor Taiwu’s reign, all monks and nuns under fifty had to return to secular life, Buddhist images and sutras were all destroyed and burned, many stubborn elderly monks and nuns were even buried alive, and throughout the Wei dynasty, mention of the word “Buddha” was forbidden. Though Tuoba Hong didn’t approve of such measures, he understood Emperor Taiwu’s intentions. Northern Wei had just unified the north, with years of warfare everywhere and everything needing reconstruction – naturally there was no excess money and grain to support non-productive monks and nuns. Though Buddhist teachings were useful for controlling ignorant masses, some monks made grandiose claims that transcended royal law. Emperor Taiwu was decisive in killing, naturally unable to tolerate this.

Such an Emperor Taiwu – someone actually dared give him a Solitary Jade Buddha? It must have been given before the anti-Buddhist decree was issued, right? Tuoba Hong looked at this damaged statue with some understanding, thinking it must have been broken by Emperor Taiwu.

Feng Qi naturally knew what Tuoba Hong was thinking and chuckled: “This Buddha statue was given to Emperor Taiwu by a young man after he issued the anti-Buddhist decree.” Feng Qi fell into distant memories. She hadn’t been very old then either, but she remembered that scene quite clearly. “That person told Emperor Taiwu that the anti-Buddhist decree went too far and would incur Heaven’s retribution. If he could worship this Solitary Jade Buddha, perhaps it could redeem the injustices Emperor Taiwu had committed.”

“This…” Tuoba Hong was speechless. He naturally knew what would happen after such words were spoken. “Then was this Solitary Jade Buddha smashed and cracked?”

Feng Qi nodded gently and sighed deeply: “That young man looked at the head-separated Solitary Jade Buddha on the ground with regret and said that because Emperor Taiwu harbored supreme murderous evil energy, this injustice could only be visited upon his descendants. From then on, all crown prince heirs of the Wei dynasty would be unable to live very long.”

Tuoba Hong’s eyes widened. This was too absurd. But he suddenly thought of his father dying young at only twenty-six. His lips moved as if to say something, but nothing came out.

Feng Qi squeezed the prayer beads in her hands, her words mixed with some bewilderment: “That young man was immediately thrown into death row by Emperor Taiwu, but later disappeared mysteriously before execution. Emperor Taiwu was furious about it. Because the matter was too strange, this Solitary Jade Buddha was collected by your grandfather, later Emperor Jingmu.”

Tuoba Hong took a difficult deep breath. The originally sweet sandalwood fragrance now seemed somewhat suffocating. He knew about this Emperor Jingmu, who had died mysteriously while still crown prince at only twenty-three years old, which was why he was posthumously honored as Emperor Jingmu after his father ascended the throne.

“Hong’er, I summoned you today not for other matters.” Feng Qi sighed deeply. “This curse has already been fulfilled for two generations like a hex. Even if you don’t believe it, you need to be careful.”

Tuoba Hong thought about how after his father ascended the throne, he immediately abolished Emperor Taiwu’s anti-Buddhist decree and, despite the empty treasury, ordered the construction of Yungang Grottoes – surely also to atone for those injustices. Tuoba Hong acknowledged in a low voice, but felt somewhat dismissive in his heart.

It was just coincidence.

When Tuoba Hong was taking leave, he heard Feng Qi suddenly instruct: “Hong’er, you’re not young anymore. After tomorrow’s enthronement, I’ll select some daughters from good families for you.”

“…Thank you for the empress dowager’s consideration.” Tuoba Hong suppressed the inexplicable melancholy suddenly rising in his heart and agreed with lowered head.

“Life in this world is like being in a thorn forest. When the heart doesn’t move, people don’t move rashly – not moving means no injury. If the heart moves, then people move rashly, injuring the body and paining the bones, thus experiencing all manner of worldly suffering…” Feng Qi’s floating voice, accompanied by rhythmic wooden fish sounds, slowly dissipated behind the gradually closing Buddhist hall doors.

Tuoba Hong stood silently outside the doors, repeatedly pondering this Buddhist verse, already becoming entranced.

Chapter 2: The Solitary Jade Buddha · 2
Year 467 CE

Tuoba Hong looked down at the newborn baby in the swaddling clothes, feeling a sense of unreality. The weight in his arms was so light it could almost be ignored – this child was so fragile it seemed he could crush it if he used too much force.

He was only fourteen years old this year, yet he had a son.

Tuoba Hong knew that among the Xianbei people, having children at his age was very normal. His father had also had him at fourteen. Tuoba Hong looked at Noble Consort Liu on the bed – her features were beautiful but couldn’t hide her exhaustion, and he could see the complex emotions on her face. He knew that in the Great Wei dynasty, women in the imperial harem harbored extremely contradictory feelings. They both hoped to receive the emperor’s favor yet worried about becoming pregnant. If they bore daughters it was fine, but if they gave birth to a prince who caught the emperor’s eye, they would have to follow the Great Wei custom of “establishing the son and killing the mother.”

No one would willingly die, even for their own son. Tuoba Hong again remembered his birth mother’s indescribable gaze when he was made crown prince.

Looking at Noble Consort Liu, who bore some resemblance to a certain someone, Tuoba Hong silently apologized in his heart. If the child in his arms could safely live to age two, then he would be his crown prince. But before that, it was better not to let mother and son become too close. He didn’t want his son to have the same painful memories as him.

After instructing the palace maids to take good care of Noble Consort Liu, Tuoba Hong personally carried his son out of the inner chamber and saw Feng Qi, who had been sitting in the side hall.

His father had already passed away two years ago, and Feng Qi still observed mourning for him according to Han customs, dressed entirely in plain white. She wore a cross-collar straight-sleeved upper garment with silver embroidered collar, a wide silk sash at her waist that outlined her slender figure, and below a soft silk long skirt that trailed on the ground in layers. Her features were like a painting, her brow shrouded in faint melancholy. Without makeup, she remained stunningly beautiful.

Tuoba Hong’s steps halted for a moment. Because he was carrying the child, he didn’t bow as usual but merely nodded slightly: “Greetings to the empress dowager.”

Feng Qi gracefully set down the white-glazed blue lotus tea cup in her hands, her gaze immediately falling on the swaddling clothes in Tuoba Hong’s arms. She naturally extended her hands toward him, saying softly: “Come, let me see.”

Tuoba Hong stepped forward and caught the sandalwood fragrance emanating from her body, causing him to freeze slightly. He knew she had been fasting and chanting Buddha’s name for his father in that Buddhist hall, but hadn’t expected even her body to be permeated with such heavy sandalwood scent.

Feng Qi took the swaddling clothes without waiting. The little baby probably found the sandalwood smell somewhat pungent and waved his little arms restlessly, crying and fussing.

Tuoba Hong quickly took his son back and stepped back several paces. Indeed, the little baby seemed to sense familiar breath and immediately quieted down.

A trace of loneliness flashed through Feng Qi’s beautiful eyes, then she curved her lips in a light smile: “It seems this child has no affinity with me. So be it.” The Buddhist hall was lonely – the more she fasted and chanted, the clearer became memories of past harmonious times. Feng Qi had wanted to raise this child by her side, but given the current situation, this wish couldn’t be fulfilled.

Tuoba Hong frowned slightly and couldn’t help advising: “Empress dowager, you must also take care of your health.” He was only fourteen this year. Though naturally intelligent, controlling a nation’s authority was truly too demanding. When he first ascended the throne two years ago, state power was manipulated by General of Chariots and Cavalry Yi Hun. That Yi Hun harbored ulterior motives, often distorting his edicts to eliminate dissidents. In just over forty days, he rose from General of Chariots and Cavalry to Grand Commandant and Supervisor of the Imperial Secretariat, finally becoming Chancellor, ranking above the crown prince, covering the sky with one hand and completely disregarding him as the young emperor.

He was unwilling to be controlled by others but had to admit he couldn’t contend with Yi Hun. In the end, it was Feng Qi, who had been chanting sutras in the Buddhist hall, who personally acted. She quietly observed Yi Hun’s arrogance, unexpectedly formulated a grand plan, and with lightning speed executed Yi Hun on charges of treason, then announced she would hold court and administer government. Though she rested in that empty Buddhist hall after court, every policy decree of the Great Wei dynasty was issued by her.

Tuoba Hong smiled bitterly to himself. Though she had personally taught him, he could never match her in either scheming or magnanimity.

Feng Qi seemed to see through his thoughts. She turned the purple sandalwood prayer beads in her hands and said gently: “Hong’er, rest assured. As long as you have the ability, this Great Wei dynasty will still belong to you.” Feng Qi looked tenderly at Tuoba Hong, who had grown into a handsome youth. In a trance, she was slightly dazed – when she had met Tuoba Jun, he had been about the same age. Tuoba Hong greatly resembled his father, and the person she thought of day and night seemed to stand before her intact. For a moment, Feng Qi couldn’t help but become entranced.

Tuoba Hong met her gaze and his heart skipped, then he sighed with melancholy. He knew she was seeing his father through him. Just as he was about to say something, he saw her gaze clear and she looked away without a trace.

Every time it was like this – she was the one who approached first, and she was also the one who withdrew first.

Tuoba Hong’s arms involuntarily tightened slightly. The baby in the swaddling clothes seemed uncomfortable and twisted restlessly. Tuoba Hong was alarmed and immediately relaxed his grip.

“Hong’er, have you given this child a name?” Feng Qi casually picked up the slightly cool tea cup and took a sip of warm tea.

“‘Raising the great outline’ – let’s call him Tuoba Hong,” Tuoba Hong said lightly.

“Tuoba… Hong?” Feng Qi slightly furrowed her beautiful brows, feeling it somewhat improper for father and son to share the same syllable in their names. But since Tuoba Hong had said so, she couldn’t deny him even the freedom to name his son. She could only nod lightly: “A good name. If this child can live past two years, I’ll personally teach him.”

Tuoba Hong watched Feng Qi gracefully rise, knowing the meaning in her words – she would return governmental authority to him in two years.

For a moment, he didn’t know whether he felt more joy or disappointment.

“Wealth and beauty to people are things people cannot abandon. Like a blade with honey – insufficient for one meal’s sweetness, but if a child licks it, there’s the danger of cutting the tongue…” Feng Qi’s ethereal voice, accompanied by familiar sandalwood fragrance, passed by his ear until her graceful figure disappeared around the corridor corner.

Tuoba Hong held his son in the swaddling clothes, still lost in thought.

Year 470 CE

“The emperor has awakened! The emperor has awakened!”

Tuoba Hong struggled to consciousness from his coma, hearing consecutive exclamations from eunuchs beside the bed. Feeling his throat extremely dry, Tuoba Hong deduced he had been unconscious for some time due to infection from sores.

“Your Majesty, you’ve just awakened – don’t rush.” An aged voice came from beside the bed, helping Tuoba Hong sit up while skillfully placing cushions behind him.

Looking up, Tuoba Hong discovered it was Chief Eunuch Shang Xie and couldn’t help smiling: “Eunuch Shang, I’m fine. You should go rest too.” Shang Xie had served in the Great Wei palace since Emperor Taiwu’s generation. He had received much care from him since childhood and regarded him as an elder in his heart. Seeing him now haggard from keeping vigil, he was quite worried.

Shang Xie tucked Tuoba Hong’s quilt properly and pointed beside him: “This old servant isn’t tired, but the crown prince has been guarding Your Majesty and refusing to sleep. He just couldn’t endure any longer and rested beside you.”

Only then did Tuoba Hong see a small figure lying on his dragon bed. The tender little face was full of worry, and even in sleep he wasn’t peaceful, his small hands tightly clutching Tuoba Hong’s clothes. Tuoba Hong, fearing his own tragedy would repeat with his son, had taken Tuoba Hong away from Noble Consort Liu’s side right after birth. Moreover, young Tuoba Hong simply couldn’t tolerate the sandalwood scent on Feng Qi, so this child had been personally raised and taught by Tuoba Hong. Last year on Tuoba Hong’s second birthday, he was made crown prince, his birth mother Noble Consort Liu was granted death, and Feng Qi had honored her promise by taking over Tuoba Hong’s care while relinquishing governmental affairs.

“Your Majesty, the little crown prince has been personally caring for you. Even the pus from your sores was personally cleaned by His Highness.” Shang Xie handed over a bowl of freshly brewed medicinal soup, deliberately lowering his voice to avoid waking Tuoba Hong, who had finally fallen asleep.

Warmth filled Tuoba Hong’s heart. He took the medicine and drank it all, not even finding the bitter medicine unpalatable. Returning the empty bowl, he waved at Shang Xie: “Eunuch Shang, you may all withdraw. I need to rest a while more.” He knew if he didn’t sleep, Shang Xie would absolutely refuse to leave.

Tuoba Hong lay back down, seeing the small body lying wholeheartedly beside him, and couldn’t help embracing him in his arms.

When he awakened again, Tuoba Hong found his physical condition much improved. Opening his eyes, he saw a pair of clear black and white eyes staring straight at him. Upon discovering he was awake, those clear pupils clearly showed great joy.

“Father Emperor!” The corners of Tuoba Hong’s little mouth flew upward. Eunuch Shang really hadn’t lied to him – Father Emperor was indeed fine!

Tuoba Hong, in excellent spirits, ruffled Tuoba Hong’s disheveled hair – soft with an excellent feel. “Hong’er, you’ve been staying with Father Emperor these days. Did you properly ask leave from the empress dowager?”

Hearing Father Emperor mention Feng Qi, Tuoba Hong’s little face couldn’t help but turn cold. He snorted lightly through his little nose: “She doesn’t have time to bother with me now!”

The hand stroking Tuoba Hong’s head paused. Tuoba Hong rarely heard his son speak in such a tone and couldn’t help frowning: “How can you speak of the empress dowager this way? Do you understand propriety?”

Tuoba Hong seemed stimulated, his big eyes immediately widening like saucers as he angrily said in a crisp voice: “I don’t understand propriety? Does she understand propriety? Consorting with men in the harem – is that the propriety of a nation’s empress dowager?”

These words struck Tuoba Hong like lightning from clear skies. His mind went blank, only hearing himself ask in a daze: “Who taught you to say these words?” Yes, many people couldn’t bear seeing him and Feng Qi coexist peacefully, often gossiping in their ears hoping to gain some advantage from the conflict. Hong’er was so young – what could he understand?

“What do you mean who taught me? I saw it with my own eyes! That man is Li Yi, younger brother of Minister of Southern Affairs Li Fu. I’d seen him at palace night banquets before, but didn’t know he had such a relationship with the empress dowager!” Though only three years old, Tuoba Hong had grown up in the palace and understood what he should understand, and what he shouldn’t touch he also understood. Moreover, this wasn’t a secret in the empress dowager’s palace. Their Xianbei people didn’t take propriety and chastity too seriously. Even Feng Qi, who advocated Han Confucianism, only wore Han clothing and chanted Buddhist sutras. In her actions and behavior, she had none of the restraint of Han women. But for some reason, all the palace servants had tacitly kept this matter from Father Emperor.

After finishing his complaint, Tuoba Hong was raising his little face indignantly when he saw Father Emperor, who had just recovered from serious illness, silently rise and summon eunuchs to wash and dress. That handsome face showed no expression, his whole body emanating frightening murderous aura. Tuoba Hong vaguely understood why no one dared speak of Feng Qi’s secrets before Father Emperor – because no one dared bear the emperor’s wrath. But Tuoba Hong didn’t quite understand that Father Emperor’s current state wasn’t merely because of Feng Qi’s harem misconduct.

Watching Tuoba Hong stride away, Tuoba Hong sat dazedly on the bed for a while before startling awake, quickly summoning eunuchs to dress him rapidly, then clattered out in his shoes. But when he rushed into the empress dowager’s palace, he saw drops of fresh blood. His father stood there holding a sharp sword, blood still dripping from the sword tip. That Li Yi lay on the ground, a bloody hole in his chest, already lifeless.

Tuoba Hong’s little face went pale. Only now did he discover that Li Yi’s features actually bore some resemblance to his father – both equally young and handsome with deep-set features. Tuoba Hong shivered deeply, instinctively feeling he had discovered an extremely hidden secret, so he didn’t enter the hall but timidly stood by the window outside.

Feng Qi was currently chanting sutras in the Buddhist hall. Upon the eunuch’s report, she hurried over but paused when she saw the already dead Li Yi. She no longer wore the plain white mourning appearance of three years ago, but instead wore loose, flowing wine-red gold-embroidered dress and skirt, with a goose-yellow wide sash at her waist. The wide sleeves and hem fluttered rapidly with her movement, appearing magnificently regal and incomparably noble. Her face also bore a light layer of rouge – even Tuoba Hong had never seen such a beautiful Feng Qi. For a moment he couldn’t help but be stunned, then thinking of whom she had carefully adorned herself for, he became even more furious.

Feng Qi had now clearly seen the situation in the hall. A trace of resentment crossed her beautiful face before being perfectly concealed. She looked at the blood-dripping blade in Tuoba Hong’s hand and said lightly: “Your Majesty has just recovered from serious illness. Why not rest properly instead of coming to my place?”

Tuoba Hong gripped the blade tighter. Actually, he shouldn’t have been so impulsive. He could have found some fault and dealt with it gradually – he wasn’t afraid this Li Yi wouldn’t meet a bad end.

He had really just wanted to see what kind of person this Li Yi was, but upon seeing this young man who bore some resemblance to him, he couldn’t control the towering rage in his heart.

Clearly, the one who most resembled Father wasn’t he?

Clearly, in the hibiscus flowers, the first to find her weeping wasn’t he?

Clearly, the first one she had wanted to depend on wasn’t he?

Why couldn’t it be him?

Tuoba Hong heard his own voice saying coldly: “Minister of Southern Affairs Li Fu accepted bribes and was reported. Li Yi just refused to admit it and spoke disrespectfully to me. In my momentary rage, I acted carelessly.”

Feng Qi raised her willow eyebrows and snorted sarcastically: “Your Majesty truly acts according to whim. Do you take the Censorate as decoration? I really don’t feel comfortable entrusting this Great Wei dynasty to Your Majesty’s hands. It seems tomorrow I should still hold court and administer government.”

Tuoba Hong’s expression stiffened, knowing that today’s actions had indeed gone too far. In Feng Qi’s anger, she actually wanted to reclaim the governmental authority she had relinquished just one year ago.

Feng Qi gracefully crouched down, not caring that her magnificent dress was stained with filth in the pool of blood. She gently closed Li Yi’s eyes that wouldn’t close in death, then rose and left without any lingering attachment.

“Those who love and desire are like holding torches against the wind – they will surely suffer the calamity of burned hands…” Feng Qi’s blood-stained dress left mottled traces in the hall, which gradually dried in her soft chanting, becoming an ugly bloodstain.

Tuoba Hong staggered as if his hand had been burned. His body, just recovered from serious illness, could no longer hold the long sword, which clattered to the ground with endless echoes in the empty hall.

Chapter 2: The Solitary Jade Buddha · 3
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“You’re insane!” Feng Qi pushed open the doors of the administrative hall with one palm, glaring furiously at Tuoba Hong seated behind the desk.

The brush in Tuoba Hong’s hand didn’t tremble in the slightest. He continued writing out the Buddhist sutra in flowing script, only setting down his brush and raising his head when finished, smiling as he looked at the uninvited Feng Qi. He discovered that Buddha was truly a wonderful refuge – since last year when he had decided to abandon worldly affairs and devote himself wholeheartedly to Buddhism, his heart had become much more peaceful. Even seeing her again, his heart’s lake couldn’t stir the slightest ripple. He regarded the woman before him with purely appreciative eyes.

Feng Qi was stunned by his gaze. She had long grown accustomed to this young man looking at her with either adoring or passionate eyes, but had never imagined he would observe her so peacefully and calmly. Only now did Feng Qi realize that Tuoba Hong was already eighteen years old – in two more years he could undergo the capping ceremony according to Han custom. But the man sitting there now was already a graceful and handsome emperor, just like Tuoba Jun who had once stayed by her side many years ago.

Feng Qi tucked back a few loose strands that had fallen from her hurried arrival, trying to calm her voice. She took a deep breath but couldn’t hide the towering anger in her heart: “Your Majesty, you’re only eighteen this year. Why do you want to abdicate?”

Tuoba Hong fingered the freshly dried Buddhist sutra and smiled: “Since you handle state affairs, I’m at ease.”

Feng Qi’s breath caught in her chest. Was he complaining that she hadn’t relinquished power to him? But wasn’t he the one who had unauthorized killed her male favorite? Wasn’t she allowed to vent her anger? She wanted to voice these questions, but meeting Tuoba Hong’s gaze as calm as water, she knew that even if she asked, he definitely wouldn’t answer. Feng Qi gritted her teeth, her voice seeming to squeeze through her teeth as she said word by word: “You’re comfortable passing the throne to Tuoba Hong? He’s only four years old this year!”

Tuoba Hong continued smiling lightly: “Isn’t there still you?” He lowered his eyelids, concealing the expression in his eyes. Was there a difference between four years old and eighteen? He’d rather be a carefree retired emperor, moving away from this palace that had imprisoned the first half of his life. Outside, the sky was high and clouds broad. Why should he be entangled with things that never belonged to him anyway?

The throne had never belonged to him.

Power had never belonged to him.

She… had also never belonged to him.

Feng Qi clenched the purple sandalwood prayer beads in her hand and said coldly: “I’ll ask you one last time – are you determined to abdicate?”

“Yes.” Tuoba Hong raised his head again, smiling as if the wind were light and clouds gentle.

A cold gleam flashed in Feng Qi’s phoenix eyes as she snorted: “Then don’t regret it later.” With that, she turned and swept away.

Tuoba Hong stared blankly at her retreating figure for a long while, then smiled self-mockingly and picked up his brush to continue transcribing Buddhist sutras.

In August, on a day of brilliant sunshine and cloudless skies, at the abdication ceremony Tuoba Hong personally led four-year-old Tuoba Hong up to the great hall, then lifted him onto the dragon throne. Tuoba Hong knew he definitely wasn’t the youngest emperor in history, but was certainly the youngest retired emperor.

Feng Qi stood to one side, wearing deep purple robes with phoenix patterns, watching coldly with her thin lips pressed tightly together.

Tuoba Hong didn’t spare attention for her, but stood beside the dragon throne, stroking his son’s head and asking gently in a low voice: “Hong’er, why are you crying?”

Tuoba Hong was already in tears, clutching at Tuoba Hong’s sleeve corner and sobbing: “Father Emperor doesn’t want me anymore…”

“How could I not want Hong’er? It’s just that Father Emperor is tired. Hong’er can understand Father Emperor, right?” Tuoba Hong’s smile dimmed. He knew how irresponsible this action was, but since he was just a figurehead in the palace anyway, why humiliate himself? It wasn’t that he’d never had need for power – he’d just tried it and wasn’t as good as Feng Qi. With his overly simple personality, he simply couldn’t understand the factional entanglements at court. Though their conflicts these past years hadn’t been major, if this continued, it would inevitably lead to irreparable tragedy. Feng Qi only needed a puppet, so the still-young Tuoba Hong would presumably better suit her intentions.

“Father Emperor…” Tuoba Hong continued crying and wouldn’t let go. He didn’t understand other things, but he knew that from today onward, his father would move out of the palace to live. He had been raised personally by his father since childhood. Even after being given to Feng Qi for education at age two, she wouldn’t let him stay overnight – he still returned to his father’s side at night. But if Father Emperor left the palace, what would he do?

Tuoba Hong used his sleeve to carefully wipe away the tears on Tuoba Hong’s little face, then pried away his small fingers clutching his sleeve one by one. Hardening his heart, he slowly knelt on one knee beside the dragon throne. From this angle, he could see Feng Qi’s blazing phoenix eyes on the other side.

Yes, years ago she had taught him that except for Buddha, he need not kneel to anyone.

But this time was different. He was no longer emperor – what was wrong with kneeling to worship the ruler he had chosen?

Tuoba Hong grasped the corner of Tuoba Hong’s dragon robe and slowly lowered his head, reverently giving a light kiss.

“I pay respects to my sovereign.”

He had entrusted this country to him. Though not now, he believed the Great Wei dynasty would prosper under Tuoba Hong’s hands.

“We pay respects to our sovereign!!!” The court ministers below also prostrated themselves, their voices of worship resounding to the heavens. In the entire great hall, only Feng Qi stood gracefully in place, watching all this with an indecipherable expression.

In her sleeve was a paper that a eunuch had taken from Tuoba Hong’s study, with only one sentence written repeatedly:

“From love and desire comes worry, from worry comes fear. If one separates from love, what worry, what fear?”

If one separates from love, what worry, what fear?!

Feng Qi crumpled the paper in her sleeve, a trace of resentment flashing across her beautiful face.

He would definitely regret this…

Year 472 CE

Tuoba Hong stood with hands behind his back in the courtyard, admiring red plums in the falling snow, completely at ease.

Since moving out of the imperial palace, Tuoba Hong had been in a completely relaxed state, feeling for the first time that his destiny was in his own hands. He closed his doors to visitors, completely detached from court, spending his days only copying Buddhist sutras and admiring garden scenery, living easily and freely. Though he was only nineteen and should by reason be unable to get used to such a life of idle clouds and solitary cranes, he loved this lifestyle immensely.

“Retired Emperor, Eunuch Shang from the palace has come saying he has urgent business to discuss.” A servant reported from the courtyard gate. Though the retired emperor had said he would see no one, they were all old hands who had served by the retired emperor’s side and knew Eunuch Shang couldn’t be neglected.

Tuoba Hong was startled, then immediately turned toward the front hall. He knew if it were ordinary matters, Shang Xie definitely wouldn’t come to disturb him. He walked faster and faster through the corridors, the bad premonition in his heart gradually expanding.

“Retired Emperor!” Seeing Tuoba Hong, Shang Xie, who had been pacing anxiously in the front hall, rushed forward and said urgently: “Retired Emperor, His Majesty was called by the Grand Empress Dowager for instruction. I don’t know what displeased the Grand Empress Dowager, but he’s been locked in the firewood shed for two days and three nights! It’s said the Grand Empress Dowager hasn’t sent any food to His Majesty at all!”

Tuoba Hong was completely stunned. He had never imagined Feng Qi would treat Tuoba Hong so harshly. That child was only five this year, and now in the depths of winter – forget two days and three nights, even half an hour locked in the firewood shed would be unbearable, much less without food…

Tuoba Hong felt all the blood in his body instantly reverse. Not caring that he wore only casual clothes with his hair simply tied behind his ears, without even time to prepare a carriage, he had someone bring a horse and galloped toward the palace.

Shang Xie leaned shakily on his walking stick, looking uneasily at the hoofprints in the snow and sighing deeply.

Tuoba Hong huddled in the low, dark firewood shed, looking disdainfully at the meat pie in his hand but still couldn’t help taking a bite.

Actually, that Feng Qi hadn’t really done anything to him, but Tuoba Hong didn’t like her at all and opposed her in everything. This time he’d been sent to the firewood shed to reflect, but this was actually a good opportunity.

Tuoba Hong puffed his little cheeks, struggling to swallow the meat pie while thinking of using this to get Father Emperor to come see him. He hadn’t seen Father Emperor for a whole month since the New Year’s palace banquet! Moreover, Father Emperor was so devout in worshipping Buddha that he really feared Father Emperor might have a moment of despair and become a monk. Besides, he hadn’t said anything wrong – the Empress Dowager indeed hadn’t sent him food, but she hadn’t prevented his eunuchs from bringing it either. He’d been staying with the empress dowager for two days and three nights, and Eunuch Shang didn’t know the specific situation, so it wasn’t wrong for him to imagine the worst!

Hearing the informing eunuch outside make a cat’s meow, Tuoba Hong quickly stuffed the unfinished meat pie behind a pile of dry firewood in the corner, then forcefully slapped his cheeks with his hands before curling up on the ground hugging his knees.

When Tuoba Hong pushed open the firewood shed door, he saw his son lying pitifully on the cold ground, helplessly curled up, his little face red probably from fever, his small body trembling from cold from time to time. Tuoba Hong’s heart ached greatly. He rushed forward in a few steps to embrace Tuoba Hong, immediately leaving this place with him and returning to the sleeping palace to summon imperial physicians for treatment.

“Father Emperor… You finally came to see me…” Tuoba Hong opened his big eyes, looking lovingly at the Father Emperor he hadn’t seen for so long.

“Yes, Father Emperor has come.” Hearing his hoarse voice, Tuoba Hong felt even more heartbroken, his arms holding him tightening further.

Tuoba Hong nuzzled in his father’s arms – so cool. Only then did he notice with alarm that Tuoba Hong also wasn’t wearing a fur coat, having definitely rushed over immediately upon hearing the news. Tuoba Hong felt both heartache and satisfaction, raising his little face pleadingly: “Father Emperor… it seems I’m not suited to be emperor. This Great Wei dynasty’s throne – give it back to Father Emperor, all right?”

Yes, this had been the little emperor’s wish these days. He hated this cold palace, hated the empty dragon bed, and even more hated seeing that woman every day. He hoped to return to the past when, even though he had to go to Feng Qi daily for instruction, he could still have Father Emperor’s company every day.

Tuoba Hong entered the warm sleeping hall and gently placed Tuoba Hong on the bed. He wiped the coal dust from his face with his hand, suppressing his angry mood and saying gently: “Hong’er, do you think being emperor is playing house? You are already this Great Wei dynasty’s emperor – this cannot be changed.”

Tuoba Hong disappointedly pouted his little mouth.

Tuoba Hong warmed his cold little hands with his own, a gleam flashing in his eyes as he said firmly: “However, this time I will be your blade. Buddha said: ‘Lay down the butcher’s knife and immediately become Buddha.’ For my son, what does it matter if I lay down Buddha and take up the butcher’s knife again?”

Tuoba Hong was speechless. This… was completely different from what he had expected!
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Year 476 CE

Tuoba Hong dismounted swiftly at the palace gates, handed the reins to a guard, then removed his helmet and strode toward the palace interior. As retired emperor, he didn’t need to remove his sword in the palace, nor wait for summons to enter.

Looking at the long-missed palace grounds, Tuoba Hong couldn’t help feeling the attachment of returning home. Though before age eighteen, he had always viewed this place as a prison, these five years of leading troops in campaigns everywhere had filled him with nostalgia for here. Watching eunuchs and palace maids prostrate themselves one by one as he passed, their faces showing heartfelt reverence and awe, Tuoba Hong smiled with satisfaction.

Five years ago, after discovering that retreat couldn’t bring him true freedom, Tuoba Hong had decided to create a realm of protection for his son. Since he couldn’t compete with Feng Qi in the court, he turned his attention to the military.

As emperor of the Xianbei people, though Tuoba Hong had grown up in the deep palace under women’s care, he had never neglected archery and military strategy. Only then did he fully understand that if he didn’t want to be looked down upon, he must possess great strength. Fortunately he had already abdicated to Tuoba Hong – if he were still emperor, he definitely couldn’t personally lead troops in campaigns. During these five years, externally he had campaigned north and south expanding territory, while internally, as his own power grew, he could take opportunities to inspect the country, rectify administration, and promote talent. Continuing this diligent governance with both internal and external efforts would surely create a clear and stable realm for Tuoba Hong. He was only twenty-three this year – the future was still long.

The more Tuoba Hong thought, the more ambitious he felt. He wasn’t a very ambitious person, just wanting to protect the only person he cared about. When Tuoba Hong grew up, he could gradually hand state affairs over to him.

Tuoba Hong thought his son was already nine years old this year. This campaign had lasted over a year without seeing him – he wondered if he had been eating well and whether he’d grown taller. Tuoba Hong’s steps quickened, but just as he was about to step out of the corridor, a eunuch rushed out from the side, prostrating before him and saying respectfully: “Retired Emperor, the Grand Empress Dowager requests your presence.”

Tuoba Hong narrowed his eyes slightly, hesitated only briefly, then nodded: “Lead the way.”

Following the eunuch through winding corridors, Tuoba Hong didn’t know where he was being taken. He had rarely returned during these five years, and the palace had been renovated. It was midsummer now with flowers blooming in splendor. Tuoba Hong relaxed seeing the beautiful scenery. The eunuch didn’t stop until reaching a pavilion in a hibiscus flower garden.

Tuoba Hong looked at the graceful silhouette warming wine and admiring flowers in the pavilion, his heart pounding violently.

This woman – even though he now stood opposite her, even though he had long cut off his fantasies about her, at the moment of seeing her, he still couldn’t deceive his heart.

His campaigns abroad were actually also to avoid her, weren’t they?

Tuoba Hong sighed silently and stepped onto the stairs leading to the pavilion, walking up step by step.

Hearing the crisp friction of armor, Feng Qi turned her head and saw a young, handsome man holding a helmet, wearing silver armor, incomparably valiant, his features filled with the dignified and commanding presence forged on battlefields, stepping forward in the sunlight. The armor on his body reflected sunlight so blindingly one couldn’t look directly, so magnificent he seemed almost like a heavenly general descended to earth.

Feng Qi couldn’t help narrowing her phoenix eyes. Her originally firm resolve wavered violently before being forcefully suppressed again.

Tuoba Hong also raised his head, looking at Feng Qi in lake-blue dress among the hibiscus flowers, more beautiful than the blooms. Time had left few traces on her face – she remained stunningly beautiful. Tuoba Hong couldn’t help being dazed, almost thinking he’d returned to their first meeting years ago. Then she had also worn lake-blue palace maid dress, hiding among hibiscus flowers crying softly…

It was actually the same now.

Her lips were clearly upturned, but her expression looked like she was about to cry.

Tuoba Hong could clearly see that her face was covered by a mask, hiding her gentleness and replacing it with calculation and coldness.

He knew that if he wanted, if he reached out his hand, he could remove that mask from her face and see her former self again. He also knew that if she wanted, if she lifted her hand, she could remove that sanctimonious mask.

But neither of them moved.

Only after their gazes met for an instant did they simultaneously avoid each other’s eyes.

She still wore that mask, while he still clenched his fists.

Feng Qi knew the mask she wore could easily be removed, but she also knew that if a mask was worn too long, even she didn’t know how to take it off anymore. Even she beneath the mask had gradually become like the mask – the former her could no longer be found.

She heard herself smile and say: “Hong’er, you’ve returned. Would you like to drink with me?”

Feng Qi knew the young, handsome man before her wouldn’t refuse. He was madly infatuated with her, even now.

The Xianbei people weren’t like the Han – fathers and sons, brothers sharing wives wasn’t unusual. Back then, if she had loosened up slightly, she could have easily controlled this young emperor through love.

But she hadn’t wanted to use such methods against him. She wanted a perfect emperor who could replace Tuoba Jun. She arranged concubines for him, watched his son be born, hoping to see a powerful emperor born who would lead Tuoba Jun’s empire to prosperity.

But she had been disappointed. He actually turned to Buddhism? Abdicated? Even led troops to war?

Such an emperor was better not needed.

She would take over the empire Jun had left. Because this empire should have belonged to her grandfather originally, now belonged to her – she wouldn’t give it to anyone.

Feng Qi watched Tuoba Hong set down his helmet and sit before her. She rolled up her cloud-like sleeves and personally poured wine for him, watching him slowly drink all the poisoned wine she had specially prepared for him, not leaving a drop.

Watching him suddenly widen his handsome eyes, looking at her in disbelief, blood constantly overflowing from his lips, Feng Qi suddenly felt her heart pierced like needles, as if she were the one who had drunk poison.

So she really had changed.

It was she who was unwilling to give up power and government, she who had truly fallen into the whirlpool of authority.

Only because power was all that remained in her life, she wouldn’t let go.

Just like after a Buddha statue cracked, its true form was broken and could never be a Buddha statue again.

Just like she was no longer the kind-eyed, benevolent Bodhisattva of years past – in time’s ferocity, she had long fallen and transformed into an Asura.

Feng Qi lightly tucked the loose hair by her ears and sighed ethereally: “Buddha says life has seven sufferings: birth, aging, sickness, death, meeting with hatred, separation from love, and not obtaining what one seeks…”

In 476 CE, Northern Wei Emperor Xianwen Tuoba Hong was poisoned by Grand Empress Dowager Feng Qi at only twenty-three years old.

The next day, Tuoba Hong suppressed the rage in his chest and waited for Feng Qi’s summons before the Buddhist hall. Like his father eleven years ago, he pushed open the doors of that Buddhist hall and saw that head-separated, broken Solitary Jade Buddha.

In 493 CE, Tuoba Hong moved the capital to Luoyang and began construction of the famous Longmen Grottoes.

In 499 CE, Northern Wei Emperor Xiaowen Tuoba Hong contracted illness and died suddenly at only thirty-three years old.

The Buddha statue’s curse continued…

Year 2012 CE, Luoyang Longmen Grottoes

“Wow… it’s really magnificent…” In the dark night, beneath the towering Buddha statue of Binyang Central Cave, stood a young man wearing a black shirt embroidered with red dragon patterns. But these words weren’t spoken by him.

On the owner’s shoulder perched a rabbit plushie – it was the doctor. He felt the paulownia puppet was too inconvenient. Thinking of the artificial body setting from some anime he’d seen before, he felt that in his situation, a soft plushie would be easier to control, so he had the owner find a plushie to try. Though this soft, cute appearance left him somewhat speechless, at least this way he could control the plushie’s hand and foot movements. Compared to the immobile paulownia puppet, the doctor was quite satisfied.

Though it would be better if it were a more imposing lion or tiger design, the doctor moved his overly long rabbit ears with some exasperation. But he was quickly distracted by the story the owner had just told. “Owner, the jade Buddha in your hand is that Solitary Jade Buddha, right? Is the curse really so strange?”

In the brocade box in the owner’s hands, a jade Buddha lay quietly within. Gold rings were embedded at the head and neck, perfectly concealing the original hideous crack, making it look like the Buddha statue wore golden ring decorations. The owner looked down indifferently: “That’s right. Since Emperor Taiwu, basically every Northern Wei emperor failed to live past prime age. Emperor Xiaowen Tuoba Hong lived the longest, only because he was diligent in government and loved the people, and also built the Longmen Grottoes. Actually, he built the Longmen Grottoes not for himself, but to pray for his father’s blessings. So after Tuoba Hong died, his posthumous title was ‘Xiao’ (Filial).”

“This Solitary Jade Buddha is stained with an imperial curse, so it should be able to suppress the Heaven and Earth emperor’s energy of this place.” The owner sighed gently. When he had presented this Solitary Jade Buddha to Northern Wei Emperor Taiwu years ago, it hadn’t been for such a purpose. Jade was an auspicious object, but broken jade was evil, and a shattered jade Buddha was utterly fallen – all the surface benevolence couldn’t hide the inner darkness.

The doctor watched the owner bury the Solitary Jade Buddha in Binyang Central Cave just as he had with the Heavenly Yue Axe, and couldn’t help murmuring: “The Heavenly Yue Axe represented imperial suspicion – what does this Solitary Jade Buddha represent?”

The owner was silent for a long time before sighing lightly: “Life has seven sufferings: birth, aging, sickness, death, meeting with hatred, separation from love, and not obtaining what one seeks… Even emperors are mortals who cannot escape these seven sufferings of the human world…”

Chapter 3: The Dragon-Patterned Bell · 1
As always, the small seal script signboard overhead and the antique carved doors before him still carried the heavy sense of history.

Lu Zigang stood before Ya She’s entrance, feeling somewhat melancholy.

It had been over two months since his last visit to this mysterious antique shop, and his memories had gradually filled with fragments that didn’t belong to him. Even Lu Zigang, who was an atheist, couldn’t help but suspect he might truly be the reincarnation of the Ming dynasty’s Lu Zigang.

Otherwise, how could he so coincidentally share the same surname and given name? How could he have obtained the cutting knife? And how could he have inexplicably gained jade-carving skills?

Lu Zigang pressed his slightly aching temples. Ever since the cutting knife had been stained with Hu Hai’s blood, he didn’t know if it was his imagination, but he always felt something was wrong with him – he would inexplicably feel alarmed and uneasy from time to time.

When the owner had given him the cutting knife, he had specifically warned him not to let the blade touch blood. But in his previous life’s memories, the kun knife used by the divine chef Xia Zelan would inevitably be stained with blood…

Lu Zigang thought that he had inexplicably received a phone call from the owner and traveled all this way by plane, partly because he wanted to ask about this matter.

Lu Zigang took a deep breath, reached out to push open that carved door, and was greeted by a refreshing sandalwood fragrance that lifted his spirits. The shop’s interior arrangement was no different from his last visit. Perhaps it was just psychological, but Lu Zigang, remembering his strange encounter at Ya She last time, felt uneasy looking at any antique here.

“You’ve come?” The owner’s indifferent voice echoed in the shop. Lu Zigang looked toward the sound and saw the owner emerge from behind the jade screen in the inner room, with a cute rabbit plushie actually perched on his shoulder. The long rabbit ears drooped in front of the owner – no matter how you looked at it, this scene was discordant.

Lu Zigang stared wide-eyed as the owner walked past him as if nothing was amiss, then skillfully boiled water and brewed tea. When the tea fragrance overpowered the sandalwood scent, Lu Zigang finally came to his senses and coughed embarrassedly: “Owner, I actually have something I want to ask you too.”

Carefully taking out the cutting knife he carried with him from his pocket, Lu Zigang hesitated for a moment before saying: “Last time, by accident, this cutting knife got stained with blood…” His voice grew quieter and quieter, like a child waiting for a teacher’s scolding.

This couldn’t be blamed on Lu Zigang’s attitude, because in the inexplicably appearing memories of his past life, the owner existed like a teacher figure. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have immediately flown over just because of the other’s vague phone call.

“Was it your blood?” The owner didn’t take the cutting knife but handed over the blue-green glazed gold-painted teacup in his hand.

“No…” Lu Zigang quickly set down the cutting knife and received the cup with both hands. After taking a light sip of the fragrant tea, he said: “It was that Hu Hai’s blood, when he was summoning souls with the Book of the Dead.” Lu Zigang didn’t continue because he saw the owner’s brow clearly furrow at his words.

Had he really committed a taboo? Lu Zigang became terrified, realizing his hands holding the blue-green glazed gold-painted teacup were involuntarily trembling. He quickly placed this precious teacup on the counter.

The owner’s furrowed brow lasted only an instant, then he said calmly: “This matter isn’t your fault. It’s fine.” Everything was probably predestined – even if he tried to prevent it, it would be useless.

Really no problem? Lu Zigang wanted to ask further, but he intuitively felt that even if he continued asking, the owner wouldn’t easily speak. He put away the cutting knife and picked up the teacup again to drink tea. Only then did he calm down and feel the tea fragrance filling his mouth, sighing a few appreciative words before saying: “Owner, what did you call me here for?” As Lu Zigang spoke, his gaze fell on the rabbit plushie on the owner’s shoulder, still unable to adapt to this bizarre scene.

The owner took out a small brocade box from the counter, only palm-sized. When opened, it revealed a copper piece the size of a fingertip – one end straight, the other with a ring-shaped connection. The copper piece also bore spots of verdigris, showing its ancient age.

Lu Zigang raised an eyebrow and immediately leaned in for a closer look. Having been immersed in antiquities for a long time, he could tell at a glance what it was: “This is a copper clapper? I wonder which bell it’s a component from?”

“This is a copper clapper from a dragon-patterned bell.” The owner paused for a moment, then explained in detail: “A bell is an ancient musical instrument – basically a slightly larger bell, shaped like a nao or zheng but with a clapper. It was used in ancient times to announce governmental and religious decrees, and was also an ancient musical instrument popular in China from the Spring and Autumn period to the Han dynasty. It makes sound when shaken, and depending on the clapper’s material, it’s divided into two types: metal bells and wooden bells – those with copper clappers are metal bells, those with wooden clappers are wooden bells.”

Lu Zigang looked up strangely. He wasn’t ignorant of this basic knowledge – why would the owner… wait, why did he see the rabbit plushie’s ears on the owner’s shoulder move? Lu Zigang steadied himself and said: “Owner, what’s the origin of this copper clapper? Where is the dragon-patterned bell that goes with this copper clapper?”

“That dragon-patterned bell should currently be in Storage Room 12 of the National Museum.” The owner spoke with great certainty, as if he’d seen it with his own eyes. He took out a piece of paper and handed it over: “I’m willing to trade the three antiques listed here for it.”

Lu Zigang took the paper, and his heart jumped the moment his hand touched it. The paper was white, dense, with pure texture and contained hidden cloud patterns – truly top-grade Xuan paper. Before he could ponder the paper’s origins, he was shocked speechless by the three antique names written in Han clerical script.

The owner had anticipated his reaction and calmly drank tea while waiting for him to recover, occasionally reaching out to pet the rabbit plushie on his shoulder.

Even Lu Zigang, who knew Ya She contained countless treasures, couldn’t help losing composure upon suddenly seeing these three antique names. He smiled bitterly: “Owner, this puts me in a difficult position. I’m just an intern researcher – I can’t make such decisions.”

“Then go find someone who can make decisions.” The owner blew on his hot tea and said indifferently: “Trading object for object is reasonable. That dragon-patterned bell is just an inconspicuous antique, at a level the state can trade. Moreover, I can give you one of these items first as a deposit. But I require the dragon-patterned bell to be brought to me before the end of the month, otherwise the deal is void.”

Lu Zigang tactfully didn’t ask about the dragon-patterned bell’s origins. After all, the owner had no obligation to explain, and any one of the three antiques on this Xuan paper seemed comparable to that dragon-patterned bell.

He pondered while drinking tea for a long time before nodding: “I’ll do my best. But owner, it would be best if I could take this copper clapper too. After all, only after restoring that dragon-patterned bell might it be possible for the experts above to reach a final appraisal conclusion.”

The owner nodded indifferently, took out a brocade box from the counter, and handed it to Lu Zigang along with the small box containing the copper clapper. Finally, he warned: “Remember, restoring the dragon-patterned bell doesn’t matter, but absolutely do not shake the dragon-patterned bell to make it sound.”

Lu Zigang raised his eyebrows in surprise but didn’t take it too seriously. After checking the antiques he’d received, he left in a hurry.

Almost the moment Lu Zigang left, the rabbit plushie on the owner’s shoulder sat up straight, its two long ears swaying: “Owner, what is that bell? Which emperor’s antique is it?”

The owner picked up the blue-green glazed gold-painted teacup Lu Zigang had used, carefully washed it clean with water, then put it back in its place before saying: “In the Bronze Age, bronze artifacts could only be used by the most noble people. Bronze ritual vessels were praised as media for communicating with the gods. Bronze instruments that could make sounds – bells, nao, zheng, duo, chunyu, goujian, and others – became tools exclusive to those in power, used for issuing decrees, military movements, banquet entertainment, religious sacrifices, and other activities. The duo was specifically used when announcing governmental and religious decrees.”

The doctor knew the owner hadn’t finished speaking, so he listened patiently. These days after losing his body had been incredibly carefree – no need to wake up early and stay up late, no need to clock in at work. Every day he just followed the owner cleaning and maintaining various strange antiques, gaining much knowledge. The only thing the doctor was dissatisfied with was that he couldn’t eat anymore – otherwise he wouldn’t mind having this kind of vacation for longer.

“Do you know King Zhou of Shang? The dragon-patterned bell I want belonged to him. That dragon-patterned bell had the ability to make people obey commands. Every time King Zhou issued decrees, he would shake that dragon-patterned bell. Legend says it was made by Daji’s hand.” After washing his hands, the owner added more hot water to the teapot.

“Wow! No wonder you warned that Lu fellow not to shake the dragon-patterned bell! This means if he really shook it, wouldn’t he be able to control others to listen to him?” The doctor was filled with envy, jealousy, and hatred – this was basically a divine artifact!

“Such a powerful weapon… no, such a demonic object – why don’t you keep it in Ya She, owner?”

Did he think he was Fahai, collecting demonic objects… The owner complained silently and took a sip of tea: “Do you think Ya She can contain all things under heaven? Ridiculous. This dragon-patterned bell caused great chaos in the realm. King Wu of Zhou’s destruction of Shang was after he first stole the dragon-patterned bell. King Wu once said that although this dragon-patterned bell was extremely useful, it was a demonic object that led people to corruption, and had Jiang Taigong cast spells to seal it.”

“After that, this dragon-patterned bell became an ordinary antique, until over a thousand years later when Jiang Taigong’s seal gradually wore off, and this dragon-patterned bell eventually fell into the hands of Yang Guang, who was still a prince at the time.”

“Yang Guang? I know him – that’s the one who used schemes to usurp his elder brother the crown prince’s position, the militaristic Emperor Yang of Sui!” The doctor suddenly understood: “I thought that Emperor Wen of Sui, who unified the realm, wouldn’t be so foolish as to depose the crown prince – so there was another reason! But the Qin and Sui dynasties were quite similar – both unified the realm from chaos, then collapsed after two generations, followed by the rare prosperous Han and Tang dynasties. Speaking of which, this Emperor Yang of Sui was the same kind of spendthrift as Hu Hai…”

The doctor rarely had something to say, so naturally he rambled on for quite a while before noticing the owner seemed somewhat distracted, then brought the topic back: “Owner, how did this dragon-patterned bell’s copper clapper get separated from the bell?”

“Oh, Yang Guang abused the dragon-patterned bell, bringing disaster to the people. But as emperor he covered the sky with one hand. In my haste, I couldn’t find a suitable replica to replace it, so I could only swap out the clapper inside.” The owner explained matter-of-factly.

“Wow…” The doctor imagined that after the tyrant Yang Guang discovered the dragon-patterned bell no longer worked, he was overthrown by rebel armies from various regions. It had to be said, the owner’s move was even more impressive than King Wu of Zhou’s – separating the copper clapper from the dragon-patterned bell eliminated the danger of future exploitation. But having Lu Zigang restore the dragon-patterned bell now, though it was to suppress the Heaven and Earth Grand Formation, who could guarantee no accidents would occur?

The doctor wouldn’t forget that Fusu, who was occupying his body, planned to unify the realm.

The owner seemed to see through the doctor’s worries and sighed lightly: “Everything is fate. Let’s wait and see.”

Hu Hai removed the golden ghost mask from his face, hesitated for a long while, then finally made up his mind and walked toward the study.

The small red bird eating beef jerky on a nearby shelf tilted its head to look at its master, decided not to follow, and continued working hard with its head down. It still preferred this spacious, bright house. Since master’s brother arrived, master no longer lived in dark, damp tomb chambers. Mm, this was a good sign.

Hu Hai lightly knocked on the study door a few times, and only after the person inside gave permission did he push the door open.
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On the bay window facing the morning sun, Fusu wore loose casual clothes and sat cross-legged as in his previous life. Sunlight fell on his handsome features, coating him with a golden aura that made him appear even more noble and imposing.

Hu Hai stared in a daze. Though his imperial brother’s appearance had changed, his bearing was even greater than before. Even in a modern room, it made Hu Hai feel momentarily as if he had returned to over two thousand years ago.

Hu Hai couldn’t help stepping forward, but immediately stopped. He looked down at his hair ends already scorched and withered by sunlight, then silently retreated to the shadows where sunlight couldn’t reach.

Yes, he was no longer that Qin Er Shi who could make trouble and be willful, but merely a ghost stealing a place in the mortal world.

When Fusu set down the book in his hands and looked over, Hu Hai steadied himself and recounted in detail what he had just seen through the golden ghost mask.

“A dragon-patterned bell that can make people obey commands?” Fusu stroked his chin, his handsome eyes narrowing slightly. He never doubted that such incredible ancient objects existed in the world, because that distant era of Xia, Shang, and Zhou was always praised as a mythological age – nothing would be surprising.

“If this object were used by imperial brother, it surely wouldn’t continue gathering dust.” Hu Hai chose his words carefully.

Since Fusu had agreed to move out of the doctor’s shabby small apartment to live with him, Hu Hai had immediately bought a very large, luxurious house. After all, in these two thousand-plus years, he had accumulated no fewer antiques than the owner – he just usually preferred keeping them in the ancient tombs where he temporarily resided. He didn’t understand much about those antiques, only picking one or two pleasing ones to sell when needed.

Fusu looked at his imperial brother with a half-smile. Though they had been together for several months, he still found that silver-white hair and blood-red pupils extremely jarring.

Imperceptibly averting his gaze, Fusu curved his lips in light mockery: “You know who the two previous rulers who used the dragon-patterned bell were, right? Did either have a good end?”

Hu Hai’s heart sank. The two emperors the owner had mentioned were King Zhou of Shang and Emperor Yang of Sui – both were rulers who lost their kingdoms, with posthumous titles of rare tyranny. Very few emperors could deserve those two titles. Hu Hai awkwardly didn’t know what to say and could only stand with hands at his sides. Since childhood, he had been unable to hold his head up before his imperial brother. He hadn’t expected it would still be the same after over two thousand years.

Seeing this, Fusu shook his head and chuckled: “Even our father has been accused of being a tyrant. Actually, these two weren’t entirely as foolish as depicted in history books – it’s all the result of millennia of accumulated slander.” Fusu pointed to the several stacks of history books beside him. These days, besides going to work at the hospital normally, he sat here reading history books.

“Di Xin was accomplished in both civil and military affairs. He led troops to unify the Dongyi tribes in the southeast, but paid a great price. There were too many Dongyi prisoners to suppress. Combined with his years of warfare that weakened the nation and caused widespread resentment, when King Wu of Zhou attacked opportunistically, large numbers of prisoners switched sides, resulting in the fall of the Shang dynasty.” Fusu summarized the historical facts he’d seen these past days, sifting through various accounts to choose the most likely conclusion. Di Xin was King Zhou of Shang’s name. In the Yin-Shang dynasty, the Ying clan was a major noble family of incomparable wealth, so Fusu knew something about these secrets – it wasn’t as described in the “Book of Documents.”

Hu Hai quietly listened with lowered head. He knew his imperial brother wasn’t deliberately teaching him with gentle kindness, but habitually discussing problems to organize his thoughts. If that person’s aspirations had aligned with his imperial brother’s, then it wouldn’t be him standing here now.

“As for Yang Guang… hmph!” Fusu smiled contemptuously. “That Li Shimin was equally guilty of killing brothers, murdering siblings, and forcing his father – why doesn’t he have an eternal infamous reputation?”

Hearing the usually gentle Fusu speak with rare cold sarcasm, Hu Hai, who was also guilty of killing brothers, murdering siblings, and forcing his father, broke out in cold sweat. Well, though strictly speaking he bore no responsibility for Qin Shihuang’s death, and Fusu’s death was orchestrated by Zhao Gao, Hu Hai knew his historical reputation was truly terrible – not slanderous fabrication by later generations.

Fusu seemed unaware of Hu Hai’s strangeness and casually picked up a history book beside him, accurately turning to a page: “The ‘Book of Sui’ praises Yang Guang for pacifying Wu and Yue in the south and repelling the Xiongnu in the north – among his brothers, he alone achieved fame and merit. Yang Guang was appointed governor of Bingzhou at thirteen, entered court as governor of Yongzhou at eighteen, and was made general at twenty, leading troops south to destroy the Chen dynasty and unify Jiangnan. He then carefully won hearts and minds, resolving many political and cultural barriers. Later he led troops north against the Turks. This was the first true great unification of north and south since the Northern and Southern dynasties – otherwise how could there have been the Tang dynasty’s prosperity?”

“After Yang Guang ascended the throne, he created the imperial examination system for selecting officials – a system that continued for over a thousand years. He then reformed weights and measures, promulgated the Daye legal code, developed the Silk Road, and received tribute from all nations. Looking at Yang Guang’s first half of life, he could be called an enlightened ruler. Just seeing him set his reign title as ‘Daye’ shows his grand ambitions.”

The more Hu Hai listened, the more his face burned like fire. He had also ascended the throne at twenty, but understood nothing about governance. After forcibly interfering in several state affairs with disastrous results, he simply gave up completely. He had received no education from childhood, while Yang Guang was deliberately cultivated by Emperor Wen Yang Jian, precisely to prevent Northern Zhou generals from usurping the throne with military power. Emperor Wen probably never imagined that even blood sons with heavy troops and prestige wouldn’t be content to remain subordinate.

“They say Yang Guang moved the capital to Luoyang and engaged in grand construction projects. But moving the capital east was beneficial for controlling the entire realm – Chang’an in the west couldn’t effectively reach the Central Plains, so Luoyang remained an economic and cultural center even into the Song dynasty. As for the Grand Canal, connecting north-south transportation was a magnificent feat whose impact was no less than father’s construction of the Great Wall!”

Fusu was deeply moved. Though he spoke this way, he actually believed that for people’s livelihood, the Grand Canal was more useful than the Great Wall – but though his father had been dead for years, his respect remained unchanged. Emperor Yang’s construction of the Grand Canal was as costly in labor and resources as building the Great Wall. Such great projects benefiting the nation and people were difficult no matter who built them, yet later generations cursed while continuing repairs – this showed their value. But success and failure had the same cause – the over 5,000-li Grand Canal was completed in just six years, severely depleting the Sui treasury and exhausting the people, ultimately burying great troubles.

Hu Hai listened with flushed face and ears, feeling his imperial brother’s every word carried barbs and every character had pointed meaning. He simply raised his head and returned to the original topic: “Imperial brother, do you want this dragon-patterned bell or not?”

Fusu stared steadily at Hu Hai’s silver hair and red pupils. After a long while, he nodded: “Want it – why not? You go retrieve it, but remember to be careful above all.” Fusu’s tone returned to unhurried calm.

“Yes.” Hu Hai took a deep breath and turned to leave.

But Fusu could no longer read the book in his hands. His eyes looked toward the tree branches outside the window beginning to show green buds, seeing the spring colors blooming tenderly on the branches, lost in thought for a long time.

Lu Zigang carefully opened the brocade box on the right, revealing the simple dragon-patterned bell inside.

Regarding the owner’s proposed object-for-object trade, it actually wasn’t easy to arrange – the procedures were quite troublesome.

This dragon-patterned bell had undergone X-ray detection, fluorescence spectral analysis, thermoluminescence dating of clay, and various other appraisals. The experts all concluded this dragon-patterned bell was likely a replica from the massive bronze forgery craze of the early Qing period. It was too new – even the patina floated on the surface. Bronze artifacts couldn’t be carbon-14 dated as accurately as ceramics, but after this series of precise instrument appraisals, the experts all agreed to the owner’s object-for-object exchange request.

This dragon-patterned bell had been kept in the storage room because historically there were few transmitted bells, but its final destination had never been decided. This dragon-patterned bell wasn’t high enough grade to be a national-level artifact – it was far from qualified for museum display cases. This actually solved the problem of an idle item. Though people didn’t understand why the owner would trade three priceless antiques for this dragon-patterned bell, they all imagined it might be some family heirloom.

Lu Zigang hadn’t taken out the copper clapper the owner had given him. His request for this copper clapper was on impulse, remembering how he had once assembled a wordless stele in Ya She – this time it was his turn to figure it out, right? Moreover, since the owner valued this dragon-patterned bell so much, the more modern instruments couldn’t appraise it, the more curious Lu Zigang became. He was certain this dragon-patterned bell had magical properties, so he dared not presumptuously install that copper clapper in public, instead sneaking into his laboratory after work.

Lu Zigang put on gloves and held the palm-sized dragon-patterned bell, turning it over to see the bell cavity was indeed empty, with a connecting component at the bottom.

Lu Zigang secured the dragon-patterned bell with a stand, then opened the small brocade box on the left, took out the copper clapper, and carefully used tools to install it. He then waited quietly for several minutes.

Nothing happened. Lu Zigang held the dragon-patterned bell and stared at the exquisite dragon patterns, hesitating whether he should shake it to try.

Though the owner had warned him at the end not to shake the dragon-patterned bell to make it sound, he had also warned him not to let the kun cutting knife touch blood! His kun cutting knife had long been stained with blood, yet nothing had happened.

Lu Zigang was always careful and cautious by nature – a necessity in his profession – so he held the dragon-patterned bell thinking left and right for a long time without reaching a conclusion.

“If I were you, I wouldn’t shake that dragon-patterned bell.” A sudden voice rang out in the laboratory.

Lu Zigang was startled and nearly dropped the dragon-patterned bell. He carefully placed it back on the soft cloth before looking up at this second uninvited guest.

That Young Master Hu still wore the white hooded coat, his handsome face still so pale, silver-white hair smoothly tied back, red pupils staring fixedly at the dragon-patterned bell before him.

Lu Zigang remembered that chaotic night several months ago. After learning his past life memories and waking up, he saw the longevity lock broken in half in Hu Hai’s hands. His mind was confused in that moment, and he instinctively felt Hu Hai was the reincarnation of Xia Zelan, whom he had obsessed over in his past life, causing inevitable inner turmoil.

But after gradually calming down over these days, Lu Zigang had also gradually let go. Past life matters were ultimately like a great dream. His changed attitude toward the owner was partly because the owner remained that same person after all these years, but Lu Zigang wouldn’t think the Hu Hai before him was Xia Zelan – they were completely different people. Xia Zelan was already dead, becoming a brand in his past life’s heart – unable to be smoothed away or removed. He would miss and remember, but he was no longer the Lu Zigang of his past life either.

Steadying himself, Lu Zigang asked this Young Master Hu who casually entered and exited the forbidden storage area irritably: “Why can’t it be shaken?” Lu Zigang maintained his usual attitude, though knowing this young master surely harbored significant secrets, he wasn’t interested in knowing them.

Hu Hai was too lazy to fabricate lies. Moreover, as a Qin prince who had even been emperor, he naturally wouldn’t compromise his principles over such small matters. So he merely raised an eyebrow indifferently: “Didn’t the person who gave you this copper clapper tell you not to shake it?” Hu Hai spoke with certainty because he had seen everything through the golden ghost mask.

Lu Zigang was completely convinced this time. Even Hu Hai said so, so he must know something. Seeing Hu Hai’s gaze fixed on the dragon-patterned bell, his red pupils undisguisedly emanating fervent light, Lu Zigang instinctively said: “You came for this dragon-patterned bell? No way – this dragon-patterned bell already has an owner.”

Hu Hai knew everything about his transaction with the owner. Though he hadn’t clearly seen what grade of antiques the owner had given Lu Zigang, he was confident he could produce more antiques to compete. So Hu Hai took out something like a silk handkerchief from his chest and threw it to Lu Zigang: “This is my offer to exchange for this dragon-patterned bell.”
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The thin silk handkerchief traced a graceful arc through the air like a dancing butterfly, landing precisely in Lu Zigang’s hands. The moment Lu Zigang felt the texture in his hands, his expression changed immediately.

He had once seen the plain gauze garment unearthed from the Mawangdui Han tomb – extremely fine silk threads, using about 2.6 square meters of material, weighing only 49 grams, less than one tael, so thin it could be folded into a matchbox. This was a craft that even modern technology couldn’t replicate. The plain gauze garment had sparse mesh and was semi-transparent, but the silk fabric in his hands had dense threads, was silver-white in color, weightless when lifted, and carried a heavy fragrance of incense. Though Lu Zigang’s judgment was extremely discerning, he didn’t dare confirm the origins of this ancient silk fabric for the moment. What was even more infuriating was that this precious silk fabric actually had writing on it.

The “Mozi” once said “written on bamboo and silk, carved in gold and stone.” Before paper was invented, silk was used by nobles for writing and painting, while commoners couldn’t afford silk and still used bamboo slips. Though paper was invented during the Han dynasty, everyone knew silk was precious and paper cheap – those who wrote on paper were mostly commoners who couldn’t afford silk, while court nobles were still accustomed to using silk. On this piece of silk he held were six columns of Qin seal script.

Qin seal script, also known as small seal script, was a font derived from simplified changes to large seal script. It emerged in the late Warring States period in Qin and was used during the Qin dynasty and early Western Han – it was the political measure Qin Shihuang promoted after unifying the six states with “unified cart axles and unified writing.” Because the writing systems of various states during the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods differed slightly, making governance inconvenient, Chancellor Li Si was ordered to standardize them. Later generations habitually called this font small seal script, but like Han clerical script, calling it Qin seal script better reflected its representative significance.

Qin seal script had rounded, flowing strokes with tight structure – each stroke like silver hooks and iron paintings, neat and elegant. Lu Zigang had considerable research into Qin dynasty inscriptions and quickly read what these six columns of Qin seal script contained, immediately becoming speechless and unable to find his voice.

Hu Hai was very satisfied with Lu Zigang’s expression. He had seen plenty of antiques in tombs – casually taking out a few could overwhelm him. Young Master Hu was in a good mood after winning at showing off wealth, so he magnanimously tolerated Lu Zigang’s lack of immediate response, only pouting impatiently: “How about it? Trading this for that dragon-patterned bell – do you agree?”

Lu Zigang’s hands holding the silk fabric trembled slightly. He really couldn’t hold back and asked in shock: “What’s so special about this dragon-patterned bell? Why do you all want it?”

Hu Hai didn’t answer him, only frowned slightly.

Lu Zigang knew this was refusal through silence. He reluctantly squeezed the silk fabric in his hands, looked down again and again at those six columns of Qin seal script, but finally shook his head firmly: “Young Master Hu, I appreciate your sincerity, but my transaction with the owner came first – I absolutely cannot break faith.”

Though Lu Zigang felt unwilling, his words were decisive. Not wanting to break his promise to the owner was one aspect – after all, the deposit had been given, and the antique entrusted to him had already entered the collection and would be featured in an exhibition in a few days. On the other hand, though he felt this Young Master Hu could definitely produce the antiques, he sensed endless future troubles. Ultimately, Lu Zigang still felt the owner was much more reliable than this willful Young Master Hu.

Hearing this, Hu Hai’s red pupils narrowed ominously. In his view, he had already given Lu Zigang sufficient choice, yet the latter repeatedly challenged his patience. Hu Hai was too lazy to waste more words with him – since this person refused a toast, he didn’t mind making him drink the penalty wine.

Seeing Hu Hai approach with a dark expression, Lu Zigang’s first reaction was to protect the dragon-patterned bell before him. How had he forgotten this person was no good – back in the liubo chess mansion, this person had watched the carnage unfold without changing expression. Lu Zigang regretted for a moment – he should have called the police immediately upon discovering Hu Hai’s intrusion, not stood here chatting with him.

In Hu Hai’s view, Lu Zigang’s obstruction posed no threat at all. He nimbly grasped the dragon-patterned bell, and seeing Lu Zigang pick up his phone to dial for police, a mischievous thought flashed through his mind.

“Ding—”

Hu Hai moved his wrist slightly, and the dragon-patterned bell in his hands made a crisp sound like a bell, echoing through the large laboratory.

After Lu Zigang realized this was the sound from the dragon-patterned bell, he forgot to continue dialing 110 and looked up in amazement at the dragon-patterned bell in Hu Hai’s hands. Wasn’t it said not to shake it? Hey!!!!

“Don’t call the police.” Hu Hai commanded Lu Zigang. Now that he held the dragon-patterned bell, he could naturally command others’ behavior. He wasn’t afraid of the other party calling police – he didn’t fear those officers either – but fewer complications were better.

“Alright.” Seeing room for negotiation, Lu Zigang cooperatively nodded: “But you need to put down the dragon-patterned bell first.”

Hu Hai’s rising lip corners froze before they could fully form. Would a controlled person still make demands? Hu Hai was silent for a moment, then shook the dragon-patterned bell in his hands again, quickly saying before the crisp sound faded: “Give me your cutting knife.”

Lu Zigang stared speechlessly. This Young Master Hu had just seemed communicative – how did his brain suddenly short-circuit?

Hu Hai looked at the dragon-patterned bell in his hands in disbelief. Clearly the copper clapper and dragon-patterned bell had been restored together – why couldn’t he still command others? Was his method wrong?

Next, Hu Hai began trying various methods, constantly shaking the dragon-patterned bell in his hands. For a while, crisp bell sounds were endless. Lu Zigang went from initial uncertainty to finally finding himself a chair to sit down, propping his chin on his hands to watch Young Master Hu’s once-in-a-century foolish performance.

Lu Zigang now understood – where was the “can’t shake it”? The owner and Young Master Hu were fooling idiots! This Young Master Hu was shaking it with great pleasure himself! Though the dragon-patterned bell’s sound was quite pleasant.

Hu Hai couldn’t hear Lu Zigang’s internal complaints, or he would have been even more irritated. He had instinctively sensed something was wrong but couldn’t figure out what.

Just as Hu Hai was at his wit’s end, he suddenly saw a blur of blue flash quickly before his eyes. His right hand stung, and he could no longer grip the dragon-patterned bell. He also heard Lu Zigang’s exclamation from the other side, but neither heard the sound of the dragon-patterned bell hitting the ground.

Looking carefully, Hu Hai discovered the blue blur was actually a blue three-legged small bird with bright colors and light form. Only its beautiful tail feathers that usually trailed behind were now broken, with several bald patches on its tail. Hu Hai knew this was his Minghong’s battle achievement.

Too bad – he should have brought his little red bird too, not left it at home eating beef jerky.

Hu Hai watched the three blue birds carry the dragon-patterned bell to a corner of the laboratory, gracefully landing on an outstretched arm and obediently lowering its head to place the bell in that person’s palm.

“Owner? How did you… come too?” Actually, Lu Zigang wanted to ask how he had gotten in. He helplessly rubbed his forehead, discovering he could now accept various strange occurrences without changing expression.

“I was afraid things might change, so I came to conclude the transaction early.” The owner glanced at the silk fabric on the table before Lu Zigang, seeing those six columns of Qin seal script, and couldn’t help but internally complain that this young prince was still as spendthrift after over two thousand years, taking out so many things without batting an eye. Moreover, his earlier Han clerical script was just for Lu Zigang’s easy reading – nothing like Hu Hai specially writing Qin seal script to show off. Though this handwriting was much better than two thousand years ago, showing he hadn’t neglected practice.

The owner pointed to the two brocade boxes set aside and said indifferently: “These are the remaining two antiques as agreed. You can inspect them.”

Lu Zigang quickly waved his hands: “No need, no need to inspect. I trust the owner.” Lu Zigang couldn’t wait for these two deities to leave quickly – as for the antiques, he believed the owner wouldn’t default.

Hu Hai looked thoughtfully at the additional rabbit plushie on the owner’s shoulder, suddenly understanding and nodding: “I see, you only drew me out. I wondered why you could detect the golden ghost mask’s function yet still hung it on the wall – so it was a trap.”

The rabbit plushie’s ears moved as if startled. The owner soothingly petted the plushie with his free hand. Seeing Hu Hai about to take out Zhang Jue’s yellow turban to leave, he said: “Don’t you want this dragon-patterned bell anymore?”

Hu Hai snorted coldly: “This dragon-patterned bell is a fake. I just tested it.” He wasn’t afraid of Fusu’s blame now – after all, bringing back this fake would be useless.

The owner smiled slightly: “This is genuine – only the copper clapper I gave Lu Zigang wasn’t.” As he spoke, he removed the copper clapper from inside the dragon-patterned bell, then took out a wooden piece from his chest.

“Eh? Could this dragon-patterned bell actually be a wooden bell rather than a metal bell?” Lu Zigang stared fixedly at the wooden clapper in the owner’s hands, somewhat unable to process this.

“Yes. When Yang Guang used the dragon-patterned bell for grand construction projects that harmed civilians, I replaced it with another wooden clapper, and that replacement wooden clapper decayed completely over the long years.” The owner calmly installed the wooden clapper into the dragon-patterned bell.

Only then did Hu Hai realize what was wrong. So that was it – no wonder the owner had clearly said he’d replaced it with another clapper, yet he’d just seen the original dragon-patterned bell’s cavity was empty before Lu Zigang installed the copper clapper.

At this moment, the three blue birds suddenly spread their wings and flapped twice. Their melodious, clear calls attracted Hu Hai to instinctively look up, and the next moment he heard an indescribably melodious, subtle striking sound.

“Dong—”

Though only one sound, it seemed to echo endlessly in his ears.

“Forget about my appearance here. Return to Fusu’s side and pretend to help him on the surface, but privately report all his movements to me through the golden ghost mask.” A cold voice seemed to penetrate layers of mist, directly piercing his mind. Though Hu Hai instinctively wanted to resist, he only struggled briefly before calming down again.

“Yes.” Hu Hai replied mechanically, then with a stiff expression grasped the yellow turban in his hand and disappeared into thin air the next second.

Lu Zigang was struck speechless. He turned his head, wanting the owner to give him a reasonable explanation, but only caught sight of the owner’s wrist moving lightly.

“Dong—”

The dragon-patterned bell sounded again.

“Forget what happened after the dragon-patterned bell was shaken in my hands. You have completed the transaction with me.”

When Lu Zigang came to his senses again, he found only himself and two brocade boxes in the corner of the laboratory.

He felt like he had forgotten something. He held his head and thought for a long time but couldn’t remember what.

“So everything was a trap set by the owner?” The doctor stared at the deep pit that appeared in the ground and sighed with some regret: “Such a useful dragon-patterned bell, and it’s just buried at the formation point like this? Owner, why not use this dragon-patterned bell to control Fusu? Having him return my body would be great.”

The owner’s hand holding the dragon-patterned bell brocade box trembled. After a light sigh, he said indifferently: “It’s not that I don’t want your body back – it’s just that Fusu… couldn’t possibly be caught so easily.”

In this world, the person who understood Fusu best was him. This time he could outmaneuver Hu Hai only because Fusu didn’t care about Hu Hai – otherwise how could it be so easy?

Hearing this, the doctor also sighed. Though he felt that Prince Fusu was a bit too chuunibyou, he absolutely couldn’t treat him as an actual middle school second-year student. That was Qin Shihuang’s carefully cultivated heir who, though dying due to circumstances, surely had schemes beyond ordinary people. The doctor suppressed his desire to continue complaining but still unwillingly moved his two long ears: “Then there’s no need to bury this dragon-patterned bell, right? Can’t other antiques substitute?”

“This is a demonic object. What humans obtain too easily, they never cherish – over time they take it for granted.” The owner held the brocade box with a half-smile: “Those King Zhou of Shang and Emperor Yang of Sui were both rarely seen eternal monarchs in their youth, but for emperors, the most fatal thing is thinking they are Sons of Heaven and others’ obedience is natural.”

“Human hearts can change and cannot be controlled forever.” The owner sighed lightly: “Even using the dragon-patterned bell is useless.”

The doctor could no longer voice any rebuttal. He lowered his head with the owner to watch the dragon-patterned bell being buried in the formation point, then everything returned to normal.

“So that dragon-patterned bell was actually a fake?” Fusu was playing liubo chess by himself, using the very set taken from the liubo chess mansion. One of the owl pieces had a crack that someone had carefully mended with gold inlay.

“Yes, I tried many times before discovering it was completely useless.” Hu Hai deeply lowered his head, instinctively feeling he had forgotten something, but a voice in his mind kept telling him it didn’t matter if he couldn’t remember.

“Oh, perhaps that dragon-patterned bell’s effectiveness has faded.” Fusu seemed completely unconcerned and casually waved his hand: “There’s nothing else for now. You may go attend to your business.”

Hu Hai respectfully bowed to Fusu and backed out of the study, quietly closing the door.

Fusu casually scattered the six chopsticks in his palm, then according to the numbers shown by the upward-facing broken surfaces, moved a liubo piece on the board.

“Becoming owl while plotting, calling five whites.” Fusu murmured softly, reaching out to flip one of the pieces. On it was clearly written Hu Hai’s name in cinnabar.

Fusu held this piece and smiled lightly for a moment, then accurately picked up another piece from the board and flipped it over. Sure enough, three characters were also written on it in cinnabar.

Lu Zigang.

“It seems this game isn’t finished yet…” Fusu lowered his eyes and placed these two pieces back on the board, then showed an expectant smile.

“Bi, it’s been a long time since we played chess. How nostalgic…”
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Year 190 CE, Luoyang

Nine-year-old Liu Xie stood on tiptoe, pressed against the wooden door sealed with wooden bars, watching the chaotic scene outside through a fist-sized gap with an expressionless face.

The once magnificent and beautiful palace chambers had become a living hell, all because Chancellor Dong Zhuo insisted on moving the capital to Chang’an.

Liu Xie didn’t understand why Chancellor Dong wanted him to abandon this place where he had grown up since childhood, but he remembered the bloodthirsty madness in that man’s eyes. And the several scholar-officials lying at his feet who had tried to dissuade him, along with the blood dripping from the long sword in his hand.

Though he was only nine years old, he knew that Dong Zhuo didn’t necessarily need him, just like his imperial brother who had been poisoned to death before him half a year ago. If he disobeyed, Chancellor Dong could kill him without blinking, then simply select another obedient member from the imperial clan to be emperor.

Those who follow me prosper, those who oppose me perish.

Though no one had ever said these words to Liu Xie, he had mysteriously understood them, then became even more silent and submissive.

He just wanted to survive.

Liu Xie silently watched the thick smoke rising in the distance. Just from the direction, he knew it must be Deyang Hall, the main hall of the Southern Palace. That hall was so vast it could accommodate ten thousand people, with pools of water surrounding it, jade steps and vermillion beams. He remembered how as a child he loved to secretly run there to look at the hollow fairy figures on the golden pillars. Deyang Hall was tall and magnificent. According to those eunuchs’ boasts, from Yanshi City over forty li from Luoyang, one could see Deyang Hall and Zhuque Gate towering majestically to touch the sky. At the time he had thought those eunuchs were surely flattering him, but now he couldn’t help fantasizing. Whether this was true or false, when those Yuan Shao, Sun Jian and others stationed near Luoyang with ulterior motives to denounce Dong Zhuo saw this thick smoke from burning palace buildings, what kind of feelings would they have?

Liu Xie was confined in the Southern Garden outside Luoyang city. This was Emperor Ling’s most beloved pleasure ground, also the largest and most luxurious – even the surrounding Xianyang Garden, Xianming Garden, and Lingkun Garden couldn’t compare. Liu Xie looked at those steps covered with green moss that he had once loved – they were now covered with blood. The red liquid spread over the green moss, gradually covering its original color, finally being trampled into a nauseating grayish-black.

Water channels wound between the courtyards and pavilions. In the waterways that once saw pleasure boats on blue waves, what floated up and down were not the laughing, chatting beauties from those long nights of feasting, but corpses with eyes that wouldn’t close in death. The horrific scene made it very difficult for Liu Xie to look away.

He couldn’t help thinking that if one day he too became part of that scene, he couldn’t help feeling bone-chilling cold.

No, he just wanted to survive.

He knew the current situation was bad. Even though he was the Son of Heaven, he was no different from a dog in that man’s eyes – casually locked in this hall while even the guarding soldiers had gone to plunder the palace’s jewels and treasures, with no one remembering him. Watching the blood-red sunset on the horizon, Liu Xie hazily remembered it had been almost a full day since anyone had brought him food.

“Your Majesty…” The little eunuch serving beside him heard the shouts and killing sounds outside and tremblingly wanted to persuade his little emperor not to keep watching, but swallowed his words under Liu Xie’s glance.

Yes, they had been locked here for several days. Those soldiers didn’t treat Liu Xie as an emperor at all – they didn’t give them food and made them trade gold, silver, and jewels for food. Now everything on them had been searched clean. Seeing no more profit to be gained, those soldiers had sealed the hall door with wooden bars. They were confident these people couldn’t escape anyway, so they went off to burn, kill, and plunder. The little eunuch admitted he didn’t have the courage to look outside, but someone still needed to watch – maybe someone would remember them…

Liu Xie turned his gaze back. He didn’t want to see those scenes, but he had to force himself to look and remember everything. Otherwise he couldn’t help wanting to resist something, to struggle against something.

Being hungry felt terrible. Liu Xie touched his shrunken belly with his small hands – he could no longer hear any rumbling sounds. He didn’t know whether Dong Zhuo had thrown him here because he was truly afraid he’d be kidnapped, or if he wanted a legitimate excuse to eliminate him.

As he took a deep breath and stood on tiptoe to look outside again, he suddenly saw someone standing outside the hall door. That person wore wide-sleeved, tight-bodied wrapped robes, with black straight hems elegantly hanging by his feet. From Liu Xie’s angle, he couldn’t see the man’s face at all. It was just strange that in such chaotic times, one could still see a figure whose clothes were spotless – truly rare.

Liu Xie had no time to think much about this. The place where he was confined was remote with few passersby. Now finally seeing a living person, he immediately called out: “Sir! Sir!”

That person indeed didn’t walk away, but also didn’t speak.

Liu Xie licked his dry, peeling lips. He was terribly hungry. Seeing the other party remained silent, he urgently called: “Sir, do you have any food? I have things to trade…”

He was too embarrassed to call himself “I” in the imperial manner, because his position as Son of Heaven was a joke to begin with.

There was still no movement outside. Liu Xie dejectedly slumped his shoulders. In these chaotic times, food was more precious than gold, silver, and jewels – how could the other party agree so casually? Liu Xie reached into his bosom, wanting to touch the small bundle he always carried, but finally touched emptiness, feeling somewhat lost. There should have been the Imperial Seal of the Realm, the He Shi Bi, which his imperial brother had solemnly entrusted to him before dying. He had always carefully hidden it close to his body. Even when Chancellor Dong wanted it, he had played dumb to get by. But yesterday those soldiers had snatched it away, and it was completely gone.

Such powerful and savage force, those blood-stained swords… Liu Xie was somewhat puzzled – weren’t soldiers supposed to protect him?

What is the Son of Heaven? Liu Xie vaguely remembered the Grand Tutor showing him a chapter in “Lüshi Chunqiu – Valuing the Public” that said: “The realm is not one person’s realm, but the realm of all under heaven.”

Liu Xie pressed his lips together and said nothing more. The question of whose the realm truly was naturally wasn’t as important as his hunger now, but he no longer had anything to trade.

Just then, he suddenly smelled an enticing aroma. Turning his head, Liu Xie was amazed to see a beautiful hand reach through the gap in the hall door, and what made him freeze was the steamed bun in that hand.

As if afraid the other party would change their mind, Liu Xie couldn’t care about imperial dignity. Not caring whether the bun was poisoned, he snatched it and stuffed it in his mouth, eating ravenously. The little eunuch serving him also came over and handed him a cup of clear water. Though they were trapped in the hall without food, they had plenty of clear water left.

That black-robed man not only gave them one steamed bun, but continued passing many more foods through the wooden door’s gap – besides steamed buns, there was also some preserved meat. Liu Xie and several little eunuchs ate several pieces, no longer hungry or thirsty. Liu Xie stared at the remaining steamed buns and preserved meat, saying somewhat reluctantly: “I’m full. Does sir still want these?”

A sigh came from outside the door, and a pleasant voice said gently: “No need, keep them for yourself.”

Liu Xie was overjoyed. This food was enough for them to last several more days. Then realizing this, he said respectfully with some embarrassment: “Sir’s kindness of a meal, Bohe will remember in his heart. May I ask sir’s name?”

Though Liu Xie was only nine years old, he had seen much of human nature. When the Marquis of Huaiyin, Han Xin, received the kindness of a meal, he later repaid that washerwoman with a thousand taels of gold. Liu Xie felt that even if he couldn’t repay the other party today, he must repay him in the future. Judging by the voice, the other party was a young man, not very old. Liu Xie searched his memory and determined he had never heard this person’s voice before.

“No matter, you have suffered.” Not knowing which of his words pleased the other party, that beautiful hand reached in again and lovingly patted his head.

Liu Xie had been living in fear these past days. This was the first time he felt an elder’s care. After all, he was still just a child under ten years old. Feeling the warmth from above his head, tears immediately flowed down his face in silent streams.

That hand comfortingly stroked his head twice, then passed in a very familiar brocade pouch. Liu Xie took it in amazement, opening the pouch through his tears to discover it actually contained his lost Imperial Seal and He Shi Bi. He frantically wiped away his tears, looking at it in his hands with surprise, turning it over repeatedly. This was his He Shi Bi? Why did it seem strange? The jade quality seemed less lustrous than before.

Liu Xie suppressed his doubts. What did it matter if it was real or fake? This He Shi Bi was useless in his hands – before long it would be snatched away by others.

Seeing him remain silent, the man outside sighed long again and said: “Forget it, let me give you one more thing.” He then passed another object through the door crack, this time without any wrapping.

Liu Xie received it from that person’s hand and discovered it was actually a jade belt hook.

A belt hook was the clasp used by ancient nobles, scholars, and warriors for their waist belts, also called xibi in ancient times. The material, shape, size, and decorative patterns of a belt hook could represent a person’s status. Liu Xie’s original jade belt hook had long been looted. Now he simply tied a knot with his clothing sash around his waist, looking quite disheveled. Liu Xie held the jade belt hook in his hands, discovering it was shaped like a dragon with both the dragon’s head and tail curved into hook shapes, carved simply and elegantly. The white jade had several strands of purple-red blood staining that was shocking to see yet somehow captivating. Liu Xie looked at these jade stains, thinking this belt hook must be quite old.

“The first owner of this jade belt hook was legendarily Xibo Hou Ji Chang, later known as King Wen of Zhou.”

The man’s words drifted from outside the door. The distant shouts and killing had become unclear. Liu Xie’s entire attention was attracted by the jade belt hook in his hands.

“Child, what do you most want?” the man asked lightly.

Without even thinking, Liu Xie answered straightforwardly: “To survive.”

“Legend says this jade belt hook will stimulate a person’s greatest ambition.” The man sighed lightly, slowly saying: “Live well…”

Liu Xie stared blankly for a while. When he came to his senses, he found the black-robed man had long disappeared from outside the door. Instead, a large group of soldiers had come and were prying open this sealed hall door.

“Your Majesty, this minister came late to rescue you, allowing Your Majesty to suffer humiliation.” Among the soldiers kneeling outside the hall door, Liu Xie actually recognized several familiar faces – all scions of Han imperial families who were forced to submit to Dong Zhuo’s authority but were still loyal to him in their hearts, as long as it didn’t cross their bottom line. For example, they could only guarantee his safety but couldn’t openly oppose Dong Zhuo, since they had vast clan families behind them.

Liu Xie gripped the jade belt hook in his right hand tightly. Perhaps because he had finally eaten and drunk his fill these past days, his mind was rarely clear. He chose one who looked most familiar, walked to his side, and handed over the He Shi Bi in his left hand. That person received it with both hands, opened it to look, and was shocked. He looked up at Liu Xie, not knowing what to do.

Liu Xie wasn’t tall, but with the other party kneeling beside him, he could just reach the man’s ear. He lowered his voice and said word by word: “Throw this thing to those so-called loyal ministers outside – Yuan Shao, Sun Jian, Han Fu, choose whichever you like.”

That person looked at him bewildered, still not understanding why.

Liu Xie pressed his shoulder and curled his lips: “Two peaches kill three warriors…”

In the past, Yanzi could kill three warriors with just two peaches. Now using one He Shi Bi that no one but him knew was real or fake, couldn’t he kill with a borrowed knife?

Live well… Liu Xie tightly gripped the jade belt hook in his hand.

Chapter 4: The Jade Belt Hook · 2
Year 199 CE

“Bang!”

Cao Pi had just reached the study when he heard a loud crash from inside, like something hitting the ground. He hesitated, his hand pausing as he was about to push open the door. His father’s mood hadn’t been good lately.

Ever since his elder brother, ten years his senior, had died unexpectedly in the Battle of Wancheng two years ago, his father’s emotions had been somewhat irritable. Combined with recent consecutive incidents, including the Edict Hidden in Clothing incident just days ago, his father’s anger had accumulated to its peak.

That Liu Xie actually dared to play such a trick? Issuing a secret edict hidden in clothing to plot his father’s assassination?

Cao Pi coldly curved his lips. Though he was only twelve this year, born in chaotic times with his elder brother’s sudden death, he had to force himself to think with an adult’s mindset.

Though everyone said his father held the emperor hostage to command the feudal lords, that was because they were all jealous. That Liu Xie would be the same in anyone’s hands – previously Dong Zhuo’s, now Cao Cao’s. Moreover, Cao Pi believed that Liu Xie now had food, clothing, and dignity in their hands. In this era of competing heroes at the end of the Eastern Han, that this tempting deer was still being well-fed and kept alive instead of killed was already extraordinary mercy.

It seemed he had been fed too well – that deer had forgotten who was keeping him in captivity.

Cao Pi smiled disdainfully, straightened his robes, lightly knocked on the door, and only entered respectfully after his father responded from within.

While bowing his head in greeting, Cao Pi glanced around and found the study wasn’t as messy as he’d imagined. Only a green jade qilin paperweight lay on the floor with a chipped corner, looking pitiful as it lay there sideways.

Cao Pi felt somewhat sorry, remembering this green jade qilin paperweight had been his elder brother’s favorite while alive. But not daring to compete with his father’s preference, he could only find opportunities to handle it briefly.

“Pi’er, do you know about recent events?” A rather authoritative voice came. Cao Pi raised his head and saw spread on the desk the edict Liu Xie had written on clothing strips – written with some eunuch’s blood, the blood had soaked to a deep red color, quite tragic-looking.

“I have heard that among human relationships, father and son come first; among distinctions of rank, ruler and minister are most important. Recently the treacherous minister Cao has emerged from humble origins, falsely assuming the position of assistant, truly guilty of deception…”

Cao Pi silently recited, his eyelids jumping violently when he saw the words “treacherous Cao,” quickly biting his tongue tip to force himself to continue reading. A clothing strip was only so narrow and long, unable to hold many characters. This clothing edict was at most a hundred characters, which Cao Pi quickly finished reading.

He organized his words, then snorted coldly: “That General of Chariots and Cavalry Dong Cheng deserved death.” This clothing edict had been passed to Dong Cheng, the current imperial uncle, whose daughter was Liu Xie’s most favored Consort Dong. After the clothing edict incident, Cao Cao had killed Dong Cheng’s entire family in rage, then still furious, had broken into the palace with sword in hand and killed the five-months pregnant Consort Dong before Liu Xie.

“Oh? And Consort Dong…” Cao Cao narrowed his eyes, deliberately guiding Cao Pi to think for himself, beginning to cultivate him as an heir. Originally his eldest son Cao Ang had been excellent – accomplished in both civil and military affairs, intelligent and keen, and over ten years older than Cao Pi, Cao Zhang, Cao Zhi and other sons, avoiding succession disputes. But now with Cao Ang’s tragic death, he had to cultivate a new successor.

“Killing the chicken to warn the monkey, eliminating the roots – good.” Cao Pi briefly evaluated, his gaze toward his father filled with undisguised admiration. “As for His Majesty’s mood, it probably cannot be calmed for a while. If only I had an elder sister.”

A gleam flashed in Cao Cao’s tiger eyes as he pondered thoughtfully.

Cao Pi lowered his head silently, secretly regretting his momentary pride leading to misspeaking. Though he had no elder sister, he did have a younger sister. His father wouldn’t be planning to send her to the palace when she was older, would he? This was… Cao Pi stole a glance and saw his father tapping the character “treacherous” on the clothing edict with his finger, feeling secretly alarmed. He knew his father’s moods were always unpredictable, but no matter who it was, being pointed at and called a traitor wouldn’t simply laugh it off.

Cao Pi had always been quick-witted. Catching sight of the simply-shaped jade belt hook that had been confiscated along with the clothing edict, he quickly said: “Zhuangzi said: ‘Those who steal belt hooks are executed, those who steal nations become feudal lords, and benevolence and righteousness exist at the gates of feudal lords.'”

Cao Cao was startled, then clapped his hands and laughed loudly: “Those who steal hooks are executed, those who steal nations become marquises! Good! Good!”

Cao Pi knew he had hit the mark and was quite pleased. His still-young face couldn’t hide his emotions, his mouth corners curving up happily.

The more Cao Cao looked at this second son, the more he liked him. Casually pointing to the jade belt hook on the desk, he said: “I reward this to you, lest you steal again from this old man!”

Cao Pi was startled, then overjoyed, knowing that though this was just a small object, combined with what had just been said, it held deep meaning. He respectfully received the jade belt hook with both hands, solemnly nodding: “Yes.”

The cool jade belt hook in his hands, Cao Pi carefully hid his slightly trembling fist from excitement within his sleeves. He suddenly felt an indescribable confidence rise from his heart, as if he possessed vast goals and ambitions. When he looked again at the cracked green jade qilin paperweight by his feet, he no longer felt any regret.

At this moment he actually thought: fortunately his elder brother was no longer here…

Year 204 CE, Yecheng

Zhen Mi faced the bronze mirror, gathering her disheveled hair, intending to comb it properly, but seeing that haggard face in the mirror, she couldn’t muster any energy.

Cao Cao’s forces had completely surrounded the Yuan family residence. Though he had ordered no mistreatment of the Yuan family, Zhen Mi clearly knew what fate awaited her.

Though Cao Cao and her father-in-law Yuan Shao had been quite close in their early years, they had become mortal enemies through years of warfare among competing heroes. Women like them, these so-called family members, were no different from livestock to be slaughtered at will.

Ever since her husband Yuan Xi and brother-in-law Yuan Shang had fled Yecheng over a month ago, her heart had been like dead ashes. In chaotic times, a woman was like rootless duckweed, only able to drift with the current, completely unable to control her own destiny.

She didn’t hate her husband Yuan Xi either. Could one expect a man who could abandon even his mother to care for his wife?

Zhen Mi smiled bitterly. Rationally she knew Yuan Xi’s decision was the best choice. The women staying in Yecheng faced no mortal danger. Cao Cao had always treated women well, but would absolutely not tolerate Yuan Shao’s sons living in the world. So Yuan Xi and his brother had to flee, and in chaotic times, even men found survival extremely difficult, let alone bringing her along.

Presumably, they would never meet again in this lifetime.

Zhen Mi looked numbly at herself in the bronze mirror, not even noticing someone enter the room until that person touched her hair, only then meeting that person’s gaze in the mirror with complex emotions.

“Silly child, stop thinking about it.” Lady Liu picked up the golden comb from the dressing table and combed Zhen Mi’s long hair bit by bit. She knew what her daughter-in-law was thinking, but couldn’t let her continue such thoughts. A woman’s support was her husband, and her husband Yuan Shao was already dead, with her sons on the run. So Lady Liu’s only dependence now was this daughter-in-law before her.

“In Jiangnan there are the Two Qiaos, in Hebei Zhen Mi is beautiful.”

This widely circulated saying wasn’t exaggerated. Lady Liu hadn’t seen those Da Qiao and Xiao Qiao, but even facing Zhen Mi day and night, she still couldn’t help being attracted by her beauty, unable to look away. Especially since Zhen Mi was in the most beautiful years of a woman’s life – her current haggard expression made her skin appear even more pale, her eyebrows like a misty ink painting, ethereal and exquisite. Her distressed expression contained indescribable fragility that aroused great pity and protective instincts, making one want to hold her carefully and protect her from any further harm.

Lady Liu had intended for Zhen Mi to dress up properly, but now felt this disheveled appearance had even more impact, making her momentarily indecisive.

Women depended on men to live, like vines clinging to trees – when the tree falls, why not find another tree to climb? If Lady Liu hadn’t been self-aware of her age and faded looks, she wouldn’t have hesitated to take the field herself.

After all, survival was the ultimate goal. Paying some price to survive seemed natural to Lady Liu.

The only obstacle now was Zhen Mi’s feelings for Yuan Xi.

Lady Liu eloquently counseled Zhen Mi, but the latter couldn’t accept serving the man roughly the same age as her father-in-law Yuan Shao. Lady Liu suddenly put down the golden comb and stopped persuading. The room fell silent, while sounds of burning, killing, plundering, screaming and crying from the city outside could be faintly heard, making Zhen Mi’s face even paler.

She instantly realized that if she hadn’t married into the Yuan family, if she hadn’t been well-protected until now, she would probably be like those women outside – family destroyed, dead without intact corpses.

Zhen Mi quietly placed her hand on her abdomen. Actually death wasn’t frightening, but she vaguely felt her body seemed somewhat different from before. But Yuan Xi had only left a month ago – she couldn’t be certain whether she was already carrying his child.

Lady Liu hadn’t noticed Zhen Mi’s small gesture. She leaned close to Zhen Mi’s ear and whispered: “I heard that leading the troops is Cao Cao’s second son Cao Pi…”

The rest was implied without being stated clearly – she trusted Zhen Mi would understand. Compared to the middle-aged Cao Cao, Lady Liu believed Zhen Mi would definitely choose the eighteen-year-old Cao Pi. Moreover, the latter had no family and was currently Cao Cao’s most favored successor, truly existing like Cao’s crown prince.

Zhen Mi pressed her abdomen and slowly nodded at herself in the bronze mirror. She saw Lady Liu happily wanting to dress her up and shook her head to stop her: “This is fine.” Instinctively, she didn’t want to be too heavily made up. This wasn’t her wedding day – she had given her only lifetime of elaborate dress to her husband.

Lady Liu misunderstood her meaning, secretly praising how Zhen Mi was captivating whether lightly or heavily made up. She had guards summon Cao Pi for a meeting – as Yuan Shao’s widow, she could still have this much face. She brought Zhen Mi to the main hall to wait. Before long, they saw a handsome young man in armor stride through the broken gates.

Lady Liu patted Zhen Mi, who was leaning on her knee, indicating she needn’t be too afraid.

Zhen Mi didn’t dare raise her head at all. She only stared at the still-blood-dripping sword in Cao Pi’s hand, wondering whether this sword would also be stained with her husband’s blood if he hadn’t left.

Zhen Mi didn’t hear what Lady Liu and Cao Pi said – she was like a puppet, having her face lifted by Lady Liu, then looking numbly at the shock and adoration on Cao Pi’s face.

Ah… she had seen such expressions too many times. Almost every man showed this expression when seeing her, even her husband had been no exception.

Zhen Mi thought numbly, feeling life held no interest. Was this kind of living really the life she wanted?

Cao Pi seemed to frantically search for something on his person. Zhen Mi guessed he must want to find a token representing his identity. Yecheng was currently chaotic and he couldn’t spare time, so he could only leave a token with her. If anyone wanted to harm her, they would surely back down seeing his token.

Zhen Mi lowered her eyelids. Besides that blood-dripping sword, this youth probably only had a military tally on him. Surely he wouldn’t give her the military tally?

While thinking randomly, a dragon-shaped jade belt hook appeared before her. When she realized what an intimate item this was, her cheeks couldn’t help flushing red with anger. Though she had accepted her fate, such a naked suggestion was really… really…

Cao Pi truly meant nothing improper. He had no other tokens on him. Honestly, he understood Lady Liu’s subtext – no one in Yecheng dared compete with him for anyone, but the only one to guard against was his father Cao Cao. So to prevent such things from happening, he thought of this jade belt hook. Since it was given to him by his father years ago, presumably if his father saw it, he would understand his meaning.

Seeing Zhen Mi’s ear tips turn completely red, Cao Pi felt his heart itch unbearably, wanting to lift her face for a look, but there were others present. Cao Pi coughed lightly, forcibly pressed the jade belt hook into Zhen Mi’s hands, then instructed the guarding soldiers not to disturb them before reluctantly leaving. Yecheng still needed suppression for several days – even if Cao Pi wanted to slack off, he couldn’t.

Holding the jade belt hook still warm with the other’s body heat, Zhen Mi suddenly felt a desire rise – she wanted to survive, not just survive, but legitimately bear Yuan Xi’s child.

She wanted this man who viewed her as a plaything to regret it bitterly.

Chapter 4: The Jade Belt Hook · 3
Year 221 CE, Luoyang

Sima Yi stood quietly to one side of the study with his hands tucked in his sleeves, eyes observing his nose and nose observing his heart. He didn’t know what purpose Cao Pi had in summoning him here. Last year Cao Pi had just usurped the Han and ascended the throne as emperor. The Wei dynasty had a hundred things awaiting renewal, and as Right Assistant Imperial Secretary, he was still very busy with no time to waste.

Since Cao Pi remained silent, Sima Yi began organizing various matters in his mind to fathom the emperor’s thoughts. The abdication ceremony replacing Han with Wei had been very successful, with tens of thousands of guests including the Three Dukes and Nine Ministers, marquises and nobles, military generals, and visiting Xiongnu chieftains who came to pay homage. Sima Yi still remembered Liu Xie’s desolate, helpless expression when he was forced to kneel and hand over the Imperial Seal and the realm to Cao Pi.

It was said Cao Pi had even prepared a posthumous title for Liu Xie – the character “Xian” (献), making him Emperor Xian of Han, truly most fitting.

A subtle curve appeared at the corner of Sima Yi’s lips. Actually, Cao Pi’s usurpation of Han wasn’t a very clever move. Sima Yi could almost imagine that this abdication technique would become a political game, constantly imitated and surpassed, gradually becoming a fixed pattern. Whenever the ruler was weak and ministers strong, abdication dramas would continuously be staged, and this root of trouble was personally planted by Cao Pi.

Sima Yi’s heart beat uncontrollably. He knew that if Cao Cao had ascended the throne before his death, such effects would never have appeared. After all, the Cao family’s realm was built by Cao Cao’s own hands, just like Qin Shihuang who unified the six states and Han Gaozu who triumphed in the Chu-Han struggle – explaining everything through force. Unfortunately, Cao Cao had always carefully observed the proprieties between ruler and minister throughout his life, never imagining his son Cao Pi would tear away the last fig leaf less than a year after his death.

Such a fragile dynasty really made one desire to personally destroy it…

Sima Yi’s hands tucked in his sleeves trembled slightly. Unlike others, his head could turn more angles than ordinary people, able to see things behind him. Physiognomy said this was the “wolf’s gaze” appearance, a manifestation of great ambition.

Cao Cao believed in physiognomy and never promoted him throughout his lifetime, but he had timely built good relations with Cao Pi, becoming the latter’s closest advisor and the Wei dynasty’s fastest-promoted miracle.

Actually this wasn’t strange. Sima Yi prided himself on being broadly learned and well-informed, no less than the legendary Sleeping Dragon and Young Phoenix. Cao Pi also relied heavily on him. In an instant, Sima Yi had replayed recent court events in his mind. Using his peripheral vision, he saw Cao Pi playing with an simply-shaped jade belt hook and suddenly had an epiphany.

This jade belt hook seemed to be Empress Zhen’s relic.

Though Empress Zhen’s death by Cao Pi’s decree was suspicious, no close minister would presumptuously question it. After all, Empress Guo now controlled the imperial harem and was currently favored, while Empress Zhen, who had always remained in Yecheng, was little known. Though rumors said she was extremely beautiful, no matter how beautiful, having not served at Cao Pi’s side for so many years, their feelings were probably pitifully few.

Moreover, Sima Yi had heard that after Empress Zhen was granted death, her face was covered with hair and her mouth stuffed with chaff, so she couldn’t show her face even in death, without even a chance to complain to the King of Hell. Cao Pi being so merciless suggested this wasn’t due to imperial harem rivalry but some other hidden reason.

Could it be like the palace rumors of forbidden love between Cao Zhi and Empress Zhen, uncle and sister-in-law?

This wasn’t unusual. With Empress Zhen’s death settling the matter and Cao Zhi having lost the succession struggle and fallen from favor, unable to cause much trouble, it wasn’t worth Cao Pi’s such worry.

Could he regret granting Empress Zhen death and now miss her with her relics?

Sima Yi immediately dismissed this suspicion. If he missed Empress Zhen, why summon him here? Continuing to think about various clues, Sima Yi trembled all over, remembering Cao Pi’s attitude toward Cao Rui these past days…

Cao Rui was Empress Zhen’s son, Cao Pi’s eldest son, several years older than other princes, already the undisputed heir of the Wei dynasty. But Cao Pi had never made him crown prince. After Empress Zhen’s death, Cao Rui’s position became even more delicate. Sima Yi had thought that even if Empress Zhen was unfaithful, it wouldn’t shake Cao Rui’s foundation, but he suddenly recalled that when Cao Pi took Empress Zhen, Cao Rui was born. Empress Zhen had originally been Yuan Shao’s daughter-in-law. Could this mean…

“Zhongda is indeed perceptive.” Though Cao Pi had been fingering the jade belt hook, he hadn’t neglected the other person’s movements in the study. When he sensed Sima Yi’s breathing grow heavier, he knew the latter had surely guessed the inside story. This couldn’t be blamed on his not speaking clearly – suspecting one’s son wasn’t one’s biological child was truly hard to voice.

Cao Pi actually didn’t blame Zhen Mi for carrying another’s child. His father Cao Cao favored other men’s wives and even brought other people’s sons over as adopted sons, which somewhat influenced Cao Pi’s views. Cao Cao’s favoritism toward one adopted son, He Yan, made Cao Pi envious, often publicly mocking him as a “false son” in his youth. But He Yan was an exception. Cao Pi got along well with his other two adopted brothers Qin Lang and Cao Zhen. So if Zhen Mi had been clear with him from the beginning, Cao Pi would have treated Cao Rui equally as his own child, but would never have cultivated him as an heir.

Sima Yi observed Cao Pi’s gloomy, uncertain expression. After pondering briefly, he grasped the key point of this problem. If Cao Pi confirmed Cao Rui wasn’t his child, what was there to agonize over? Simply transfer him away from the capital and let fate decide his life or death. The difficulty now was that no one knew whether this child was truly Cao Pi’s son. Premature births were common – probably even the deceased Empress Zhen couldn’t be certain whose child this was.

Sima Yi recalled Cao Rui’s appearance. That child had clear eyes and delicate features, surely resembling Empress Zhen greatly. Nothing could be determined from looks alone.

This matter was quite thorny. If Cao Pi had another son of comparable age, he might prefer to wrongly kill rather than let slip, having another son inherit the throne. But now besides Cao Rui, other princes were very young – whether they could grow to adulthood was unknown.

So the key to this matter was proving whether Cao Rui was Cao Pi’s biological son. But conversely, what if they proved Yuan Xi wasn’t Cao Rui’s biological father?

After long silence, Sima Yi said: “Your Majesty, we could use bone-drip kinship testing.”

Bone-drip kinship testing had been popular recently. Sun Quan’s brother-in-law Xie Cheng’s “Records of Worthy Men of Kuaiji” recorded a case of identifying an elder brother’s corpse by dripping a younger brother’s blood on the bones.

Bone-drip kinship testing meant dripping a living person’s blood on a dead person’s bones to observe whether it penetrated. If it penetrated, it indicated blood relations like parent-child or siblings. If not, it indicated no relation. Yuan Xi had been killed with his brother Yuan Shang in Liaodong over ten years ago – their burial place wouldn’t be hard to find.

Cao Pi had already tried this method. Hearing this, he sighed: “Don’t mention this method. Yuan Xi, his brother, and several attendants were buried together – they can no longer be distinguished.” Cao Pi spoke vaguely, not wanting to tell his most trusted minister that he had actually dripped Cao Rui’s blood on all those bones, and it had all penetrated.

This was too ridiculous. Could all these people be Cao Rui’s fathers? All blood relatives? He later conducted several more experiments, thoroughly proving Xie Cheng’s claims were nonsense. Unfortunately, he couldn’t expose family shame, or he would really refute that Imperial Physician Xie.

Sima Yi wanted to mention that having bones mixed together didn’t matter – as long as one person’s bones absorbed the blood, kinship could be determined. But seeing Cao Pi’s dark expression, he knew this method had been tried and definitely hadn’t yielded accurate answers.

As a minister, one should share the emperor’s worries. Sima Yi quickly analyzed the pros and cons, knowing today’s matter was just Cao Pi venting frustrations, not wanting him to create trouble. Moreover, the princes were still young, Cao Pi was in his prime – choosing a crown prince wasn’t urgent.

Sima Yi’s words were watertight, and Cao Pi’s expression softened considerably. He just wanted to sound out Sima Yi, his own decision being to observe for several more years. As Sima Yi spoke, his gaze involuntarily fell on the jade belt hook Cao Pi was playing with. That simply-shaped jade belt hook had soft, delicate jade quality, flickering with irresistible light in the dancing candlelight.

“Those who steal hooks are executed, those who steal nations become marquises.”

Well-read Sima Yi naturally thought of these lines. Even acts with very bad motives could become righteous when magnified infinitely, and righteousness was always written by victors. This created the different outcomes of “those who steal hooks are executed, those who steal nations become marquises.”

Before tonight, though Sima Yi occasionally had disloyal thoughts, he knew the timing wasn’t ripe and forcibly suppressed them. But tonight hearing this imperial secret greatly moved him. An unstable succession – what an easy place to manipulate.

Sima Yi could completely imagine that if Cao Pi’s young sons all successively died young, leaving only Cao Rui, then no matter how much Cao Pi suspected this child’s bloodline, he couldn’t publicly explain the reason and would be forced to pass the throne to Cao Rui. This might be a reluctant move for Cao Pi. To avoid mixing Cao bloodlines, he would probably instruct trusted people before death not to let Cao Rui produce heirs, ultimately forcing Cao Rui to adopt sons from other branches to inherit the throne…

Sima Yi lowered his eyelids, carefully concealing the gleam in his eyes.

Year 2012 CE

“Sima Yi was really ruthless… Several of Cao Pi’s young sons died under unclear circumstances, none of Cao Rui’s sons lived to adulthood, and finally as he planned, the adopted Cao Fang from the imperial clan inherited the throne.”

The doctor still cosplayed as a rabbit plushie. He had gotten used to the two long ears occasionally drooping down, though they somewhat blocked his vision. He was now accompanying the owner in selecting imperial antiques of sufficient grade, which was actually a disguised way of listening to the owner tell stories. “So this jade belt hook later fell into Sima Yi’s hands?”

The owner took the jade belt hook from the brocade box and carefully wiped it with a soft cloth while replying indifferently: “That Sima Yi never actually got this jade belt hook.” The blood stains on the jade belt hook were gorgeous as real blood, shockingly vivid.

“Eh? Right, his son was the impressive one! ‘Sima Zhao’s intentions are known to all!’ ” The doctor suddenly understood. “It seems this jade belt hook definitely meets the requirements for imperial antiques. From the story you told, how many emperors handled it! Emperor Xian of Han Liu Xie, Emperor Wen of Wei Cao Pi, and after Zhen Mi got the jade belt hook, her son Emperor Ming of Wei Cao Rui must have touched it too… Such a pity – if only Cao Cao had touched it, he died without ever enjoying being emperor!”

“Cao Cao once said in his ‘Edict to Let the County Know My Original Intent’: ‘If the state had no me, who knows how many would call themselves emperor, how many would call themselves king.’ He said he spent his life in warfare to prevent others from becoming emperors or kings – how could he become emperor himself?” The owner finished carefully wiping the jade belt hook and put it back in the brocade box, smiling slightly. “Whether he was a crafty hero or a true hero, everyone has their own evaluation, but under those circumstances his not becoming emperor already well demonstrates his attitude.”

The doctor nodded in agreement. After all, the other two contemporaries, Liu Bei and Sun Quan, later successively became emperors. Perhaps if Cao Cao had lived longer he couldn’t have resisted becoming emperor, but history cleverly leaves no room for imagination in its outcomes. This is what “final judgment after death” means.

But thinking of final judgment after death, the doctor immediately remembered the bone-drip kinship testing mentioned in the story – this was his professional field. He immediately got excited and began chattily popularizing medical knowledge.

“That Cao Rui was lucky. Fortunately Yuan Xi was buried with several others, or he would definitely have been in big trouble. I’ve dealt with forensic doctors several times before. They said that after long periods of decay, human corpses ultimately become white bones. The surface corrodes and becomes loose – forget blood, even water drops can penetrate. As for the blood-drip kinship testing on TV now, that’s even more ridiculous. Actually, putting blood from several unrelated people in the same vessel, they’ll all fuse together before long. Blood-drip kinship testing has no scientific basis whatsoever.”

Getting carried away, the doctor couldn’t help glancing at the owner several times. He hadn’t given up on drawing a few tubes of the owner’s blood for experiments! But looking down at his ridiculous plushie form, he sighed helplessly.

The doctor was philosophical though. He immediately threw this small frustration to the back of his mind, then remembered something: “Oh no, owner, can’t this jade belt hook be casually touched? I think I saw you pick it up just now?”

The owner closed the brocade box and said slowly: “Everyone has ambition. This jade belt hook is just a catalyst, stirring up a person’s greatest ambition. But if well-controlled, it’s not surprising. Back then I replaced the He Shi Bi that Liu Xie lost. Feeling guilty, I gave him this jade belt hook. His ambition then was simply to survive well. Though he took one risk, he ultimately died peacefully – getting what he sought.”

The owner slowly reminisced, his expression somewhat dazed. He didn’t know whether what he’d done back then was right or wrong. As the saying goes: “Those with ambition shouldn’t be given power, those of dull quality shouldn’t be given sharp weapons.” This was quite reasonable.

“Owner, owner, what’s your ambition?”

The doctor’s chattering question interrupted the owner’s reminiscence. The owner pinched those soft rabbit ears, stuffed him into the luggage, and smiled slightly: “It’s getting late. Let’s set off to seal the formation point.”

“Foul! Foul! You can’t use this method to avoid answering questions!”

Mini Theater:

Doctor: Owner, gossip a bit more – why did Cao Pi dislike that He Yan?

Owner: The Jin Book’s “Forest of Conversations” records that Yan was extraordinarily intelligent in youth, and Cao Cao favored him like his own sons…

Doctor: Continue reading! “Yan had beautiful appearance and fair complexion. Emperor Wen of Wei suspected he used powder. In summer he gave him hot soup noodles. After eating and sweating profusely, he wiped himself with red clothes, his complexion appearing even more brilliant…” Oh my! This Cao Pi was really interesting – suspecting He Yan’s fair skin was from powder, he specially invited him for hot noodle soup on a hot day. After He Yan wiped his sweat, his face looked even fairer! This even created an idiom, “Powdered He Lang,” truly a beautiful man! That Cao Pi was definitely jealous that he was more handsome! Calling him “false son” too… “False son”… this couldn’t be the ancient meaning of “feminine boy,” could it…

Owner: …

Chapter 5: The Settling Pearl · 1
Year 10 CE, Nandun County

Liu Xiu wandered aimlessly through the marketplace with the pocket money his elder brother had given him. He could now be considered wealthy enough to buy whatever caught his eye, but the problem was that ordinary vendors really didn’t dare accept the huge sum he carried.

Ever since Wang Mang had usurped the Han and established the Xin dynasty, he had ordered the abolition of the five-zhu coins that circulated during the Han, replacing them with three newly issued Xin dynasty currencies: da quan, qi dao, and jin cuo dao. The da quan that was minted weighed only two or three times as much as five-zhu coins but was supposed to be worth fifty five-zhu coins – no merchant was willing to accept them. Let alone the qi dao worth five hundred zhu or the jin cuo dao worth five thousand zhu – who would be blind enough to accept these new coins that clearly weren’t worth it?

But Liu Xiu’s uncle was the magistrate of Xiao County, and his salary was paid in these new coins that commoners couldn’t accept. With Liu Xiu’s father already deceased, both his elder brothers were raised by their uncle. His eldest brother Liu Yan was generous with money and though his expenses were considerable, their father’s inheritance was still quite substantial. These daily allowances from their uncle were naturally given generously to his younger brother, leaving him to worry about it himself.

Liu Xiu took out the jin cuo dao from his bosom to examine it closely, thinking that if one ignored its value, this coin was actually quite distinctive.

This jin cuo dao was composed of a copper coin and blade body, much like a combination of Warring States period knife coins and Han five-zhu coins, cast in bronze. The top and bottom of the copper coin used gold inlay craftswork, with the two characters “yi dao” (one blade) respectively embossed in gold – magnificent and beautiful. The blade bore the three characters “ping wu qian” (equalizes five thousand), so it was also called “one blade equalizes five thousand” among the people, meaning one such jin cuo dao was worth five thousand zhu copper coins.

Five thousand zhu! Liu Xiu frowned deeply. This was already equivalent to a fortune. Though the political situation was unstable and people’s hearts restless, a jin of meat cost at most twenty coins, a cloth robe four to five hundred coins – five thousand zhu could buy a modest house in their county seat!

But the problem was he couldn’t spend such an expensive jin cuo dao!

Liu Xiu held the jin cuo dao in his palm, wanting to cry but having no tears. He had already wandered this marketplace for quite a while, but no one would accept his coin. Even when he wanted to exchange it at a loss, no one paid him any attention.

This was also expected – otherwise how could his elder brother so kindly give him five thousand zhu to squander? It was clearly meant to embarrass him.

Wang Mang’s usurpation of Han to establish the Xin dynasty was illegitimate and improper. The subsequent new policy reforms were even more eye-popping, with no one following them. The newly issued coins were unused, with people still privately using five-zhu coins. This morning Liu Xiu had seen cut-wheel five-zhu, Emperor Zhao five-zhu, and others in use, though most common were the yuan shou five-zhu issued during Emperor Wu’s time. These purple coins made with purple copper were most beloved and probably worth more than regular five-zhu coins.

As Liu Xiu wandered the marketplace randomly, he couldn’t help but develop some calculations in his heart.

His origins could be traced back as the ninth-generation descendant of Han Gaozu Liu Bang. Though according to princely and marquis inheritance customs, by their generation there was no longer any imperial clan glory, with no titles to inherit. Even his uncle was merely a small county magistrate through his own abilities. Now with Wang Mang’s usurpation, they had lost even their nominal aristocratic status. But his elder brother still prided himself as Han orthodox, extremely rejecting and dissatisfied with the Xin Mang regime. Recently he had even begun scattering family wealth to befriend talented individuals with some scheme in mind, quite meaning to accomplish something.

Liu Xiu was only sixteen this year, considered an adult. He had gone to Chang’an to study in his youth and seen much of the world. Returning this time, he could see his elder brother’s intentions. He wanted to dissuade him, but his brother was ten years older – an elder brother was like a father, giving him no opening to speak.

Wandering with troubled thoughts, Liu Xiu found himself at the marketplace’s end, where several scattered stalls lay on the ground. He casually strolled over and discovered one stall actually displayed various objects – all appearing to be old antiques, quite interesting.

Liu Xiu crouched down with interest and couldn’t help reaching out to examine them. There were some pottery containers, what appeared to be Qin dynasty standard currency qin ban liang, several bronze goblets, a pair of green jade bird-shaped ornaments, some bamboo scrolls… Among the pile of antiques, Liu Xiu saw a carelessly placed abacus and suddenly remembered the messy accounts at home, thinking to buy an abacus to calculate properly.

Nothing else to say – his brother’s recent squandering had really been excessive.

Liu Xiu hefted this abacus, feeling its wood was rather unremarkable. But in the vertical arc-shaped grooves on the wooden frame, those round, lovely counting beads seemed carved from green jade. The first bead in each column was a different color from the four below – made of white jade, worth five. Liu Xiu moved a few, finding them smooth to touch and growing more fond of them.

“How much for this abacus?” Liu Xiu shook the abacus in his hand, the beads making pleasant tinkling collision sounds. Looking up at the stall owner, Liu Xiu discovered he was actually wearing black robes. In the Zhou Rites, black was the most noble and orthodox color. During the Qin period black was also revered, and the Han also emphasized black – officials’ robes were all black. Liu Xiu knew black fabric was expensive because black was a heavy color requiring over ten or even more dyeing processes. Conversely, commoners wore white because white required no bleaching or dyeing, making it cheapest.

Only then did Liu Xiu notice this black-robed man was very young with scholarly bearing and handsome features that made one feel very comfortable upon seeing him.

Probably fallen on hard times, having to sell family belongings… Liu Xiu felt some sympathy and was even more inclined to buy something to help. But thinking of his sole jin cuo dao, he got a terrible headache and could only speak first: “I only have this one jin cuo dao – can it be used?” As he spoke, Liu Xiu took out the jin cuo dao.

The young stall owner’s gaze flashed over the jin cuo dao, then he smiled slightly: “This abacus has flaws – forget it.”

Liu Xiu raised an eyebrow, examining the abacus in his hands thoroughly but finding no flaws. Assuming the other wouldn’t accept the jin cuo dao, he put down the coin and said: “No need for change.” Then taking the abacus, he gracefully departed. He calculated clearly – though this abacus looked good, it was worth at most a hundred coins. Though this jin cuo dao was hard to spend, it was definitely worth more than a hundred coins.

Feeling he’d done a good deed, Liu Xiu felt refreshed and somewhat understood why his elder brother usually liked being generous – this feeling was indeed quite good.

Behind him, the stall owner looked speechlessly at the jin cuo dao thrown on his stall, sighing after a long while: “So be it…”

When Liu Xiu returned to Chunling carrying an abacus, he naturally received various mockery from his family.

Not because Liu Xiu had exchanged a jin cuo dao for an unremarkable abacus, but because this abacus was completely broken!

Liu Xiu moved the bead in the middle column of the wooden grooves that wouldn’t budge at all, feeling somewhat embarrassed and angry. Everyone knew abacus beads needed to move, but one was completely immovable – wasn’t this abacus worthless?

Liu Xiu couldn’t be angry at the stall owner since he had clearly said the abacus had flaws, but Liu Xiu himself hadn’t listened and thrown down money before leaving. Liu Xiu felt his second brother’s worried gaze, probably fearing he too would become a spendthrift like their elder brother.

Feeling guilty under the scrutiny, Liu Xiu lowered his head and slipped back to his room with the abacus. He wanted to pry out that stuck bead and grind it down with a whetstone – then it should work. That bead was lustrous white, fine and flawless, lustrous as congealed fat. Perhaps it was psychological, but Liu Xiu felt this bead was much prettier than the others.

Well, maybe because it was larger?

Liu Xiu tried everything but couldn’t pry out that bead without destroying the wooden groove. Working up a sweat, Liu Xiu couldn’t understand how this abacus was made – how could such a large bead fit into the groove? It made no sense. After much effort, he could only make that bead rotate in place.

Should he really dismantle this abacus?

Just as Liu Xiu had this thought, he suddenly heard a pleasant female voice in the room saying lazily: “I advise you to abandon that idea.”

Liu Xiu started in alarm, quickly turning to look and discovering a beautiful woman in white robes half-reclining on his bed. She had a flower-like face as exquisite as a delicate ink painting, long black hair unbound and casually falling down, her whole being emanating lazy contentment.

After staring for a while, Liu Xiu remembered such behavior was too presumptuous toward a lady and quickly stood up asking in confusion: “You… who are you?”

“I am the bead in your hand.” The white-robed beauty raised her sleeve to cover her lips while yawning, her almond eyes slightly narrowed as she gazed at the abacus still in Liu Xiu’s hands, curling her thin lips mockingly: “Ignorant child, snatching me away with just one jin cuo dao – you really got a bargain!”

Liu Xiu was dumbfounded. This white-robed beauty was actually the abacus bead in his hands? Though Liu Xiu had heard many mountain and wilderness legends since childhood, so while surprised, he wasn’t afraid. Instead, he explained with interest: “Jin cuo dao are very valuable, and this abacus doesn’t work at all! All things considered, I’m the one at a loss.” Discovering she spoke without classical particles, Liu Xiu followed her tone.

The white-robed beauty’s willow eyebrows shot up upon hearing this, snorting coldly: “Ignorant child! This is an abacus made by Fan Shaobo, and my true form is the settling pearl. Jin cuo dao… hmph!” The white-robed beauty’s almond eyes narrowed as she smiled calculatingly: “That jin cuo dao will probably stop being issued within two years. Well, perhaps after a thousand years it will become a priceless collectible. Wang Mang’s coin design is actually not bad, but now it’s far from matching the settling pearl’s value.”

Fan Shaobo? Liu Xiu was startled. Though he hadn’t studied much, he still knew Fan Li’s courtesy name was Shaobo. That was a legendary figure from the Spring and Autumn period who had assisted King Goujian of Yue in defeating Wu and achieving hegemony, then departed gracefully. Legend said he later called himself Tao Zhu Gong, becoming fabulously wealthy through commerce three times and scattering his wealth three times – the patriarch of all merchants. If this abacus was Fan Li’s, that made sense.

Calculating that Fan Shaobo had died over five hundred years ago, for a spiritual object to cultivate intelligence and form showed its precious degree. Liu Xiu smiled bitterly and respectfully placed the abacus back on the table. Recalling the young stall owner’s expression, he now knew he had misunderstood. He wanted to say he’d return her, but looking at the white-robed beauty, Liu Xiu suddenly felt reluctant. He pressed his lips together and said righteously: “But this abacus has already been bought by me. Merchant principles value honesty most – surely you don’t want to renege?”

The white-robed beauty resumed her half-asleep appearance, curling her lips: “Fine, sleeping anywhere is the same for me. If you hadn’t tried to destroy my bed, I wouldn’t have bothered appearing before you!” With that, her form dissolved into blue smoke drifting toward the desk abacus. The settling pearl’s surface flashed with light before finally calming.

Liu Xiu stared at the desk abacus for a long time, ultimately not daring to say anything more. What had just happened seemed more like his hallucination – even if he wanted to tell others, probably no one would believe him. Liu Xiu could only carefully clean the abacus and place it in a corner of his desk within easy reach.
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From that day onward, Liu Xiu developed a new habit of chattering about trivial matters to that abacus. He knew this behavior was quite improper, but he could no longer treat the abacus as an ordinary object. Though he knew the white-robed beauty was probably sleeping, he still urgently wanted to see her again and had secretly given her the name Zhu’er (Pearl).

On this day, Liu Xiu poured out his troubles to the abacus as usual, sighing: “Zhu’er, my elder brother says he wants to sell our ancestral home. What do you think should be done?” Liu Xiu really had no one else to confide in. His second brother and elder brother quarreled daily, his three sisters had all married, and his uncle was ultimately separated by a degree of relationship – even if he wanted to intervene, he wouldn’t take a youth not yet twenty seriously.

This ancestral home was filled with his childhood memories. Liu Xiu didn’t understand why his elder brother truly wanted to go to the extent of scattering all family wealth. Ever since learning the settling pearl had spiritual intelligence, Liu Xiu hadn’t dared touch it again. But now feeling completely at a loss, looking at that abacus bead flickering with lustrous white light, he finally couldn’t help reaching out to touch it lightly.

“Ignorant child, if old people don’t leave, new people won’t come. What’s so difficult about this?”

The moment that sweet, pleasant voice appeared, Liu Xiu eagerly turned around to see the white-robed beauty just as before, half-reclining at the head of his bed, supporting her head with one hand. Her graceful figure was completely revealed beneath her white robes, causing Liu Xiu to lose focus for a moment. Coming to his senses, he smiled bitterly: “But after selling this ancestral home and dismissing the servants, I’ll have to farm the land myself to survive.”

“That’s easily solved – I’ll teach you the way of commerce and guarantee you’ll become the richest man under heaven!” When the white-robed beauty spoke of commerce, she completely reversed her usual drowsy appearance. Her almond eyes widened and her whole expression became animated, like a night-blooming cereus instantly blossoming, captivating the heart.

Liu Xiu was stunned for a moment, then immediately shook his head. As people said, “scholars, farmers, artisans, merchants” – merchants in this social order were only slightly above the lowest occupations. No matter how wealthy merchants became, they weren’t allowed to wear silk and satin, couldn’t ride luxurious carriages, couldn’t become officials, couldn’t purchase farmland in their own names, and had to report their wealth to the court and pay heavy taxes. If they underreported and were exposed, all their property would be confiscated and they’d be sentenced to guard the borders for a year. Merchants were soft persimmons anyone could squeeze, so even if Liu Xiu was desperate, his thoughts only turned to farming, not becoming a merchant.

Seeing Zhu’er boredly purse her lips and listlessly cover her mouth while yawning, Liu Xiu didn’t want her to immediately return to sleep in the bead like last time. He quickly said: “Don’t be angry, Zhu’er. It’s just that I can’t bear to sell the ancestral home! Elder brother is being too reckless.” Liu Xiu spoke with some resentment. Due to proper order between elder and younger, he naturally couldn’t say much in front of his elder brother, but privately he still didn’t approve of his brother’s actions.

“What’s wrong with that? Do you know what ‘sacrifice and gain’ means?” The white-robed beauty had no reaction to her new nickname and forced herself to keep her sleepy eyes open, smiling slightly: “Sacrifice and gain – only through sacrifice can there be gain. In other words, to obtain something, you must give up something. Your elder brother sees clearly – he wants others’ support, so he must sacrifice his wealth. Mutual benefit – isn’t this an excellent transaction?”

“You… you mean…” Liu Xiu was slightly dazed. He couldn’t view this matter as a transaction at all. His elder brother clearly prided himself as Lord Mengchang with three thousand household guests…

“You look down on merchants, many people look down on merchants, but everything in this world can be considered a transaction.” Zhu’er’s slender, pale fingers touched her red lips as she smiled with crescent eyes: “How about it? Learn from me to become a perfect merchant! Perhaps you’ll become the most supreme existence!”

Liu Xiu shook his head repeatedly. The consciousness of merchants being lowly was deeply rooted in his heart and couldn’t be changed immediately. But he was truly poor at studying – even after years of education in Chang’an, he couldn’t make progress. Just as he was about to explain something, he found himself alone in the room again. Seeing his lack of interest, Zhu’er was too lazy to waste even a moment and immediately returned to sleep in the settling pearl.

Sighing lightly, Liu Xiu wiped the dust off the abacus, thinking that starting tomorrow, he’d probably need to learn how to farm.

After the ancestral home in Chunling was sold, Liu Xiu and his two brothers moved to a decent thatched house barely large enough for the three of them. Liu Xiu’s elder brother Liu Yan naturally didn’t live with them – he found the person who bought their ancestral home and rented the house back. On the surface everything remained the same as he continued using the ancestral home to entertain clan relatives and traveling heroes, while Liu Xiu and his second brother Liu Zhong lived in the cramped thatched house.

Though second brother Liu Zhong was powerless to stop Liu Yan from selling the ancestral home, he still kept many antiques from the house and gradually sold them off. Seeing his second brother’s situation, Liu Xiu suddenly thought of the stall owner from whom he’d forcibly bought the settling pearl – how similar he was to his second brother now! Truly fortune turns like a wheel, and worldly affairs are unpredictable.

Of course, Liu Xiu would absolutely never show his face to sell those antiques. He had some scholarly pride and couldn’t bear being judged and receiving cold treatment in the marketplace. So he could only obediently pick up his hoe and farm without choice. He vaguely sensed this world was about to become chaotic – having however many mansions, coins, or antiques would be useless. When truly difficult times came, even the finest jade pendant couldn’t be exchanged for a life-saving meal.

His daily farming situation was first noticed by his elder brother, who forcibly gave him much silver, patting his chest and saying to come ask for more when money ran out. But Liu Xiu truly didn’t lack money. However, if he were to befriend heroes like his elder brother and idly criticize the government, he really didn’t have that leisure. Instead, wielding his hoe and sweating under the scorching sun quite calmed his heart and felt sweet, much better than struggling with obscure books. Liu Yan was displeased with his younger brother willingly becoming a farmer and often mocked him for being unambitious, but whenever this happened, Liu Xiu would just smile foolishly and pay no mind. His second brother observed him for many days, and after a deep conversation between them, stopped interfering.

His Zhu’er never appeared again. Liu Xiu really wanted to see her, really wanted to hear her speak in that lazy tone again, but Liu Xiu had his principles – having decided he couldn’t engage in commerce, he wouldn’t easily bow his head.

Time flew by, and in the blink of an eye Liu Xiu had been a farmer for ten years. His thin frame became strong and sturdy. Eight chi tall with fine beard and eyebrows, his pale complexion became a healthy wheat color, and his hands developed calluses. His originally somewhat rash character was tempered through daily labor into caution and gentleness. Combined with his childhood education in Chang’an, he possessed a tranquil, scholarly temperament completely unlike an ordinary farmer.

Liu Xiu’s farmland, due to his diligent cultivation and irrigation, produced excellent harvests and considerable stable income. He was now twenty-six years old – at this age in ordinary families, children could already farm. Nearly all the neighboring villagers had tried to arrange marriages for him, but he’d never agreed, saying his elder brother should decide. His elder brother Liu Yan was rarely seen, daily mysterious and whereabouts unknown, while second brother Liu Zhong had opened a shop in the county seat and rarely minded him.

Why not marry? Liu Xiu wasn’t actually clear himself. In the deepest part of his heart remained a trace of a white silhouette that, though ten years had passed, hadn’t blurred in the slightest.

He was truly too foolish.

Occasionally Liu Xiu would mock himself. He didn’t understand what he was really expecting. But he knew he didn’t want to casually follow matchmakers’ words and marry an unfamiliar farm girl. Though he daily farmed and did agricultural work, he didn’t acknowledge in his heart that he was just an ordinary farmer.

Starting three years ago, there had been continuous disasters and locust swarms. Various regions had erupted with dozens of rebel forces like the Green Forest Army, Red Eyebrow Army, and Bronze Horse Army. With warfare everywhere and people’s livelihood disrupted, this atmosphere of unrest was gradually reaching the vicinity of Chunling. Liu Xiu harvested his wheat cleanly and stored it in granaries, inevitably beginning to worry.

His elder brother Liu Yan supported many guests and had considerable reputation. With the world in great chaos, many more came seeking him out. Due to increased numbers, Liu Yan’s money and grain were limited, making these traveling heroes’ treatment increasingly difficult. Some began secretly engaging in robbery and other shameful activities, while others even openly used Liu Yan’s name to oppose the authorities. Those leech-like officials followed the scent to trouble the Liu family with various difficulties. Not only was second brother’s shop harassed into closing, even Liu Xiu wasn’t spared. Most of the grain Liu Xiu had stored was searched and taken by officials. If this continued, probably even his last bit of harvest wouldn’t be preserved.

Liu Xiu couldn’t help gripping the abacus in his hands. He’d grown accustomed to carrying this abacus with him, occasionally rubbing that settling pearl. “Zhu’er, what do you think I should do?” Liu Xiu murmured to himself. As soon as the words left his mouth, he felt somewhat embarrassed – he’d already passed the capping ceremony age, so why was he still as indecisive as when he was small?

But Liu Xiu had grown accustomed to such unresponsive results over the years. He answered himself: “With officials interfering, these grains certainly won’t be accepted by any shops. I can only transport them to Xinye and also take refuge with my second brother-in-law, avoiding the chaotic situation on elder brother’s side…” As Liu Xiu spoke, he suddenly felt the settling pearl beneath his hand rotate once on its own. His heart jumped violently. Liu Xiu held his breath and indeed heard that long-missed lazy voice the next moment.

“Oh? Finally figured it out? No longer being a farmer?”

Liu Xiu looked toward the voice and saw Zhu’er leaning against the granary door as if just awakening from sleep, her eyes drowsy. Time seemed frozen on her – she bore no traces of age, still graceful and elegant in white robes with jade-like skin. Liu Xiu’s heart suddenly ached dully – he should finally understand something, but before he could think carefully, he displayed his gentle, refined smile and chuckled: “Zhu’er, I’m just temporarily not farming. After selling the grain, I’ll continue next spring.”

Zhu’er raised her sleeve to cover her lips, her almond eyes slightly curved as she yawned, saying lazily: “Ignorant child, in these times, once you leave, this farmland and house will be occupied by others. You still want to farm next year? How naive.”

Liu Xiu stiffened at her words but had to admit they made sense. Now living in chaotic times, property deeds and land contracts were just waste paper – whoever had the sharpest sword was boss. Liu Xiu had thought that after ten years he’d matured considerably, but Zhu’er still called him an ignorant child, making him blush and stammer: “Then… then what do you say should be done?”

Zhu’er smiled slightly, immediately radiating brilliant light. The unremarkable granary seemed to become magnificent and glorious because of her smile. He heard her say confidently: “I think your plan is excellent – transport the grain to Xinye to sell. However, I’ll teach you the process. This way of commerce has much knowledge involved!”

“This… this shouldn’t count as commerce…” Liu Xiu protested weakly, but seeing Zhu’er shed her sleepiness and become animated, he ultimately didn’t resist to the end.

After all, he was going to Xinye to sell grain anyway. Having Zhu’er accompany him – wouldn’t that be a wonderful thing?

Liu Xiu packed his belongings and found places to bury deeply anything he couldn’t take. Zhu’er surprisingly didn’t return to rest in the settling pearl but unusually remained enthusiastic, teaching him commercial methods. Liu Xiu had originally looked down on merchants, feeling those traders didn’t perform hard labor but simply transported goods from one place to another to earn huge profits and become wealthy. But through Zhu’er’s lively and interesting explanations, he gradually changed this concept.

Chapter 5: The Settling Pearl · 3
Transporting and trading goods was called “shang” while sitting and selling goods was “jia.” The term “merchant” (shangren) originated in the early Zhou dynasty. Because the Shang dynasty’s commerce was very prosperous and the Shang remnants were skilled at trade, these former Shang people who engaged in commerce were collectively called merchants by the Zhou people. In the Zhou dynasty this was a derogatory and discriminatory term, equivalent to pariah. So even when merchants became wealthy beyond measure, no one could respect them – perhaps this originated here.

Along this journey, following Zhu’er’s guidance, Liu Xiu arranged cart and horse transport, recruited drivers, avoided desperate bandits, managed checkpoint officials… These short ten-plus days were far more exhausting than farming. He came to understand why merchants received compensation – after all, they also put in hard work, so seeking returns was natural.

Finally reaching Xinye, Liu Xiu wanted to rest at his brother-in-law’s house but was driven out by Zhu’er to gather intelligence. The most important thing in commerce was information from various places. Liu Xiu spent some effort and learned that grain prices in nearby Wancheng had skyrocketed – if he transported grain there to sell, he could double his profits.

Liu Xiu was overjoyed, planning to contact buyers in Wancheng, then return home to purchase grain for resale. He had completely overturned his original thinking. When purchasing grain from fellow villagers, he could raise the purchase price much higher than Chunling County grain shops – this would benefit the villagers and benefit him too. Why not do something mutually beneficial?

Liu Xiu felt his former self had indeed been too rigid. If he’d understood earlier, he could have helped more people become wealthy. He excitedly shared his thoughts with Zhu’er, but she raised her delicate eyebrows: “Don’t rush. Don’t you think there’s deeper meaning in this intelligence that Wancheng needs large quantities of grain?”

Liu Xiu was startled, then furrowed his brow: “True, if Wancheng’s grain prices were so much higher, people from Chunling would already be doing this resale business. This means the price surge is recent, so the root must be someone buying grain in large quantities, causing prices to soar. Why would this person need so much grain? Presumably to plan rebellion…” Liu Xiu was naturally intelligent. After Zhu’er’s guidance, he showed considerable insight into commercial methods. Through step-by-step deduction, he actually guessed the truth.

“You’re right. It seems someone in Wancheng is recruiting troops, which is why they’re stockpiling grain.” Zhu’er’s starry eyes flickered with some surprise at Liu Xiu’s intelligence. This man showed nothing outstanding in his studies, but was remarkably quick to understand commerce. Zhu’er was pleased, feeling she’d discovered promising material. Though ten years had been wasted, among all the people who came and went before her, only he had chosen her from a pile of objects – clearly there was real affinity.

“Then… do we still go to Wancheng? Better to just sell the grain directly in Xinye.” Liu Xiu was somewhat worried. To put it nicely, they were rebels; to put it bluntly, they were bandits. If these bandits didn’t pay but robbed his grain outright, wouldn’t he lose everything? Without realizing it, Liu Xiu was already thinking like a merchant.

Zhu’er’s lips curved with a somewhat disdainful tone: “Look at your small ambitions. Back then Fan Shaobo sent his beloved woman to Wu state, buying Yue state over ten years of recovery. Eventually the Yue king endured hardships, and three thousand Yue armor defeated Wu, achieving Spring and Autumn hegemony. The former Lü Buwei, through one speculation on rare goods, assisted King Zhuangxiang of Qin to the Qin throne, and gave his own dancing girl to the Qin king – even today people still question Ying Zheng’s parentage. Lü Buwei ultimately became chancellor, controlling Qin government for thirteen years with overwhelming power – even Qin Shihuang dared not act rashly against him. These two were the most successful merchants – you should learn from them.”

Liu Xiu heard implications and asked in surprise: “Could it be that Lü Buwei – Zhu’er, did you know him too?”

Zhu’er lazily stretched, supporting her chin with one hand and chuckling with nostalgia: “That’s right, he was also once the settling pearl’s master.”

Liu Xiu’s mind wavered, somewhat unable to maintain composure. He now knew only two masters of the settling pearl, both renowned figures of their time. He felt somewhat ashamed, understanding why Zhu’er had remained silent for ten years, treating him as nothing. A farmer determined to till the soil indeed had no prospects.

Zhu’er didn’t notice Liu Xiu’s thoughts and continued earnestly teaching: “Do you know why the world looks down on merchants?”

Liu Xiu was a scholar, so this question didn’t stump him. After a moment he answered: “Since Shang Yang, Qin emphasized agriculture and suppressed commerce, taking agriculture as the foundation and commerce as secondary. Lü Buwei also included four chapters like ‘Valuing Agriculture’ in ‘Lü’s Spring and Autumn Annals,’ advocating this view. Since Emperor Wu of Han, it became even more extreme.”

Zhu’er smiled contemptuously: “Agriculture as foundation and commerce as secondary isn’t understood this way – the essence of foundation and secondary isn’t like that. For example, a country is like a thriving towering tree – agriculture is this tree’s root system, commerce is this tree’s branches and leaves. A tree without roots certainly can’t survive, but which well-growing tree has all its branches and leaves fallen and withered? Though Chancellor Lü couldn’t openly oppose the policies Shang Yang left behind, being the top merchant himself, he naturally understood these principles. Only that later Emperor Wu of Han, to deceive the people, deliberately distorted this concept – truly putting the cart before the horse.”

Liu Xiu was dumbfounded by Zhu’er’s words. Though he felt some of it was sophistry, he had to admit it held some truth.

Zhu’er smiled and didn’t continue, not expecting to change his deep-rooted ideas all at once. She returned to the previous topic: “The highest realm of commerce is catering to preferences, selling what others need. Right now you have an excellent opportunity – what they need, you happen to have. Worth trying.”

Liu Xiu didn’t immediately ask but carefully pondered. On the surface, the Wancheng strongmen needed grain, which he indeed had for trade, but Zhu’er couldn’t simply mean this.

What did rebel strongmen lack? Grain, weapons, people… they really lacked too much. So thinking conversely, besides grain, what else could he provide? His learning wasn’t extensive, he lacked great knowledge. Though he carried the title of Liu Bang’s ninth-generation descendant, his family had no money… wait, what had he just thought? Liu Bang’s ninth-generation descendant?

Zhu’er watched Liu Xiu’s sudden realization and thought this person was indeed promising material. “That’s right, they lack a legitimate justification for rebellion. Having a Han imperial clan member join would surely be welcomed warmly.”

Liu Xiu hesitated – he’d never considered being drawn into warfare. But seeing Zhu’er’s bright, expectant eyes, he steeled himself and nodded firmly.

Since Zhu’er’s previous two masters were both renowned, he absolutely couldn’t fall behind!

A month later, Liu Xiu in Wancheng, Liu Yan in Chunling, and Liu Xiu’s second brother-in-law Deng Chen in Xinye simultaneously raised troops separately. Among them, elder brother Liu Yan gathered seven to eight thousand Liu clan members and guests, with the most impressive momentum.

In Liu Xiu’s life, after beginning education at age six, ten years passed struggling through poetry and books, followed by ten years of diligent farm labor. He’d never encountered anything related to warfare or battle. But Zhu’er told him everything was simple.

Everything in this world could be approached through commercial methods.

He couldn’t fight – no problem, he could have those who could fight charge into battle, then give them the official positions and wealth they wanted. He had no weapons – no problem, he could find people who could forge weapons and exchange gold and silver treasures with them. He gradually acknowledged that merchants were indeed omnipotent beings. In everyone’s heart lay something they needed – as long as he could discover what others required, he could exchange it for what he wanted. Even if he didn’t possess what others needed, through a chain of transactions he could obtain it from others. This vast network of interests would gradually form a massive entity, with Liu Xiu as the hidden controller.

Sacrifice and gain – only through sacrifice could there be gain.

Liu Xiu believed in this teaching Zhu’er had given him and suggested his elder brother Liu Yan find a greater patron, because though their rebel army was valiant, it couldn’t independently contend with government forces. Liu Yan chose the Green Forest Army. Liu Yan was talented, slaying generals and enemies. In just two years he grew increasingly powerful within the Green Forest Army while also putting considerable pressure on other factions.

Zhu’er had long warned Liu Xiu, who had also advised his elder brother, but unfortunately Liu Yan never listened to advice and naturally treated Liu Xiu’s counsel as wind past his ears. Liu Xiu could only keep a low profile himself, making himself cautious and careful, mild and unremarkable – in others’ eyes a weak, timid person.

The relationship between Zhu’er and Liu Xiu also subtly changed. No longer was it just Zhu’er unilaterally guiding Liu Xiu – Liu Xiu occasionally made excellent judgments that made Zhu’er view him differently.

This man progressed far too quickly compared to her previous two masters. Sometimes Zhu’er couldn’t help but admire – how could someone who’d been a scholar for ten years, then a farmer for ten years, take to being a merchant like a fish to water?

Well, strictly speaking, Liu Xiu wasn’t actually a merchant now, but a ruler.

Liu Yan won battle after battle, gaining ever higher reputation in the army. To suppress Liu Yan’s prominence, the Green Forest Army generals jointly promoted an obscure Liu clan member named Liu Xuan as emperor. This Liu Xuan was actually Liu Yan’s clan brother, originally just a subordinate official. Such an emperor without foundation or power was most suitable to be a puppet in high position.

Considering the big picture, Liu Yan had to agree to support Liu Xuan as emperor, changing the era name to Gengshi Year One, called Emperor Gengshi.

Chapter 5: The Settling Pearl · 4
Liu Xiu vaguely sensed the situation developing incorrectly, but he was temporarily powerless to reverse it. He also recognized their strength was far from sufficient – otherwise he could have completely promoted his elder brother as emperor instead of falling into such a passive situation. From this point, Liu Xiu no longer concealed his talents. In the Battle of Kunyang, he defeated the Xin dynasty’s 420,000-strong army with only 10,000 men, shocking the world.

This great Kunyang victory, where few defeated many and weak overcame strong, changed the power balance between government forces and rebel armies. Liu Xiu, who created this result, made everyone view him with new respect. Meanwhile, Liu Yan captured Wancheng, heavily defended by the Xin regime, then had Emperor Gengshi move the capital to Wancheng.

“Your elder brother is in danger,” Zhu’er pronounced after hearing this news.

Liu Xiu’s face was iron-blue. This was the first time he and his elder brother had acted separately – he handled Kunyang’s defense while his elder brother attacked Wancheng. They’d planned to coordinate and support each other, but his elder brother hadn’t changed his habit of showing his edge. Now being second only to the emperor and above ten thousand others would surely invite hostility from various Green Forest Army interest groups.

“Well… how will you decide?” Zhu’er asked with interest.

Liu Xiu answered almost without hesitation: “I’ll go to Wancheng immediately.”

Zhu’er raised her eyebrows with some surprise: “You just defended Kunyang – won’t you stabilize military morale?”

Liu Xiu moved the abacus beads in his hands and replied lightly: “You once said that sacrifice brings gain. In my heart, elder brother is the one I’ll never sacrifice.”

Zhu’er was slightly stunned by his matter-of-fact attitude and resonant words.

In the concept of masters she’d encountered in her previous life, everything could be sacrificed, including beloved women, one’s own wealth, relatives and friends… even herself who had helped them…

Zhu’er knew Liu Xiu must clearly understand that as long as Liu Yan existed, there was no room for Liu Xiu’s advancement. Liu Yan was naturally someone who attracted everyone’s attention – Liu Xiu could only live in his shadow. Wasn’t he tempted at all? Could he still maintain his original heart unchanged?

Yet she, who had always been with Liu Xiu, could confirm he spoke the truth with absolutely no pretense.

Looking at the martial and handsome Liu Xiu, Zhu’er suddenly felt he was very reliable, possessing a trustworthy temperament. What kind of woman could possess such a man of both literary and martial accomplishments, graceful as jade?

Zhu’er’s heart was in turmoil. The sprout long hidden in her heart began emerging like bamboo shoots after rain, catching her off guard.

But she had no time to think carefully – devastating news arrived instantly.

When Liu Xiu learned his elder brother Liu Yan had been killed, he was completely stunned. He could accept his elder brother dying wrapped in a horse hide on the battlefield, but absolutely couldn’t accept such a result of being stabbed in the back by his own people. What disobedience to imperial orders? He absolutely didn’t believe it!

Zhu’er half-reclined on the couch, closed the book in her hands, and mocked: “Foolish. ‘When birds are gone, good bows are stored; when rabbits are dead, hunting dogs are cooked’ – that’s correct, but the birds aren’t exhausted and rabbits aren’t dead yet! That Liu Xuan is truly too stupid.” And acted too quickly. Zhu’er looked at Liu Xiu’s packed luggage – he was about to depart for Wancheng.

Liu Xiu gripped his temples tightly, forcing his grief-stricken mind to think. He had indeed overestimated Liu Xuan, thinking he would use his elder brother to conquer the world before settling accounts, so he hadn’t been too guarded. He hadn’t expected the other party to act so quickly. Wasn’t he afraid of chilling his subordinates’ hearts?

“What do you plan to do? Incite your subordinates to break from Emperor Gengshi and go it alone?” Zhu’er narrowed her almond eyes, looking at Liu Xiu’s handsome profile thoughtfully. In the blink of an eye, she’d been by this man’s side for twelve years, and he’d grown from a green youth into an upstanding man. For some reason, Zhu’er suddenly became distracted – Liu Xiu was already twenty-eight this year, yet still had no woman by his side…

Liu Xiu lowered his head, furrowing his brow and murmuring: “I need to… think carefully…”

Zhu’er again suppressed the wild thoughts in her mind – this wasn’t a good time.

Liu Xiu ultimately chose to dissemble.

He immediately returned to Wancheng, voluntarily giving up his army and distancing himself from Liu Yan. He showed no grief for his brother’s death, no intention of mourning his elder brother, spending his days drinking and making merry without participating in government affairs. He even claimed the Kunyang victory was all his subordinates’ achievement and actively declared: “As an official I should become Imperial Guard Commander; for a wife I should get Yin Lihua.”

Imperial Guard Commander ranked among the Nine Ministers as supreme commander defending the capital. Liu Xiu expressed his ambitions went no further. Yin Lihua was a famous beauty from Xinye – Liu Xiu publicly expressed his admiration.

But no one could understand the bitter feelings when he spoke these words.

Sacrifice and gain – only through sacrifice could there be gain. In other words, to obtain something, one must sacrifice something.

He’d understood this principle clearly at sixteen, just never expected to comprehend it this way.

Zhu’er watched all his actions, knowing that though he drank and acted wildly outside, at home he never touched meat or alcohol. Every day when he woke, his pillow was stained with tears. That woman named Yin Lihua naturally had beauty, but what Liu Xiu valued was her illustrious family background.

The Yin clan descended from the famous Spring and Autumn minister Guan Zhong. At the end of Qin and beginning of Han, the Yin family moved their entire clan to Xinye. Moreover, the Yin clan was not only nobly born but also the wealthiest local magnates, their status and property almost comparable to enfeoffed princes.

Zhu’er knew Liu Xiu was finding himself a patron. Though Liu Xiu was Liu Bang’s ninth-generation descendant, he had no foundation – ultimately just a farmer.

Indeed, even one’s marriage could be used as a bargaining chip in transactions.

Zhu’er sighed silently, both secretly praising herself for cultivating another supreme merchant while feeling melancholy regret.

In this world, there truly was no having both fish and bear’s paw. But this Yin Lihua would probably also become a political sacrifice…

“Reluctant to leave?” If Liu Xiu hadn’t been busy seeking marriage, seeing this scene would surely shock him greatly. Because appearing in his room was that young stall owner from years ago. Twelve years had passed, yet his appearance hadn’t changed a bit from that day.

“What’s there to be reluctant about?” Zhu’er lazily yawned. “I taught him how to become a perfect merchant – sacrifice what you have and exchange it for more valuable things. Anything can be traded, including one’s relatives, marriage, life…”

Zhu’er’s remaining words weren’t spoken.

If this continued, would he, like her previous two masters, eventually trade her away too when circumstances demanded?

Or perhaps he simply didn’t want to see him marry and have children…

The stall owner reached out to pick up the abacus, weighing it in his hands a few times before smiling: “Tell me, if I took you to trade with him for the Imperial Seal He Shi Bi, do you think he’d make the exchange?”

Zhu’er glanced at him and snorted: “Better not try – I don’t want to know the answer…”

“Actually, you already have the answer in your heart, don’t you?” The stall owner smiled faintly, tucked the abacus into his robes, and gracefully pushed open the door to leave.

In the sixth month of Gengshi Year One, Liu Xiu married Yin Lihua.

In the ninth month of Gengshi Year One, Liu Xiu sent Yin Lihua back to Xinye and went alone to Luoyang, planning to recover the Hebei region.

In the first month of Gengshi Year Two, to ally with the True Ding King, just six months after marrying Yin Lihua, Liu Xiu sent a letter divorcing his wife to concubine status and married the True Ding Guo clan noble daughter Guo Shengtong.

In Gengshi Year Three, 25 CE, Liu Xiu, now commanding millions across multiple provinces, ascended the throne with his generals’ support at Qianqiu Pavilion south of Yecheng in Hebei. He changed the era name to Jianwu Year One, still using “Han” as the dynasty name, historically called Later Han or Eastern Han.

Thus began the great drama of the Eastern Han dynasty…

Year 2012 CE

“Wait, so this abacus actually belonged to Emperor Guangwu of Han?” The doctor was shocked, his long rabbit ears twitching back and forth. “And there’s a peerless beauty sleeping inside? You’re willing to bury even this?”

Is the emphasis actually on the latter sentence? The owner smiled lightly: “It’s fine – she’s been sleeping for two thousand years anyway. Continuing to sleep underground makes no difference.” After the formation was broken, digging her up would be fine. Moreover, in these two thousand years Zhu’er hadn’t awakened once – the owner was quite curious to throw her away and see if she could still wake up.

“…” The doctor unwillingly flapped his long ears and snorted: “Speaking of which, this Liu Xiu guy was really incredible! Becoming emperor in just a few years, and after ascending the throne, he neither executed nor reduced any meritorious officials – his mastery of balance was superb! Seems Zhu’er taught him well – using merchant wisdom to be emperor. Tsk tsk! This is an inspirational novel!”

The owner ignored the doctor’s excited rambling, just raised an eyebrow and glanced at the iPad hidden behind the rabbit plushie, its screen showing Liu Xiu’s biography.

The doctor coughed twice, turned off the iPad behind him, stuck the stylus in his plushie’s belly pouch, and casually changed the subject: “But thinking about it, owner, you took advantage of Liu Xiu! Later silently taking away his beloved abacus – that’s bullying, right?”

The owner wiped each abacus bead clean and said lightly: “I followed Zhu’er’s will – she wanted to leave, so I took her away. As for Liu Xiu, I left several taels of gold that should equal his jin cuo dao’s value – he won’t lose out.”

“…” The doctor could imagine that when Liu Xiu searched everywhere for the settling pearl and found those taels of gold, his expression must have been quite spectacular.

The owner gently stroked that immovable settling pearl, lost in thought.

Actually, both he and Zhu’er knew the answer to that question from years ago.

Forget the Imperial Seal He Shi Bi – even the throne, Liu Xiu would have traded for it.

But what meaning did that have?

Zhu’er ultimately couldn’t accompany him to old age, couldn’t bear children for him – they were destined for different paths…

The owner lowered his eyelids and sighed deeply: “Choices…”

Chapter 6: Tiger Bone Archer’s Ring – Part 1
Although Adam and Eve ate the forbidden fruit, they ultimately gave birth to humanity. A momentary mistake doesn’t mean much – knowing one’s errors and correcting them is the greatest virtue.

Song Yue slowly regained consciousness from his daze, immediately feeling intense pain at the back of his head. It took him quite a while to come to his senses. What happened? Hadn’t he been hit by a car? Could it be that he’d been taken to the hospital? Song Yue looked at the expanse of white in his vision and struggled to sit up while supporting his head. He remembered going to the Qin Law Firm for an interview, and on his way back, a van had run a red light and charged straight at him. He couldn’t dodge in time, and the last thing he remembered hearing was the piercing sound of brakes and the screams of onlookers.

Tentatively checking his body, Song Yue found himself quite fortunate. Apart from the pain at the back of his head, nothing else seemed wrong. It appeared he had merely fallen to the ground – a blessing in disguise. “Awake? Is there anywhere you feel uncomfortable?” A deep voice came from beside the hospital bed, startling Song Yue. He reflexively turned his head but moved too quickly, causing another wave of dizziness as his vision filled with white spots. It took quite some time before he could see the person clearly.

But when he finally saw who it was, he was shocked again. His lips trembled, and the word “President Qin” died on his lips. When he tried to speak, he discovered his throat felt as if it had been scraped with sandpaper – so hoarse that no sound would come out. Only then did Song Yue notice he was in a private hospital room, the kind that looked like a luxury suite costing over 1,000 yuan per day. Having lived a common life since childhood, he had never seen such grandeur. He wondered if the driver of the van that hit him was very wealthy. But that wasn’t the main point – the main point was, why was Qin Mo, the president of Qin Law Firm, the one accompanying him at his bedside?

Qin Mo was a benchmark figure recognized throughout their industry. Not yet thirty, he already owned his own law firm, had connections spanning various industries, and was quite popular in the field. Qin Law Firm was different from those established old firms – it had always favored recruiting newcomers. So after obtaining his lawyer’s license, Song Yue had gone there for an interview. But he never would have imagined that after being hit, the first person he’d see upon opening his eyes would be Qin Mo. Logically speaking, he shouldn’t even count as Qin Mo’s employee yet, right? And the intersection where his accident occurred was quite far from Qin Law Firm…

Song Yue felt great pressure under such scrutiny but still gathered his spirits to answer the doctor’s questions. Before long, two uniformed police officers actually entered the room. Song Yue endured his headache while watching Qin Mo negotiate with those two officers. The serious expressions on all three faces made Song Yue realize this was no simple traffic accident. A nurse gave Song Yue an IV drip, and the doctor arranged several examinations. When Song Yue returned to the room, he found the two officers had already left. Qin Mo sat in the room waiting for him with a grave expression, and the first thing he said upon looking up was: “Who exactly are you?”

“Song Yue.” Song Yue wouldn’t forget his own name and answered without hesitation. Recalling their previous conversation, he couldn’t help but laugh dryly. “President Qin, you don’t think I’ve been possessed by someone else after this car accident, do you?”

“You know me?” Qin Mo raised his eyebrows in surprise. Song Yue felt somewhat embarrassed. He had just been interviewed by Qin Mo today – surely this young master Qin couldn’t be so forgetful as to have already forgotten him? However, facing Qin Mo’s X-ray-like gaze, Song Yue still honestly replied: “I just went to Qin Law Firm for an interview today, so naturally I recognize you.”

“Interview?” Qin Mo was stunned at these words, staring at Song Yue as if pondering an unsolved puzzle. After a moment, he smiled bitterly. “What year do you think it is?”

“Isn’t it 2008?” Song Yue found this question from the young master Qin quite absurd, and was also uncomfortable with the other party’s attitude of speaking to him as if they were friends. He still clearly remembered Qin Mo’s poker-faced serious expression during the interview just hours ago. Qin Mo said nothing, picked up a phone from the bedside table, tapped the screen a few times, and placed it in front of him. Song Yue silently muttered that rich people were indeed different – what an advanced phone! It actually had a touch screen? He had thought the Nokia N85 he bought a few days ago was the most advanced! But this internal complaint was cut short halfway. Song Yue stared dumbfounded at the date displayed on the phone screen – 2012?! Was this some kind of mistake!

Song Yue was flabbergasted, and Qin Mo was speechless. The doctor was quickly called back and performed various tedious examinations on Song Yue, then diagnosed him with psychogenic amnesia. This type of amnesia was caused by brain trauma, leading patients to be unable to remember only a certain period of time – remembering old events but forgetting the present. Obviously, Song Yue had forgotten four years’ worth of events at once.

But to Song Yue, it felt as if he had merely taken a nap and upon opening his eyes, four years had passed. He had missed the Beijing Olympics and the South Africa World Cup, which had been spoiled with Spain’s victory. It seemed the world was supposed to end at the end of this year… None of this mattered much. Song Yue looked down at the iPhone 4S in his hands, handling it somewhat unfamiliarly, only now learning that this advanced touch-screen Apple phone was actually his own. More than half the names in the phone book were unfamiliar to him, and a wave of panic rose in Song Yue’s heart. It was as if someone had occupied his body for four years without his permission.

“The doctor says you can be discharged. There’s no obvious blood clots or trauma in your brain. He recommends you return to a familiar environment, which would help you recover your memories.” Qin Mo explained to Song Yue while taking out his phone to instruct his assistant to handle Song Yue’s discharge procedures.

A familiar environment? His parents were back in his hometown. In this city, he only had a shared rental with a friend, but he felt it was unlikely that four years later, he would still be living in that shared apartment. Because he noticed the suit jacket Qin Mo handed him bore the label of a famous brand sold at prominent counters in major shopping malls. Such a suit could cover several months’ rent for his shared apartment. After confirming that the pants and jacket he was wearing were indeed a matching set, Song Yue put on the jacket with trepidation, feeling increasingly unreal about everything. He had been conscious for a while now, and his head no longer hurt as much after receiving a dose of painkillers. Song Yue followed Qin Mo out of the hospital, and when they reached the main entrance, he instinctively looked at his reflection in the glass.

It was indeed his face, no mistake. Four years wasn’t too long – he looked much the same as when he had just graduated from university. However, both his hairstyle and clothing gave off a mature impression of someone who had been tempered by society. Song Yue felt that if he wore a more resolute and serious expression, he would actually resemble Qin Mo quite closely…

Getting into Qin Mo’s BMW, Song Yue couldn’t help but take a few extra glances, only to be stunned by Qin Mo’s direct statement: “Stop looking, this is your car.” Seeing Song Yue’s stiff expression from the corner of his eye, Qin Mo misunderstood and suggested, “Would you rather drive?”

Song Yue immediately shook his head – he remembered not having a driver’s license. Of course, his memory was incomplete, which meant that during these four years, he had not only gotten a license but also bought a BMW?

Good God! He knew lawyers could earn a lot, but which lawyer wasn’t exploited as an assistant during their initial junior period? What exactly had he been doing?

Sitting uneasily in the passenger seat, Song Yue watched the city through the car window and found that after four years, the city had gradually become unfamiliar. Many high-rise buildings he had never seen had replaced previous structures. Traffic was extremely congested, and they were quickly trapped in the jam. Qin Mo seemed very accustomed to such traffic, calmly following the flow of cars ahead, inching forward bit by bit. Song Yue suddenly remembered what Qin Mo had said when he first regained consciousness, and touching his still aching head, he asked hesitantly: “My injury… was I beaten by someone?”

“Yes, you were on the phone with me discussing a case you were handling at the time.” Qin Mo’s grip on the steering wheel tightened almost imperceptibly as he tried his best to suppress the anger in his chest. Song Yue fell silent. He knew lawyers easily made enemies, but when such a thing happened to him personally, it wasn’t so easy to laugh off. He forced a smile and said: “It seems they only wanted to give me a warning, otherwise they wouldn’t have chosen to strike while I was on the phone.”

Qin Mo’s tense hands relaxed. He was satisfied that although Song Yue had lost four years of memory, his calm and clear mind hadn’t been lost along with it: “You should rest at home for a few days, then come back to work when you’ve recovered.”

“No need, I’ll come to work tomorrow. I wouldn’t be able to rest properly just staying at home.” Song Yue felt that being stuck at home doing nothing would definitely drive him crazy. “Besides, didn’t the doctor say I should be in a familiar environment to recover my memory? I think during these four years, I must have spent far more time at the firm than at home.” This was exactly what any boss would love to hear. Even though Qin Mo wasn’t in the best mood, he couldn’t help but curve his lips slightly. Just then, traffic began moving slowly forward. Qin Mo spotted an opening and made a beautiful turn into an upscale residential community: “Alright, I’ll pick you up at eight tomorrow morning.”

Only then did Song Yue learn that he and Qin Mo lived in the same residential complex. He knew that senior lawyers at Qin Law Firm received excellent benefits and that the firm would even handle housing matters, but he truly hadn’t known he had mixed so well for himself. Watching Qin Mo lock the car and hand over keys before getting on the elevator, Song Yue obediently followed behind him, staying silent all the way to the other party’s front door. When Qin Mo saw that Song Yue seemed intent on following him into his home, he helplessly pointed to the door across the hall: “You really don’t remember anything at all – you live across the hall.”

“Oh…” Song Yue found keys in his suit pocket and turned to try them. Sure enough, the door opened at once. Qin Mo watched with narrowed eyes as Song Yue went inside, patiently waiting for a while. When nothing seemed amiss, he finally closed his own door. He always felt that Song Yue after losing his memory had a completely different personality from before…

Setting aside Song Yue’s shock at having such a substantial dwelling in this city where every inch of land was precious, and setting aside his immense gratitude that when he opened his computer – advanced and unfamiliar to him – the password he used was still his old familiar one, Song Yue spent the entire night frantically researching what had happened to him during these four years. Unfortunately, his apartment appeared to have professional housekeeping service and was spotlessly clean, with few items that might trigger memories. His QQ and MSN chat records were also clean, suggesting he probably used his work computer most of the time. The text messages on his phone were mostly advertisements and spam, indicating he probably made phone calls more often.

Chapter 6: Tiger Bone Archer’s Ring – Part 2
That night, Song Yue used the internet to learn about the major events that had occurred domestically and internationally during those four years. By the latter half of the night, when drowsiness struck, the painkillers in his system had also lost their effect. Song Yue took several tablets of the painkillers prescribed by the hospital, but they didn’t work. He was basically tormented by pain in a half-asleep, half-awake state, so he got up as soon as dawn broke. After casually eating a few slices of bread, Song Yue opened his wardrobe, only to be stunned again by the closet full of suits. He really wanted to go to the bank and check his account – was it in the negatives? But he also knew that such outward expenses were unavoidable. Working at a high-end place like Qin Law Firm, not wearing the same clothes every day was company etiquette.

Randomly selecting a low-key silver-gray suit and tying a striped tie in front of the mirror, Song Yue found that no matter how good the clothes were, they couldn’t hide his haggard appearance. Who would have thought he’d be so unlucky – opening and closing his eyes only to lose four years of his youth? With a self-deprecating smile at the mirror, Song Yue opened his door at exactly eight o’clock, just in time to see Qin Mo emerging from the apartment across the hall.

“Morning, we’ll take my car today.” Qin Mo nodded at him, then led the way to the elevator. After Song Yue followed him down to the underground parking garage and saw two other people waiting, he realized that President Qin was quite down-to-earth – he wasn’t giving Song Yue special treatment by commuting together. Apparently, carpooling with employees was also a Qin firm tradition. However, Song Yue discovered that the two people commuting with them were partners at Qin Law Firm, and they seemed quite familiar with him. They immediately asked about his injury from yesterday upon meeting.

Song Yue didn’t know how to respond for a moment, but fortunately Qin Mo seamlessly steered the conversation away, as if he didn’t want people to know about Song Yue’s current condition. The group quickly began discussing a case they were currently handling. Song Yue listened quietly, knowing Qin Mo was being deliberate since supposedly he was also involved in this case. It was just an ordinary civil divorce property division case. Although the amount was somewhat large, it wouldn’t reach the level of causing someone to assault him as a warning.

Song Yue soon discovered why Qin Mo carpooled in the morning – the city traffic was truly exasperating. What should have been a ten-minute drive to the firm could take nearly an hour stuck in traffic. But during that hour, the group didn’t idle – they had already handled several cases using tablet computers and written and sent out several appeal briefs. Song Yue hadn’t slept all night, and his poor condition was obvious from his appearance, so his continued silence didn’t surprise anyone.

Moving slowly with the traffic flow, the four arrived at Qin Law Firm’s office building at exactly nine o’clock. Qin Law Firm occupied floors sixteen through eighteen of this office building. Song Yue didn’t know where his office was located, but fortunately Qin Mo said “follow me,” so Song Yue naturally went up to the eighteenth floor with him. He was then horrified to discover his nameplate on an office door.

Song Yue pointed at it in disbelief, and Qin Mo slowly nodded. Song Yue felt even more terrified – he had his own private office at Qin’s? Well, considering the fact that he lived in a mansion and drove a BMW, having a private office wasn’t that surprising either. Song Yue dazedly pushed open the office door. Inside was clean and tidy, no different from an ordinary office. Song Yue collapsed onto the leather sofa, and before he could gather the energy to turn on his computer and check the situation, the phone on his desk rang.

“Brother Song, I’m Zhang Guan, your assistant. May I come in?” A young voice came through the phone. He had apparently been informed of Song Yue’s situation by Qin Mo, so he introduced himself straightforwardly from the start. Song Yue naturally wouldn’t refuse – he urgently needed someone to help him understand the basics. Qin Mo obviously didn’t have this leisure time. After all, as president of a law firm, being able to personally pick him up from the hospital yesterday was already quite remarkable.

Zhang Guan was an intern lawyer with a very young face – clearly a recent university graduate. The young man was quite tall with long arms and legs, but he worked quite efficiently. Song Yue didn’t know what Qin Mo had told him, but he didn’t ask much else. Upon entering, he brought Song Yue a cup of very strong black coffee, then went out and returned with a very thick stack of files, placing them on Song Yue’s desk.

“Brother Song, these are all the cases you’ve handled since joining the firm. President Qin asked me to find them all for you to look through – maybe they’ll help you remember something.” Zhang Guan was quite talkative and articulate. He immediately organized the half-meter-high stack of files, pulled out the oldest one, and placed it in front of Song Yue. Song Yue looked at the date – it was from 2008, which should be the first case he handled after joining Qin’s. He was immediately interested.

He knew this was the most convenient way to understand his work over the past four years, so he didn’t hesitate and buried himself in the files. The more he read, the more shocked he became. All the files were organized meticulously. Song Yue initially focused on the cases themselves, but gradually became completely absorbed by the trial transcripts within. According to the files, he only began taking cases independently in 2009. Before that, he had been an assistant to other lawyers. But in the trial transcripts after he became independent, his exceptional courtroom skills were evident – his evidence presentation and arguments were always direct and powerful.

Song Yue could hardly believe these words had come from his own mouth, yet he had no memory of any of it.

This reviewing took the entire day. Song Yue was dizzy and increasingly felt like he’d been possessed by a ghost for four years. He simply pushed the files on his desk aside and asked Zhang Guan, who had been helping him review files all along: “Zhang Guan, you came last year, right?” This was easy to guess – anyone could see Zhang Guan was an inexperienced graduate.

Seeing Zhang Guan nod, Song Yue continued asking: “You’ve been with me since you arrived? So in your eyes, what kind of person am I?”

The usually straightforward Zhang Guan hesitated – this was hard to say! But he also knew that not speaking now would be suicidal, so he considered carefully before saying: “Brother Song, you’re someone everyone admires.” He paused after saying this, and seeing Song Yue raise an eyebrow, quickly continued: “Of course, everyone admires Brother Song’s abilities. But Brother Song never smiles normally, and never chats with us – it’s always strictly business. Everyone says privately that Brother Song is a workaholic.”

Song Yue was speechless. The files Zhang Guan had brought earlier were only a portion – many more came later. It was clear he had taken on numerous cases during these four years, and with his super-high efficiency, it wasn’t surprising he could climb to his current position.

But this didn’t make sense! A personality that only knew work was nothing like him at all!

Zhang Guan noticed Song Yue wasn’t maintaining his usual stern expression, so he boldly began gossiping. He was naturally talkative, and once he opened up, Song Yue gained quite a bit of information. Only then did Song Yue learn he was about to become a partner at Qin Law Firm – he just needed to wait for the shareholders’ meeting at the end of the month to confirm his partnership status.

This certainly shouldn’t be the reason someone attacked him. Those with dark, jealous hearts wouldn’t use such simple, crude tactics – they would employ more sinister conspiracies instead.

Song Yue re-examined the cases he was currently handling, but none had clear motives. After all, he was only a civil lawyer and didn’t handle criminal cases. But after reading some trial records, he wasn’t so certain anymore. Even he found them unbearable to read – how much more so for the parties involved?

Maybe there were some who had been released from prison? So they came for revenge? Civil cases were generally settled out of court, and even if someone was imprisoned, it was usually quite brief. Song Yue shared his thoughts with Zhang Guan, and the two began screening cases. They hadn’t been busy long when Qin Mo pushed the door open, saying he had obtained surveillance footage from the time of the incident from the police station.

Song Yue knew Qin Mo must have put in considerable effort, otherwise police action couldn’t have been so swift. The three stared at the computer screen. The incident occurred in the afternoon with pedestrians around. Song Yue saw himself on screen walking while talking on the phone, then clearly saw a figure dart out from the side, strike the back of his head with a wooden stick, and then flee.

The surveillance had no sound, but watching this scene made Song Yue’s head throb painfully. The footage continued for some time after, and the three watched silently as the Song Yue in the video lay unconscious. Song Yue suddenly felt something was wrong, but he couldn’t pinpoint what exactly.

The footage stopped only after Qin Mo’s figure appeared on screen. Meeting Song Yue’s puzzled gaze, Qin Mo pointed to his phone: “Fortunately, it has GPS, and you told me where you were when we were talking.”

“The suspect wore a hat, so his face was completely hidden. I also questioned several nearby shops afterward, but no one noticed any suspicious individuals.” Zhang Guan had obviously visited the scene yesterday as well, but unfortunately, there were simply too many transient people in the city to continue investigating. “That wooden stick was also found in a nearby trash bin, but unfortunately no fingerprints could be extracted. The trail went cold there.”

“So Song Yue, don’t act alone for the next few days.” Qin Mo made the final decision. In his many years as a lawyer, he had encountered revenge before, but this time it was his most promising subordinate who was attacked, and it happened while the man was on the phone with him. The truth had to be uncovered.
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Song Yue was thus arranged with President Qin Mo personally picking him up and dropping him off every day, while his assistant Zhang Guan handled all other trivial matters. He simply buried himself in files, trying to recover four years of memories.

Over the following week, no other incidents occurred, and Song Yue could completely recite all the cases he had handled during those four years. On this day, it was time for him to appear in court for defense.

“Brother Song, can you handle it? Should we have someone else substitute for you?” Zhang Guan had become familiar with Song Yue and was beginning to speak more casually. Comparatively speaking, he preferred Song Yue after his memory loss, because the previous unsmiling Song Yue had been like a robot that only knew work.

“No need, I can manage.” Song Yue organized the materials in his hands. Although he had lost four years of memory, the legal knowledge he learned in school was completely intact. Moreover, after reviewing trial records for a week, civil cases frequently involved property disputes – either divorce or inheritance disputes – they couldn’t produce many new variations. While he wasn’t confident he could be as clean and efficient as before, he wouldn’t be unable to handle it either.

“Eh? Brother Song, you’re not wearing that archer’s ring today?” Zhang Guan noticed Song Yue had finished organizing and was about to leave, so he immediately reminded him. Only after speaking did he remember Song Yue didn’t remember anything, so he proactively walked to his side, opened a desk drawer, and took out a small brocade box. “Brother Song, you have a quirk – this archer’s ring is something you must wear when going to court.”

Song Yue was slightly stunned. Having a lucky charm wasn’t strange – for example, he used to use the same pen for all his exams when studying. This was indeed like his style. But what made him daze was that he actually had an impression of this archer’s ring.

This was something he had acquired from an antique shop shortly before coming to Qin’s for his interview four years ago. This archer’s ring was slope-shaped with string grooves, made of bone material. Due to its age, it had turned light brown, and the shop owner said it was made from tiger bone. Actually, he didn’t care what material it was made from. When he had tried on this archer’s ring, he somehow couldn’t take it off no matter what, but fortunately the price wasn’t expensive, so he had bought it without much thought at the time.

Song Yue recalled that he seemed to have worn this archer’s ring when he came for the interview at Qin Law Firm. Qin Mo had even curiously asked about the ring’s origin. And during the car accident afterward, he must have been wearing it too.

So after the car accident, he was able to take off this archer’s ring?

Song Yue inexplicably felt that his loss of four years of memory might be related to this strange archer’s ring, so when Zhang Guan handed the ring to him, he instinctively refused, not even touching it, and asked Zhang Guan to put it back. Although Zhang Guan found this strange, he didn’t say anything, thinking Song Yue had no impression of this ring.

The trial proceeded smoothly. Although Song Yue was, strictly speaking, appearing in court for the first time, he didn’t make any mistakes, and the case was won successfully.

Song Yue noticed Zhang Guan’s expression was very surprised, so he specifically asked him privately. The latter, having become familiar with him during this period, spoke freely, expressing his surprise at Song Yue’s changed methods of evidence presentation and argumentation.

Zhang Guan used a vivid martial arts analogy, comparing Song Yue’s usual habit to using Ximen Chuixue’s swordsmanship – “In all martial arts under heaven, only speed is unbreakable” – direct and straightforward, a simple thrust to the heart. The current Song Yue was like Guo Jing, who had practiced internal skills, winning through strength and convincing people through virtue.

After hearing this, Song Yue’s eye twitched – what kind of messy analogy was this? But he had to admit the description was quite vivid. Having familiarized himself with four years of files, Song Yue naturally knew what sharp words would be more effective in court, but this approach was perhaps too impersonal.

One should be more tactful in dealing with people. The power of words could rival swords, and even be more terrifying than swords, creating invisible wounds that were harder to heal.

Most importantly, those skilled in war die by weapons, and those skilled in swimming drown in water. This blade called language was a double-edged sword – it could not only strike at others but also harm oneself. Song Yue knew his being ambushed was probably due to trouble coming from his mouth.

He didn’t know what he had been thinking during those four years. Logically, such sharp-tongued behavior wasn’t his personality, but these past days, as he gradually understood what had happened over the four years, he was becoming increasingly confused. Because everything placed in his room was arranged according to his habits, even the documents saved on his computer were the same – finding things was very convenient.

Unable to figure it out, Song Yue returned to the firm, greeting colleagues amiably, then looking somewhat embarrassed at their expressions of inability to adapt, and quickly walked back to his office. It had been a week – hadn’t they gradually gotten used to it? Did he have to maintain a stern face and pretend to be expressionless in the future?

Bored, he opened his computer and saw the surveillance video on the desktop. He instinctively clicked it open, playing it on loop repeatedly. He watched the suspect’s figure, trying hard to recall any clues, but the more he watched, the uglier his expression became.

When Qin Mo pushed open the door, he saw Song Yue sitting behind the computer screen with a gloomy expression, and for a moment thought he had recovered his four years of memory, feeling somewhat regretful.

It should be known that since Song Yue came to work at their firm, he was recognized as an iceberg, having no deep relationships with anyone. He could only have some extra communication with him as the boss, probably only because this firm belonged to him. He was completely and thoroughly a workaholic. Of course, this type of employee was also what Qin Mo very much liked, so he had continuously promoted him over the four years. But as Song Yue took on more and more cases, Qin Mo increasingly experienced some dissatisfaction. The most important thing in their lawyer profession was connections, and although today they might stand on opposing sides for defense, tomorrow the opponent might hire them for help.

Song Yue’s mouth was too good at offending people, so Qin Mo didn’t dare let him handle major clients, only allowing him to handle civil cases. Otherwise, if Song Yue handled criminal cases, he might have been stabbed several times already.

He had specifically paid attention to today’s trial record and suddenly found that Song Yue hadn’t just changed personality due to memory loss – even his trial techniques had changed accordingly. Such tactful victory-winning, making opponents convinced and without even resentment, truly matched Qin Mo’s principle of harmony bringing wealth.

A lawyer who didn’t offend people was very rare indeed – the lawyer profession was naturally one that offended people.

Of course, the previous Song Yue had been too extreme.

Qin Mo was still feeling regretful, but his steps didn’t stop. He walked over to look at Song Yue’s computer screen, surprised to see the surveillance footage playing: “What’s wrong? Did you notice something?”

Song Yue pointed at the pedestrians coming and going on the screen, saying in a deep voice: “The place where I was attacked isn’t far from the company, but it took you a full five minutes to arrive. Yet in those five minutes, so many people passed by, and not one person came forward to check the situation – at most they just called 110 to report to police.”

Song Yue had felt something was wrong the first time he watched, and now he finally saw what it was. In broad daylight, the suspect committed assault, yet not only did no one come forward to stop it, they just let him lie in the street to live or die? This was too absurd!

Qin Mo was stunned, then smiled bitterly: “Song Yue, it seems you still haven’t recovered your memory. Nowadays, there are fewer people willing to do good deeds, especially in our city. And… speaking of which, this matter is also related to you.”

Song Yue was dazed – what did this mean?

Qin Mo glanced around Song Yue’s office. These days, Song Yue had been constantly reviewing his cases from the past four years, so these files had never been taken away. Qin Mo searched for a while, then pulled out a file folder from the very bottom of the pile and handed it to Song Yue: “You should read this yourself first.”

Song Yue took the file and saw it was from 2008, right when he had just entered Qin Law Firm. Because he had only been an assistant to other lawyers then, he wasn’t the main defense attorney, and there was no record of him in the trial transcripts, so Song Yue had never looked at it. Opening the file with confusion, Song Yue immediately understood Qin Mo’s meaning.

This was actually a very simple case – the defendant and plaintiff had collided somewhere, the plaintiff’s leg was fractured, and they demanded the defendant compensate for medical expenses. But this small case didn’t end simply. Because the police station’s transcript was lost, the defendant overturned their previous testimony, claiming they had just been a passerby who kindly helped the plaintiff. The defendant also informed several familiar online forum friends, and the matter instantly expanded in influence. With the addition of media eager for chaos, it suddenly became complex.

Song Yue held the documents, suddenly at a loss. He didn’t know what role he had played during this period, because there were few mentions of his name in the files, but thinking of the records from the past four years, he had used all possible means.

“We were the defendant’s lawyers. At the time, we were also significantly affected. The lawyer who handled this case transferred to another law firm after it concluded.” Qin Mo flipped through the documents, pointing to one of the photocopies: “This case ultimately concluded with our loss, which was quite normal. After all, the defendant really did hit someone, but no one could have expected it would have such a big impact. The plaintiff and defendant reached an agreement – on the basis of the defendant’s compensation, both parties signed an agreement that neither could disclose relevant information about this case in the media.”

“This way, wouldn’t no one be able to know the real facts?” Song Yue was stunned. This agreement was obviously to cover for the defendant. A person who had lied could escape public criticism and instead appear wronged despite paying compensation.

Qin Mo didn’t say much, only saying lightly: “Song Yue, we are lawyers.”

Song Yue remained silent. He had understood the lawyer profession very clearly when he chose to study law. Regardless of whether the person being defended was truly guilty or innocent, one must fight for the maximum rights and benefits. Under such standards, this case was obviously very successful, but…

“No one expected the final impact would be so great.” Qin Mo consolingly patted Song Yue’s shoulder. “A few months ago, a reporter also re-reported this matter, interviewing the Political and Legal Committee secretary, completely revealing all details of this case. Unfortunately, no one cares what the facts really are anymore. In the information age, what attracts attention is always more scandalous events. Public opinion focuses are fleeting – few people will dig into what the truth really is.”

Song Yue’s throat tightened. He had no way of knowing how his four-year-ago self had faced such a case – his mind was completely blank regarding such memories.

But if time could return to four years ago, how would he choose?

This was simply an unanswerable question.
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That’s right, lawyers must tell the truth, but they can choose to tell only partial truths. Song Yue took a deep breath and said with a wry smile: “I think that person hit me to let me experience firsthand the desolation and helplessness of being left on the street. Lawyer Li, who was responsible for that case, probably encountered the same thing.”

Qin Mo immediately made phone calls to inquire, then made several more calls before sighing: “You’re right. Lawyer Li also encountered the same situation as you, and so did the defendant. As for the judge responsible for that case, nothing happened to him, probably because he moved to another city and couldn’t be found.”

Song Yue’s face showed no relief from having his doubts resolved, but rather became increasingly heavy.

Qin Mo said nothing more, knowing that in their profession, morality was a threshold one had to cross oneself.

The previous Song Yue had been too decisive and efficient, while the current Song Yue obviously needed to weigh things again.

Since they had figured out the suspect’s intention, and the other party only wanted to teach them a lesson rather than do anything serious, Song Yue no longer remained as vigilant as before.

But his heart felt like it had a thorn stuck in it that couldn’t be removed no matter what.

This was actually good – it could remind him of the proper boundaries for his future actions.

Song Yue successfully handled many cases and became a new partner at Qin Law Firm, with his scope of work expanding significantly.

One day, he received a call from Zhang Guan saying someone had come to see him without an appointment. Zhang Guan added that the person was very strange.

Song Yue was free at the time, so he had Zhang Guan bring the person in. Soon someone pushed open the office door, and Song Yue immediately saw a young man in a black shirt embroidered with a dragon.

He looked somewhat familiar – where had he seen him before? Just as Song Yue was about to hand over his business card and greet him, the man waved his hand in refusal: “I’m not here for consultation, but to buy back something from you.”

“What thing?” Song Yue was puzzled, not understanding what the other party meant.

“An archer’s ring.” The man said calmly, “I suppose this item is of no use to you now, so please sell it back to me.”

Only then did Song Yue remember – this person should be the antique shop owner from whom he bought the archer’s ring four years ago. Back then, that person wore a traditional Chinese jacket embroidered with a red dragon – he had changed his clothing style! However, Song Yue indeed found this archer’s ring quite repulsive. He couldn’t throw it away, couldn’t discard it, and didn’t dare give it to anyone. Keeping it in his drawer was truly like a hot potato, so upon hearing this, he immediately took it out and handed it to the owner.

The owner was straightforward, took out several bills and placed them on his desk, then took the brocade box containing the archer’s ring and prepared to leave.

Song Yue hurriedly asked: “Boss, does this archer’s ring have any special origin?” He didn’t dare say that his abnormal life over those four years was because of this archer’s ring, but not asking clearly made him feel uneasy.

The boss turned back and looked at him with a half-smile: “Do you know what an archer’s ring is used for? In ancient times, archer’s rings were called ‘she’, meaning ‘shooting tool.’ They appeared as early as the Shang Dynasty and were tools used by archers to grip bowstrings when shooting prey. Although not weapons like knives and swords, they were accomplices and possessed powerful malevolent energy.”

Song Yue was stunned upon hearing this, feeling the boss’s words had deeper meaning. Wasn’t the lawyer profession quite similar to this archer’s ring?

“Moreover, this archer’s ring was used by King Wu of Zhou, Ji Fa, when he founded the Zhou Dynasty. It can fill the wearer with malevolent energy, causing them to make judgments that are most beneficial to themselves.”

Song Yue didn’t know what to say, though he was somewhat skeptical. Antique dealers were always silver-tongued, yet he, a lawyer who also made his living by words, was rendered speechless by someone else’s talk – this was truly frustrating.

“Don’t worry. The reason you couldn’t remove this archer’s ring after putting it on was probably because the residual malevolent energy in the ring affected your personality. After several years of guidance, it should have completely dissipated.” The old boss said slowly. Naturally, his face showed no trace of apology. This Tail Star Archer’s Ring choosing this person was no coincidence – this person’s rationality and emotionality were too extreme, making it easy for him to go astray. The old boss believed this had little to do with the Tail Star Archer’s Ring as a trigger.

This was like the serpent in the Garden of Eden that tempted Eve to eat the apple – even without that evil snake’s temptation, Eve would have done so eventually.

It was just a matter of time.

But whether such a situation was good or bad, no one could say clearly. After all, according to the Bible’s narrative, Adam and Eve ultimately gave birth to humanity, and a momentary mistake didn’t mean much.

Knowing one’s errors and correcting them is the greatest virtue.

After leaving the office building, the boss appeared to be playing with the archer’s ring in his hands, but was actually discretely stuffing a rabbit doll that was slowly crawling out of his pocket back inside.

“Let me just take one look! No one will notice.” The doctor’s exasperated voice came muffled from the pocket, obviously having been stifled after just a short while.

“Someone is watching.” The boss said calmly, but seeing the rabbit doll swaying as it crawled out again, he no longer stuffed it back.

“It’s just that Hu Hai!” The doctor spotted the figure that had been standing in the shadows at the alley entrance – very conspicuous with his silver hair. Because there happened to be a large anime convention nearby these past few days, the surrounding pedestrians had become accustomed to such strange hair and eye colors and paid no attention. However, the red little bird on his shoulder was well-behaved and cute, occasionally acting adorable. Such a combination of handsome guy plus pet bird attracted attention with a high rate of people turning back to look. The doctor even saw many people around taking photos from a distance with their phones: “Speaking of which, what is this young master doing here? He’s not following us, is he? No wait, boss, didn’t you use the Dragon Pattern Marsh to make Hu Hai submit to you? Did you summon him here?”

“He should have come for this tiger bone.” The boss rubbed the archer’s ring in his hand and smiled slightly: “Though he’s controlled by the Dragon Pattern Marsh, I can’t startle the snake by beating the grass. A good blade should naturally be used on the cutting edge.” With that, the boss turned around and waved the tiger bone archer’s ring in Hu Hai’s direction. The other party had obviously been watching the boss’s every move. His face darkened, and he opened a black umbrella to hold over his head before striding away.

The doctor looked up at the bright sunny sky overhead and marveled: “No way? This young master is afraid of getting tanned like a young lady?”

The boss watched Hu Hai’s figure walking in the sunlight until he turned the street corner and could no longer be seen, then slowly said: “Because he cannot be exposed to sunlight.”

“Ah? He’s a vampire? Afraid of sunlight? If we have to deal with him in the future, do we need to prepare garlic and crosses?” The doctor complained about various things, then suddenly remembered something and said with great amusement: “Oh right, that aquamarine was actually carved into a statue of Christ’s suffering, in the shape of a cross – isn’t young master Hu asking for trouble?”

Though the boss was in a foul mood, hearing the doctor’s arrangement, he couldn’t help but slightly curve his lips.

“Vampires are such low-level creatures, not worth mentioning. Haven’t you ever been curious? There are only two Red Dragon Robes – one has always been worn by me, while the other was buried with Fu Su in Emperor Qin Shi Huang’s mausoleum. How has Hu Hai lived until now?”

“Eh? Isn’t it because he also took the elixir of immortality?” Only now did the doctor sense something suspicious. He thought carefully for a long while before saying in confusion: “This is indeed quite strange. Looking at his silver-white hair and crimson eyes… Hu Hai couldn’t have used some heaven-defying method, could he?”

The boss couldn’t help but reach up to touch the hideous old wound on his neck, sighing: “Both he and I took that elixir of immortality, but the difference is that I died once and am already like a dead person, relying entirely on the Red Dragon Robe to keep my body from decaying. But Hu Hai has been living properly all along. Though the elixir of immortality is a spiritual medicine that can make people live forever and maintain their youth, their hair will gradually turn white like that of an elderly person, and those crimson eyes are probably the same. As for not being able to be exposed to sunlight, that’s also imaginable. He should have died early but lacks the Red Dragon Robe’s protection, so his yin energy is abundant and naturally cannot withstand the direct exposure of sunlight, which is heavy with yang energy. Although he has already modified that half Red Dragon Robe into a cloak to wear, it’s not like me who has worn it for years and months, so the effect isn’t obvious.”

Though the doctor was a careless and inattentive person, he could still hear the melancholy in the boss’s words. He suddenly realized why the boss’s gaze had been so complex when looking at Hu Hai’s figure just now.

Perhaps in this world, the only one who could be called a kindred spirit with the boss was Hu Hai. Both had experienced ups and downs through over two thousand years, witnessing all the changes in human affairs. The doctor suddenly felt that immortality wasn’t necessarily a good thing – one could only stay in each place for a few years before having to hurriedly leave before others became suspicious. Watching those one cared about age one by one, finally ending up accompanied only by ancient objects…

The doctor quietly wrapped his long ears around the boss’s hand, drawing back his attention.

Even if the boss was lonely, he shouldn’t think of finding Hu Hai as a companion. Hmm, that Fu Su who occupied his body should dream even less of it.

Fu Su put down the medical book in his hands and rubbed his aching temples. Though he possessed the memories of this doctor’s body, medicine was boundless in learning. The doctor was only a junior physician with much, much more to learn. For example, there were dozens of surgical suturing methods, each requiring judgment based on the patient’s specific condition, and requiring diligent practice before surgery. Fu Su was somewhat of a perfectionist who liked to do everything to the best of his ability, so he was somewhat physically and mentally exhausted.

A freshly brewed cup of Biluochun tea was placed beside him. Fu Su smelled the tea fragrance and felt his headache ease slightly. He glanced up at Hu Hai standing beside him, then used his hand to hold the teacup and stirred the floating tea leaves with the lid, saying calmly: “You didn’t obtain that tiger bone archer’s ring, did you?”

“This subject-brother was reckless and failed to obtain it.” Hu Hai lowered his head like a child who had done something wrong waiting for an adult’s scolding. Actually, it wasn’t that he had no opportunity to retrieve that tiger bone archer’s ring, but having experienced two thousand years, though most of that time was spent sleeping hidden in tombs, he knew this era was different and his imperial brother’s wish would probably be difficult to achieve. Instead, he felt that living together with his imperial brother, watching him go to work at the hospital daily, and getting along like ordinary brothers wasn’t a bad choice.

Fu Su glanced at him with a half-smile, said nothing, but lowered his head to cool the teacup in his hands and gently took a sip.

Cold sweat soaked Hu Hai’s back. Though his imperial brother hadn’t said a word, the aura he emanated was astonishing, making Hu Hai not dare even breathe too loudly. He always felt his imperial brother was somewhat strange. Though he had declared his intention to rebuild the Heaven and Earth Formation, over these past few months, Fu Su had been normally going to and from work at the hospital every day as the doctor’s replacement, not even traveling to other places once. This made Hu Hai somewhat uneasy.

Was it that he didn’t trust him? Or was he plotting something?

Seeing this disappointing younger brother’s forehead breaking out in fine sweat, Fu Su waved his hand: “It’s nothing. Let’s have roast duck tonight. I’m too lazy to go out – you call for delivery.”

Hu Hai was slightly stunned. Though he felt his imperial brother had become increasingly reclusive these days, he didn’t go against his wishes and went to call for takeout.

Fu Su rubbed the He Shi Bi placed on his desk, slightly narrowed his eyes, and murmured in a low voice: “Only six imperial antiques collected so far? No rush… no rush…”

“Tiger Bone Archer’s Ring” Mini Theater

Doctor: Boss… that…

Boss: ?

Doctor: That archer’s ring… what did you say it was called again?

Boss: You actually don’t recognize the last character, do you?

Doctor: Hehe… don’t laugh at me for being illiterate… Chinese characters are profound and complex. It’s normal to not recognize some characters!

Boss: The character 韘 is pronounced “she,” remember that? This character’s form is also hard to remember – go write it a hundred times!

Doctor: …Hey… do you think with my current arms I can hold a pen? My fingers aren’t even separated!!!!!!!

Boss: …

Chapter 7: Ivory Dice – Part 1
Life is a gamble, so no one can always win without losing…

From the moment of birth, every choice a person faces is a gamble.

422 AD, Capital City Jiankang

Liu Yu struggled to open his eyes. His already dim vision took quite some effort before he could clearly see that he was in his bedchamber, not in the chaos of war from his nightmare.

As the founding emperor of the Southern Liu Song Dynasty, the nearly sixty-year-old Liu Yu was famous for his strict frugality. He disliked banquets and entertainment, never decorated his palaces or carriages, and all wealth and treasures were stored in the treasury. His bedchamber had only plain cloth curtains, hemp lanterns, and rope dusters hanging on the walls, making it more like an ordinary civilian home, except that the room was much larger than a commoner’s dwelling.

Liu Yu now felt that such a bedchamber was too spacious, making it difficult for him even to call for someone. His lips moved for a while, but his throat was so dry he couldn’t make a sound. Liu Yu wanted to be angry but lacked the strength to lose his temper. It was he who had driven away all the attending eunuchs and palace maids before going to sleep – who could he blame now?

Perhaps his time had come?

Liu Yu gasped heavily and closed his eyes.

Perhaps when everyone is about to leave this world, they can’t help but replay their life’s experiences in their minds. He was no exception. When he first came into this world, his mother died in childbirth. He was born cursed to harm his mother, considered by fortune-tellers to have a hard fate. His father Liu Qiao even wanted to bury him alive. Fortunately, his uncle Liu Wan took pity on him and brought him home. His aunt raised him, and he was given a childhood name: Jinu.

Jinu, Jinu – just a foster slave, nothing more. Who could have imagined that such a slave would now become an emperor above ten thousand people?

Liu Yu slowly opened his clouded eyes and struggled to clench his right hand. In his palm was a dice that had accompanied him for many years.

After reaching adulthood, his life became even more difficult as he had to support two younger brothers. The hardships of life led him to become addicted to gambling, and this dice he had found in an antique shop could actually bring him luck to win every bet! The only time he lost was to local tyrants, and that was because he fell into someone’s trap. But he also remembered what the antique shop owner had said when he bought this dice.

“Life is a gamble. Are you willing to bet?”

Liu Yu tremblingly raised his hand and brought the dice to his eyes.

This was a dice made of ivory, already showing a ginger-yellow color with a bright patina. On the surface of the dice, hair-thin shallow lines had appeared – these were the “sparrow threads” on ivory objects. These sparrow threads were very long, indicating that this dice was quite ancient. This dice was a six-sided die, a perfect cube, with each face having one to six holes, with opposite faces adding up to seven.

Liu Yu gazed at the dice in his hand with fascination, his entire soul almost worshipping beneath this dice. Throughout his military career, since joining the army and uprising in the third year of Long’an, he had pacified internal rebellions, eliminated separatist forces, and brought the south to unity after a century of turmoil. Externally, he devoted himself to northern expeditions, annexing Huan Chu, Western Shu, Southern Yan, Later Qin and other states. But what no one knew was that most of the key decisions behind these glorious military achievements actually depended on this dice.

Whenever he faced indecisive moments, Liu Yu would cast the dice in his hand and use the number of dots to determine his decisions. For over thirty years, without exception.

Yes, after that devastating loss, he completely reformed himself. If one always wins at gambling, then isn’t every crossroads encountered in life, every decision made, a form of gambling?

That’s right, this was the true meaning the boss spoke of! Life is a gamble!

He had used this dice to become the greatest and most successful gambler.

He had won the world!

Liu Yu smiled silently, his consciousness gradually becoming hazy.

No! Not yet! Crown Prince Liu Yifu is still young! He cannot yet intimidate those court ministers!

Liu Yu struggled to get up, the dice slipping from his fingertips and falling to the ground, rolling away.

The eunuch outside heard the commotion and quickly pushed the door open, only to be shocked the next moment.

Your Majesty!

Shortly after, the sound of bells rang throughout the palace. Emperor Wu of the Southern Song Dynasty, Liu Yu, had passed away.

Liu Yu stood dazedly in the corner of the bedchamber, watching as his corpse was dressed in the elaborate crown and imperial robes that had long been prepared.

People coming and going all wore sorrowful expressions, ministers prostrated themselves on the ground kowtowing and weeping, and his several sons threw themselves before his bed crying endlessly.

He… was he dead?

Liu Yu had been an atheist, but at this moment, he had to believe in the theories of soul reincarnation spoken of by Buddhist and Taoist practitioners.

Was he a ghost now? Perhaps black and white impermanence would come to collect his soul for the underworld?

As expected, countless people had died directly or indirectly by his hand. Even though he was an emperor, he would definitely not go to the Western Pure Land.

Liu Yu was actually in good spirits because what he felt was a kind of liberation. Now he no longer felt confined by that aging body. His body felt light and comfortable, his vision clear and sharp. Look, he could even see that in the distant corner, his ivory dice lay quietly there, probably kicked over by people going in and out, with no one paying attention to it.

After looking again and again, Liu Yu couldn’t bear to leave his beloved dice lying there alone. He moved over, and though he knew that as a ghost he probably couldn’t touch objects, he still bent down.

The moment his fingers touched the ivory dice, Liu Yu was stunned, then picked up the dice in his hand.

How strange – wasn’t it said that ghosts were all phantoms that couldn’t touch physical objects?

Liu Yu looked down at himself and first saw a pair of slender, white hands.

Was this him?

Liu Yu stared blankly at his young hands, which radiated incomparable vitality in the sunlight streaming in from outside.

Don’t ghosts fear sunlight?

Liu Yu simply walked out of the bedchamber, his entire body bathed in sunlight, feeling the warmth of the sun’s rays, so comfortable he almost wanted to sigh.

“Who are you? How can you be here?”

A voice that was obviously still in the voice-changing period, sometimes hoarse and sometimes shrill, came through. Liu Yu turned to look and found the speaker was his third son, Liu Yilong.

Despite being nearly sixty years old, all his sons were quite young. Liu Yu had spent his entire prime years campaigning everywhere, only focusing on the issue of succession after things had more or less settled down. So his eldest son Liu Yifu was only seventeen, which was why Liu Yu had been most worried before his death.

And now Liu Yilong standing before him was only one year younger than his elder brother, just sixteen. The boy’s eyes were already red and swollen from crying. Liu Yu vaguely remembered that this third son’s health wasn’t very good, so he must have come out for fresh air. Thinking this, his face inevitably showed a trace of kind smile, which was already quite remarkable given Liu Yu’s irascible nature.

But Liu Yilong found this smile extremely glaring and once again sternly rebuked: “Which little eunuch are you exactly? How dare you stand here in a daze?”

Little eunuch? Liu Yu was startled, then immediately realized the focus shouldn’t be on this.

He was dead! He was a ghost! How could anyone see him?

Liu Yu instinctively looked down below. He was now standing by the lotus pond behind the bedchamber. On the rippling water surface, he saw a young boy.

That appearance was vaguely very familiar.

It was exactly himself at fourteen years old.

Liu Yilong furrowed his brow tightly, staring intently at this strange boy.

Calling him strange wasn’t actually referring to the coarse hemp clothing he wore. His father emperor was frugal and economical, turning the grand imperial palace into something like a village house. Liu Yilong still remembered that before he left the capital to be enfeoffed in Jingzhou, when he and his brothers came daily to pay respects to their father emperor, they could only wear casual clothing – no one dared wear formal court dress.

Even now, Liu Yilong was mindful of propriety, wearing extremely plain mourning clothes that no one could find fault with. So even if this boy was dressed somewhat excessively simply, Liu Yilong found nothing improper about it.

The strange thing was this boy’s appearance.

Liu Yilong rarely looked in mirrors, but he had two older brothers and four younger brothers. This boy’s age was about the same as his fourth brother Liu Yikang, and his appearance was also five or six parts similar. If he hadn’t just confirmed that his fourth brother was by their father emperor’s bedside, he would almost think the boy before him was his fourth brother in different clothes.

So after seeing the boy’s appearance clearly, Liu Yilong would no longer think this was some palace eunuch. An absurd yet seemingly logical guess even arose in his heart.

Could this boy be his father emperor’s illegitimate son?

Because the mother concubine’s status couldn’t be made public, he was raised in the rear palace. Liu Yilong had a good memory – when he first arrived at the bedchamber, he had seen this boy standing dazedly in the corner, but from far away, he hadn’t paid attention.

To arrive even earlier than the princes who were attending the illness outside the hall, he was either a eunuch or had always been staying here. That their father emperor would specifically call this boy to his side even before his death…

The more Liu Yilong thought about it, the more he felt his guess was correct, and his gaze inevitably became complex.

Chapter 7: Ivory Dice – Part 2
His feelings toward his father emperor were, in fact, more resentment than reverence. Two years ago, when he was only fourteen, he had been enfeoffed as Prince of Yidu, commanding the position of General of the Western Garrison and Governor of Jingzhou, leaving the capital Jiankang in trepidation. It wasn’t just him – except for Crown Prince eldest brother, his second brother Liu Yizhen had been enfeoffed as Duke of Guiyang County at twelve years old, stationed in Chang’an in the Guanzhong region, and all his other brothers were also dispersed to various territories. The purpose was clear – didn’t father emperor simply not want these princes of similar age to threaten Crown Prince eldest brother’s position? Father emperor considered Crown Prince eldest brother, but who would consider them? Being sent to unfamiliar places at such young ages, the officials below appeared infinitely respectful on the surface, but in reality, those aristocratic families all looked down on these princes from humble origins, appearing compliant while being defiant underneath. That feeling was truly indescribable.

Liu Yilong had thought that only the Crown Prince could receive special treatment from father emperor. Though the eldest brother should be respected, he could swallow this bitter pill, but he never expected there would be another exception!

“Damn it! What the hell is going on?” The boy who had been standing dazed by the pool finally burst out with a roar completely mismatched to his physical frame.

Upon hearing this, Liu Yilong nearly went weak in the knees and almost immediately knelt to the ground. Because this kind of verbal habit, this tone, was exactly identical to his father emperor’s!

Though he was naturally fearful of father emperor, Liu Yilong still quickly steadied himself after his legs went weak. The reason was simple – this was clearly a young person’s voice. Besides, his father emperor had already passed away. Liu Yilong took a deep breath, trying to calm his emotions as much as possible, and politely inquired: “Who are you?”

Based on age, Liu Yilong had already determined this was his brother, so his tone carried some fraternal authority. But the boy turned around and looked at him with a strange expression for so long that Liu Yilong wondered if a flower had grown on his face.

Liu Yu really wanted to find a rock to throw at this foolish boy. Who was he? He was his father!

But Liu Yu immediately realized that even he couldn’t believe his current appearance, let alone others. If he said such a thing, the next moment he would probably be imprisoned by his own son on charges of blasphemously impersonating imperial family.

Could it be that after death, he had reverted to his fourteen-year-old body? But whose corpse was lying in the bedchamber now?

Seeing the boy’s expression change colorfully, Liu Yilong thought he was having difficulty revealing his identity, so he nodded understandingly: “Although your identity shouldn’t be made public, since we are brothers, we can support each other. At least give me something to call you.”

Liu Yu was immediately stunned upon hearing this. What had this third boy misunderstood?

But then he comprehended, his expression immediately darkening. With his previous temperament, he would have flown into a rage, but now after thinking about it, he had to reluctantly accept it while holding his nose.

Speaking of which, when the ministers crowded into the bedchamber earlier, several people had secretly glanced in his direction. At that time, having just experienced life and death, he was confused and didn’t care. Now thinking back, Liu Yu understood why no one had come to drive him out – they all thought he was his own illegitimate son!

Liu Yilong waited there with extreme patience, his eyes fixed unblinkingly on the subtle expressions on the boy’s face.

After a long while, the boy’s lips curved into a bitter smile, and he said lightly: “Jinu, just call me Liu Jinu.”

Jinu? Indeed surnamed Liu?

Liu Yilong immediately confirmed his guess, then frowned because of the boy’s name.

Actually named Jinu? A foster slave? He didn’t share the “Yi” generation character like their brothers, which meant this boy wasn’t qualified to enter the family genealogy. And such a casual name was probably due to his mother concubine’s humble status.

Liu Yilong took a deep breath. Only now did he notice that he had been away from the bedchamber for too long getting fresh air. If he delayed further, he might attract the attention of interested parties. He smiled kindly at the boy: “Perhaps you already know, I’m your third brother. In private, just call me third brother.” The subtext was that publicly he still needed to be called Third Highness.

Liu Yu’s mouth twitched. He still couldn’t bring himself to call his own son “third brother” – this was really testing his patience. So he directly grunted: “What third brother? I’ll just call you Che’er.”

Liu Yilong was startled. This childhood name Che’er was only used by father emperor, because when he was born, father emperor was campaigning in all directions, and mother concubine Consort Hu gave birth to him in a carriage. So this pet name Che’er had always followed him. Father emperor only called him this pet name when he was happy; normally when they met, like with other brothers, he would only use numerical rankings.

Opening his mouth, Liu Yilong wanted to refuse this boy’s disrespectful form of address, but then he smiled in understanding. This boy’s straightforward nature must be because father emperor hadn’t let him encounter more of the dark side. His knowing this pet name must have come from father emperor. Did this boy know that in father emperor’s heart, he, the third prince whose mother concubine had been executed, had long been cast aside?

Liu Yilong clenched his fists but ultimately didn’t voice the question that had troubled him for years. He smiled gently: “Jinu, let’s go in first to send father emperor on his final journey.”

Hearing this long-missed name called out by his own son, Liu Yu felt all kinds of awkwardness. Actually, he didn’t really want to go in – watching one’s own corpse wasn’t a comfortable experience, but he indeed couldn’t just stand here foolishly. Who knew if the next person to discover him would directly arrest him as an assassin? After all, he had no identity now.

Indifferently following Liu Yilong back into the bedchamber, this time Liu Yu had the leisure to observe everyone’s expressions. Though he had stood here for a long time before, having just experienced life and death, he had no mood to observe others. But now it was different – believing that few people could personally witness what happened after their own death, Liu Yu didn’t kneel down but instead picked a corner and looked around with great interest.

Eh? Unexpectedly, General Xie Hui, who always found fault with him, was crying so sadly? As a descendant of the Xie family, one of the two great aristocratic families (Wang and Xie) of the Eastern Jin, the young and handsome Xie Hui was a founding minister of the Southern Liu Song Dynasty. At a young age, he was Liu Yu’s primary strategist. In the late Eastern Jin period, he had followed Liu Yu in northern expeditions to recover the Central Plains – nine out of ten strategies came from him. His importance to Liu Yu was no less than Zhuge Liang to Liu Bei, helping Liu Yu recover most of the Central Plains. When Liu Yu ascended the throne, he was only in his twenties, an absolute young hero. Now governing seven provinces militarily and controlling the imperial guards alone, he could be said to hold sway over the court. Because of his suitable age, Xie Hui was the regent minister Liu Yu had chosen for Crown Prince Liu Yifu.

However, Liu Yu narrowed his eyes and didn’t miss Xie Hui taking out a handkerchief from his long sleeves to wipe his eyes – and that handkerchief clearly contained ginger slices…

Liu Yu’s mood immediately plummeted. He observed carefully and found that quite a few people were doing this. Even among several princes, some were doing the same. His youngest son, seven-year-old Liu Yiji, was being held by his mother concubine, and that woman’s hand hidden in her sleeve was discretely pinching Liu Yiji’s body, forcing him to cry out loud.

Liu Yu numbly watched all this. Even his most beloved Crown Prince Liu Yifu, to whom he had passed the throne, was only dry-crying with no trace of grief on his face. Among the remaining sons, even those who were crying were probably crying for their own uncertain fates rather than for him, their not-very-intimate father emperor.

Liu Yu smiled self-mockingly, his gaze falling on Liu Yilong kneeling in the third position. Though the latter wasn’t crying out dramatically, the grief on his face was genuine, his eyes bloodshot, without any trace of pretense. Liu Yu couldn’t help but start recalling memories of Che’er, but truly had no impression.

He had spent his life in military campaigns, walking on knife edges, naturally having little leisure time – otherwise, he couldn’t have had sons only after forty. After ascending the throne, he became even busier, sitting on the emperor’s throne for merely three years. His time spent with his sons was truly pitifully little.

It seemed like in the blink of an eye, they had grown up, developed their own thoughts, and would no longer look at him, this declining emperor, with that worshipful gaze.

Liu Yu gripped the ivory dice in his hand and murmured: “Is this the scene you wanted me to see? Is this what you wanted me to reflect on? For the sake of the kingdom, how much have I missed?”

An emperor’s funeral involved a series of very complicated ceremonies. From the thick burials of Qin and Han to the thin burial customs of the Wei and Jin periods, Liu Yu’s funeral wasn’t held on a grand scale. But it was still the funeral of a nation’s ruler after all. Some ancient rites inherited the Han system – the five mourning garments system, three years of mourning, joint funerals, etc. These numerous complex ceremonial regulations with strict mourning procedures – summoning souls, announcing death, setting up spirit seats, lighting incense lamps, preparing the body, conducting mourning, observing mourning… arranging them one by one. Though there were specialized officials in charge, it exhausted the entire court. However, since Liu Yu was already nearly sixty when he ascended the throne, burial methods, coffin systems, tomb mounds, and burial goods had been continuously prepared over the past two or three years, so there was no panic. “Careful remembrance of ancestors” was the traditional Confucian view of life and death. Though Liu Yu hadn’t read many books, many of his ministers came from aristocratic families, so the funeral was conducted meticulously. Though there wasn’t enough grief, it was sufficiently solemn and dignified.

Attending one’s own funeral was a very peculiar feeling – probably few people would have such an experience. Liu Yu wore mourning clothes, hidden in the crowd, thoughtfully watching everyone’s expressions. Of course, most of his attention was focused on his sons.

Naturally, his “identity” had already been introduced by Liu Yilong. These children of his, at most in their teens, hadn’t learned how to hide their true feelings. Except for the youngest Liu Yiji, who curiously stared at him for a long time with bright, clear eyes, the others all wore expressions of coldness, indifference, or disdain.

Well, his sons weren’t very close to him to begin with, and because of their young ages, he had sent them all to various places to be enfeoffed as princes. The brothers hadn’t seen each other for a long time and couldn’t be said to have any feelings for each other – at most they were nodding acquaintances. Liu Yu suddenly felt somewhat cold-hearted. Scenes like a family gathering around a round table for a reunion dinner – how many years ago were those old memories? Ten years? Twenty years? Or thirty years?

After numbly attending his own funeral and equally expressionlessly watching his eldest son Liu Yifu ascend to the throne, Liu Yu temporarily resided in Liu Yilong’s royal residence in the capital Jiankang, spending his days drinking tea and viewing scenery.

Because Liu Yu practiced frugality, Liu Yilong’s residence had no luxurious decorations, but this place had originally been the mansion of an aristocratic family from the Wei and Jin periods, so it was secluded and elegant with its own unique charm.

Liu Yu leisurely sat in the pavilion, hanging over the railing without any regard for his image, staring at the water rippled by wind, somewhat idle and lazy.

He was like a spinning wheel that had been turning continuously for decades and could finally stop to rest. So despite having a young body, his state of mind had suddenly aged.

Chapter 7: Ivory Dice – Part 3
The weather was already approaching midsummer. Flowers in the garden beds were competing to bloom, with lush green branches. Liu Yu had been bedridden for many days and hadn’t seen such beautiful scenery for a long time, so he was quite entranced by the view.

From a distance, Liu Yilong saw that convenient younger brother staring blankly at the pool water and couldn’t help but smile knowingly. Fortunately, he had someone to accompany him these days, otherwise he would have felt too miserable. This capital really held no beautiful memories for him – his mother concubine, his childhood, his father emperor had all passed away here one after another. Now he had decided that after leaving this time, he would never return here again. Perhaps ending his days in Jingzhou would be a good decision.

But before that, Liu Yilong still wanted to ask about this young man’s future plans. During these days, he had learned that apart from him, this young man had no one else to rely on, which made him very uneasy about leaving him in the capital.

“Che’er, you’re going back to Jingzhou?” Liu Yu only glanced at his third son and guessed what he wanted to say. Though they hadn’t interacted much, these little rascals were only in their teens – they hadn’t eaten as much rice as he had eaten salt! But it hadn’t even been forty-nine days yet, so why was he in such a hurry to leave? Liu Yu was a bit angry, his tone carrying some emotion as he angrily retorted: “Now?”

Liu Yilong forced a bitter smile. He knew he was leaving too hastily, but how could he explain? Thinking of what he had seen in the palace today and the private discussions among court ministers, Liu Yilong felt his face burning with shame and really wanted to immediately leave this capital and run far away.

Liu Yu frowned. His third son was somewhat physically weak and was at the stage of growing, his frame stretched tall and thin, making him appear emaciated with little flesh on his bones. Now wearing plain white mourning clothes made his complexion even paler and extremely haggard. Liu Yu couldn’t help but feel paternal compassion and pointed to a wooden stump nearby: “Sit. Make tea.” The maid waiting nearby immediately entered the pavilion and began working quietly.

Liu Yilong had already grown accustomed to this young man’s commanding and imperious manner over these few days. Though he inevitably grumbled inwardly that the other party had no concept of seniority, he couldn’t suppress an inexplicable sense of familiarity rising from his heart. At this moment, though the other party was casually leaning against the railing and pointing about, he was full of authority, making people have to follow his commands. When Liu Yilong’s hand touched the wooden stool’s surface, he realized he had involuntarily obeyed again, showing a helpless bitter smile on his face.

“Come, drink some hot tea. Though the weather is already hot, we still can’t be careless.” Liu Yu spoke with the tone of an elder teaching, completely naturally.

“Yes.” Liu Yilong also very naturally picked up the teacup in front of him. Though he disagreed in his heart, he had actually grown accustomed to interacting with this young man this way.

This was truly strange – who exactly was the elder brother? And why did he have that trembling feeling he experienced when facing father emperor?

Liu Yilong took a sip of tea. The warm tea slid down his throat, and warmth seemed to spread throughout his entire body instantly, making him completely relax.

“Now then, speak up.” Liu Yu tapped the thin wall of his tea bowl and lightly snorted: “What exactly happened?”

Liu Yilong held the teacup in his hands, smelling the lingering tea fragrance in the bowl, knowing that even if he didn’t speak, this young man would find out.

Because probably before long, this matter would immediately spread throughout the capital…

Liu Yu squinted his eyes. Even from far away, he could hear the sounds of music and laughter coming from the imperial garden. When he saw who was being surrounded in the center, he clenched his fists in fury, wishing he could immediately rush in and give that unfilial son a good beating.

How long had he been dead? Not even a month! And that unfilial son was already openly indulging in wine, women, and song in the imperial garden! He vaguely remembered that when he was seriously ill, someone had advised him that the Crown Prince often went out carousing, taking dragon boats to move to Tianyuan Pool to play on the water with beautiful music and dance, orchestral music flowing melodiously, playing until the moon set and stars crossed the sky without returning to the palace to rest, simply spending the night on the dragon boat.

At the time, he thought someone was slandering the Crown Prince. In his impression, his eldest son was quite intelligent, had physical strength, was good at riding and archery, and understood music. Though not a very ideal heir, he could certainly become a restoration ruler.

It turned out he had been completely wrong all along!

To be so disrespectful during the mourning period was simply a laughingstock!

Look! That rascal had discovered them and showed no shame or attempt to hide, actually cheerfully waving at them, inviting them to join!

Liu Yu couldn’t control his cursing. Seeing trouble, Liu Yilong immediately embraced him to prevent him from rushing in to cause trouble.

Though his elder brother had indeed lost virtue, he was now a nation’s ruler with the power of life and death. His elder brother probably wouldn’t mind taking this opportunity to suppress his brothers. Moreover, for a young man like this with no background, he would be perfect as the chicken to scare the monkeys.

Liu Yu struggled for a long time and found that although his third son looked thin, he actually had great strength. No, it was also very possible that his current body was too young.

Gasping heavily, Liu Yu angrily shook off Liu Yilong’s hand and strode toward the palace exit, not caring at all how Liu Yilong would explain to that unfilial son behind him.

Since he couldn’t make the choice, let the ivory dice decide. The number of dots thrown plus one would be his final decision.

Silently reciting the question he needed to decide, Liu Yu threw the ivory dice to the ground.

The dice rolled for quite a while before finally stopping.

Liu Yu crouched down, looking at the dots on top, not speaking for a long time.

“Jinu? So you’re here! Eh? This ivory dice looks familiar – isn’t it the one father emperor liked most?” Liu Yilong walked over through the flowers and trees, curiously lowering his head to ask.

Liu Yu looked up and gave him a meaningful smile.

“Want to be emperor?”

Liu Yilong stared blankly at the young man in front of him playing with the ivory dice, hardly able to believe what he had just heard. He instinctively looked around. Though they had returned to his royal residence and dismissed attendants, if what this young man had just said were to leak out, he would probably be thrown into prison the next moment and die without a burial place.

“Don’t worry, no one will hear.” Liu Yu propped his chin and pursed his lips, looking somewhat critically at his third son. Though the ivory dice had chosen the child before him to be his successor, Liu Yu was still a bit dissatisfied. But thinking of that Crown Prince he had been satisfied with, he sighed in defeat. Actually, besides Crown Prince Liu Yifu, he preferred his second son Liu Yizhen, but the latter seemed to prefer music, chess, calligraphy, and painting… Well, the ivory dice had never been wrong… Liu Yu fidgeted with the ivory dice with his other hand and said lazily: “That boy Liu Yifu’s behavior will definitely cause dissatisfaction among ministers. His throne won’t last long. Can you just coldly watch others take the opportunity to usurp the throne?”

Liu Yu felt he had indeed reached the age of sixty where he listened to all views, and his temper had mellowed considerably. If it were his young temperament, he would have long ago taken up a blade to hack down that unfilial son. But he also had to consider the foundation he had built with his own hands. That Xie Hui was originally someone he had carefully selected, intending to leave him as prime minister for his Crown Prince, but Liu Yifu was too useless to suppress him, so Xie Hui would become an extremely dangerous person.

To control a fierce tiger, one must have authority superior to that tiger, otherwise the tiger would bite back, especially in this chaotic world that had only been pacified for a few years.

Liu Yilong could naturally hear the unspoken implications in this young man’s words. He had encountered Xie Hui once during these days and saw that the latter’s handsome face no longer bore the obedient and peaceful expression of the past, replaced instead by an indescribable air of high spirits.

Liu Yilong pondered for a long while before hesitating: “The situation isn’t that bad, is it?”

The two great families Wang and Xie held sway over the court. Famous princes and ministers like Xie An and Wang Dao all came from these families, but they strictly observed aristocratic codes and never attempted to usurp the throne, though in some ways they already possessed greater power and prestige than the emperor.

This was one reason Liu Yu felt comfortable entrusting military power to Xie Hui – prestigious family clan rules were strict, even more compelling than the temptation of the throne. But Liu Yu felt that someone as proud and ambitious as Xie Hui, with great aspirations, was definitely not someone content with a corner and would absolutely not allow a pleasure-seeking emperor to suppress him. If he didn’t usurp the throne himself, he could completely support another.

Seeing Liu Yilong’s hesitation, Liu Yu smiled slightly and said very patiently: “This is a gamble. You’re betting your latter half of life for a chance to reach the summit. Will you bet or not?” Liu Yu smiled very confidently, because for a gambler like him, this was absolutely an irresistible temptation.

But he saw Liu Yilong slowly shake his head: “No, I won’t bet.”

“What?” Liu Yu shot up, his fiery temper causing him to slam the table, making the tea bowls ring with clanging sounds. Liu Yu suppressed the urge to scold this third boy and said rapid-fire: “I… no, father emperor’s secret agents – I can give you control of all of them! You should know what a terrifying force that is! It would definitely increase your chips!”

“No, I don’t need them.” Liu Yilong continued to voice his refusal, this time with an even more firm tone.

“Why? If you become emperor, your elder and second brothers can both continue to live!” Liu Yu wanted to smash the entire table. If everything went according to his plan, through various arrangements, Liu Yilong could completely ascend to the throne safely, while deposed emperor Liu Yifu and Liu Yizhen could also safely live out their remaining years.

“What does that have to do with me?” Liu Yilong glanced coolly at the emotionally agitated young man before him, not understanding why he was reacting so strongly. His brothers? Ridiculous – he had never considered those two as his brothers, and he believed they felt the same way. Liu Yilong felt he had stayed in the capital far too long, so long that some things were developing in abnormal directions. He stood up and calmly announced: “I depart for Jingzhou tomorrow. If you’re willing to come with me, then come.”

Liu Yu stared dazedly at Liu Yilong’s thin figure leaving the room, unable to believe it as he slumped back down.

He had never considered that such a situation could occur. He was a gambler, so he had never imagined that perhaps some people were different from him and simply didn’t want to gamble.

The ivory dice lay quietly on the table surface, emanating a soft glow under the oil lamp’s illumination.

It was so captivating, even capable of controlling many people’s fates.

But… what if someone refused to roll it…

Liu Yu didn’t remain in the capital but returned to Jingzhou with Liu Yilong. He kept reflecting – had he really done wrong?

The secret agents only recognized hand orders and tokens, so Liu Yu could still maintain control. Through the secret agents, even from distant Jingzhou, he could timely learn what he wanted to know.

Because of his death, the four towns of Henan were stirring restlessly. After a period of suppression, Xie Hui and others finally finished military and state affairs and could spare time to deal with this pleasure-seeking incompetent ruler. From analyzing various intelligence reports, Liu Yu could see that Xie Hui and others had the same vision as him, also favoring Liu Yilong, while his second prince Liu Yizhen was the first cannon fodder to be pushed out.

It was said that one day when Liu Yizhen was drinking with his staff, he had promised that when he ascended to the throne, he would appoint Xie Lingyun and Yan Yanzhi as prime ministers, and release Monk Huilin as Governor of Western Yuzhou.

Chapter 7: Ivory Dice – Part 4
Soon, Xie Hui and others who received the news submitted memorials, accusing Liu Yizhen of inciting divisions and slandering the authorities.

Liu Yifu rose in anger. Naturally, he had no good feelings toward this second brother who could covet his throne, so he demoted him to Liyang, while the other three advisors were respectively dispersed to various places. Perhaps this still couldn’t give Liu Yifu a sense of security, because before long he demoted Liu Yizhen to commoner status and moved him to Xin’an for imprisonment.

Liu Yu, upon receiving this news, knew that Xie Hui and others would soon make their move against Liu Yifu. Such an emperor would sooner or later be brought down by others – better that he do it himself!

Liu Yu suddenly understood why he was still alive – it was because he needed to correct one of his mistakes, needed to gamble once more.

He suddenly stopped and reached into his bosom to take out the ivory dice that never left his side. This ivory dice had six faces in total. Excluding the abandoned Crown Prince, he had exactly six more sons. What about being emperor? Standing at the highest and steepest peak, if one stood unsteadily and fell, because of standing too high, one would often be more miserable than anyone else, even dying without a burial place.

Liu Yu didn’t say much but laid out the intelligence he had gathered piece by piece on Liu Yilong’s desk.

Watching his third son’s composed expression, Liu Yu suddenly realized that the other party wasn’t ignorant of everything either.

Perhaps all of this was within his control. On the surface, he didn’t fight or scramble, but what was destined to be his would ultimately belong only to him.

Liu Yu narrowed his eyes, somewhat bewildered.

“Am I disappointing you like this?” Liu Yilong put down his brush and looked up at the dejected young man. It had been over two years since returning to Jingzhou. Perhaps his firm refusal back then had been sincere, but as time passed, he inevitably developed various irrepressible thoughts.

Yes, why couldn’t he sit in that position? Why had father emperor once cast him aside? Why must he be an idle prince?

Once he had determined his goal, he no longer retreated.

Father emperor’s secret agents? Why would he need to use them? He only needed to employ a few schemes and could quietly wait for the fruits to fall into his embrace.

“Damn it! Why do it this way? Don’t you know your elder and second brothers will meet terrible ends?” Liu Yu suddenly understood the expression on Liu Yilong’s face and was instantly furious. If things had been arranged according to his plan, it wouldn’t be so out of control!

Liu Yilong sitting behind the desk was already eighteen, having completely shed his youthful awkwardness from two years ago. With sword-like eyebrows and starry eyes, after two years of keeping a low profile, he already possessed considerable presence. He looked thoughtfully at the young man before him. This young man who claimed to be called Liu Jinu looked exactly the same as two years ago, without the slightest change. Through his deliberate investigation, he had also discovered that there had been no trace of this young man’s existence in father emperor’s harem.

What shocked him most was what he had discovered from investigating his hometown – his father emperor’s childhood name had indeed been Liu Jinu…

This young man, whether in demeanor, tone, or behavior, looked more and more like his father emperor. Even his cursing habits and table-slapping gestures were identical. Considering that this young man had appeared at the time of his father emperor’s death, could he believe that this young man called Liu Jinu was his father emperor?

No, this guess was still too ridiculous.

Liu Yilong forced himself to suppress his inner uncertainty. When meeting the young man’s gaze mixed with pain and disappointment, his heart couldn’t help but clench painfully. He took a deep breath and said lightly: “Didn’t you want me to sit on that dragon throne? Aren’t I doing very well now?”

“But how can you disregard your brothers’ safety!” Liu Yu was burning with rage. Thinking of what his favored third son had actually done, he was about to go mad. He knew too clearly what those powerful ministers like Xie Hui would do next – eliminate all hidden dangers. Those people were completely capable of such actions.

Liu Yilong’s gaze was calm, his face showing unwavering determination as he said slowly, word by word: “After I ascend the throne, I will make them pay the appropriate price.”

Looking at his son who had grown into adulthood, Liu Yu suddenly felt a wave of exhaustion wash over him like a tide.

Yes, how could he not know that all this was Liu Yilong’s arrangement? Constrained by public opinion, he couldn’t move against his own brothers, so he used the strategy of killing with a borrowed knife. After Xie Hui and others deposed and killed the emperor, he would legitimately inherit the throne. Liu Yu could completely imagine that after Liu Yilong ascended the throne and consolidated power over several years, he would bring out the reason of avenging his brothers to replace and slaughter Xie Hui and other powerful ministers, installing his own team.

Truly worthy of being chosen by the ivory dice…

Liu Yu closed his eyes. Sunlight from outside the window shone through the lattice onto his body, but he felt no warmth at all, only feeling cold throughout.

From the moment of birth, every choice a person faces is a gamble.

The difference is that some people lose more, while others win more.

This creates distinctions – some become losers while others become life’s winners.

On the surface, Liu Yu appeared to be a standard life winner, but sometimes even Liu Yu himself couldn’t say clearly whether he had won or lost.

Perhaps if he hadn’t become emperor, he would now have a happy family, full of children and grandchildren around his knees, rather than sons raising butcher knives against each other…

The study fell into deathly silence. Liu Yilong was suddenly startled because he noticed the young man before him was slowly becoming transparent, gradually melting into the sunlight bit by bit.

Liu Yilong immediately stood and reached toward him, but his fingers passed directly through the other’s body without grasping anything.

“Father… Father Emperor!” Liu Yilong no longer had any doubt – this strange young man was his father emperor! Thinking that he had been scheming right under his father emperor’s nose, he was shocked and trembling all over.

In the study, Liu Yu’s cold voice flowed slowly as the young man’s figure dissolved into points of light, slowly dissipating in the air.

“Life is a gamble, so no one can always win without losing…”

“As long as it’s gambling, one must be psychologically prepared to lose some things that originally belonged to oneself.”

“I won some things, but I also lost much more…”

“I hope… you won’t regret it either…”

“Thud!”

Liu Yilong came to his senses and found only himself in the study. A yellowed ivory dice had fallen to the ground, bounced a few times, and was rolling on the floor…

424 AD, Xie Hui, Xu Xianzi and others had Imperial Secretary Xing Antai assassinate the emperor at Jinchang Pavilion. The young emperor died at age nineteen. Xie and Xu killed Liu Yizhen at Xin’an, then led all officials to Jiangling to welcome Prince Yidu Liu Yilong back to the capital to ascend the throne, becoming Emperor Wen of Song.

426 AD, Emperor Wen executed Xu Xianzi, Fu Liang and others, personally leading a great army westward along the river to crusade against Xie Hui. Xie Hui’s entire army was routed, and he was executed for regicide and rebellion.

Thus, at barely twenty years old, Emperor Wen of Song Liu Yilong held sway over the court, initiating the most prosperous era since the Eastern Jin and Northern and Southern Dynasties, historically known as the “Yuanjia Reign.”

2012 AD

The Doctor lay in the sun drying his rabbit doll body. As a doll, he needed baths to stay clean, but every time after washing, his whole body was uncomfortably damp and several times heavier, making it difficult even to stand up. So every time the Boss helped him bathe, he would lie directly in the sun until completely dry.

Now this side seemed about dry. The Doctor struggled to turn over, lying face down on the ground to let the sunlight dry his back.

The Doctor had grown quite accustomed to this decadent homebody doll life. However, he smacked his rabbit lips – as a foodie, not having eaten anything for many months was really hard to endure.

How he missed the crab roe soup dumplings from the shop across the street! The Wushan crispy oil cakes from the street corner! And the West Lake osmanthus chestnut soup from the hospital entrance!

Oh right, he seemed to have heard a delivery just now. How strange – the Boss actually bought something? Or rather, who had mailed something to the Boss?

The Doctor’s curiosity was greatly aroused. Not caring that his body wasn’t completely dry yet, he crawled from the windowsill to the counter using all four limbs, just in time to see the Boss staring blankly at a brocade box.

“Who mailed this? Eh? It’s a dice?” The brocade box wasn’t large, and the Doctor immediately saw the dice inside. It was an ordinary-looking dice with a ginger-yellow texture that should be made of ivory. The Doctor turned to look at the delivery slip beside it, staring at the sender’s address line – it looked very familiar.

“This address… isn’t this the hospital where I work?” the Doctor exclaimed. Who at that hospital could have dealings with the Boss now? The answer was obvious! The Doctor immediately became extremely vigilant, circling around the brocade box on the counter, afraid it might contain dangerous items like bombs. “This dice was mailed by Fu Su? What’s he plotting?”

Seeing the Doctor making the counter all damp, the Boss helplessly picked him up, then used clips to hang him by his rabbit ears on the balcony to dry in the sun and wind. While wiping the counter, the Boss told the story of this ivory dice, finally sighing: “I originally kept this ivory dice in the Tian cabinet. I was looking for it recently but didn’t expect it to be sent back.”

“So Fu Su is actually a thief!” the Doctor immediately became indignant, though hanging on the rope, he could only wave his chubby paws in the air.

“It probably wasn’t Fu Su who took it. Most likely it was that Minghong guy who casually picked it up while fighting with Sanqing.” The Boss pursed his lips. Minghong and Sanqing had fought more than once. After Minghong suffered a major loss, he would occasionally pick opportunities to battle Sanqing. Though they were careful not to damage the Silent House, chaos often ensued. The Boss was already considering whether to find a separate spacious room for Sanqing as a dedicated sparring arena.

The Doctor snorted lightly, saying in confusion: “From what you just said about this ivory dice’s origin, you told him about it back then, right? That little red bird definitely didn’t take this dice out of anger – absolutely because he knew this ivory dice was an imperial-level antique and wanted to interfere with your plans!” The more the Doctor spoke, the more he felt his analysis was correct, crossing his arms with a huffed expression. He naturally knew the Boss hadn’t gone to break formations and bury antiques this month because he hadn’t found suitable imperial-level antiques. However, the Doctor looked at the brocade box on the counter with confusion: “Strange, if Fu Su wanted to stop you from breaking formations, why did he mail this ivory dice back? Could it be a fake?”

“It’s not fake.” The Boss’s eyes lowered as he sighed deeply: “He’s asking me if I dare gamble with him…”

“Gamble?” The Doctor became more confused and struggled to jump down from the rope.

The Boss picked up the ivory dice from the brocade box – it felt as smooth and delicate as it had over a thousand years ago: “Actually, when standing at life’s crossroads, everyone ultimately makes choices. No matter which path is chosen, years later when looking back, one will feel regret. Because no one knows what results choosing another path would bring, nor is it possible to know.”

“Then one endlessly fantasizes that maybe doing things differently back then would have been better? Truly the human heart is never satisfied!” The Doctor pursed his lips, finding it unsurprising.

“So there’s fundamentally no question of gambling or not gambling.” The Boss rubbed the long-missed ivory dice, then placed it back in the brocade box. “How can the world provide a perfect solution…”

The Doctor silently watched his movements, remaining quiet for a long while before suddenly asking: “I don’t think that’s what he meant!”

The Boss’s hand reaching for the brocade box paused, but he didn’t turn around.

“He should be reminding you not to regret choosing the path you’re walking now…” The Doctor’s long ears drooped down, somewhat deflated. The Boss was so familiar with Fu Su – how could he not see through his meaning? He just didn’t want to say it directly to avoid making him overthink.

The Boss put away the brocade box and turned to grab the Doctor’s long ears, continuing to hang him on the rope to dry.

“Since no matter which path is chosen there will be regret, what’s the point of agonizing? Just act without shame to one’s conscience.”

Every antique in the Silent House has its own story, carrying many years with no one to listen. Because none of them can speak…

Mini Theater

Doctor: Boss, say that line again! It sounds very familiar…

Boss: Which line?

Doctor: “How can the world provide a perfect solution…” What should the next line be?

Boss: …You heard wrong…

Chapter 8: Zhen Yang Yu – Part 1
209 BC, First Year of Qin Er Shi Hu Hai’s Reign, Zhongyang Village, Feng Town, Pei County

Three-year-old Liu Ying, wearing straw sandals and ragged hemp clothes, held pine cones he had just picked from the forest as he stumbled through the mountains.

He didn’t really want to walk alone in such desolate mountains, but his father hadn’t returned home for a long time, and his mother had gone alone to search for him days ago. Since then, his mother rarely came home, and even when she did return, she would only gather money and provisions before leaving again. The neighbors all said his father had committed a great crime by privately releasing corvée laborers and was hiding in the mountains, not daring to return home.

But wasn’t his father a pavilion chief?

Liu Ying pursed his small lips and decided to find his father himself. Although his sister said their father was hiding in mountains very far from their home, he had still secretly run away.

It was midsummer, and though the forest was somewhat cooler, it was still swelteringly hot. Wiping the sweat from half his face, Liu Ying felt his throat was dry, so he thriftily licked the sweat drops from his palm.

Salty… it made him even thirstier…

Looking around, Liu Ying’s sharp eyes spotted a figure sitting vaguely among the trees ahead. He walked over on his short legs and noticed the person was holding a bowl-like vessel, looking down at it intently.

Since the person was sitting on the ground, Liu Ying could easily see that the bowl was completely empty, containing nothing at all.

A yu bowl was a vessel for holding rice and water – Liu Ying recognized it because he had a small yu bowl too. But this yu was extraordinarily exquisite, made of lacquered wood. The interior was painted with bright vermillion red lacquer, the exterior with noble black lacquer, and decorated with cloud patterns in red lacquer. Black and red were the most prestigious colors of the time. Even though his mother Lu Zhi came from a well-off family and brought substantial dowry, Liu Ying had never seen such an elegant yu bowl.

But no matter how exquisite and eye-catching it was, to Liu Ying right now it wasn’t as precious as a bowl of water. He looked the person up and down and found him filthy and disheveled, apparently having wandered outside for who knows how long, forming a stark contrast with the spotless yu bowl in his hands. The person’s hair was disheveled and his head was lowered, so his face couldn’t be seen clearly, but Liu Ying thought he should be quite young. Because his sister had told him that children like himself were called “垂髻之年” (drooping topknot age), when hair hung down freely. His sister said when he grew up, he could tie his hair up, which would be called “及冠” (coming of age).

Liu Ying was somewhat disappointed because he discovered this person had no belongings except for the lacquered yu in his hands. Touching his empty stomach, Liu Ying felt he should head back home – with luck, he might still catch the steamed buns his sister would make in the evening. It seemed his father was right – no matter how great one’s ambitions, they must bow before basic needs like eating and drinking.

Before leaving, Liu Ying still kindly said to the person: “Go home quickly – there are monsters in the mountains that eat people!”

Just as little Liu Ying finished speaking in his childish voice, a mountain wind happened to blow through, making him shiver and become even more frightened. When he had determinedly left home to find his father, he had been full of confidence, but now he was retreating, only now remembering what his sister had said, which made him tremble even more.

At the same time, an irrepressible thought arose in his mind – could the person before him be a monster?

Liu Ying’s whole body stiffened. He wanted to leave but couldn’t move his feet, whether from hunger, thirst, or fear, and could only watch helplessly as the person slowly raised his head.

When he saw the person’s true appearance, Liu Ying was even more horrified. The person wasn’t old, with delicate features and the appearance of a scholar. But at his neck was an unhealed wound, as if someone had slashed him across the throat. The hideous wound extended from the collar of his shabby clothes and couldn’t be concealed no matter what.

Liu Ying thought mountain spirits couldn’t possibly fall to such a state. In these times of Qin Er Shi’s tyrannical rule throwing the world into chaos, refugees were everywhere – perhaps this person had encountered something that forced him to flee into the mountains. Though Liu Ying was young, his sister had taught him well, so he kindly suggested: “Have nowhere to go? You could come to my house.”

The young man’s eyes had been lifeless, but after hearing Liu Ying’s words, he slowly blinked and forced his lips into speaking a few words: “No need, thank you.” His voice was hoarse and rough, as if he hadn’t spoken for a very long time.

Seeing him speak, Liu Ying’s curiosity overcame his fear, and he pointed at the lacquered yu in the person’s hands: “Is this lacquered yu yours?” This wasn’t really Liu Ying’s fault – seeing this person so destitute yet holding such a precious lacquered yu was truly strange.

The young man didn’t answer but instead asked: “Do you know what lacquerware is?”

Liu Ying tilted his head. The people around him didn’t speak so formally, but he could at least understand what the person was saying. What is lacquerware? He shook his head in confusion. Lacquerware was all very magical – light yet sturdy, so bright and alluring, like treasures.

“On the slopes grows lacquer, in the wetlands grow chestnuts… Yu Shun made eating vessels, cutting mountain wood to obtain materials, carving and polishing them smooth, flowing lacquer and ink upon them… Yu made sacrificial vessels, dyeing their exteriors black, painting their interiors red…” Perhaps finding his speaking rhythm again, the person spoke more and more fluently, his voice growing louder. Though still hoarse, it carried a piercing quality that traveled far through the mountain forest with the wind, with faint echoes appearing. Liu Ying actually understood only one out of ten sentences, but he found the rhythmic cadence pleasant to listen to, so he forgot his hunger and thirst for the moment, listening with unusual attention with his bright, clear eyes.

“Do you know the Book of Changes?” The young man suddenly changed topics, asking in return. But he didn’t expect three-year-old Liu Ying to answer this question, so after a brief pause he continued: “The Book of Changes has eight trigrams: Qian three solid lines, Kun six broken lines, Zhen upright yu, Gen inverted bowl, Li hollow center, Kan full center, Dui upper gap, Xun lower break. These eight phrases aren’t simply for memorizing the trigram symbols.”

Liu Ying listened with partial understanding, politely not interrupting.

“King Wen of Zhou, Ji Chang, not only wrote trigram and line interpretations, but actually created the objects represented by each of the eight trigrams.” The young man sighed lightly, stroking the lacquered yu with his finger. “This is the Zhen Yang Yu.”

“Zhen Yang Yu?” Liu Ying repeated in confusion. This lacquered yu looked precious, but he hadn’t expected it to have such a strange name.

“The Zhen trigram’s symbol resembles an upright yu bowl. When the Zhen trigram appears, it shakes the very foundation of the nation…” The young man’s throat suddenly became hoarse again, and he covered his mouth, coughing heavily.

Probably because his throat wound wasn’t fully healed, Liu Ying could see blood slowly seeping from the hideous scar. The lacquered yu in the man’s hands also slipped from his grasp, falling to the ground and rolling to Liu Ying’s feet.

“Are… are you alright?” Liu Ying couldn’t help but pick up the yu bowl, intending to return it to the young man, but he felt the weight in his hands suddenly increase, nearly causing him to drop the yu bowl. Looking down, he saw that the yu bowl, which had been completely empty, now contained a full bowl of clear water!

Liu Ying was so shocked he couldn’t speak. Just now when this lacquered yu was in that man’s hands, it had clearly been empty – why did it fill with water as soon as he picked it up?

The young man looked at the Zhen Yang Yu in Liu Ying’s hands with a complex expression. After a long while, he sighed deeply: “Treat this object well. Don’t let it fall to the ground and shake again.”

“Huh?” Liu Ying looked up in confusion, but saw the man had already stood up and was staggering toward the deeper parts of the forest.

Liu Ying held the lacquered yu and chased a few steps in the man’s direction, but could no longer see his figure. Looking down at the clear water in the lacquered yu, little Liu Ying restrained himself again and again, but finally lowered his head and tentatively took a small sip.

Sweet and throat-soothing, Liu Ying blinked his big eyes and held the lacquered yu, drinking it completely dry.

But clear water appeared in the lacquered yu again, still a full bowl. Liu Ying was astonished. Though young, he knew that ordinary yu bowls couldn’t continuously produce clear water. Could it be that the man had been looking down at this lacquered yu in disappointment because in his hands, it could no longer produce clear water?

Little Liu Ying didn’t have much time to study this problem. His sister soon found him and was about to pick him up for a good beating when little Liu Ying immediately offered his treasure, sharing the lacquered yu with his sister.

Strangely enough, as long as the lacquered yu was in Liu Ying’s hands, it would be full of clear water, but in his sister Liu Le’s hands, it was just an ordinary yu bowl.

Liu Le was already nine years old this year, precociously mature unlike ordinary girls. Little Liu Ying told the story of meeting that young man haltingly, and she could see this lacquered yu had quite some origin, so she instructed her younger brother to keep it safe and not tell anyone else.

“Not even father and mother?” little Liu Ying asked, tilting his head.

“Let’s wait until they come home…” Liu Le touched her younger brother’s soft hair, also thinking this matter must be discussed with their parents.

The two siblings’ thoughts were beautiful, but reality was cruel. Not long after, news came that their father Liu Bang had killed a white snake and raised a rebellion at Mount Mangdang – he had rebelled!

Chapter 8: Zhen Yang Yu – Part 2
Actually, after Chen Sheng and Wu Guang’s uprising at Daze Village, the world had fallen into chaos. Liu Bang was extremely popular in Pei County, and many friends came to join him upon hearing the news. Liu Le and Liu Ying siblings also had relatives and neighbors helping to look after them. Life continued, except Liu Ying now had a small secret – from time to time he would take out that lacquered yu to look at it, and drinking a few sips of the sweet clear water would make him happy for several days.

Their father never returned home. Their mother came back a few times, then hurriedly left again. Over the following years, the two siblings heard news about their father intermittently – advancing on Xianyang, the Hongmen Banquet, being enfeoffed as King of Han in Bashu… and then came the great defeat at Pengcheng.

Pei County fell into complete chaos. Rumors spread that Overlord Xiang Yu was about to massacre Pei County, causing panic everywhere. No one knew what was really happening, with conflicting accounts everywhere. Twelve-year-old Liu Le secretly brought six-year-old Liu Ying to hide in the mountain forests. The two siblings left in such haste that they brought little dry food, let alone water. Fortunately, Liu Ying still clutched that lacquered yu, or the two siblings would have died of thirst in the forest.

Liu Ying vaguely remembered that the mountain forest where they were now was exactly where he had met that young man years ago. The two siblings supported each other and hid in the forest for several days, finally waiting for a horse carriage to arrive.

When father left home, Liu Ying was still very young and had long forgotten what father looked like. But Liu Le had some vague memory, so she joyfully pulled her brother forward to reunite with him. It turned out Liu Bang, after his great defeat at Pengcheng, had come to Pei County hoping to take his family and flee together, but his wife Lu Zhi and father had been separated in the chaos of war. He had first returned home but didn’t find his children, thinking they too had been scattered, never expecting to see them again.

The situation was urgent, leaving no time for tearful reunions. Liu Bang’s imperial coachman Xiahou Ying quickly jumped down from the horse, lifted the Liu siblings onto the carriage, and drove the horses to gallop away again.

Xiahou Ying was a good friend of Liu Bang’s. Though Liu Ying had been young back then, he had a deep impression of Xiahou Ying’s big beard and immediately sweetly called him “Big Beard Uncle.” As for his own father, Liu Ying glanced at him and found this seemingly very unfamiliar father had a gloomy expression, his whole body emanating malice with none of the joy from their reunion moments earlier.

It must be because of losing the battle… Liu Ying didn’t dare provoke his father and hid his small body in his sister’s embrace. Of course, he still firmly held the lacquered yu in his hands.

Strangely enough, though the carriage jolted so violently, not a single drop of the full yu of clear water spilled outside.

How wonderful – he could give it to father to drink later, as he must be thirsty. Liu Ying thought happily.

Liu Le didn’t notice this detail. She sensitively perceived that their father, after this long separation and reunion, wasn’t as kind and gentle as she had imagined, and since they were fleeing so urgently now, they were probably caught up in some crisis. She could faintly hear the thunderous sound of horse hooves and shouting in the distance. Liu Le somewhat regretted getting on this carriage, but she could do nothing except hold her brother tightly in her arms.

Liu Ying was unaware of his sister’s complex feelings, only paying attention to the yu bowl in his hands. After who knows how long, Liu Ying felt a great force coming, suddenly spinning around and falling from the carriage, rolling twice before confusedly supporting himself up with one hand.

His sister, who had fallen from the carriage with him, lay beside him with a large footprint on her back – clearly they had been kicked off the carriage.

By whom? Big Beard Uncle was driving in front, and there was clearly only father alone in the carriage!

Liu Ying quickly looked up at the carriage ahead and saw father sitting coldly in the carriage, his expression blurred and unclear.

“Thud!”

The yu bowl in Liu Ying’s arms finally fell to the ground, spilling some of the clear water inside, creating wet traces drop by drop on the dry sandy soil, like someone’s tears.

Liu Ying didn’t have many memories of his father, but over these years, his sister and neighbors had continuously talked about how wise and mighty his father was, how imposing and admirable a man he was. So at this moment, Liu Ying completely failed to realize what had actually happened, until he blankly picked up the yu bowl and saw only half a bowl of clear water remaining inside, that he felt something had been lost.

And it wasn’t just the clear water that had spilled from the yu bowl.

Big Beard Uncle stopped the carriage and argued with father, then lifted the Liu siblings back onto the carriage.

Then father, to lighten the carriage’s weight and escape faster, kicked them off again.

This repeated three times.

Liu Ying was completely numb, and Liu Le no longer cried, only able to tightly grasp her brother in her arms.

Xiahou Ying quarreled loudly with Liu Bang. Liu Bang repeatedly drew his sword threatening Xiahou Ying not to worry about his children. Seeing this, the latter directly lifted the two siblings onto his own horse and galloped away.

Liu Ying was in a daze, not knowing how he reached Xingyang, only regaining his senses after a long time under his sister’s concerned gaze.

The two siblings looked at each other speechlessly, the desolation in their hearts indescribable in words. It seemed as long as no one mentioned it, that incident had never happened.

The clear water in the yu bowl was no longer as full as before, only about three-quarters. Liu Ying vaguely guessed it might be because he had dropped the yu bowl once.

But what did the clear water in this yu bowl represent? He didn’t know, only feeling that when drinking the clear water again, it no longer had the sweetness of before – it was bland and tasteless, no different from ordinary water.

Father was temporarily residing in Xingyang. Apart from Big Beard Uncle, no one knew how father had heartlessly kicked the two siblings off the carriage that day. Father had many subordinates, and when Liu Ying occasionally encountered a few during leisure time, they all respectfully called him Young Master. Liu Ying had never seen such grandeur and was somewhat unaccustomed at first, but after seeing it more, he got used to it.

So what if he was Young Master? In father’s heart, wasn’t he still a burden that could be discarded at any time?

Sister seemed to have been frightened and began staying indoors. It was said father had already begun finding her a husband’s family, to form marriage alliances with other forces – truly making the best use of everything.

Six-year-old Liu Ying heard many things, because many people didn’t really take him seriously – after all, he couldn’t understand much anyway. But Liu Ying felt he had instantly grown up, becoming reluctant to speak, his smile disappearing, spending most of his time holding that lacquered yu in silence.

Many people thought that lacquered yu was his mother’s possession, so they paid it no mind.

One day, he saw father personally leading various generals out of the city to welcome someone, surrounding and escorting back a heroic general in armor who looked so familiar.

Liu Ying stood dazedly not far away. As if sensing his gaze, when that young general passed by him, seeing the lacquered yu in his arms with only three-quarters clear water, he paused slightly then smiled faintly at him.

“Since our parting in the forest, three years have passed. Has Young Master been well?”

Liu Ying didn’t have much opportunity to say anything to that general. Father seemed very eager to talk with him, pulling him away immediately.

Looking down at the lacquered yu in his hands, the clear water surface reflected his own face. Liu Ying saw the ripples in his own eyes reflected on the swaying water surface.

He began inquiring about that general.

His name was Han Xin. Orphaned, it was said he had wandered everywhere since youth, suffering much hardship. In Huaiyin, he had even been humiliated by a group of ruffians who made him crawl between their legs for amusement. Later he had served under Xiang Yu as a halberd-bearing guard, but receiving no recognition, he turned to serve his father Liu Bang.

Naturally, he wouldn’t easily receive official position. He only became a warehouse guard, and was even falsely charged with treason and sentenced to death. If not for a self-defense statement before execution that made supervisor Xiahou Ying realize he was no ordinary person, this generation’s famous general would have perished then and there.

Though Liu Bang later didn’t value him much, he became close with Chancellor Xiao He. But still receiving no recognition in the Han army, Han Xin finally chose to leave, causing Xiao He to chase after Han Xin under moonlight – a tale that became famous throughout the Han army.

Thereafter he was appointed as Grand General.

From then on, the war god was invincible!

Liu Ying quietly listened to others chattering about Han Xin’s deeds. Some envied him, some worshipped him, some scorned him, and some were indifferent.

Liu Ying was still young, but he felt that someone who could bend and stretch like this was a real man – even if trampled into the most degrading mud, he could still stand tall again.

He very much wanted to find an opportunity to ask him what this Zhen Yang Yu was all about, but unfortunately his father would never allow his general to have contact with his own son. The next day he was made Crown Prince and sent to Guanzhong. It was said the defense of Xingyang was entirely entrusted to Han Xin, and immediately it was as if magic had been cast – victory and defeat reversed. Yongqiu, Waihuang and other places were successively recaptured by Han forces, and defensive lines were built around Xingyang, Chenggao, and Luoyang.

This defensive line – Xiang Yu never crossed it even until his death.

The blood and cruelty of war were firmly blocked outside this defensive line. Liu Ying’s days in Guanzhong passed very plainly. Mother returned, but was completely like a different person. Father also gained a concubine, Consort Qi, who bore him another son called Liu Ruyi. Father treasured him like a jewel, while mother treated him as a great threat.

Liu Ying felt no jealousy at all. That kind of person’s love was like burning flames – it looked bright and warm, but getting too close would result in merciless burning. Just like that day, clearly overjoyed when reuniting, yet the next moment kicking people into the abyss.

News from the front lines kept coming. Over three years, Han Xin successively destroyed Wei, conquered Zhao, intimidated Yan, and pacified Qi… all the way to the decisive battle with Xiang Yu at Gaixia.

Chu was destroyed!

After Han Xin took to the battlefield, he actually never suffered a single defeat! This was truly winning every battle! A peerless national scholar!

Guanzhong erupted in celebration, but some discordant voices also emerged, spreading rumors that Han Xin wanted to maintain his own army and establish himself as king or emperor.

Liu Ying didn’t think there was anything wrong with that. Father’s foundation could be said to have been built single-handedly by Han Xin – what had father himself done? After the great defeat at Pengcheng, he had taken Han Xin’s military command and made him Chancellor, having him recruit troops to attack Qi. And just before the decisive battle at Gaixia, Liu Bang had been greatly defeated by Chu forces again – if not for Han Xin turning the tide, father would have long died without a burial place.

News came again that Han Xin’s military authority had once more been taken away, and he was enfeoffed as King of Chu.

Liu Ying was completely puzzled – why did he listen to father so obediently? Why didn’t he become emperor himself?

On the night father ascended the throne, he held that lacquered yu with its three-quarters bowl of clear water and murmured the question aloud. Sister had long since married away, and he had developed the habit of talking to himself with the lacquered yu.

“What’s so good about being emperor?” A voice came from the window, with familiar hoarseness.

Liu Ying started up and immediately pushed open the window. Under the clear, cold moonlight, that world-famous general stood outside his window in plain clothes, hand on sword hilt, heroically handsome.

“General… General! How are you here?” Liu Ying was quite frightened. Though he was only nine years old, he knew that if others discovered he had returned to Guanzhong, it would definitely cause a huge uproar.

“I came specially to see Young Master one last time.” The young general gracefully bowed, then stood up looking at Liu Ying, those phoenix eyes revealing complex emotions.

Liu Ying looked down at himself. Thanks to his mother’s and Zhang Liang’s efforts, even inviting the Four Whitebeards of Mount Shang, father had not changed the succession to make Liu Ruyi Crown Prince. He was still the Crown Prince of Great Han, wearing the most noble dark ceremonial robes. Liu Ying raised his head, feeling this young general was looking through him, remembering someone else.

“General, Ying doesn’t deserve such treatment.” Liu Ying said dejectedly. He was just an ordinary child, slow and dull, not even as clever and quick-witted as his six-year-old brother Liu Ruyi.

“What’s so good about being emperor?” The young general repeated what he had just said, this time with faint mockery. “His father no longer treats him as a son, his wife no longer treats him as a husband, his son doesn’t treat him as a father. He will suspect everyone around him, trust no one, and die alone in the end.”

“For him, this is a punishment.”

Though it was already summer, Liu Ying suddenly felt a chill. These words were like a curse, lingering in his heart, yet he had to admit the other party was probably right. He knew something about previous events – when the two armies faced off at Guangwu Ravine, Xiang Yu had threatened his father emperor with the lives of grandfather and mother, but his father emperor had said “If you make them into soup, please share a bowl with me.”

“Then… General… why do you still… help my father?” Liu Ying asked haltingly. He suddenly realized that although six or seven years had passed, this person still looked exactly as young as when he had met him in the forest years ago, completely unchanged.

“I must go now.” The young general slightly curved his lips, preparing to turn and leave. Liu Ying became anxious – he had many things he wanted to ask, and vaguely knew that after this meeting, they would probably never see each other again.

“General, you repaid that drifting mother who helped you with a thousand gold for one meal, which is beyond reproach. But why didn’t you punish the person who humiliated you, instead letting him become a lieutenant?”

The young general stopped, saying calmly: “That kind of humiliation wasn’t bad at all – it let me see clearly my own position.”

He turned back, looking at the lacquered yu in Liu Ying’s hands, saying lightly: “Do you know what lacquerware is?”

Liu Ying shook his head. He had been asked this question years ago, but still didn’t know the answer today.

“Exquisite and gorgeous on the surface, lacquered to make vessels that won’t decay, but in essence, still wooden underneath.” The young general sighed and stepped into the darkness, his intermittent voice carried slowly by the wind.

“Don’t hold onto the past too tightly – how else can you grasp the present?”

Hearing this, Liu Ying loosened his grip on the lacquered yu slightly, but then hugged it tightly again.

Liu Ying still didn’t get the chance to ask why clear water existed in this Zhen Yang Yu. He also had a premonition that even if he asked, he wouldn’t get an answer.

Chapter 8: Zhen Yang Yu – Part 3
This year, Liu Ying gained another younger brother named Liu Heng.

Empress Mother didn’t pay much attention this time, because this brother’s mother, Consort Bo, wasn’t favored. The only one she guarded against was Consort Qi.

However, Liu Ying felt this brother was somewhat pitiful. It was said that Father Emperor had only favored Consort Bo for one night, and even after learning of her pregnancy and childbirth, never visited again. Liu Ying sent some items over. Though he couldn’t personally care for him, this was still his own blood brother.

Since becoming estranged from his parents, and with his sister married away, Liu Ying increasingly valued family affection. As for that Han Xin he had admired, when they met again, there was no familiar feeling. Liu Ying felt he must have left, though the current General Han looked the same as before.

Days passed one by one. Liu Ying continued pretending to be slow and wooden, coldly observing the struggles between Father Emperor and Empress Mother, saying nothing.

He didn’t value his position as Crown Prince. If possible, he even wanted to become an ordinary farmer.

The clear water in the Zhen Yang Yu decreased day by day, but he didn’t care about that either.

He even felt that the clear water should represent his hope. As a child, he had hoped for many, many things, but he was continuously disappointed. Hope gradually dried up and turned into despair.

In his sixteenth year, Father Emperor passed away. In a daze, he ascended the throne, with national affairs handled entirely by Empress Mother. He was happy to be relaxed.

After all, he didn’t really understand these things anyway. With Chancellor Xiao He there, surely no great chaos would arise.

However, Empress Mother and Xiao He had conspired a year ago in the Changle Bell Chamber to kill Han Xin. Liu Ying knew that wasn’t the real General Han, but was still extremely shocked upon hearing the news.

He knew Empress Mother had changed, but hadn’t expected her to become a stranger.

“Imperial Brother, how is little brother’s calligraphy?” Fifteen-year-old Liu Ruyi held a bamboo scroll in both hands, presenting it before Liu Ying. Liu Ruyi had inherited most of his mother Consort Qi’s appearance. Though still a youth, he was delicate and handsome, with a pair of apricot eyes that showed a pleasing expression, making one unable to bear scolding him upon sight.

Originally Liu Ruyi had been enfeoffed in Zhao, but was summoned to Chang’an by a decree from the Empress Dowager. Fearing Empress Mother would harm him, Liu Ying personally went out of Chang’an city to welcome him, directly bringing Liu Ruyi to his own bedchamber to eat and sleep together, not giving Empress Mother a chance to strike. Liu Ruyi also knew that the only one in the capital who could save him was this imperial brother before him, so he became increasingly dependent on him.

Liu Ying took Liu Ruyi’s bamboo scroll and glanced at it casually, praising: “Very good.” Actually, he wasn’t interested in these things. Seeing Liu Ruyi appearing thin even in thick robes, Liu Ying frowned: “Ruyi, you should practice archery with me in the early morning.”

Looking at the heavy snow outside, Liu Ruyi shivered. These days he at most accompanied Liu Ying in rising early, watching from the sidelines at the hunting ground. The palace was heated with braziers, warm as spring – if not for threats to his life, why would he want to get up early to practice archery? Liu Ruyi had grown familiar with Liu Ying and knew this imperial brother was very kind-hearted, so he reverted to his old ways. Fundamentally, he was just a pampered young master. So he kept shaking his head in refusal, employing all eighteen methods of acting spoiled, leaving Liu Ying helplessly holding his forehead.

Liu Ying sometimes felt this fifteen-year-old Liu Ruyi wasn’t as sensible as eight-year-old Liu Heng. Perhaps this was the kind of spoiled behavior Father Emperor had been most susceptible to.

A young eunuch brought in refreshments. Liu Ying first took chopsticks and tasted every dish. This wasn’t him being particular, but fear that the food might be poisoned. Even if others tested for poison, he wouldn’t trust them – he’d rather do it himself.

Liu Ruyi watched with gratitude in his heart.

After Liu Ying had eaten a few bites and noticed nothing unusual, he nodded to indicate Liu Ruyi could eat.

Liu Ruyi pointed to the side: “Imperial Brother, why is there always half a bowl of water in that lacquered yu by the bedside?”

Liu Ying’s gaze followed Liu Ruyi’s finger to the Zhen Yang Yu placed by the bedside. He stared blankly for a long time before lightly changing the subject without answering.

Liu Ruyi stuck out his tongue, not taking it seriously.

The next day, when Liu Ying rose, seeing Liu Ruyi sleeping soundly beside him, he couldn’t bear to wake him and quietly got up alone to practice archery. When he returned, he found not a single young eunuch attending outside the palace doors.

A nameless chill rose in his heart. Liu Ying called out Liu Ruyi’s name loudly and rushed into the palace, but first saw the Zhen Yang Yu that had fallen to the ground.

The yu was completely empty, the water having long since dried up. And Liu Ruyi, who had been acting spoiled beside him yesterday, was already lying on the bed with blood flowing from all seven orifices, lifeless.

“Imperial Son, are you listening?” Lu Zhi slammed the table before her, looking with disappointment at Liu Ying who sat cross-legged across from her, drinking wine from the lacquered yu one sip at a time.

After Liu Ruyi’s death, Lu Zhi was extremely pleased, venting all the years of resentment and unwillingness on Consort Qi. She ordered people to chop off her limbs, gouge out her eyes, pour copper into her ears, cut out her tongue, and turn her into a “human pig.” Still not feeling satisfied, she ordered Liu Ying to go observe. Unexpectedly, this viewing shocked her useless son into serious illness, and it took over a year for him to gradually recover. Afterward, he began drinking heavily every day, using that very lacquered yu that had contained poison to entice and kill the curious Liu Ruyi. Lu Zhi found this both irritating and chilling to watch, but she couldn’t lower herself to fight with her son over a lacquered yu. Though she was the most noble woman in the Great Han Dynasty, wearing the most magnificent robes, the most exquisite golden hairpins, the most delicate makeup, essentially she was still that peasant woman from Pei County.

So she paid extra attention to her words and actions, but more often than not, she still couldn’t control her true nature.

Perhaps she should have a young eunuch find an opportunity to throw away this lacquered yu.

Lu Zhi knew her son was very dissatisfied with her, but she could no longer care. Years of experience had taught her that only when women possessed power were they safest. At least power wouldn’t be like men – after several years or over a decade, one morning upon waking, completely abandon her like worn-out shoes.

She didn’t regret being so ruthless to Consort Qi and her son, but she regretted letting her soft-hearted son see that horrific scene.

Lu Zhi took several deep breaths, calmed her emotions, sat up straight, and said in a commanding tone: “Imperial Son, you’re approaching adulthood and should choose a woman as empress.”

Liu Ying didn’t answer. His face didn’t even show a ripple of emotion as he continued pouring wine from the nearby wine pot into the lacquered yu.

Lu Zhi didn’t expect any reaction from him and continued: “Yan’er is very good. This dowager is very satisfied. Let’s choose a date next month for the wedding.”

Liu Ying had just finished the wine in his hands when upon hearing this, he was immediately choked by the liquid, coughing several times and looking at Lu Zhi in disbelief.

Who was Yan’er? That was his sister’s daughter! His own niece! Only twelve years old this year! Had Empress Mother finally gone mad?

Lu Zhi was actually quite satisfied to see a different expression appear on her son’s face, but this didn’t mean she would allow him to refute her decision. She glanced one last time at the lacquered yu in Liu Ying’s hands. Since younger brother Liu Ruyi’s death, the clear water in the lacquered yu had become even scarcer.

The vermillion red interior wall of the lacquered yu was gorgeous and smooth, still hanging with a few wine drops that slowly slid down the yu wall to the bottom, then gradually and slowly produced a small amount of clear water. That clear water was extremely bitter and astringent, only drinkable when mixed with wine.

Liu Ying smiled bitterly. Empress Mother hadn’t been seeking his opinion just now, but merely informing him.

Drinking the remaining mixture of wine and water at the bottom of the yu in one gulp, Liu Ying wiped the residue from his lips and smiled helplessly.

He didn’t dare refuse to marry. Even now, in his nightly nightmares, Consort Qi’s tragic state still appeared. Empress Mother’s methods were truly too cruel. Why had that once kind mother become like a madwoman now?

“Brother… brother… what’s wrong with you?” A gentle voice sounded beside his ear, with a familiar tone that almost made Liu Ying want to cry.

“Sister… Sister!” Liu Ying crawled up from the table, looking at his sister whom he hadn’t seen for a long time. After Liu Le married, she lived in seclusion, and Liu Ying hadn’t seen her many times. But in her somewhat haggard features, he could still vaguely see the expression that had often cared for him in childhood. Grabbing Liu Le’s sleeve, Liu Ying was like grasping a lifeline, pleading: “Sister, go talk to Empress Mother – you can’t let Yan’er marry me!”

Liu Le’s eyes filled with tears. If she could choose, naturally she wouldn’t want her daughter to enter this prison-like deep palace, but what could she do? How could their Empress Mother be someone who listened to persuasion? “Brother, listen to sister. You absolutely mustn’t refuse. The rumors outside are already spreading wildly. If you don’t marry Yan’er, she’ll never be able to marry anyone else in the future. Marrying into the palace is at least better than not being able to marry at all…”

Listening to Liu Le’s rambling words, all about worrying for her own daughter, Liu Ying slowly loosened his grip, letting his sister’s sleeve slip from his palm.

Yes, sister had long since married and had her own family. She couldn’t possibly think only of him like before…

“Brother, sister has never asked you for anything. Back then sister brought you to escape in the forest…”

Liu Ying’s face forced out a smile uglier than crying, and he nodded with difficulty: “I understand. I’ll do as you wish.”

The change from “I” to “I” (using the imperial “zhen”) made Liu Le realize something. But after hearing Liu Ying’s agreement, she was satisfiedly relieved and left stammering.

Liu Ying miserably raised the lacquered yu in his hands, completely failing to notice that no clear water would ever seep from this lacquered yu again.

He continued drinking heavily.

Yes, he could protect Yan’er. Though he couldn’t be a true husband to her, with the empress title, he could protect her for life.

But why was there no one to consider him…

In his sorrowful mood, Liu Ying drank more and more. In his drowsy state, words from many years ago repeatedly echoed in his mind.

What’s so good about being emperor?

His father no longer treats him as a son, his wife no longer treats him as a husband, his son doesn’t treat him as a father. He will suspect everyone around him, trust no one, and die alone in the end.

This is a punishment…

Liu Ying painfully curled into a ball. He had never done anything wrong – why must he endure such punishment?

In the vast and lonely great hall, the young emperor of Great Han fell asleep drunk as usual. A young eunuch peered about for a long time, finally tiptoeing over, picking up the empty lacquered yu from the ground, tucking it into his bosom, and quietly leaving.

188 BC, Chang’an, Tea House

Two young gentlemen silently drank tea, listening to nearby customers whispering about Empress Dowager Lu’s autocracy since Emperor Hui of Han’s unexpected death.

The young gentleman in white sighed softly and lowered his voice: “Sir, thank you for saving me.”

The young gentleman in black smiled, pointing at the lacquered yu on the table: “If I hadn’t seen this item for sale, I wouldn’t have thought to see you one last time.” It turned out that young eunuch had taken this lacquered yu from Liu Ying’s side on Lu Zhi’s orders, but instead of smashing it, seeing its value, had secretly sold it outside the palace, and it had passed through various hands among the people.

The black-clothed gentleman drank a sip of tea and squinted: “Since you’re willing to abandon the supreme position in the world, what harm is there in helping you once?”

Liu Ying sighed silently. He knew this gentleman before him had supernatural powers. He was already twenty-three years old, yet this person still looked as young as when they first met twenty years ago. Sitting together now, he even looked somewhat older. Liu Ying no longer mentioned the past. Being able to crawl out of that man-eating abyss, he had no other desires. As for the throne, he felt younger brother Liu Heng could inherit it, but whether Liu Heng could ultimately ascend the throne was beyond his ability or desire to interfere.

Liu Ying picked up the lacquered yu on the table and asked curiously: “What exactly is the origin of this Zhen Yang Yu? Why did it contain water when I held it before, but gradually dried up afterward?”

The black-clothed gentleman put down his teacup and said lightly: “Do you know King Wen of Zhou, Ji Chang?”

Liu Ying nodded. He vaguely remembered past events – this Zhen Yang Yu was related to the Book of Changes written by King Wen of Zhou, Ji Chang.

“Do you know Bo Yikao?”

Liu Ying nodded again. Bo Yikao was King Wen of Zhou Ji Chang’s eldest son. When Ji Chang was still the Marquis of the West, legend said King Zhou boiled and killed Bo Yikao, making him into meat soup and presenting it to Ji Chang. Even knowing this was his son’s meat soup, Ji Chang was forced by King Zhou’s threats to eat it. This was an extremely tragic and cruel legend.

“King Wen of Zhou Ji Chang used a wooden yu to eat that bowl of meat soup, suffering unbearably. To remind himself of this towering blood feud, he carried the wooden yu with him. Fearing it would decay, he later lacquered it…”

Liu Ying immediately put the Zhen Yang Yu back on the table as if burned, shocked speechless.

“This is that Zhen Yang Yu. Legend says only when held by a true Son of Heaven will clear water appear in the yu. And this clear water represents the family affection in your heart…”

The rest didn’t need saying – Liu Ying could guess. The clear water in the yu had spilled multiple times, like spilled water that couldn’t be recovered… causing him to leave now without looking back.

Family affection was like clear water – seemingly dispensable and unvalued, seeming tasteless when drunk regularly, making people pay it no mind. But after long drought, it was like sweet rain. But once dried up…

The black-clothed gentleman also stopped speaking, silently looking at the lacquered yu on the table. He had once personally witnessed this Zhen Yang Yu’s clear water go from full to completely dry. Ironically, the previous person qualified to hold the Zhen Yang Yu had never actually ascended to the throne as emperor.

After a long while, Liu Ying withdrew his gaze and asked: “Sir, I have no other wishes in this life. I wish to follow you.”

The black-clothed gentleman’s eyes softened, no longer containing the cold killing intent from his days as a general. He nodded: “Very well. Come with me to find someone – it may take a very long time…”

“Yes.”

2012 AD

“So that Emperor Hui of Han didn’t actually die!” The Doctor wiggled his rabbit ears after hearing the story. He really had been too long without eating anything, so he begged the Boss to buy a bag of chocolate and was struggling to pour chocolate beans out on the counter. Can’t eat them, but looking is good too!

“No, he died.” The Boss calmly wiped the Zhen Yang Yu in his hands, quietly looking down at it. Lacquerware of that time generally only used black and red colors, because these two colors were most noble in ancient times. Red was gorgeous without being flashy, black was deep without being dull. The two colors together complemented each other perfectly. Though the entire lacquered yu had no extra decoration besides the cloud patterns on the outside, it remained grand and serene, a rare masterpiece.

Hearing this, the chocolate beans in the Doctor’s hands scattered with a clatter, bouncing and falling across the counter with a pitter-patter, with several falling to the ground and spinning several times.

The Boss put down the Zhen Yang Yu, bent down and patiently picked up the chocolate beans one by one, gathering those on the counter together and piling them beside the Doctor.

“Sorry.” The Doctor apologized quietly. He couldn’t imagine how the Boss had sent away friend after friend over these thousand years of time. Watching them gradually aged and eroded by time, watching them change from youth to white bones… The Doctor suddenly felt somewhat sad. Perhaps one day, he and the Boss would have the same result.

“Why apologize? All people must die.” The Boss smiled carelessly, picked up a chocolate bean, wiped it with a silk handkerchief, and casually put it in his mouth.

“I’m apologizing for spilling the chocolate beans!” The Doctor fiercely protested.

The Boss smiled slightly: “The chocolate is very delicious!”

“…Hateful!”

Chapter 9: Wu Ming Fan – Part 1
1371 AD, Outside Huangjue Temple

Zhu Yuanzhang irritably stared at the dark mountain forest. The imperial guards beside him had already been severely scolded by him – so many people couldn’t even keep watch over one monk.

“Search quickly! He can’t have escaped far!” Zhu Yuanzhang was furious. That monk was wounded, and moreover, in the dark night, candlelight was so obvious.

The guards extinguished their torches one after another, concentrating their search for that point of candlelight in the deep mountain forest.

Zhu Yuanzhang gazed at this silent mountain forest, listening to the rustling sounds of night wind blowing through tree branches, slowly furrowing his brow.

He would never forget what he had secretly witnessed in the Qielan Spirit Hall in his youth.

The curling smoke from a incense candle had gathered in the air to form a woman of graceful bearing and stunning beauty. It was overhearing the words she spoke that enabled him to achieve today’s glory and become master of the realm.

He was already the most noble man in this world – why would that woman still refuse to come see him?

It was all that little monk’s fault!

Zhu Yuanzhang was completely unaware that the little monk he spoke of, though much younger than him, was actually his senior brother in terms of monastery hierarchy.

Or perhaps he was aware but simply didn’t care.

Because he was now emperor, the supreme ruler, no longer a monk. Even his former master would never dare discuss hierarchy with him.

While his emotions surged, Zhu Yuanzhang glimpsed a flicker of candlelight passing in the distance and hurriedly wanted to direct his guards to pursue it. But just as the words left his mouth, he realized that his guards, perhaps wanting to make up for their failure, had all entered the mountain forest to search, leaving not a single person behind.

Just as Zhu Yuanzhang was about to fly into rage, he suddenly suppressed his anger. The matter of the candle was naturally better known by as few people as possible. And such a wounded little monk – surely he, who had experienced many battles, could handle him.

Thinking this, Zhu Yuanzhang gripped the willow-leaf saber in his hand and pursued that flicker of candlelight.

In the rugged mountain forest, that candlelight appeared and disappeared behind dense trees like a leaping spirit. The more Zhu Yuanzhang chased, the more alarmed he became. The candlelight always maintained a certain distance from him. His speed was not slow, yet how could a wounded monk near death have such speed?

Just as Zhu Yuanzhang was beginning to think this was ghostfire and was about to stop and summon his guards, that candlelight suddenly stopped without warning.

The warm, yellow candlelight burned silently in the pitch-black mountain forest. Thinking of that beautiful woman from his memory, Zhu Yuanzhang’s heart pounded wildly. As if bewitched, he pushed aside tree branches and slowly approached.

The closer he got, the more startled Zhu Yuanzhang became, because he could finally see clearly that beside the incense candle, a red dragon was actually suspended in mid-air.

In the black night, this incense candle was held in the red dragon’s mouth, its body constantly swaying in the darkness.

In that instant, Zhu Yuanzhang thought of countless miraculous legends. Could it be that he truly was the True Dragon Son of Heaven?

Suppressing the fear and excitement in his heart, Zhu Yuanzhang took a few more steps forward, only then discovering that the red dragon wasn’t real, but embroidered on a black sleeve cuff. Black background with red thread. Due to the exquisite embroidery work, at first glance it looked real.

That lifelike red dragon had its body coiled and spiraling around the person’s right arm, with the dragon’s tail embroidered precisely at the right shoulder and the dragon’s head embroidered at the right sleeve cuff, as if it could soar through clouds and mist at any moment. When the night wind continuously blew the person’s long sleeves, from afar it looked like the dragon’s body was constantly moving.

Zhu Yuanzhang was simultaneously disappointed and relieved. His complex emotions immediately transformed into rage, and he angrily rebuked the person without courtesy: “Who are you? How dare you privately wear dragon robes? Do you know this is a capital offense?”

Zhu Yuanzhang was very irritable. Compared to the red dragon on this person’s black robe, the dragon on his own dragon robe was like pigs and dogs on the ground, utterly incomparable.

Facing the emperor’s towering rage, the person in the darkness merely chuckled and asked in return: “And who are you? Who granted you the authority to wear that dragon robe?”

This sentence struck like muffled thunder on Zhu Yuanzhang’s head, making him suddenly freeze.

Since becoming emperor, hidden in the deepest part of his heart was an inextinguishable sense of inferiority.

He had once been a beggar, then a monk, but now he had become emperor of the Ming Dynasty.

Those ministers before him were obsequious, but who knew whether they were secretly mocking him to death in their hearts? Or scheming to replace him?

That’s why he needed that incense candle, needed to borrow extraordinary power to feel at ease.

Zhu Yuanzhang took a deep breath, only then noticing that this person who shouldn’t appear here had his entire face hidden in darkness. Logic dictated that with the incense candle in his hand, it should illuminate his face, yet it defied natural law and completely failed to light his features. Looking at the candlelight that burned extremely calmly even in the fierce night wind, Zhu Yuanzhang speculated that perhaps this person was the true owner of the incense candle, not that slow-witted little monk.

Perhaps that’s why he wore this red dragon robe so boldly.

Remembering how countless times he had tried to hold the incense candle in his hand, only to be inexplicably burned by the candle flame, Zhu Yuanzhang removed his hand from the willow-leaf saber hilt at his waist and clasped his fists sincerely: “Zhongba was improper and offended you, sir. But Zhongba has long yearned for this incense candle. Please part with it, sir.”

The candle flame flickered once, but definitely not due to the night wind.

“This incense candle has no affinity with you. Don’t force it.”

The person in the darkness said lightly. Only then did Zhu Yuanzhang realize the voice sounded very young, probably no more than twenty years old.

Zhu Yuanzhang would absolutely not let this excellent opportunity pass. He didn’t even dare call himself “zhen” (the imperial “I”), forcing words through gritted teeth: “If sir wishes to take this incense candle away, Zhongba naturally cannot force the matter, but that little monk…” He deliberately drew out his voice, satisfied to see the burning candlelight begin to tremble violently.

“What do you want then?” There was faint helplessness in the person’s tone.

“I leave it entirely to sir’s discretion.” Zhu Yuanzhang answered extremely readily. The unfinished implication in his words was somewhat roguish – meaning he was also a reasonable person, but everything must be fair! Taking the candle was fine, but something equivalent must be exchanged.

Zhu Yuanzhang spoke with righteous confidence, but his heart was actually beating drums. Unable to see the person’s expression in the darkness made him speculate wildly. That flickering, trembling candlelight was as restless as his own mood. Fortunately, the time that tormented him wasn’t long. Soon the person sighed deeply and took out a slender object from his bosom, extending it toward him.

By the candlelight, Zhu Yuanzhang saw this was a folding fan, with fan ribs of an unusual ivory white color. Instinctively accepting the folding fan, its weight in hand was much heavier than imagined. The fan ribs were delicate and cool, making one reluctant to put it down.

“This is…”

“The fan’s beginning was not as an object to draw wind for cooling, but made of reeds as a symbol of power, a ceremonial fan for superiors to display their status and privileges.” The person spoke slowly, his clear voice sounding so ethereal in the night wind. “The Wu Ming Fan was made by Shun. Upon receiving Shun’s abdication, he broadly opened his sight and hearing, seeking worthy men to assist himself, thus creating the Wu Ming Fan.”

“Ahem, sir, though Zhongba’s learning is limited, I do know that the Wu Ming Fan should be a type of large palm fan. This is just a folding fan!” Zhu Yuanzhang suppressed his inner dissatisfaction and casually opened the folding fan in his hand. The fan ribs were heavy, and the fan surface was gold-sprinkled silk, extremely luxurious. As the fan surface opened, a square and proper character “明” (Ming) appeared before Zhu Yuanzhang.

The entire large fan surface had only this one character. The back was blank. But Zhu Yuanzhang was extraordinarily pleased, because the dynasty he established was named Ming.

“Wu Ming – clarity in five directions. This Wu Ming Fan is naturally not the former one, only the fan ribs are made from the remaining ribs of that Wu Ming Fan. One who holds this Wu Ming Fan can discern the truth or falsehood of others’ words. I think this Wu Ming Fan will suit your heart better than the mermaid candle.” The person said calmly.

“So magical?” Zhu Yuanzhang’s heart leaped with excitement. They say human hearts are hard to fathom – what he needed most now was to know whether those around him were consistent in word and deed. His eyes turning, Zhu Yuanzhang immediately questioned the person: “Is this real or fake? Then I must test it. Sir, may I ask who you are?”

In the darkness, the person smiled helplessly: “I am merely an antique dealer.”

Zhu Yuanzhang was stunned – this answer was not within his range of imagination. Moreover, the Wu Ming Fan in his hand showed no unusual reaction, no change at all. Frowning, Zhu Yuanzhang continued pressing: “Then what are you doing here?”

The person sighed again: “Just retrieving the mermaid candle…”

Zhu Yuanzhang had been watching the Wu Ming Fan in his hand closely, and was shocked to discover that the character “明” on the fan surface was slowly fading away on the gold-sprinkled silk!

So did this mean that when truth was spoken the fan showed no reaction, but when lies were told the “明” character would disappear?

Zhu Yuanzhang hurriedly looked up, but saw the person had already departed. In the distance, that candlelight looked like it was being slowly carried into the darkness by a red dragon.

“Your Majesty! Your Majesty! That little monk has been captured!” The imperial guards caught up, reporting while covered in sweat. They had carelessly discovered they had lost the emperor, which frightened them out of their wits. Fortunately, His Majesty hadn’t gone far.

Zhu Yuanzhang looked again, but saw that candlelight had completely disappeared into the dark mountain forest, no longer visible.

Waving the folding fan in his hand with high spirits, Zhu Yuanzhang was in quite good mood as he waved his hand: “Forget it, release him back to Huangjue Temple and treat him well!”

Chapter 9: Wu Ming Fan – Part 2
1390 AD, Imperial Palace of Yingtian Prefecture

Zhu Yunwen slowly emerged from the Grand Study Hall. After passing through the left and right gates and crossing Huagai Palace, he waited for a while beside this pavilion-like hall with its four-sided eaves and gold-inlaid circular dome, finally seeing the main gates of Fengtian Hall open wide as the nobles and ministers who had just finished morning court filed out.

Seeing their expressions of fear and trepidation, relief at surviving disaster, or mental confusion, Zhu Yunwen sighed inwardly.

Imperial Grandfather had recently disposed of Li Shanchang on charges of treason. Though Zhu Yunwen was only fourteen, he knew that the seventy-seven-year-old man had been keeping a low profile and peacefully enjoying his retirement since stepping down from the position of Chancellor, and would absolutely never harbor treasonous thoughts. Yet not long ago, Li Shanchang was executed after being reported by a household slave. Several high-ranking marquises were implicated, and after investigation by the Brocade Guard, this case spiraled out of control. By now, over thirty thousand officials had been implicated.

It was said that several executioners’ blades had been dulled, the blood flowing in the execution grounds had stained the stone bricks so deeply that no amount of washing could clean it, and even the pristine white snow falling from the sky couldn’t cover the carnage – it turned dark red upon touching the ground.

The entire Ming Empire’s court was as silent as cicadas in winter. This wasn’t without precedent – ten years ago, the influential Hu Weiyong case had resulted in fifteen thousand deaths, and now the Li Shanchang case implicated even more. No one knew how long the emperor’s thunderous wrath would continue. It was said that ministers coming to court each day would bid farewell to their families – perhaps once they left home, they would never return.

Zhu Yunwen had been carefully educated by Zhu Biao since childhood, learning to emulate his father in all words and deeds, believing that benevolence was the means to govern the realm. He truly could not approve of Imperial Grandfather’s actions in his heart.

His father naturally could not approve either. He had heard that yesterday in the Imperial Study, his father had contradicted Imperial Grandfather over the Li Shanchang case. He had not wanted to become involved, but today several students were missing from the Grand Study Hall, including his friend Cheng Cong, which he simply could not ignore.

After the court ministers departed for their various offices, Zhu Yunwen confirmed that no ministers had been executed in morning court due to the emperor’s displeasure, determining that Imperial Grandfather was in good spirits today. Relieved, he turned and took a path toward the Imperial Study. Along the way, all the eunuchs and palace maids he encountered bowed respectfully to him, and not one guard dared obstruct him. These people walking in the palace seemed to feel the turmoil in the outer court even more acutely – when even high officials and nobles lived in constant fear, what more these lowly servants?

Zhu Yunwen proceeded unobstructed to the Imperial Study. Guarding the door was Er Nei, Imperial Grandfather’s most trusted eunuch. Zhu Yunwen greeted him in low tones, and the latter was quite pleased with his attitude, gently having him wait in the warm chamber first while he hurried in to announce him. Zhu Yunwen stood outside the red lacquered screen inlaid with precious stones, vaguely hearing Imperial Grandfather’s voice. Soon Er Nei emerged and nodded at him.

Reading expressions and gauging moods, Zhu Yunwen saw that Er Nei’s expression was peaceful, confirming that Imperial Grandfather was indeed in good spirits today. Only then did he confidently enter to pay his respects.

Zhu Yuanzhang was already sixty-three this year, an age knowing the mandate of heaven, but he still appeared vigorous and handled everything personally. After Zhu Yunwen finished his greetings and raised his head, he found his father was indeed in the Imperial Study, while Imperial Grandfather sitting behind the imperial desk still held that fan of his, never letting it leave his hand despite the current freezing weather.

“Yunwen, your timing is perfect.” Zhu Yuanzhang slowly waved the folding fan in his hand, the breeze making his beard flutter gently. His eyes were slightly closed, appearing calm and peaceful. But those familiar with him knew that this master of the Ming Empire was far from as harmless as he appeared. He said slowly: “You’re already fourteen this year. Having studied in the Grand Study Hall for so long, you should understand court matters. What do you think of the Li Shanchang affair?”

This was an extremely difficult question to answer, but since Zhu Yunwen had come here voluntarily, he was prepared to be asked about this matter. Meeting his father’s worried gaze, Zhu Yunwen replied calmly: “Imperial Grandfather’s actions naturally have their reasons, but so many people are implicated that it may violate heavenly harmony.”

Zhu Yuanzhang’s hand waving the fan paused slightly, his half-closed eyes slowly opening a crack, his mood unclear.

At this moment, Zhu Yunwen noticed something on the imperial desk that shouldn’t be there.

This was the most luxurious palace in the Ming Empire, with exquisite bracket sets and gold-inlaid coffered ceilings above, golden dragons coiled around the round pillars supporting the double eaves, Persian long-haired carpets underfoot, Jiangzhou clay inkstones on the desk, Peng family Huzhou brushes, and newly fired Hongwu blue and white porcelain brush holders among countless priceless objects. Yet in such an environment, a thorn branch lay on the imperial desk, appearing particularly out of place.

Why would this object appear here? Naturally because Imperial Grandfather had sent people to find it. And why would Imperial Grandfather send people to find this object? Naturally to illustrate some point.

Zhu Yunwen was quite intelligent and naturally wouldn’t think Imperial Grandfather wanted someone to bear thorns and plead for forgiveness. After brief consideration, he reached his conclusion.

Zhu Yuanzhang had been watching Zhu Yunwen’s expression closely, and seeing this, asked: “Do you see the deeper meaning of this object?”

Crown Prince Zhu Biao felt nervous. He and father emperor had just left court and hadn’t yet discussed this matter. He could naturally see father emperor’s intentions, but his son was still young, and he feared he might answer incorrectly.

He heard Zhu Yunwen say gently and elegantly: “The thorn branch Imperial Grandfather chose should represent the Ming Empire. Now that the empire is newly established with unstable foundations and thorns everywhere, Imperial Grandfather’s meaning should be to pluck all the thorns from this branch so father can hold it more easily without injury.” The unchanged voice of the youth sounded somewhat childish but was incredibly pleasant to hear.

Crown Prince Zhu Biao’s worried heart settled back in his chest as he stood and said respectfully: “Father Emperor’s painstaking care fills this son with trepidation.”

Zhu Yuanzhang at this moment paid no attention to Zhu Biao’s attitude but closed his fan and pointed across at Zhu Yunwen: “Yunwen, do you have something else you want to say?”

Zhu Yunwen lowered his eyes, clenching his fists to give himself strength through pain. He heard his slightly trembling voice echo in the great hall: “Imperial Grandfather, but how can you confirm that what you’re cutting away are all thorns, and not future possible branches, or even what might become future trunks?”

Crown Prince Zhu Biao was shocked, then his mood became complex, containing both worry and pride.

After all, only a fearless young calf unafraid of tigers could speak such words.

Zhu Yuanzhang didn’t become angry but looked appreciatively at his grandson standing in the center of the hall. Without answering his question, he asked another: “Your coming here today – is it for your father? Or for those officials? Or some other purpose?”

Zhu Yunwen’s body stiffened slightly. He could naturally say it was from worry that father had angered Imperial Grandfather, or that he couldn’t bear Imperial Grandfather’s excessive killing violating heavenly harmony. He could even use long passages from the Four Books and Five Classics to refute him. But he suddenly remembered something his father had once told him.

Never lie in front of your Imperial Grandfather.

So Zhu Yunwen lowered his head and honestly admitted: “My classmate Cheng Cong didn’t come to the Grand Study Hall today…”

Zhu Yuanzhang gently opened his folding fan, seeming very satisfied with his grandson’s answer. He slightly raised the corners of his mouth and nodded: “I understand. Let him return to class tomorrow.” Pausing here for a moment, he said solemnly: “As for your question about how to distinguish thorns from branches – someday I will let you know.”

Zhu Yunwen was shaken by these words, immediately grasping the unfinished implication in Imperial Grandfather’s words. He looked up helplessly to meet his father’s eyes, and both father and son saw the same gleam in each other’s gaze.

1398 AD, Imperial Study

Zhu Yunwen sat behind the imperial desk with quite complex emotions. He knew that someday he would sit in this position, but he hadn’t expected this day to come so quickly.

Father Zhu Biao had yearned for this chair for twenty-five years but died of illness six years ago. Imperial Grandfather had insisted against all opposition on making him Crown Prince Imperial Grandson. After Imperial Grandfather’s recent death, the throne of this great Ming Empire had fallen to him.

Twenty-one-year-old Zhu Yunwen felt his shoulders extraordinarily heavy. So young, how could he manage this empire as Imperial Grandfather had?

Zhu Yunwen stared at the folding fan lying quietly on the imperial desk. Before his death, Imperial Grandfather had told him all about this fan’s origins and mysteries. This also made him understand why Imperial Grandfather was certain that those he killed were all thorns on the branch, not shoots.

However, he didn’t really want to use this Wu Ming Fan.

Having grown up in the imperial palace, he had seen too much scheming and deception.

People here had made lying an instinct, because sometimes, not lying meant not surviving at all.

Moreover, sometimes even when speaking truth, people would take it as lies.

And knowing whether others spoke truth or lies, knowing all the truth – was this happiness or misfortune?

Zhu Yunwen thought of Imperial Grandfather and felt he hadn’t lived a happy life.

“Mingzhe, do you want to know whether others speak truth or lies?” Zhu Yunwen looked up at Cheng Cong, who was accompanying him in reviewing memorials. Mingzhe was his courtesy name, taken from the Zhonglun: “The wise and intelligent are called Cong.”

Cheng Cong was about the same age as Zhu Yunwen. His father had been Assistant Administrator of the Ministry of Personnel and was implicated in the Li Shanchang case. If not for Zhu Yunwen’s courage in pleading for him that time, he and his family would probably have become wronged souls long ago. After Zhu Yunwen’s ascension, he was appointed as Imperial Academy Attendant. Though not a high position, he could serve directly before the emperor. This honor didn’t make Cheng Cong lose his composure but made him even more cautious. He pondered for a moment, put down the memorial in his hands, and said respectfully: “Your Majesty, setting aside that waters too clear have no fish, how are lies to be judged? If this subject knows of drought in Hebei but reports all is well, that’s a lie. But if this subject doesn’t know of drought in Hebei, while officials below report all is well, and this subject presents this memorial to Your Majesty, is this a lie or truth?”

Cheng Cong’s words were somewhat convoluted, but Zhu Yunwen was stunned, suddenly enlightened. No wonder Imperial Grandfather had killed so many people – in reality, not that many people would dare deceive the emperor. Apart from Imperial Grandfather’s desire to eliminate different-surnamed founding ministers by making examples, most others died unjustly. Moreover, deceiving superiors and concealing from inferiors was an unspoken rule of officialdom.

It was just that Imperial Grandfather, due to his impoverished youth, harbored bone-deep hatred for corrupt officials and natural distrust of all officials. This hadn’t changed even after becoming emperor. Monthly salaries were a mere seven and a half dan. Zhu Yunwen had once curiously inquired – one dan of salary rice equaled five qian of silver, meaning two dan equaled one tael of silver, pitifully little. Not to mention officials all had large families to support, including servants and attendants. Reaching such a state in officialdom, one couldn’t survive without taking risks.

Even with Imperial Grandfather’s unprecedented harsh punishment of corrupt officials – under such cruel penalties as flaying and stuffing with grass – corrupt officials still sprang up endlessly like weeds. Why was this?

While Zhu Yunwen’s mind wandered, Cheng Cong didn’t approve of his distraction under such circumstances. Straightening his robes, Cheng Cong respectfully advised: “Your Majesty, regarding Prince of Yan’s matter, a decision should be made.”

A bitter smile played on his lips as Zhu Yunwen thought how Imperial Grandfather had wielded his butcher’s knife against different-surnamed ministers while extensively enfeoffing princely vassals. Of the twenty-five vassal princes Imperial Grandfather had enfeoffed during his lifetime, twenty-four were his uncles. Because meritorious ministers and veteran generals had all been executed, military power had fallen into the vassal princes’ hands. Almost every vassal prince commanded his own army, wielding great power and becoming lords of small empires. He was like a weak lamb surrounded by a pack of wolves – no matter how high and solid the walls of Yingtian Prefecture were built, it was useless.

Fourth Uncle Prince of Yan Zhu Di was enfeoffed in Yanjing Shuntian Prefecture, but his three sons remained in the capital Yingtian Prefecture, ostensibly to study at the Grand Study Hall but actually as hostages. Recently, Prince of Yan Zhu Di had submitted a memorial claiming serious illness and begging Zhu Yunwen to let his three sons return to the fief to see him one last time before death.

Whether to agree to Fourth Uncle Zhu Di’s request was also debated at court. Vice Minister of War Qi Qin strongly advocated detaining the three sons of Prince of Yan as hostages to restrain his actions. But the Minister of Imperial Sacrifices believed that detaining his three sons would give Zhu Di a pretext for rebellion. Now Cheng Cong was reminding him that the time for decision had come – delaying further would only make things worse.

Zhu Yunwen looked at the memorial Cheng Cong placed before him and smiled ironically.

He hadn’t previously understood why Imperial Grandfather chose him as heir. In all respects, Fourth Uncle Zhu Di was more like Imperial Grandfather – decisive in both military command and governance. Yet Imperial Grandfather had directly passed the throne to him, even when logic dictated that Fourth Uncle should inherit after Second and Third Uncles’ deaths.

Later, learning of the Wu Ming Fan’s existence, he understood Imperial Grandfather’s choice – Imperial Grandfather must have known Fourth Uncle was insincere. Moreover, thinking back now, it was strangely coincidental that the two uncles senior to Fourth Uncle had died in their prime before Imperial Grandfather’s death.

The more Zhu Yunwen thought, the more he sighed. Imperial Grandfather having this Wu Ming Fan might have been like adding wings to a tiger. But this Wu Ming Fan in his hands could distinguish that Fourth Uncle’s claims of serious illness were lies, yet no one could tell him what he should actually do.

“Mingzhe, help me draft an edict saying I agree to let the three cousins return to attend the sickness, then send Beiping Left Commissioner Zhang Bing and Military Commissioner Xie Gui to inquire after the illness on my behalf.” Zhu Yunwen’s face showed a mocking expression, thinking of his usually serious Fourth Uncle having to pretend illness, he couldn’t help feeling secretly pleased. But immediately he suppressed his smile – he could only manage such childish pranks, while facing the situation of being surrounded by wolves, he was at a complete loss.

When his gaze fell again on the Wu Ming Fan on the imperial desk, Zhu Yunwen thought to himself:

Imperial Grandfather! A fan that can distinguish truth from lies may be icing on the cake, but it cannot provide help in dire need…

Chapter 9: Wu Ming Fan – Part 3
1402 AD, Imperial Study

Zhu Yunwen sat alone behind the imperial desk, his eyes filled with melancholy. Outside, palace maids and eunuchs hurried about, with occasional sounds of weeping and quarreling. The usually solemn and quiet palace was filled with misery and grief, and sometimes the distant sounds of fighting and clashing swords could be heard.

It seemed he truly wasn’t suited to be an emperor. Zhu Yunwen’s handsome face showed a self-mocking expression. He had sat on this throne for four years, and it appeared time for someone else to take over.

Since four years ago, he had been engaged in various struggles with his Fourth Uncle Zhu Di, and reaching this point, he had to admire his opponent.

While reflecting on his brief twenty-one-year life, Zhu Yunwen heard running footsteps outside. He had just raised his head when he saw Cheng Cong enter with an anxious expression, not even greeting him before urgently reporting: “Your Majesty! Duke of Cao Li Jinglong and Prince Gu Zhu Quan have opened Jinchuan Gate to welcome that traitor Prince of Yan into the capital!”

Upon hearing this, Zhu Yunwen’s smile didn’t fade. Instead, he nodded with understanding: “No wonder I heard the shouting and killing outside has stopped. So that’s the reason.”

Seeing his expression, Cheng Cong was shocked. Looking around and seeing the Imperial Study swept clean of all antiques and objects, he said in amazement: “Your Majesty! This… this…” Then realizing what he had seen – those eunuchs and palace maids fleeing the palace with large and small bundles – he flew into rage: “Those slaves, simply! Simply!” Being a scholarly man, even in his shock and anger, he couldn’t squeeze out a single curse word.

Zhu Yunwen waved his hand: “I told them to take things and leave. Fourth Uncle doesn’t tolerate people either. Why make them accompany me on this final journey?”

Cheng Cong’s heart shook, realizing Zhu Yunwen had resolved to die. He couldn’t help stepping forward: “Your Majesty! You should leave too! The city is in chaos right now – Your Majesty could escape to other princely domains…”

Zhu Yunwen smiled and raised his hand to stop Cheng Cong’s words, saying lightly: “A lamb, no matter where it goes, is prey for wolves. What difference is there between escaping from one wolf’s mouth into another’s?” Without waiting for Cheng Cong to persuade further, he continued asking: “Mingzhe, do you think I’m fundamentally unsuited to be emperor?”

Cheng Cong was startled by these words, because when Zhu Yunwen spoke them, he had even abandoned the imperial “zhen” self-reference.

Looking at the young emperor sitting behind the imperial desk with vulnerability in his smile, Cheng Cong called out loudly: “Your Majesty.”

“Don’t speak falsely – I can tell whether you’re speaking truth or lies.” Zhu Yunwen smiled ambiguously as he picked up the folding fan from the imperial desk. Of all the moveable objects in this Imperial Study, he had rewarded everything to the attending palace maids and eunuchs. The only thing remaining here was this Wu Ming Fan.

Cheng Cong said seriously: “Your Majesty, this subject will always speak truth to Your Majesty.” Seeing that Zhu Yunwen wasn’t driving him away but chatting with him instead, the panic in his heart gradually transformed into calm, recovering his usual composure. He straightened his disheveled court robes and respectfully spoke as in their usual exchanges: “Your Majesty’s benevolent governance – in the first year of Jianwen, the Ministry of Personnel reported prisoners reduced to thirty percent of Great Ancestor’s time. In the second year of Jianwen, you decreed reduced heavy taxes in Suzhou, Songjiang, Jiaxing, and Huzhou – no more than one dou per mu, earning universal praise. You re-established the Six Ministries…”

In the Imperial Study, Cheng Cong’s clear voice quietly echoed, seeming like a completely different world from the chaotic palace outside.

Zhu Yunwen quietly listened to Cheng Cong recounting his political achievements one by one. After the Imperial Study returned to tranquility, he couldn’t help sighing deeply: “Too short… only four years…”

“Yes, too short. And the main reason is that Great Ancestor indeed left Your Majesty a thorn branch with the thorns removed, but he didn’t think that a thorn branch without thorns for protection would be easily seized by others.” Standing in this empty Imperial Study, Cheng Cong spoke words he had never dared say before. Zhu Yunwen had told him about that thorn branch, which had given him much to think about.

Zhu Yunwen stared blankly at the Wu Ming Fan in his hands. Without opening it, he knew Cheng Cong spoke the truth.

Just as he had revealed his feelings, Zhu Yunwen had never doubted that even half a sentence from him would be false. Including those Confucian ministers around him, all were upright and outspoken in their advice. In these four years, Zhu Yunwen had never once opened this Wu Ming Fan.

“Your Majesty, there’s still time. You should still leave…” Seeing Zhu Yunwen’s expression soften, Cheng Cong immediately tried to persuade him: “Even if… you don’t like being a lamb, you don’t have to be one…”

Zhu Yunwen understood his meaning. A glimmer of light flashed in his eyes, but it quickly extinguished.

Having grown up in the deep palace since childhood, identified early as the future heir, studying the Four Books and Five Classics and principles of governance daily, he didn’t know what else he could do if not be emperor.

But Cheng Cong caught that glimmer of light and continued persuading: “Your Majesty, you and I are similar in build. Shortly, you can wear my court robes to leave. At the West Corner Gate, my servant is waiting.”

“What about you?” Zhu Yunwen didn’t answer but asked in return.

“I’ll burn this palace in a moment. Naturally, no one will be able to see my face then.” Cheng Cong spoke very naturally, not taking life and death seriously at all. In fact, he felt that being able to serve loyally before this young emperor was a blessing he had cultivated over lifetimes.

Zhu Yunwen chuckled softly and shook his head: “No, I still have something I need you to do. Come here.”

With that, he slowly opened the Wu Ming Fan in his hands.

Zhu Di sat on horseback with great satisfaction, deliberately tightening the reins and slowing his pace, riding slowly past the officials prostrating themselves on the ground.

This feeling was damned good!

Seeing the familiar capital of Yingtian Prefecture opening its gates to him without defense, if not for maintaining his usually serious and stern image, Zhu Di really wanted to look up and laugh loudly, shouting “I’ve finally returned!”

Oh no, perhaps he should change his self-reference now – “zhen” has finally returned!

While Zhu Di was secretly fantasizing, from the corner of his eye he glimpsed that following closely behind him was his second son Zhu Gaoxu, not his eldest son Zhu Gaochi.

In this Jingnan Campaign, his second son Zhu Gaoxu had contributed the most. At the final moment when he was about to decide on dividing rule with Zhu Yunwen across the Yangtze River, this second son had led troops to arrive and crossed the river in one decisive push. His merit was considerable, so Zhu Di had given him a promise on the battlefield, saying his elder brother Zhu Gaochi was often ill, and if they won the realm, he would make him Crown Prince.

Zhu Di naturally knew this was just to make his son happy. Regardless of dynasty, the establishment and deposition of Crown Princes would shake the nation’s foundation. If his eldest son Zhu Gaochi made no great errors in the future, the throne would naturally pass to him.

As for that promise, it was naturally false.

Zhu Di had spoken countless lies in his life. His mother consort was of humble birth, yet he claimed to the outside world that he was born of Empress Ma. Before father emperor, he only said what the latter liked to hear, and made heavy promises to subordinates. Speaking a few lies to his own son naturally wouldn’t cause him much psychological burden. While thinking so coldly, Zhu Di looked at his second son Zhu Gaoxu following closely behind him, face flushed red with excitement, and gave him a smile of approval.

Zhu Gaoxu immediately misunderstood even more due to this look, his expression growing more excited.

Just as Zhu Di was about to encourage him with a few words, he heard commotion ahead. He turned back in displeasure, only to be shocked to see thick smoke rising in the distance from the direction of the imperial palace.

Immediately spurring his horse, Zhu Di galloped over, ordering immediate fire suppression. Even without investigation, he knew this must be his useless nephew Zhu Yunwen committing suicide by fire. He didn’t want this nephew to die like this – he wanted to receive abdication from him openly and honorably, to have him acknowledge his mistakes, so that his four-year-long Jingnan Campaign would be recorded in history as a righteous war.

But seeing the towering flames already burning, Zhu Di nearly ground his teeth to powder. The palace was all wooden construction – once it caught fire, it was very difficult to extinguish.

Everyone was helpless, only able to watch silently as the magnificent imperial palace was consumed by flames. No one spoke, all feeling that this fire had burned away the old era of the Ming Empire.

Zhu Di sent people to search for Zhu Yunwen’s whereabouts but found nothing. All evidence indicated that Zhu Yunwen was very likely inside the burning palace.

“Father! Someone says he brings a message from Emperor Jianwen.” The fire had burned all day, and as the sun set and the flames were dying down, Zhu Gaoxu dragged someone over. Their Prince of Yan faction had long stopped calling Zhu Yunwen “Your Majesty,” only calling him “Emperor Jianwen.”

Zhu Di looked closely and found it was a young man wearing sixth-rank court robes. After brief recollection, he remembered this person was the Imperial Academy Attendant who was very close to Zhu Yunwen, called Cheng Cong. At this moment he was disheveled, his court robes in disarray, probably having been searched for hidden weapons when Zhu Gaoxu brought him over. Zhu Di narrowed his eyes, imposing without anger: “Oh? What words did he leave?”

“Prince of Yan, please dismiss your attendants. What I’m about to say is best not passed to a second person.” Cheng Cong broke free from Zhu Gaoxu’s restraints, his expression composed. He lowered his head to straighten his court robes, serious and solemn.

Zhu Di wasn’t afraid that this scholar who couldn’t even kill a chicken would threaten him. He dismissed his subordinates, even sending away the reluctant Zhu Gaoxu, then stared steadily at the calm young man before him. His gaze fell on the folding fan in the man’s hands, immediately finding it familiar – he recognized it as the fan father emperor never left his side.

Probably another guy献宝 to seek self-preservation. Thinking of the princes and officials who had opened gates to welcome him, hoping for the merit of support, Zhu Di’s gaze carried some contempt as he said carelessly: “Speak.”

Cheng Cong paid no attention to Zhu Di’s expression but calmly revealed everything about the Wu Ming Fan’s origins and its miraculous ability to distinguish truth from lies.

Zhu Di’s expression changed repeatedly. Only now did he learn why father emperor never liked him until death – the problem lay with this Wu Ming Fan! No wonder eldest brother Zhu Biao was so honest and never lied – he must have known the Wu Ming Fan’s secret, and he had thought it was just his nature!

Being a ruler himself, he naturally knew how important this Wu Ming Fan was to him. Unable to suppress his joy any longer, he laughed heartily: “Mingzhe, your merit is great! What do you want? When I formally ascend the throne, I will surely reward you heavily!” While speaking, he unceremoniously took the Wu Ming Fan from Cheng Cong’s hands, thinking that such an important secret naturally couldn’t be known by a second person – he must find an opportunity to permanently silence this young man.

Only the dead could truly keep secrets.

At this moment, guards reported that the palace fire had mostly burned out, and they had found a corpse in the ruins, though it was too charred to identify whether it was Emperor Jianwen.

Zhu Di slowly opened the folding fan in his hands and asked Cheng Cong: “Mingzhe, do you know if that corpse is my nephew?”

Cheng Cong straightened his body and smiled slightly with a trace of pride: “Prince of Yan, do you know that His Majesty knew the Wu Ming Fan’s secret, yet in his four years as emperor, why did he never once open this Wu Ming Fan?”

Zhu Di frowned without answering, but inwardly scoffed, absolutely not believing that Zhu Yunwen could have such a treasure yet resist using it.

Cheng Cong looked at him deeply, the corner of his mouth curving in a cold smile, as if mocking his confidence and ignorance, saying lightly: “Because only those who like to tell lies suspect whether others speak truth or falsehood.”

Zhu Di was stunned by these words, then was nearly overwhelmed by the shame and anger that surged up. No longer caring about dignity, he raged: “Speak quickly! Is Zhu Yunwen in that hall or not!” After speaking, he stared intently at the Wu Ming Fan in his hands, preparing to test whether Cheng Cong spoke truth or lies.

But Cheng Cong had no intention of answering this question, decisively rushing toward the south wall of the palace.

None of the nearby guards expected him to suddenly act thus, and no one stopped him in time.

Zhu Di watched expressionlessly as the young Imperial Academy Attendant collapsed beneath the south wall, forcing words out through gritted teeth: “Search.”

2013 AD

“Ah… That Zhu Di forgot that even possessing a Wu Ming Fan that can verify truth and falsehood, others can still refuse to answer questions!” The Doctor’s rabbit doll had been dressed in a thick red cotton coat. Though he was a doll and couldn’t feel winter’s cold, snow was already falling outside, so he should at least match the season! However, the buttons seemed a bit tight. The Doctor struggled to move his now round body from the counter to the Boss, indicating he should help loosen the coat buttons.

Though not understanding how a doll could feel stifled, the Boss still put down the folding fan he was wiping and reached out to help the Doctor unbutton his coat.

“Phew, that’s much more comfortable.” The Doctor wiggled his long rabbit ears and continued commenting on the story: “I imagine that Emperor Chengzu Zhu Di afterward also carried this Wu Ming Fan constantly, never letting it leave his side, right? No wonder he and his father Zhu Yuanzhang were both bloodthirsty – in early Ming, only during Emperor Huidi Zhu Yunwen’s four years did officials have easy days. All other times were mountains of corpses and seas of blood! That Zhu Di even invented exterminating ten clans, even more brutal than nine clans! Truly formidable!”

The Boss made no comment. He didn’t believe all this was caused by his giving the Wu Ming Fan to Zhu Yuanzhang. Even without the Wu Ming Fan, killing would still exist. As Cheng Cong had said, only those who like telling lies suspect whether others speak truth or falsehood. Different objects serve different purposes in different people’s hands. In Zhu Yunwen’s hands, this Wu Ming Fan was just an ordinary folding fan.

Seeing the Boss remain silent, the Doctor finally couldn’t restrain himself and asked his biggest question: “Boss! You turned Emperor Hui Liu Ying into fake death and rescued him, and you know the Wu Ming Fan story so clearly – did you also save Emperor Hui Zhu Yunwen? Hey! Both of these people have the posthumous title ‘Hui’! What a coincidence!”

The Boss still said nothing, again picking up the Wu Ming Fan from the brocade box to carefully wipe it with silk cloth.

“Boss! Don’t keep people in suspense! That Zhu Yunwen was one of history’s rare emperors without a recorded death date. Later when Zhu Di sent Three Jewels Eunuch Zheng He on maritime expeditions, legend says it was to search for Zhu Yunwen’s whereabouts! Did he actually die or not!” Getting no answer, the Doctor was scratching his heart and liver with curiosity.

But at this moment, the Boss slowly opened the Wu Ming Fan in his hands. On the luxurious gold-sprinkled silk, that square and proper character “明” (Ming) gradually revealed itself as the fan opened.

“Oh? Want to know the answer? Then do you want to hear the truth or a lie?”

Chapter 10: Immunity Tablet – Part 1
He stood in the depths of mist, wandering aimlessly for who knows how long, until an extremely familiar voice came through.

“Bizhi, how do you interpret this passage?” With these words, the surrounding scenery became clear. He saw that person, dressed in noble dark robes, holding a bamboo scroll, standing on the platform of a pavilion. Sunlight bathed this person’s entire body, so dazzling that he could barely keep his eyes open and couldn’t see the person’s face clearly.

“What passage?” He heard himself ask slowly, lowering his eyes. Because even though he couldn’t see the other’s face, he could determine who this person was.

Apart from Fu Su, no one else would call him Bizhi so intimately.

Was he dreaming? In those distant years, he had often accompanied Fu Su, discussing scholarship together.

“The Master said: The people may be made to follow a path of action, but they may not be made to understand it.” The person looked at the bamboo scroll in his hands, reciting slowly.

“From the Analects, Tai Bo.” He wasn’t rushed to answer but asked in return, “How does Master interpret this passage?”

“Master’s interpretation is that this passage means people can be made to follow the path guided by superior intentions, without needing to let them know why.” After Fu Su finished speaking, he sighed lightly, “But I feel this interpretation is inappropriate.”

The Master that Fu Su spoke of was the great scholar Chunyu Yue. He stepped forward a few paces and saw the text on the bamboo scroll, written in elegant Qin seal script. However, the text of that time had no punctuation, and he couldn’t remember how he had responded then. Based only on his own thoughts, he said: “The punctuation should be wrong. I think this passage should be: The people may be made to follow; let them. They may not be made to understand; teach them.”

Fu Su’s eyes brightened, and he clapped his hands with the bamboo scroll, calling out: “Excellent! Regarding the people, if they can do something, let them do it. If they cannot handle it, teach them how to do it!”

He didn’t agree, only because such speculation wasn’t necessarily accurate. How to punctuate had become a field of study – either of the above interpretations could make sense, depending on how those in power chose to decide.

Back then, he was probably just as fortunate to have chosen to follow Fu Su. He just hadn’t expected that before the dream could be realized, it would already be shattered.

“Bizhi, you are truly my trusted minister. When I rule the realm, this position of Chancellor belongs to none but you…”

The vows of the past echoed in his ears like background music in a film, slowly fading away until they became inaudible.

The Boss opened his eyes and found he had actually fallen asleep lying on the Silent House counter.

This was truly a rare occurrence for him, because his current body rarely experienced the need for sleep.

Looking at the rabbit doll in front of him that he had used as a pillow, the Boss couldn’t help but poke it. The latter showed no reaction and was probably also sleeping. Feeling the air was slightly cool, the Boss looked up with a sense of something and saw heavy snow falling outside the window like goose feathers. For this southern city, this was something that happened once in decades. The Boss stared for a while longer, feeling disoriented in time and space, almost feeling he was still in a dream. After a long time, he remembered to add a few pieces of charcoal to the small red clay stove nearby and got up to move his somewhat stiff body.

Why had he dreamed of such distant events? It seemed he really had become obsessed with imperial antiques recently…

With a faint self-mocking smile on his lips, the Boss walked around the jade screen into the inner room.

The somewhat flattened rabbit doll struggled to get up, hopped and shook itself on the counter. The Doctor was satisfied to find he had returned to his round, plump appearance. Oh wait, his original body wasn’t that fat! The Doctor’s rabbit ears drooped as he looked at the flying snow outside, and his cute face actually showed a worried expression.

It was already near the end of the month, but the Boss hadn’t taken out any imperial antique to suppress the Heaven and Earth Formation.

Actually, saying there were none wasn’t accurate. The Doctor had seen the Boss take out that Wordless Stele, but perhaps because it had cracked in half, there was no reaction after burying it in the formation point. There was also that Four Seasons Painting – that painter who came daily to copy it had threatened with his life and wouldn’t let the Boss take it away. Damn it! That Four Seasons Painting wasn’t even his property! What right did he have to make such a fuss!

Using his stubby fingers that weren’t separated, the Doctor calculated repeatedly and found that nine imperial antiques had been used so far, meaning three more were still needed. Though the Silent House had many antiques, to produce twelve imperial-level antiques all at once was indeed stretching resources thin.

The Doctor, worried for the Boss, was getting increasingly agitated. Though the Boss appeared carefree on the surface, the Doctor had sensitively noticed something was wrong. Today the Boss had been absent-minded all along, actually falling asleep while daydreaming. Though he hadn’t slept long, such a thing happening to the Boss was very strange.

The rabbit doll rolled back and forth on the counter. When the Boss emerged from the inner room, he saw this cute scene and couldn’t help softening his expression.

“Eh? You’re going out?” The Doctor looked up and found the Boss had put on a gray wool coat over his red dragon robe, and was startled. This outfit was quite fashionable – not like the Boss’s usual taste!

“Mm, watch the house.” The Boss gave a simple instruction, but just as he was about to leave, he suddenly felt a slight weight on his shoulder. Turning his head, he saw the rabbit doll had jumped onto his shoulder, and due to using too much force, hadn’t stood steady and slid down his arm. Just as it was about to fall to the ground, the Boss’s finger barely caught the cotton coat, avoiding intimate contact between the latter and the floor.

“I want to go too!” The Doctor breathed a sigh of relief, letting himself dangle in midair.

The Boss sighed. From experience, if he refused the Doctor’s request, when he returned, he would be nagged to death by this chatterbox. It seemed his plan to leave while the Doctor was sleeping was completely ruined. The Boss stuffed the rabbit doll into his coat pocket and helplessly instructed: “Remember not to move or make noise.”

“I know, do you need to tell me that?” The Doctor grinned smugly and pulled his exposed long ears back inside, carefully hiding them behind his head.

Lu Zigang shivered immediately after getting out of the taxi and quickly tightened his down jacket. Logically, having lived in the north, he should be used to such heavy snowfall, but southern winters were truly unbearable – this snow was no lighter than in the north!

“Little Lu, over here.” The middle-aged man who got out of the taxi with him wasn’t as disheveled, but smiled and called him to come this way.

“Coming!” Lu Zigang hurried to catch up. This time he was on a business trip to Hangzhou with Professor Tang. Apparently, a big collector in Hangzhou had died a few days ago, leaving countless antiques and paintings. His descendants couldn’t preserve them, so they publicly sent out invitations for a private auction. After all, collecting antiques nowadays wasn’t just something money could buy – porcelain would become worthless if chipped or broken, and paintings were even more troublesome, requiring humidity and temperature control plus protection from insects. People without patience and interest simply couldn’t devote such passion to antiques.

So when the invitations were sent out, the antique world flocked here, even alarming the National Museum. Now museums also provided subsidies for donations, along with benefits and good reputation, so Professor Tang had come to negotiate.

Professor Tang’s full name was Tang Anshi, a visiting professor at the National Museum specializing in calligraphy and painting, known as “Tang Half-Ruler.” This meant that Professor Tang could distinguish authenticity from just unrolling half a ruler of any scroll painting. This title was somewhat exaggerated but demonstrated Professor Tang’s status in the antique world. This time, the deceased collector was said to have many paintings, so Professor Tang had come upon hearing the news. As for Lu Zigang, he had been studying restoration of ancient calligraphy and paintings for over a year. The leadership above saw his diligence and felt he was worthy of important tasks, so they sent him as Professor Tang’s assistant.

Chapter 10: Immunity Tablet – Part 2
They were now in the outskirts of Hangzhou. Lu Zigang followed Professor Tang and realized they were outside a sizable hot spring hotel, with luxury cars parked all along the street. This private auction would last three days, and today was the final day. Lu Zigang didn’t feel they had arrived late – good items were always saved for the last day, and if the antiques weren’t of sufficient quality, the National Museum wouldn’t include them in their collection anyway.

Entering the warm hotel lobby, Lu Zigang felt he had come back to life. Following Professor Tang closely into the venue on the top floor, he instinctively looked around.

“Do you have acquaintances coming?” Professor Tang noticed his small movements and asked with a smile.

“Uh, I know an antique shop owner here…” Lu Zigang said halfway before smiling awkwardly, obviously not thinking he could see the Silent House boss here. Because the antiques in the Silent House felt so magical to him, incomparable to ordinary antiques.

“Oh, maybe you’ll run into him – after all, he’s local.” Professor Tang said casually, not taking it seriously. After all, this was the final day’s auction, and unqualified people couldn’t even get invitations for this last day. Just an antique shop owner – probably the value of one item here could buy several of his shops. Professor Tang didn’t mind, as he had already spotted several acquaintances and hurried over with a smile to chat.

Lu Zigang scratched his head, also thinking it would be best not to encounter him. And that Young Master Hu had better not come either. If the Boss appeared, it would mean the antiques here were suspicious, and he didn’t want complications – that would be too terrifying. Thinking of his past entanglements with the Boss and Young Master Hu – the Kunwu Blade, Wordless Stele, Dragon Pattern Bell, Liubo Chess – he had almost been mysteriously eliminated in that mansion!

Shivering involuntarily, Lu Zigang quickly pushed those bad memories back. Professor Tang was chatting with his old friends, and he couldn’t very well join in. The venue was extremely well-arranged with various antique flavors. Tables and treasure cabinets displayed various ornaments – though replicas, they were exquisitely made with understated luxury. The auction attendees weren’t numerous, just seventy to eighty people, mostly middle-aged and elderly, with occasional young juniors like himself brought by elders to observe.

As Lu Zigang surveyed the venue, he actually spotted an acquaintance – Chen Miao, whom he had encountered at the Liubo Chess mansion, who owned a private library specializing in collecting rare ancient books. Their eyes met briefly before looking away. The other person had recognized him too but showed no intention of acknowledging him, obviously wanting to erase that memory. Lu Zigang didn’t mind and noticed refreshments in a corner of the venue. Having rushed to catch an early flight without eating much, he walked over. He was grateful his flight timing had been perfect – any later and they might not have been able to land due to the heavy snow in Hangzhou.

Just as he had picked some pastries and put them on a plate, Lu Zigang turned around and saw the Silent House Boss leaning against the window with his eyes closed. Due to the angle earlier, the other person had been blocked by heavy curtains, so he hadn’t seen him. Lu Zigang was stunned – the Silent House Boss was really here? Did this mean the antiques at this auction were suspicious? Should he turn around and leave immediately for safety?

“King of Qi… King of Qi?”

He opened his eyes and found himself in a military tent. Night had fallen, and the phoenix-fish bronze lamp on the lacquered table before him flickered dimly, its light so weak that the face of the person sitting across from him was somewhat blurred.

Dreaming again? King of Qi? Was this calling him?

“King of Qi, Wu She has left…” The person across from him, seeing he had come to his senses, began reporting military affairs.

Hearing these words and the orderly patrol steps of soldiers outside the tent, distant memories slowly awakened in his mind.

This should be when he went by the name Han Xin, around 203 BC, when he had pacified the Qi state and been enfeoffed by Liu Bang as King of Qi. Xiang Yu had secretly sent Wu She to persuade him to rebel against Han and ally with Chu, agreeing to divide the realm three ways. Of course he had firmly refused.

In fact, his original goal had only been to support a Qin royal to overthrow Emperor Er Shi Hu Hai, but the latter had killed all his brothers, leaving him no choice. He could only join Xiang Yu, then transfer to Liu Bang. Later, when Xiang Yu massacred Xianyang, his dissatisfaction with the latter reached its peak – how could he possibly cooperate with him?

“King of Qi, I have studied physiognomy and understand a thing or two.” The person across suddenly changed topics, lowering his voice extremely. He gathered his thoughts. His memory of this period was somewhat unclear. He had lived in this world far too long – many of the people he’d met, things he’d done, words he’d spoken had been crushed to powder by time’s wheel. He pressed his temples hard, and after a long while remembered this person was named Kuai Che, a debater from Fanyang and one of his strategist ministers at the time.

“Physiognomy?” He heard himself laugh with interest. “How is your physiognomy skill, sir?”

“Whether people are noble or base depends on bone structure and appearance. Whether worried or happy depends on facial expression and complexion. Whether successful or failed depends on having decisive judgment. Using these three points to read people, one can be infallible.” Kuai Che leaned forward with an air of profound mystery.

Only then could he see Kuai Che’s face clearly – pale and beardless, thin in build, with eyes flowing with intelligent light. He smiled faintly: “Oh? Then how do you see my fate, sir?”

Kuai Che’s deep eyes looked directly at him. After a long time, he slowly said: “The King of Qi’s physiognomy suggests at most being enfeoffed as a vassal, and there will even be threats to life… Strange, but His Majesty the King of Qi’s spine suggests incomparable nobility… The two contradict each other – truly peculiar…”

He slightly narrowed his eyes. If Fu Su had successfully ascended the throne back then, becoming a mere prince or vassal would certainly have been no problem – the Gan family was originally a noble clan. As for threats to life? He had already experienced that once.

He took a deep breath, listening to this strategist renowned for eloquence continue his discourse, now beginning to persuade him to maintain his army and establish independence.

And he had to admit that in his long life, this moment was when he came closest to that tempting throne of imperial power.

If he wanted, he could sit on it – it was just that simple.

But he didn’t want to.

“…Having destroyed Wei, conquered Zhao, intimidated Yan, and pacified Qi, Your Highness’s achievements are incomparable, beyond reward or enfeoffment. Joining Chu, the Chu king won’t trust you; returning to Han, the Han king will be alarmed. Though Your Highness holds a ministerial position, you have the power to pressure the sovereign. Your reputation exceeds all under heaven – this subordinate is deeply worried…”

Perhaps Lu Zigang’s gaze was too intense, causing the Boss to open his eyes from the chaotic dream. He looked at Lu Zigang with some surprise and slightly curved his lips: “Didn’t expect you to come too.”

“Oh, I just got off the plane at noon, was thinking of visiting your place tomorrow if I had time.” Lu Zigang hurriedly explained, ashamed of his earlier thought of retreat, but then was almost overwhelmed with curiosity. “Boss, what caught your eye this time? Come on, tell me! That way I can give Professor Tang a heads up to avoid bidding competition.” Actually, Professor Tang’s current conversations with those acquaintances were mostly about such advance communication. The auction invitation had already listed some collections. Though such advance discussions couldn’t eliminate competitors’ intentions, they could at least provide some understanding.

The Boss raised an eyebrow. Before he could say anything, he suddenly seemed to sense something and looked toward the venue entrance, his expression changing slightly.

Lu Zigang followed his gaze and his expression changed too. Because he saw the person he least wanted to see – Young Master Hu – walking expressionlessly into the venue. The unique white hair and red eyes, plus the small red bird on his shoulder looking around, made him unmistakable. If Lu Zigang’s thought of leaving had only flashed through his mind before, now he really wanted to go. As he had feared, he knew that events in Hangzhou shouldn’t be interfered with!

But strangely, Young Master Hu had also come with someone. Leading was a middle-aged gentleman, refined and scholarly, leaning on a walking stick with some leg inconvenience. Lu Zigang recognized him as the director of a Hangzhou museum, having seen him at some meetings before. And beside this director, standing shoulder to shoulder with him, was a young man.

Lu Zigang frowned because this person looked very familiar. After brief recollection, he remembered this man had deep connections with the Boss – during the White Marsh Brush incident, he was also the one whose past-life memories were awakened, apparently a doctor.

The director first greeted several acquaintances but didn’t linger, walking straight toward the corner where the Boss and Lu Zigang stood. Lu Zigang quickly put down his pastries and wiped his hands, but saw the director wasn’t coming for him at all.

“Haha, Boss, I knew you’d be here too! This time I’ve set my sights on that set of celadon carved flower secret-color porcelain cups and saucers – you can’t compete with me for them!” The director laughed heartily, not waiting for the Boss’s response before turning to greet others. This behavior obviously showed great regard for the Boss, drawing curious glances from some people. But seeing he was just a young man, they paid little attention.

The director was overly nervous. He had specially gone to the Silent House today but found it empty. This had worried him greatly – he had originally wanted to give the Boss a ride and bond on the way so he wouldn’t compete for the items he wanted. But when leaving, he happened to encounter the Doctor and Hu Hai. The director knew the Boss and Doctor were good friends, so without much thought, the three came together. What he didn’t know was that this Doctor’s core had long been replaced by another soul and was no longer the simple doctor of the past.

The director left after saying his piece, but Fu Su and Hu Hai didn’t follow. The Boss looked at Fu Su before him with mixed feelings and sighed lightly: “Didn’t expect you to come too.”

Lu Zigang felt something odd hearing this. He had just said these words, but now hearing them again from the Boss’s mouth, they carried an indescribable complex meaning. Lu Zigang rubbed his hands, feeling his palms starting to sweat. Should he step away?

Fu Su smiled upon hearing this: “Just wanted to see you, nothing else.” He paused slightly here, his gaze falling on the rabbit doll ears protruding from the Boss’s coat pocket, his smile deepening: “By my count, it’s been almost a year since we last met.”

“Almost a year?” The Boss was momentarily stunned. His concept of time was completely different from others. A year wasn’t very long for him. In the Silent House, time seemed both stopped and flying by – the last confrontational meeting with Fu Su seemed like just a blink ago. Gathering himself, the Boss looked toward the director mingling in the distance and tilted his chin: “You know the director?”

“Don’t know him – he seems to know this body. But don’t worry, I could have gotten in today without coming with the director. Just a coincidence.” Fu Su spoke truthfully, because Hu Hai also had connections in the antique world – getting a mere invitation was easy for him. Fu Su spoke no differently from ordinary people; naturally, his slightly archaic speech patterns wouldn’t be appropriate in normal settings – this was adapting to local customs.

Chapter 10: Immunity Tablet – Part 3
Hu Hai beside them kept his eyes lowered, his temples twitching. Perhaps his imperial brother hadn’t noticed, but today he was unusually talkative, quite different from his usual self.

Lu Zigang just standing nearby could feel the intense killing intent here, as if the temperature had instantly dropped several degrees, sending chills down one’s spine. Just as he was about to find an excuse to leave, he heard the music in the hall stop. The host came on stage to invite everyone to take their seats, announcing the auction was about to begin. Lu Zigang went to find Professor Tang, secretly relieved to finally escape the storm’s center, only to discover Professor Tang was chatting with the director and they had sat together. The director then invited the Boss to join them, and the Boss brought along the Doctor and Young Master Hu. Professor Tang and the director’s row was full, so Lu Zigang was forced to sit in the row behind with the Boss and others, feeling utterly helpless and could only lower his head to flip through the partial collection catalog.

After the host came on stage and said some polite words, mourning the deceased collector and welcoming the attendees, he got straight to the point without further delay. The first ten items auctioned were designated for private collection. Though the director and Professor Tang found these collections valuable, they were still somewhat lacking. They had communicated privately and knew that today’s auction included fifteen items total – the five items after these ten would be national treasure level. Those five items were too expensive for ordinary people to maintain even if they could afford them, so they were specifically auctioned to the various museums in attendance. However, museum budgets naturally couldn’t compare to private wealth, so while the first ten items could reach astronomical prices, the five national treasure items might not collectively match the price of one earlier piece.

The director was in good spirits, having learned upon arrival that today’s auction was arranged this way, greatly admiring how well this family handled things. He no longer had to worry about the Boss competing with him, since the celadon carved flower secret-color porcelain cups and saucers he wanted were definitely national treasure level collections.

When the fourth item was being auctioned – a Ming Dynasty crab shell green clay inkstone – the director noticed the Boss hadn’t raised his paddle once and turned around puzzled: “Boss, what’s wrong? Nothing catching your eye?”

The Boss nodded without answering.

After asking, the director slapped his forehead, thinking he had been foolishly excited. He had seen the items in the Silent House – just what was displayed on the treasure cabinet outside was priceless. Though the clay inkstone was valuable, the Boss casually used a Song Dynasty plum blossom pit Duan inkstone on his counter daily – how could he care about this one?

The director quietly turned back around, no longer getting carried away. Couldn’t he see the Boss’s expression wasn’t good? It must be because those five collections weren’t open for private auction. He should keep a low profile…

The Boss’s expression was indeed poor, but definitely not for the reason the director imagined.

Lu Zigang sat on the outside but desperately leaned forward, quietly consulting Professor Tang. Professor Tang enjoyed teaching, and since these weren’t the museum’s target pieces, he was happy to give guidance. But the more he answered, the more he wondered why this Comrade Little Lu’s basic knowledge seemed shaky – he didn’t even know which pits produced clay inkstones. Lu Zigang naturally wasn’t that unprofessional, but if he didn’t find topics to chat about, he felt he’d be pierced through by the Doctor’s gaze from the Boss’s other side! Though he knew those eyes weren’t looking at him!

Fortunately, Young Master Hu sat on the far side away from him. In Lu Zigang’s view, Young Master Hu was naturally a thousand, ten thousand times more dangerous than the Boss.

However, this arrogant Young Master Hu was surprisingly well-behaved today! He hadn’t said a single word – truly strange…

“King of Qi!” He snapped out of his daze to suddenly find himself standing on city walls, with his army engaged in combat exercises nearby. Of course, it was all form without killing intent, since this wasn’t a battlefield but daily training.

He slowly blinked, then opened his eyes again, confirming the scene wasn’t his imagination – he was probably dreaming again.

“King of Qi, regarding what this subordinate advised previously, has Your Highness reached a decision?” This nagging voice by his ear he had heard not long ago, so without turning to confirm, he knew the speaker was that debater Kuai Che.

He held a command flag in one hand while slowly tapping the gray-blue city bricks with the other. Why did he keep recalling what happened then?

“When the birds are gone, the good bow is stored away; when the cunning hares die, the hunting dogs are cooked; when enemy states are destroyed, the strategist ministers perish. The Han King is not a magnanimous person – Your Highness must think thrice!” Kuai Che spoke earnestly and persuasively.

He raised the command flag and waved it once. Deafening war drums suddenly rose in long and short intervals, and the soldiers below the wall obeyed orders in perfect unison, quickly changing formations.

“Your Highness, in emperors’ eyes, meritorious ministers are naturally guilty – who told them to have the ability to rebel? All emperors guard against meritorious ministers like guarding against thieves, without exception.” Kuai Che couldn’t understand why this King of Qi was so foolishly loyal. “Are kings, marquises, generals, and ministers born noble?” If positions were reversed and he, Kuai Che, had such elite troops and world-shaking achievements, he would definitely compete for the throne.

“Without exception… indeed…” He murmured to himself, but his thoughts weren’t of Liu Bang, but of another person.

“Bizhi…”

The Boss opened his eyes to find voices bidding competitively around him. After a moment of confusion, he realized he had lost consciousness at the auction venue.

“Bizhi? What’s wrong?” Fu Su beside him asked with concern, even wanting to reach out and feel his forehead for fever.

The Boss subtly avoided his hand and shook his head lightly without much explanation.

Dreaming repeatedly of past events – was it because his heart was disturbed by retrieving that object?

Setting aside this small incident on the Boss’s side, the auction continued smoothly until the tenth item was sold, with no bidding from their row. This seemed perfectly normal to others – these four people all looked to be in their twenties, clearly just spectators.

Of course, Lu Zigang was indeed there to make up numbers, but the others weren’t. The Boss looked down on these collections, Fu Su was like Xiang Zhuang dancing with sword while aiming for Duke of Pei, and Hu Hai had extremely high standards, judging these antiques had no spiritual essence and weren’t worth a penny.

The Doctor’s rabbit doll had long stopped lying obediently in the Boss’s pocket and was already poking its little head out. But he never looked at the stage displays, instead staring fixedly at Fu Su nearby.

More precisely, staring at his own body.

Though resentful of this nest-stealing thief, the Doctor had to admit this guy’s temperament was completely different from his own.

Wearing designer casual clothes, clearly a life winner. His unglassed face showed an intimidating authority that was hard to ignore, yet well-controlled without being sharp-edged. Just sitting there casually, he had the bearing of a superior.

Recalling his former self, they were like two different people! The Doctor felt increasingly depressed, his gaze growing more vicious.

Of course, no matter how vicious a rabbit doll’s expression, it remained cute and helpless. The Doctor’s long ears drooped as he vowed to have the Boss get him a tiger doll when they returned, or a T-Rex! Actually, a Gundam would work too…

The Doctor’s thoughts wandered off-track again, while Fu Su didn’t spare even a peripheral glance for this opponent, completely dismissing him.

When the host announced the next collection, the previously relaxed director straightened up, and Professor Tang stopped addressing Lu Zigang’s basic knowledge questions, gripping his invitation tightly. Each invitation had numbers on the back for bidding purposes.

The remaining five collections were predetermined for museums, with only special numbered holders able to bid, so the atmosphere was less heated and proceeded quickly – clearly these museum representatives had reached prior agreements. The director acquired his desired celadon carved flower secret-color porcelain cups and saucers, Professor Tang got a painting by Qing Dynasty Giuseppe Castiglione titled “Emperor Qianlong Stabbing a Tiger,” and the other three items were successively sold.

The host said a few closing words and dismissed the gathering. Those who won items took their invitations to the relevant staff, while others left successively, and the venue quickly emptied. Professor Tang and the director didn’t get up – they had formal procedures to follow, so weren’t in a rush. Professor Tang was about to say something when his gaze fell somewhere and his brow furrowed tightly.

“Eh? Isn’t that Old Chen? Why is he going to the rest room?” The director also noticed something amiss. This venue connected to a rest room next door. The deceased collector’s descendants must have come for this auction but hadn’t appeared.

Lu Zigang was startled – he knew the person they mentioned, Chen Miao who owned a private library. Lu Zigang wasn’t stupid and quickly whispered to Professor Tang: “This person never bid once at the auction. He has real resources – he wouldn’t come for nothing.” Lu Zigang observed so carefully because he had been too idle. Besides the Boss and others, Chen Miao was the only person he recognized here.

At this moment, the Boss sitting beside Lu Zigang stood up, walked past him, and headed straight for the rest room Chen Miao had entered. Naturally, when he moved, Fu Su and Hu Hai beside him followed.

The director tapped his cane on the ground and immediately said energetically: “Oversight! The host family definitely has treasures they didn’t put up for auction!” He quickly stood and followed the Boss with his uneven gait.

Professor Tang certainly wouldn’t fall behind and immediately followed. Lu Zigang silently complained in his heart – originally Chen Miao acting alone wasn’t conspicuous, but their group of six people making such a commotion would definitely attract attention. Fortunately, most people had left the venue by now, so it didn’t cause much of a stir.

The rest room was actually quite large – when the door opened, it was about the size of a conference room with a long table. Chen Miao had been secretly pleased with his keen eye while chatting up a young lady in the rest room, when he was shocked to see the door open and five or six people enter successively.

“Well! Old Chen, so you wanted to eat alone? Caught red-handed!” The director chuckled smugly and sat down across from Chen Miao.

Chen Miao smiled wryly, touched his nose, and sighed: “I knew there was something that wasn’t put up for auction! So I came to ask.”

“What is it?” Professor Tang asked curiously after taking a seat. However, being well-mannered, he first handed his business card to the woman and they exchanged names.

This woman was surnamed Zhang, not a descendant of the collector but a lawyer. She appeared to be in her thirties, with an oval face and a capable, shrewd appearance. Chen Miao deflated upon hearing this – he couldn’t negotiate anything with a lawyer. He had thought she was the old gentleman’s descendant! It seemed the other party really didn’t want to show their face.

“Eh? Looking at your expression, what exactly is it?” The director was also interested. They had all seen too many antiques – what kind of antique could disappoint someone like Chen Miao so much? “It’s not some ancient musical score like ‘High Mountains and Flowing Water,’ is it?” The director teased, since Chen Miao was obsessed with ancient books, naturally including musical scores.

While they chatted, Lawyer Zhang had already gotten up to exchange business cards with the Boss’s group – all social etiquette they paid no mind to.

Chen Miao wiped his face and regained composure, sighing lightly: “It’s an immunity tablet.”

“Immunity tablet?” The director and Professor Tang exclaimed simultaneously.

Chapter 10: Immunity Tablet – Part 4
“Immunity tablet” is the common folk term – it should properly be called “Danshu Tieqi” (Cinnabar Script Iron Tally) or “Danshu Tiequan” (Cinnabar Script Iron Contract), which were tokens given by ancient emperors to meritorious ministers, granting hereditary privileges or immunity from punishment. Named for being written in cinnabar on iron plates, they were called Danshu Tieqi. To ensure authenticity and prevent forgery, the iron tally was split in half, with the court and vassals each keeping one half. The earliest were issued by Han Emperor Gaozu Liu Bang, and later emperors followed suit, making them a reward for meritorious ministers and vassals. Folk operas and novels frequently described them, and because they granted immunity from death, they were called immunity tablets.

Though countless immunity tablets were issued throughout history, over time these tablets were broken, lost, or directly used by descendants to be recalled by the imperial house, so few survived. The earliest existing immunity tablet today is the iron tally of Five Dynasties Wuyue King Qian Liu.

Thinking of this, Professor Tang couldn’t help feeling proud, because this Qian Liu iron tally was currently housed in the China National Museum. He asked with a boastful tone: “These Danshu Tieqi used silver characters in the Liang Dynasty, gold in the Sui Dynasty, and followed Tang system in the Ming Dynasty. Old Chen, have you seen that immunity tablet? What form does it take?”

Lu Zigang split his attention between listening to their conversation and watching the Boss’s movements. He saw Lawyer Zhang hand a document to the Boss, who glanced at it briefly and nodded. What was going on? Lu Zigang didn’t dare move rashly, straining his eyes so wide they nearly cramped.

In his ears he heard Chen Miao mysteriously lower his voice: “When did Danshu Tieqi begin?”

The director chuckled: “Good Old Chen, testing us now? The ‘Book of Han’ records that after Han Emperor Gaozu Liu Bang ascended the throne, he ‘split tallies and made oaths with meritorious ministers, with cinnabar script iron contracts stored in golden caskets and stone chambers in ancestral temples.’ The term Danshu Tieqi originated from this. Later they were mostly called tallies.”

Chen Miao nodded, putting on an air of profundity: “Though I haven’t seen the immunity tablet in the collector’s possession, friends who have say it’s a true Danshu Tieqi.”

“Really?” Both the director and Professor Tang were startled, then shook their heads in disbelief.

A true Danshu Tieqi would be from that batch personally issued by Liu Bang – over two thousand years ago now, impossible to still exist. Liu Bang massacred his meritorious ministers, who didn’t even have descendants – how could such items be passed down? This forgery was too outrageous!

Lu Zigang was also skeptical, but at this moment he saw on the other side of the rest room, Lawyer Zhang took out a brocade box and handed it to the Boss. After the Boss opened and confirmed its contents, he signed the document. Lu Zigang was shocked, because from his angle he could clearly see a rust-stained iron plate lying quietly in the box.

Surely not… that exaggerated…

Lu Zigang stared dumbfounded. When he came to his senses, the Boss and the other two had already left the rest room, while Lawyer Zhang sat with the director’s group, smiling as she listened to their endless debate. Lu Zigang opened his mouth, then silently closed it. He’d pretend he saw nothing, and their departure meant trouble was leaving too.

But he was intensely curious – was that iron plate in the brocade box the legendary immunity tablet? Lu Zigang’s curiosity was eating him alive.

In the distance, banners fluttered on the magnificent city walls, with officials and common people lining the streets to welcome him. He sat upright on horseback, observing the clothing of soldiers and civilians in the slow swaying motion, confirming this was the scene when he entered Luoyang for Liu Bang’s enthronement ceremony. The soldiers’ armor was reasonably neat, but their weapons were incomplete. Though the common people had washed their clothes clean, after experiencing Emperor Er Shi’s tyranny and wartime turmoil, all were gaunt and sallow.

But their eyes shone with brilliant light – the longing for peaceful, stable life.

Though he hadn’t experienced wartime for many years, seeing such hopeful gazes still stirred his emotions involuntarily.

But this passion cooled instantly, because he knew this was a scene from over two thousand years ago.

His horse obediently proceeded along the imperial road. Soon after entering the city gates, he saw someone approaching slowly surrounded by ministers. This person had a beautiful beard, high nose bridge, and prominent forehead – years ago, Lu Zhi’s father had spotted him at first glance, saying he had the countenance of a dragon.

He quickly dismounted, unable to recall his feelings at that moment, but prepared to kneel according to Zhou ritual.

Of course, this was just giving face in public – though this person had ascended the throne, he absolutely couldn’t accept such a bow.

Indeed, Liu Bang hurried forward, grasped his arm with a hearty laugh, and led him toward the great hall.

The various meritorious ministers surrounding him showed no consciousness of being subjects – some laughed loudly, others sang boldly, still others whispered among themselves. He observed coldly, noticing Liu Bang’s smile was somewhat stiff, clearly extremely displeased but keeping it hidden.

The enthronement ceremony became hazy and illusory at some point, surrounding sounds also chaotic and blurred. He stood there in a daze, unable to distinguish between dream and reality.

He had dreamed countless times of such a scene, but now, the person standing on the vermillion steps wasn’t the one he had expected.

After an unknown time, one sentence reached his ears very clearly.

“Now that the realm is settled, command Xiao He to arrange laws, Han Xin to establish military regulations, Zhang Cang to determine procedures, Shusun Tong to create ceremonies, and Lu Jia to compose ‘New Discourse.'” The Yellow Gate Commander’s voice was extremely penetrating. As he called each name, that person emerged from the crowd to bow and stand below the vermillion steps. He too stood like a puppet behind Xiao He.

Why had he originally decided to leave? Initially he had genuinely wanted to do something for those displaced common people.

His memories were somewhat chaotic. He hung his head pondering when suddenly his hand grew heavy – an iron plate inscribed with cinnabar fell into his palm.

“His Majesty splits tallies and makes oaths, bestowing cinnabar script iron contracts, stored in golden caskets and stone chambers in ancestral temples…”

He slowly closed his eyes.

Yes, it began then…

Holding the brocade box, the Boss looked at the bustling hotel lobby and couldn’t help sighing deeply.

It seemed this object’s influence on him was deeper than he had imagined.

The Boss turned back to look steadily at Fu Su, who had been walking beside him.

This was actually a strange perspective, because in his most distant memories, he had always followed the other’s figure, consistently observing lord-minister etiquette, voluntarily staying half a step behind.

Such side-by-side equality had never occurred before.

The Boss couldn’t help feeling momentarily dazed, but soon regained composure and said calmly: “This belongs to me. I’m just taking it back.”

A flash appeared in Fu Su’s eyes. When they reunited last year, he had heard the Boss mention past events, so upon hearing this he guessed the immunity tablet’s origin. So it was the Danshu Tieqi that Liu Bang personally bestowed on Han Xin?

Though Fu Su didn’t voice his question, the Boss already knew his doubt and nodded: “Correct, it was made by Liu Bang. Back then, other princes’ Danshu Tieqi had no death immunity clause – only mine did. I knew then that he had deeply hated me for a long time.”

“If it were me, I would never treat you thus.” Fu Su sighed with infinite melancholy.

The Boss pressed his lips together but said nothing this time. The immunity tablet in his hands was also an imperial antique. But this antique represented imperial betrayal.

Imperial contractual promises were always worthless paper, even when cast in the strongest iron, easily destroyed and shattered.

The world says brothers can share hardship but not prosperity. When these Danshu Tieqi were issued, the contracts were still shining new, yet Liu Bang’s butcher knife had already fallen.

So Danshu Tieqi afterward were no longer called “contracts” but “tallies” – a word full of transactional meaning.

And with imperial betrayal, the key wasn’t actually “betrayal” but “turning one’s back.”

That surface smile while secretly sharpening the knife was most terrifying.

Liu Bang issued half a Danshu Tieqi to each meritorious minister, then kept the other halves himself, stored in golden caskets and stone chambers. Outwardly all was harmonious, but privately it stuck in his throat. After the empire stabilized, he followed the names on those immunity tablets, eliminating them one by one.

These weren’t immunity tablets at all, but death warrants.

Perhaps he had been too young then. Though he had long seen through Liu Bang’s nature and decisively departed, his heart still couldn’t let go. Though over the long years he could have reclaimed this immunity tablet countless times into the Silent House, he had remained indifferent until today’s necessity.

The Boss didn’t want to think about the deeper meaning behind Fu Su’s words. Feeling the rabbit doll in his pocket struggling to climb out, he quickly freed one hand to stuff the Doctor back in while saying calmly: “I’m leaving first.”

Fu Su said nothing either. Seeing how thinly dressed he was, he removed the cashmere scarf from his neck and carefully wrapped it around him. His gaze fell on the Boss’s gray wool coat, and upon discovering it was the coat he had worn when staying at the Silent House last year, his smile deepened.

The Boss’s lips moved several times, but ultimately he said nothing, nor did he refuse the other’s kindness, quietly departing.

Hu Hai clenched his fists and finally couldn’t help stepping forward: “Imperial Brother, isn’t that immunity tablet an imperial antique? Why let him take it so easily?” Hu Hai had come today thinking his imperial brother would finally act to interfere with the Boss’s plans. Yet in the end, his imperial brother had done nothing.

Fu Su’s lips curved slightly as he said nonchalantly: “If you want something very much, then let it leave. When it comes back to find you, you’ll possess it forever.”

Chapter 11: Green Ceremonial Tablet – Part 1
Fu Su’s eyes were fixed on the bamboo slip in his hands, but his mind was completely elsewhere.

Once again, he raised his head to look toward the motionless palace gates, struggling to suppress his somewhat restless emotions.

Today was the day that young man was to come for an audience with him.

Although Father Emperor had said nothing, Fu Su understood that this was a talented minister Father Emperor had taken a liking to, prepared specifically for him.

However, since Father Emperor had already appointed that young man as High Minister, then quietly assigned him here as a scholarly attendant without any fanfare, such treatment of lifting someone up only to let them fall might well breed resentment in the youth.

Fu Su lowered his head, stroking the bamboo slip in his hands as a faint smile played at his lips.

Yes, this was yet another test from Father Emperor. If he could win over this young man, then he would gain a capable assistant. If he could not win him over, Father Emperor would consider him unfit to inherit the throne. To be a king, one must possess the ability to command ministers – otherwise, how could one be worthy of the title “King”?

After all, his brothers had always been watching him like tigers eyeing their prey.

“Young Master, High Minister Gan has arrived.” The deep, gentle voice of the palace attendant Gu Cun came from outside the hall.

Before Gu Cun spoke, Fu Su had not heard even the slightest sound of rustling robes, which meant Gu Cun had been standing outside for quite some time, deliberately delaying his announcement.

Very good. Worthy indeed of the palace attendant who had cared for him since childhood – he had perfectly understood his intentions. Fu Su lowered his eyelids, concealing the amusement in his eyes. He arranged the bamboo slips on his desk, pulled back his sleeve, and took up a brush that General Meng had given him. Dipping it in black ink, he suspended his wrist and began writing slowly on the bamboo slip.

Unlike the stiff, obscure writing produced by bamboo sticks dipped in lacquer, the rabbit-hair brush flowed like water when writing. Fu Su could already foresee what kind of revolutionary storm this brush would unleash in the history of calligraphy. The script he was writing now already differed from篆书 seal script with its uniform stroke thickness, instead varying with the movement of the brush tip in all sorts of ways.

Fu Su was in good spirits. After writing several sentences from “Records of Zhou – Grand Master of Ceremonies,” he slowly said: “Summon him.”

“Yes.” Gu Cun responded from outside the hall and departed.

Before long, Fu Su heard the clear, crisp sound of jade ornaments chiming from outside the hall.

The “Record of Rites – Explanation of Classics” states: “When walking, there should be the sound of jade pendants; when traveling by carriage, there should be the music of bells.” Gentlemen of status must wear jade. From the sound of the pendant ornaments approaching from distant to near outside the hall, one could tell that the person’s walking pace was neither hurried nor slow, clearly showing no signs of impatience or anxiety despite the long wait.

Fu Su’s brush-holding hand paused momentarily, but he did not set it down. Even when the visitor had entered the hall and bowed deeply in greeting, he did not respond.

The sounds within the hall fell silent again as the visitor stopped moving. The chiming of ornaments ceased, and Fu Su listened to the other’s steady breathing as he calmly continued writing on the bamboo slip.

Very good. He most appreciated intelligent people.

Only after the final bamboo strip was filled with characters did Fu Su stop writing. Satisfied with his calligraphy, he slowly raised his head.

The young man standing straight in the hall came into his view. Calling him a young man was not quite accurate – his height was at most somewhat taller than a child who had not yet come of age, appearing to be around eighteen or nineteen years old. This youth who had not yet reached the age of capping wore the luxurious robes of a High Minister, like a child who had stolen adult clothing. Yet that childish face bore complete composure and pride, which was almost laughable to behold.

Fu Su raised his hand to rub his brow, using this gesture to hide the smile on his face. This young man indeed had reason to be proud. At merely twelve years of age, he had single-handedly served as envoy to Zhao, allowing Qin to gain the territory of Hejian without losing a single soldier. Even someone as confident as himself could not guarantee he could accomplish such a feat.

“Sit.” Fu Su waved his hand toward a side table. The young man bowed slightly and took his seat with neither servility nor arrogance.

“High Minister Gan, do you harbor any dissatisfaction toward me?” Fu Su looked at the young man, a smile playing at his lips as he asked without courtesy. The young man’s grandfather, Gan Mao, had once been Left Chancellor of Qin, but due to persecution by others, he had fled Qin and ultimately died as a guest in Wei. He very much wanted to know what kind of feelings this young man truly held toward Qin.

He needed to determine whether this young man could be domesticated. If he was an untamable wolf cub, he had no leisure time to waste on him.

“I harbor no dissatisfaction,” the young man said with complete composure, his eyes focused straight ahead.

“Then from tomorrow onward, you will enter the palace daily at the Hour of the Rabbit to serve as scholarly attendant. Do you have any objections?” Fu Su slowed his speech. He was actually not much older than the young man, and after his early education, the greatest influence on him was naturally his father the king. Thus in all matters, he consciously or unconsciously imitated his father. Though he showed no stern expression or harsh tone, he nevertheless conveyed an indescribable sense of pressure and authority.

“I respectfully comply with Young Master’s wishes.” The young man responded methodically, showing no reluctance whatsoever. In fact, after readily agreeing, he stood up and walked to Fu Su’s side, saying respectfully: “Your servant can begin scholarly attendance today. Young Master writes with an excellent hand.” This seemingly flattering remark was spoken most naturally, and then he familiarly sat beside Fu Su, picking up the bamboo slips from the desk to examine and appreciate them carefully.

Fu Su was quite taken aback by the young man’s behavior. He had intended to give the other party a show of authority, but clearly his opponent understood the situation better than he did.

“What Young Master has written is the ‘Records of Zhou – Grand Master of Ceremonies’ chapter.” The young man was obviously well-read and had a strong memory. After reading just a few sentences, he guessed the source, then changed the topic: “Does Young Master write with some feeling?”

Fu Su raised his head and found the young man’s gaze had fallen on the cabinet behind him. Without turning around, Fu Su knew exactly what the young man was concerned about.

Lying quietly in a brocade box upon precious black silk was a green ceremonial tablet.

“Use the green ceremonial tablet for rituals to the East.” The young man’s clear, childish voice read aloud from the bamboo slip: “Use jade to make vessels, to rank the feudal states. The king holds the ceremonial tablet. ‘Zhen’ means ‘to stabilize’ – it stabilizes the four directions.”

The ceremonial tablet bears engravings of the four sacred mountains as decoration, and measures one chi and two cun in length. When the Son of Heaven wears his ceremonial crown and holds the ceremonial tablet, it serves to stabilize and pacify the four directions. The green ceremonial tablet could be said to represent the ritual authority of the Son of Heaven.

The young man’s gaze moved from the bamboo slip back to the green ceremonial tablet, unable to suppress his attention. He could almost identify from the seal script patterns and carvings that this was the green ceremonial tablet passed down through generations of Zhou Dynasty Sons of Heaven.

Why would such an important green ceremonial tablet be here with Prince Fu Su? Could it be that the King of Qin had obtained it from somewhere and then bestowed it as a reward?

Thinking of this possibility, the young man’s clear pupils contracted slightly. This indicated that the King of Qin had already decided on the next generation’s heir?

Fu Su did not turn around, nor did he look at the expression on the young man’s face. He had deliberately placed this green ceremonial tablet here to demonstrate to the young man his legitimate and bright future.

Although Father Emperor’s act of granting him the green ceremonial tablet was probably still one of the imperial tests – such as making his various brothers green with envy and causing them to create obstacles for him in their agitation – this did not prevent him from borrowing this ritual vessel to intimidate through borrowed authority.

Fu Su picked up another blank bamboo slip, slowly arranged it on the desk, and again took up the rabbit-hair brush, asking casually: “What is a gui and what is a nie?”

“Gui is double earth. Nie is tree from self. Using the method of earth gui and water nie to measure soil depth, measure sun shadows, correct the four seasons, to seek the center of the earth. Setting up gui and placing nie, observing stars and surveying land – this is the foundation of establishing a nation.”

After a moment of bewilderment, the young man answered methodically. The gui and nie implements had been common objects in the distant past, but these two items were essential tools that had to be used when exploring and surveying land before establishing a city. Over time, they had been endowed with supreme symbolic meaning, even giving rise to the saying “jade gui and golden nie.”

Fu Su’s brush began to fall upon the bamboo slip, but this did not prevent him from dividing his attention. He continued asking: “Then what does ‘gui nie’ mean?”

This time the young man did not answer immediately, because a term did not merely have its surface meaning – for example, “measurement,” “weighing,” or “standards,” and so forth. He watched Fu Su writing elegantly, pondered for a moment, then carefully and slowly said: “Laws and regulations. Rules.”

Fu Su did not even blink, continuing his relentless questioning: “Then what are laws? What are rules? Are they the words of rulers and fathers? The words of the wise? Or the words of sages?”

Hearing this, the young man was stunned, having never expected to be asked such a tricky question. Even though he could discourse on this topic for more than half an hour, he knew that what the Young Master wanted was not such evasion.

For a long while, no sound came from beside him. Fu Su was very satisfied with the young man’s reaction. He still did not raise his head, merely giving a light instruction: “High Minister should return today. Tomorrow at the Hour of the Rabbit, please be punctual.”

These words were spoken lightly, but carried an irresistible authority.

Only then did the young man realize he had overstepped. The Young Master had just said that scholarly attendance would begin tomorrow – he had no right to sit here today.

Immediately, cold sweat dampened his fine robes as he respectfully bowed his head in farewell.

Until the young man had retreated all the way outside the hall, Fu Su never raised his head to look at him once. Only when the bamboo slip on the desk was written to the final strip did Fu Su set down his brush and let out a long breath.

Being able to plant a seed called “doubt” in the other party’s heart – today’s performance had been truly excellent.

Sooner or later, this seed would take root, sprout, and ultimately grow into a towering tree that could never be uprooted from the heart.

Fu Su touched his smooth chin, and the pretended composure on his still-youthful handsome face completely collapsed, revealing a triumphant expression.

He was indeed worthy of having rehearsed this several times…

Although Fu Su appeared to be reading military intelligence, most of his attention was actually on the young man organizing bamboo slips beside him.

This youth who was respectful on the surface but extraordinarily arrogant in his heart had been serving as his scholarly attendant for some time now. The more Fu Su interacted with him, the more shocked he became at his profound learning, and the more curious he grew about where exactly he had received his education. Thinking of the rumors that had been spreading like wildfire in the court recently, even knowing that someone had ulterior motives, Fu Su still felt various kinds of discomfort in his heart.

After all, if one truly wanted to make someone a confidant, there was no need to continue concealing one’s thoughts in front of them.

But how could he bring this up?

Chapter 11: Green Ceremonial Tablet – Part 2
Fu Su pretended to flip through the military intelligence in his hands. These reports had been delivered by swift horses to King Zheng of Qin, who would have copies made and sent to him immediately. It was not that he expected this Prince Fu Su who had not yet come of age to have any extraordinary insights, but rather to subtly cultivate his governing abilities.

Just as he couldn’t help but shift his gaze from the bamboo slips filled with intelligence reports to the young man beside him, Fu Su suddenly discovered that the youth had actually turned his head, and their eyes met directly. Fu Su suppressed the impulse to look away and stared at him steadily.

The young man’s still-tender face was completely calm as he spoke indifferently: “If Young Master wishes to ask about the palace rumors, please feel free to do so.”

Fu Su naturally welcomed such an opportunity. He set down the bamboo slip in his hands and asked in a deep voice: “I have heard people say that you were once a retainer of the criminal Lü Buwei. Is this true?”

The young man’s thin lips curved in a contemptuous smile as he said slowly: “Young Master actually believes this? When Chancellor Lü departed, how old was I? Where does this talk of being a retainer come from?”

Fu Su naturally knew such rumors were absurd, but there is no smoke without fire. He took the opportunity to continue pursuing the question that had always puzzled him: “Your grandfather once left Qin, and his fief was seized, so… where did you reside?” Fu Su weighed each word carefully, afraid of giving offense.

But despite being so cautious, when the young man heard this, his facial expression stiffened slightly. His hands hanging at his sides quietly clenched into fists, and he lowered his eyelids, concealing the emotions in his eyes. “After grandfather’s departure, the Gan family was like a great mansion on the verge of collapse, beyond all redemption. I was fortunate that my master took me in, which is how I have today.”

“Master?” Fu Su raised an eyebrow, making no effort to hide his interest in the master the young man spoke of. Someone who could train a child to become a High Minister of Qin – what kind of stunning talent must that person possess?

The young man pressed his lips together, as if hesitating about something. After a long moment, he said with difficulty: “My master… was once a retainer under Chancellor Lü… just an idle person, seeking elixirs and studying medicine.”

Fu Su was startled, only now realizing that these rumors actually had some basis. Only then did he notice that the young man had consistently referred to Lü Buwei as “Chancellor Lü” throughout their conversation. It seemed that although there was no direct connection, this young man was definitely not someone who would step on the low to lift up the high.

Seeing the young man’s expression that was wooden yet could not hide his tension, Fu Su couldn’t help but smile: “No matter. Chancellor Lü once had three thousand retainers under him – most were just making up the numbers.” After saying this, he felt something was off – wasn’t he essentially calling the young man’s master someone who made up the numbers?

Sure enough, he saw the young man’s face darken. Fu Su found it awkward to continue asking about his master, but anyway, knowing such a person existed was enough. He could report this to Father Emperor, and they would eventually find him. Fu Su brazenly acted as if his previous words didn’t exist – after all, Father Emperor’s countless teachings through word and deed had made him understand that as a superior, one needed skin as thick as a city wall.

“Does your master have only you as a disciple?” Fu Su swore he was just unable to bear the suffocating atmosphere in the hall and asked casually – definitely not trying to extract information.

The young man’s expression had returned to normal as he answered respectfully and methodically: “Before my master came to Qin, he had one disciple. I have heard my master mention him several times, but I have never met him. That senior fellow disciple should be in Zhao.”

The corner of Fu Su’s eye caught sight of the military intelligence in his hands, and he couldn’t help but chuckle lightly: “Zhao has become history.” He then passed the bamboo slip in his hands toward the young man.

Qin had launched another attack while Zhao suffered consecutive years of natural disasters. General Li Mu led troops to meet them. Li Mu had guarded the frontier for many years and defeated Qin several times, so Wang Jian chose not to confront him directly but instead used a stratagem of sowing discord against King Qian of Zhao. Li Mu’s achievements overshadowed his lord, and King Qian had long harbored suspicions. When the discord stratagem was employed, King Qian stripped Li Mu of his military authority. With Qin’s great army pressing at the frontier, Li Mu, as a general in the field, had the prerogative to disobey certain orders and refused to surrender his military authority. This action made King Qian even more uneasy, and he ordered people to secretly arrest Li Mu and seize his tiger tally.

“King Qian of Zhao destroys his own arm! General Li Mu’s loyalty is foolish.” Fu Su tapped the table lightly with his index finger, beginning to consider whether to rescue this peerless famous general Li Mu. But this question had probably been considered by his father as well. Of the four great generals of the Warring States period – Qi Jian, Po, and Mu; Bai Qi, Wang Jian, Lian Po, and Li Mu – Qin and Zhao each possessed two, but Bai Qi was already dead, Lian Po was old, leaving only Wang Jian and Li Mu… Forget it, it was probably already too late. Li Mu’s prestige in Zhao likely exceeded even that of King Qian. Once King Qian decided to act, he would certainly strike with thunderous force.

Even someone as foolish as King Qian would probably understand the principle that long nights bring many dreams.

Fu Su’s gaze fell on the young man beside him. Seeing that he had just finished reading the bamboo slip and raised his head, when their eyes met, both knew the other was thinking similar thoughts, and they fell silent over this famous general’s fate.

No one would call Wang Jian despicable. The stratagem of sowing discord had been used to perfection since ancient times. They were in different opposing camps, and Wang Jian had merely used gold, silver, and precious stones to bribe the treacherous minister Guo Kai, thereby sparing Qin soldiers from the slaughter of war – this was a great achievement. Moreover, if King Qian had trusted Li Mu as completely as King Zheng of Qin trusted Wang Jian, such a thing probably would not have happened.

The young man’s mood was somewhat low. He stroked the patterns on the bamboo slip and sighed quietly: “What are laws? What are rules? Are they the words of kings? The words of the wise? Or the words of sages?…”

Fu Su was startled to hear this. He had not expected that the young man would keep in his heart these words he had spoken when they first met.

“Rules are divided into heavenly rules and human rules. Clear springs flow from high to low, the sun, moon, and stars rise in the east and set in the west – these are heavenly rules that human strength cannot reach. We also do not presume to expect otherwise.”

Fu Su turned around and picked up the box containing the green ceremonial tablet from behind him, placing it on the desk. He wanted to touch the surface of the green ceremonial tablet but restrained himself and withdrew his hand, clenching it into a fist. He was not yet king, so he had no right to pick up that green ceremonial tablet.

“But how many troops to command, how much tax to collect, how much currency to mint – these are human rules.”

“Therefore, rules should be what rulers and fathers decree.”

Fu Su took a deep breath, looked down at the green ceremonial tablet before him, and said indifferently: “This world has been in chaos for long – someone should establish new rules.”

He did not say it explicitly, but the young man understood his implication perfectly.

Han had already been destroyed, Zhao was in imminent danger, and Qin’s unification of the six states was within reach.

The rules of this world should rightfully be established by the most supreme person!

Fu Su sat peacefully in the hall, waiting for the latest battle reports from the front. Although Jing Ke’s assassination attempt on the King of Qin had not succeeded completely, it had provoked the king’s great fury and shaken the world. King Zheng of Qin dispatched General Wang Jian to lead troops against Yan. The day when Yan’s capital city Ji would fall was also imminent.

Even though nearly a year had passed, whenever Fu Su thought of that perilous moment in the great hall of Xianyang Palace, he couldn’t help but feel deeply afraid.

Jing Ke had brought Fan Yuqi’s head and a map of Yan’s Dukang region to present to Father Emperor. No one had expected the hidden dagger to be revealed when the map was unrolled. Father Emperor’s decree that ministers attending court were not permitted to carry weapons had made the scene extremely chaotic. Although Father Emperor had a sword and many ministers desperately rushed forward to intervene, Jing Ke was only brought down after being wounded eight times.

Fu Su touched his right wrist. He had also reflexively wanted to rush out then, but the person standing behind him had been firmly gripping his wrist the entire time. He had never imagined that such a thin, small body could contain such powerful strength.

Until Jing Ke was dismembered, the other person had never released his hand.

Fu Su smiled bitterly. Perhaps he was the most despicable one. How much strength could a teenage boy have? If he had truly wanted to break free, how could he not have managed it?

In that moment of turning thought, he had considered too much.

If Father Emperor had truly been assassinated to death, then he would ascend the throne… This was what the young man had thought of in that instant as well, right? That’s why he refused to let him risk danger.

Afterward, the young man had even specifically gone before Father Emperor to confess his guilt, taking full responsibility for Fu Su not going forward to protect the emperor, willingly accepting punishment.

But he could explain nothing, could say nothing.

He could only remain silent.

The familiar crisp sound of jade ornaments colliding came from outside the hall. Before the other party could speak, Fu Su said first: “Bi Zhi, come in.”

“Young Master, Yan’s capital Ji has been broken. King Xi of Yan and Crown Prince Dan fled to Liaodong, hiding beyond the Yan River. King Xi of Yan beheaded Crown Prince Dan and presented his head to the King of Qin.” Before even entering the hall, the young man’s clear voice had already reached him, obviously also unable to wait.

Fu Su frowned upon hearing this. Although he hated Crown Prince Dan to the bone, the two served different masters with different positions, so he did not feel there was anything improper about what the other had done. Assassinating the most important person in the enemy camp to defuse a crisis was the simplest and most brutal political solution. If Crown Prince Dan had truly succeeded with one strike, then even if he ascended the throne as king now, Qin would certainly be like scattered sand.

After all, he was too young, and Qin had become such a tall tree that it attracted the wind and had become a target for all. If Father Emperor truly went west, then even the countries that had already been destroyed would immediately rise up in rebellion and be revived.

Such a talent with unique vision would actually die at the hands of his own father, King Xi of Yan. This was truly lamentable. Fu Su recalled that many years ago, he had also had several encounters with Crown Prince Dan when the latter served as a hostage in Qin. Now everything had changed, and he couldn’t help but feel his gaze grow heavy.

Everyone would die, but in such a world beautiful as brocade, who would not be reluctant to leave?

Fu Su thought of how Father Emperor had begun summoning alchemists in recent years and couldn’t help but sigh deeply. He had never expected that his scholarly attendant’s master was actually an alchemist. Although that person had only remained in the palace for one year before wandering the four directions, perhaps his unintentional introduction back then had led to the current situation that might even spiral out of control in the future.

Although it was only a moment of distraction, thousands of thoughts had already passed through Fu Su’s mind, yet his handsome face showed no change in expression.

He had grown accustomed to hiding his thoughts in front of others. This had gradually become an instinct, even when facing his closest scholarly attendant.

The young man before him had also gradually transformed during his growth. He no longer always maintained a tense expression, stubbornly insisting on his pride, but had softened his features and adopted a kind smile. Anyone who saw him for the first time would think he was a handsome young man who gave an extremely approachable feeling. But Fu Su knew that the young man, like himself, had also learned to wear a mask, burying his thoughts deeply and carefully in his heart.

Taking the bamboo slip the young man handed him, Fu Su read it carefully once more. When he raised his head, he found the young man staring fixedly at the green ceremonial tablet placed on the desk, and couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow and ask: “Bi Zhi, is there something improper?”

This green ceremonial tablet had never been returned since he had brought the box to the desk last time. Now, when he was alone in private, he had also secretly touched that cold surface several times.

The young man bit his lower lip, hesitating for a moment, but finally spoke: “According to Qin law, ministers attending court above may not carry foot-long weapons. All palace attendants bearing arms must array themselves below the hall and may not ascend without imperial decree. The rule established by the King of Qin himself nearly cost him his own life. How exactly should such rules be established?”

Fu Su set down the bamboo slip in his hands and quietly contemplated in the curling smoke from the incense burner.

This question had obviously existed in the young man’s heart for a long time. Having begun, he continued eloquently: “This military report states that among Yan’s royal family and high ministers, apart from Crown Prince Dan, all were spared their lives. When destroying the four states of Han, Zhao, Wei, and Chu, there was also no slaughter – the King of Qin’s actions were benevolent and righteous. Now only Qi remains among the six states, and unifying the world is within reach, but I fear the nobles of the six states will not be content with this and will surely become a source of trouble in the future.” He paused, then said with each word striking like metal on stone: “The throne is painted with fresh blood. The King of Qin should let those people know: either submit or die.”

Fu Su’s eyes showed deep thought. He had vaguely considered this question before. But Father Emperor did not engage in great slaughter, which was quite agreeable to him, having studied under the great Confucian scholar Chunyu Yue. The core of Confucian thought was the “benevolence, righteousness, and propriety” proposed by Confucius – these three characters Fu Su still quite agreed with. He often debated with the young man and knew this was today’s topic. Fu Su thought carefully, a smile playing at his lips, quite satisfied that the young man had begun to learn to question.

Questioning all the rules that exist in this world in order to establish the rules in one’s own heart – this was a signal of growth.

In everyone’s heart, there exists their own green ceremonial tablet.

It’s just that some people will completely copy the appearance and form of others, while some people prefer to carve their own.

Chapter 11: Green Ceremonial Tablet – Part 3
Palace attendant Gu Cun quietly walked into the hall, presenting two bowls of lotus seed soup still steaming with heat. He placed them gently on the desk with light hands and feet, then silently retreated backward and left.

Fu Su looked at the rising steam from the lotus seed soup, merely holding a spoon and slowly stirring it, watching the white tender lotus seeds floating and sinking in the lacquered bowl. Fu Su smiled faintly: “Bi Zhi, sit. Do you know of Bai Qi’s Battle of Changping?”

The young man was startled, then nodded and sat beside Fu Su. The two of them never concerned themselves with hierarchy in private, so the young man naturally picked up the other bowl of lotus seed soup and, without regard for the heat, personally tasted it first before placing the bowl he had tasted in front of Fu Su.

This was not taking advantage of favor to act arrogantly, but rather testing for poison for Fu Su.

Although the young man had performed this action countless times, Fu Su couldn’t help but mock himself inwardly.

Scholarly attendant, scholarly attendant – was he really a poison tester?

Such measures had naturally already been taken by other palace attendants before the food was presented. But the young man could never set his mind at ease. Every time Fu Su tried to dissuade him, it was useless. He always claimed that he had studied various arts under his master since childhood, and herbal medicine and toxicology were among his specialties.

The more Fu Su thought about it, the more bewildered he became. It wasn’t until the young man had finished more than half of the other bowl of lotus seed soup that he came back to his senses and continued the previous topic: “Bai Qi ranks first among the four great generals of the Warring States period because of this Battle of Changping. In this battle, Bai Qi completely defeated the Zhao army and buried alive over four hundred thousand surrendered Zhao soldiers, shocking the world. Although this greatly enhanced our Qin’s prestige, it contributed nothing whatsoever to the great cause of unification.”

Throughout his life, Bai Qi led troops in a hundred battles with a hundred victories, annihilating over one million troops from the six states and capturing about ninety cities large and small from the six states. He never suffered a single defeat in his entire life and was revered as a war god by both Qin people and people from other states. It could even be said that Bai Qi was practically a god-like existence in Qin, surpassing even the King of Qin. For Fu Su to dare question Bai Qi strategically would certainly cause an uproar if word got out.

Seeing the young man holding his bowl and falling into contemplation, Fu Su did not elaborate further, knowing that the young man would understand his meaning.

Sure enough, before long, the young man sighed quietly: “I see now.”

Fu Su nodded with satisfaction. Although Bai Qi’s killing of over four hundred thousand surrendered soldiers had indeed caused Zhao’s sudden decline and depression after the introduction of mounted archery, it had also aroused a sense of shared sorrow among the remaining six states, causing them to unite against a common enemy. Those over four hundred thousand surrendered soldiers – if they had known death was inevitable, who would have willingly laid down their weapons and surrendered? Even in death, they would have wanted to take someone down with them. So for a very long time afterward, whenever Qin conquered other states, the resistance they encountered was extremely stubborn.

“No wonder…” the young man murmured, also understanding why King Zheng of Qin did not kill the royal family and high ministers after destroying each state – it was also for the sake of the great cause of unification.

“Father Emperor’s actions, though they present hidden dangers in the short term, if our mighty Qin endures, the remnants of the six states are nothing to fear,” Fu Su said indifferently, his words carrying tremendous calm authority.

Worry still lingered in the young man’s eyes, but he said nothing more. Instead, he silently finished the lotus seed soup in his bowl spoonful by spoonful, then raised his head and smiled at Fu Su: “This soup is fine, it can be consumed.”

Only then did Fu Su pick up his spoon and drink a mouthful of the now-cooled soup. On the surface he appeared unconcerned, but inwardly he was quite displeased.

This kid – wasn’t he deliberately preventing him from eating hot food on purpose?

Fu Su stood at the archery range. First, he received a bone thumb ring from his scholarly companion and put it on his thumb, then took a purple fir wood and horn bow along with a white falcon-feathered arrow. He stood with feet shoulder-width apart, turning his left shoulder toward the target, slightly narrowing his eyes to calm his mind and steady his breathing.

Raising his hand, nocking the arrow, drawing the string, opening the bow – each movement was executed with perfect fluency and ease, his motions elegant and pleasing to watch, displaying his bearing and demeanor with every gesture.

“Swoosh—” The arrow shot toward the target’s center, piercing through the target. Even without checking, Fu Su knew the force was just right to have the white arrowhead barely visible behind the target.

“White Arrow.” The young man handed Fu Su another batch of arrows from behind.

Fu Su picked up three arrows and shot them in continuous succession without pause. Each hit its mark, with the arrows connecting end to end, looking like pearls on a string or a single arrow.

“Triple Connection.” There was admiration in the young man’s voice as he glanced at the small boy standing timidly beside the target, his eyes carrying a cold warning.

Fu Su picked up another arrow, nocked it on the string, and gazed for a long time before slowly releasing it.

This arrow was shot upward at an angle, with the tail and head not on the same horizontal plane. It moved neither quickly nor slowly, advancing steadily and smoothly, ultimately hitting the target’s center precisely.

“Angled Shot.” The young man’s tone held undisguised worship. He could manage the first two archery techniques, but this angled shot was the most difficult. The previous White Arrow and Triple Connection techniques relied on sufficient speed, so wind direction didn’t play a decisive role. The angled shot required finding the right angle and making correct judgments about wind direction. The young man admitted he couldn’t perform it so perfectly.

“Yielding Distance.” Fu Su said indifferently, his peripheral vision catching the small boy who had moved closer again, though he withdrew his gaze without any pause.

Yielding Distance – when a minister shoots with his lord, he should not stand alongside the lord but should yield and retreat one chi. The young man stood one chi behind Fu Su, drew his bow and nocked an arrow, completely mimicking Fu Su’s movements. The bowstring rang out crisply as the arrow left the string, cleanly hitting the target’s center.

“Excellent.” Fu Su smiled and praised.

The young man respectfully lowered his bow and stood at attention, presenting Fu Su with four more arrows.

In the Six Arts of a gentleman, archery consists of Five Shots: White Arrow, Triple Connection, Angled Shot, Yielding Distance, and Well Formation. Well Formation involved shooting four arrows in succession. Fu Su lowered his bow and stood, while the young man looked at the four arrows that had hit the target’s center, arranged up, down, left, and right exactly like the character for “well.”

“Young Master’s archery skills are exquisite. Bi Zhi is impressed.” After the young man said this, he waved his hand, and a nearby guard was about to run to the target to retrieve the ten arrows from the target’s center. But before the guard could act, the small boy who had been watching from the side ran over first, struggled to stand on tiptoe to remove each arrow, then ran back with quick steps.

Seeing this, Fu Su smiled slightly and took another quiver, handing it to the young man: “A gentleman has nothing to compete over, but when it comes to archery, he bows and yields before ascending, then descends to drink. Such competition befits a gentleman. Bi Zhi, it’s your turn.”

The young man pursed his lips, not bothering to remind his young master that he was telling him things he already knew, but deliberately raised his voice, clearly intending for someone to hear.

Taking the yellow poplar wood horn bow in his hands, the young man exchanged positions with Fu Su. Just as he was about to draw the bow and shoot, Fu Su beside him reached over, actively helping adjust his posture while instructing him on where to apply force, how to hook the string, and how to shoot powerful and accurate arrows.

The young man’s eyebrows twitched slightly. Even if his archery skills weren’t as good as his young master’s, he wasn’t a beginner either. Was this really necessary?

Thinking of how Fu Su always read books with a loud voice during recent lessons, it was probably also related to this small boy who was always eavesdropping under the window.

But Prince Hu Hai had been strictly forbidden by the King of Qin from reading, writing, or practicing martial arts – this was an unspoken understanding among everyone in the palace. While the eldest prince’s actions wouldn’t violate the King of Qin’s decree, if someone caught him at it, it wouldn’t look good.

“Young Master… you’re breaking the rules…” Taking advantage of Fu Su leaning over to guide his posture, the young man lowered his voice to advise.

“Rules? Whose words constitute rules?” Fu Su smiled with his lips curved, his tone extremely sarcastic. He had passed the age of worshipping Father Emperor and had begun questioning every decree Father Emperor issued. Though he couldn’t openly rebel, he could still engage in small acts of passive resistance. Because there were many eyes and ears in public, Fu Su didn’t explain much, merely saying indifferently: “He is my brother.”

The young man said nothing more, keeping his facial expression rigid as he allowed Fu Su to manipulate him like a teaching sample.

The small boy holding the arrows secretly moved even closer.

Fu Su sat in the military tent, wiping his bronze jade-hilted sword that had accompanied him for many years with silk cloth, occasionally glancing at the young man beside him who was lost in thought with his head lowered.

“Bi Zhi, return to Xianyang. I have General Meng watching over me here, so there’s nothing to worry about.” Fu Su stared at the diamond-patterned decorations on the sword blade, speaking indifferently with a composed expression.

Time flowed like water. The young man of those days had grown into a youth, his father king had been upgraded to father emperor, and he had been promoted from prince to eldest prince. But when he was with Bi Zhi, his self-reference had dropped from the formal “I” to the casual “I.” Fu Su smiled slightly as he stroked the sword blade, knowing what his scholarly companion was struggling with.

Today a family letter had arrived from Xianyang. Gan’s Prince of Yiyang was critically ill, summoning his son back to Xianyang to attend his sickbed. But Bi Zhi was unwilling to leave him alone in Shangjun, so he was caught in a dilemma.

Seeing the young man still remaining silent, Fu Su sighed: “This matter is still my fault. If I had gone along with Father Emperor, I wouldn’t have been demoted here, dragging you along with me.”

“Eldest Prince, you humble Bi Zhi too much.” A bitter smile appeared on the young man’s handsome face. After Emperor Qin Shi Huang returned to Xianyang Palace, at a banquet, Chunyu Yue disapproved of the commandery and county system the emperor was implementing and suggested following Zhou rituals to implement a feudal system instead. This suggestion was refuted by Li Si and met with the emperor’s displeasure, directly leading to Chunyu Yue’s dismissal. As his disciple, Fu Su had petitioned strongly against this matter, so Emperor Qin Shi Huang sent him to Shangjun to serve as supervisor of General Meng Tian’s army.

Fu Su’s gaze fell on the green ceremonial tablet lying quietly on the desk, and he sighed with feeling: “Then what are laws? What are rules? Are they the words of rulers and fathers? The words of the wise? Or the words of sages?”

The young man remained silent, his delicate eyebrows furrowing deeply.

Fu Su snorted coldly and smiled coldly: “Rules are meant for some people to follow and for others to break. But those without the ability to break rules who presume to challenge them will meet with complete destruction.”

“Eldest Prince…” the young man called out anxiously, his worry evident in his expression.

Fu Su waved his hand, restraining his emotions, and said indifferently: “When Bi Zhi returns to Xianyang this time, please also help me observe the situation in Xianyang. Being trapped in Shangjun with my eyes and ears blocked is extremely disadvantageous.”

Various emotions flashed across the young man’s face before finally transforming into a sigh. He lowered his head in a reverent bow: “Your Highness, please take care of yourself…”

Fu Su nodded, knowing the young man only addressed him as “Your Highness” when his attitude was extremely solemn.

Watching the young man retreat backward from the military tent until his figure disappeared from view, Fu Su couldn’t help but feel momentarily dazed.

This scholarly companion personally sent by Father Emperor had stayed by his side inseparably for many years.

The part of his life that knew him had become longer than the part that didn’t know him.

Fu Su curved his lips upward. After finishing with the sword, he sheathed it and casually picked up the green ceremonial tablet from the desk.

Slightly curving his index finger, he flicked the cold surface of the tablet, listening to the clear jade sound the green ceremonial tablet made. Fu Su murmured to himself: “Old friend, now I only have you left…”

Fu Su opened his eyes, inhaling the quiet and elegant fragrance of moon lin incense as he stared at the plain white ceiling, unable to return to his senses for a long time.

Only now did he realize that the parting in the military tent had been his last meeting with Bi Zhi.

Rules… were they really so difficult to break? He had failed, and Hu Hai had failed too…

“Imperial Brother, you’re awake?” Hu Hai had been keeping watch by the bed. Seeing him open his eyes, he immediately leaned over with concern.

“Mm.” Fu Su responded briefly, closed his eyes again, and gradually regained his clarity.

Hu Hai extinguished the Boshan incense burner burning moon lin incense nearby, then opened the windows and air conditioning to bring fresh air into the room. Looking at his imperial brother’s crimson eyes, he saw a hint of worry. Moon lin incense was made with the Tang Dynasty’s imperial incense moon lin as the main ingredient, with additional measures of galangal, patchouli, ligusticum, and other spices. This created a strange incense that could influence people’s dreams. However, when used, it brought some small side effects, easily affecting one’s mood.

Fu Su took a deep breath of the cool air, feeling slightly better. He had been continuously using moon lin incense to fall asleep recently, wanting to influence Bi Zhi’s dreams and make him remember past events. Bi Zhi should have re-experienced those dream memories together with him just now, right?

But… Fu Su sighed and closed his eyes. No matter how much moon lin incense he used, the life he could remember was still very brief.

Yes, what right did he have to resent anything? Bi Zhi’s life had already spanned over two thousand years, and the time he had been present was merely an insignificant dozen or so years for Bi Zhi.

“Imperial Brother?” Hu Hai pressed his lips together and called out with concern.

Fu Su waved his hand, indicating he was fine. After a long moment, he slowly opened his lips: “Send that green ceremonial tablet to him.”

Hu Hai was startled upon hearing this. Although his imperial brother hadn’t explicitly stated who “him” was, how could he possibly mistake the identity?

Though he had countless questions in his heart, Hu Hai still nodded: “Yes, Imperial Brother.”

The doctor perked up his rabbit ears, looking puzzledly at the green ceremonial tablet in the express delivery box. The boss had already told him just how precious this item was. Remembering the incident at the auction where they retrieved the immunity token, the doctor asked in confusion: “Boss, why do I feel like that Fu Su guy is helping you suppress the universe-stabilizing formation? Not only did he not obstruct you from retrieving the immunity token, but now he’s even sent you the eleventh imperial antique!”

The boss stroked the cold jade surface of the green ceremonial tablet. These past few days of repeatedly reliving those distant memories in dreams had made him incredibly nostalgic for this green ceremonial tablet, and his consciousness hadn’t clearly heard what the doctor was saying.

Only after the doctor repeated the question did the boss sigh quietly and say wistfully: “Because he knows I would definitely find it hard to decide to bury the twelfth imperial antique underground, so he’s simply facilitating all the others for me.”

“The twelfth imperial antique? You’ve already found it? What is it?” the doctor asked eagerly.

The boss lowered his eyelids and touched the crimson dragon robe he was wearing.

At first, the doctor didn’t understand what this meant, but when he suddenly comprehended, he was struck speechless.

Mini Theater

Hu Hai: Imperial Brother, why are you sitting down in most of your appearances?

Fu Su: …

Hu Hai: Ahem, nothing. I’ll order takeout for Imperial Brother. What would you like to eat today?

Fu Su: Crab roe soup dumplings, crystal shrimp dumplings, char siu buns…

Hu Hai (pulling out his phone): So Imperial Brother was already quite the homebody back then.

Chapter 12: Black Gold Cauldron – Part 1
Dark clouds covered the sky, blocking out the sun. Sudden fierce winds swept across the earth carrying swirling goose-feather snow. Tang Yuan got off the public bus and declined the kind-hearted elderly woman’s invitation to sit and take shelter from the snowstorm at her home across the street. He tightened his small down jacket, confirmed that the two candied hawthorn sticks in his hands and that bag of pastries hadn’t fallen, then pulled up his hood and charged headfirst into the wind and snow.

“Oh my! Which family is so heartless to let such a small child be out alone like this…” The elderly woman’s nagging was gradually scattered by the wind and snow until it could no longer be heard clearly. Tang Yuan wiped away the snow water stuck to his face, and immediately his little face turned as red as an apple from the cold.

Every time he went into the city for market day, he would regret why he lived in such a remote place. Tang Yuan was full of anger he dared not voice – who told him to be the one who wanted to go out? Unlike that ancestor at home who no longer consumed earthly food, and besides, he didn’t dare let that ancestor go out either!

After walking along the mountain path through wind and snow for a long time, Tang Yuan was just a ten-year-old child, but walking mountain paths alone didn’t frighten him at all. He was even familiar with the terrain here. Even though the wind and snow were so heavy they blurred his vision, he could easily avoid the collapsed pits on the road or sharp stones that jutted out. After running deeper into the mountain forest for another ten minutes or so, after rounding a dense grove, Tang Yuan saw that familiar little house under an old locust tree, with just a corner of its eaves visible.

This little house was very unremarkable, just like an ordinary white-walled, red-roofed tile house that farmers might build in the mountains. Only because it was old, some paint had peeled off the roof tiles, and the white walls were also grayish, making it look like no one had lived there for a long time.

After Tang Yuan saw the little house, he didn’t slow down but ran faster and faster. Just as he was about to crash into the fence outside the house, he stretched out his small hand to push off the fence, and his little body nimbly performed a front flip over the fence, landing perfectly on both feet with a thud.

“Perfect score!” Tang Yuan waved his small fists, proudly puffing out his chest.

Then another thud sounded. He looked down and immediately made a bitter face, hurrying to pick up the candied hawthorn that had fallen to the ground because his movements were too dramatic. Fortunately, when he bought them, he had asked the shop owner to wrap them in an extra layer of kraft paper, so they weren’t dirty.

Tang Yuan shook the snowflakes off his body and head before pushing the door to enter the house. The swirling wind and snow were shut behind him by a wooden door, making him immediately feel warm. As he walked into the house, he took off his clothes – down jacket, coat, sweater, thermal shirt… By the time he reached the small courtyard behind the house, he was left wearing only a small undershirt and large shorts.

Tang Yuan held the two candied hawthorn sticks and that bag of pastries, admiring the scenery that no matter how many times he saw it, would still make him secretly marvel in his heart, as he wobbled inside.

Outside it was now the depths of winter, but the back courtyard was as warm as spring, as if there were an invisible glass barrier in mid-air keeping all the cold outside. The garden had green grass like a carpet and flowers in full bloom – the scenery was no different from summer.

This back garden was completely mismatched with the tile house outside, like suddenly traveling from the Great Northern Wilderness to Suzhou gardens. There were artificial mountains and strange rocks, small bridges over flowing water, pavilions and towers. Though the layout wasn’t large, it had everything, revealing the owner’s ingenious mind. Even under the pavilion, there was a hot spring source, emitting billowing mist like a fairyland.

“Tang Yuan, you’re back?” Just as Tang Yuan was staring at a bee collecting nectar from peony stamens, a pleasant voice immediately made him bristle.

“I’m not Tang Yuan! I’m Tang Yuan! Tang Yuan! Call me Tang Yuan quickly! Otherwise I won’t give you candied hawthorn to eat!” Tang Yuan jumped up and down, crossed the small bridge over the stream, climbed the artificial mountain, and saw a young man sitting with his back to him in the pavilion, playing Go. The person was wearing an ancient crow-blue silk Taoist robe with crossed collars and wide sleeves, trimmed with dark blue borders. Looking closely, the Taoist robe was also embroidered with the eight trigrams of the I Ching, arranged in some mysterious pattern.

This person had deep black hair that, when you got close, you could detect had some deep blue-green tints. Most of his long hair was loosely tied in a knot, casually secured with three ivory hairpins, falling down across his chest like fine silk, smooth and lustrous. As Tang Yuan’s footsteps drew nearer, he also turned his head.

This young man was extremely handsome, like an elegant and refined ink painting, supremely graceful. Only at his brow, there was actually a hideous dark red scar that completely destroyed his appearance, making one sigh with regret. Moreover, he always kept his eyes closed, obviously having impaired vision – he was clearly blind.

“Tang Yuan, the candied hawthorn in your hands is about to melt.” This person sighed regretfully.

“Ah!” Tang Yuan immediately realized – the temperature in the back courtyard was no different from summer, so naturally the sugar coating on the frozen candied hawthorn would quickly melt, and even the kraft paper wrapping was stuck to it.

The young Taoist smiled slightly, and as if he could really see, accurately took one candied hawthorn stick from Tang Yuan’s hands and extended it outside the pavilion.

The pavilion was located at the very edge of the back courtyard, where goose-feather snow was still falling outside. As the candied hawthorn moved with this person’s action, it seemed to pierce through an invisible barrier and was immediately exposed to an environment of more than twenty degrees below zero.

Seeing this, Tang Yuan immediately widened his eyes, ran ding-ding-ding to sit on the other side of the stone table, put down the pastries in his hands, and mimicking the young Taoist’s movements, also extended his candied hawthorn outside the pavilion. After counting to ten, he brought it back and peeled off the kraft paper wrapping – sure enough, the candied hawthorn was frozen hard again.

“This trick is amazing! You really are a skilled foodie!” Tang Yuan bit the topmost hawthorn berry, but because it was frozen too hard, his little mouth couldn’t bite through it all at once, so he could only lick the sugar on top bit by bit. “Hey! Tell a story! I’m so bored! This remote mountain wilderness can’t even get TV signals, and this blizzard is too strange!”

The young Taoist was extremely tolerant of Tang Yuan, not minding his disrespectful behavior, but good-naturedly corrected: “Tang Yuan, you should call me Master.”

Tang Yuan’s little nose huffed with anger: “No way! When you can stop calling me Tang Yuan, then I’ll call you Master!”

The young Taoist smiled gently: “When I found you, you looked so cute and fair, weren’t you just like a Tang Yuan dumpling?”

“But I’ve grown up now!” Tang Yuan bit the candied hawthorn as if venting his anger, bristling all over.

“Sigh… Didn’t you want to hear a story? Then let me tell you about the disciples I used to have…” The young Taoist pulled back his candied hawthorn and peeled the kraft paper wrapping with extremely elegant movements. “Once upon a time, well… a very, very long time ago, the eldest disciple I took was from Zhao.”

“From Zhao? Now there are only Chinese people!”

“Sigh… Wasn’t it a very, very long time ago? There was still a Zhao state then.”

“Zhao state? Are you trying to fool me thinking I haven’t been to school and don’t understand anything? I’ve read all the books in your study that I can understand! Only the Seven Warring States had a Zhao state! That was how many years ago!”

“Oh, actually later the remnants of Zhao declared themselves king again after Qin’s destruction, but they were wiped out by Han Xin… Sigh, I’m getting off topic again. Didn’t you want to hear a story? How can I continue if you’re being so nitpicky?”

“Fine, fine, fine, continue. My eldest senior brother was from Zhao, then what?” Tang Yuan huffed and reluctantly agreed to continue listening. Only then did he notice that the sugar on his candied hawthorn was showing signs of melting again, so he extended the candied hawthorn outside the pavilion again. The candied hawthorn was quickly covered with snowflakes – the bright red hawthorn with crystal-clear intact snowflakes looked like a perfect work of art.

Hmph! This was the correct way to eat candied hawthorn! All his previous methods were pathetic!

The young Taoist also ate candied hawthorn very elegantly. He traced twice in the air above the firmly frozen candied hawthorn with his fingernail, and the topmost hawthorn berry obediently split into four pieces, floating in mid-air. He accurately picked up half and put it in his mouth, slowly savoring it while saying slowly: “Back then, your master was traveling in Zhao. Your eldest senior brother was still a child. He treated me to an osmanthus candy, and I felt this child had great potential, so I took him as my eldest disciple.”

Tang Yuan was immediately speechless. You could accept disciples like this? One osmanthus candy could trick such an awesome master? His eldest senior brother was really lucky! No, he should say cunning! Tang Yuan bit his candied hawthorn and urged: “Then what?”

“Then? Then I discovered his heart was impure, so I stopped teaching him and left Zhao, wandering to Qin.”

“Oh my, it really was the Warring States period? Then what?” Keep making it up! Tang Yuan was full of complaints but didn’t take it too seriously. It was just storytelling after all!

“Then? I arrived in Qin and found a pitiful child, so I took him as my second disciple.”

“Oh, then what?”

“There’s no ‘then’!” the young Taoist said innocently. “Didn’t I say I’d tell you about the disciples I used to have? Look, actually I took many more disciples later, but I think you, Tang Yuan, probably wouldn’t want to hear such details.”

Tang Yuan helplessly covered his face, feeling that asking this guy to tell stories was a wrong choice. Who wanted to hear which countries his eldest and second senior brothers were from?

Seeing that Tang Yuan finally stopped asking questions, the young Taoist contentedly relaxed his brow and enjoyably ate his candied hawthorn.

Tang Yuan didn’t particularly like this sweet and sour thing. After eating two pieces, he didn’t want to eat anymore. Watching the young Taoist eat with such relish made him feel quite uncomfortable. So when he saw the young Taoist’s expression change after eating a piece of hawthorn, Tang Yuan immediately gloated maliciously: “What’s wrong? Did you eat a worm?”

The young Taoist slowly swallowed the hawthorn piece in his mouth, his tightly closed eyelids trembling slightly as he murmured: “The wind is rising…”

The wind is rising? There was no wind at all in this barrier! Tang Yuan looked puzzledly toward the outside of the pavilion and was horrified to discover that the wind and snow outside had intensified even more – even the mountain forest across the way was completely invisible…

Chapter 12: Black Gold Cauldron – Part 2
The doctor poked his head out from the boss’s windbreaker pocket. The fierce winds atop Mount Yi blew his ears in all directions, making him afraid to stick his body out too far, or he would easily be blown away.

Seeing the boss silently walking up along Mount Yi’s ancient sheep cart path – what locals called the Imperial Ridge – the doctor’s mood became increasingly anxious. For this past month, he had continuously tried to persuade the boss to abandon the idea of using the crimson dragon robe as the final imperial antique to suppress the universe-stabilizing formation. But in these thirty-plus days, the boss had not found a replacement imperial antique.

The crimson dragon robe was personally painted by Emperor Huizong Zhao Ji of Song – a miraculous garment that could keep the wearer’s body completely preserved from decay. Once the boss removed this crimson dragon robe, he would quickly rot and die…

“Damn it, you haven’t even gotten my body back for me yet! How could you just die so easily like this?” the doctor muttered to himself.

“Don’t worry, I’ll find a way to make him return your body to you,” the boss said with a gentle smile.

That’s not the point at all! The doctor was furious, but only then did he realize the boss had already entered a cave, otherwise with the cold wind howling outside, the boss wouldn’t have been able to hear his complaints. The doctor shook his long ears covered with dust and surveyed this cave with many stone cracks that was quite narrow and long: “Where have we gotten to?”

“This is the Ancestor Dragon Cave, named because Emperor Qin Shi Huang climbed through this cave when he ascended Mount Yi,” the boss said indifferently, lowering his head as he walked slowly through the cavern.

The doctor’s heart sank. He knew where the boss was heading – he had secretly researched online these past few days. The boss had found the locations where the first eleven imperial antiques were buried. What remained was Mount Yi’s peak, where Emperor Qin Shi Huang first erected a stone tablet.

Mount Yi was a famous mountain near the homeland of Confucius and Mencius. In “Mencius – Dedication of the Heart,” it says: “When Confucius climbed the Eastern Mountain, Lu seemed small; when he climbed Mount Tai, the world seemed small.” The Eastern Mountain referred to here was this Mount Yi. Emperor Qin Shi Huang chose this place to erect his first stone tablet because of its excellent geographical position.

Now over two thousand years had passed, and Mount Yi still stood here, though it had become a national 4A-level scenic park. Because it was already deep winter with fierce winds and bitter cold on the mountain, there were no other tourists at all. The boss passed through the narrow Ancestor Dragon Cave, and at the northeast exit saw a Peace Tree. This Peace Tree was said to have formed from a brush hair dropped by Han Xiangzi, one of the Eight Immortals, and this place was called the Heavenly Jade Well, which could only accommodate one person standing.

Continuing forward led to Mount Yi’s main peak, Five Flowers Peak. This place once had the saying “ascending to heaven in one step.” The mountain was formed by five giant rocks embracing each other, with the highest and most dangerous rock called the Heaven-Piercing Stone, its top narrow as a blade’s edge. The boss looked up for a long time but ultimately did not climb up, instead choosing a sheltered spot to sit cross-legged with eyes closed.

The doctor knew he was waiting for that Fu Su to appear, so he stopped talking and clung to the boss’s pocket, staring unblinkingly at the Ancestor Dragon Cave exit.

After an unknown amount of time, the wind on Mount Yi’s peak suddenly became fierce. The boss’s hair flew wildly as he slowly opened his eyes and sighed softly: “The wind is rising…”

Tang Yuan propped his chin with one hand, looking at the wind and snow outside the pavilion. After watching for a long time, he didn’t feel anything was wrong – after all, it couldn’t blow on him now.

Withdrawing his gaze, Tang Yuan noticed the young Taoist’s expression had become somewhat grave, no longer showing the leisurely and relaxed expression from before. He had even forgotten to eat the candied hawthorn he had specifically requested today.

Tang Yuan suppressed the uneasiness in his heart and grinned: “Hey! Are you still eating that candied hawthorn or not? If not, I’ll eat it!”

The young Taoist was startled at these words, as if awakened from some meditative state. The next moment, he reflexively opened his lips, and a piece of hawthorn obediently floated into his mouth.

He really is a foodie! Tang Yuan thought with exasperation, looking down at the Go board on the table. He was very puzzled about how the blind young Taoist managed to play Go against himself. Although the board was carved into the flat stone table and the Taoist could feel the intersecting grooves, and the black and white pieces were divided into black square and white round shapes, wouldn’t playing Go this way be extremely mentally taxing? As Tang Yuan examined this closely, he discovered that because he had casually placed pastries on the table earlier, some of the Go pieces had been disturbed. Tang Yuan tilted his head, wanting to restore the board to its exact original state.

The young Taoist didn’t stop Tang Yuan’s fidgeting – in fact, he didn’t care at all whether the board was disturbed.

But Tang Yuan was very concerned about his unusual silence. Making conversation, he asked: “Hey! When the snow stops, can you teach me how to create such an awesome barrier?”

The young Taoist pursed his lips and complained: “Tang Yuan, you won’t even call me Master, yet you want me to teach you things?” The Taoist was extremely resentful – thinking of all the disciples he had taken before, which one hadn’t been respectful toward him? As time passed, how had even these four characters of ‘respecting teachers and honoring the Way’ become unknown to people?

“I told you it’s an equal exchange! If you stop calling me Tang Yuan, I’ll call you Master! What more are you dissatisfied with? I absolutely keep my word!” Tang Yuan slammed the table – he was the one who should feel resentful! Fortunately, in this remote mountain wilderness, there was no one else besides him and the Taoist, otherwise the name Tang Yuan would really stick. No way – before this became a lifelong stain and caused a major disaster, he had to correct it in advance!

“Keep your word…” The young Taoist was obviously moved by these four characters. After eating another piece of hawthorn, he sighed: “Tang Yuan, do you know what a cauldron is?”

“A cauldron?” Tang Yuan was confused for a moment and was easily led off topic. “Isn’t a cauldron just a bronze vessel? A big one with three legs, very heavy.” Tang Yuan gestured with his hands, indicating that the big thing was more than sufficient to fit his entire person inside.

“Oh? Then do you know what it was used for?” The young Taoist ate his hawthorn piece by piece, asking with interest.

“It should have some symbolic meaning, right? A national treasure or something like that.” Tang Yuan tilted his head, thinking of the knowledge he’d read in books, answering somewhat uncertainly.

The young Taoist finally found a bit of the feeling of being a master. He sat up straight with some solemnity. He said slowly: “Cauldrons were actually used for cooking food in the very beginning.”

Tang Yuan’s round face darkened – he knew this foodie couldn’t go three sentences without mentioning food. Seeing that his candied hawthorn was almost finished, he handed over his own stick and stuffed it into the Taoist’s hands.

The young Taoist didn’t mind, accepting it and continuing to eat while speaking with perfect diction: “You must understand that the Bronze Age was truly an era when people lived by food as their heaven. An entire clan or tribe would eat together, which is why cauldrons were so large. But only the clan leader had the authority to distribute food, and over time, the cauldron became a symbol of power.”

“Wow, is this how foodies conquered the world?” Tang Yuan felt helpless. He had been out for so long and was getting thirsty, so he casually picked a lotus leaf, folded it into a water scoop shape, and bent down to ladle some from the steaming hot spring pool.

“But cauldrons had more than just these two functions – they were also instruments of punishment.” The young Taoist seemed tired of eating hawthorn piece by piece and directly ate one whole piece at a time, making his cheeks bulge and completely destroying the otherworldly sage appearance he had just put on.

“Instruments of punishment?” Tang Yuan held up the lotus leaf and blinked, completely forgetting to drink. All the water drops from the lotus leaf leaked onto him.

“Yes, instruments for directly cooking people.” The young Taoist spoke very matter-of-factly, as if commenting on today’s weather, while the frozen-hard hawthorn pieces in his mouth crunched crisply. “Those in supreme positions liked to give hope to life and also liked to deprive life of its rights. The power of life and death – this phrase summarizes it quite well. So cauldrons were quite contradictory existences – both vessels for cooking food and instruments for cooking people. Such objects that both give life and take life are indeed rarely seen.”

“Indeed…” Tang Yuan’s interest was piqued by the young Taoist’s words, and he urged: “Come on, tell me more about cauldrons.”

“Well, later cauldrons became symbols of the realm. All rulers devoted their entire national resources to casting ever larger and more exquisite cauldrons to demonstrate their power. In the early years of the Xia Dynasty, Yu the Great divided the realm into nine provinces and cast nine cauldrons, engraving the famous mountains, great rivers, and strange objects of these nine provinces on the nine cauldrons. One cauldron symbolized one province, and the nine cauldrons were concentrated in the Xia Dynasty capital to represent the unification of the nine provinces. Thus, the nine cauldrons became ritual vessels for each dynasty’s Son of Heaven when performing sacrifices to Heaven.”

“Wow, that sounds so awesome! Continue, continue! What happened to these nine cauldrons later?”

“Later the Xia Dynasty was destroyed by Zhou, and the Zhou Dynasty questioned the realm, continuing to possess the nine cauldrons. By the end of the Zhou Dynasty – well, I forget exactly when, but anyway during the time of King Wu of Qin – that guy insisted on seeing what these nine cauldrons looked like, so he sent Gan Mao as general to attack Han, marched straight to Luoyang, and destroyed the Zhou Dynasty.”

“Huh? Wasn’t this person quite formidable? But wait, I remember it was Emperor Qin Shi Huang who unified the six states, not King Wu of Qin!”

“Yes, this King Wu of Qin was brave and combative, thinking himself invincible. When he saw the nine cauldrons, he asked the strongmen attending him whether they could lift the cauldrons. One of those guys actually lifted a cauldron, and King Wu’s competitive spirit was aroused, so he went to try it too. This attempt was disastrous – he was a king, not a strongman. How heavy were those bronze cauldrons! Sigh, it crashed down with a clang, and he died that very night.” The young Taoist spoke as if he had witnessed it personally, shaking his head with great sighs.

“Oh no…” Tang Yuan winced as if he had been the one crushed. It sounded painful just hearing about it. “What happened next? After this cauldron crushed King Wu of Qin to death, it had to be smashed to pieces as atonement, right?”

The young Taoist placed the finished candied hawthorn stick on the table and said with disappointment: “How could that be possible? That was one of the precious nine cauldrons! King Wu’s unreliable death was his own doing. People immediately spread rumors that this was retribution for destroying Zhou and challenging the Mandate of Heaven. Instead, they investigated the strongmen around King Wu and Gan Mao’s crime of encouraging King Wu to enter Zhou to view the cauldrons. Gan Mao heard the rumors and didn’t return to Qin, fleeing to other countries and being stripped of his noble rank.”

“Gan Mao?” Tang Yuan noticed this was the second time the Taoist had mentioned this name, so he paid attention.

“Oh, that’s not the point.” The young Taoist waved his hand dismissively, opened the pastry bag on the table, picked up a piece and ate it. “But then King Wu’s brother, King Zhaoxiang of Qin, succeeded to the throne and completely destroyed Eastern Zhou, transporting the nine cauldrons back to Xianyang. But one cauldron fell into the Si River when crossing Si River at Pengcheng. Later, when Emperor Qin Shi Huang unified the six states and toured Si River, he also sent people to salvage it, but they found nothing.”

“Ah? You’re not going to tell me that coincidentally, the lost cauldron was the one that crushed King Wu to death, are you? Otherwise, how could it be such a coincidence?” Tang Yuan suddenly felt like he had noticed something.

The young Taoist nodded: “That’s right. What I said above was the public explanation. That cauldron had once crushed a Qin king to death, so naturally Qin’s royal family couldn’t allow that cauldron’s existence. Having it reasonably disappear was also a kind of tacit understanding.”

“Oh, politics is quite hypocritical – obviously wanting to smash it but not daring to, so finding an excuse to lose it.” Tang Yuan snorted, somewhat looking down on this kind of political art of whitewashing. “So now in the Si River, is that cauldron still there?”

The young Taoist shook his head casually: “No! When I saw that no one wanted that cauldron, I picked it up and reforged it, melting down the bronze, taking a small portion and adding black gold, and it finally became my small medicine cauldron for alchemy.”

“…” Tang Yuan opened his mouth and found that this time he couldn’t even find fault. Did his master have mental problems? Was it still in time to run away now?

However, Tang Yuan turned his head to look at the back courtyard with its four seasons of blooming flowers, and the strange phenomenon of fierce wind and snow just feet away from the pavilion. He thought that having such heaven-and-earth-penetrating abilities, living for several thousand years wouldn’t be difficult either.

Thinking of this, Tang Yuan felt his heart itch with curiosity. He felt this nonsensical master wouldn’t mention the black gold medicine cauldron for no reason, so he asked curiously: “So where is that black gold cauldron now?”

The young Taoist’s hand holding the pastry paused. He thought very hard for a long time before saying blankly: “I have no idea where I lost it long ago…”

“…”

Chapter 12: Black Gold Cauldron – Part 3
The doctor didn’t know how long the boss had been sitting at this mountain peak. These past few days, he had already noticed that the boss would fall into sleep states from time to time. If this happened to someone else, he would think they had a neurological dysfunction, but the problem was that the boss clearly wasn’t an ordinary person!

So even though he knew being anxious was useless, the uneasiness in his heart still rose uncontrollably like a tide. When he saw two people emerge from the Ancestor Dragon Cave one after another, this uneasy feeling immediately escalated to its peak.

The boss opened his eyes and calmly watched Fu Su walking in front, saying nothing.

“I knew you would be here.” Fu Su’s face still wore that gentle smile. His gaze moved to the rabbit doll in the boss’s pocket, then he smiled faintly at the boss: “Can we talk? Privately.”

The boss nodded and stood up. Ignoring the doctor’s various struggles, he handed the rabbit doll to Hu Hai, who stood behind Fu Su.

“Damn it! Boss! Are you crazy? If you give me to this guy, he could turn around and throw me off the mountain!” The doctor was furious. Everyone knew this Master Hu was a brother-complex! He’d love nothing more than for his soul to dissipate so Fu Su could continue occupying his body and living on.

Hearing this, Hu Hai’s body stiffened. The refusal he had wanted to voice wouldn’t come out, and he could only numbly accept the rabbit doll, even deliberately choosing an angle to shield the doll in his arms from the wind. The little crimson bird perched on Hu Hai’s shoulder was startled, flapped its wings a few times, somewhat doubting which wire in its young master had gotten crossed.

Huh? He’s actually being so obedient? The doctor then remembered that the boss had once used the dragon-patterned bell on Hu Hai – this level of command could probably still be controlled. But was it really okay to do this in front of his brother?

The doctor instinctively glanced at Fu Su, meeting the latter’s rather cold gaze, and couldn’t help but shiver. When he tried to look again, he found the other had already withdrawn his gaze and was walking with the boss toward the Heaven-Piercing Stone of Five Flowers Peak.

Before he could even regret not being able to eavesdrop, the doctor was horrified to discover he had been grabbed by his long ears and lifted out by a cold, pale hand. Looking down at his feet, below was a mountain ravine covered in layers of mountain mist, bottomlessly deep.

Damn! The boss had entrusted him to the wrong person! Now the doctor didn’t even dare struggle, let alone call for help loudly, fearing he might irritate this ill-tempered Master Hu, who might drop him with a shake of his hand and he’d never see the boss again. Well… though it seemed like a stuffed toy wouldn’t die from falling either?

The little crimson bird curiously flew up. For it, this kind of violent mountain wind was nothing at all – it could still fly steadily. The doctor angrily raised his yarn-made eyebrows, really wanting to swat away this stupid bird that was watching him.

Fortunately, this test didn’t last long either. Hu Hai squinted his crimson pupils and hesitated for a moment, then lifted the doctor back and tossed him to the extremely curious little crimson bird.

“Play with this, just don’t break it,” Hu Hai said casually.

What the hell! What do you mean ‘just don’t break it’? The doctor was furious, but a stuffed doll was obviously no match for the little crimson bird. The latter seemed to have gotten a new toy, grabbing the doctor’s long ears and starting to fly around everywhere.

Well… actually, after getting used to this roller-coaster-like dizzying sensation, this experience was quite thrilling… The doctor finally sprawled on the little crimson bird’s back, feeling like he was the male protagonist in a fantasy world who could ride flying mounts.

The doctor looked down to identify the two people standing at the mountain peak, appearing and disappearing in the mountain mist, but unfortunately, he couldn’t hear what those two below were saying at all.

After confirming that the doctor was now being “cared for” very well, the boss withdrew his gaze, refocusing on Fu Su, and said indifferently: “Have you thought it through?”

Fu Su smiled bitterly: “After all these years, Bi Zhi, you still understand me so well.” Fu Su glanced at Hu Hai standing proudly not far away and chuckled: “Did you control Hu Hai to report all my actions these past days to you?”

“No. Although I wasn’t certain at first, thanks to you, these past days, those details almost forgotten in the depths of memory have been turned up bit by bit, which is how I became certain.” The boss spoke very calmly, but his eyes were full of tenderness.

“Oh?” Fu Su smiled, his handsome face showing no embarrassment whatsoever. He hadn’t expected his little trick of burning moon lin incense to fool the boss anyway.

“I remember you used to secretly read the Yellow Emperor’s Internal Classic.” A slight smile played at the boss’s lips – those memories were precious to him. It was precisely because he treasured them so much that he was reluctant to take them out and remember them, like beautiful fragile soap bubbles in sunlight that would burst and vanish at the slightest touch.

“Treat illness before illness occurs, treat disorder before disorder arises.” Fu Su quoted the most important concept from the Yellow Emperor’s Internal Classic and sighed: “You must have read it too, otherwise how could you not worry that I truly wanted to overthrow this world?”

The boss didn’t answer his question but reached out to touch the crimson dragon on his right shoulder, saying calmly: “People always say they have no choice, but really they just don’t want to give up what they’ve already obtained, and don’t want to let go of what they hope to obtain. This perhaps is what’s called greed.”

Fu Su understood his meaning and said self-mockingly: “Bi Zhi, are you so at ease? Aren’t you afraid I’m greedy?”

“When persuasion is useless, one can only let them realize it themselves. This year’s time should have been enough for you to see clearly.” The boss withdrew his hand, and there was actually a wound on his fingertip cut by a sharp thin thread. He didn’t waste that drop of blood either, directly smearing it on the crimson dragon. The crimson dragon’s lifelike pupils flashed with light, then dimmed again.

Fu Su didn’t notice this detail but leaned against the mountain rocks and looked down. At this moment, the mountain mist had subsided a bit, scattered by the fierce wind, revealing the magnificent scenery below. Fu Su gazed for a long time before murmuring: “Back then, Father Emperor must have stood here seeing this same scene… Back then… it’s been over two thousand years now, and I’m truly free.”

The boss’s suspended heart finally fell back to its original place.

He had finally won the gamble.

Although this result was within his expectations, why did his mood feel worse than he had imagined when truly facing this moment?

Fu Su took out a small cauldron from his robes. The boss looked closely and discovered this small cauldron was extremely familiar – it was actually the black gold cauldron he had once exchanged with the curator using three antiques, which he later couldn’t find anywhere. The boss didn’t pursue how this black gold cauldron had ended up in Fu Su’s hands – Hu Hai had the White Marsh Brush, so entering and leaving his Mute House would be effortless. “This cauldron is…”

“Since the universe-stabilizing formation has already suppressed eleven array points, might as well seal this one too.” Fu Su paused for a moment, then took a deep breath and continued: “While I haven’t changed my mind yet.”

The boss accepted the black gold cauldron, his lowered eyelids concealing the complex emotions in his eyes.

Tang Yuan used a lotus leaf to scoop some more hot spring water, drank a few sips, casually wiped the water stains from his lips with the back of his hand, and only then noticed his foodie master’s grave expression.

“What’s wrong? Is something not right?” Tang Yuan was terrified, afraid that the next second this foodie master would say he hadn’t eaten enough candied hawthorn and ask him to go buy two more sticks.

The young Taoist frowned, directly extended his hand outside the barrier to sense the external atmosphere, made calculations with his fingers, and sighed: “The universe-stabilizing formation is changing.”

“Universe-stabilizing formation? What’s that? How is it so awesome?” Tang Yuan’s eyes lit up, but the next second they widened like bells, because he suddenly saw that behind the Taoist, those ethereal hot spring vapors were actually forming the graceful figure of a woman in mid-air. The half-transparent mist became increasingly solid, and soon it was clear this was an extremely beautiful woman. Her body was shrouded in white mist like snow, her features delicate and mysterious as an ink painting, her thin lips curved in a mocking smile, her pupils pale and empty yet emanating an indescribable charm.

Though Tang Yuan was young, he knew that if mountain spirits and ghosts existed in this world, what appeared before him now was definitely one. Seeing that the woman’s lower body was actually a clearly visible graceful snake tail, Tang Yuan was even more shocked and completely speechless, making gasping sounds in his throat, his mind completely blank.

He watched as the woman extended her jade-white hands, placed them on his foodie master’s shoulders, and lowered her head toward his neck with extreme intimacy.

Tang Yuan’s face flushed red. He instinctively wanted to avert his eyes, but this scene seemed to have some magical power. He watched helplessly as that supremely alluring woman suddenly revealed two sharp teeth in her mouth and bit down on his master’s neck.

Tang Yuan jumped up in shock, wanting to rush over and rescue his master, but he seemed frozen in place, his whole body lacking strength.

Contrary to his expectations, there was no bloody scene. The foodie master didn’t even move, peacefully allowing that woman to devour the spiritual energy from his body. The woman’s materialized thick snake tail wreaked havoc in the garden below, and in the blink of an eye, the beautifully arranged garden was left in complete ruins.

Chapter 12: Black Gold Cauldron – Part 4
Perhaps a very long time passed, perhaps only a moment, but the snake demon finally finished feeding and dissipated back into the hot spring mist. Only then did Tang Yuan recover his voice, stammering: “What… what just happened?”

“Oh, nothing much. Just a medicine snake I used to keep. It has resumed cultivation, so its mind is a bit unclear,” the young Taoist said.

The young Taoist’s face was somewhat pale, but he paid it no mind. With a casual wave of his hand, the trampled flowers and plants in the garden bloomed again, and the disturbed artificial mountain was reconstructed, as if nothing had happened.

A medicine snake? Then why was the upper half the body of a stunning beauty? Tang Yuan felt his legs going weak – he was just a normal ten-year-old child! He couldn’t handle such dramatic ups and downs in life! Tang Yuan supported himself against the stone table and sat back down, beginning to seriously consider whether he should find a way to attend elementary school or something, even though he had finished reading those books years ago.

“Sigh, where were we just now? Oh right, the universe-stabilizing formation. Do you know why Emperor Qin Shi Huang toured the realm back then? Because there was imperial qi in the southeast, so I set up the universe-stabilizing formation. If the formation had been completed, the entire Central Plains would have been under Emperor Qin Shi Huang’s control, and the Great Qin Empire would have stood for ten thousand generations without falling.” The young Taoist sighed with emotion – those green years that would never return! He had once been so passionate too.

“That’s such an exaggeration, completely over the top…” Tang Yuan found fault. “Didn’t the Qin Dynasty fall after just the second emperor? And you say it would stand for ten thousand generations?”

“That’s because Emperor Qin Shi Huang died before he could finish erecting all the stone tablets! At first I also felt it was a pity that the universe-stabilizing formation wasn’t completed, but later I discovered that my eldest disciple had evil intentions. You see, it’s normal for a Zhao person lurking in Qin to plot Qin’s destruction, but there was no need to make all the people under heaven suffer, right?” The young Taoist shook his head in strong disapproval, patted the pastry crumbs off his hands, and said helplessly: “But his cultivation was already high. Even I couldn’t be certain of killing him then, so later I modified the universe-stabilizing formation, using the remaining eight of the Nine Tripods to create a god-sealing formation to imprison him. I lured him to the death gate of the formation, and finally… the world was at peace.”

Tang Yuan looked at the relief on the young Taoist’s face, and couldn’t help but feel his hair stand on end. This method of cleaning house was truly ruthless! Making someone unable to live or die for over two thousand years? Tang Yuan immediately felt that acknowledging this master carried far too much risk. He licked his lips that had gone dry from nervousness and asked uneasily: “Then when you said the universe-stabilizing formation was changing just now… what’s that about?”

The young Taoist knitted his brows tightly, and the scar between his eyebrows became even more hideous. “How strange… If one wanted to break the god-sealing formation, one would need to gather twelve top-tier imperial antiques to suppress the array points. These twelve imperial antiques aren’t easy to find! Just who could it be…”

The Taoist’s words stopped abruptly. Tang Yuan immediately looked toward the outside of the pavilion with a sense of foreboding, only to see that the swirling snow and thick dark clouds from before had completely stopped, as if Heaven had instantly taken them away. Only the white snow on the ground remained, along with brilliant sunlight streaming down from the sky.

“That formation… was really broken…”

Tang Yuan was dumbfounded. Didn’t this mean that some killing god who had been trapped for over two thousand years had now been released by someone?

The boss and Fu Su stood side by side at the peak of Mount Yi, watching the mountain mist completely disperse and the fierce winds suddenly stop, revealing a scene of peace and tranquility. In the distance, there was even a magnificent rainbow.

Fu Su closed his eyes. He should have been accustomed to standing in high places, but now looking at this beautiful mountain and river scenery, he actually felt somewhat dizzy. After a moment, he reopened his eyes, gazed for a long time, and finally sighed softly: “Bi Zhi, with this matter concluded, no matter how unwilling I am, I should return this body to its rightful owner.”

The boss’s body trembled slightly. He wanted to say something but only opened his lips.

Fu Su smiled self-mockingly: “I’m not afraid of Bi Zhi laughing at me, but actually, as soon as I understood how this era truly operates, I abandoned the idea of using the universe-stabilizing formation. But dragging it out for this year was, in fact, also due to my attachment to the prosperity of this world.” He paused, and though it was difficult, he continued: “But what doesn’t belong to me ultimately isn’t mine. Please tell him I’m sorry…”

Seeing that he was about to turn and leave immediately after speaking, the boss instinctively grabbed his sleeve: “Eldest Prince…”

“Bi Zhi, you’re finally willing to call me Eldest Prince…” Fu Su didn’t turn around, sighing with nostalgia. Since he had awakened, the boss had always distantly addressed him as “Your Highness.”

The boss was startled, then said quietly: “This servant can find other compatible bodies for you.”

Fu Su’s body stiffened, but then he merely said indifferently: “No need to comfort me. My soul is unstable. If I were to transfer bodies again and there was even the slightest incompatibility, I would immediately be scattered to the winds…”

The boss lowered his eyelids and said softly: “This servant’s body would be suitable.”

Fu Su slowly turned around. His handsome face showed no expression at all. He stared at the boss fixedly, and after a long time finally uttered two words: “Truly?”

The boss smiled again and nodded solemnly: “This servant has lived over two thousand years. That’s enough.”

This time Fu Su made no sound.

No agreement.

Of course, no objection either.

The doctor opened his eyes, looking somewhat puzzledly at the pure white ceiling. Hadn’t he been happily riding the little crimson bird in the sky? He had even wanted to pull the little crimson bird’s feathers to make it fly lower, preferably so he could secretly eavesdrop on what Fu Su and the boss were talking about. How had he suddenly changed locations with just a blink?

The next second, the doctor suddenly flipped up from the bed, looking at his hands in shock.

They were human hands – no longer the soft, undivided paws of a doll, and his right index finger had an old callus, precisely the mark left from frequently using a scalpel.

These were his hands!

After the doctor realized this, he hurriedly looked around and discovered he was actually in his own home. He rushed to the bathroom and found he had indeed returned to his own body, immediately grinning widely. But this joyful emotion didn’t last three seconds. How had he suddenly returned to his own body without knowing anything? Where was the boss?

He quickly grabbed his clothes and rushed out the door. Seeing the Mute House in the distance, the doctor’s uneasiness grew even stronger. He stumbled as he pushed open that heavy carved door, but breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the situation inside.

The furnishings in the Mute House hadn’t changed at all – the colorful terracotta warriors at the entrance, the ever-burning Changxin Palace lamp, the gold-inlaid flying dragon Boshan incense burner that constantly emitted agarwood fragrance… Everything was there, and not a single item had been moved even slightly from its position. The doctor had run too urgently all the way here and could only collapse on the chicken wing wood reclining chair, gasping for breath. Only after a long while did he notice something was wrong.

If it were any other time, the boss would definitely have sensed his arrival and should have come out from the inner room no matter how busy he was. The doctor straightened up and called out: “Boss? Boss! Where are you?”

Apart from his own echo, the Mute House was completely silent.

The doctor was nearly driven mad by the uneasiness in his heart. Just as he was about to turn around the jade screen to look for someone in the inner room, he heard the creaking sound of the carved door. The doctor immediately turned around.

“Boss, you… huh? Why is it you?” The doctor looked in surprise at Lu Zigang, who walked in from outside carrying a suitcase.

Lu Zigang removed the scarf from his neck and smiled: “The boss sent me a letter asking me to help him mind the shop.”

The doctor was thunderstruck, standing in shock for a long time before squeezing out a sentence through gritted teeth: “Then did he… say… how long you should mind it?”

Lu Zigang shrugged: “He didn’t say, so I quit my job at the National Museum.”

The doctor’s heart plummeted into an icy abyss.

In some unknown underground depths, in a magnificently luxurious tomb chamber, air that had been still for over two thousand years began to flow again. The massive coffin enshrined in the center suddenly began to stir…

Afterword: The So-Called Emperor
“Huang” (皇) originally meant heaven and light, called huang because it gives life to all things.

“Di” (帝) means master of living beings, the source of prosperity, called di because of its creative power.

Huang is above, di is below. To the ancients, huangdi meant heaven and earth, and the term “emperor” tells people that heaven and earth are masters of all things, while the emperor is heaven and earth’s representative in the human world.

The emperor has been a very special existence throughout history.

It can be said that on the pyramid of power, the emperor stands at its very apex.

Looking down upon all living beings, possessing supreme authority and wealth, able to decide others’ life and death and fate with a mere gesture.

But the higher one stands, the greater the danger.

No emperor ever felt the pyramid beneath his feet was secure. Perhaps with just one extra step or one missed link, the seemingly solid pyramid would come crashing down.

So every emperor was extremely insecure, unable to trust even family members.

The loneliness of standing at the highest point could only be experienced by the emperor himself, with no one to share it.

He was truly a solitary ruler.

Therefore, the imperial family was also a special clan. Revolving around the dragon throne representing supreme imperial dignity, struggle, suspicion, conspiracy, jealousy, and scheming emerged endlessly.

Even those without desire for that dragon throne would be passively drawn into the vortex because of their status, with no hope of redemption.

Between brothers, between father and son, between husband and wife – familial love, friendship, and romantic love all became luxuries.

So when the ten-year-old Liu Ziluan was about to be killed, he wept and said he wished never to be born into an imperial family in his next life.

Throughout history, in China’s over two thousand years of feudal history, there were more than four hundred emperors.

These were special existences of those eras, beings that our current age cannot encounter or understand.

Why do those who practice martial arts tend to disregard life easily? Because they possess force superior to ordinary people and feel themselves above others.

So the sweeping monk of Shaolin Temple once said that learning a Shaolin martial art requires simultaneously learning Buddhist teachings to resolve the murderous aura.

Just like possessing swords requires scabbards, or else one would harm others and oneself.

Merely possessing martial power and sharp weapons can change a person’s character.

Then what about possessing supreme power?

Actually, those disasters of widespread famine in history were not caused by bad people.

Bad people can only commit relatively smaller bad deeds, because even though they are bad, they still have consciences and feel guilty.

Those truly heinous acts were mostly committed by people waving banners of serving country and people.

They believed they were acting for all living beings under heaven, using their authority to do those so-called “good” deeds that benefited country and people.

Yet they never saw how many common people would fall into dire straits because of a single decree.

This is perhaps because emperors stood too high to see clearly what would happen at the pyramid’s base because of their decisions.

So incompetent rulers emerged frequently while wise rulers were rare.

All worldly affairs are filled with strange equilibrium – some fight desperately for the dragon throne, while others flee from it in terror.

But living in a feudal society where the realm belonged to one family, there were many emperors who had no choice but to inherit the throne.

These emperors were not skilled at governing the country but had various other interests instead.

For example, Song Emperor Huizong Zhao Ji with his superb painting skills, Ming Emperor Xizong Zhu Youxiao who loved carpentry, Emperor Wu of Liang Xiao Yan who wanted to be a monk rather than emperor…

If he hadn’t been destined to be emperor from birth, Zhao Ji might have been a painter remembered for millennia, rather than the captive ruler of Northern Song who died without dignity in a foreign land.

Zhu Youxiao might have been a sculptor leaving behind countless ingenious works, rather than being deceived by treacherous eunuchs and possibly dying from taking “immortality elixirs.”

Xiao Yan might have been an enlightened monk rather than being starved to death in Taicheng.

In the previous twenty-four stories of “Mute House,” we also wrote about imperial antiques.

For example, Empress Wu Zetian’s wordless stele, artistic emperor Song Huizong’s Four Seasons paintings, and the Imperial Seal of the Heshi Jade.

Even the gentle and refined Prince Fu Su could not escape the constraints of imperial position – that was once Master Hu Hai’s obsession too.

As the pyramid’s apex, the stories surrounding emperors are also very worthy of study.

“Mute House” Part Three concentrated on writing about twelve imperial antiques, each one receiving my greatest effort.

The suspicion aroused by the Heaven Yue Axe, the flaws whitewashed by the Solitary Jade Buddha, the control foretold by the Dragon-Pattern Bell, the ambition displayed by the Jade Belt Hook, the choices made by the Compass Pearl, the desires brought by the Tiger Bone Thumb Ring, the gambling luck rolled by the Ivory Dice, the familial love lost through the Earthquake Bowl, the lies fanned by the Five Brightness Fan, the loyalty dissipated by the Immunity Token, the rules constructed by the Green Ceremonial Tablet, the authority forged by the Black Gold Cauldron…

I selected the twelve types of imperial antiques I most wanted to write about and their hidden meanings. Of course, twelve types doesn’t exhaust them all – imperial antiques may continue to appear in future stories.

“Mute House” Part Three rarely involved romantic love, because once power is involved, those loves have already changed in nature.

Pure love between men and women only exists when both parties are equal, or when they haven’t yet become aware of their differences due to age.

Once they realize one party is in an absolutely disadvantaged position, such love becomes mixed with various complex emotions.

Of course, this twisted love is described in both “Solitary Jade Buddha” and “Jade Belt Hook,” while the love in “Compass Pearl” was extinguished before it could fully blossom…

“Mute House” Part Three’s ending also introduced new characters and various changes to the main plot.

Part Four will mainly begin searching for the missing boss. Well… in a Mute House without the boss… there should be all kinds of chaos… Lu Zigang and the doctor seem quite unreliable… [The curator, who hasn’t appeared for a long time, secretly chuckles: Finally, I’ve waited for a good opportunity! Hehehe…]

Chapter 1: The Woven Skirt · Part 1
694 AD, Fangzhou

Li Guo’er crouched in the flower bed in the backyard, sulking. The ten-year-old girl was dressed like a boy, wearing coarse cloth in dark colors, her hair parted down the middle and tied into two knots on top of her head, shaped like two lamb horns, styled just like a boy’s. If strangers saw her, they would secretly praise what a fine child she was, looking as pure and blessed as the attendant boy under Guanyin Bodhisattva’s seat.

When Li Chongrun came looking for her, what he found was a dirty yet somehow endearing little child. He couldn’t help but chuckle silently to himself, thinking his little sister was truly amusing. Though he was only a little over two years older than Li Guo’er, he already had the makings of a young man, much taller than Li Guo’er, and easily lifted the little child who was squatting on the ground into his arms.

Li Guo’er was startled, but when she realized it was her own brother, she struggled a bit and called out in a crisp voice: “Brother Chongzhao!”

Li Chongrun was afraid she might fall, so he quickly loosened his grip and helped her stand properly on the ground, frowning as he said: “How many times have I told you? I changed my name to Li Chongrun. Before, seeing you were young, I didn’t insist too much. Today is your birthday, you’re ten years old now, so you need to remember to change how you address me from now on.”

Li Guo’er had never seen her brother so serious before. Li Chongrun was born a prince and noble heir, made Crown Prince from birth. Although later, like their father, he was demoted to commoner status, his innate imperial bearing became increasingly commanding as he grew older, making others dare not underestimate him.

Li Chongrun was indeed somewhat angry. He knew that if he didn’t speak sternly, this mischievous little sister would continue to treat his words as mere background noise as she had before. But he had barely maintained his stern expression when he noticed his little sister’s jade-white, adorable face fall. Silently calling out “oh no,” he saw those bright black and white eyes immediately fill with tears, beginning to drip down drop by drop. Though he knew it was probably fake crying, it still tugged at his heartstrings, and he quickly gathered this mud-monkey-like little child into his arms to comfort her gently.

“Brother Chongzhao is a bad person… wuu wuu…” Li Guo’er had been feeling frustrated about various things today, and this seemed like she’d found an outlet for her grievances, so she grabbed Li Chongrun’s clothes and began to cry.

Li Chongrun felt deeply regretful, patting his young sister’s delicate shoulders as he sighed and explained: “Little sister, are you upset that Father and Mother didn’t celebrate your birthday today? People came from the capital today, so they didn’t have the mind to arrange anything for you.” More than not having the mind – Li Chongrun thought of how their father Li Xian had just heard that an envoy had come from the capital, and didn’t even have the courage to go out and greet them, pacing anxiously in circles in the room, almost ready to take his own life. This scene played out every time people came from the capital, and it was fortunate that their mother was so patient in consoling him from the side, otherwise Father couldn’t have endured all these years.

Li Guo’er obviously understood what people coming from the capital meant, and her crying immediately quieted considerably. Sobbing in her brother’s embrace, she asked: “Why… why can’t I call you Brother Chongzhao? Why do you have to change your name?”

Li Chongrun was taken aback, then laughed. Perhaps because their parents had always neglected to pay attention to these children, when he changed his name back then, Father had only mentioned it casually, he had agreed, little Xianhui had complied without understanding the reason, and only little Guo’er had stubbornly refused to change how she addressed him. He had overlooked never telling her the reason. Li Chongrun didn’t answer directly, but asked in return: “Little Guo’er, why do you insist on not changing how you address me? Your sister changed how she addressed me very early on!”

When Li Guo’er heard Li Chongrun mention Li Xianhui, she became even more indignant, wanting to break free from her brother’s embrace, but he was stronger than her. After struggling for a few moments, Li Guo’er had no choice but to maintain her original position obediently, asking sullenly: “I don’t want to change the name. Changing the name makes it seem like brother has become a different person.”

Li Chongrun was speechless with amusement, not expecting his little sister’s thoughts to be so delicate and sensitive. Though he didn’t take it seriously in his heart, he still patiently explained: “Why do you think that way? Brother is still here, isn’t he? It’s just changing how you address me.”

“It’s not the same! Sister Xianhui said that a name is the first gift parents give their child, it’s a very important existence!” Li Guo’er lifted her head and refuted crisply. Her small face was covered with streaky tear marks, and she was now staring with a pair of red eyes much like a rabbit’s, which made her utterly adorable. But then she immediately put on a dejected expression and said with low spirits: “But Sister Xianhui’s name sounds so nice, I’m just called Guo’er… Brother Chongzhao, was I picked up somewhere?”

So this was the real issue. Li Chongrun found it both touching and amusing upon hearing this, taking out a handkerchief from his pocket and carefully wiping clean the tear marks and dirt from Li Guo’er’s face as he said solemnly: “Guo’er, you were born on the road when Mother was traveling to Fangzhou. At that time we didn’t even have a piece of swaddling cloth, so Father took off his own clothes and personally wrapped you up, which is why he called you Guo’er. This actually represents his love for you!”

Listening to her brother’s gentle voice, Li Guo’er gradually stopped crying, staring with those beautiful eyes that were particularly clear after being washed by tears, saying nothing at all.

So she really was born at a time when she wasn’t expected, she really couldn’t compare to Sister Xianhui at all… Guo’er, Guo’er… every time they called her name, did Father think of that embarrassing and miserable past?

Li Guo’er lowered her face, the light in her eyes slowly dimming.

Li Chongrun didn’t notice that the little girl’s mood was even lower than before. Seeing that she had finally quieted down, he took her hand and headed to the kitchen to change clothes.

Today was his little sister’s tenth birthday, there was no way he could let her continue wearing boys’ clothes. And she couldn’t dress like this in the future either, otherwise as little sister grew older, what would that look like?

Thinking this way in his heart, Li Chongrun continued the previous topic aloud: “I didn’t change my name because I don’t respect the gift from our parents, but because my name had the same sound as the new name our Imperial Grandmother took, so I changed it to avoid the taboo.” Their Imperial Grandmother had taken the name Zhao, so names with the same sound naturally had to be changed.

This time Li Guo’er didn’t ask any more questions. Though she had never met that Imperial Grandmother, through her father and mother’s scattered words, she had already deeply experienced that Imperial Grandmother’s intimidating presence. Li Guo’er thought carefully and realized her brother had changed his name four years ago, which meant that Imperial Grandmother had proclaimed herself emperor four years ago.

So women could also be emperor… this thought only flashed through Li Guo’er’s mind. At her still young age, she had no way to imagine that her future self would be so close to that position, close enough to almost grasp it easily. Right now she was more concerned about other things.

Li Guo’er obediently followed her brother through the backyard. The flower bed in this backyard had been converted into a vegetable garden, and her mother personally worked the land to grow some vegetables to supplement their meals. The place where they lived was even more shabby, barely counting as a few broken rooms that could keep out wind and rain, plus two servants who had come from the palace. But now that people had come from the capital, those two servants had gone to the front to serve, so Li Chongrun personally went to the kitchen to boil a pot of hot water and found a clean set of clothes before returning to the side room.

He hadn’t expected his little sister’s reaction to be so strong. As soon as she saw the clothes in his hands, she quickly turned her head away and said coldly: “I won’t wear them!”

Li Chongrun patiently coaxed: “Guo’er, be good. These clothes are clean, and you’re ten years old today. Do you plan to keep wearing boys’ clothes forever? Do you still want to get married?”

Li Guo’er gritted her teeth and said in a low voice: “I won’t wear other people’s old clothes!” After saying this, her eyes immediately reddened, but this time she refused to let the tears fall no matter what, stubbornly raising her head and forcibly holding back the tears.

Li Chongrun was taken aback. Only then did he realize that what he was holding was Li Xianhui’s clothing. When their family was demoted to Fangzhou, it wasn’t exactly imprisonment, but they couldn’t just go outside and show their faces freely either, so naturally they would be given some silver. But this was barely enough to get by, and the remaining money and goods were naturally embezzled by those with ulterior motives, so how could they afford new clothes? Sometimes in the bitter cold winter, they didn’t even have enough clothing to keep warm.

Li Chongrun didn’t think Li Guo’er was being unreasonable. He had once received countless affections in his childhood – his great-grandfather Emperor Gaozong had issued a general amnesty when he was one month old, and had personally made him Crown Prince when he was one year old, establishing a household and appointing officials for him. Though his childhood memories were no longer very clear, Li Chongrun knew that his father had once been emperor, and if not for their Imperial Grandmother, he should now be the most honored Crown Prince of the current dynasty, and his little sister should be his most beloved princess.

This thought only arose for an instant before Li Chongrun forced himself to push it back into the deepest part of his heart.

He couldn’t think about it. The human heart was never satisfied – their family was safe and sound now, which was better than anything. A few years ago his sixth uncle, the deposed Crown Prince Li Xian, had died by suicide in Bazhou. Whether there were any hidden circumstances, Li Chongrun didn’t want to know and absolutely didn’t dare to think about.

Reaching out to stroke his little sister’s soft hair, Li Chongrun silently sighed at his own carelessness. Li Xianhui was only one year older than Li Guo’er, but naturally the older one got new clothes first, and when they could no longer be worn they were passed down to the younger one. But Li Guo’er never wore Li Xianhui’s hand-me-downs – these two little girls seemed naturally incompatible, and Li Chongrun hadn’t expected they would be particular about such things too.

Looking more carefully at the men’s clothing Li Guo’er was wearing, Li Chongrun’s gloomy mood suddenly cleared completely, and he smiled slightly: “Guo’er, if you won’t wear Xianhui’s old clothes, how is it that you’re willing to wear my old clothes?” He had never paid attention before, but now he realized his little sister’s clothing looked extremely familiar – it should be his old clothes from a few years ago.

Li Guo’er immediately became awkward, stammering: “Brother Chong… Brother and Sister Xianhui are different…” This time she remembered to change how she addressed him and didn’t say that word.

Li Chongrun smiled with satisfaction, dampening the handkerchief to wash his little sister’s face, hands, and feet clean. Li Xianhui had been self-reliant from a young age, but Li Guo’er had been raised by him since childhood, so he was quite skilled at these tasks.

After getting Li Guo’er completely clean, Li Chongrun smiled at her: “Guo’er, brother wants to see what you look like in women’s clothing. Will you wear it for brother to see?”

Li Guo’er pressed her pink lips together, looking indignantly at the blue-green lotus silk shirt and willow flower skirt on the bed. After a long while, she reluctantly nodded slightly.

Li Chongrun silently sighed in his heart, thinking he must find a way in the future to get the most beautiful dress for little Guo’er.

Chapter 1: The Woven Skirt · Part 2
698 AD, Luoyang

Li Guo’er nervously tugged at the light yellow shirt and jade-green gauze skirt she was wearing. This high-waisted, chest-level ruqun was specially ordered by her brother Li Chongrun from the finest embroidery workshop in Luoyang after their entire family returned to Luoyang. The skirt hem was embroidered with lotus patterns, clusters of flowers, with a full seven or eight layers of skirt panels from inner to outer, arranged from long to short like layers of lotus petals. It didn’t appear cumbersome despite the abundant fabric, but rather was so light and thin that it rippled with each step, truly creating the effect of lotuses blooming with every step. Moreover, she had a tender pink silk scarf draped over her arms, complementing the lotus colors on the skirt hem. At fourteen years old, Li Guo’er was beginning to show her graceful figure, making her appear even more elegant and charming.

Never in her life had she worn such a beautiful skirt, and it was a new skirt! Not her sister’s hand-me-down clothes!

Although she thought the half-sleeved moon-blue cross-collar turmeric skirt that Li Xianhui wore walking in front of her was also very pretty, she was already greatly satisfied. Stealing another glance forward, she saw her brother’s handsome and dignified silhouette. Li Chongrun today wore a purple lanshan robe, a jade belt around his waist, carrying the seven-item dangdai accessories, a black gauze putou cap on his head, and wishbone-shaped black leather liuhe boots on his feet. The seventeen-year-old youth was tall and elegant like jade, capable of drawing everyone’s gaze even while walking on the imperial road.

Li Guo’er didn’t know what her Imperial Grandmother’s purpose was in summoning their entire family to the Eastern Capital Luoyang, but seeing that both her father and mother were beaming with joy, and her brother was wearing the finest garments that only princes could wear, this was clearly a joyous occasion.

With her mood relaxed, Li Guo’er began to examine the surrounding palaces. After her Imperial Grandmother proclaimed herself emperor, she designated Luoyang as the capital, calling it the Eastern Capital. The palaces of Eastern Capital Luoyang were said to be like the Daming Palace in Chang’an, also having a concave-shaped palace complex, with the Mingtang Qianyuan Hall in front, also called the Wanxiang Divine Palace. The tall palace buildings on the east and west sides soared like the wings of giant birds, and the towering halls reached into the clouds with magnificent grandeur. Li Guo’er had been gazing up at this place ever since entering Luoyang city, and today finally entering the palace, her eyes simply couldn’t bear to blink, afraid that if she missed even one glance, she would never see it again.

Li Xianhui, who had been watching her, slightly frowned her delicate brows, fell back a few steps, leaned close to her ear and threatened in a low voice: “Guo’er, stop acting so unsophisticated. We’re going to live here from now on!” The implication was that she could look her fill in the future.

Li Guo’er covered her lips in surprise, asking with slight amazement: “Ah? We’re going to live here from now on?”

Li Xianhui was so annoyed by Li Guo’er’s foolish appearance that she was speechless, secretly pinching the soft flesh at her waist and chiding softly: “You! All you knew last night was trying on your jade-green gauze skirt, you really didn’t listen to what Father told us.”

Li Guo’er was extremely ticklish and repeatedly begged for mercy. Though the two sisters had never gotten along since childhood, being close in age, their relationship had actually become quite good over the years, though bickering was still an inevitable occurrence every few days. Li Chongrun heard the laughter and commotion of the two sisters ahead and looked back with concern, then helplessly smiled and turned his head back around.

Li Guo’er really hadn’t failed to pay attention last night, she just hadn’t taken it to heart. Recalling now, she immediately retaliated with sharp wit: “Sister Xianhui might not necessarily live here in the future! I remember Father’s meaning seemed to be wanting to marry you to the second son of the Wu family!”

Li Xianhui blushed upon hearing this, but knew it was quite possible. As for the Wu family young man Wu Yanji who was being discussed for engagement with her, she had secretly begged her brother to help her observe him a few days ago, and received high praise, so she felt at ease. However, Li Xianhui couldn’t stand Li Guo’er’s relaxed and teasing expression, so she stabbed back: “Guo’er, don’t be anxious either. The Wu family has plenty of good sons, Father will surely help you choose a good one.”

Li Guo’er curled her lips and didn’t take it seriously. Everyone could see clearly her father’s intention in forming a marriage alliance with the Wu family, but if she wasn’t satisfied, she absolutely wouldn’t marry! She believed her brother would protect her too.

Through this playful banter, everyone’s originally serious and tense mood also relaxed somewhat. Passing through the golden and splendid palaces, they arrived at the exquisite Shanyang Palace in the Western Garden. Shanyang Palace channeled a tributary of the Luo River, flowing through the palace, with flower beds full of delicate and precious blooms. It was said that these flower beds never lacked color throughout the four seasons, even in the depths of winter artificial lotus would be arranged, let alone now during the height of summer. Within Shanyang Palace’s sixteen constructed courtyards was an artificial sea, with fairy mountains rising over a hundred feet above the water surface, with rugged artificial hills that were breathtaking to behold. On top of the corridor roofs were fan wheels that rotated, lifting water from the artificial sea to the corridor tops, pouring into the corridor ridges. The corridor ridges had openings on the sides, and water flowed straight down along the corridor eaves, forming fine, pattering artificial water curtains that sparkled brilliantly in the sunlight. Walking through the corridors, hearing the sound of water drops falling, smelling the refreshing floral fragrance, treading on smooth and slightly cool blue jade stone slabs, and gazing through the water curtains at the scenery of Shanyang Palace outside the corridor – this was truly an elegant place for cooling off and avoiding summer heat.

Li Guo’er had never seen such luxurious and magnificent scenery in her life. She was stunned for quite a while before noticing that Li Xianhui wasn’t much better off, her pink lips slightly parted as her eyes couldn’t take in everything fast enough. Li Guo’er had no time to mock her, as she noticed that the women in the palace wore various female official robes, gorgeous and beautiful, with exquisite makeup and red rouge dotting their cheeks, their elaborate hairstyles creating magnificent cloud-like coiffures. Whenever groups of two or three female officials or lavishly dressed ladies passed by, waves of fragrant breezes would assault the senses, intoxicatingly perfumed.

Having only worn coarse cloth and lived in shabby rooms her entire life, Li Guo’er felt as if she had fallen into a magnificent and dreamlike reverie, her legs going weak.

After passing through the water curtain corridors, they climbed onto water-spanning corridor bridges and arrived at a waterside pavilion that was open on all four sides and surrounded by water. Within slowly floating and rising curtains, a noble lady sat in the seat of honor. Before Li Guo’er could examine the woman’s features closely, she was pulled down by Li Xianhui beside her and knelt on the ground with a thud.

Enduring the pain in her knees, hearing her father tearfully speaking with that lady, Li Guo’er knew that must be her Imperial Grandmother.

She wasn’t interested in listening to what they were saying, and secretly raised her eyes to see the phoenix-headed, high-curved brocade shoes on that woman’s feet. Lifting her gaze slightly higher, she saw an incomparably luxurious and noble golden silk gauze skirt hem, with silver threads outlining layers of clouds and mist, both the woven and embroidered patterns displaying incredibly fine and exquisite needlework. Under the breeze, that wide skirt hem was like the rippling waves of light on the nearby artificial sea, creating wave after wave of ripples.

That expanse of silver and golden rippling light made Li Guo’er feel dizzy, not knowing what time or day it was.

Perhaps a long time passed, perhaps only a moment, when the melodious and gentle voice of a female official entered her ears.

“…Li Guo’er is beautiful and wise, conferred as Princess Anle…”

Ah… she really was in a dream, and she hoped she would never wake up.

701 AD, Luoyang

She really had been dreaming, and it was also a nightmare.

Li Guo’er incredulously pulled at Li Chongrun’s sleeve, stammering: “Brother… what did you… what did you say?”

Li Chongrun lovingly touched the top of Li Guo’er’s head where her hair was not yet arranged in a formal bun, saying gently: “From now on, brother can’t take care of you anymore. You must take good care of yourself.” Being suddenly ordered to death by imperial decree, Li Chongrun naturally couldn’t accept it, but no matter how unwilling he was, he knew he couldn’t disobey the imperial order. He could only compose himself and beg those eunuchs supervising the execution to give him some time to bid farewell to his little sister.

Li Guo’er stared blankly at her brother’s bitter expression, thinking of the chaotic situation in the mansion just now, confirming this wasn’t a joke. She couldn’t help but feel as if she’d fallen into an ice cellar, shivering uncontrollably. Like one possessed, she immediately stood up and pulled at Li Chongrun’s arm: “Brother! Brother! Let’s leave quickly! Let’s go back to Fangzhou, shall we? I don’t want these things! I don’t want any of these!” As she spoke, she began tearing off the gorgeous and exquisite ornaments from her body, letting them fall to the ground with jingling sounds.

Li Chongrun remained motionless, gathering his little sister’s hands that were about to tear at her robes. Perhaps having accepted the reality, Li Chongrun became much calmer, even managing a slight smile: “Guo’er, we can never go back.”

Li Guo’er stood there, her whole body ice-cold. Her brother’s palms were warm, but she knew such warmth was fleeting. She asked tremblingly: “Because… because of what?”

Li Chongrun said lightly: “Imperial Grandmother’s decree, saying that Yanji and I slandered the court policies. Poor Xianhui…”

“Sister Xianhui… Sister Xianhui is also…” Li Guo’er was completely stunned. Wu Yanji was Sister Xianhui’s husband. She had heard some rumors before – they had merely complained privately about Zhang Yizhi and Zhang Changzong, those two male favorites of Imperial Grandmother… Li Guo’er felt cold all over. Weren’t blood grandsons, granddaughters, and grand-nephews worth more than two male favorites?

What exactly were they? When pleased, she could confer the title of Crown Prince; when displeased, they could be banished thousands of miles away; when remembered, they could be summoned back; when annoyed, she could control their life and death like crushing an ant.

They were human beings! Not ants!

“What about Father? Didn’t he say anything?” Li Guo’er grasped at this like a lifeline, clutching Li Chongrun’s sleeve and asking urgently. But this hope completely fell into darkness when Li Chongrun helplessly shook his head.

Yes, how could she forget? That father of hers, when banished to Fangzhou, would be so frightened by even a single eunuch arriving from the capital that he’d want to commit suicide. Now, though conferred as Crown Prince, his innate cowardice could never be changed. Li Guo’er bit her lower lip, saying as she moved toward the exit: “Then I’ll go speak with Imperial Grandmother. She likes me so much…”

This time it was Li Chongrun who held Li Guo’er back. He persuaded her with both tears and laughter: “Guo’er, you know very well in your heart that she was only making a gesture. Moreover, her decree for execution isn’t just because of my dissatisfaction with the Zhang brothers, but because she can’t tolerate me.” Li Chongrun paused. He deeply regretted being so rash and unable to contain himself. Because of his excellence, the court situation had begun to change subtly, with many ministers privately finding various reasons to test him. Since from every perspective he was the legitimate heir, he had become somewhat carried away, apparently touching Imperial Grandmother’s reverse scale. Li Chongrun knew these matters couldn’t be explained to Li Guo’er, so he finally held back, sighing: “The pitiful one is Xianhui – she’s the most innocent one who got implicated. So don’t get involved in this matter anymore. Just be the carefree Princess Anle, won’t you?”

Li Guo’er finally couldn’t help but throw herself into her brother’s chest and cry bitterly.

“Be good, my little Guo’er. Always wear the most beautiful clothes, live the happiest life, be the most beautiful princess of the Great Tang…”

What happened afterward was very chaotic, all like fragments that Li Guo’er could never piece together into complete memories no matter how she tried to recall. She was like a puppet, forcibly separated from her brother. Even though she desperately didn’t want to let go, scratching her brother’s arms with her long nails until they bled, her fingers were pried away one by one.

When she regained consciousness, it was already the morning of the next day. She had been changed into plain white mourning clothes by the maids, her face washed and hair bound anew. In her room, two sets of dresses hung prominently on the clothing rack.

One was her light yellow shirt with jade-green gauze skirt, the other was Li Xianhui’s half-sleeved moon-blue cross-collar turmeric skirt. Both dresses were what their brother Li Chongrun had bought for the two sisters when they first came to Luoyang, and it was their first time wearing such beautiful dresses.

But even though they were such beautiful dresses, after returning from Shanyang Palace that year, both sisters had coincidentally taken them off and locked them away at the bottom of their chests.

Because Imperial Grandmother had bestowed upon them even more beautiful and unimaginably magnificent dresses and ornaments, so exquisite that these two outfits paled in comparison. Continuing to wear them would even be beneath their status.

In the blink of an eye, three years had passed. Li Guo’er could no longer wear either set of dresses, as her figure had matured – she was no longer the childish girl of fourteen or fifteen. But she still treasured this light yellow shirt with jade-green gauze skirt, because this outfit held extraordinary meaning for her.

She believed Li Xianhui felt the same way.

Closing her eyes tightly, Li Guo’er stood before the clothing rack, hazily remembering her father’s cowardly helplessness last night, even planning to have her replace Li Xianhui in continuing the marriage alliance with the Wu family! But what use would that be? Imperial Grandmother treated even her own blood grand-nephew as worthless grass.

Having reached the extreme of anger and sorrow, Li Guo’er instead became calm.

She was no longer the little girl who would cry and act spoiled from years past. In the three years in Luoyang city, she had learned far too much.

Tears were the comfort of the weak and the weapon of the strong, so she didn’t plan to use them frequently.

Li Guo’er bit her lower lip deeply. Before her death, Li Xianhui had her maid take out this half-sleeved moon-blue cross-collar turmeric skirt and give it to her – what was she trying to say?

Li Guo’er stroked the silky texture of the dress with her hand, feeling coldness wherever her fingertips touched.

Clothing really was a peculiar existence. The interpretation in “Shuowen” reads: clothing, that which covers the body. In the beginning, it existed merely to cover the body and hide shameful parts. But like all things, clothing gradually acquired hierarchy, dividing into social classes. Some colors were given new meanings, while some colors were forbidden for commoners to use.

Actually, what was divided into ranks wasn’t the clothing, but people.

But how could she be willing to accept this?

Chapter 1: The Woven Skirt · Part 3
A breathtakingly stunning smile appeared on Li Guo’er’s exquisitely pale face as she bent down to tightly embrace the two sets of clothes on the bed.

She swore that she would wear the most luxurious and beautiful clothes in this world, and take back everything that her brother and sister should have received!

Actually, what she liked most was bright yellow…

“Brother Chongzhao…” A suppressed cry echoed in the room, finally becoming inaudible…

706 AD, Chang’an

Li Guo’er, supported by a female official’s hand, gracefully walked on the curved flying bridge of Linde Hall in Daming Palace, looking down at the song and dance rehearsal taking place in the great plaza outside the hall gates below. Linde Hall was located on a high ground west of Taiye Pool in Daming Palace, and was Chang’an’s most famous banquet hall. Palace feasts, musical and dance performances, or activities for receiving envoys were frequently held here. Linde Hall was actually a complex of buildings, divided into three halls and several groups of subsidiary buildings. The hall front and corridors could seat more than three thousand people, and court officials all considered it an honor to attend banquets at Linde Hall.

Li Guo’er had specifically come to watch the dancing girls rehearse, having heard that the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau had created a special type of dance costume. She saw that the five hundred dancing girls in the field wore golden crowns and single-colored painted robes, changing according to the musical rhythm with sixteen different variations. Li Guo’er stopped to watch, finding that the clothes the dancing girls wore weren’t particularly remarkable, even somewhat monotonous, but when the music reached the second section, the melody changed, becoming passionate with drumbeats resounding. The dancing girls gathered in the center of the field, and in an instant changed their clothes, revealing brilliant large floral patterns on their garment fronts. Since five hundred people performed this action together following the drumbeats, from Li Guo’er’s vantage point on the arched flying bridge, it was quite spectacular.

“Princess, they’re just wearing a layer of single-colored outer robes, quickly pulling them out from the collar and tucking them into their bosoms,” commented a palace maid with green-painted eyebrows in a delicate voice.

“This is much better looking than those foreign women dancing the whirling dance,” Li Guo’er smiled slightly, but had no interest in continuing to watch. She continued along the curved flying bridge toward the rear hall of Linde Hall. The Imperial Wardrobe Bureau’s clothing department had just sent word that the woven brocade skirt was completed, and knowing she was at Linde Hall, they had already sent someone to deliver it.

A triumphant smile appeared on Li Guo’er’s stunningly beautiful face.

This woven brocade skirt had cost one hundred million coins to make, truly the height of extravagance. While it might not be unprecedented in the future, it was absolutely unprecedented in the past.

She had sworn to wear the most luxurious and beautiful clothes in this world.

Since Father Emperor’s ascension to the throne, he had indulged her every whim. She knew this stemmed from guilt over her siblings’ tragic deaths.

Father Emperor had granted her the Jincheng Ward, so she undertook massive construction projects, building extensive residences that subtly surpassed the imperial palace in both architectural scale and ingenious design.

When Father Emperor wouldn’t give her Kunming Pool from the palace, she built her own Dingkun Pool in her mansion, with a stone mountain rising like Mount Hua in the pool’s center, and a waterfall cascading down from the peak into the pool water. She created another clear stream with jade-stone banks, planted with exotic flowers and rare plants on both sides, fragrant and aromatic. The stream bottom was entirely built with coral and precious stones, appearing exceptionally clear under moonlight, almost making people think it was the celestial Jade Pool.

She established her own household with officials, wielding power that swayed the court. She set prices for national offices and ranks, openly selling them. Whether butchers or tavern workers, or even slaves and entertainers, anyone who paid three hundred thousand coins would immediately receive an official appointment. She often wrote her own imperial edicts and pardons, taking them into the palace, covering the text on the edict with one hand while grasping Father Emperor’s hand with the other to sign it. Father Emperor would smilingly sign and seal for her without even reading the pardon’s contents.

She had even once requested that Father Emperor establish her as Crown Princess. Though Father Emperor didn’t do as she asked, he didn’t rebuke her either.

She continuously tested Father Emperor’s limits, seeing just how far he would let her go.

She knew how the court ministers privately criticized her reckless behavior, but what did it matter?

The entire realm should have belonged to her imperial brother! Now that her imperial brother was gone, why should she leave anything for others!

So what about the woven brocade skirt? Someday she would wear the bright yellow ceremonial dragon robes!

Human desires have no limits – even when possessing good things, one always wants better. Li Guo’er didn’t know what she truly wanted. No matter how luxurious and magnificent the palaces, in her view they couldn’t compare to the warmth of the cold, shabby rooms of her childhood. If time could flow backward, she would rather wear those old rags and tatters than enjoy the current fine clothes and rich food.

Thinking of the past again, Li Guo’er’s mood became somewhat gloomy. When she entered Yuyi Tower on the left side of Linde Hall, she casually waved her hand, dismissing the palace maids attending at her side – she wanted to be alone for a while.

Perhaps that legendary woven brocade skirt worth one hundred million coins could temporarily calm her.

After reaching the third floor of Yuyi Tower, she faintly heard voices conversing in the inner room.

Li Guo’er frowned with displeasure. The Imperial Wardrobe Bureau’s clothing department naturally knew her habit of disliking people present when changing clothes, and had already been waiting at the entrance to Yuyi Tower. Who could be upstairs?

But this annoyance at being disturbed transformed into keen interest the next moment. Li Guo’er wrapped her red silk scarf around the jade belt ornaments at her waist that would make noise when walking, lightened her footsteps, and headed toward the inner room. The closer she got, the more clearly she could distinguish that two men were talking. Li Guo’er simply didn’t rush to enter, but stood outside the door to listen.

“What film set is this? This ancient setup and arrangement is too realistic! Damn! Is this golden pot really made of real gold? Why is it so heavy?” This man was somewhat loud and exclamatory. Li Guo’er narrowed her almond-shaped eyes, not knowing what place this person meant by “film set.”

“Don’t bite it with your teeth! Let me see. Look, this weight, this carving skill – it really does seem like an authentic piece.” The other man’s voice was relatively more composed. Li Guo’er smiled. This was the imperial palace of the Great Tang – every item was extremely luxurious, so how could there possibly be counterfeits?

“What place is this exactly? You said using this broken compass we could go back to the past to find the boss, but I only wanted to go back one month! We’re not so unlucky as to have gone back even further, are we?” The previous man’s words were still incomprehensible. “That’s also possible. We’re probably in the Tang Dynasty.”

“Tang Dynasty? How can you be so certain?”

“Actually, you can tell from the furniture. In the Qin and Han periods, people sat on the floor. During the Northern and Southern Dynasties period, sitting with feet hanging became popular, so you can tell from the tables, chairs, and stools that this is Tang or Song period furnishings. Looking at the porcelain on the treasure cabinet, Song porcelain has simple lines and single colors, while these round, full porcelain shapes are characteristic of Tang porcelain, not to mention this sancai pottery. Look at the bronze mirror on this table – Tang Dynasty bronze mirrors are mostly round, while Song Dynasty ones are mostly heart-shaped, shield-shaped, bell-shaped, tripod-shaped, incense burner-shaped, and so on…” The steady male voice spoke eloquently, commenting on each furnishing in the room one by one. Li Guo’er was slightly surprised, not expecting this person to have such knowledge. But what era was the Song Dynasty? Was it the Song state from the Northern and Southern Dynasties?

“Fine, fine… now assuming this is the Tang Dynasty… does this count as time travel? Might we encounter the Tang Dynasty boss?”

“To avoid changing history, it’s best not to meet him. After all, the boss has continuous memory, unlike other people. Look… seeing the direction and speed of this Luoshu Nine Stars Compass needle, we’d better not go anywhere. Hey! Don’t randomly touch other people’s things! Anyone who can live so luxuriously is obviously either rich or noble – don’t create complications. Oh, and don’t touch that skirt on the rack either!”

Li Guo’er knew the person was referring to the woven brocade skirt made by the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau. She had wanted to listen outside the door a while longer, but now directly pushed open the carved door to the inner room, hearing the arguing voices inside abruptly stop.

Rewrapping her red silk scarf, amid the crisp tinkling of jade ornaments, Li Guo’er slowly walked around the mother-of-pearl carved screen. The serious expression on her face changed to one of surprise when she saw the two people in the room.

Because she had never seen clothing cut in such a style. These two men who had appeared here without permission, one standing and one sitting, were both young – probably about the same age as her – and both quite handsome. But what she found somewhat objectionable was that both had short hair. The clothes they wore were extremely form-fitting, perfectly outlining their slender limbs. Even foreign clothes didn’t have such styles – simple yet exuding a crisp elegance. The man standing in the room even wore something strange on his nose bridge, transparent like crystal lenses.

Li Guo’er found it novel, so she didn’t blame them for not paying respects. Moreover, such frank gazes – she hadn’t encountered them for a long time. And this time there were two people at once.

The sitting man, seeing her enter, looked her up and down, then unhurriedly stood up and respectfully bowed to her: “Greetings, Princess.”

Li Guo’er’s chin lifted slightly. This person’s bow was quite proper, though somewhat awkward – he must have just been taught. From the voice, Li Guo’er recognized this was the one with the steady voice.

Although Lu Zigang appeared calm on the surface, sweat was already beginning to form on his back. He had deduced from the clothing and accessories of this Tang Dynasty beauty that she was a Great Tang princess, but there were simply too many famous princesses in the Great Tang for him to make more specific deductions. Moreover, this princess appeared to be just about twenty years old, but the arrogance and pride emanating from her bones truly made one have to bow one’s head.

The doctor beside him also imitated Lu Zigang’s movements, clumsily performing a bow. Not receiving a response from the princess, neither dared to raise their heads without permission.

Fortunately, the Tang Dynasty didn’t yet popular kneeling etiquette – just bowing. If this had been after the Yuan Dynasty, they probably would have had to get used to it whether they liked it or not.

Secretly glancing at the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass in his hand, Lu Zigang was relieved to find the compass needle’s speed was good – it would probably return to position soon. Once the needle aligned on the Heavenly Dao cross-line, they could return to modern times. Fortunately, their luck was good this time – they wouldn’t have to stay in ancient times too long. Great Tang princesses were each more ferocious than the last!

Lost in these thoughts, Lu Zigang discovered that the Great Tang princess had actually walked toward the doctor beside him, and had even directly reached out to hook his chin, forcing him to raise his head.

This scene immediately scared Lu Zigang into a cold sweat.

The doctor was still relatively naive, not understanding what this Great Tang princess meant, looking at her with a puzzled expression. He was a head taller than the princess, so after straightening up, he was actually looking down at her. The hand resting on his chin was warm and fragrant like jade, but it made him thoroughly uncomfortable. If he didn’t know this wasn’t the era he was familiar with, he would have long since stepped back without giving face. Seeing the princess actually touch his face and finally stop at his glasses, the doctor finally realized – probably this Great Tang princess had never seen glasses and was curious.

He heard the princess slowly say: “Take this thing off.”

Now the doctor hesitated. What if his glasses were left behind in this era after being removed, and a thousand years later were excavated by archaeologists to become some kind of cultural relic? But seeing the princess’s determined expression, the doctor had no choice but to obediently remove his glasses. However, he didn’t hand them to the princess, but gripped them tightly in his hand.

Li Guo’er stared blankly at this man, as memories that had long been sealed in her heart began growing wildly like tender shoots breaking through soil.

Too similar… No, it wasn’t the facial resemblance like Wu Yanxiu, but that gentle, scholarly temperament… it was exactly like her imperial brother…

“Smile,” Li Guo’er took another step forward. Now the two of them were almost pressed closely together.

The doctor was now completely beyond complaining. How did he feel like he was being molested? But the next second he thought of the Great Tang princesses’ preferences, and immediately got goosebumps all over. He really couldn’t handle such “good fortune.” Fortunately, when he looked to Lu Zigang for help, the latter timely pulled him away, creating distance between him and the princess. At the same moment, a familiar dizziness also struck.

Chapter 1: The Woven Skirt · Part 4
Li Guo’er frowned as she looked at the inner room where only she remained alone, her gaze constantly searching around, but there wasn’t a trace of those two men anywhere, as if they had vanished into thin air.

If not for the warmth still lingering on her fingertips from touching the other’s cheek, she would almost think she had suffered hallucinations in broad daylight.

Had her imperial brother’s spirit come to find her? But how strange…

Walking out of Yuyi Tower in a daze, the female official beside her immediately approached, asking attentively: “Princess, are you satisfied with that woven brocade skirt?”

Li Guo’er was stunned for a moment, only then remembering that she hadn’t even thought to look at the woven brocade skirt. But she didn’t want to explain to others, so she simply composed herself and said lightly: “It doesn’t suit this palace’s taste. Have the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau make another one.” She spoke extremely casually, not putting this skirt worth one hundred million coins in her eyes at all. The palace maid with green-painted eyebrows beside her didn’t find it strange either, and the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau’s clothing department, having received the order, was carefully pondering exactly what didn’t suit Princess Anle’s taste. The palace maid with green-painted eyebrows carefully asked: “Princess, how should this woven brocade skirt be handled?”

Li Guo’er now didn’t even want to look at it, casually waving her hand: “You handle it. I heard you’re on good terms with an antique shop owner. Just hang it in his shop for display.”

The palace maid immediately thanked her graciously. Having served Li Guo’er for a long time, she could naturally see she was in a bad mood, so she wisely said no more.

Li Guo’er deeply exhaled, closed her beautiful eyes, and when she opened them again, had returned to being that domineering Great Tang princess.

2013 AD, Dumb House

After the tormenting dizziness passed, the doctor immediately opened his eyes and was relieved to find familiar surroundings. He stood up supporting his forehead and complained irritably to Lu Zigang: “How did we go back to the Tang Dynasty? Can this broken compass still work? Didn’t you say we’d go back one month?”

Lu Zigang sat in a yellow rosewood reclining chair, pressing his slightly aching temples and said with a bitter smile: “Didn’t I also say that the things on this Luoshu Nine Stars Compass are too profound? This compass has fifty-two layers, and the layer with the most has three hundred eighty-four grid spaces. How could a half-baked person like me understand how this operates?”

“Phew… fortunately we returned safely. So this means next time we’ll still have to rely on luck!” The doctor slumped on the counter, feeling that finding the boss was an infinitely distant prospect.

“That will have to wait until a month later. This Luoshu Nine Stars Compass can’t be used every day – each month requires calculating special periods before it can be activated.” Lu Zigang had just been scared into a cold sweat and took a long time of deep breathing to finally recover.

The doctor felt that his nose was still surrounded by the intensely invasive incense from that Great Tang princess. He spent a long time smelling the Yan-style Golden Dragon Boshan incense burner on the counter before eliminating that scent.

“Speaking of which, which Great Tang princess was that? Princess Taiping? Princess Gaoyang?”

“I keep feeling that the skirt hanging on the ruyi cloud-pattern clothes rack in that room looked so familiar…” Lu Zigang was lost in thought.

The doctor, having just experienced time travel for the first time, was quite excited. He had no sense of crisis about nearly being kept as a male favorite, and was still enthusiastically wanting to discuss: “Didn’t the Tang Dynasty advocate considering fat as beautiful? That princess just now wasn’t fat at all – she had quite a good figure.”

Lu Zigang glanced at him and said disdainfully: “That was when Yang Guifei was popular that fat was considered beautiful… and that was plump! Not obese!” He suddenly seemed to think of something and got up to walk toward the inner area of Dumb House.

The doctor curiously followed, watching Lu Zigang pass through the long corridor in Dumb House’s inner area, seeing him open the rooms inside one by one, finally stopping at the entrance of one room. Seeing Lu Zigang stop at the doorway, the doctor couldn’t help but push his back and squeezed in as well.

“What are you looking at… this is…” The doctor suddenly lost his voice, only able to stare blankly at the dress hanging on the clothes rack in the room, unable to speak for a long time.

The room had no lit lamps, only a fist-sized luminous pearl embedded in the ceiling, emitting a glowing light. Directly below the luminous pearl on a standing clothes rack hung an absolutely beautiful dress, magnificent beyond description.

“The Comprehensive Mirror to Aid in Government records that Princess Anle had a woven brocade skirt worth one hundred million coins, with flowers, plants, birds, and beasts all like grains of millet. When viewed straight on or from the side, in sunlight or shadow, each appeared as a different color.” Lu Zigang’s ethereal voice came from the darkness, pausing for a moment before continuing: “The one we just met should be the famous greatest beauty of the Tang Dynasty, Princess Anle. Sigh, that princess only lived to twenty-five before being killed.” Lu Zigang spoke matter-of-factly, because although he felt it was a pity, Princess Anle was notorious in history. Though no one knew what was true or false, she was ultimately saddled with the infamy of patricide.

The doctor stared blankly for a long time before regaining his senses. Just now in that extremely luxurious room, the woven brocade skirt hadn’t seemed particularly remarkable, but now in this plain room without any backdrop, this woven brocade skirt was completely captivating. The woven brocade skirt was preserved extremely well – even after a thousand years, it remained gorgeous and exquisite. The skirt surface was woven from the feathers of a hundred birds, producing color changes as his gaze moved. The skirt displayed the forms of various birds, even seeming to be endowed with life due to these changes, lifelike and truly ingenious.

“What a spendthrift… this is a skirt worth one hundred million coins!” The doctor marveled.

“Even more spendthrift is that according to historical records, she made two woven brocade skirts.” Lu Zigang also gossiped.

“Two!” The doctor walked around the standing clothes rack in the room and asked puzzledly: “There’s only one here.”

“Only one survived!” Lu Zigang shrugged. “Princess Anle’s woven brocade skirt was also called the Hundred Birds Skirt. It caused a fashion storm in Chang’an’s upper society, with all the ladies using bird feathers and precious animal furs to make clothes, resulting in the extinction of birds and beasts outside Chang’an city. Later, Emperor Xuanzong had to burn Princess Anle’s woven brocade skirt in front of Daming Palace. Well, probably one of the two was burned.”

“Too… spendthrift…” One hundred million coins just burned like that! The doctor felt his vocabulary was unprecedentedly lacking, only able to repeatedly mutter the word “spendthrift.” “Speaking of which, the boss gave this woven brocade skirt its own room – there’s nothing wrong with this skirt, is there?”

Lu Zigang shrugged indifferently: “You think every antique in Dumb House has something unusual about it? This is just a skirt. It probably gets its own room because it’s too expensive…”

“True…” The doctor immediately felt he was overthinking.

The two men admired and appreciated it for a while, but ultimately they were both men and didn’t have much interest in such luxurious clothing. Lu Zigang was also afraid that keeping the room open too long would affect the temperature and humidity inside, which wouldn’t be good for preserving the woven brocade skirt, so he left with the doctor.

The room became dark again, with only the luminous pearl’s light quietly shrouding the woven brocade skirt.

After an unknown amount of time, the door was silently pushed open. A black shadow flashed inside, quickly rolled the woven brocade skirt from the clothes rack into a bag, then departed gracefully. The entire process took less than three seconds.

The luminous pearl on the ceiling flickered twice, then suddenly went permanently dark…

Every antique in Dumb House has its own story, carrying many years with no one to listen. Because they cannot speak…

Dumb House Mini Theater

Lu Zigang: Speaking of which, Tang Zhongzong Li Xian also had a nickname called “Six Emperor Pills.”

Doctor: Huh? Six Flavor Rehmannia Pills? Did he invent them?

Lu Zigang: Li Xian himself was Tang Zhongzong, his father was Tang Gaozong, his brother Tang Ruizong Li Dan, his son Tang Shangzong, his nephew Tang Xuanzong Li Longji, and most critically, his mother was also an emperor – Wu Zetian… so… this family had six emperors… pills…

Doctor: …

Chapter 2: The Jade Wengzhong · Part 1
1057 AD, Kaifeng Prefecture Imperial Academy

The area around the northeastern corner of Zhuque Gate in the inner city of Kaifeng Prefecture was the most prosperous and bustling place in Eastern Capital. Because the Cai River flowed through here, it formed an elegant river bend.

The Cai River Bend was extremely prosperous, with various shops and buildings visible everywhere. What was even more peculiar was that this area simultaneously housed the Imperial Examination Hall, the Imperial Academy, the Imperial University, the Imperial Music Academy, hospitals, brothels, and gambling houses. From the highest to the lowest classes of society, almost everything was squeezed into this one area, making this unique landscape the most renowned place in Eastern Capital.

Wang Junmin, who had just reached the age of capping ceremony, followed his classmate and close friend Chu Yushi as they slowly walked out from the solemn and dignified academy on the south bank of Cai River Bend, gradually blending into the lively crowd of Cai River Bend under the moonlight.

Wang Junmin had entered the Imperial Academy at seventeen, becoming a student at this highest institution of learning. Of course, if not for the Qingli New Policies introduced by Minister Fan Zhongyan twelve years ago, which established the Xiqing Academy and Imperial Academy, he would still be studying poetry and classics somewhere unknown.

The Imperial Academy had residential halls – as long as tuition was paid, room and board were provided.

After three years of struggling in the Imperial Academy, this was Wang Junmin’s first time being dragged out to properly tour the famous Cai River Bend. He was immediately dazzled by the bustling crowds shoulder to shoulder before him.

In the crowd, he could see many people wearing the same round-collar wide-sleeved white fine cloth lanshan robes as them – these were the Imperial Academy uniforms.

Wang Junmin’s sharp eyes spotted several students wearing Imperial Academy uniforms boldly walking toward brothels and pleasure houses, and he couldn’t help feeling embarrassed for them, wishing he could change out of the same white fine cloth lanshan robe he was wearing.

But he also knew this was the way of the world. In the marketplaces, romantic stories of talented scholars and beautiful ladies were often circulated. Most of those unnamed authors were his classmates.

“Kanghou, what are you thinking about?” Chu Yushi had already walked several steps ahead before realizing the person beside him hadn’t followed, so he turned back to call out.

“Oh, Hefu, I was just thinking that tomorrow is the Upper Hall examination. Isn’t it inappropriate for us to be out wandering now?” Wang Junmin had the best relationship with Chu Yushi – they were not only from the same hometown but also roommates.

“You’ve studied yourself silly. Coming out for fresh air will help with tomorrow’s performance!” Chu Yushi tapped his shoulder with the folding fan in his hand, looking completely unconcerned.

Wang Junmin hesitated for a moment, but ultimately couldn’t bear to dampen his friend’s spirits, so he stepped forward to follow.

The Imperial Academy was divided into three halls: Outer Hall, Inner Hall, and Upper Hall.

New students entered the Outer Hall upon admission to the Imperial Academy. After passing monthly private examinations and annual public examinations, and with academic officials considering their daily conduct, qualified students could advance to the Inner Hall to become Inner Hall students. Inner Hall students took examinations every two years, with outstanding ones entering the Upper Hall. Upper Hall students could take examinations every two years, and if all their evaluations reached excellent level, they could become top-tier Upper Hall students and be directly appointed to official positions upon graduation. If one subject was rated as average, they became middle-tier Upper Hall students and were exempted from the Ministry of Rites examination. The next level became lower-tier Upper Hall students, exempted from the preliminary examination.

It could be said that within the Imperial Academy, the Outer Hall, Inner Hall, and Upper Hall directly divided the academy students into upper, middle, and lower tiers. The Upper Hall wasn’t accessible to everyone – Upper Hall students were almost at the very top of the Imperial Academy pyramid. They naturally enjoyed the guidance of the academy’s best academic officials and instructors, the finest residential halls, and the best study rooms. In the Imperial Academy, they always walked with their noses in the air.

The Imperial Academy uniform’s white fine cloth lanshan was a type of men’s long robe with a horizontal lan hem attached to the lower garment. The entire outfit was simple and plain, looking no different from ordinary scholars’ lanshan robes, except for an indistinct dark-colored trim on the black lanshan. Everyone in Eastern Capital knew that only Imperial Academy students could wear this trimmed lanshan, and the not-very-obvious colors distinguished the levels of academy students.

Wang Junmin looked down at the indigo-colored trim on his hem. He thought that he had previously worn ultramarine, now indigo, and hoped that soon he could change to the low-key but honor-representing crow-blue color of Upper Hall students.

Lost in these random thoughts, Wang Junmin didn’t notice the gazes of passersby. The two of them were already handsome and tall, and wearing the Inner Hall Imperial Academy uniforms, they were quite eye-catching.

Having entered the Inner Hall of the Imperial Academy, though not yet Upper Hall, they could be said to have one foot already through the court’s threshold.

So as the two walked down the street, envious or jealous glances were constantly cast their way. Wang Junmin followed Chu Yushi through countless alleys and lanes, and only when he noticed the surroundings had become quiet did he realize they had arrived in a very secluded alley. Yet this place was clearly still near Cai River Bend, because the noisy shouting and hawking could be heard clearly from not far away. This alley also had quite a few shops, many selling antiques and calligraphy paintings. Because this trade had the iron rule of “don’t judge colors under lamplight,” they all closed shop after nightfall, though it should be quite lively during the day.

But what were they doing here when everything was closed? Wang Junmin was about to ask when he saw an antique shop with lanterns still lit in front. He only had time to see by the lantern’s dim light that the antique shop’s sign read “Dumb House” before being pulled by Chu Yushi through the shop’s entrance.

Before he could clearly see the shop’s interior furnishings, Wang Junmin already smelled a heart-refreshing fragrance – sweet but not cloying, fresh and pure, as if it had washed away all the impurities in his heart, immediately lifting his spirits.

This antique shop was truly luxurious. Though he didn’t know what kind of incense this was, it was definitely not cheap. Wang Junmin unconsciously touched the money pouch at his waist. His father was merely a minor judge in Kaifeng Prefecture, living on his salary and having to grease palms everywhere. Supporting his Imperial Academy education was already the limit, not to mention he had three younger brothers at home who hadn’t grown up yet – he needed to be frugal.

Since he was determined not to buy anything, Wang Junmin could calmly appreciate the antiques in the shop, marveling as he looked.

The shop’s arrangement was elegant and pleasant, with various antiques displayed just right, without the mercenary feeling of goods waiting to be sold. Instead, it felt like entering the main hall of a wealthy family, where every antique looked gorgeous and precious, worth a fortune.

Chu Yushi didn’t have Wang Junmin’s leisure – he immediately rushed to where the scholarly antiques were placed and began picking through them. Besides some jade pendants and fans, Imperial Academy students generally preferred these scholarly items they could use daily. Moreover, antique shops often had scholarly playthings used by famous scholars – no one knew if they were real or fake, but buying them before exams could serve as good luck charms, blessing them to pass every test. In Chu Yushi’s view, this was much more useful than reviewing before exams.

“Shopkeeper! Is that cloud-pattern white jade brush washer that Li Bai used, which I saw this afternoon, still here?” Chu Yushi urgently pulled out banknotes from his pocket. “I brought enough money this time!” Wang Junmin didn’t know how to react. Though this shop looked quite nice, with antique charm and aged artifacts, a brush washer used by the Immortal Poet Li Bai was too ridiculous. But he knew his friend’s temperament – there was no dissuading him. Besides, Chu Yushi’s family was wealthy, so he didn’t care about such expenses.

Even thinking this way, Wang Junmin couldn’t develop good feelings toward this antique shop’s owner. After the man emerged from the inner room, he looked away and no longer paid attention to the bargaining there, casually scanning the nearby antique shelves. But his gaze was suddenly drawn to a jade figure in the corner. He curiously walked over and discovered it was a jade wengzhong only as large as a thumb.

Jade wengzhong was a type of ornament for warding off evil spirits. Wengzhong was originally a strongman during Emperor Qin Shihuang’s time, named Ruan Wengzhong. Legend said he possessed immense strength and martial prowess. Emperor Qin Shihuang had Ruan Wengzhong guard Lintao, striking fear into the Xiongnu. After Ruan Wengzhong’s death, Emperor Qin Shihuang cast a bronze statue of him and placed it outside the Sima Gate of Xianyang Palace. When Xiongnu people came to Xianyang to pay tribute, seeing this bronze statue from afar, they thought it was the real Ruan Wengzhong and dared not approach. Thus, later people cast wengzhong into bronze figures or carved them as stone figures, placing them before palaces, temples, and tombs to ward off evil. Gradually, people began wearing jade wengzhong to ward off evil. Jade wengzhong, along with magnetic compass pendants and gangmao, were extremely popular during the Han Dynasty and were collectively called the “Three Treasures of Evil-Warding.” Though the gentleman doesn’t speak of strange powers and supernatural phenomena, Wang Junmin normally didn’t believe in such things, but he felt this white jade wengzhong was carved with extreme ancient simplicity and elegance, so he couldn’t help reaching out to pick it up for careful examination.

This jade wengzhong adopted the Han Dynasty style of “Han Eight Cuts,” with an ancient and refined style. Just a few simple cuts carved out a young man’s face, with lustrous jade light and a soul-stirring sense of vigorous determination. This jade wengzhong’s perforation was herringbone-shaped, running straight from the top of the head to the abdomen, then splitting into two paths emerging from both sides of the waist. The herringbone-shaped red cord also ran from the head down to knots tied at both sides of the waist, so the wengzhong could hang upright when suspended. This herringbone perforation was also a clear marker of Han Dynasty wengzhong.

Wang Junmin fondly caressed it. This jade wengzhong, perhaps due to its ancient age, had a brand-new cord, but the wengzhong’s body had several cracks and blood-thread-like discoloration, looking like blood left by the jade wengzhong, giving an indescribably eerie feeling.

“Oh my, Kanghou, why are you looking at this?” Chu Yushi had already bought that brush washer and came over holding a brocade box. Seeing the jade wengzhong in Wang Junmin’s hand, he made a big fuss. “What’s wrong?” Wang Junmin frowned, his gaze falling on the shop owner who had followed over, shocked by the man’s extraordinary temperament.

This person wore ancient Qin-Han period clothing – a wide-sleeved, fitted wrapped deep robe, with elegant black straight hems hanging by his feet, further accentuating his jade-like face. He looked exactly like an elegant figure stepped out of ancient paintings. Such scholarly temperament couldn’t be matched even by the Imperial Academy’s Grand Academicians, not to mention his hair wasn’t bound, showing he was still under twenty.

“This jade wengzhong is said to bring misfortune!” Chu Yushi said with exaggerated tone. “You know Zhang Shizheng, right? The one who’s been competing with you for Inner Hall Teaching Assistant? He didn’t believe in superstition and bought this jade wengzhong recently, but then had continuous bad luck, even losing the Inner Hall Teaching Assistant position to you. Later he had no choice but to return this jade wengzhong.”

Inner Hall Teaching Assistant was selected from the most outstanding Inner Hall students to guide other Inner Hall students’ coursework when academic officials were unavailable. Wang Junmin had applied for Inner Hall Teaching Assistant for the monthly silver stipend and had never paid attention to who was competing with him.

But he had an impression of Zhang Shizheng. After all, there were only so many extremely outstanding Inner Hall students – they were all candidates for entering Upper Hall. No matter how unworldly Wang Junmin was, he knew those few people. But that wasn’t the point. Wang Junmin ignored Chu Yushi’s dissuasion and directly asked the silent shop owner: “How much for this jade wengzhong?”

The shop owner smiled lightly and said: “Your friend says this jade wengzhong brings misfortune. Why do you still want to buy it?”

“Does it really bring misfortune?” Wang Junmin furrowed his brow. He had thought this shop owner, who could hype up an ordinary-looking brush washer as used by the Immortal Poet, would naturally be eager to sell this jade wengzhong, making up all sorts of strange origins.

But the shop owner didn’t answer his question directly. Instead, he said slowly: “Jade is originally stone, formed by gathering heaven and earth’s spiritual energy, then carefully carved by craftsmen into ornaments. Jade that has blocked disasters for its owner often develops cracks or even breaks due to spiritual energy depletion. Jade has spiritual nature, but conversely also has evil nature. Broken jade easily attracts unpleasant things.”

He didn’t say this jade wengzhong would bring misfortune, but every word implied it.

Wang Junmin looked down at the jade wengzhong in his hand. He knew the cracks on the wengzhong weren’t natural stone patterns in the jade itself, but real fractures, and even the discoloration had penetrated very deeply.

But what if he just really liked it? The affinity between jade and people also depended on fate. In this room full of precious antiques, with just one sweep of his gaze, he had only taken a fancy to this one. He just wanted to possess it, as if it naturally should belong to him.

“How much for this jade wengzhong?” Wang Junmin began calculating how much money he could use. After becoming Inner Hall Teaching Assistant, he did have some stipend.

The shop owner smiled slightly and said casually: “Since you want it, just take it. Treat it well, and if you truly grow tired of it, don’t discard it carelessly.”

Wang Junmin joyfully thanked him and immediately hung the jade wengzhong at his waist, feeling that coming out tonight was truly the right decision.

Chapter 2: The Jade Wengzhong · Part 2
After leaving Dumb House, Chu Yushi couldn’t help but complain several times, saying that jade wengzhong was very ominous and telling him to be cautious and careful.

But Wang Junmin paid no heed to this. Since he liked something, naturally he should like everything about it.

Whether its advantages or its flaws.

The next day’s Upper Hall examination went well for Wang Junmin. After submitting his paper, he knew he would definitely enter the Upper Hall. Chu Yushi, meanwhile, was slumped over his desk sighing and moaning, clearly lacking confidence.

Wang Junmin pondered his life plans. Entering the Imperial Academy’s Upper Hall this year, he certainly couldn’t graduate within one year, so he would definitely miss this year’s imperial examinations. Fortunately, they were now held every two years, so he could wait for the examination two years later.

While contemplating and organizing the writing materials on his desk, Wang Junmin felt someone stop in front of him. Looking up, he discovered it was Zhang Shizheng.

The latter was looking at his waist with an uncertain expression, obviously recognizing the jade wengzhong. Though they were competitors, they had never spoken. Wang Junmin didn’t know how to greet him, and Zhang Shizheng didn’t linger long either, giving him a meaningful look before turning to leave.

“Kanghou, are you alright? You didn’t perform abnormally on today’s exam, did you?” Chu Yushi came over with concern, and only after seeing his friend’s normal complexion did he relax, saying, “Good that nothing went wrong. Sigh, why were you so stubborn about taking a fancy to this jade wengzhong?”

“How did you do?” Wang Junmin knew his friend loved to nag, and if he didn’t change the subject, he would probably talk for a quarter hour without stopping.

“Hard to say.” Chu Yushi sighed, tapping his palm with his folding fan and saying dejectedly, “Forget it, if I can’t enter Upper Hall, I’ll go home to study medicine. You know I most enjoy reading medical books…”

Wang Junmin patted his shoulder, also feeling helpless. People truly each had their own destiny.

Before long, the list of candidates promoted from Inner Hall to Upper Hall was posted. Wang Junmin was indeed admitted as an Upper Hall student, while Chu Yushi’s name didn’t appear on the list.

Wang Junmin also noticed that Zhang Shizheng’s name was right next to his, showing that the academic officials rated them equally. Being able to move into Upper Hall was another step toward his plan, so Wang Junmin was naturally delighted. But separating from his good friend Chu Yushi diluted this joy somewhat.

Chu Yushi didn’t seem to care, saying his family wanted him to continue at the Imperial Academy, so his dream of studying medicine was postponed again.

Upper Hall students each had their own individual residential chambers. After changing to the crow-blue trimmed lanshan robe, Wang Junmin, free from others’ interference, studied even more diligently, gradually showing signs of leading his Upper Hall class. However, he rarely socialized within Upper Hall, so his reputation wasn’t as good as Zhang Shizheng’s.

Wang Junmin didn’t mind. In his leisure time, he was at most dragged out by Chu Yushi for tea, or went home to visit his parents and younger brothers. He didn’t even compete with Zhang Shizheng for Upper Hall Teaching Assistant, throwing himself completely into classical texts and historical records, almost forgetting himself.

More than a year passed in a flash, and soon it would be time for the biennial Upper Hall evaluation examination. The professors grading these evaluation exams were all important court ministers. As long as one performed excellently on the evaluation papers and left an impression on them, it would be tremendously helpful when taking the upcoming imperial examinations.

Everyone at the Imperial Academy tacitly understood that each Upper Hall evaluation examination held before imperial examinations was essentially a mini imperial examination. Those who achieved good rankings, barring poor performance, would definitely make the list in the imperial examinations.

Wang Junmin worked even harder, studying in his chamber until the latest hours every night. This evening, having just finished an essay, he rubbed his dry eyes and habitually used his aching right hand to caress the jade wengzhong at his waist.

This had become his unconscious action. Since the day he bought the jade wengzhong, it hadn’t left his side for even a moment. Whenever his fingers touched that lustrous, smooth jade texture, his irritable and weary mood would immediately calm and settle. It was as if no matter how late he studied, there was always someone keeping him company.

Wang Junmin closed his eyes, using his fingertips to trace the carved lines of the jade wengzhong. Such a fine jade ornament was actually slandered as bringing misfortune to its owner? In fact, since wearing the jade wengzhong, he had smoothly entered Upper Hall, his father’s official position, while not exactly promoted, was sufficient for the family’s expenses. It could be said his life was smooth sailing.

Lost in these thoughts, Wang Junmin, who hadn’t rested properly for several days, fell asleep just like that, until a piercing pain suddenly shot through his right arm.

“Ah! Cough cough!” Wang Junmin awoke from his dream with a start, only to discover in shock that he was actually in a sea of flames. The pain that had awakened him was caused by flames licking his right sleeve.

He hurriedly beat at himself everywhere, fell to the ground and rolled to extinguish the fire on his body. The pain in his right arm and the temperature as if he were in hellish lava made him clearly realize this wasn’t a dream. He tried to call out loudly, but opening his mouth only resulted in choking coughs from the thick smoke, quickly giving him a suffocating sensation.

How could this be? He had only taken a short nap – how could he wake up about to be burned alive? Could he still be dreaming?

As consciousness gradually faded, in his daze Wang Junmin vaguely felt someone desperately pulling him toward the outside, but that person’s strength was truly too small, really moving like a snail.

Who could it be? Could it be a classmate from the study chambers? But he remembered being the only one burning the midnight oil studying.

Wang Junmin’s limbs were weak and strengthless – he felt like dead weight.

He opened his mouth wanting to tell that person not to worry about him and leave first, but before he could say a word, he fell into darkness.

“Oh my, Kanghou, you must look on the bright side. The Imperial Academy’s Administrator doesn’t hold you responsible, so just focus on healing.” Chu Yushi looked with lingering fear at Wang Junmin lying in bed recuperating. Such a large fire, yet his good friend only injured his right arm – truly a narrow escape from death.

But seeing his deathly expression, Chu Yushi sighed and comforted: “Your right arm was burned, and though it didn’t damage bones or tendons, you can’t participate in the Upper Hall evaluation or next month’s imperial examination. Don’t mind it – you’re still young, there’ll be another chance in two years!”

“It’s all my fault.” Wang Junmin closed his eyes. His throat was hoarse from inhaling large amounts of smoke. He didn’t much care about missing the exams – when a person has struggled on the edge of life and death, naturally he would view other matters much more lightly.

Though the Administrator who had just come to visit him had humorously said they could finally take this opportunity to rebuild the study chambers, Wang Junmin, who had nearly caused a great disaster, still felt deeply remorseful. He unconsciously gripped the jade wengzhong placed beside his pillow.

Understanding him, Chu Yushi’s eyes turned, and he said seriously: “Actually Kanghou, I always felt there was something strange about this incident. Only you were in the study chamber at the time. If the fire was caused by the oil lamp on your desk, how could you have only injured your right arm? You would have become charcoal long ago.”

“Only me?” Wang Junmin was startled and quickly asked: “I remember someone rescued me. How is that person?”

“Ah? You mean Zhang Shizheng? He’s fine. They say when he rushed in, he found you at the study chamber entrance, only singeing some hair and robe corners.” Chu Yushi’s words were full of suspicion. “Kanghou, don’t blame me for overthinking, but there’s only one spot for top-tier Upper Hall student, and only you have the talent to compete with Zhang Shizheng. Could he have secretly harmed you? Making you injured so you can’t take the evaluation, or at least frightening you to disturb your peace of mind. Then seeing the fire was serious, he rushed in to save you? Otherwise, how could he be there so coincidentally in the middle of the night?”

At the entrance? Not beside the desk? Wang Junmin was stunned, only belatedly realizing his friend was enthusiastically engaging in conspiracy theories. He couldn’t help but gently scold: “Hefu, don’t talk nonsense. This time I owe much to Brother Zhang. After I recover, I must visit to thank him.”

Chu Yushi smiled awkwardly, his gaze falling on Wang Junmin’s left hand, exclaiming: “I know – it must be this jade wengzhong that’s made you so unlucky! Quickly throw it away!”

Wang Junmin’s left hand trembled, then he smiled unnaturally: “What nonsense are you talking? I’m tired. You should go review too – the Inner Hall examination is in these few days.”

After sending Chu Yushi away, Wang Junmin didn’t rest but looked down at the jade wengzhong in his hand.

Perhaps from rolling on the ground in the sea of flames, perhaps from getting too close to fire and being unable to withstand the high temperature, the jade wengzhong had even more cracks. Those discolorations that looked exactly like fresh blood made the jade wengzhong appear even more battered.

He truly loved this jade wengzhong, even remembering with closed eyes how many original cracks it had and where they were located. Running his fingertips over the scarred jade wengzhong, Wang Junmin still tied it back to his belt.

In this year’s Upper Hall evaluation, Zhang Shizheng received top rating.

Wang Junmin had always wanted to personally thank Zhang Shizheng for saving his life, but afraid of disturbing his studies, he waited until after the imperial examinations ended before bringing thank-you gifts to visit his chamber.

Actually, Zhang Shizheng’s chamber was diagonally across from his, but this was Wang Junmin’s first time knocking on the door. When Zhang Shizheng opened the door, Wang Junmin saw he was packing things – not the manner of temporarily returning home, but methodically placing books from shelves into boxes stack by stack.

“You’re… moving away?” Wang Junmin asked unconsciously, then recalling Zhang Shizheng’s courtesy name, he smiled: “Congratulations, Brother Buyi, you’ll surely achieve high honors on the golden list!” Such careful packing meant either he had done poorly and would no longer attend the Imperial Academy, or he had done so well he no longer needed to attend. Though Wang Junmin wasn’t good with words, he naturally wouldn’t think Zhang Shizheng had done poorly.

Joking aside, how could a top-tier Upper Hall student do poorly? Thinking that he couldn’t even participate in the examination, Wang Junmin couldn’t help but feel downcast, but still forced himself to be spirited and sincerely thanked: “That day I owe much to Brother Buyi’s rescue. I was afraid of being too bothersome these past days, so I come to express thanks today.” He then offered the thank-you gifts.

Zhang Shizheng naturally declined, saying courteously: “Saving people is duty-bound. Even if it were someone else inside, I would have rescued them too. Kanghou needn’t do this. Moreover, when I found you, you were already at the entrance – I merely lent a hand.”

“At the entrance?” Wang Junmin was stunned. Chu Yushi had mentioned this before, but he thought his friend had remembered wrong and hadn’t paid much attention.

But now the person involved mentioned it again, making Wang Junmin have to believe it. Could that person have been a hallucination he experienced in the sea of flames? The Administrator hadn’t mentioned anyone else being injured either. In such fierce flames, if someone else had rescued him, they certainly would have been burned too.

Wang Junmin suppressed his doubts and insisted that Zhang Shizheng accept the thank-you gifts.

Actually, they were both scholars, so what he gave wasn’t gold or silver, but several rare books Wang Junmin had specially sought out. Not particularly valuable in monetary terms, but things money couldn’t buy.

Zhang Shizheng couldn’t refuse and reluctantly accepted. From the corner of his eye, he glimpsed the jade wengzhong at Wang Junmin’s waist and sighed as if making casual conversation: “Kanghou, don’t mind my speaking out of turn. I also wore this jade wengzhong for a while out of disbelief, and truly everything went poorly. Once on the street I nearly got hit by a spooked horse cart. If that cart hadn’t tripped on a stone and fallen first, I might have had my neck trampled by that mad horse.”

Zhang Shizheng spoke while still shaken, obviously deeply frightened: “Now though you barely saved your life, you ultimately missed this imperial examination. In the past under Taizu’s reign there was one examination yearly, under Zhenzong’s reign one every two years, and later there might be one every three years or even longer.”

Wang Junmin pressed his lips tight, not knowing what to say. Just then other classmates came to visit. Zhang Shizheng had the best connections at the Imperial Academy. Wang Junmin felt unable to integrate into their circle and simply took his leave.

Returning to his own chamber, Wang Junmin touched the jade wengzhong at his waist. When his fingers touched the scars on it, Zhang Shizheng’s words flashed through his mind, unavoidably causing some melancholy. The jade wengzhong was so damaged – it probably wasn’t suitable to wear every day anymore.

Finally giving the jade wengzhong one last tender touch, Wang Junmin placed it in a lacquered box beside him, completely unaware that the originally lustrous jade wengzhong instantly dimmed…

Later, the imperial palace examination results were announced. Zhang Shizheng was promoted to first rank and granted jinshi degree, but didn’t become the top scholar.

Their senior Liu Hui claimed the top prize.

This senior, only twenty-seven this year, was also a legend at the Imperial Academy. His writing style was ornate and flowery, piling up classical allusions as fashion, pursued by the world, having become a famous scholar in the capital several years ago.

But the previous imperial examination was presided over by Ouyang Xiu as chief examiner, who deeply detested this superficial literary style and advocated plain, simple writing.

It was said that in that examination, when Ouyang Xiu reviewed essays – though names were naturally covered – he immediately recognized Liu Hui’s style and criticized it from beginning to end with his red brush.

Having failed the examination, Liu Hui resolutely resigned from the Imperial Academy, returned home to study hard, experienced the people’s hardships, and his writing gradually became mature and solid. Finally this year he was greatly praised by the palace examination supervisor Ouyang Xiu and claimed the top prize in one stroke.

Wang Junmin obtained a copy of the top scholar’s essay from others and studied it repeatedly, finding himself inferior.

Chu Yushi’s ranking in the imperial examination wasn’t ideal either, so he left the Imperial Academy to return home and study medical books.

Others thought him foolish, but Wang Junmin actually subtly envied him deep down.

Being able to find something interesting to oneself and firmly pursue it was, in a certain sense, quite remarkable.

Wang Junmin focused wholeheartedly and studied even more diligently. But this time he didn’t just read books mechanically – while reviewing, he tried to visit as many places as possible.

The “Xunzi · Confucian Effects” says: “To hear but not see, though broad, must be mistaken; to see but not know, though knowledgeable, must be deluded; to know but not act, though sincere, brings trouble.” He gradually came to understand through personal experience what those words in books meant, not just understanding them literally.

Chapter 2: The Jade Wengzhong · Part 3
Two years passed in a flash. This time’s Upper Hall evaluation examination naturally went to Wang Junmin as the sole top-tier Upper Hall student, and then the Jiayou sixth year Xinchou imperial examination arrived amid everyone’s anticipation.

At twenty-five, Wang Junmin was already considered quite old at the Imperial Academy. If he didn’t pass the examination this year, he would have to withdraw from the academy and become an insignificant clerk, or stay at the academy as an ordinary academic instructor or recorder, earning a meager salary.

His younger brothers at home had grown up, and expenses were increasing daily. He could no longer burden his family.

Moreover, he had always used studying as an excuse to avoid marriage, partly because his family probably couldn’t afford the betrothal gifts.

While packing his examination supplies, Wang Junmin opened the lacquered box and saw the jade wengzhong he hadn’t worn for a long time. After playing with it in his hands for a moment, he finally took it out and placed it in his writing supplies box.

The metropolitan examination went as smoothly as Wang Junmin had expected. When he finished his papers, he knew he should make the list. As for his ranking, that truly needed heaven’s arrangement.

After sleeping hard for two days in his chamber, before the palace examination list was announced, Wang Junmin went out planning to visit home. But after leaving, he suddenly felt that every person passing by him was vaguely pointing and whispering about him.

He had always been a loner and naturally wouldn’t care about others’ opinions.

But almost every student he encountered at the Imperial Academy looked at him strangely, making him inevitably slow his pace with doubt. Gradually, discussions reached his ears.

“They say someone is spreading rumors that this Wang Junmin is this year’s top scholar!”

“Maybe so – Wang Kanghou is the top person in the Imperial Academy’s Upper Hall!”

“But that’s not right… The golden list isn’t out yet, and such rumors are already spreading everywhere. I think someone definitely doesn’t want him to pass.”

“Exactly! If the chief examiner wants to avoid suspicion, or thinks Student Wang is deliberately creating momentum for himself, he really might eliminate him!”

“Precisely! This Xinchou examination’s chief examiner is Wang Anshi, Master Wang Jiefu, who most despises those who seek fame and reputation. Someone’s in for trouble this time!”

Wang Junmin listened to those voices of envy, disgust, cold mockery, and sarcasm, feeling like someone had punched him in the back of the head. His mind buzzed white and blank, nearly losing the strength to stand.

He gritted his teeth to avoid embarrassing himself in front of others, barely managing to turn and walk step by step back to his room. Sitting cold and motionless at his desk for a long time, Wang Junmin finally raised his hand to wipe his face, finding his palm wet – whether from sweat on his cheeks or his palms, he couldn’t tell.

“Those who aren’t envied are mediocre” – he naturally understood this principle. But the problem definitely lay with him, otherwise why would rumors only spread about him and not others?

Two years ago in the previous examination, Zhang Shizheng was in a similar situation, but no one tried to sabotage him.

So… everything for nothing? In this situation, no normal person would let him pass the jinshi examination. The enormous pressure suppressed in his heart for years completely exploded – Wang Junmin had essentially bet everything on this examination.

Nearly twenty years of hard study would ultimately be wasted? Perhaps it was his imagination, but the discussions outside seemed even louder, making his head spin.

Mentally broken, he could no longer control the resentment in his heart. He stood up and swept his sleeve across the desk, scattering the scholarly ornaments. For a moment, crisp clanging and crashing sounds rang out continuously, finally silencing the discussions outside.

Wang Junmin panted heavily as he collapsed back into his chair, catching sight of a familiar jade wengzhong spinning and sliding to his feet.

When people are vulnerable, they instinctively want to blame heaven and others. Wang Junmin immediately thought of the misfortune rumors about this jade wengzhong, then remembered that nothing had happened to him these past two years until he put it in his writing supplies box for the examination, and now… now this was happening… Though he knew this had absolutely nothing to do with the jade wengzhong, if people could always remain rational, the concept of displaced anger wouldn’t exist.

Wang Junmin bent down to grab the jade wengzhong from the floor, about to smash it against the wall as if to vent his fury. But when his palm touched the lustrous, delicate jade, that long-forgotten sensation immediately brought him back to his senses.

He took a deep breath and slowly opened his fingers, looking down at the jade wengzhong lying quietly in his palm. The wengzhong’s cord was already dirty and bore blackened burn marks.

Since the fire, he hadn’t thought to replace its cord.

Wang Junmin nostalgically caressed the jade wengzhong, feeling the originally cool jade gradually match his body temperature.

Perhaps from just falling to the ground, there were several more cracks than he remembered.

Wang Junmin sighed softly. His agitated mood finally calmed down. He picked up the writing supplies box, first placing the jade wengzhong back inside, then gathering up the scattered items.

So be it – he should leave. Staying here would only be embarrassing. The academic officials would probably feel uncomfortable seeing him too. He’d wait until the golden list was announced before coming to bid them farewell.

What a… pity to disappoint the Administrator’s high hopes…

Dejectedly packing his belongings, Wang Junmin endured everyone’s gazes as he returned home, closed his doors to visitors, and slept with his head covered.

He muddled through several days like this. On announcement day, listening to the continuous sounds of congratulations, firecrackers, and gongs along the streets, his expression was unpredictable.

After an unknown time, he suddenly heard firecrackers exploding at his courtyard gate, with someone loudly congratulating: “Passed! Passed! Young Master passed!”

Everything happened too suddenly. By the time Wang Junmin fully came to his senses, he had already completed the palace examination, paraded through the streets, drunk celebratory wine – it was several days later.

“Kanghou, you’re finally awake?” Chu Yushi teased. He found his friend truly amusing. But thinking from another perspective, if he could enjoy such glory today, his behavior probably wouldn’t be much better.

“Did I… did I really become top scholar?” Wang Junmin still couldn’t quite believe it, but in his hazy memories, there were indeed scenes of giving thanks in the front palace, picking famous flowers in renowned gardens as the Flower-Picking Envoy with two other young men on the same list, and attending the Flower-Picking Banquet at Apricot Garden.

The scenes of toasting and drinking were like blurry paintings, making it difficult for his hangover self to connect them all.

“Yes, yes, yes – first place in the first rank, what else could that be but top scholar? Wang the Top Scholar!” Chu Yushi handed over a bowl of freshly made hangover soup, smiling as he examined this new top scholar.

“This time we really owe much to Master Linchuan. If he hadn’t taken a liking to your essay and strongly recommended you, this top scholar position might have been in danger.”

Wang Junmin drank the slightly bitter hangover soup in one gulp, his headache easing somewhat.

Master Linchuan was Minister Wang Anshi. Wang Junmin still harbored resentment over the pre-examination rumors, frowning: “Wouldn’t this put Master Linchuan in a difficult position?”

“No problem. Kanghou, you have real talent and learning. Before, someone deliberately spread rumors to harm you, but this actually gives it a sense of heavenly destiny, making it a beautiful story to tell.” Chu Yushi said dismissively.

His gaze fell on the open writing supplies box nearby, just seeing that memorable jade wengzhong, and he couldn’t help saying disapprovingly: “Kanghou, why do you still keep this jade wengzhong? You nearly burned to death, nearly died from rumors – you were almost forced to prove your innocence through death. What scholars value most are reputation and life, and you nearly lost both. Isn’t this the misfortune brought by this jade wengzhong? I think it’s better to throw it away.”

“…” Wang Junmin held his head. He wasn’t fully awake yet. He heard his friend’s voice but his brain was working slowly and couldn’t understand.

After a long while, he stammered: “Maybe… I should return it to that antique shop owner…”

“Return it to him for what? To let this jade wengzhong continue harming people? Forget it, if you can’t bear to throw it away, I’ll throw it away for you.” Chu Yushi decisively scooped up the jade wengzhong, determined to free his friend from the shadow of misfortune.

“This…” Wang Junmin’s words to stop his friend paused, and he couldn’t help asking himself – didn’t he really have thoughts of sending this jade wengzhong away?

Admit it – in fact, he also felt plagued by misfortune, just unwilling to personally abandon the jade wengzhong, unwilling to be the villain.

So he quietly watched his friend walk out of the room and slowly closed his eyes.

Yes, he was already the new top scholar. After a good sleep, when he opened his eyes again, his life would be completely different from before.

Chu Yushi actually wanted to smash this jade wengzhong directly, but he was also afraid this ominous jade ornament would attach itself to him. So after leaving the Wang family, he found a corner in an alley and carelessly threw the jade wengzhong away.

Not long after Chu Yushi left humming a song, a man wearing Qin-Han period black wrapped deep robes walked here and stopped, bending down to pick up the jade wengzhong. He gently brushed away the dust on the jade wengzhong with his hand, looking at the new cracks on it, and sighed deeply.

“Foolish child, you block disasters for people yet are mistaken for an ominous object. What suffering is this…” The man seemed to speak to the jade wengzhong, yet also seemed to mutter to himself.

After a moment, he suddenly looked up toward somewhere at the alley entrance. Empty. Was he indeed overthinking?

2013 AD

“Oh my! We nearly got discovered by the previous boss spying on us!” The doctor gasped heavily. Having just experienced space travel, he simply lay on Dumb House’s floor, his whole head dizzy.

“Fortunately the compass was timely.” Lu Zigang wasn’t in much better condition but still stood up to get two bottles of mineral water.

The doctor got up and took a bottle, gulping down several mouthfuls before gaining some energy, grinning: “Ancient costume boss – this is the first time seeing that! Last time we traveled to the Tang Dynasty we didn’t see the boss at all.”

“We must be careful in the future. The boss always has continuous memory. If he gets an impression of us, history might branch off, and our crime would be great.” Lu Zigang tirelessly reminded.

“Got it, got it.” The doctor casually agreed. For him, the missing boss was the real boss – the ancient boss had no memories of him and wasn’t really his friend.

“By the way, what was that thing the boss was holding just now?” Lu Zigang had good eyesight. After recalling, he said: “Should be that jade wengzhong.”

“Jade wengzhong?”

“Yes, I still remember when I was at Dumb House in my previous life, the boss once chatted with me about it. That jade wengzhong was originally an evil-warding object personally worn by Emperor Wu of Han. Later it passed through many hands. Though cracked everywhere, unlike ordinary jade ornaments that could be possessed by evil things, it could still protect its owner from misfortune.” Lu Zigang drank some water, then sighed: “But unfortunately, every person who owned that jade wengzhong thought it brought misfortune. Though the boss would always explain beforehand that cracked jade attracts evil things, every person who claimed not to care would eventually abandon it. People are like this – they never see the truth clearly. Looking at those people’s clothing on the street, it should be mid-Northern Song period. The jade wengzhong’s owner then should have been a top scholar. After death he was falsely accused of unclear relations with a brothel woman, of chaos and abandonment, ultimately haunted by vengeful ghosts, losing his life and reputation completely ruined. Such a pity for all those cracks the jade wengzhong developed for him.”

Lu Zigang of that era was the world’s top jade craftsman, naturally extremely fond of jade objects. Recalling that scarred jade wengzhong, Lu Zigang was inevitably influenced by his past life’s resentment, his tone full of indignation.

“Ah? Why didn’t the boss tell customers the truth?” The doctor expressed confusion.

Lu Zigang immediately looked at him like an idiot: “Selling a broken jade while eloquently saying this jade can block disasters – wouldn’t that make you a swindler? Only fools would believe it!”

The doctor indicated he believed it, excitedly standing up to look around: “Where is it? Such a good thing, this jade wengzhong! I want one too!”

Lu Zigang tightened the bottle cap, showing a mocking smile, saying lightly: “Who knows! Maybe it’s somewhere in Dumb House… maybe it’s still wandering in different people’s hands…”

Every antique in Dumb House has its own story, carrying many years with no one to listen. Because they cannot speak…

Epilogue: The Wang Junmin, Chu Yushi, and Zhang Shizheng appearing in this story are all real historical figures. This text borrows their life stories, though the jade wengzhong is fictional. Everyone might wonder what happened to these three people later, so I’ll share some additional notes.

Wang Junmin died two years later from a bout of madness. After becoming top scholar, he went to Xuzhou as a judicial officer, then was transferred to Nanjing the following year to temporarily oversee imperial examinations. Everything was normal at first, but suddenly he told supervisory officials that candidates were making noise and cursing him outside, when clearly nothing of the sort was happening.

After this happened three or four times, he suddenly showed fearful expression and grabbed a paper knife from his desk to commit suicide. After being rescued, he remained mentally confused. His family even hired Taoist priests to treat him, making quite a commotion.

Chu Yushi rushed over upon hearing the news. Chu Yushi really became a doctor – he was the most famous of these three later, authoring several renowned medical texts. Chu Yushi prescribed medicine for Wang Junmin and stayed with him until Wang Junmin passed away… then… Chu Yushi became a monk… This really meant something! I was shocked researching this!

Zhang Shizheng became an Imperial Academy Grand Academician and later wrote “Kuoyi Ji,” which included accounts of Wang Junmin’s madness. This incident was gradually distorted by people, and later someone wrote a drama called “Wang Kui’s Betrayal.”

This drama was very popular! Kui means top scholar – it was clearly naming Wang Junmin specifically. The content was simple: Wang Kui and a brothel woman loved each other, but after becoming top scholar, he abandoned her for higher connections.

Later the brothel woman committed suicide and became a vengeful ghost haunting Wang Kui, ultimately taking his life for revenge. When “Wang Kui’s Betrayal” became popular, Chu Yushi was furious.

In his published “Essential Prescriptions for Health Maintenance,” he used lengthy passages to clear his friend’s name, even criticizing Wang Junmin’s younger brothers for not defending their elder brother. “Kanghou was upright and stern by nature, pure as jade, never understanding crude marketplace language…” …original text… this is the original text…

Chapter 3: The Heavenly Ruyi · Part 1
Just like eight years ago, when he waited for Lüdi, Ruyi would never return again.

1390 AD

Yingtian Prefecture, Jurong County, Diliu Slope

Li Dingyuan was carried in the arms of his head maid Pipa, drowsily passing through the Duke’s mansion gardens to arrive at Xuanyuan, where his grandfather lived. Though going to pay respects to his grandfather before fully awakening was improper etiquette, Li Dingyuan had always been favored, so naturally no one dared criticize him.

Li Dingyuan was only ten years old this year. Though he didn’t understand much about worldly affairs, he knew his grandfather was tremendously accomplished. The first person below the Ming Dynasty emperor was his grandfather Li Shanchang, who previously held the position of Left Chancellor, head of all officials. Using the phrase “below one person, above ten thousand” to describe his grandfather was most fitting.

Li Dingyuan didn’t understand court affairs, but he knew his grandfather had nine sons, fifteen grandsons, and twelve granddaughters, yet loved only him most. Otherwise, grandfather didn’t dote on anyone – even his second uncle who married a princess didn’t receive any special treatment from grandfather. Except for second uncle’s family living in the Princess Manor, all other uncles and cousins lived at the Li family main residence in Jiujiang, Jiangxi. Only he alone was raised at grandfather’s side.

Gathering all favor and love upon himself, Li Dingyuan, apart from feeling somewhat troubled by rarely seeing his parents, complacently enjoyed the so-called corrupt life of a dandy. Even his daily morning greetings to grandfather were half-asleep formalities.

His grandfather lived in an authentic Duke’s mansion, with halls built to first and second rank official standards – five bays and nine rafters, magnificently imposing. Li Dingyuan slightly opened his eyes and was immediately hurt by sunlight reflecting off the glazed roof tiles, lazily closing them again.

After walking a bit further, feeling Pipa’s breathing deliberately lighten, Li Dingyuan smelled the rich fragrance of calming incense and knew they had entered grandfather’s study. He rubbed his eyes, planning to act spoiled with grandfather as usual – grandfather would helplessly take him into his arms, and even when he pulled grandfather’s beard, grandfather would indulgently let him make mischief.

But today that familiar warm embrace didn’t appear as expected. Li Dingyuan confusedly opened his eyes to find his grandfather with a gloomy expression, hand gripping a copper-red glazed tea cup, sitting in a yellow rosewood four-cornered official hat chair, staring at him with a stern gaze.

“Look at your disgraceful appearance! What kind of behavior is this!”

Li Shanchang was a veteran who had fought alongside Zhu Yuanzhang since the thirteenth year of Emperor Shun of Yuan’s Zhizheng reign. Though his work was like Xiao He beside Liu Bang of Han – handling internal affairs and military administration – despite retiring from officialdom twenty-two years ago to protect himself wisely, his authority remained undiminished. Usually before his beloved grandson, he deliberately restrained his fierce aura, but now he had no mind to hide it. That oppressive威压 was like a tsunami, overwhelming Li Dingyuan.

Pipa, holding Li Dingyuan, was also affected, trembling all over in fright, nearly unable to hold the thirteenth young master, instinctively kneeling to the ground.

Due to the head maid’s kneeling, Li Dingyuan naturally stood on the ground. He wasn’t frightened by his grandfather’s change of face, tidying his clothes by himself and arranging himself neatly before stepping forward several paces to kneel properly before Li Shanchang and bow while greeting him.

Li Dingyuan was familiar with this etiquette. Whenever there were holidays or festivals, he had to meet those uncles and cousins, performing this routine once daily with each person. Though he had never done it so seriously before, having watched so many times, he could learn to do it presentably. Li Shanchang’s special regard for Li Dingyuan wasn’t just because he was particularly cute – grandfather preferred his clever mind, feeling this child most resembled himself. So when naming him, he didn’t follow the rule of grass radical single characters, insisting on giving him an imposing name.

Li Dingyuan obediently finished kowtowing and didn’t get up, kneeling straight before Li Shanchang, looking up at him innocently.

Li Shanchang looked at his grandson’s tender face with those bright black and white eyes, and soon surrendered. His built-up momentum flowed away like a breached Yellow River, completely drained. He sighed, pulled the child up, touched his forehead lovingly: “Yuan’er, grandfather is in a bad mood today. Did you hurt yourself anywhere? Grandfather heard a ‘thud’ sound.”

Li Shanchang, who in others’ eyes was truly uncompromising Duke Xuan – whenever his face darkened, trembling people would kneel in droves – if those people saw this scene of the chief minister acting humble and small, their eyeballs would probably fall to the ground.

Li Dingyuan’s big eyes rolled, inwardly scorning that grandfather was probably feeling irritated again. A few days ago he tormented the guards around him, now he was starting to torment him? This wouldn’t do – tomorrow he should call fourth brother and sixth brother over to share the suffering, since they lived right next door at the Princess Manor anyway.

Li Shanchang understood this little one extremely thoroughly. Just seeing his expression, he knew what this little rascal was thinking, spitting: “Thinking of going to harm Little Four and Little Six again?” For other grandsons, Li Shanchang always called them by their birth order directly, and couldn’t even remember some grandsons’ names. So for Li Dingyuan, he was indeed extraordinarily different.

Li Dingyuan’s fourth and sixth brothers were actually cousins, called Li Fang and Li Mao, both sons of his second son Li Qi and Princess Lin’an. Both were thirteen or fourteen-year-old youths this year – how could they bother with ten-year-old Li Dingyuan? Their mother Princess Lin’an was Zhu Yuanzhang’s eldest daughter. Li Shanchang had previously felt especially secure about this princess daughter-in-law, thinking that no matter how cruelly Zhu Yuanzhang harmed meritorious officials and veterans, he absolutely couldn’t move against in-laws. So he was quite close to those two grandsons too. Of course, that closeness was still different from his relationship with Li Dingyuan.

Li Shanchang rubbed the child’s slightly red forehead, his heart softening further, gentling his voice: “It’s all grandfather’s fault. What does Yuan’er want? Grandfather will compensate you.”

His words contained indescribable tenderness and pain, but it was extremely well hidden.

Li Dingyuan was speechless inside, silently calling out “as expected!” Grandfather was always shameless! Just liked using things to coax him happy! But after some scheming, he decided to try: “Grandfather! I want that bronze box!”

That bronze box was the treasure Li Dingyuan had been yearning for. He had tried acting spoiled and throwing tantrums countless times before, but grandfather would only let him look at it, never loosening up to give it to him. Other treasures he could have whatever he wanted, but over time, this bronze box had become Li Dingyuan’s obsession. He didn’t know if he truly liked that bronze box or was just being stubborn.

“Fine.”

“Grandfather, if you’re reluctant then forget it… Eh? Grandfather, you agreed?”

Li Dingyuan was dumbstruck.

“Konghou, go get that bronze box for Yuan’er.” The child’s rare surprised expression pleased Li Shanchang. With a wave of his hand, someone immediately went to the study to fetch the bronze box and place it in Li Shanchang’s hands.

Li Dingyuan stared at his long-desired bronze box, unable to look away. This bronze box wasn’t ordinary – though only palm-sized, the exquisite carved patterns and heavy patina showed its considerable age. The box’s lid was made of glass, and under the green semi-transparent glass cover, one could vaguely see a white jade ruyi fixed inside the bronze box. What Li Dingyuan was obsessed with was that this bronze box simply couldn’t be opened! The glass lid was completely sealed. If one wanted to hold that small ruyi and play with it, one could only smash that priceless glass lid.

Even Li Dingyuan, who treated money like dirt, knew he absolutely couldn’t do such a thing to destroy treasures. He never understood why someone would seal a white jade ruyi in a bronze box. Was there some mechanism to open this box? But everywhere else was seamlessly tight. Each time Li Dingyuan played with it, he returned empty-handed, only increasing his curiosity about opening it.

When grandfather personally placed this bronze box in his arms, Li Dingyuan wasn’t as ecstatic as he had imagined. Instead, he moved his gaze from the bronze box to grandfather’s face, asking with unprecedented seriousness: “Grandfather, what happened?”

The loving expression on Li Shanchang’s face stiffened momentarily, then he smiled: “Nothing’s wrong. It’s just that grandfather has been busy lately. How about Yuan’er goes to play at Tangshan Villa for a few days? This bronze box can stay with you temporarily these days, but when you return, grandfather still has to take it back.”

Li Dingyuan puffed out his chubby cheeks, unwillingly hugging the bronze box tightly. He knew grandfather hadn’t told him the truth, but he also knew that though grandfather doted on him, he would never allow him to contradict decisions already made.

Li Shanchang lovingly patted the child’s head, quietly instructing beside him: “Lüdi, I’m entrusting Yuan’er to you.” A lean young man immediately knelt down.

Li Dingyuan was startled when the young man responded and then got up to carry him. Wouldn’t his head maid Pipa go with him? Only Lüdi would accompany him? Though he knew this Lüdi held a very high position around grandfather, the whole thing felt indescribably strange.
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Pipa had already handed the packed bundle to Lüdi, then with nimble hands stripped off Li Dingyuan’s floral and precious gem-patterned cross-collar vest and other silk garments, changing him into ordinary gray-brown cloth clothing of a common child. She also removed all the precious ornaments he wore, leaving only the unremarkable white jade zodiac pendant at his waist.

Li Dingyuan was dumbstruck. When he reacted and wanted to scold Pipa, he had already been taken back into Lüdi’s arms and was swiftly leaving through the back courtyard. Pipa also respectfully bowed to Li Shanchang, took Li Dingyuan’s clothes, and turned to leave.

Li Shanchang closed his eyes and sighed deeply: “Dongxiao, do you think if this old man had died earlier, could it have preserved the safety of the whole family?”

“Duke…” A middle-aged man emerged from behind the screen and knelt sorrowfully on the ground.

“People are indeed greedy – who doesn’t want to live well?” Li Shanchang lamented. “When Yuan’er was born, I thought to live a few more years to see him grow up. But year after year, the more I watched him, the more reluctant I became to leave. Sigh, this old man doesn’t fear death, but if I die now, His Majesty will think I committed suicide out of guilt. Qi’er’s family might be spared, but Yuan’er… this old man truly cannot bear to part with him…”

“Duke, you still have the imperial bestowed iron certificate with cinnabar inscription – it can spare you from death twice, and spare your sons from death once…” Dongxiao reminded unwillingly.

“Iron certificate with cinnabar inscription? Who granted it to this old man? Since he could bestow it, naturally he can also take it back.” Li Shanchang held no hope whatsoever. He understood too well that old friend sitting on the dragon throne, just as the other understood him.

Just as Dongxiao was about to offer more persuasion, commotion came from the front courtyard, with faint sounds of orderly footsteps.

“To actually deploy the Imperial Guard – truly honoring this old man.” Li Shanchang smiled contemptuously and calmly adjusted his clothing. Dongxiao also stood tall behind him, shedding his previous anxious expression and returning to an emotionless face.

Li Dingyuan, carried in Lüdi’s arms, had just exited Duke Xuan’s mansion through the side gate when he saw teams of Imperial Guards marching swiftly toward them. The masses of armor and iron spears radiated murderous aura, making Li Dingyuan shiver violently as uncontrollable fear rose from his heart.

Because he discovered these Imperial Guards were heading exactly toward Duke Xuan’s mansion.

“Don’t look,” Lüdi pressed down Li Dingyuan’s small head and whispered.

“Not looking would actually arouse suspicion,” Li Dingyuan righteously retorted. He was extremely familiar with all the guards and maids around grandfather, so naturally wouldn’t be polite to them.

Lüdi was startled. With such a large formation, though passersby all lowered their heads in silent fear, they were also extremely curious and secretly peeping. After all, this concerned the Duke’s mansion – that Duke’s mansion that seemed like it would always stand firm.

Li Dingyuan nearly cried out in the next second, because he saw Pipa sneaking out from the side gate, holding a seven or eight-year-old child in her arms. Those clothes were clearly what had just been stripped from him – at first glance, it looked just like him. Pipa looked fearfully at the nearby Imperial Guards and immediately ran in the opposite direction holding the child. The Imperial Guards also spotted Pipa at this moment and quickly sent a small team in pursuit.

Even if Li Dingyuan was foolish, he now understood that something had definitely happened to grandfather, otherwise why would grandfather allow Pipa to do such a deceptive substitution?

“I want to go back!” Li Dingyuan struggled while gritting his teeth. But Lüdi held him tightly, leaving this area at a speed that wouldn’t attract attention, threading through the streets and alleys of Yingtian Prefecture.

“Thirteenth Young Master, this is the Duke’s intention,” Lüdi persuaded in a low voice while walking. “This time, the Duke faces more danger than fortune.”

Li Dingyuan’s fingers gripped the bronze box in his arms with such force that he nearly broke his nails. He hoped all this was just grandfather’s excessive worry, but the Imperial Guards hurrying through the streets and the occasional Embroidered Uniform Guards in flying fish robes with embroidered spring knives at their waists made Li Dingyuan’s small face increasingly pale. Those Embroidered Uniform Guards were devils in Yingtian Prefecture who could stop children’s nighttime crying. Though the Embroidered Uniform Guard had been abolished three years ago, in reality it was just surface theater by the emperor to appease the ministers. Behind the scenes, the guards still wore brocade clothing for night operations, secretly collecting various intelligence.

Li Dingyuan bit his teeth and used all his strength to barely manage to speak: “Don’t call me Thirteenth Young Master anymore either. Just call me… Jie’er.” Li Jie was originally the name his father had given him following the grass radical generation rule. But later grandfather spoke up, using the name Li Dingyuan for the family registry, so no one knew this name.

Lüdi nodded, inwardly praising that he was indeed the Duke’s most beloved thirteenth grandson – adjusting his mood so quickly and even pointing out potential mistakes. Lüdi turned left and right in the alleys, somehow obtained a horse cart, and placed Li Dingyuan inside. Unable to see the outside situation, young Li Dingyuan was even more panicked, but still restrained himself from making noise or fuss. Lüdi continued circling the city until dark before reaching a dilapidated residence.

According to Lüdi, this was a civilian residence his grandfather had prepared years ago. It hadn’t been maintained for years to avoid suspicion. After Li Dingyuan hastily ate something, Lüdi said he needed to go out to gather news about the Duke’s mansion. Li Dingyuan was also anxious and said he would be fine alone, telling him to go quickly. Though Lüdi was worried, he knew that randomly finding someone else to care for the thirteenth young master would risk exposure. He knew his duty was to stay by Li Dingyuan’s side, but years of loyalty to the Duke made him restless.

Finally Lüdi left, and Li Dingyuan hugged that bronze box and shivered in the pitch-black broken house.

He dared not light a lamp, because at such a time, a house empty for years suddenly showing human presence would definitely alert those all-pervasive Embroidered Uniform Guards.

He sat quietly in the darkness, thinking of grandfather, thinking of his parents, thinking of uncles, thinking of those brothers and sisters, thinking of past happy days, his heart growing cold bit by bit.

Watching the sun rise again and set again, after several such cycles, Li Dingyuan knew that Lüdi would never return.

“Don’t… don’t leave me alone…” he murmured, finally blacking out and falling unconscious.

The bronze box in his arms fell under the bed. The priceless glass lid struck the blue stone slab with a crisp sound, shattering into several pieces. The white jade ruyi inside the bronze box rolled out, emitting soft white light in the moonlight.

“Li Shanchang was convicted for the Hu faction crime. Saying that as a founding hero and imperial relative, knowing of treasonous plots without reporting them, being suspicious and wavering, harboring duplicity, this is great treason. His wife, daughters, brothers, nephews and their families – over seventy people total – were all executed. His Majesty’s personal edict listed his crimes, and the prison confessions were made into ‘Proclamation Revealing the Treacherous Faction in Three Records’ and announced to the world…”

A clear female voice echoed in the broken house. A ten-year-old girl with sheep-horn braids was tilting her head and reading word by word from the proclamation in her hands. On the bed beside her, a haggard boy was leaning against the wall under a worn quilt, his dry lips pressed into a straight line.

Li Dingyuan had become skin and bones in just a few days. His round cheeks had sunken, his chin had sharpened, completely changing his appearance. Even family members probably wouldn’t immediately recognize this as the Duke’s most beloved thirteenth grandson.

His grandfather was said to have been given white silk by the emperor to hang himself that very day. His family members were arrested from Jiujiang, Jiangxi, and publicly beheaded three days ago. He had forced himself to watch the entire process, seeing those familiar family members lose their heads one by one, blood flowing like rivers. Over seventy people? Far more than seventy! All the ministers and marquises connected to their family were also implicated. It was said the emperor used this as an excuse to purge, and altogether over thirty thousand meritorious officials and their families were killed. Yingtian Prefecture seemed shrouded in a bloody haze, the entire capital permeated with a breathless bloody smell that lingered for a long time.

“Jie’er, are you hungry again? I have steamed buns here!” The girl put down the proclamation and reached out her small hand to worriedly touch Li Dingyuan’s small belly.

“Ruyi, I’m not hungry.” Li Dingyuan forced a smile for the girl, tiny points of warmth floating in his cold eyes. While waiting for Lüdi, he had been unconscious in this house for several days. Upon waking, he met Ruyi. She was jade-white and adorable, but wore ordinary boy’s clothing, yet her behavior and speech showed refined family upbringing. Li Dingyuan was certain Ruyi must be like him – an escaped descendant of some implicated noble family. Otherwise, how could an ordinary ten-year-old girl be literate? Moreover, when asked her surname, she never answered – perhaps her surname wasn’t as common as his Li.

During his illness, thanks to Ruyi’s careful care, thinking that her family was implicated and destroyed because of his family made Li Dingyuan increasingly guilty. But this guilt quickly transformed into hatred.

Yes, his grandfather had done nothing wrong! The one in error was the person sitting on the dragon throne!

“Jie’er, you’re unhappy – is it because the bronze box broke?” Ruyi carefully brought the bronze box before Li Dingyuan, asking somewhat cautiously.

“No.” Li Dingyuan glanced at the bronze box he had brought from home but no longer felt the previous fondness for it. The glass lid of the bronze box had shattered, and the white jade ruyi inside was nowhere to be found – perhaps it had rolled somewhere, or was stolen by burglars when they weren’t there. He vaguely remembered when he was seriously ill, the bronze box had fallen to the ground, but none of this mattered anymore. “Ruyi, read the proclamation to me again.”

Ruyi nodded and secretly placed the bronze box in an inconspicuous corner, showing a pleased smile on her small face.

Li Dingyuan didn’t notice Ruyi’s small action, because that clear voice had started up again.

“Li Shanchang was convicted for the Hu faction crime. Saying that as a founding hero and imperial relative, knowing of treasonous plots without reporting them, being suspicious and wavering, harboring duplicity, this is great treason…”

Li Dingyuan clenched his fists, his eyes bloodshot.

Great treason… great treason… they actually called his grandfather’s actions great treason! Then he would show them what great treason really looked like.
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1398 AD

Li Dingyuan confirmed he had shaken off the Embroidered Uniform Guards following him and deliberately made several more detours before climbing over a wall into a quiet residence.

This was no longer the broken house where Lüdi had originally placed him. Eight years ago, he and Ruyi had lived very hard lives at first – two children with no money, lacking even food and clothing. The white jade zodiac pendant he had kept was sold for some silver, but that was quickly used up. Later, Ruyi dug up a box in the backyard of that broken house, filled with banknotes and gold leaves, which finally improved their situation. Over these eight years, they had posed as children who came to Yingtian Prefecture to seek relatives but failed, moving through several different places. Though knowing the capital had become a killing field, Li Dingyuan had no intention whatsoever of leaving.

Eight years ago, he had already learned that not all his family members were executed. His second uncle and two cousins were spared by the emperor out of consideration for Princess Lin’an, but they couldn’t remain in the capital and could only live in Jiangpu on the outskirts of Yingtian Prefecture. Before long, they were relocated to Nanchang County in Jiangxi. Princess Lin’an accompanied them, but Li Dingyuan knew his second uncle and second aunt princess would certainly have discord, and the whole small family would be united in appearance but divided in heart. Though he knew displaced anger was irrational, emotionally he couldn’t help it.

He hadn’t dared to acknowledge his second uncle’s family, because he knew that side would definitely be watched by Embroidered Uniform Guards. Even though his appearance had changed from his past round looks and he had grown from child to youth, if his second uncle and the others showed any unusual attitude toward him, it would ultimately bring fatal disaster.

Moreover, he still had to remain in Yingtian Prefecture to avenge his family!

Thinking of tonight’s failed assassination attempt, Li Dingyuan was filled with murderous intent. No matter – this time was already an improvement over the last attempt; next time he would try even harder. He covered the wound at his waist and stepped into the tree shadows under moonlight. With a “creak,” the lit window was pushed open, and a cold female voice said flatly: “Come in.”

Li Dingyuan shrank his neck. Ruyi was angry, wasn’t she? If he babbled about propriety between men and women at this moment, Ruyi would probably explode the next second… The young man’s murderous aura completely dissipated as he hung his head and bent his waist, entering the room without backbone.

This was an extremely simple boudoir with few furnishings or decorations. The only bright spot was the young woman sitting at the table with her chin propped on one hand. Her eyebrows and eyes were like paintings, her features beautiful. Though wearing simple hairpins and cloth skirts, this couldn’t hide her delicate beauty. Especially her skin, tender and lustrous as white jade, was even more dazzling in the dim lamplight.

Only when the young woman glared at him fiercely with those beautiful eyes did Li Dingyuan realize he had been staring at Ruyi again. He immediately looked down to cover his embarrassment, just in time to see the pair of feet the young woman had exposed under the table.

Those were natural feet – the young woman hadn’t bound her feet during these years of wandering with him. But this was also what Li Dingyuan was most satisfied about, because Ruyi hadn’t bound her feet, so despite being so beautiful, few people came to propose marriage. When there were persistent suitors, they would use their final move of relocating. Of course, he would never despise Ruyi. He had once accidentally glimpsed Ruyi’s natural feet – those perfect jade feet were breathtakingly beautiful.

Li Dingyuan didn’t know what psychology drove him, but from eight years ago, from the moment he introduced Ruyi to outsiders, he had never thought of disguising them as siblings.

They weren’t siblings anyway!

He had seen her feet, so he should take responsibility, right? Once their revenge was complete, he would definitely propose properly!

Ruyi narrowed her eyes watching Li Dingyuan’s face slowly redden before her, suddenly feeling this boy wasn’t reflecting at all. She stood up and, under the young man’s shocked gaze, directly stripped off his night clothing and tore away the bandages. Seeing that hideous wound, she couldn’t help but be stunned.

“I already applied medicine and treated it myself,” Li Dingyuan knew Ruyi was worried about him and quietly explained. If it were still bleeding, he definitely couldn’t have avoided those Embroidered Uniform Guard fellows.

Ruyi slowly closed his clothing and said with lowered eyes: “Why is it always like this? He’s already seventy years old and won’t live much longer. You’re still young – you’ll outlive him.”

Li Dingyuan’s eyes became cold as he clenched his fists: “That’s different.”

“Is revenge… that important?” Ruyi raised her head, her flower-like face full of confusion.

“Very important.” Li Dingyuan said word by word. He spoke each syllable slowly and heavily, as if convincing Ruyi and also convincing himself. “I can’t take the imperial examinations because all successful candidates must have their ancestry checked for three generations, and I don’t even have the qualification to take the test. Wanting to enter the palace as a guard is also impossible. Joining the army is a possibility, but it would take many years to rise through military ranks. I originally wanted to observe the situation in Yingtian Prefecture and incite other ministers to rebellion, but three years ago even Feng Sheng, the last surviving of the six founding dukes, was killed. The entire court is extremely cowardly – I think they wouldn’t dare fart during court ceremonies.”

Ruyi frowned slightly, whether because of Li Dingyuan’s crude analogy or his unwavering determination over all these years.

The young woman’s slightly furrowed brow in the lamplight, showing worry and unease, made Li Dingyuan’s heart incredibly tender. He had grown up with Ruyi, and though he didn’t know her true identity, he could guess her background was certainly distinguished. At eleven, when he realized the path of studying for imperial examinations wasn’t realistic, he searched everywhere for masters to learn martial arts. After Ruyi learned of his wish, she directly gave him a martial arts manual and answered all his questions when he was confused, later finding him an incredibly sharp Qingming sword. Among the generals who followed Zhu Yuanzhang’s campaigns north and south were many martial arts masters. Seeing that Ruyi didn’t want to speak about it, Li Dingyuan didn’t ask in detail about her background.

“Is your wish still revenge? To what extent exactly? That person killed by your own hand? Or… the complete overthrow of the Ming Dynasty?” Ruyi slightly parted her vermillion lips, speaking in a calm tone, but the words she uttered could subject her to extreme punishment.

Though Li Dingyuan was certain there was no one around the house, he still shivered nervously. He imagined it and murmured: “Killing him personally would be too easy for him. He harmed my whole family – I’d rather let his descendants kill each other… Overthrowing this dynasty – I know my limitations; I absolutely couldn’t do it. But if I could cause some troublesome chaos for his rule… Heh, truly a fantasy.”

“Though you say it’s a fantasy, you actually really want it in your heart, don’t you?” Ruyi teased irritably.

Li Dingyuan solemnly nodded – this was indeed his wish.

His grandfather, both parents, uncles and brothers and sisters… all died full of injustice in one night. Over these eight years, he had barely slept peacefully once. Whenever he closed his eyes, he seemed to see those relatives’ wronged souls crying out to him, always waking from nightmares of endless seas of blood. He was still alive, but suffering in agony. Hatred was like bone-eating poisonous insects, gnawing at his soul every moment, never allowing peace.

During these eight years, he had countless times thought that if grandfather hadn’t had Lüdi carry him away at the last moment, letting him die together with his family members, it might have been happier.

But he couldn’t die so weakly. Grandfather protected his escape – though not wanting him to do anything, simply wanting him to survive – yet he couldn’t whitewash peace and pretend nothing had happened.

Even if his future days would be immersed in hatred’s mire with no escape, he had to grit his teeth and persist.

Thinking this, Li Dingyuan felt his spine chill as if falling into an ice cellar. He had just been thinking that once their revenge was complete, he would propose to Ruyi. But could that hatred be so easily avenged? How many more years could his Ruyi wait for him? How could he bear to, how could he cruelly drag her into that filthy quagmire too…

Li Dingyuan’s heart felt like a sharp saw cutting back and forth, causing piercing pain.

Why was Ruyi asking him so clearly tonight? Was she tired of this life? Was she already considering completely abandoning him to seek her own new life?

Li Dingyuan looked up with a confused heart, just meeting Ruyi’s deep gaze.

The young woman’s lips bloomed with a tender smile as she gently stroked his cheek, smiling softly: “Your wish will come true…”

Li Dingyuan lowered his eyes, hiding the reluctance in them.

When she said this, she had completely despaired of him, hadn’t she…

Li Dingyuan returned to his room dejected, not sleeping but sitting in darkness, staring blankly at the lamplight in Ruyi’s room diagonally across.

She wasn’t sleeping either…

Li Dingyuan didn’t dare think too much, afraid he couldn’t bear this torment and would do something he’d regret for life. Whatever Ruyi decided, he should accept it.

The sky showed fish-belly white. Only when his legs felt numb and sore did Li Dingyuan realize he had sat rigidly all night. Standing to stretch his stiff body, just after changing from night clothing to ordinary clothes and preparing to fetch water for washing before making breakfast, he saw Ruyi push open her door and then actually leave through the back gate.

Li Dingyuan’s first reaction was worry for Ruyi’s safety. Though day was breaking, there were still few people on the streets, and their neighborhood was mixed and chaotic. He immediately followed without hesitation.

Ruyi might have been influenced since childhood, so she knew acupoints and understood some martial arts knowledge, but hadn’t actually practiced martial arts, making her very easy for Li Dingyuan to follow.

Watching Ruyi’s graceful figure appear and disappear in the morning mist from afar, Li Dingyuan couldn’t help but wonder.

Did Ruyi go out every morning while he was still sleeping? How long had this continued? What was she doing? Or… whom was she meeting?

Li Dingyuan’s questions were soon answered as he watched pale-faced as Ruyi walked toward a man at the street corner.

He was too far away to hear what Ruyi said to that man, but could see the person wore flying fish robes with an embroidered spring knife at his waist.

It was actually an Embroidered Uniform Guard!

Li Dingyuan almost thought he was dreaming. He forcefully pinched his thigh and despairingly discovered this was all real.

Embroidered Uniform Guard… he didn’t even have the qualification to compete or question or test the other party.

Li Dingyuan had still held a thread of hope – perhaps that Embroidered Uniform Guard would harm Ruyi – but seeing them converse familiarly, he knew this wasn’t their first meeting.

Heart-dead, he stumbled away. Li Dingyuan didn’t notice that the moment he turned around, that Embroidered Uniform Guard looked accurately in his direction with thoughtful eyes.

“Have you decided?” The Embroidered Uniform Guard withdrew his gaze and asked flatly.

Ruyi smiled weakly and said bitterly: “There’s no choice… that’s his wish…”

“What a foolish child…”

Li Dingyuan stood blankly in the courtyard, not even entering the house. He would wait for Ruyi to return and ask clearly in person.

But he stood from dawn until sunset without hearing the door sound even once. As the noisy marketplace clamor outside again quieted with the sun’s setting, Li Dingyuan suddenly had a premonition.

Just like eight years ago when he waited for Lüdi, Ruyi would never return again.

Chapter 3: The Heavenly Ruyi · Part 4
A bone-chilling night wind blew past, and Li Dingyuan, who hadn’t had a drop of water all day, was nearly blown over, but it also sobered him somewhat.

No, Ruyi must have met with an accident, otherwise she couldn’t possibly disappear without saying a word to him.

Li Dingyuan regretted that he had just walked away that morning. If something had happened to Ruyi, he would never forgive himself.

He quickly flashed into the house to change into night clothing. Just as he picked up the Qingming sword, Li Dingyuan heard movement at the courtyard gate. Thinking Ruyi had returned, he immediately flew out, but became alert and drew his sword upon seeing who it was.

The visitor was exactly the Embroidered Uniform Guard Li Dingyuan had seen that morning. His flying fish robe appeared even more noble and magnificent in the moonlight, yet carried a murderous aura. He hadn’t seen the man’s face clearly before, but now Li Dingyuan, looking with prejudice, had to admit this young man was handsome, not at all like a ruthless Embroidered Uniform Guard, but more like an elegant young master.

“Where is Ruyi?” There was no one behind him, and Li Dingyuan’s heart sank. But he felt this person didn’t seem to be here to arrest him, otherwise why would he come alone?

“I’m here to take that bronze box.” The man didn’t answer but stated his purpose directly.

“Bronze box?” Li Dingyuan was startled, hesitating a moment before remembering what bronze box he meant – the one he had brought from the Li family back then. He had long since lost interest in it, but Ruyi took it with them every time they moved and treasured it greatly, though she rarely let him see it. “What do you want that thing for?” Another night wind blew, causing the other’s flying fish robe to flutter. Li Dingyuan glimpsed that under the flying fish robe, the man wore black robes, and he could vaguely see some red dragon body with scales that seemed to glimmer…

He must be seeing things, otherwise who would dare to wear dragon robes? Even Embroidered Uniform Guards couldn’t do that!

The man smiled coldly, then sighed deeply: “You actually don’t know… actually don’t know…”

“Don’t know what?” Li Dingyuan’s heart jumped as he instinctively asked.

“During the Qin Dynasty under Emperor Shi Huang, there was a saying: ‘There is imperial qi in the southeast,’ so he traveled east to suppress it. When Emperor Shi Huang traveled to Jinling and observed that this place had dragon vein terrain – crouching tiger, coiling dragon, dangerous topography with extremely strong imperial qi – he excavated the Qinhuai River to drain the dragon qi. This is the origin of the ‘Qin’ character in Yingtian Prefecture’s Qinhuai River.”

What was all this about? Li Dingyuan didn’t know why this person suddenly brought up these matters, but having been beloved since childhood, his grandfather hadn’t expected him to excel, so hadn’t pressured him too much in studying. After his family’s destruction, he had even less opportunity to learn, his life filled entirely with martial arts training and revenge. This man’s few sentences piqued his interest, and though he felt this had nothing to do with Ruyi, he couldn’t help but prick up his ears.

The young Embroidered Uniform Guard glanced at him and continued eloquently: “Actually, what Emperor Shi Huang did wasn’t limited to excavating the Qinhuai River. He also flattened Tianyin Mountain and buried a treasure at the foot of the mountain.”

“Treasure?” Li Dingyuan furrowed his brow, instinctively feeling something was wrong.

“During the Three Kingdoms period, when Sun Quan excavated in Jinling, he accidentally found a bronze box, two chi and seven cun long, with a glass lid. Inside was a white jade ruyi, with dragon, tiger, and cicada forms carved where it was held, but no one could identify its origin. He had people ask Zhong Yu, who said: ‘Long ago Emperor Qin, believing Jinling had imperial qi, flattened all mountains and hills and buried treasures to suppress the imperial qi. Could this be one of them?'”

“Bronze box!” Li Dingyuan was shocked. Could his bronze box actually have such origins? The sword in his hand was already powerless to strike, its tip touching the ground, supporting him to still stand there.

The young Embroidered Uniform Guard smiled mockingly: “Ruyi… do you know what ruyi means? Ruyi, Sanskrit name Anaratha, called ruyi in Qin times. The handle can be about three chi long. When one’s back itches where hands cannot reach, it’s used for scratching, following human intention, hence called ‘ruyi.’ But a Heavenly Ruyi formed from concentrated imperial qi can truly follow human intention. Over all these years, has even one of the wishes you made to her not come true?”

Li Dingyuan felt like he’d been struck on the head, staggering backward several steps and nearly falling to the ground.

Distant memories surfaced from his mind.

Eight years ago in that broken house, the last thing a small boy saw before losing consciousness was the glass lid of the bronze box falling and shattering from his arms. Looking at that lustrous white jade ruyi, the small boy murmured not to leave him alone… When he woke up again, he saw a small girl.

The scene shifted to still in that broken house, the small girl compassionately stroking the small boy’s head: “Jie’er, what do you want?”

The small boy touched his empty little belly, making a bitter face: “I don’t want to go hungry…”

“I know where there’s silver!” The small girl smiled and led the small boy to dig up grandfather’s money box from that broken house. The two children stared blankly at a stack of banknotes and a handful of gold leaves.

Another scene change – the small boy and girl were a year older. The small boy was angrily tearing up the Four Books and Five Classics in his hands while the small girl stood aside indulgently watching his actions. After he calmed down, she walked over and patted his shoulder, gently asking: “Jie’er, what do you want?”

The small boy rubbed his face and said gloomily: “Reading won’t work. I don’t have proper household registration and can’t even apply for the county school examination. But for martial arts, I can’t find a good master. Those martial arts schools only teach superficial exercises for health.”

The small girl smiled: “I have martial arts manuals here! I can also find you a satisfactory sword…” The small girl led the small boy to a mountain forest, digging out a peerless martial arts manual and a sword that could cut through iron like mud from a cave.

…

Memory frames flashed through his mind. Large things like silver or martial arts manuals, small things like new robes or delicious food – over their eight years together, whenever Li Dingyuan spoke of something, Ruyi would always wear that calm smile and easily arrange whatever he requested.

Before, he had always thought Ruyi was too virtuous, too clever, but now… this person was saying Ruyi was that white jade ruyi? So she could fulfill all his wishes?

This was absolutely ridiculous!

But… did he really have no doubts at all?

Ruyi never spoke of her own affairs, never had any complaints or demands of him, never… never disappointed him…

Could… could this all be true?

Li Dingyuan suddenly thought of last night, Ruyi’s tender smile, and felt his heart and courage shatter.

What wish had he made to her again?

Right, he insisted on revenge… all these years, no matter how many times she asked, he stubbornly insisted on revenge…

Li Dingyuan threw down the Qingming sword in his hands, not caring that this beloved iron sword fell into the dirt. He frantically grabbed the man’s lapels, asking urgently: “Where is Ruyi? Where is she? What do you want the bronze box for?”

The man didn’t mind being grabbed, saying flatly: “Seeing you injured, she could no longer endure. Last night I secretly covered for you, yet you were still so clumsy. She feared next time you’d never return. She had always been sealed in the bronze box. After you accidentally broke the glass lid and released her seal, she gradually recovered her imperial qi while growing up with you. What a pity for such a fine Heavenly Ruyi.”

“You mean…” Li Dingyuan was thunderstruck.

“That expression – who are you performing for?” The man’s words were utterly mocking, sneering freely: “I’ve seen many people like you. Even if Ruyi told you the truth, you probably wouldn’t change your choice. You might even make more difficult demands of her. Hmm? Am I not right?”

Li Dingyuan gripped the other’s lapels tightly, veins showing on his arms from the force, but he couldn’t say a word of refutation.

Yes, what right did he have to be angry?

Panic rose in Li Dingyuan’s heart – could he really be as this person said, that knowing Ruyi’s true identity, he would instead exploit her?

Revenge… Ruyi… which was more important…

A scale swayed in his heart as the tragically dead family members and the gentle-smiling Ruyi alternately appeared in his mind. Li Dingyuan was horrified to discover he truly didn’t know how to choose.

Had Ruyi seen clearly into his heart?

Was that why she decided as she did…

“Ruyi she…” Li Dingyuan struggled to find his voice, but after only three words, he couldn’t continue.

“I came to take the bronze box to give her a resting place.” The young Embroidered Uniform Guard waved away the dumbstruck Li Dingyuan, frowning as he straightened his flying fish robe. After ensuring the inner robe wouldn’t show, he flicked non-existent dust from his clothes, saying flatly: “I don’t know what wish you made, but she willingly severed herself, completely cutting off the dragon qi of Jinling Yingtian Prefecture. Though this Ming Dynasty may continue, this place should no longer be the capital in a few years.” He surveyed the surroundings, finally settling on a certain spot, continuing: “And in the future, it will never be the capital again.”

Having said this, he no longer paid attention to Li Dingyuan collapsed on the ground, walking directly to Ruyi’s room, taking the broken-lidded bronze box, and departing gracefully.

Completely ignoring the heart-rending cries coming from that small courtyard.

“So that’s why Nanjing couldn’t be the capital?” The doctor looked at the agonized youth in the residence, quietly discussing with Lu Zigang beside him. They hadn’t arrived early, but had heard most of what they needed to. They couldn’t help but sigh for that unfortunate youth and persistent Heavenly Ruyi. There was no way to judge who was right or wrong – after all, the hatred of family annihilation couldn’t be simply erased with words. The Heavenly Ruyi’s character was so resolute, preferring to shatter like jade rather than survive as broken pottery. She would rather risk her life to fulfill the youth’s wish than stay by his side watching him repeatedly take risks.

“From a scientific perspective, we can’t think that way, but it’s very strange. Since the 3rd century AD, Nanjing has successively been the capital for ten dynasties or regimes: Eastern Wu, Eastern Jin, Southern Dynasty’s Song, Qi, Liang, Chen, Southern Tang, Ming, Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, and Republic of China, but none lasted long. We’re now in the Ming Dynasty under Zhu Yuanzhang, and before long his son Zhu Di will move the capital to Beijing.” Lu Zigang stroked his chin thoughtfully: “Maybe Emperor Qin Shi Huang really did drain the dragon qi and sever the dragon veins. Otherwise, such a place of crouching tigers and coiling dragons has no reason to be cursed – every dynasty that made it capital was short-lived. Except for the Ming Dynasty, though if Zhu Di hadn’t moved the capital, it might have been dangerous too.”

The doctor felt chills down his spine from Lu Zigang’s words, pushing him urgently: “The compass got the time wrong again. Let’s go back quickly. By the way, how did the boss ever become an Embroidered Uniform Guard? That flying fish robe was quite handsome! But I feel like the boss just now seemed to notice us?”

“Probably didn’t notice… otherwise he should have come to check.” Lu Zigang spoke without much confidence, looking down at the compass in his hand. The pointer wasn’t turning fast – it would be a while before it returned to position.

“How much longer? I don’t want to keep peeping through windows here. What if that boy comes inside, how would we explain… Ah!”

The doctor suddenly exclaimed quietly, making Lu Zigang look up to see the youth raising the sharp sword in his hand, planning to cut his own throat. The doctor couldn’t bear such scenes of disregarding life and immediately wanted to rush out and stop him, but Lu Zigang grabbed his arm, saying sternly: “Have you forgotten? What did I tell you before we left? Don’t interfere with history that has already happened!”

“But…” The doctor’s face flushed red with urgency. He immediately wanted to shout to stop the youth’s suicide, but before he could speak, he saw the youth’s sword pause in mid-air, then run frantically out of the courtyard gate. The doctor was stunned: “What happened to him?”

“Let’s follow and find out. He might think the boss was bluffing, but from my experience, what the boss said is indeed true.” Lu Zigang shrugged, relaxing. Regardless of whether this youth ultimately committed suicide, at least it wasn’t happening in front of them. And honestly, this youth was already ancient history – they were just observers.

Lu Zigang looked at the doctor’s worried expression, feeling some unease in his heart.

He could completely treat these time-space journeys as holographic movies, but could the doctor do the same?

“What do you think will happen to that youth later?” The doctor pushed his glasses nervously.

White light flashed from the compass. Lu Zigang said calmly: “Anyway, for us, he’s long been dead.”

Chapter 4: The Backless Coin · Part 1
1066 AD, Kaifeng, Bianjing

The morning sun had not yet fully risen, with the eastern sky only tinged with faint red clouds, when crisp cock crows had already pierced through the morning mist, echoing over Bianjing city.

The morning bells of various temples also rang out one after another. In an instant, the quiet streets became noisy as early-rising citizens gradually appeared.

Hou Fangjie rubbed his eyes, leaning against the palace wall as he bid farewell to colleagues filing out. He was waiting for his friend Di Yong, who had also worked the night shift, to emerge.

They worked night shifts at different locations. He was just one of many guards at Qianyuan Gate, while Di Yong was on duty at Chuigong Hall where the emperor held court – truly a promising position.

But this wasn’t surprising, since Di Yong had a good father – Di Qing, the martial star of the Great Song, styled Hanchen.

Though Di Qing had passed away years ago, he had served as Deputy Privy Councilor, a position representing an unprecedented height for Song Dynasty military generals.

Everyone knew the Great Song emphasized literature while suppressing military affairs, and ultimately Di Qing died in depression due to coordinated suppression by court civil officials.

Hou Fangjie sighed inwardly. Every man harbored dreams of heroic battlefield exploits and achieving merit, and Di Qing had been his boyhood idol. But the famous general hadn’t even reached old age before succumbing to worldly suspicion – truly lamentable.

Lost in random thoughts, the palace gate creaked open again. An incomparably handsome young man pushed through the door, with the first ray of sunlight happening to fall upon him, creating a faint golden halo around his entire figure that left observers breathless.

Really leaving no way for others to live. Hou Fangjie ground his teeth secretly in envy and jealousy.

Di Qing was renowned as the most handsome man of the Song Dynasty, but in his youth, having taken responsibility for his brother’s crime, his face bore tattoo marks, earning him the title “Face-Tattooed General.”

When charging into battle, Di Qing would wear a demon mask like the Prince of Lanling over four hundred years earlier – not to hide the facial tattoos, but because he was simply too beautiful.

Speaking of it, Di Qing was actually the second beautiful man in history handsome enough to require a mask for battle, showing what extraordinary bearing this Face-Tattooed General possessed back then.

Though this Duke Wuxiang eventually reached the position of Deputy Privy Councilor, he never used medicine to remove the facial tattoos, remaining unmoved even when the emperor personally urged him to do so – a great regret from emperor down to common peddlers.

So Hou Fangjie completely understood why Di Yong would be assigned to Chuigong Hall right before the emperor – after all, this was a living reincarnation of Di Hanchen.

Now Di Yong was walking slowly toward him in the crisp spring breeze. His eyebrows were like distant mountains, his eyes like cold stars – even the most critical person couldn’t find any flaw in his features.

He wore the same armor as other guards – silk facing with crow-blue hemp lining, the armor painted with scale patterns in blue-green pigments, red brocade trim, red leather belt, leg wrappings, and a curved sword at his waist.

This ceremonial, tight-sleeved outfit that prioritized ritual over practicality somehow gave him an imposing, commanding presence, further emphasizing his tall, handsome, and martial bearing.

Hou Fangjie cursed himself for the countless time for befriending this fellow. Walking alongside such a beautiful man created too much pressure! This was probably why Di Yong had been isolated since childhood – ordinary people with weak willpower simply couldn’t bear it.

But the naturally carefree Hou Fangjie only grumbled as usual before casting aside his resentment, yawning: “Sitao, what shall we eat this morning? Sweet sand dumplings from Xiaoren Ward? Bean cakes from Guanqiao Street? Four-color bundles from Taiping Ward? Intestine and blood powder soup from Temple Lane? Or pig pancreas bread from Zhong’an Bridge…”

Actually, imperial guards received meals after palace duty, but young men from official families naturally preferred not to eat that unchanging fare.

Bianjing Kaifeng was incredibly prosperous – as long as you had money, finding whatever you wanted to eat posed no problem.

Hou Fangjie rattled off a long list of snacks without pause, momentarily banishing sleepiness and flooding his mouth with saliva.

Di Yong looked at his friend’s drooling expression, the corners of his stern lips curving slightly as he sighed softly: “Let’s go to Qingfeng Tower. I’ll treat today – sorry for making you switch shifts with me.”

Qingfeng Tower was a famous restaurant in Bianjing that operated not only at night but also gathered various Bianjing snacks for breakfast, offering everything imaginable.

Hou Fangjie touched his empty stomach and smiled: “Come on, talking like that makes us strangers. We’re brothers – how could I watch you suffer that torment every day?” Though his words sounded serious, they carried a teasing tone.

Mentioning this matter, even the usually stern Di Yong rarely let out a frustrated breath.

In fact, he originally worked day shifts at Chuigong Hall, appearing before the emperor almost daily and even able to overhear ministers discussing politics outside the hall – truly a meteoric career opportunity.

But he simply couldn’t handle the crowds that surrounded him every time he finished duty and went home. The frenzied scenes grew worse and worse until he finally had to bite the bullet and request a shift change – which indeed brought peace.

“Puff! Who told Princess Bao’an to specifically want someone like you as her prince consort? The emperor even called you a ‘proper person.’ Who wouldn’t want to personally gaze upon this imperial-acclaimed, far-famed ‘proper person’?” Hou Fangjie gloated gleefully.

Di Yong couldn’t be bothered responding to this fellow who enjoyed mocking him, knowing that even without his participation, Hou Fangjie could happily talk to himself.

Hou Fangjie understood Di Yong’s nature and didn’t expect any reaction, clapping his shoulder with a grin: “So how does it feel being favored by a princess?”

Di Yong remained expressionless, knowing this was purely impossible.

Princess Bao’an was Empress Gao’s eldest daughter, extremely noble – how could she marry someone who was merely a fifth-rank Eastern Palace Gate Commissioner? So from the beginning he held no illusions. Recently the emperor had personally summoned him, hinting at plans to arrange his marriage to a princess, making him a prince consort. This was already supreme honor – he had no objections.

Only marriage wasn’t what he sought. He preferred following his father’s path – throwing himself into battlefields, defending borders through bloody combat.

As Hou Fangjie walked with Di Yong toward Xijiaolou Street in the city’s west, recalling the spectacle of Di Yong’s street appearances, he couldn’t help snorting with laughter: “You should be grateful those girls threw hairpins and flowers at you, not fruits – otherwise it would eventually become another human tragedy like Wei Jie being stared to death.”

Di Yong’s handsome face darkened several shades as he pondered whether to get a bronze mask like his father, but this would be too exaggerated in Bianjing city and might invite gossip.

Hou Fangjie leaned closer, lowering his voice mysteriously: “Know what? Street rumors say the great handsome Di never wears flowers because he’s waiting for the one his beloved will give him.”

Men of this dynasty enjoyed wearing flowers – already an upper-class custom.

During major festivals, the emperor would bestow flowers upon ministers, with these imperial flowers differing according to rank.

Moreover, different occasions, seasons, and outfits had strict matching requirements. For instance, silk flowers alone came in dozens of colors and varieties – foreign envoys couldn’t wear gold-threaded flowers, and sometimes even petal quantities had various restrictions.

Di Yong always despised such powder-heavy customs, firmly refusing to wear flowers regardless of occasion. Some colleagues who disapproved privately mocked his father’s humble origins, crude upbringing, and ignorance of etiquette.

But Di Yong knew he stood out too much. He never cared about such gossip.

Besides, his father indeed came from poor background, had served punishment and been tattooed, and wasn’t descended from Duke Di Renjie of Liang – what couldn’t others discuss?

So he took Hou Fangjie’s current words as jokes, his tense features relaxing somewhat with rare gentleness that others seldom saw.

Hou Fangjie was even more energized for gossip. The two walked shoulder to shoulder through Right Armpit Gate, reaching the southwest of Xijiaolou Street, following the relatively wide Yong Road past the street-facing Kaifeng Prefecture, Palace Front Command, and Ministry offices.

Before these solemn government buildings, early-arriving officials had already begun appearing sporadically. Those they knew exchanged greetings and brief pleasantries.

Di Yong wasn’t naturally eloquent and didn’t socialize widely – mostly Hou Fangjie handled the cheerful conversations.

They walked to the end of Longjin Bridge and saw an elegant, magnificent high building.

Qingfeng Tower was quite renowned in Bianjing. Located near numerous government offices, many officials liked resting and socializing here. Entering through the painted, carved balustrade door, a poem “Harmonizing with Sun Qizhe’s Qingfeng Tower” by Sima Guang hung on the right wall of the main hall.

Though morning sun was just rising, Qingfeng Tower was already bustling. Knowing Di Yong disliked being watched, and sitting in the main hall would draw everyone’s attention, Hou Fangjie simply went up to a third-floor private room.

Hou Fangjie casually ordered several desired breakfast items. Before the food arrived, a server entered again, informing them someone wished to visit.

Hou Fangjie figured perhaps some acquaintance had seen them come up and wanted to share a table. Seeing Di Yong had no objection, he nodded agreement.

Shortly after, someone knocked and entered. This person wore Qin-Han style wide-sleeved, fitted, wrapped deep robes. The black garment further accentuated his jade-like countenance. His long hair wasn’t bound but hung loosely behind his ears – exactly like an elegant figure stepped from ancient paintings.

Such a person, even if not as handsome as Di Yong, would be unforgettable. Hou Fangjie immediately recalled the man’s identity and rose to greet him.

“Hey! What wind blows today to let us encounter you? What a coincidence!” Hou Fangjie familiarly pulled the man to sit at their table, then introduced him to Di Yong: “This is an antique shop owner near Cai River Bay. I once bought things from his shop.”

Di Yong nodded slightly in greeting.

His naturally cold temperament also stemmed from knowing that excessive friendliness would make his surroundings even less peaceful, so he preferred aloofness.

But after exchanging pleasantries with Hou Fangjie, the shop owner looked toward Di Yong, saying slowly: “I’m about to leave Bianjing. My shop recently acquired an item, and I thought even if I can’t return it to its original owner, I should give it to someone who should inherit it.”

“Ah? Dumb House is closing?” Hou Fangjie was startled, immediately feeling reluctant.

Calculating, this shop had been open several years, but the owner always seemed so young…

“Ah, time to return home.” The shop owner smiled faintly without further explanation. He took out a silk handkerchief from his robes, placing it on the table and slowly unwrapping it. On the handkerchief, a copper coin lay quietly.

The moment Di Yong saw it, his pupils contracted slightly, his thin lips pressing into a straight line.

“This is…” Hou Fangjie examined it with puzzlement, stroking his chin hesitantly: “Could this be the legendary Imperial Song Nine-Fold Seal Script?”

Imperial Song Nine-Fold Seal Script was the most precious type of Imperial Song Tongbao copper coin issued during Emperor Renzong’s Huangyou reign. Though only issued over ten years ago, due to rarity, it was already priceless on the market – completely unavailable for purchase.

So-called nine-fold seal script was based on small seal script with repeatedly folded, coiling, curved strokes. Each character’s folding quantity depended on stroke complexity. It was called nine-fold not because it folded exactly nine times, but because nine represented the ultimate number, describing the abundance of folded strokes.

Hou Fangjie rubbed his hands together, grinning: “Shop owner, why did you specifically bring this Imperial Song nine-fold seal script coin here? Though this nine-fold seal script is valuable, my brother doesn’t lack this little money!” He glanced at Di Yong, implying he wanted to intercept it for his own collection – naturally he wouldn’t take it free but would definitely pay.

The young shopkeeper’s eyes narrowed slightly, his entire face immediately becoming lively and mysterious.

He said nothing, simply reaching out to flip the Imperial Song nine-fold seal script coin over.

Hou Fangjie gasped, pointing at the Imperial Song nine-fold seal script coin and gnashing his teeth: “Fake! This is absolutely fake! What copper coin has characters on both sides, both being fronts? This is clearly fake!”

The shopkeeper smiled inscrutably: “Are you certain? Are you certain there have never been coins without backs – backless coins?”

“I’m cert…” Hou Fangjie’s voice stuck in his throat, because he suddenly remembered there really were such coins, and he remembered that incident very clearly – almost could recite it backwards.

Chapter 4: The Backless Coin · Part 2
During the Huangyou reign, Face-Tattooed General Di Qing, styled Hanchen, led armies to suppress rebellions in Guangdong and Guangxi. Due to unfavorable circumstances, he made a vow before a temple to Buddha, throwing one hundred coins to the ground – if all faced upward with backs downward, it would ensure great victory for the entire army.

After emerging from the temple, he publicly waved his hand, and the hundred coins fell with a crash. Incredibly, all coins were indeed face-up, causing everyone to gasp in amazement.

Di Qing ordered his men to bring one hundred iron nails and nail all hundred copper coins firmly to the ground, announcing that upon triumphant return, he would retrieve the coins to thank the gods, rebuild the temple, and recast golden statues.

Thus the entire army’s morale soared, and they decisively defeated the rebels. After returning victorious, when people examined these hundred copper coins again, they discovered they were all double-faced coins without backs.

This feat had long circulated among the people, with everyone admiring Duke Wuxiang’s clever strategy. Hou Fangjie had momentarily forgotten this allusion, but recalling the shopkeeper’s earlier words about returning the coin to its inheritor, his eyes immediately lit up.

“This is the legendary backless coin? How is there only one? Didn’t you say there were originally one hundred?”

“This copper coin doesn’t just tell fortunes – it can also buy lives.” The young shopkeeper’s voice was low and elegant, making listeners involuntarily shiver.

“I understand fortune-telling – many people divine by throwing copper coins, which Duke Wuxiang also utilized. But… buying lives?” Hou Fangjie asked puzzledly, having never heard this explanation.

“Haven’t you received New Year’s money? ‘Sui’ (year) sounds like ‘sui’ (evil spirits), so legend says New Year’s money can suppress evil spirits. Juniors receiving New Year’s money from elders can safely pass through one year. The world believes giving New Year’s money to children allows them to bribe filthy demons and ghosts when they try to harm children.” The young shopkeeper’s lips curved meaningfully. “This is so-called buying lives.”

“Uh… I always spent my New Year’s money immediately after receiving it each year… I really must thank Buddha that I’ve grown up safely…” Hou Fangjie felt his hair stand on end, never knowing New Year’s money had such purposes.

“These backless coins were specially made by Duke Wuxiang. It’s said he later distributed those hundred backless coins to ministers and subordinates to ward off disasters and buy lives.” The shopkeeper slowly stood up, addressing Di Yong who had remained silent throughout: “I happened to acquire this backless coin and return it to Young Master Di. This backless coin should be worn close to the body.” Having said this, he ignored Hou Fangjie’s earnest attempts to detain him and gracefully pushed the door open to leave.

The Qingfeng Tower servers, knowing they had matters to discuss, hadn’t served breakfast since bringing the initial pot of tea.

After the man left, they entered the private room and quickly set out all their ordered items.

Hou Fangjie, seeing Di Yong’s continued expressionless face, didn’t pay much attention. After the servers withdrew, he wrapped the backless coin in the silk handkerchief, stuffed it into Di Yong’s hands, and nagged repeatedly: “Since he said to wear it close to the body, find a string later to thread it and hang around your neck.”

Di Yong accepted the handkerchief, smiled self-mockingly, and said calmly: “I serve daily in the imperial palace – when would there be life-threatening danger?” Though serving rulers was like serving tigers, the Song Dynasty never killed innocents arbitrarily. Not only were civil officials not beheaded, but military officers, though easily suspected, weren’t denied dignity. Even common people rarely suffered false accusations.

The emperor was humble and courteous – Di Yong truly didn’t know if he’d ever need this backless coin.

Though his thinking was clear, his words still carried undertones of frustrated ambition.

How could Hou Fangjie not hear this? He could only offer gentle persuasion.

Actually, like Prince of Lanling, Di Qing was so handsome he needed masks for battle, and both ultimately suffered imperial suspicion – history repeating its helplessly frustrating coincidences.

As Hou Fangjie’s thoughts wandered while searching for comforting words, Di Yong gestured for silence. Just as Hou Fangjie wondered why, conversation sounds came from the adjacent private room.

Qingfeng Tower’s soundproofing wasn’t excellent, but no one would discuss secrets here. The two people next door weren’t speaking loudly, but for the martially trained Di and Hou with sharp senses, they heard clearly.

Di Yong initially ignored whatever these two were saying, but they actually mentioned “strong Tang, weak Song.”

This viewpoint circulated widely among the people. With free speech in the Song Dynasty, some always harped on this point. Since Emperor Taizu’s “dismissing military power over wine,” military generals’ status had plummeted – the main reason Di Yong’s father Di Qing faced frenzied suppression and died in depression.

Many believed today’s Song Dynasty couldn’t compare with Tang Dynasty military might. Today, coincidentally, the antique shop owner had returned his father’s backless coin, and Di Yong rarely felt inexplicable melancholy, wanting to hear others’ judgments.

He heard one voice angrily slapping the table: “The Song Dynasty has been weak for long – can’t win wars, and even when winning must pay reparations. This is simply a humiliating period in national history! Stove, why did you set the compass to this era again? Just watching makes me frustrated!” Di Yong’s hand gripping the tea cup showed bulging veins.

Though not spoken to his face, he felt like being slapped, his cheeks stinging. Then another calm, steady voice came from next door: “Fighting wars? It mainly depends on why you fight. Those foreign tribes desperately battle just to obtain Central Plains porcelain, silk, and tea. Opening mutual markets could solve this problem. No deaths, plus exchanging porcelain, silk, and tea – who would still fight? It’s like shopkeepers facing gangsters demanding protection money. Do you pay, or wait for gangsters to completely smash your shop before paying? You can’t kill all the gangsters completely, so unless you want mutual destruction, you know how to choose.”

Di Yong was startled, never having considered this perspective. But from an overall strategic view, this was indeed correct.

During Emperor Wu of Han’s reign, the treasury was rich due to the Reign of Wen and Jing, but major campaigns against Xiongnu were enormously expensive. Years of warfare and taxation would impoverish people and make life unbearable – even Emperor Wu had many regrets in his later years.

Moreover, nomadic peoples were indeed difficult to completely eliminate. As this person said, merchants simply lacked absolute power to make gangsters disappear.

More terrifyingly, even solving this batch of gangsters would bring the next batch.

The steady voice continued: “Actually, economic issues are most important for each dynasty. Generally, as long as people can eat and drink their fill, there won’t be successive upheavals. For example, Emperor Qin Shi Huang building the Great Wall – I estimate he calculated that wall construction costs were more economical than military expenses for maintaining armies, plus eliminated the hidden danger of subordinates controlling troops. Why not? But Song Dynasty rulers discovered an even cheaper method – no need to build walls, just pay protection money.”

“The Treaty of Shanyuan during Emperor Zhenzong’s reign had Song pay Khitan 300,000 strings annually. This sounds like a lot – do you know Song Dynasty treasury income? Song’s annual income at this time easily exceeded 100 million strings. 300,000 strings tribute only equaled 0.3% of annual fiscal income – truly just loose change leaked through fingers to dismiss beggars. Who wouldn’t spend money to buy peace? We’re not short of cash!”

“Moreover, Song Dynasty reparations only used silver and silk, never copper coins, even restricting copper coin circulation abroad. Because Song lacked copper, copper coin face values couldn’t match copper raw material prices. Eventually excessive silver note printing caused inflation – actually Song Dynasty was later dragged down by economic crisis. So economics is really important…”

Di Yong listened intently. These explanations seemed novel even to him, who heard court proceedings daily in Chuigong Hall, not to mention some completely incomprehensible new terms. But… dragged down? Song Dynasty currently enjoyed prosperity – what was this person talking about? Di Yong frowned and stood up.

Though he found the other’s reasoning sound, it felt like standing and talking without back pain. He couldn’t quite grasp this feeling but wanted to befriend this gentleman. They might chat about things like how he knew such confidential data as specific fiscal income figures.

Like what “inflation” meant, what “economic crisis” meant, what “Song Dynasty being dragged down” meant…

Hou Fangjie had also overheard that gentleman’s high discourse with great novelty. Seeing Di Yong’s darkened handsome face striding away, he hurriedly followed.

His brother looked ready for revenge – hopefully they wouldn’t fight if words didn’t match. But Hou Fangjie’s worry was obviously unnecessary. After Di Yong had servers knock and enter, they heard a server’s wail.

Several breakfast plates on the square table were mostly finished, with half a bowl of soy milk still steaming, but no one was visible around the table.

Di Yong frowned. This was their adjacent private room. When he walked over, he heard no footsteps of anyone leaving. What was happening? The private room windows were properly closed. If they had jumped from this third floor, people on the street below would definitely be shouting already.

Then he heard the server’s pitiful pleading: “Young Master Hou, do you know these two? They haven’t paid!” A table of breakfast wasn’t expensive, but Hou Fangjie was somewhat familiar with this server and had to reluctantly accept responsibility, obediently reaching into his robes while grumbling: “This young master has no freeloading friends. Fine, fine – for that earlier discourse, this little money isn’t much. This young master will treat it as dismissing beggars! We’re not short of cash!”

In the imperial capital, sons of official families who weren’t unambitious dandies generally chose between civil and military paths. Choosing civil service meant either using connections to buy positions without learning, or having real talent to enter Imperial Academy, take examinations, and enter Hanlin Academy.

Choosing military service meant palace guards, military training, and promotion. Di Yong, benefiting from his father Duke Wuxiang’s legacy, was already noted by the emperor. After standing guard before the throne for years, he could have transferred to imperial guards for more training before smoothly gilding himself to marry a princess. But Di Yong requested assignment to the northwest frontlines.

Since he dared request it, the emperor had no reason to refuse.

Moreover, though Duke Wuxiang Di Qing died somewhat ignominiously, he remained a childhood idol for the current emperor, who had already decreed that Duke Wuxiang should be reburied beside Yonghou Imperial Mausoleum after the emperor’s death.

Such favor naturally extended special regard to his son Di Yong. So amid incomprehensible looks throughout Bianjing, Di Yong smoothly arrived at Huan Prefecture.

Huanqing Circuit controlled Qing Prefecture, Huan Prefecture, Bin Prefecture, Ning Prefecture, and Qian Prefecture, centered on Qing Prefecture. Huan Prefecture lay northwest of Qing Prefecture – essentially the frontline directly facing Western Xia. Huanqing Circuit had been carefully arranged by Zhong Shizheng, Fan Zhongyan and others, with over ten fortresses and strongholds providing mutual support, appearing impregnable.

But Di Yong’s careful investigation here revealed increasingly alarming discoveries. The Treaty of Shanyuan had prevented Song-Liao warfare for over a century, but after appeasing this major bully Liao, the rising Western Xia naturally wouldn’t lag behind.

Before Fan Wenzheng (Fan Zhongyan) served as Vice Commissioner for Shaanxi Military Affairs, Song and Western Xia armies fought battles at Sanchuan Pass and Haoshui River, with Song forces suffering devastating defeats and heavy casualties.

Though conditions had greatly improved, after Fan Wenzheng’s departure, no one could salvage these lax Song armies.

Yes, who still wanted to fight? At worst, just pay some money! Di Yong stood on Qingping Pass walls, watching yellow sand swirling on the horizon, nearly obscuring the sky but unable to bury the Western Xia troops with fluttering banners outside the city.

At this moment, Di Yong suddenly recalled the discourse overheard at Qingfeng Tower last year, finding it utterly ironic.

Yes, correct – loose change flowing through fingers could indeed dismiss beggars, but long-term, these beggars grew fat and bold, wanting more money. What then?

Di Yong closed his eyes, his hand gripping the city wall firm and resolute. Even today, he didn’t regret his choice.

Chapter 4: The Backless Coin · Part 3
He now defended the border at Qingping Pass, which lay twenty-five li east to Guitong Rock, forty li west to Anbian City, thirty li south to Xingping City, and twenty-seven li north to Xiandao Pass – a fortress stronghold of Huan Prefecture.

But now, Western Xia general Renduo Han had led thirty thousand troops to attack this place, while Qingping Pass had only three thousand defenders.

A quarter-hour ago, he had led soldiers to repel the enemy’s first wave of attacks, but Di Yong knew that was merely probing.

Next time, the enemy would bare their sharp fangs and would no longer retreat so easily.

Hou Fangjie hurried up pressing his sword, grabbing Di Yong’s arm to pull him back while worrying extremely: “Sitao, this city wall isn’t high at all, yet you stand here. If a stray arrow comes, you’ll be finished immediately.”

Calling this place a city wall was generous – according to Hou Fangjie, this was just a small earthen mound, even lower than Qingfeng Tower.

Thinking of this made Hou Fangjie furious. You never knew until reaching the frontier how backward conditions were here. He had regretted impulsively following Di Yong, but as an inconspicuous illegitimate son in his family, if he wanted to distinguish himself, there truly was no place faster than battlefields for achieving merit.

Everything involved risk. Wanting greater rewards required psychological preparation to lose everything. So Hou Fangjie was philosophical – killing several more Western Xia people as companions before dying would make this life worthwhile.

But glancing at the expressionless Di Yong beside him, he silently lamented the pity.

This handsome young man famous throughout the Song Dynasty stood straight as a spear. Due to the previous slaughter, murderous aura surrounded him, half his armor stained red with enemy blood, even his handsome face spattered with bloodstains.

There was even a blood drop splashed at his eye corner, adding an indescribable demonic killing intent.

If those flower-throwing young ladies knew handsome Di would perish here, probably all Bianjing would be flooded with tears. Hou Fangjie’s mind wandered even during this critical moment of survival.

Then he heard Di Yong call his courtesy name “Jiesheng.” Hou Fangjie immediately grew serious – Di Yong rarely used his courtesy name, since usually only he talked while Di Yong never responded. Di Yong produced a pre-written memorial from his chest armor, saying gravely: “Jiesheng, take my memorial to Qing Prefecture for reinforcements.”

“You go! I’ll defend the city!” Hou Fangjie replied without thinking.

“You defend the city? Could you last until I return with reinforcements? Besides, how can a commander abandon his position?” Rare humor flickered in Di Yong’s elegant eyes. “Huanqing Circuit’s Qing Prefecture borders Huan Prefecture. If Huan Prefecture falls, Qing Prefecture is endangered. With Qingping Pass now besieged, Anbian City, Luogou Fort, Ayuan Fort, Zhutai Fort and other places have probably already fallen, so you must go straight to Qing Prefecture. Understand?”

Rarely hearing this fellow speak so much at once, Hou Fangjie frowned, not taking the memorial but arguing: “Why not seek aid from Tonggui Fort, Huiding Fort and other places? They’re much closer than Qing Prefecture.”

“How many soldiers could those places have? Would they abandon their own fortresses to rescue here?” Di Yong looked toward the distant Western Xia army. During this ceasefire interval, both sides’ soldiers tactfully refrained from attacking, collecting their fallen comrades’ bodies from the battlefield.

Di Yong inherited his father’s military training traditions, carefully drilling troops naturally superior to ordinary armies. But having arrived at Huan Prefecture only recently, these troops absolutely couldn’t fight one against ten.

Di Yong’s gaze was resolute, his tone stern: “Deputy General Hou, don’t waste time. Select twenty men and ride fast horses directly to Qing Prefecture.”

Hearing his friend change his form of address, Hou Fangjie pressed his lips together, knowing this mission was unavoidable.

Military orders were absolute – as Di Yong’s deputy, he couldn’t disobey.

Seeing Hou Fangjie accept the memorial, Di Yong untied a Qinzhou Nixing pottery tiger ornament from his waist, saying lightly: “Help me hold this first – I’m afraid it might break during the siege.”

Hou Fangjie carelessly accepted it, knowing his brother had worn this cheerful-looking pottery tiger since leaving the capital. He’d assumed some girl had given it and often teased him about it.

Seeing Di Yong still mindful of this item at such a moment, Hou Fangjie was more certain it was a gift from someone special. But he had no mood for teasing now, casually stuffing it into his chest armor and asking worriedly: “What about that backless coin? Are you wearing it properly?”

This had precedent – Face-Tattooed General Di Qing had distributed backless coins to subordinates. Hou Fangjie feared stubborn Di Yong might casually give away that treasure. Though its authenticity was questionable, it provided psychological comfort.

Di Yong pulled out a red string from his neck with a copper coin hanging at the end. Seeing it was indeed Imperial Song nine-fold seal script, Hou Fangjie felt relieved.

Battle opportunities were fleeting. He stopped talking, stepped forward to embrace Di Yong firmly – their armors clanging together – then gritted his teeth, turned and left to select soldiers for the breakout, preparing everything necessary.

Though they had argued about who should stay to defend, breaking out was extremely dangerous too. A twenty-man squad on the battlefield was essentially a group of ants, depending entirely on whether the enemy would turn a blind eye.

Di Yong stood on the wall in a momentary daze, then calmly summoned subordinates to arrange resistance against Western Xia’s next assault, primarily covering Hou Fangjie’s group’s breakout.

Speed was crucial. After quickly arranging everything, everyone waited inside the gate. Hou Fangjie adjusted his helmet on horseback and handed Di Yong a bronze demon mask.

“Heh, I found this in your luggage. This is Duke Wuxiang’s mask, right? Wear it – Duke Wuxiang’s reputation is widely known among Western Xia people, providing some advantage.” Hou Fangjie smiled cheerfully, showing no tension about facing imminent life and death, as casual as discussing breakfast places in Bianjing. He believed life and death were predetermined – excessive worry was useless emotion. Giving his utmost effort without regret was worthwhile.

Even Di Yong had to admire his friend’s calm composure. He silently accepted the mask, covering his face and hiding his expression behind it.

Thunderous war drums sounded outside the walls.

“Kill!” With a fierce shout, the gate half-opened and Di Yong charged out first.

Yellow sand mixed with burning black smoke, the air they breathed contained blood foam, their ears filled with battle cries and death screams – like an inescapable nightmare.

“Hah…” Di Yong felt his lungs about to explode. How long since he’d drunk water? Three hours? Five hours?

The sun was hidden by clouds then emerged again. Di Yong was dazzled by blinding sunlight reflecting off blade edges, involuntarily squinting. Immediately sensing piercing blade wind at his ear, he instinctively dodged sideways, his right hand swinging the sword forcefully.

With the sensation of a blade piercing flesh, his opponent grunted. Di Yong kicked out powerfully, sending the man tumbling from the wall.

“Hah…” He didn’t want to open his eyes, just wanted to fall into darkness. How long since he’d slept? One day? Two days?

A feathered arrow whistled up from below the wall. Di Yong slightly turned his head, letting the arrow pass, struggling to open his eyes. The arrow struck the hay bales behind him. A soldier immediately pulled it out, nocked it to his bowstring, and shot it back viciously.

Their weapons were exhausted – only this method could continue fighting. Using Western Xia swords and arrows, as long as they could still fight, they wouldn’t easily fall.

Qingping Pass’s walls were already broken and battered. Soldiers with strength to stand were all fighting bloodily with Western Xia climbers.

Di Yong couldn’t remember how many times they’d repelled Western Xia attacks. These Western Xia troops were like inexhaustible locusts – after killing one batch, another endlessly replaced them.

The mask he’d worn had long since been knocked off by enemies, who’d even left a sword cut on his cheek.

Apparently he’d truly disgraced his father’s reputation, unable even to protect a mask.

But why use masks anyway? On battlefields, there was no time to notice opponents’ appearances. You didn’t know who you killed, or who might kill you.

“Hah…” Di Yong again cut down a Western Xia soldier, nearly being dragged off the wall himself. His arms felt numb and no longer his own, sword wounds covering his body, sustained only by sheer will.

His sword blade was already nicked. He bent to pick up a Western Xia curved sword, looking around at the situation.

Of his three thousand subordinates, barely over a hundred could still stand on the walls.

Di Yong deeply exhaled. He’d long known the battle would develop thus, so wasn’t particularly moved. Fortunately, Hou Fangjie had successfully broken out, relieving his mind. If his friend were cleverer, he couldn’t have deceived him so smoothly.

Qing Prefecture was over two hundred li from Huan Prefecture. When Hou Fangjie left, each man brought two horses for switching. If successful, they could reach Qing Prefecture in half a day.

But the difficulty was whether Qing Prefecture would send reinforcements. Moreover, with Huan Prefecture’s numerous fortresses and strongholds successively fallen, small reinforcements would be pure suicide. But sending large reinforcements risked falling for the enemy’s “lure the tiger from the mountain” strategy…

Unlike border Huan Prefecture, Qing Prefecture was a crucial border town. Once lost, Western Xia armies could follow Huanqing Circuit straight to Bianjing, endangering the Song Dynasty.

So from discovering Western Xia troops, Di Yong knew he faced a fight to the death.

Ordering Hou Fangjie to break out immediately wasn’t merely personal desire to preserve his friend’s life. More importantly, it gave subordinate soldiers hopeful faith. They’d sought aid – perhaps reinforcements would rescue them next moment, so if they just persisted a little longer…

Everyone held such beautiful hope. Di Yong felt no guilt about deceiving subordinates.

Either way meant death – choose fighting to the last moment or kneeling in surrender? Why not die meaningfully?

Why didn’t anyone realize how dangerous the Song Dynasty’s situation was? Why didn’t anyone notice surrounding wolves eyeing them covetously? Why didn’t anyone know they sat on a dangerous, leaking painted boat slowly sinking while people above carelessly drank and celebrated?

Chest full of fury, Di Yong again slashed down a Western Xia soldier climbing the wall. He no longer resembled the Song Dynasty’s most beautiful man, blood-covered like a fierce ghost crawled from hell.

His body followed instinct, chopping stroke by stroke, while his mind recalled that discourse that had long troubled him.

Buying peace with money… He didn’t disagree with that person’s viewpoint. Everyone saw problems differently – perhaps that person had lived too long in peaceful prosperity, forgetting turbulent undercurrents beneath calm surfaces.

Not just that person – many in Bianjing thought the world peaceful and prosperous. Birds sang sweetly in the sky, playing freely in forests, unaware of wolf packs below fighting generational battles for territory.

When forests changed hands, good birds could choose new trees, but bloodied homeless wolves would never live in degraded survival!

He must defend Song territory! Otherwise, continuing this way, Song territory would shrink until final destruction…

Ah… Buddha… I sacrifice my life to you… If you hear my prayer… may that day not come so soon…

The red string snapped. The Imperial Song nine-fold seal script coin at Di Yong’s neck traced a beautiful arc through the air, falling from the wall to the mud, bouncing twice before lying still in the blood pool.

Noon sunlight shone on the copper coin, showing no seal script characters. It was the reverse side.

Wind rose, bringing overwhelming yellow sand, finally burying that copper coin bit by bit…

Third year of Zhiping reign, ninth month, day Renwu: Western Xia general Renduo Han led thirty thousand elite troops invading Huan Prefecture, unable to capture it after prolonged siege. Duke Wuxiang’s son Di Yong fought bloodily for three days. Three thousand men killed over ten thousand enemies, finally defeated when walls collapsed. All three thousand died for country, none surrendering. Such unprecedented bloody battle in over a century shocked the entire nation.

Di Yong’s final memorial reached Bianjing, written in blood with nine characters. Though quoting a famous Han Dynasty saying, it still rang powerfully: “Those who violate our Great Song, however distant, must be punished!”

Epilogue

Decades later, aged Hou Fangjie rested in a courtyard chair when his five-year-old grandson ran over laughing, holding up an object like treasure.

“Grandpa! Grandpa! Look! This pottery tiger actually has a copper coin inside!” Remembering this tiger was grandfather’s most treasured possession, the child quickly explained: “It was little brother’s accident – when he took it from the box he didn’t hold it steady and dropped it…”

The child stopped speaking because grandfather had already snatched the pottery tiger, staring blankly at the copper coin broken in half inside the cracked tiger.

After the child cried briefly, finding his most loving grandfather wouldn’t acknowledge him this time, he toddled off to find his parents.

Autumn sunlight wasn’t fierce, but Hou Fangjie was drenched in cold sweat. Only now did he understand why during his breakout years ago, though feeling struck by blades, after desperate fighting he’d emerged unharmed.

So that’s how it was… he’d already harbored a heart ready to die for country…

“Sitao…” When the child returned with adults seeking the pottery tiger, they found grandfather had forever closed his eyes, the broken copper coin clutched tightly in his palm.

No one could pry it out.

Chapter 5: The Bodhi Seed · Part 1
1932, Peiping

Wei Changxu crouched inside Zhonghua Book Store on Liulichang Street, flipping through a book in his hands while pricking up his ears to listen to the old shopkeepers chatting.

Liulichang generally had no business in the early morning, so after breakfast, those shopkeepers would all carry birdcages and sit outside Zhonghua Book Store to chat. Sometimes they discussed the tense political situation, sometimes talked about how Beijing had actually been stripped of its capital status by the Republican government and renamed Peiping, occasionally expressing indignation at those blonde, red-haired foreign devils. When the sun shifted somewhat, they would all be called back by their shop assistants.

Yes, Liulichang was Beijing’s most prosperous antique street. Since the early Qing Shunzhi reign, this had been a gathering place for Han officials. Later, guild halls from across the nation were built nearby, and officials and examination candidates often gathered here to browse book markets. The market gradually became a neighborhood, with bookstores and antique shops from Qianmen and Chenghuang Temple also relocating here.

They say “gold in troubled times, antiques in peaceful times,” but seeing the late Qing chaos approaching, people coming to Liulichang to trade antiques for gold were endless. Wei Changxu watched day by day, noticing fewer shopkeepers coming here each morning to chat and walk birds, their expressions growing increasingly grave. Current times were difficult – seeing the Japanese occupy Manchuria and threaten the interior, many people quietly closed their shops and fled south for refuge.

Today these old shopkeepers’ conversation was also subdued. After chatting randomly for a few sentences, they all dispersed. Seeing no useful information, Wei Changxu threw down some coins, grabbed his newspaper, and walked toward Liulichang’s southwest direction.

There weren’t many people on the street. The usually bustling lanes had become cold and desolate, every passerby’s expression showing panic and unease. In the distance from Beijing city, sporadic gunshots could be heard – whether from soldiers’ conflicts or civilians’ hidden weapons, no one knew. Perhaps these gunshots had taken more lives, but no one would be moved by this. Everyone unanimously lowered their heads and quickened their pace.

Skillfully passing through several alleys, Wei Changxu pushed open Dumb House’s door. Just as he stepped inside, a small child bumped into his arms and snatched the “Peiping Daily” from his hands.

“Su Yao, how many characters can you recognize? Don’t you still need me to read to you?” Wei Changxu curled his lips but didn’t argue with him.

Wei Changxu was nine years old this year. His family had been quite wealthy when he was small, but in chaotic times, the richer the family, the harder they fell. When Wei Changxu was six, his family was destroyed and he became a street beggar, nearly starving to death. Fortunately, this antique shop’s owner showed great kindness and saved him. Later, seeing he had some interest and knowledge about antiques, he kept him as an apprentice.

Su Yao was three years younger than him. When Wei Changxu first came to Dumb House, he was still a baby in swaddling clothes. The owner said this child was also picked up during the chaos, but Wei Changxu privately thought this child was probably the owner’s illegitimate son. Because the owner was far too partial – even though Su Yao was young, the care and love lavished on him was simply blinding! Look! The white jade longevity lock this child had worn around his neck since childhood was obviously priceless! He didn’t have such fine things to wear!

Wei Changxu watched the six-year-old child lying on the yellow rosewood kang table reading characters and newspapers while internally grumbling. He placed the breakfast he’d bought outside next to Su Yao. At this moment, a young man around twenty emerged from behind the mica screen – the owner of Dumb House.

This person always wore a black Zhongshan suit with a lifelike red dragon embroidered in red thread, honestly crouched on his right shoulder, extremely imposing. No matter how many times Wei Changxu looked, he couldn’t look away. In all these years, he’d never seen the owner wear other clothes – at most adding an outer coat during autumn and winter.

Seeing the owner wet a towel and considerately wipe Su Yao’s small hands clean, then place the meat pie on a sacrificial red porcelain plate, using a small silver knife to cut it neatly into six pieces, then pour soy milk from a jar into a blue and white porcelain bowl and place it beside Su Yao’s hand – that entire sequence of actions was incredibly skilled and natural, making Wei Changxu watch with various kinds of envy.

Well, he shouldn’t compete for favor with a child three years younger, especially since this snowball-like child was one he’d watched grow up. Wei Changxu honestly washed his hands, grabbed a meat pie, and while eating tried to liven the atmosphere: “Today those people chatted about the great fire in the imperial palace before. Boss, do you have any impression of it?”

The owner was boiling water on a small red clay charcoal stove. Hearing this, he pondered slightly, then slowly said: “That was nine years ago, wasn’t it? It started burning from Shenwu Gate, from south to north. Later, for some reason, the Great Buddha Hall behind Zhongzheng Hall also caught fire. That fire burned for a whole night. It’s said altogether over a hundred palace halls were destroyed, burning many rare antiques.” The owner’s voice was always so peaceful and calm, but saying the last sentence, he obviously couldn’t hide the regret and anger in his words, his phoenix eyes rarely narrowing.

But Wei Changxu continued enthusiastically: “I was born that year! My mother was frightened by the fire and went into premature labor, so I came out early! I heard that when people were fighting the fire, they saw many beautiful or bewitching figures rushing out from the Zhongzheng Hall fire scene. They said those were ancient antiques that had cultivated into spirits over the years, taking human form!”

This legend circulated among the people, but Su Yao was hearing it for the first time. He immediately lifted his small head from the newspaper, his bright black and white eyes staring unblinkingly at Wei Changxu, hoping he would tell more.

But the owner lowered his eyes and bent to poke the charcoal in the small stove with fire tongs, saying indifferently: “Those are all rumors deliberately spread by the palace servants who stole things. How do you think this fire started? For years, palace treasures flowed out. Customers at Liulichang could even pre-order treasures from inside the palace – even pearls from the empress’s phoenix crown and hundred-jin gold bells from Shouhuang Hall could be obtained, completely unrestrained. Finally it became a huge scandal and the palace wanted to investigate, so they simply set a fire, claiming those missing antiques were all burned clean, truly impossible to verify.”

Wei Changxu curled his lips. Actually, any clear-sighted person could see this – even the emperor led the way in selling antiques. When the top beam is crooked, the lower ones follow suit. Didn’t others learn perfectly?

Su Yao, seeing no more stories, returned his attention to the newspaper in his hands. Soon he looked up again, stammering: “Brother Xu, auction? What’s an auction?”

Wei Changxu leaned over to look and nearly had his nose bent with anger. He slapped the table furiously: “Those bastards! They actually want to auction those palace antiques! To raise money to buy airplanes? Which bastard thought this up? Absolutely outrageous!” Even nine-year-old he knew that though this was called a public auction, it actually meant selling those national treasures to foreigners.

How ridiculous! They couldn’t even protect their ancestors’ things – how could they expect to protect the homeland?

“Boss! What should we do about this?” Wei Changxu looked helplessly at the owner beside him. Since the palace became the Forbidden City seven years ago and opened for public exhibition, he’d visited several times. Those exquisite, precious national treasures – in his view, not one could be missing! Moreover, those national treasures no longer belonged to the imperial family but to the entire nation!

The owner still calmly watched the small kettle on the red clay stove. After the water boiled, he steadily took it down and brewed a cup of Da Hong Pao tea, three parts red to seven parts green. Smelling the tea fragrance, the owner looked up, meeting two pairs of expectant eyes, one large and one small, and couldn’t help smiling: “Don’t worry, this auction won’t succeed. Didn’t you see the newspapers making a big fuss? If they dare auction national treasures, first the students won’t agree. I estimate there will be protest marches next.”

Wei Changxu felt somewhat relieved. Beijing’s university students were all hot-blooded – they’d march at the drop of a hat. Combined with newspaper propaganda, this probably wouldn’t succeed.

The owner sipped the clear yellow tea and sighed: “It’s just that this war will eventually reach here. If those things don’t want to be destroyed here, they’ll probably be moved south soon.”

Wei Changxu and Su Yao exchanged glances. Unlike Su Yao’s confused look, Wei Changxu’s heart was clear as a mirror, knowing his owner, like others, was probably also considering fleeing south for refuge.

In Wei Changxu’s heart, the owner was always prophetic.

The auction was indeed aborted due to students’ strong opposition and protest marches, but new turmoil arose. Rumors spread that Forbidden City antiques would be moved south. One faction thought this move was necessary, but more people felt it better to shatter like jade than survive as broken pottery – moving antiques south would only disturb people’s hearts and was abandoning the homeland.

Wei Changxu read newspaper articles of scholars arguing fiercely, saying things like “lonely empty city remains, hastily ancient treasures move.” He only hated having little ink in his belly, otherwise he really wanted to pick up a pen and curse back at them. Those who weren’t acting were the warlord soldiers! Those antiques were completely innocent! Why should they stay here to perish together with Beijing?

Which was more important – human lives or those cultural artifacts and antiques?

Different people would probably have different answers.

But though Wei Changxu was young, he knew the cultural artifacts in the Forbidden City couldn’t be judged by common sense.

They were the inheritance of the Chinese nation passed down over thousands of years. They were this nation’s culture. They absolutely could not be plundered or destroyed!

“Boss, I want to become a soldier,” Wei Changxu said with determination after struggling for many days, clenching his fists.

Su Yao tilted his head, looking at him confusedly. In a small child’s concept, he hadn’t yet realized how terrible becoming a soldier was.

The owner put down the blue and white porcelain covered bowl in his hands, patted Wei Changxu’s head, and smiled: “You’re only nine years old. They won’t take you.”

“But…” Wei Changxu knew this was true, wishing he could grow up instantly.

“Don’t worry, I understand your thoughts. I’ll help you achieve your wish,” the owner said mysteriously, miraculously calming the restlessness and unwillingness in Wei Changxu’s heart.

Chapter 5: The Bodhi Seed · Part 2
Not long after, when Beijing’s weather began turning cold, the owner took them to visit the Forbidden City.

Due to increasingly deteriorating circumstances, few people came to visit the Forbidden City. The originally magnificent palace with red walls, green tiles, and golden splendor looked incredibly cold and desolate under the shroud of gunpowder and war. Only vehicles continuously transporting wooden boxes and cotton passed through Shenwu Gate. Seeing this with his own eyes, Wei Changxu realized the southward relocation of national treasures was a foregone conclusion, and his heart rejoiced.

He didn’t understand political complexities and didn’t care what reasons drove this southward migration. As long as those ingeniously crafted national treasures could be preserved from war, he was satisfied.

But relocating cultural artifacts and antiques south wasn’t as easy as imagined – it was a massive undertaking. Qing emperors since Kangxi had incredibly strong collecting obsessions, and succeeding descendants followed suit, even intensifying this practice. So the Forbidden City’s treasures were truly countless. The southward relocation couldn’t take everything – only the most precious items could be selected. Antiques were roughly categorized into porcelain, jade, bronze, calligraphy and paintings, seals, ruyi scepters, snuff bottles, folding fans, court beads, ivory carvings, lacquerware, glassware, musical instruments, armor, ceremonial implements, and many other types. There were also numerous books and documents – the Complete Library of the Four Treasuries stored in Wenyuan Pavilion, the Four Treasuries Compendium stored in Cuizao Hall, rare local gazetteers, various Buddhist sutras and scriptures, Grand Council archives, memorials and records, daily records, imperial genealogies, maps, and countless other complex books.

As Wei Changxu walked with Su Yao, listening to the owner enumerate these treasures like precious family heirlooms, his head began aching. When he finally reached their destination, he saw Forbidden City staff had already begun categorically packing these cultural artifacts and antiques.

The owner came here because packing required industry expertise. Several antique dealers from Liulichang were invited to carefully advise staff on what materials required what types of boxes, what filling materials besides cotton were needed, how to efficiently utilize every gap, and so forth. In return, these invited antique dealers would accompany the Forbidden City antiques south, much safer and more reliable than traveling alone. At least they wouldn’t need to find their own train or ship tickets.

Wei Changxu and Su Yao were just two children. The owner brought them because he couldn’t safely leave them alone in the shop – as long as they sat obediently to one side without causing trouble, no one minded. But Wei Changxu wasn’t content just sitting foolishly. He brought Su Yao, his little follower, to help pass rope, move cotton husks, deliver scissors, and such. He was sensible enough not to touch those precious antiques, afraid of accidentally breaking something they couldn’t afford to replace even if they sold themselves.

Wei Changxu was sweet-tongued and diligent, Su Yao was shy and well-behaved. The two children quickly won everyone’s affection, and Wei Changxu gained permission days later to examine antiques that weren’t being packed. Of course, even those eliminated antiques couldn’t be casually taken, but just looking was fine.

One day, he found a large box of beads. He grabbed several to ask the owner and learned they were bodhi seeds.

“Bodhi seeds? Are these from the bodhi tree in Yinghua Hall’s courtyard?” Wei Changxu remembered that lush bodhi tree, like a great green umbrella in summer’s height. Having often listened to antique shop owners’ conversations, he actually knew quite a lot – he knew the story of Shakyamuni sitting quietly under the bodhi tree for seven days and nights, achieving enlightenment and becoming Buddha. He also knew that in Buddhist terminology, bodhi meant enlightenment.

“No, bodhi seeds are fruits from a type of Chuangu grass that grows in snowy mountains. There are many varieties of bodhi seeds, most suitable for making prayer beads.” The owner picked up a bodhi seed, examining it carefully. “Look at this prayer bead’s surface with evenly distributed black dots and a concave circle in the center, like stars supporting the moon. The entire bodhi seed forms a pattern of heavenly stars surrounding the moon, hence called Star-Moon Bodhi Seeds. This is one of the four famous types of bodhi beads.”

“Ah? Such precious things – why aren’t they packed and taken along?” Wei Changxu immediately worried. His daily examination of eliminated antiques stemmed from this psychology – always feeling everything should be taken without leaving anything behind.

The owner fingered the bodhi seeds in Wei Changxu’s hands, saying lightly: “I’ve seen that box of bodhi seeds before. They should be palace collections accumulated over many years – loose beads not yet strung. These are Silver Thread Bodhi, Buddha’s Eye Bodhi, Phoenix Eye Bodhi, Heavenly Intent Bodhi… Look, though there are many varieties and they’re quite rare, perhaps blessed by high monks, bodhi seeds are plant fruits. As long as this Chuangu grass doesn’t go extinct, more bodhi seeds will grow. They’re not that precious.”

The owner’s expression was calm, but his tone carried indescribable desolation. He straightened up, gazing at those cultural artifacts being successively packed, and sighed: “But look at that porcelain – the firing secrets are lost. Those jade ornaments – the jade-carving masters have passed away. Those are truly priceless heirlooms. Break one and there’s one less…”

“This…” Wei Changxu bit his lower lip, wanting to say this journey would be problem-free, but knowing this was self-deception. These days, everyone busy in the Forbidden City looked grave. Even knowing the road ahead was uncertain, they had to carefully feel their way forward.

The owner was just momentarily sentimental, quickly recovering. He patted Wei Changxu’s head, knowing this child loved antiques to an obsessive degree, and offered consolation: “Buddhism teaches six realms of reincarnation. People will eventually die, and objects will also perish, so everything should be viewed lightly. Just do your best within your capabilities.”

Wei Changxu heard the weathered experience in these words. Looking up, he found the owner staring fixedly at Su Yao, who was holding an ancient book nearby.

At this moment, the owner’s eyes held some complex meaning Wei Changxu couldn’t decipher. Even years later when recalling this scene, he never understood it.

Though coldly told this large box of bodhi seeds couldn’t be taken, Wei Changxu didn’t give up. He persistently found the director and gained permission to begin a mission with Su Yao. They folded paper packets, placing one bodhi seed inside each. Whenever a box of cultural artifacts was sealed, they reverently placed these packets inside, praying these bodhi seeds could protect the antiques from accidents. They also strung bodhi seeds into bracelets, giving each worker a string, praying for their safe journey.

Wei Changxu wore a string of brown Sun Bodhi, Su Yao wore white Snow Chan Bodhi, and the owner wore Golden Bell Bodhi.

Then, on February 6, 1933, the Forbidden City’s first batch of cultural artifacts officially began loading and departure.

Some people began spreading malicious rumors that Director Yi Peiji was stealing from his post, claiming these antiques transported from Beijing were to be sold to foreigners. Three people make a tiger; repeated accusations create truth. Some people actually believed it. The matter spread with increasing detail, and even the Nanjing government issued summons for court proceedings. The accompanying hardships need no elaboration – several people were implicated and imprisoned, unable to appeal their grievances, only released much later.

The owner found them in Shanghai months later. Rather than proposing departure, he stayed to participate in artifact preservation work.

Three years passed in a flash. The Nanjing government finally organized the Chaotian Palace warehouse, and Forbidden City artifacts returned from Shanghai to Nanjing. Wei Changxu was now a youth, his thin frame still growing taller. Su Yao was nearly ten, increasingly shy and introverted. After safely reaching Nanjing with the artifacts, they spent another year on organization work. When everyone thought they could settle down – fourteen-year-old Wei Changxu had even considered leaving to join the army – 1937 proved anything but peaceful.

The twenty-sixth year of the Republic, July 7, 1937: the Marco Polo Bridge Incident, and Peiping fell.

Subsequently, on August 13, the August 13 Incident erupted in Shanghai, and Shanghai fell.

War had reached near Nanjing. Sometimes looking up at the sky, you could see that heavy cloud mass on the horizon seeming ready to press down at any moment, so oppressive it was hard to breathe.

The day after the August 13 Shanghai Incident, the Palace Museum decided to continue relocating artifacts. The first batch left for Changsha early on the 14th. The owner wanted Wei Changxu and Su Yao to leave Nanjing with the first batch of artifacts, but Wei Changxu knew the owner definitely wouldn’t leave first and stubbornly stayed to accompany him.

Artifacts were successively transferred, roughly divided into three routes: the southern route to Hankou then Changsha, finally reaching Anshun; the central route to Yichang then Chongqing, finally reaching Leshan; the northern route via Xuzhou and Zhengzhou to Xi’an. Wei Changxu’s group ultimately chose to take the train north. It’s said the central route’s over nine thousand boxes of artifacts remained stranded in Nanjing until December 8, finally boarding the Huangpu steamship to leave Nanjing.

Five days later, Nanjing fell, and Japanese forces committed the shocking Nanjing Massacre.

How much longer must they remain in darkness before dawn arrived?

Wei Changxu and Su Yao squeezed into the truck cargo space, unconsciously swaying with the vehicle’s motion. It was now spring 1939. After countless hardships, when the artifact-laden train left Nanjing two years earlier, it was bombed by Japanese air forces just reaching Xuzhou. Fortunately, the train had stopped on abandoned tracks, narrowly escaping disaster. Passing through Zhengzhou also involved bombing, but again they escaped unharmed. After Zhengzhou they transferred to Xi’an, then to Baoji, but due to heavy Japanese bombing, were forced to relocate again. The Qinling mountain journey from Baoji to Hanzhong – merely over one hundred kilometers – took nearly three months.

Crossing the Qinling Mountains, they encountered bandits and wolves, experiencing multiple dangers. Wei Changxu felt this was no different from being a soldier.

It’s said the other two artifact routes weren’t smooth sailing either. The water route to Chongqing nearly capsized in the Three Gorges, saved only by experienced boatmen’s last-minute efforts. The Changsha route also faced countless difficulties, nearly suffering Japanese bombing, ultimately deciding to transfer artifacts to the Emei-Leshan area.

Wei Changxu’s group was also heading toward Shu, but by land route.

Li Bai once wrote: “The Shu roads are difficult, more difficult than ascending to heaven.” Wei Changxu had thought crossing Qinling’s mountain paths was treacherous enough, but reaching Shu’s plank roads, he learned what “Shu roads are difficult” truly meant.

So-called Shu roads were actually plank roads – drilling holes in cliff faces, inserting stone or wooden stakes, then laying wooden or stone planks across them. These narrow plank roads had limited load capacity – each vehicle could carry at most three or four boxes, requiring someone to lead the truck ahead. When turning on cliffs, horns had to sound warnings. The convoy moved incredibly slowly. A mere two-li section of plank road took two or three days for one round trip. Wei Changxu asked local guides – at this pace, reaching Emei would take at least six or seven months.

“Brother Xu, are you feeling better?” Thirteen-year-old Su Yao now completely looked like a youth, his military coat worn and tattered from the journey, but his face remained pale. He worriedly touched Wei Changxu’s forehead with concern.

Having endured the entire cold winter in Qinling’s forests, even Wei Changxu’s strong constitution couldn’t withstand it. Su Yao grew anxious, even somewhat self-reproachful. If Wei Changxu hadn’t insisted on giving him all his clothes, how could his body have become so deteriorated? Thinking this, Su Yao removed his military coat and wrapped it around Wei Changxu despite his protests.

“Brother Xu, rest here. I’ll go find the owner and see if he can get medicine.”

Wei Changxu wanted to grab him and prevent wandering around. They were already receiving special care by riding the truck – didn’t he see others walking below? But being ill, and with Su Yao moving quickly, his outstretched hand caught nothing.

That damn kid… Wei Changxu helplessly closed his eyes again, his feverish body stopping his brain from thinking. In his daze, he seemed to hear someone shouting loudly, then harsh car horn blaring. His body began violently swaying uncontrollably. Opening his eyes in shock, he saw the truck he was riding had rushed off the plank road, plunging headfirst toward the deep ravine below!

Chapter 5: The Bodhi Seed · Part 3
Fortunately Su Yao had already gotten off the truck.

In that instant, Wei Changxu’s mind actually flashed with this thought.

Perhaps it was potential bursting forth at a life-or-death moment – Wei Changxu quickly made a judgment. If he jumped down immediately, he might luckily catch the wooden planks below the walkway. But his first action was to throw the boxes from the truck downward. He remembered habitually glancing at the box number prefixes when boarding – they started with “Jing,” meaning the Classics section of the Complete Library of the Four Treasuries. Since they were books, they weren’t afraid of falling, but they feared falling into the river – once soaked with water, they’d be ruined.

The three boxes of books were heavy, but during the fall, whether from multiplied strength in desperate circumstances or heavenly coincidence, Wei Changxu managed to throw all three boxes onto the mudflats before the truck plunged into the river. With no time to see if the truck driver could jump in time, he spotted a place thick with vegetation and threw himself diagonally in that direction.

Wei Changxu’s last image was his bodhi seed prayer bracelet caught and broken by tree branches, the scattered beads floating everywhere, creating a calming atmosphere under the dark blue sky. His spirit relaxed, and then he knew nothing more.

“…Why won’t you let me save him? This child is still alive!”

“If you do that, you’ll change history! If you hadn’t come to this time through the compass, this person might have died like this. If you save him and create a butterfly effect, causing subsequent events to change and history to deviate, will you take responsibility?”

“I’m a doctor! My responsibility is to save lives and heal the wounded! How could I just stand by and watch?”

“You must consider the big picture. If it’s like this every time, I think we shouldn’t rashly use the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass anymore.”

“…Are you threatening me?”

“This isn’t a threat, it’s speaking truthfully.”

“You!”

Who were these two people? Why were they arguing? Luoshu Nine Stars Compass? Why did this name sound somewhat familiar?

Wei Changxu’s consciousness cleared for just this moment before he again fell into darkness with dizziness. Only after what felt like a lifetime did he again feel pain throughout his body.

Still hurting meant he was still alive.

Wei Changxu gritted his teeth and persisted in feeling his body. His leg should be broken, but fortunately the military coat Su Yao had wrapped around him at the end protected his chest and upper body from greater trauma. Heaven’s protection indeed.

He wondered if those three boxes of books were damaged.

In his daze, Wei Changxu vaguely felt himself being moved around, fed pills and given injections. When he could open his eyes, he immediately saw Su Yao’s tear-reddened face.

The owner knew Wei Changxu couldn’t speak yet, but understood from his gaze what he most wanted to know. He patted his head reassuringly: “Those three boxes of books – not one was lost or soaked. It’s thanks to you. Your leg is fine too, but you need good rest. Someone saved you – do you remember who? We couldn’t find them, but we should thank them properly.”

Some arguing fragments flashed through his mind. Wei Changxu shook his head in confusion – he hadn’t understood those words at all.

The owner frowned. The cliff was extremely dangerous – they’d taken a long detour, reaching the bottom mudflats only after a day. The driver had died in the fall, but Wei Changxu was already lying properly on the mudflats, his broken leg bound and set extremely well, bandaged so carefully that he hadn’t lost too much blood. The scattered books on the mudflats had been stacked neatly one by one, even arranged in their original order. Only someone working in a museum could accomplish this. Even the three bodhi seeds Su Yao had stuffed in the book boxes and the fallen Sun Bodhi bracelet were all found without exception.

Su Yao, also keeping watch nearby, suddenly straightened up and turned to fiddle with a small radio beside the bed.

“Our righteous cause has finally triumphed over tyranny… The Japanese Emperor has announced unconditional surrender…”

Through crackling radio waves came thrilling news. Immediately the room filled with cheers and tears of joy. Wei Changxu squeezed his eyes shut hard, still not quite believing this was real.

Having spent too long in darkness, the sudden arrival of light brought instinctive trembling and disbelief.

“Brother Xu! We can go back!” Su Yao joyfully threw himself at Wei Changxu. He was now nineteen, an adult. Wei Changxu couldn’t withstand his pounce, falling from the small stool to the ground. The pain awakened him.

This wasn’t a dream! This was real!

“Yes, we can go back.” Wei Changxu suppressed his wild joy, instead turning to look at the wooden boxes piled in the temple, saying rationally: “We won’t leave quickly – at least another two years, until domestic conditions stabilize.” At twenty-two, he was completely an adult and could quickly analyze the situation.

Su Yao carefully helped him up from the ground. Due to the plank road accident, Wei Changxu’s body had lasting damage. Unable to recover properly in the harsh mountains, he grew increasingly thin. Over these years, Su Yao treated him like fragile treasure, especially after the owner left and they depended on each other.

“The owner… probably won’t return with us, will he?” Thinking of the owner, Su Yao lowered his head and pressed his lips together.

Wei Changxu squeezed his shoulder without speaking.

Seven years ago, after they settled at Mount Emei, the owner left. He only returned quietly to see them once three years ago. Recalling now, Wei Changxu realized the owner’s appearance was exactly the same as over ten years ago. If he were with them now, he’d seem younger than them.

“Don’t think about it. Let’s celebrate properly!” Wei Changxu stood and opened the window, letting long-absent sunlight shine on his face, breathing out deeply.

Soon, very soon his wish would be fulfilled!

In fact, the return journey wasn’t as smooth as imagined.

Though the Japanese Emperor signed the treaty declaring unconditional surrender, domestic Japanese warlords weren’t willing to retreat. Combined with drastic domestic changes and renewed disputes between the Kuomintang and Communist Party, the situation again became confusing.

Cultural artifact organization proceeded methodically. Without air raid concerns, artifacts returning to Nanjing concentrated in Chongqing, departing only two years later. The journey had constant accidents, but fortunately their group had no casualties. Following the Yangtze River downstream, they reached Nanjing directly. The Peiping Palace Museum, established on Double Ten Day in the fourteenth year of the Republic, finally reunited all relocated artifacts in one place after twenty-two years and two months.

Domestic war still hadn’t ended, but Wei Changxu wasn’t too worried. After all, these were internal disputes that would never threaten ancestral heritage. He daily buried himself in organizing those priceless artifacts, often marveling during leisure at these fifteen years of wandering. Every artifact route exceeded twelve thousand kilometers. That these million artifacts survived the long march without a single loss or damage was truly precious – a miracle.

Due to day and night toil, his health declined, but he worked without rest daily. When Su Yao urged more rest, he paid no attention.

By late 1948, artifacts began transferring to Taiwan in batches. Wei Changxu didn’t obstruct and couldn’t obstruct – he was just a small administrator. What could separation accomplish? He knew these artifacts would receive good care, even across the Taiwan Strait.

Some urged him to leave the mainland for Taiwan, but he didn’t agree, remaining at Nanjing’s Chaotian Palace, organizing the remaining artifacts. Su Yao quietly accompanied him throughout.

Until the following autumn when maple leaves reddened again, he became alone.

The owner appeared before him again, still so young.

Wei Changxu’s lips trembled as he placed the white jade longevity lock in his hands.

“How did he go?” The owner’s words were calm, as if he’d long known Su Yao would have an accident.

“On the ladder… fell down…” Wei Changxu closed his eyes, seemingly still seeing that night’s scene. “The warehouse was dark… to prevent fires… so no oil lamps were lit… he… stepped into empty space…”

“Hmm, again before twenty-four. He probably didn’t experience much pain before going. That’s good.” The owner said lightly, his tone carrying indescribable melancholy. He looked down at the longevity lock in his hands, then stared at Wei Changxu for a long while, sighing: “Thank you for caring for him, though it was incidental. Now that war has ended, your wish… should be fulfilled, right?”

Wei Changxu was confused and couldn’t understand what the owner’s words meant. He surveyed the neatly organized warehouse around him, seeming to understand something, and relaxed with closed eyes.

Before the owner remained only a pile of clothes. He bent to pick up a walnut-sized bodhi seed from the garments.

It was a Vajra Bodhi seed, the most precious variety of bodhi seeds.

Vajra means incomparably hard and indestructible, with power to destroy all evil. Vajra Bodhi seeds also have segment grades – commonly five or six segments, resembling walnuts. The more segments, the more precious. The one in the owner’s hand was a legendary twenty-two-segment Vajra Bodhi seed. Its reddish-brown surface bore fire damage marks and was now covered in cracks.

“Twenty-six years ago, when the Great Buddha Hall behind Zhongzheng Hall caught fire, you exhausted your final vow power to reincarnate, taking human form…”

“Your wish to protect antiquities here is fulfilled. I’ll surely choose a place with flourishing incense to let you receive more offerings and restore your vow power…”

Since then, no one ever saw that administrator named Wei Changxu. Those who knew him thought he’d left in grief over his brother’s accident.

Everything was strange, but the owner didn’t think deeply. Seeing Wei Changxu barely keeping his eyes open, he told him to rest well.

The road was still long.

Yes, the road was indeed long. Only in autumn of that year did they reach the towering, imposing Jianmen Pass. Then they traveled from Chengdu to Mount Emei, staying seven years.

Every antique in Dumb House has its own story, carrying many years with no one to listen. Because they cannot speak…

Chapter 6: The Compass Ladle · 1
If a person has something to fear, then he is neither a god nor an untouchable existence.

219 BCE, the twenty-eighth year of Emperor Qin Shihuang’s reign

Eleven-year-old Hu Hai sat upright behind a low table, looking down at a wooden spoon placed on it. Beneath this wooden spoon was a smooth wooden board in the center, with many directional markings carved around its edges.

Hu Hai tried turning the wooden spoon. No matter how many times the spoon rotated, the handle always stopped pointing in the same direction. Hu Hai asked with interest, “Master, what is this object?”

In the corner of the side hall stood a tall figure, his face hidden in shadows, making it impossible to see his appearance and expression clearly. The man spoke slowly, “This object is called a compass. The wooden spoon is the ladle, with a lodestone embedded within. The compass ladle will always point south.” This person’s voice was deep yet somewhat shrill, and with his deliberate affectation, maintaining a tone neither high nor low, it sounded very uncomfortable to the ears.

Hu Hai had already grown accustomed to the other’s pretentious manner of speaking. He only felt that the sunlight streaming through the window lattice into the side hall was somewhat glaring, slightly squinting his eyes as he murmured to himself, “Compass, compass… ‘Si’ means to manage and bear responsibility. South is not an ordinary direction. Compass… but this wooden spoon points not to the south, but to the east… Master, this compass ladle must be no ordinary object, right?” Though Hu Hai was young, he knew that anything his master, who rarely paid attention to him, actively brought before him was definitely not an ordinary item. Although this earth-yellow wooden spoon looked plain and unremarkable, it was extremely bright and lustrous, with a brilliant patina that clearly showed it was of great age.

“The Book of Changes: Explanation of Trigrams states: ‘The sage faces south to listen to all under heaven.’ Since ancient times, sitting north and facing south has been the position of honor, so when the Son of Heaven and princes receive their ministers, or when high officials meet their subordinates, they all sit facing south.”

Zhao Gao paused here, his eyes hidden in the darkness—containing an almost demonic charm—flickered briefly before he continued flatly, “The imperial position faces south, hence it represents the imperial throne. This compass ladle was confiscated from the Zhao Kingdom’s royal palace. Others all think this object has lost its efficacy, but I believe that what this object points to is the position of the sovereign.”

“Ah! No wonder the spoon handle points east!” Hu Hai clapped his hands and laughed loudly, because his father, Emperor Qin Shihuang, was currently traveling east to Mount Tai for the feng and shan ceremonies—precisely to the east. Hu Hai fondled the compass ladle before him lovingly, innocently looking up and asking, “Master, why not present this object to Father Emperor?”

The corners of Zhao Gao’s lips slowly curved into a cold smile in the shadows, while his voice remained flatly emotionless, “His Majesty seeks the elixir of immortality—how could he tolerate the existence of this object? If one day this compass ladle no longer points toward him, but instead points toward one of your brothers, what then?”

Hu Hai’s hand paused in turning the compass ladle. The wooden spoon spun several times on the wooden board and still stopped pointing exactly due east without the slightest deviation.

“I have searched through all historical records and speculate that this compass ladle likely belonged to King Zhou of Shang. It was precisely because this object pointed west that day that King Zhou imprisoned the Western Earl Ji Chang and killed his eldest son Bo Yikao. However, King Zhou still did not have the ruthless determination—Bo Yikao’s younger brother Ji Fa destroyed the Shang dynasty and became known in history as King Wu of Zhou.” Zhao Gao spoke these words extremely slowly, but pronounced each character very clearly, ensuring that not a single word was lost on Hu Hai’s ears.

A bone-chilling coldness arose in young Hu Hai’s heart, yet he seemed possessed, turning the wooden spoon before him over and over again…

“And this object… can not only… point to the imperial position… but can also…”

Hu Hai woke with a start from his dream, staring blankly at the white ceiling for a long time without coming to his senses.

What exactly had his master said afterward? No matter how many times he dreamed of this scene, the latter words were always unclear and fragmented… as if he had forgotten something very important…

It seemed he had indeed been smelling the moon unicorn incense that could influence dreams for too long, increasingly recalling those memories from very distant years.

Because he truly did not want to wake up.

Hu Hai propped himself up and sat up, his crimson pupils scanning around the room. As expected, it was cold and deserted, just as it had been when he fell asleep.

Once again, he had been abandoned by his imperial brother.

Once again, he was alone.

Although half a year had already passed, he still refused to accept this reality, daily immersing himself in the moon unicorn incense unable to extricate himself.

Ming Hong stood on the clothing rack before his bed with eyes closed, sleeping. Probably due to the rich moon unicorn incense in the room, the little creature was also affected—who knew what this small thing might be dreaming of.

Hu Hai tilted his head and stared blankly for a long time before getting up to extinguish the burning incense seal and turning on the air conditioning for ventilation. When the rich fragrance in the room grew faint, the small red bird stirred its head and awakened. It first used its beak to preen its feathers, finding them impeccable, then fluttered its wings to fly up and land properly on its young master’s left shoulder, actively nuzzling his face to request petting.

Hu Hai raised his hand to smooth its feathers several times. The smooth, soft plumage sliding across his fingertips slightly calmed his restless heart.

“Only you remain by my side…” Hu Hai whispered, his silver-white eyelashes covering his crimson pupils.

The small red bird tilted its head with an adorably vacant expression. Seeing its master walk toward the table, it jumped ahead onto it, using its sharp little beak to prod the strange wooden spoon on the table. The wooden spoon spun continuously on the smooth wooden board, seeming to never stop.

Hu Hai stood dazedly beside the table. Ever since he first began having that previous dream, he had retrieved this compass ladle from an ancient tomb. But the compass ladle showed no directional indication at all.

Perhaps this era no longer had a true sovereign, or perhaps his imperial brother had completely abandoned any thought of claiming the throne.

Was this the reason for his imperial brother’s disappearance?

Hu Hai clenched his fists. He had already waited half a year, even fearing his imperial brother might suddenly appear at the front door. For this entire half year, he had rarely left home, afraid of missing such a moment.

But it seemed all of this was merely his wishful thinking.

The small red bird was enthusiastically prodding the compass ladle when it suddenly noticed its young master grab the black umbrella nearby and stride toward the door. It quickly spread its wings and chased after him, slipping out just before the door closed.

Neither the person nor the bird noticed that the compass ladle spinning on the table suddenly slowed down and gradually came to a stop…

218 BCE, the twenty-ninth year of Emperor Qin Shihuang’s reign

Hu Hai, now showing the initial appearance of a youth, propped his chin with one hand while casually turning the compass ladle before him with the other, listlessly watching the wooden spoon stop pointing west each time.

Father Emperor had returned from his eastern tour and was certainly handling government affairs in the warm pavilion at this moment. Imperial Brother probably would not be studying in the study today either, but would be attending alongside him. Even Master would likely be attending at Father Emperor’s side, just like during the last eastern tour.

Perhaps next time, he could also ask Father Emperor to take him along on the eastern tour?

The compass ladle spun on the smooth wooden board, forming a circular afterimage. Sun Shuo, who was attending nearby, seeing his good mood, chuckled softly, “Young Master loves this compass most of all, playing with it for a while every day.”

But Hu Hai suddenly sat up straight, his clear black and white pupils narrowing as he asked in an emotionless, stern voice, “Is it that obvious?” Though he was still young, he already had the bearing of a young master. When his small face became serious, he indeed possessed a somewhat dignified presence.

Sun Shuo had served Hu Hai since childhood and understood his young master’s temperament completely. Though he did not know what deeper purpose this compass served, he still respectfully bowed his head and reported, “Young Master’s side hall rarely allows people to enter and exit freely. Apart from this servant, no one else would know.”

Hu Hai quietly watched the compass ladle stop pointing west once again, but no longer reached out to turn it.

He was Father Emperor’s most beloved young son, not only because during the month of his birth, Father Emperor had annexed the Han Kingdom and begun the great undertaking of unification, and not merely because he was handsome and adorable, but because he knew how to please Father Emperor and understood what role he should play to meet the other’s needs. After him, several younger brothers had been born successively, but Father Emperor, busy with military campaigns and internal affairs, could not even be bothered to glance at them, much less rank them in order. So the officially most favored young master in Xianyang Palace referred specifically to him alone.

He knew Father Emperor only wanted a model of paternal kindness and filial piety. If he could not perform well, another could easily replace him—after all, he had more than twenty brothers as candidates.

So he could only strive with all his might. Father Emperor did not allow him to study and practice calligraphy, nor to practice martial arts and archery, so he could only eavesdrop outside Imperial Brother’s study and observe from outside Imperial Brother’s training grounds. These small actions were all within Father Emperor’s tolerance, and he had always been testing Father Emperor’s limits.

But he had become far too dependent on this compass ladle, because through it, he could accurately know Father Emperor’s location!

Hu Hai was stunned in place.

Previously, he had been too young to understand the deeper purpose of this compass. He simply had pure filial affection for Father Emperor. Every day, turning the compass ladle a few times to determine Father Emperor’s position allowed him to imagine which palace hall he was in or where he was touring outside the palace, whether he was governing diligently for the people or offering sacrifices to heaven. Moreover, if the distance was close, he would very coincidentally appear on Father Emperor’s inevitable path, perfectly performing a scene of paternal kindness and filial piety. This was also why, among more than twenty brothers, he remained Father Emperor’s most beloved to this day.

During Father Emperor’s return from this eastern tour, he had heard Sun Shuo relay news that at Bolang Sands, a descendant of the Han Kingdom’s chancellor had sent a strongman to hurl a iron hammer weighing over a hundred jin in an assassination attempt on Father Emperor. Fortunately, Father Emperor had been prepared in advance, and all the carriages were identical. The assassin could not distinguish which carriage Father Emperor was riding and ultimately struck a decoy carriage by chance, resulting in a false alarm.

But what if that Zhang Liang, the Han Kingdom descendant, had possessed this compass ladle? Would not Father Emperor’s whereabouts be completely exposed?

How could Father Emperor tolerate the existence of such an object in this world?

Hu Hai broke out in a cold sweat.

Though he was young, this did not mean he was as naive and innocent as he appeared on the surface. Thinking deeper, why would his master Zhao Gao give him such an object that, if discovered by Father Emperor, would bring catastrophic disaster?

Confiscated from the Zhao Kingdom’s royal palace… Zhao Gao…

Hu Hai recalled the words Zhao Gao had spoken when giving him the compass ladle. That Zhao Gao was not a military general, yet wore the blue silk-tied double-tailed vertical military cap of King Wuling of Zhao.

For a close minister to be able to wear a Zhao king’s military cap, and for this person to also be surnamed Zhao—could this be coincidence?

It could be completely deduced that this compass ladle had originally belonged to Zhao Gao, and Zhao Gao should be a member of the Zhao Kingdom’s royal family who had long ago recognized through the compass ladle that Father Emperor was the sovereign ordained by heaven, and thus had willingly submitted.

But why did he no longer use it now? Why had he given it to him instead?

Sun Shuo looked worriedly at Hu Hai, unable to understand why his young master’s expression had suddenly become so unpredictable.
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“Sun Shuo.” After a long while, Hu Hai finally broke the silence in the side hall, his voice hoarse with tension. “Put this compass ladle away. I don’t want to see it again.”

“…Yes, sir.”

Hu Hai opened his eyes. What met his gaze was no longer the palace chamber with swirling incense and floating curtains, but the bustling noise and chaos of the modern world.

The blazing sunlight was mostly blocked by the large black umbrella overhead, but it still made his body somewhat uncomfortable.

The harsh honking of car horns continued behind him. Hu Hai realized he had actually been standing dazed in the middle of the road and quickly walked a few steps to avoid onto the sidewalk, standing in the shadow of a skyscraper. Passersby noticed the small red bird on his shoulder and the wisps of silver hair visible from under his hood, frequently turning back to look, but nothing more than that. Most people kept their eyes straight ahead, hurrying busily through the streets and alleys. They all had their own lives—at most they would spare a stranger a second glance.

But this kind of society made Hu Hai extraordinarily uncomfortable, making him acutely feel what it meant to be out of place.

If it weren’t for Imperial Brother insisting on living in this city after awakening to continue his career as a doctor, he would definitely have persuaded Imperial Brother to move somewhere isolated from the world.

Hu Hai closed his crimson eyes, thinking of the fragment he had just recalled. But in truth, he could barely remember what Sun Shuo’s face had looked like. His father emperor’s and Zhao Gao’s faces had also become blurred and unclear through the long years. Even Imperial Brother’s original appearance—he could no longer remember it clearly.

Time truly was a terrifying thing, capable of making everything in the world unrecognizable.

Was this persistence of his really worth it?

Imperial Brother had abandoned him, which meant he was no longer needed…

Then what meaning was there for him to continue living in this world?

Hu Hai held his black umbrella, slowly walking deeper into the commercial street.

He decided to make one last effort.

Lu Zigan blinked in astonishment, suspecting that the fellow who had boldly pushed through the door was actually a phantom.

Hu Hai calmly folded his black umbrella and said unhurriedly to the Mute House’s acting shopkeeper, whose mouth was agape with surprise behind the counter, “I want to borrow the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass.”

“How do you know… Ah! No! I don’t have any such compass here!” Lu Zigan touched his nose, lying clumsily.

Hu Hai glanced at the Golden Mask still hanging on the wall, thinking that the boss leaving Mute House to these two unreliable fellows, Lu Zigan and the doctor, was truly a waste of such a treasure. Though he had not left his home for half a year, he could still use the Golden Mask to spy on what had been happening here.

Of course, he had no need to reveal this.

Lu Zigan watched as the silver-haired, red-eyed Hu Hai slowly sat down in front of the counter. Every gesture and movement perfectly embodied what it meant to be an aristocratic young master, making Lu Zigan feel an overwhelming sense of oppressive aura for no reason. This feeling that made even breathing feel constricted made Lu Zigan very uncomfortable. Stealing a glance at Hu Hai, who seemed to know everything, Lu Zigan could only honestly say, “There is indeed such a compass. What do you want to borrow it for? Are you looking for your imperial brother?”

Speaking of this, Lu Zigan paused, choosing his words carefully before saying cautiously, “The doctor has already returned to his own body. Perhaps your imperial brother he…” Lu Zigan didn’t continue, because he noticed Hu Hai’s expression had become extremely ugly, his already bloodless face turning white as paper.

“I know.” Hu Hai was unexpectedly calm. He had suffered alone for half a year, considering every worst-case scenario thoroughly. He had lived without Imperial Brother before, so he just wanted to know the truth and put an end to his hopes.

Lu Zigan spread his hands helplessly, “Although our goals align—we’re both looking for someone—the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass can only be activated once a month, and even then you have to rely on luck. It’s not certain it can traverse back to half a year ago. This month’s auspicious day coincidentally clashed with the doctor’s emergency surgery, so we missed it. If you haven’t changed your mind by next month, we can go together.”

Hu Hai slowly nodded.

“So, leave a contact method? I need to calculate next month’s auspicious day for activation before I can contact you, right?” Lu Zigan was no longer as tense as at the beginning. His gaze swept over Hu Hai from head to toe, thinking this Young Master Hu probably didn’t even have a cell phone.

“No need. I’ll come find you.” Hu Hai took two objects from his pocket and placed them on the counter, saying flatly, “This is payment.”

Lu Zigan’s gaze immediately fixed on them. After a long while, he reached out and put the two objects together.

This was the broken white jade longevity lock.

“Master! Are you sure it’s here?”

Across from the Mute House shop, two figures, one large and one small, were crouched at the base of a wall whispering. The small one was filthy all over, like a little beggar. The commercial street had heavy foot traffic, and passersby would occasionally toss a few coins in front of him. But if anyone shifted their attention to the similarly raggedly dressed, long-haired young man with his head slightly bowed beside the child, they would feel even more sympathetic and might dig into their bags to throw down a few more coins.

Sigh, a trafficked child and a blind, disfigured young man—should they post on social media for a rescue campaign? Look, this young man was even playing with a snake? Must be a street performer? That little white snake looked so cute!

“Master! Master! Are you listening to me?” Tang Yuan had no concept of master-disciple hierarchy, tugging at his master’s ear and nagging dissatisfiedly.

The young man withdrew his hand from the snake basket in front of him and casually lifted his head. In that instant, passersby nearby caught sight of his face, and sharp intakes of breath rose one after another.

Unlike his dirty, soiled clothing, this young man’s face was extremely clean, handsome and distinguished, with long eyebrows and pale skin, as beautiful as an elegant ink wash painting. However, at the center of his brow was a ghastly dark red scar that completely ruined his features, making people sigh with pity. Moreover, his eyes were covered with a black cloth strip, clearly indicating impaired vision—he was blind.

But even such a man, sitting casually cross-legged in the corner against the wall, covered in dust with his long hair trailing on the ground, could absolutely not conceal his extraordinary noble aura. Some people also noticed that the tattered clothing on this young man was actually a strange Daoist robe—a lake-colored Daoist robe whose original color was indiscernible, with crossed collar and wide sleeves, embroidered with the eight trigrams of the I Ching, arranged in some mysterious pattern.

“Your second senior brother isn’t here.” This young Daoist sighed slightly, unable to hide the disappointment on his face. “I told you the day we came down from the mountain wasn’t an auspicious day. I wanted to consult the trigrams again, but you couldn’t wait. Sigh.”

“What?! He’s not here? Are you sure?” Tang Yuan immediately flew into a rage. It hadn’t been easy for them, master and disciple! They had walked for over half a year from the mountains to reach this big city, going through countless hardships—their experiences could rival Xuanzang’s journey to the West for Buddhist scriptures! And now they were telling him the person he wanted to find wasn’t here?

Tang Yuan urgently pressed, “Did you see clearly? Aren’t there two people in that shop? Neither of them is my second senior brother?” Tang Yuan knew that although this makeshift master of his couldn’t open his eyes, he could indeed see. Well, to put it in modern terms, he probably sensed things through spiritual awareness.

“Neither of them.” Stroking the little white snake that had crawled out of the basket and was coiling around his fingertips, the young Daoist was also melancholy. After sensing that the God-Sealing Array imprisoning Zhao Gao had been broken, his first reaction wasn’t to investigate the situation, but to find someone else to shoulder the responsibility. After all, he was naturally lazy and had long lost the passion of his youth. Without much thought, he decided that the one who could take over this mess would naturally be his second disciple.

That’s right—he had always known his second disciple was still alive, but had never let the other party know of his existence.

Tang Yuan irritably ran his hands through his long-uncut hair, grumbling bad-temperedly, “So what do we do now? Tch, I thought I’d see Second Senior Brother and could mooch a big meal!”

“We’ll have to go back. Nothing’s gone wrong for half a year, so probably no accidents will happen. The Heavenly Dao has its own rules of operation.” The young Daoist coughed lightly, irresponsibly indicating he wasn’t going to manage anything.

“You mean… we… return… the same way?”

Tang Yuan forced out each word through gritted teeth, completely devastated. He shouldn’t have held such high hopes for this makeshift master in the first place. Coming to find this second senior brother he’d never met was probably just an attempt to dump some hot potato. Now that he couldn’t dump it, he was simply going to dust off his hands and pretend nothing happened? Let this hot potato fall to the ground with a splat without caring?

Moreover, along this journey, they had basically taken buses segment by segment or walked directly! Even more tragic was that this glutton master ate his way along the road but didn’t bring enough money—truly empty-sleeved! They hadn’t even stayed in hotels! Most of the time they slept under overpasses! And now he was telling him they had to return the same way?!

Tang Yuan felt he had truly boarded a pirate ship. At his age, he should be carefree, carrying a school bag to school every day! Not wandering around with this mentally problematic master!

The young Daoist innocently blinked twice, saying in a very helpless tone, “There’s no choice, Little Tang Yuan. Who knew that in recent decades, doing anything anywhere requires something called an ID card? Can’t move an inch without proper documentation! You think I want to live as a hermit in the mountains? Can’t eat anything there…” The final complaining words gradually lowered under his little disciple’s furious gaze and were swallowed back down.

“Didn’t you transcend the need for food eight hundred years ago?! Why are you still thinking about eating?!” Tang Yuan roared angrily.

Little Tang Yuan’s roaring made Hu Hai, who had just stepped out of the Mute House shop, instinctively glance in this direction, but then he didn’t pay much attention and opened his black umbrella to leave.

After taking just two steps, he suddenly remembered that the young man being grabbed by the collar by the child with a helpless expression seemed somewhat familiar.

Hu Hai turned back, but the corner where there had been two figures, one large and one small, was now completely empty. Even the coins on the ground had been taken away, vanished without a trace.
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210 BCE, the thirty-seventh year of Emperor Qin Shihuang’s reign

Hu Hai, now of age, sat alone in his carriage. Before him lay an unopened brocade box containing that compass ladle.

Since Sun Shuo’s death, Hu Hai had gone through several attendants, calling each one Sun Shuo, but sadly none could care for him as meticulously as the original Sun Shuo had. This compass ladle had been put away by Sun Shuo back then, but before this journey accompanying Father Emperor, his current attendant had discovered it while cleaning the private storehouse, so he had casually brought it along.

Though he had brought it, he had never once opened it.

Because he was gradually coming to realize how vast the gap between himself and Imperial Brother truly was. Even if Father Emperor passed away, it would definitely be Imperial Brother who inherited the throne. Although the latter had been sent to the frontier prefecture of Shangjun to build the Great Wall, the ministers of court and countryside were not blind. Apart from not having formally issued an edict establishing Elder Brother as Crown Prince, Fu Su had always been cultivated as the heir.

Hu Hai understood his father emperor more and more. The admiration and reverence of his youth had gradually transformed into disdain and contempt. Though he showed nothing on the surface, he knew Father Emperor was slowly aging. Not establishing Imperial Brother as Crown Prince—that was because Father Emperor still felt he could obtain the elixir of immortality and control the Great Qin empire for ten thousand years. Banishing Imperial Brother to the frontier to build the Great Wall, while it sounded nice to say he was letting Imperial Brother gain military experience, wasn’t it actually fear that while he was on tour, Imperial Brother might win over hearts in Xianyang and ascend the throne early?

Father Emperor was afraid of death, afraid of being usurped by his sons.

If a person has something to fear, then he is neither a god nor an untouchable existence.

The corners of Hu Hai’s mouth curved into a mocking arc. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to sit on that throne, nor that he didn’t want to hold the He Shi Bi that symbolized imperial power in his hands, but he had to admit that Imperial Brother was more suitable than him.

Over these years, he had secretly probed and tested continuously. His already weak confidence had been battered beyond recognition. Wanting to ascend that throne had become his lifelong obsession, but he also knew this was simply wanting to defeat Imperial Brother.

Before long, the convoy stopped. He rose to pay respects at Father Emperor’s carriage but was respectfully turned away by the attendants. Returning to his own carriage with confusion, Hu Hai furrowed his handsome brows.

If he remembered correctly, it had been two days since he had seen Father Emperor appear. Moreover, it was said that Father Emperor was in the hearse carriage ahead of him, accompanied by trusted attendants. Whenever they reached a resting place, food would be presented, and the accompanying officials would report to His Majesty outside the carriage as usual, with edicts and approvals issued from within the hearse as normal.

He had seen the handwriting—it was indeed Father Emperor’s personal script. But not having seen Father Emperor for two consecutive days, and not even hearing his voice, made Hu Hai somewhat worried. After all, Father Emperor had been ill before this.

Yes, no matter how powerful Father Emperor was, he was still an ordinary person who would fall sick, age, and die…

Hu Hai fingered the edges of the brocade box, unconsciously opening it. The direction the compass ladle pointed gave him a great shock.

It pointed northwest.

This convoy was traveling in a straight line from east to west. Even if Father Emperor was creating diversions again, it shouldn’t deviate from the convoy’s scope.

The compass ladle must have broken from long disuse, right? Hu Hai stubbornly turned it several times repeatedly. Each time the compass ladle stopped, it pointed northwest.

Shangjun! Wasn’t Shangjun, where Imperial Brother had been banished, in the northwest direction?

Hu Hai’s chest filled with icy coldness. If Imperial Brother was already faintly becoming the sovereign, then what about Father Emperor?

Two days without any sign of life—could he have already passed away?

As soon as this thought appeared in his mind, Hu Hai felt his head buzz, and for a moment he couldn’t even see what was before his eyes. Though he had long anticipated such a day would come, he had never expected it to be so soon.

He didn’t even have the strength to step down from the carriage and seek confirmation in Father Emperor’s imperial carriage. He collapsed there, gasping for breath.

That was his father emperor. Though he harbored some resentment in his heart, that was the father emperor who had doted on him since childhood, who had always protected him as he grew up…

In his daze, the carriage beneath him began moving forward with bumps and jolts again. Perhaps a long time passed, perhaps not long at all—Hu Hai continued holding the brocade box, staring vacantly with unfocused eyes, until a flat, emotionless voice spoke.

“It seems you know what has happened.”

Hu Hai’s pupils slowly focused, only then realizing that somehow Zhao Gao had boarded his carriage. The sky outside had darkened, and lamps had been lit in the carriage. Zhao Gao still wore a five-colored fish-scale silk deep robe with a blue silk-tied double-tailed vertical military cap on his head. Even though he had become a favorite by Father Emperor’s side over the years, he showed no trace of arrogance or swagger, instead becoming increasingly expressionless, making others fall silent at first sight.

Only then did Hu Hai realize what Zhao Gao had just said to him, and cold sweat immediately broke out. He opened his lips but found his throat so dry and itchy that he couldn’t make a sound.

Zhao Gao paid no mind, continuing in his characteristic flat voice, stating plainly and simply, “His Majesty fell gravely ill ten days ago and once wrote a personal letter to the eldest prince, but this letter has remained in my hands and was never sent.”

Hu Hai shuddered, looking at him in disbelief, yet not doubting that what he said was false. Because Zhao Gao was currently the Middle Palace Commandant and in charge of the imperial seal, all documents had to pass through his hands for sealing, so manipulating them was entirely possible.

Zhao Gao’s features appeared dark and unclear in the flickering lamplight. He looked at Hu Hai for a moment, then said slowly, “His Majesty favored the eldest prince for succession.”

Hu Hai felt this was natural—he had seen this clearly long ago, hadn’t he? Though his heart felt melancholy and lost, he undeniably breathed a sigh of relief. After great chaos, what was most suitable was rest and recovery. Under Imperial Brother’s rule, who revered Confucian teachings, Great Qin would surely become even more peaceful and prosperous.

Zhao Gao lowered his head to play with his perfectly maintained hands, continuing indifferently, “Currently no one knows of this matter. All power under heaven rests in my hands. Whichever prince I wish to make emperor can become emperor. To control others versus being controlled by others—how can they be mentioned in the same breath?”

Hu Hai was greatly startled, unable to hold steady the brocade box in his hands, which fell onto his knees. The compass ladle bounced out of the box, rolling several times on the bamboo mat before coming to rest beside Zhao Gao.

The vision of Great Qin’s future that had just formed in his mind immediately crumbled to dust. Hu Hai was extremely intelligent and naturally understood Zhao Gao’s implication—among the princes accompanying Father Emperor on this tour, there was only him.

No one could maintain rationality under such circumstances, and Hu Hai was no exception.

He began uncontrollably imagining if he ascended the throne… but he couldn’t imagine at all the scene of Imperial Brother prostrating before him calling himself a subject. This was completely impossible!

Hu Hai pressed his lips together, taking a long time to recover his voice before murmuring, “To depose an elder brother and establish oneself is unbenevolent; to disobey Father Emperor’s edict is unfilial; with one’s own shallow talents and knowledge, to reluctantly ascend the throne is incompetent. The people of the world are not all foolish—how could they not know there are other circumstances involved? How would one explain to the people of the world? To the ancestors?”

Zhao Gao’s bewitching eyes flashed with brilliant light, his manner composed and confident, “Hai’er, you will do as I wish.”

“Even if Master forces me, it’s useless. No need for more words.” Hu Hai’s refusal was extremely difficult. He did know that most of what Zhao Gao spoke could succeed, but he had to consider—if he did this, how would he face his Imperial Brother afterward? Or perhaps when they met again, it would be a situation of armed conflict, fighting to the death.

This time Zhao Gao didn’t speak. He directly picked up the compass ladle that had fallen beside him, scooped up the wooden board from the brocade box, placed it back on the low table, then reached out to turn it once.

The compass ladle spun around. Hu Hai numbly watched those afterimages, but when the compass ladle stopped, he suddenly widened his eyes, his face full of disbelief.

Because this compass ladle’s handle no longer pointed northwest, but actually pointed at him.

Hu Hai couldn’t believe it, continuously turning the wooden spoon anew. No matter how he turned it, no matter how he changed positions, the compass ladle still rotated following the changes in his position.

“Master… what have you done?” Hu Hai was drenched in sweat. He had already guessed what Zhao Gao had done. Probably when Father Emperor wrote the personal letter and edict to Fu Su, Master had done something. His Imperial Brother… wouldn’t really be dead, would he? Hu Hai still held a thread of hope, looking up at his master expectantly.

“What have I done?” Zhao Gao raised his eyebrows playfully. He leaned forward slightly, approaching his most beloved disciple, saying word by word in a sinister tone, “I did not come to seek your consent, but to inform you.”

Hu Hai stared intently at Zhao Gao, feeling that at this moment in this dark carriage, Master was like an evil spirit crawled out from hell.

As enormous panic and fear emotions submerged him, Hu Hai suddenly thought of something completely unrelated.

Over all these years, his master’s appearance seemed to have never changed at all…

The sun had moved westward, and some shops on the bustling commercial street had already lit up their colorful neon lights.

Hu Hai had already put away his black umbrella, walking slowly on the road home. The little red bird had long since grown impatient and flown home first to eat, since a window at home was left open and it could find its way back.

But why did he remember that scene again? That was the nightmare he had refused to recall for so many years.

So much so that his current impression of Master was that face under the dim, flickering lamplight, like an evil spirit.

Hu Hai lowered his head, biting his left thumbnail, his anxious mood nearly driving him mad.

No, he couldn’t use moon unicorn incense anymore. Instead of recalling many moments spent with Imperial Brother, each time he would remember things about that master.

Yes, it was all in the past now. That person had long since turned to dust.

Hu Hai continued walking forward with his head down, but noticed that suddenly a pair of shiny black leather shoes appeared in his vision, directly blocking his path.

Hu Hai frowned. He hated this chaotic world—definitely another blind punk looking for trouble in the street. Without even lifting his head, he tried to walk around to the side.

But that person also changed direction, still blocking his path and refusing to let him pass.

Hu Hai coldly lifted his head, but in that instant froze in place.

He had long forgotten that person’s face, but upon this sudden meeting, sealed memories were like Pandora’s box suddenly opened, instantly flooding his mind.

That person still possessed those bewitching eyes, still spoke in that same flat, emotionless manner.

“Well, found you,” he said.
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—Yan—

The Ji surname was the foremost of the eight great ancient surnames, the surname of the Yellow Emperor, the imperial surname of the Zhou Dynasty—incomparably noble. Although Ji Qing’s lineage was not purely of the Zhou royal house’s direct line, they were nonetheless part of the royal family of Yan, one of the seven warring states.

The true direct line of the Yan royal family, according to custom, took the state as their surname, while the collateral branches inherited the Ji surname.

Ji Qing was only three days younger than Yan Dan. They were cousins, personally granted their names Dan and Qing by King Xi of Yan. Dan and qing were vermillion red and blue-green—two colors commonly used in painting. Moreover, because they were respectively derived from cinnabar and azurite mineral pigments that did not easily fade, historians used dan records to chronicle achievements and qing histories to record events, so “dan qing” meant the same as historical records.

From this, one could see how great the expectations King Xi of Yan held for his eldest son and nephew.

When Ji Qing was born, his mother died from difficult childbirth. The Queen of Yan, pitying his young age and loss of maternal care, brought him to the palace to be cared for. Soon after, his father remarried a stepmother who treated Ji Qing as her own child and gave Ji Qing several younger siblings, creating quite a harmonious family.

Because Ji Qing and Yan Dan grew up together from childhood, being similar in age and cousins, their speech and behavior became increasingly alike as the years passed. The only difference was that Yan Dan’s eyebrows were too gentle—like the Queen of Yan, he had two pale yellow thin eyebrows. Ji Qing, however, had two sword-like brows that flew straight to his temples like two small flying swords, making his entire person appear like a sharp blade just revealing its edge.

When Ji Qing was five years old, his father had people seek out a pair of rare rhinoceros horns. All rhinoceros horns are solid at the front and hollow at the back—the tip pointing forward is solid, while the rear portions are all hollow. Ji Qing’s father used the hollow horn body sections to make a pair of precious rhinoceros horn cups, while the remaining two solid rhinoceros horn tips were carved by master craftsmen into personal seals, one for each of the cousin brothers.

These two rhinoceros horn seals were ancient red in color. It was said that this type of rhinoceros horn was becoming increasingly rare—perhaps the rhinoceros that grew only ancient red horns would become extinct in several years. The rhinoceros horn had a clear fragrance when smelled and could calm shock and relieve fatigue for the wearer. Apart from the tips being carved in full relief as chi-tiger seal knobs, the seal bodies had no superfluous carving, making these two rhinoceros horn seals appear lustrous and translucent throughout, like two pieces of blood jade. Even Yan Dan, who had seen many rare treasures, loved them dearly, often carrying them and constantly fondling them with his fingertips.

In his youth, Ji Qing was like Yan Dan, extremely fond of his rhinoceros horn seal. But as he grew older and understood that his status differed from Crown Prince Yan Dan’s, these two rhinoceros horn seals—which appeared nearly identical except for their different inscriptions—Ji Qing rarely played with in public.

As a member of the Yan royal family, Ji Qing never lacked food or clothing from childhood, was accustomed to being attended upon, and following beside Crown Prince Yan Dan, practicing calligraphy and martial arts alike, he had no displeasure. Ji Qing once thought he was the happiest person in the world.

Many people, including himself, firmly believed that Yan Dan would be Yan’s next king.

But reality dealt them a crushing blow.

Before Yan Dan and Ji Qing were born, the newly ascended King Xi of Yan, thinking that after the Battle of Changping, Zhao’s national strength was depleted and military forces sharply reduced, ignored his subordinates’ opposition and sent troops to attack Zhao, only to be besieged by Lian Po’s forces. From then on, King Xi of Yan became timid and dared not casually engage in battle.

Yan was located in the northeast with fierce folk customs, but unfortunately its land was not as fertile as the Central Plains, and its national strength had always been weak. As Qin had continuously campaigned in recent years, successively seizing several cities from Wei and Zhao, even Yan, the most remote from Qin, was filled with unrest and anxiety.

King Xi of Yan wanted to send Yan Dan to Qin’s capital Xianyang as a hostage.

In the earliest times, people would exchange precious objects as collateral to fulfill their vows. Later this developed into exchanges of royalty, crown princes, or heirs between states to ensure treaties could be concluded. When one state had absolute advantage, it was no longer an exchange but unilateral. Yan Dan had two younger brothers, but they were all still very young. He could not escape this enormous responsibility. Ji Qing deeply sympathized with Yan Dan but could not understand Yan Dan’s request.

Yan Dan agreed to go to Qin, but his only requirement was that Ji Qing must accompany him.

“Why must I go?” Ji Qing pressed his lips together, furrowing his handsome sword-like brows, his small face full of unwillingness. The Qin people were like wolves and tigers, capable of stopping children of other states from crying at night, and Qin’s capital Xianyang was a thousand li from Yan’s capital Jicheng—truly a dragon’s pool and tiger’s den.

Yan Dan sat properly before Ji Qing, looking at that face almost identical to his own, his lips curving in a cutting smile, “The Yan royal family’s food, clothing, and expenses—are they not all provided by Yan’s people? When Yan’s people are willing to fight bloodily on the battlefield, you are merely serving as a hostage with your body—what face do you have to repeatedly refuse?”

Ji Qing’s small face turned red from Yan Dan’s argument. Though he felt something seemed wrong, he couldn’t say a word in rebuttal. “Langxuan, are you worried about your family? Come with me.” Yan Dan rose with a sweep of his sleeves, leading Ji Qing out of the palace straight to the Ji family residence. Ji Qing stood silently outside the window, watching his father, stepmother, and several younger siblings talking and laughing harmoniously in a scene of domestic bliss, suddenly feeling like an outsider.

“Langxuan, you should grow up and become a man,” Yan Dan said quietly behind him.

“What does it mean to grow up and become a man?” Ji Qing closed his eyes, feeling that the scene inside was very harsh to look at.

“Growing up and becoming a man is not about whether one has performed the capping ceremony, but whether one understands principles. First, one should know that in this world, even without you, the sun and moon still rise in the east and set in the west, flowing water still goes from high to low—nothing changes.”

“There’s a first—what about the second and third?”

“Come with me to Xianyang. I will explain the rest to you in due time.”

“…Yes.”

On the day of leaving Jicheng, Ji Qing was not as reluctant as he had imagined.

Perhaps it was the scene he saw that day, perhaps it was that sentence Yan Dan whispered in his ear—Ji Qing knew that even if he left or even died, his family could continue living after their grief. Just as his father, after his mother’s death, had his stepmother appear.

Sitting in the carriage, Ji Qing watched through the gaps in the fluttering window curtains as Jicheng’s city walls slowly receded, and the family members who had come to see them off gradually became like grains of sand on the horizon, no longer visible. He turned his head with mixed emotions, only to be shocked to discover that Yan Dan was gracefully removing the ceremonial cap from his head. Because this journey would last unknown years, though the cousin brothers had not yet reached the age for capping, they had performed the ceremony early. But Ji Qing discovered that his cousin was not unaccustomed to wearing the formal cap—he was continuing to remove the robes from his body.

When they departed, King Xi of Yan had held a grand farewell ceremony for them, so Yan Dan wore black formal court dress, while Ji Qing, having different status, could not wear the noble black color and wore secondary blue and yellow court dress instead.

“Your Highness, do you wish to change clothes?” On this journey to Xianyang, Ji Qing was accompanying as an attendant, so though still somewhat unaccustomed, he quickly assumed his role.

Yan Dan smiled slightly, removing his black formal court dress, leaving only the inner white hemp deep robe: “Did you not once ask me why I insisted you come along?”

“Why?” Ji Qing raised his head—this was a question that had always remained in his heart.

Yan Dan reached out his hand, extending it across the low table between them to brush against his cousin’s sword-like brows, staring intently at him, “From today, you are Yan Dan, and I am Ji Qing.”

Ji Qing was stunned like a wooden chicken. Only when he felt a cold blade approach his brow tip did he come to his senses. He dared not move, only staring blankly as his two sword-like brows were carefully cut away by Yan Dan with a dagger. The fine eyebrow hairs scattered before his eyes, with several flying into his eyes. Ji Qing uncomfortably closed his eyes.

“Raise your head… extend your hand…”

In the carriage compartment, only Yan Dan’s calm voice repeatedly sounded. Ji Qing had never been able to resist this cousin’s commands since childhood, so he could only close his eyes and comply one by one. He could vaguely feel Yan Dan helping him undress and dress. In the darkness before his eyes, Ji Qing couldn’t help but be surprised that his pampered crown prince cousin actually knew how to serve others.

In this gentle atmosphere, Ji Qing also carefully pondered his crown prince cousin’s intentions in his mind.

Hostages had always been the most tragic class of people during the Warring States period. From childhood living in silk and jade, high and mighty, yet suddenly falling into the mire. No wonder he insisted on his accompaniment—it was to exchange identities.

But hostages were also historically the most dramatically fluctuating class of people. If one could endure the period as hostage and successfully return home, ascending the throne as king would naturally follow—like King Goujian of Yue, like the father of the current young King of Qin, King Zhuangxiang of Qin.

So his clever crown prince cousin was not simply leaving, but attending at his side. Did he want him to bear the humiliation? To be his shield? Being a hostage was a life-or-death situation—even if he died in the end, his cousin could secretly flee back to Yan and resume his crown prince career.

The fine eyebrow debris stung his eyes slightly, making him feel like crying. The jade pendant on his robe sash chimed softly as Yan Dan’s low voice suddenly sounded in his ear: “Langxuan, do you know what I spoke of as the second?”

Ji Qing’s eyelashes trembled several times. After adjusting his emotions, he slowly uttered two words: “I don’t know.”

“Growing up and becoming a man is not about whether one has performed the capping ceremony, but whether one understands principles. The first is knowing that in this world, even without you, nothing changes. The second is knowing that in this world, there are always some things that no matter how hard you try, you are powerless and helpless against.”

Was this hinting at him? Ji Qing bit his lower lip tightly. After a long while, he squeezed out one word through gritted teeth: “…Yes.” The tear at the corner of his eye was forcibly pushed back by Ji Qing. He opened his still-stinging eyes, the ceremonial cap on his head feeling like it weighed a thousand jin, pressing him to look down at the black formal court dress he now wore that had originally been Yan Dan’s, looking for a very long time.

Ji Qing raised his head, looking at Yan Dan across from him who had changed into an attendant’s dark blue robe, discovering that he had completely restrained his entire aura, looking as unremarkable as an ordinary servant with lowered brows and submissive eyes. Ji Qing’s gaze inevitably fell on the rhinoceros horn seal at Yan Dan’s waist, an indescribable resentment rising in his heart as he said through gritted teeth: “Your Highness, since identities have been exchanged, should the rhinoceros horn seals be exchanged as well?” As he spoke, he searched in the sleeve of his changed clothes for the one he carried with him daily.

Yan Dan tucked the rhinoceros horn seal from his waist into his robes, saying flatly: “No matter. What should you call me?”

“…Mingji.” Ji Qing thought for a long time before remembering Yan Dan’s courtesy name. Dan Mingji, Qing Langxuan… their courtesy names were also taken to be very similar. But now, Ji Qing utterly hated this similarity.

“Good.” Ji Qing said not another word, sitting numbly in the carriage compartment, listening to the horse hooves outside, knowing this carriage was continuously galloping toward Xianyang, toward his unknown yet predictable tragic future. And he was powerless and helpless against it.
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Ji Qing’s life underwent a tremendous transformation in the year he turned twelve.

He became the Crown Prince of Yan and went to Xianyang as a hostage, with the day of returning to his homeland indefinitely distant.

Xianyang was several times larger than Jicheng, and the famous Xianyang Palace was even more magnificent and imposing in its grandeur, making one feel an illusion of one’s own insignificance when standing beneath those towering walls. When Ji Qing saw the young King Zheng of Qin, he felt even more that this person possessed an overwhelming authority that could rule the world.

Ji Qing lowered his head, subconsciously comparing Yan Dan with King Zheng of Qin before him, but then laughed bitterly at himself.

Yan Dan? That person was now merely an attendant who couldn’t even enter the main hall of Xianyang Palace. While he was now the Crown Prince of Yan.

Having grown up with Yan Dan since childhood, Ji Qing was very skilled at imitating the other’s speech and behavior. Along this journey, other attendants might have noticed some clues, but none spoke up. That is to say, everyone understood this was something they were powerless and helpless against.

If Yan Dan didn’t want to be a hostage, then only he could take his place. Who made him the most suitable candidate?

Ji Qing took a deep breath to dispel distracting thoughts and paid respects to King Zheng of Qin with the etiquette of a subordinate minister.

In fact, this King Zheng of Qin—who had confined his own mother, killed his two half-brothers, forced his uncle Lu Buwei to suicide, and was rumored to be cruel beyond measure—did not make things particularly difficult for Ji Qing. He merely asked a few casual questions before having someone escort him away. Ji Qing’s eyes swept over the stacks of bamboo scrolls on King Zheng’s desk and smiled self-mockingly.

Yes, how could King Zheng of Qin, who handled countless affairs daily, care about him, a mere hostage from Yan?

Yan was the most distant of the seven warring states from Qin. Fan Sui had once advised the King of Qin that distant alliances were better with Qi and Chu, while near attacks were better against Han and Wei—once Han and Wei were obtained, could Qi and Chu survive alone? This famous strategy of distant alliances and near attacks didn’t even mention their Yan state, completely disregarding Yan. Sending him as a hostage to distant Xianyang was probably more to ease King Xi of Yan’s mind.

Xianyang’s folk customs were simple and honest. Six or seven out of ten passersby carried swords and weapons, and the martial spirit was so flourishing it was incomparable to other states. One rarely saw people dressed in fine clothing, and everyone walked briskly with absolutely no one strolling leisurely through the streets.

Ji Qing took just one casual glance before lowering the carriage curtain, arriving at the hostage residence in a daze. His future life would only wander and linger in this small space.

In fact, he could still freely enter and exit the hostage residence, but each time he went out, Qin guards would follow behind him. They appeared to be protecting his safety but were actually monitoring his every action. This feeling of being watched by countless eyes in every movement was like having thorns in his back—Ji Qing found it very difficult to accept.

Moreover, he was only twelve years old this year. King Zheng of Qin couldn’t possibly arrange any teachers to instruct him in learning, and even wanting to read books required sending people to buy them himself. Every scroll had to pass through layers of inspection before reaching his hands.

This kind of life was like a huge quagmire, making one slowly sink deeper until suffocation.

Ji Qing became increasingly silent and withdrawn, but Yan Dan would slip out of the hostage residence every few days, spending his time leisurely in Xianyang’s streets and alleys. He quickly learned the Xianyang accent and became friendly with many people.

Watching Yan Dan like a fish in water, Ji Qing couldn’t help but think darkly and obscurely—if he hadn’t become a hostage, would he also be so carefree? Or would he still be living the wealthy and leisurely life of a heir in Jicheng?

But just as Yan Dan had said, there would always be some things in life that one was powerless and helpless against.

Ji Qing had grown accustomed to trimming his eyebrows every month, while Yan Dan gradually changed his appearance bit by bit using various plant juices. Sometimes when Ji Qing saw that unremarkable, thin, yellow face, he couldn’t help but be dazed.

In the passage of time, they no longer resembled each other, whether in appearance, physique, personality, or behavior.

Ji Qing became gloomy and cold. He grew increasingly accustomed to his identity as a hostage, to the point that those days in Jicheng from years ago seemed as distant as events from a previous life.

He felt he was the Crown Prince of Yan.

And every night, under the dim oil lamp, he would take out the rhinoceros horn seal he carried with him, using his fingertips to trace the curved lines on the inscription, telling himself over and over: his name was Ji Qing, courtesy name Langxuan…

In the blink of an eye, several years had passed in Xianyang, and Ji Qing had grown up.

Even with poor treatment, King Zheng of Qin would never short him on food. Ji Qing had become a handsome and elegant young man. Only when he trimmed his eyebrows in front of the bronze mirror did he feel that if his sword-like brows were still there, they would certainly add much to his appearance.

During these years, first Qin’s general Nei Shi Teng attacked Han and captured King An of Han. Qin established Yingchuan Commandery in Han territory, and Han was destroyed. Later, Qin’s counterintelligence strategy succeeded. King Qian of Zhao cut off his own arm, and the famous general Li Mu died tragically under the sword of the king he served. Wang Jian crushed the Zhao army and captured King Qian of Zhao. Qin incorporated Zhao territory and established Handan Commandery, and Zhao was destroyed.

The situation became increasingly severe. Qin’s momentum toward unifying the world was unstoppable. All of Xianyang was filled with fighting spirit, with victory reports arriving frequently.

Having stayed in Xianyang for so many years, Ji Qing was occasionally invited to participate in some activities held by Qin’s upper class. However, Qin was not like Chu with its many banquets—most activities were spring and autumn hunts. The Yan and Zhao regions, because they often fought with northern barbarians, were skilled in archery and horsemanship. Though Ji Qing had been noble as a heir and never personally been on a battlefield, through constant exposure he possessed outstanding skills. But he was young after all, lacking in arm strength, so his hunting results were not ideal. Moreover, many people wouldn’t let him hunt smoothly. Ji Qing also knew his value existed to provide amusement and mockery for those Qin noble and aristocratic children.

At first, Ji Qing would also become angry and resist, but he discovered that the more he did so, the more excited those people became, and he would suffer even more bullying and humiliation. So he gradually learned to be indifferent and numb. Indeed, this uninteresting reaction made those people feel bored, and they gradually shifted their targets, allowing Ji Qing to survive peacefully in Xianyang.

But even forcing himself to minimize his presence as much as possible, Ji Qing couldn’t help wanting to gather intelligence from the front lines. Today during the autumn hunt, hearing those children of military merit families loudly discussing Zhao’s destruction, their harsh laughter made him pale.

Both Han and Zhao had been destroyed. Zhao bordered Yan, and Handan was not far northeast to Yan’s capital Jicheng. If the Qin army was fierce, how could Yan survive?

Where was Yan Dan, who should bear all this responsibility and think about all this? That true Crown Prince of Yan had kept his whereabouts secret all these years. If not for seeing him once when monthly allowances were distributed, Ji Qing would almost think this person had long since escaped from Xianyang.

The more he thought, the more irritated his mood became. He simply didn’t return to the hostage residence and wandered aimlessly through Xianyang’s streets in confusion. Perhaps because he had been relatively well-behaved these years, the guards tailing him had also been reduced by more than half—now only two remained. And casual strolling like this was obviously within acceptable limits, so no one came to stop him.

Ji Qing wandered in a daze, not knowing what he was thinking. In fact, the faces of his family members in his memory had become somewhat blurred. Perhaps if he appeared before his family now, they wouldn’t recognize him either. After all, he had been gone so many years…

He didn’t know how long he had wandered until dusk fell and Ji Qing gradually came to his senses. Only then did he realize he had stopped in front of a porridge shop called Lin’s.

Looking at the twisted small seal script on that signboard—Xianyang had only one shop selling Yan regional food—Ji Qing remembered that Yan Dan had also mentioned this place and had often brought sweet bean soup from here for him several years ago. But at that time he had already begun distancing himself from Yan Dan, turning a blind eye to the sweet bean soup placed on his table every night. Gradually, that sweet bean soup stopped appearing.

With inexplicable feelings, Ji Qing stopped outside this porridge shop. While in a trance, he saw a graceful figure lift the curtain and emerge. At this moment, the moonlight was bright, further accentuating the beauty’s snow-white skin and black hair, her elegant and upright bearing. In that instant, all the surrounding noise seemed to drain away, and Ji Qing’s mind constantly echoed with a poem he had heard in childhood.

“The moon rises bright, the beauty appears elegant, with graceful and delicate movements, making my heart troubled! The moon rises white, the beauty appears lovely, with leisurely and comfortable bearing, making my heart restless! The moon rises shining, the beauty appears radiant, with heavenly and brilliant grace, making my heart sorrowful!…”

Ji Qing immediately understood why Yan Dan liked to frequent this porridge shop. This woman was probably slightly younger than them—Yan Dan must have taken a fancy to her long ago, right?

Though it was just speculation, Ji Qing was absolutely certain. Because these two cousin brothers had always been exactly the same from childhood to adulthood, whether in appearance, behavior, or things they liked. Like his father, who always gave them things in pairs, such as those rhinoceros horn seals.

Ji Qing smiled as he entered the porridge shop, naturally chatting with that young proprietress and easily learning about her background. Her father was a Qin soldier, and her mother was a Yan woman. Her mother died early while her father still served in the military, so she relied on skills learned from her mother to open this porridge shop. Because only nobles could have surnames and clan names, commoner women like her without husbands could only inherit their father’s surname, so others called her Miss Lin.

Miss Lin chatted and laughed while serving a steaming bowl of sweet bean soup. This sweet bean soup was made by boiling rice wash water with small beans, without adding any vinegar or sauce, purely sweet and fragrant. Ji Qing took just one sip and couldn’t help but redden around the eyes.

This was the main food throughout Yan. Though he was noble as a heir with better food at every meal, because he was young and craved this sweetness, he often requested servants to make it for him.

It had been… it had been so long since he had tasted this flavor.

The mellow, sticky sweet beans filled his mouth and teeth. Memories that Ji Qing had forced himself to forget instantly flashed before his eyes. An irrepressible homesickness, like a tide, swept through his entire body, and tears flowed uncontrollably.

Miss Lin had obviously seen such scenes many times and considerately went into the inner room. After a while, she brought out a plate of freshly baked steamed cakes.

Ji Qing had already controlled his emotions and felt quite embarrassed. Only then did he show some of a young man’s shy unease, not even daring to raise his head to look at Miss Lin, devouring the steamed cakes with the sweet bean soup like a whirlwind.

Setting down his bowl, Ji Qing wanted to chat a few more sentences with Miss Lin, but from the corner of his eye he saw the two guards following him standing outside the porridge shop—they were reminding him it was time to return.

“How should I address you, young master?” Miss Lin, seeing Ji Qing’s dress and manner, roughly guessed his status was not low. Calling him “young master” would definitely not diminish his status.

Ji Qing was startled, suddenly feeling a strange emotion spreading in his chest.

Back then, had Yan Dan also experienced such situations?

Unable to tell even his most beloved woman his real name.

Ji Qing lowered his eyes, a bitter smile curving at his lips as he said slowly in a low voice, “I… am Crown Prince Dan of Yan.”

Ever since eating sweet bean soup at Miss Lin’s shop, Ji Qing seemed like a different person. He no longer wore a gloomy expression every day and appeared punctually at Lin’s porridge shop almost every evening, just to eat that bowl of sweet bean soup and say a few words to Miss Lin.

Through conversation, he had long since learned that Yan Dan was indeed acquainted with her, but only to the extent of being a regular customer. Yan Dan had not told Miss Lin his name, not even using his courtesy name as a substitute.

When Ji Qing learned this, he smiled on the surface but snorted coldly inside. To be so cautious and unwilling to use a false name to deceive Miss Lin showed that his crown prince cousin indeed valued Miss Lin greatly.

Ji Qing visited Lin’s porridge shop very frequently but never once encountered Yan Dan, so he gradually stopped viewing his cousin as a threat.

With Yan Dan’s current thin, yellow appearance, it would be strange if Miss Lin could fancy him. Moreover, if Yan Dan later restored his identity as Crown Prince of Yan, he absolutely couldn’t marry a commoner woman as queen.

After he returned to Yan, he could regain his freedom. Though the heir position might go to his younger brother, and because he had impersonated Yan Dan’s identity, he might not be tolerated by Yan Dan in Jicheng, he could go into seclusion elsewhere in Yan territory or even go to other countries. Just he and Miss Lin, depending on each other for life.

Whenever Ji Qing thought of this future, he would pace back and forth in his room with excitement.

In his view, fine clothes and food, luxurious garments and mansions were all just opulent cages. He never again wanted to encounter things he was powerless and helpless against. He wanted to master his own life.

But he was still a hostage under confinement and couldn’t give Miss Lin happiness at present.
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Ji Qing’s heart began to stir with activity. After tossing and turning for several nights, he finally wrote a petition to King Zheng of Qin requesting to return to Yan. After revising it several times, he solemnly had someone deliver it to Xianyang Palace.

In the following days, Ji Qing lingered at Lin’s porridge shop, wanting to find an opportunity to explain his identity to Miss Lin and seek to win the beauty’s heart. But each time he fingered the inscription of the rhinoceros horn seal in his sleeve and looked at Miss Lin’s charming smile, he found it difficult to speak.

Yes, wait a little longer. When he was granted permission to return home, he would tell Miss Lin everything.

Ji Qing composed himself for the fifth time and walked out of Lin’s porridge shop, slowly making his way back to the hostage residence along the familiar road. He thought this night would be like countless previous nights when nothing would happen, but when he saw the gates of the hostage residence, he discovered that the rhinoceros horn seal he had kept hidden in his sleeve had vanished without a trace.

How could this be? It had still been there when he left Lin’s porridge shop!

Ji Qing anxiously searched through his sleeve. The two guards monitoring him from behind saw this and approached, asking if he needed help.

Cold sweat immediately broke out on Ji Qing’s back. Absolutely no one else could get hold of this rhinoceros horn seal, or how would he explain why he carried a seal engraved with someone else’s name? Ji Qing’s existence in Yan was not difficult to investigate—any determined person could quickly detect the problems involved.

Pretending nonchalance as he walked back, Ji Qing was actually burning with anxiety. While urgently scanning the street surface for any sign of the rhinoceros horn seal, he frantically considered the consequences of losing it in his mind.

He had been too careless. Yan Dan carrying the other rhinoceros horn seal with him was already an utterly foolish act, but at least that served as proof to reveal his identity later. His rhinoceros horn seal, apart from bringing him endless trouble, was completely useless! He should have ground down the inscription and completely destroyed it long ago.

But he had never been able to bring himself to do it, always feeling this was the last thing that could prove he was still Ji Qing, able to remind himself at any time of his true name and identity. If he destroyed it, it would be like destroying his own true heart.

Ji Qing turned a street corner and immediately saw a youth of thirteen or fourteen standing upright in the corner, looking back and forth at the pedestrians on the street as if waiting for someone. Ji Qing’s gaze immediately caught sight of something the youth seemed to be holding in his hand, and the red silk cord hanging from between his fingers was tied in an auspicious cloud knot that he found extremely familiar.

His body reacted before his brain could think. Ji Qing quickly walked over, but the moment the youth turned to look at him and he saw the youth’s appearance clearly, he immediately felt as if he had fallen into an icy cavern.

This youth wore only an unremarkable wide-sleeved green robe, with features like a painting and an upright bearing like elegant bamboo after rain.

Ji Qing had seen him long ago in the great hall, when as a child he had already made great contributions for Qin and been honored as a high minister. He had spoken eloquently under the gaze of thousands. Afterward, he willingly became the study companion of eldest prince Fu Su, becoming Fu Su’s shadow in a low-key manner, yet still not to be underestimated.

Now the two had made eye contact. It was too late for Ji Qing to turn and walk away, so he could only steel himself and bow to the other party as a greeting.

“Crown Prince Yan walks with such haste—have you lost something?”

The youth also returned the bow, his lips curving in an unfathomable smile.

Ji Qing had regained his composure by now and nodded calmly, “It’s a rhinoceros horn seal, belonging to my younger cousin.”

“I did indeed pick up a rhinoceros horn seal. The relationship between Crown Prince Yan and his cousin is truly enviable.” The green-robed youth opened his palm, revealing the wine-red rhinoceros horn seal lying quietly there like jade.

Ji Qing’s eyebrows twitched at the meaningful words, but he maintained his composure. After all, no one had seen a second such rhinoceros horn seal. Ji Qing smiled generously, saying, “When I left Jicheng, my cousin was still young and couldn’t bear our separation, so I carried this object as companionship. I once made a promise that the day I return to Jicheng would be the day I return this object.”

He didn’t know how Yan Dan had covered up his disappearance when they left together years ago, but he believed the other had planned for a long time and would have handled any flaws. However, when Ji Qing mentioned “still young,” recalling the age when he and Yan Dan left Jicheng, it was probably about the same as when this youth before him was honored as a high minister.

Indeed, people were different from one another.

Smiling bitterly inside, Ji Qing retrieved the rhinoceros horn seal from the youth’s hand. Thinking that speaking more would lead to more mistakes, he solemnly thanked him and turned to leave.

The green-robed youth watched Crown Prince Yan’s slightly flustered steps with interest, narrowing his eyes. That rhinoceros horn seal probably had deeper implications—should he spare time to investigate?

While pondering, the green-robed youth felt two gazes fall upon him, with discussion voices faintly drifting over.

“Eh eh eh? That… couldn’t be the boss when he was young! My god! He looks so much like a shota!”

“Keep your voice down! It wouldn’t be good if we’re discovered! Speaking of which, that rhinoceros horn seal is from the ancient red-colored horn of the Asian rhinoceros species! Heavens! Asian rhinoceros supposedly disappeared from the Central Plains during the Han Dynasty and then completely went extinct on Earth. Even Emperor Qianlong never saw a real Asian rhinoceros. Almost all rhinoceros horn products from the Ming and Qing dynasties were artificially dyed to imitate ancient colors! Amazing…”

“…Why do I feel your voice is even louder than mine?”

The youth frowned, feeling that the two people’s accents didn’t sound like those from the other six states, and their words were nonsensical gibberish. When he turned to look, he couldn’t find the speakers at all.

The youth secretly clenched his fist. It seemed Xianyang’s city defenses needed a good reorganization.

Ji Qing returned to the hostage residence with an uneasy heart, locking the recovered rhinoceros horn seal in the cabinet by his bedside, no longer carrying it with him.

Soon, King Zheng of Qin’s reply regarding his request to return to Yan also came down. He made this vow: “When the sun returns to center from the west, when heaven rains grain, when crows grow white heads and horses grow horns, when the wooden statues at the kitchen door grow flesh and feet, then you may return.”

Ji Qing’s face turned iron-blue. King Zheng of Qin had no intention of agreeing to his request at all, saying that if the westward sun returned to center, if grain fell from heaven, if crows turned white-headed, if horses grew horns, if the wooden carved figures at the kitchen door grew flesh and feet, only then would he be allowed to return to Yan. These five things were completely impossible, meaning he could never return to his homeland in this lifetime.

The enormous blow left Ji Qing dispirited for many consecutive days without going out, until the fifth evening when he remembered he hadn’t visited Lin’s porridge shop for many days.

Thinking that since he could never return to Yan territory, perhaps he could settle for second best? If he continued being kept like this in Xianyang, he surely couldn’t remain unmarried forever. If he chose the unremarkable Miss Lin as his wife, King Zheng of Qin might even feel more at ease.

But even he couldn’t stand his own lack of ambition in such consoling thoughts.

However, what else could he do? He was just an imprisoned hostage, wasn’t he?

Ji Qing was in very low spirits, but he completely didn’t expect that after only five days of not coming to Lin’s porridge shop, he would be greeted by a seal on the door.

What was happening? Ji Qing frantically inquired of the neighboring shopkeepers, only to be told that Lin’s shop had been sealed two days ago on charges of collaborating with the enemy and treason, while Miss Lin had been arrested as a Yan spy. Whether true or not, she definitely could never return.

Ji Qing was thunderstruck, completely unable to understand why such a thing had happened. Since Shang Yang’s reforms, Qin’s punishments had always been known for their harsh cruelty. Even Shang Yang himself was torn apart by chariots, let alone for the crime of treason. Ji Qing begged the two guards who always followed him to gather information, but one of them smiled unfathomably and hinted that he shouldn’t get involved in this muddy water.

Was this… King Zheng of Qin’s displeasure at his petition requesting to return to Yan?

A bone-deep sense of powerlessness filled Ji Qing’s entire body. He hardly knew how he walked back to the hostage residence.

Standing alone in the courtyard for a long time, he thought of every possible connection he could seek, but all seemed to offer little hope of rescuing Miss Lin.

No matter who pleaded, as long as King Zheng of Qin wanted Miss Lin dead, it would be as simple as crushing an ant.

Ji Qing wandered aimlessly through the empty hostage residence. As if possessed, he walked to the side courtyard where the servants lived. He suddenly very much wanted to see Yan Dan. Yes, Yan Dan also liked Miss Lin—he couldn’t possibly watch her die. He was so clever, he would surely have a way!

But all his excitement turned ice-cold when he pushed open the wooden door.

He smelled thick blood.

Yan Dan, whom he hadn’t seen for a long time, lay in a pool of blood with a sharp dagger piercing his lower abdomen. He hadn’t even been able to crawl onto the bed, much less had the strength to treat his wound himself. He didn’t know how long he had been lying there, yet he was still conscious. Hearing Ji Qing push the door open, he even opened his eyes, clearly filled with joy.

“Heavens… why didn’t you call for help?” Ji Qing frantically rushed over, fumbling to try to stop the bleeding.

“Don’t… make noise.” Yan Dan coughed lightly a few times, blood trickling from his lips. Ji Qing was startled, knowing Yan Dan’s injury was not simple, or he would have called for help long ago.

How could this person be like this? Could he watch himself die? If he hadn’t come to see him on a whim, would Yan Dan have just lain here alone and died silently? The wound on Yan Dan’s lower abdomen was truly too horrifying. Combined with having passed the optimal rescue time, Ji Qing knew that if he pulled out this dagger, Yan Dan would quickly die from excessive blood loss. In fact, that he could still consciously open his eyes was already a miracle.

Ji Qing found a pot of water of unknown age in the room, lifted Yan Dan’s head, and fed him a few sips. The cold moonlight shone through the window lattice onto Yan Dan’s face. Ji Qing couldn’t bear to see the blood staining it, so he dipped his sleeve in the remaining water and gently wiped the blood from his face.

The plant juice Yan Dan had always used for disguise was also wiped away, revealing a face very similar to Ji Qing’s but extremely thin, weak, and pale.

Ji Qing’s heart ached greatly as he asked in a mournful voice, “What… exactly happened?”

Yan Dan smiled with difficulty and sighed, “I implicated Miss Lin…”

“Mingji! Are you a spy?” Ji Qing was shocked! At the same time, everything that had been happening suddenly made sense. No wonder Yan Dan willingly became a servant, no wonder he quickly learned the Xianyang accent, no wonder he rarely appeared, no wonder he changed his appearance… So exchanging identities wasn’t to make him bear humiliation in Yan Dan’s place, but because a servant’s identity was better for gathering intelligence!

“Why didn’t you tell me plainly?” Ji Qing felt both relieved and pained—relieved that his crown prince cousin was indeed not a coward afraid of death, but pained that he couldn’t help at all.

Yan Dan forced a smile and whispered, “Langxuan, making you leave Jicheng was already… wronging you. Moreover, with you taking my identity… cough cough… all of Qin focuses on you, there must not be… the slightest error.”

Ji Qing shuddered violently, thinking of the foolish things he had done recently. Lingering at Lin’s porridge shop, rashly petitioning to return to Yan, losing the rhinoceros horn seal and having it picked up by the young high minister…

Ji Qing’s hands holding Yan Dan trembled as he wept, “It’s all my fault… all my fault…”

“Don’t cry… Langxuan, Qin law states that ministers attending the palace may not carry foot-long weapons… all guards with weapons are positioned below the hall and may not ascend without orders. After you return to Yan, find a brave warrior to assassinate King Zheng of Qin at court—this is an excellent opportunity… as long as King Zheng of Qin dies… Great Qin will be leaderless… Yan’s siege will immediately lift…”

Yan Dan intermittently revealed the intelligence he had gathered combined with his own thoughts. Unfortunately, he couldn’t personally send King Zheng of Qin to the afterlife himself, which Yan Dan found deeply regrettable.

“But… but how can I return to Yan?” Ji Qing was completely at a loss.

Yan Dan sighed silently, feeling he had indeed protected his cousin too thoroughly, usually not letting him know anything, which was clearly wrong. With no other choice now, Yan Dan forced himself to rally his spirits and entrusted to Ji Qing all the people he had arranged in Qin territory over the years, telling him how to disguise himself as a servant to leave Xianyang, which routes to take, whom to find for assistance, and so on.

After speaking, he directed Ji Qing to take out the rhinoceros horn seal he had always carried in his bosom. After a moment of silence, he exhaled slowly, “Langxuan, actually you have another choice.”

“What choice?”

“Restore your original identity, escape from Xianyang, and say that Crown Prince Dan of Yan has died in Xianyang.” Yan Dan’s eyes were hazy, his breathing difficult—he was at death’s door.

“Mingji!” Ji Qing’s eyes filled with tears, not knowing what to say. He had dreamed of restoring his original identity, but at this moment, it no longer seemed important. But to have him plot to assassinate King Zheng of Qin…

“I… I can’t do it…” Ji Qing was uneasy. He was so ordinary, only knowing how to complain about fate—how could he bear such a great burden?

“Langxuan… do you know the first and second points… I mentioned before?” Yan Dan said suddenly.

Ji Qing was startled, then quickly continued, “Growing up and becoming a man is not about whether one has performed the capping ceremony, but whether one understands principles. The first is knowing that in this world, even without you, nothing changes. The second is knowing that in this world, there are always some things that no matter how hard you try, you are powerless and helpless against…”

“The third… the third… even knowing some things are powerless and helpless… even if Heaven ordains it so… one must still make the greatest effort… to struggle against it…” Yan Dan’s words were desolate, then suddenly ceased.

Ji Qing sat in the pool of blood until the sky completely darkened before returning to his room in blood-stained robes.

He took his rhinoceros horn seal from the bedside cabinet and also placed the blood-soaked rhinoceros horn seal on the table.

This was the first time in many years that this pair of rhinoceros horn seals had been placed together.

Ji Qing stared at the two rhinoceros horn seals intently.

Who exactly was he? Was he Ji Qing? Or Yan Dan?

This time, he could choose his own identity instead of having others choose for him.

After a very long time, he picked up one of them and smashed it to pieces with a heavy object.

Chapter 8: The Xiezhi Crown · 1
To follow one’s true heart is the ultimate good.

1 BCE, Chang’an

Early summer had just arrived. Golden sunlight filtered through the gaps in the leaves, forming patches of light on the ground. In the somewhat desolate courtyard, birds sang and insects chirped in succession, creating a scene of joy and harmony.

Wang Yan carefully carried a food box, walking through the courtyard’s corridors. She discovered a colorful butterfly stuck to a spider web, desperately struggling in its death throes. Though it had broken some of the silk strands, half its wings remained trapped.

Crying out softly, Wang Yan looked around, picked up a broken branch from the grass, and rescued the poor butterfly from the spider web.

Watching the butterfly fly away unsteadily, Wang Yan remembered she still needed to bring food to her father, so she lifted her skirt hem and quickened her pace.

The Wang family was a great clan, so vast that others could not imagine it, all simply because the current Grand Empress Dowager was surnamed Wang.

When Emperor Cheng of Han ascended the throne, his first act was to ennoble his uncle Wang Feng, Marquis of Yangping, as Grand Marshal and General-in-Chief in charge of secretariat affairs.

This was an official position even more powerful than the chancellor—truly one person below the emperor and above ten thousand others.

Soon after, Emperor Cheng of Han ennobled five of the Wang family uncles as marquises in a single day. The Wang family immediately became the new nobility of Chang’an, wielding power over court and countryside with none to rival them. Eventually all the Wang brothers were ennobled as marquises, and the Wang clan’s descendants divided up positions of authority. Gradually, there weren’t enough official posts in Chang’an to distribute, and even local ministers were mostly surnamed Wang.

The Wang family became the foremost surname of the dynasty. The Wang clan’s mansions and residences in Chang’an stretched for miles with layered buildings and pavilions, rear courtyards filled with concubines and countless servants.

The Wang brothers treated the palace as their own residence, coming and going and staying overnight at will. Some Wang clan descendants even pierced through Chang’an’s city walls without permission, channeling river water from outside the city into their estates just to fill enormous pools in their courtyards for boating. Some even built halls and pavilions in their courtyards identical to the White Tiger Hall in Weiyang Palace—a serious breach of protocol that was ultimately ignored, with Emperor Cheng of Han issuing no punishment. The high officials and nobles throughout Chang’an knew that even offending someone surnamed Liu was better than offending someone surnamed Wang. Because Liu-surnamed princes were all enfeoffed in distant territories and not in Chang’an, but those surnamed Wang all had some connection to the Wang clan in one way or another.

In such an extravagant and hedonistic Wang family, Wang Yan felt her father lived like an outsider.

Because her grandfather died very early and missed the enfeoffment of marquises, Wang Yan’s father lived in the greatest poverty, rotating between living in his uncles’ homes since childhood.

Perhaps because he depended on others’ charity, her father was humble and rigorous in character, simple and meticulous in lifestyle. After the family division, he supported his mother and widowed sister-in-law, treating his brother’s orphaned sons better than his own children. Combined with his perseverance in learning, respect for elders and care for the young, and humble courtesy, against the backdrop of the Wang family’s group of dissolute sons, he quickly became a model with far-reaching reputation.

Wang Yan knew many people praised her father, but she could also see that some praised him sincerely while others revealed sarcasm and mockery. But their family was indeed impoverished—even though her father had previously held the position of Grand Marshal, his salary and rewards all went to assist subordinates or commoners.

Wang Yan was now nine years old and didn’t have a single ornament on her entire body. Her mother had previously been mistaken for a Wang family maidservant by a subordinate official who came to visit her father, showing how plainly her mother dressed.

Her right hand was getting sore from carrying the food box, so Wang Yan switched it to her left hand and used her right to lift her skirt hem. This dark green jacket and skirt, to save some money, had been made large anticipating her growth, so the hem dragged on the ground, making it difficult to walk. Usually her mother delivered food to her father, but ever since her second brother died and her father and mother completely fell out, her mother never again gave her father a pleasant look.

Thinking of her beloved second brother, Wang Yan’s small face showed sorrow. Even after more than half a year, even though their family had moved back to Chang’an from the enfeoffed state of Xindu, Wang Yan could never forget that incident.

Because Emperor Cheng of Han had died and a new emperor ascended, the new external relatives, the Fu clan, rose to power. The Fu clan wanted to replicate the Wang clan’s glory, so naturally they first had to deal with several prominent figures of the Wang family. Wang Yan’s father sadly stepped down from office and went into seclusion in the enfeoffed state of Xindu. Though they left Chang’an’s prosperity, their family had long been accustomed to this quiet, low-key life, but some people were not accustomed to it.

Even dogs take advantage of their master’s power to bully people, let alone humans.

Her mother had always been gentle and weak in temperament. Her father’s rear courtyard was simple, and she and her four brothers were all born to her mother alone, so there was no need to employ any schemes to manage the household. But the household slaves around her father showed one face of servile compliance before her father, then turned to show vicious and cruel expressions. Even after arriving in the enfeoffed state of Xindu, being far from Chang’an and surrounded by common people, they became even more wantonly arrogant and tyrannical. Her second brother Wang Huo once witnessed such a household slave oppressing common people and nearly forcing an innocent woman to death. His long-accumulated anger exploded on the spot, and he threw a punch. The household slave fell to the ground and unfortunately struck his head on stones, dying instantly.

Actually, this wasn’t really a big matter. In the Great Han Dynasty, slaves were property of the master’s family. How many slaves a family had was registered in the household records as property like horses, cattle, and sheep, all subject to taxation. This was like having a bowl at home—if it broke, it broke. Who cared whether you accidentally dropped it or deliberately smashed it? Moreover, that household slave deserved to die. When Wang Yan heard about this, she was only momentarily stunned and didn’t take it seriously.

But in her father’s eyes, this was an enormous matter.

He scolded Wang Huo—not with ugly words, but with various sage teachings that Wang Yan couldn’t understand. The scolding drove Wang Huo, who was already deeply guilty about accidentally killing someone, to drink poison and commit suicide that very night.

Wang Yan still remembered that night when her father preferred to believe others’ one-sided words rather than trust his own son, persisting in his Confucian way of punishing evil and promoting good.

But what was good and evil? Was not killing living beings good? Was indifferent observation good? Was destroying relatives for righteousness good?

Instead, because of the incident of her second brother paying with his life for a household slave, her father gained the attention of those high officials and nobles in Chang’an, who all proposed that he return to office. Soon after, they returned to Chang’an, but Wang Yan wasn’t happy at all—this had been bought with her second brother’s life, and she would rather not have it.

Because of her second brother’s incident, her mother stayed behind closed doors, her two brothers became estranged from their father, and the Wang mansion’s servants were also trembling with fear, not daring to approach their family, afraid of being blamed by the other brothers. So now only she could deliver food to her father.

Wang Yan passed through the desolate courtyard and came to her father’s study. She knocked on the door with practiced ease, entered after receiving permission, bent down to place the food box on the desk, and unsurprisingly saw her father holding a ceremonial cap and examining it carefully.

It was a Xiezhi crown.

Wang Yan had always been close to her father, and she knew this Xiezhi crown was given to her father by his teacher. Legend said the Xiezhi was a divine beast that Emperor Yao kept in his palace when he ruled. It could distinguish between people’s good and evil—when it discovered treacherous officials, it would use the single horn on its head to knock them down and then devour them. During the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, King Wen of Chu supposedly also had a Xiezhi, and later made ceremonial caps in its image to wear, so Xiezhi crowns became fashionable in Chu. Later, Qin Dynasty law enforcement censors wore Xiezhi crowns, and the Han inherited Qin institutions similarly. Common people called it the law crown—the ceremonial cap worn by law enforcers.

Wang Yan’s father was not a censor, so he had never worn this Xiezhi crown, only keeping it in his study for contemplation, reminding himself to always distinguish right from wrong and punish evil while promoting good.

When Wang Yan had seen this Xiezhi crown before, she would feel reverence, but since her second brother’s death, she found it laughable, though she couldn’t express this.

“Yan’er.” Wang Mang put down the Xiezhi crown in his hands and beckoned to Wang Yan lovingly. Wang Mang had a beautiful beard and quite the elegant temperament of a scholar. Because of his gentle and humble character, his entire person made others feel naturally drawn to him.

Wang Yan obediently knelt beside her father and looked up with a tranquil smile.

Wang Mang gently stroked the top of her head and sighed, “Very well-raised. If the current sage emperor didn’t dislike women, this old man would definitely consider sending you to the palace.”

Wang Yan lowered her eyelids, staring at the mud stain on her skirt hem, thinking disapprovingly. Her father was truly confused—she was only nine years old this year, still far from the age of maturity. The current sage emperor was already twenty-five. Even if the sage emperor didn’t dislike women and exclusively favor the current Grand Marshal, he still wouldn’t be interested in a little girl like her!

Since his second son’s suicide, his wife and children had all distanced themselves from him. Wang Mang could only talk with his daughter, not expecting her to understand.

Wang Yan was bored. As her lowered eyes wandered, she discovered that the Xiezhi crown on the desk had actually taken flight without warning, replaced by a palm-sized white little sheep!

Blinking hard in disbelief, Wang Yan almost thought she was dreaming, but her father’s rambling voice continued in her ears while her heart clearly heard another voice.

Little girl, can you see this deity?

Wang Yan looked in shock at the little sheep that had suddenly appeared on the desk. More precisely, this wasn’t really a little sheep.

“Yan’er, what’s wrong?” His daughter’s unusual expression made Wang Mang alert. He quickly followed her gaze and found his daughter was looking at the Xiezhi crown beside his hand.

“No… nothing…” Wang Yan realized her father couldn’t see the little sheep that had suddenly appeared, so she curiously asked, “Father, what does a Xiezhi look like?”

“Xiezhi is a divine sheep with a sheep’s body, a qilin’s head, and a single horn growing from its forehead.” Wang Mang rarely saw his daughter ask him questions, so he showed twelve parts patience.

Having a sheep’s body, a head like a qilin’s, and a single horn on the forehead… Wang Yan listened to her father speak while comparing it to the little sheep’s appearance, becoming more startled the more she looked. This was clearly a Xiezhi!

“Can Yan’er recognize the character for ‘good’? The character for good has a sheep radical at the top. Xiezhi can distinguish good from evil, right from wrong—it’s a divine sheep.” Wang Mang had forgotten that he had previously told Wang Yan about the Xiezhi crown’s origins, so he explained it again in detail, not noticing that his daughter was listening absent-mindedly.

What he said is correct. Only those who are truly good can see this deity. The Xiezhi blinked its black pupils, and Wang Yan could actually see a hint of amusement in them.

But Wang Yan felt horrified. She didn’t think being able to see a divine beast was a good thing—otherwise, why had she never seen it before but could only see it today? She… was definitely not someone truly good.

But why couldn’t her father see the Xiezhi? Even he wasn’t a truly good person?

Your father is a hypocritical person, so naturally he sees this deity as nothing.

Seeing that the Xiezhi could know her thoughts, Wang Yan was somewhat frightened, but on second thought, since it was a divine beast, what did this bit of supernatural ability matter? But hearing it call her father hypocritical made her somewhat unhappy.

The Xiezhi chuckled and continued: Your father gained praise in childhood for showing slight humility to elders. He became intoxicated with praise and suppressed his natural disposition. Such goodness done for praise is not true goodness but false goodness.

Wang Yan was dumbstruck. She didn’t want to believe the Xiezhi’s words, but every word it spoke stabbed directly at her heart.

Why had her father always maintained poverty alone? Why did her father need to keep himself pure? Why had her father preferred to drive his own son to death rather than lose universal praise from the world?

Was everything, everything just seeking fame and fishing for reputation…

One person’s good can be evil to others. Earlier this deity observed you saving that butterfly, but what of the spider that worked hard to weave its web? Will it not starve to death because of you? Both are living beings in this world—the spider is ugly while the butterfly is beautiful. Why did you save the butterfly but harm the spider? If it weren’t a butterfly near death but a mosquito caught in the web, what would you do? Save it or not?

Wang Yan was so confused by the Xiezhi’s string of questions that she didn’t know how she said goodbye to her father and left.

She only remembered that on this early summer evening, as she stumbled through the corridor, she inadvertently glimpsed the broken spider web with only scattered silk strands dancing in the wind.

The divine beast Xiezhi that only she could see became Wang Yan’s nightmare.

It would often appear silently around her. Though it no longer communicated with her, those dark eyes always made her shudder, making her think carefully before doing anything about whether it was good or evil.

But this torment didn’t last long before Wang Yan became reconciled to it. She wasn’t a god or buddha, nor a sage—how could she possibly be perfectly good? She tried her best to treat the omnipresent Xiezhi as nonexistent, but because of what it had said, the filial affection in her heart for her father had diminished considerably.
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In the height of summer that year, Emperor Ai of Han died young without leaving an heir. Grand Marshal Dong Xian, who had been exclusively favored by Emperor Ai, also followed the emperor to the Yellow Springs. Wang Yan’s father resumed the position of Grand Marshal and enthroned the young Prince of Zhongshan as emperor. The new emperor was the same age as her.

With a weak ruler and strong minister, even though Wang Yan didn’t understand court politics, she knew her father must hold absolute power.

But her father had always valued his reputation, so this absolute power would naturally not give others cause for criticism. It was said her father bestowed grace and rewards upon nobles and aristocrats above, and supported widowers, widows, and orphaned commoners below. When disasters struck, he led donation efforts and provided full rescue assistance, earning unanimous praise from court and countryside, all calling him the Duke of Zhou reborn. Who couldn’t do good deeds? Moreover, in her father’s position, sometimes he only needed to make a gesture and naturally people would rush forward to do things for him.

Wang Yan silently stayed in their still simple and shabby residence, accompanying her mother in needlework, occasionally staring blankly at the elusive Xiezhi. Time quickly flew by like flowing water, slipping away through her fingers.

In the blink of an eye, the new emperor was already twelve years old, reaching the age according to the Rites of Zhou when one could marry. Wang Yan heard that her father had issued an edict selecting famous families’ daughters throughout the realm to choose an empress. To avoid suspicion, he had deliberately crossed out her name in public. Instead, this action provoked strong protests from the people, with many officials feeling this was unfair, crowding daily at the palace gates or the Wang mansion gates to submit petitions.

Wang Yan originally thought her father was right to do this—she didn’t want to enter the palace as empress anyway. But when she saw the Xiezhi lying on the cushion with its seemingly amused gaze, she was suddenly startled.

Was this another of her father’s schemes?

When she heard the crowds outside the courtyard loudly calling “We wish to have the Duke’s daughter as mother of the realm,” she knew she was definitely going to become this empress.

Wang Yan actually didn’t want to marry. She had fantasized about her future husband, but never imagined it would be the emperor. Yet she couldn’t refuse to marry. Her eldest brother Wang Yu, who opposed their father at home, felt their father’s willfulness would definitely offend the new ruler and wanted to secretly help the emperor’s maternal relatives avoid being sent away from the capital. But when word leaked out, her eldest brother was arrested and imprisoned by their father using thunderous methods, personally given a cup of poison. Moreover, he blamed this incident on the emperor’s maternal clan, using it as pretext to eliminate them all at once.

The court’s attitude toward this matter was that her father had righteously destroyed his relative for the public good, forgetting personal interests.

So Wang Yan had no choice but to marry, because this was definitely her father’s expectation.

Her father had already obtained power equal to an emperor’s, so even if he couldn’t sit on that throne himself, he wanted descendants with his bloodline to sit there.

However, when Wang Yan sat in Weiyang Palace for the first time in her life, adorned from head to toe with gold hairpins and jade ornaments, heavily made up, in the most beautiful attire of her life, she knew she could not bear the emperor’s children.

Because he simply wouldn’t let her approach.

It seemed the other party knew her father’s intentions just as clearly.

Just like the brilliant and mighty Emperor Wu of Han, Liu Che, who also had the childhood name Liu Zhi (Little Pig), imperial clan children, like commoners, were given rather crude childhood names, hoping they would be easier to raise.

Before Wang Mang named him Liu Kan, he was called Liu Jizi. Not meaning the star constellation Winnowing Basket, but the winnowing basket used for holding grain or trash. Fortunately, with Emperor Wu’s childhood name of Liu Wild Boar preceding him, Liu Kan was actually quite satisfied with his own childhood name.

But now he was called Liu Kan. This name was given by the person he most despised. Liu Kan, Liu Cut—did that person want to cut him down? It definitely didn’t mean joy and stability! Look how everything from his name to his empress was arranged by that man’s hand—how could he be joyful and stable?

Liu Kan lived suffocatingly in the palace, so naturally he wouldn’t show Wang Yan a pleasant face. From the second day after Wang Yan married into the palace, she washed off all her makeup, removed her heavy ceremonial robes, and put on simple old clothes again. The palace maids reminded her this wouldn’t win the emperor’s favor, but Wang Yan was calm about it. The emperor disliked her because of her father. She couldn’t change her birth, so whether she dressed beautifully or plainly made no difference. Why make herself uncomfortable?

Moreover, with her father there, which palace maid would dare secretly climb into the emperor’s bed? They weren’t seeking death. Even the little emperor himself probably didn’t dare arbitrarily ennoble consorts or take beauties.

Furthermore, Wang Yan could see this little emperor was willing but unable.

Liu Kan was the same age as her, but his health was poor, constantly suffering from heart pain, chest obstruction, shortness of breath and other symptoms—supposedly ailments brought from the womb. Presumably, this was also why her father chose Liu Kan from countless Liu clan members: young age, weak and sickly, posing no threat to him whatsoever.

Looking at the young emperor’s pretense of coldness masking actual weakness, even when arguing with her he would clutch his chest halfway through and gasp for breath, this appearance as if he’d fall over in a breeze made Wang Yan feel involuntary sympathy from the bottom of her heart. Regardless of his cold expression, she always treated him gently, carefully attending to him.

Having grown accustomed to independence since childhood, Wang Yan never let palace maids serve her closely, doing everything she could manage herself. Incidentally, Liu Kan was also cared for by her with meticulous attention.

Wang Yan had younger brothers. Since her second brother’s death, her father and mother had never spoken to each other, and her father quickly took concubines. But Wang Yan never acknowledged the children born to those concubines as her siblings, never showing them any warmth. She cared for Liu Kan like her own younger brother, putting her heart and effort into it regardless of his cold mockery and disdain.

“The empress need not trouble herself with such tasks.” This was a phrase Liu Kan often had on his lips.

But Wang Yan pretended not to hear, personally taking care of Liu Kan’s clothing, food, housing, and daily needs. Liu Kan was imperial clan, naturally handsome and talented. Though not yet of high age, short in stature, and physically weak with shortness of breath, he already possessed considerable bearing. Sometimes when Wang Yan tied his robe sashes, she couldn’t help staring at him in a daze.

How could there be such a beautiful person in the world?

The youth’s thin frame couldn’t support the heavy emperor’s ceremonial robes, showing only one or two parts imperial dignity while arousing involuntary feelings of pity.

This was her husband, her heaven.

Wang Yan became even more devoted. Though she knew her father probably wouldn’t move against the young emperor so quickly, she personally inspected everything that would enter his mouth, tasting it first before presenting it to Liu Kan.

Liu Kan wasn’t made of stone and iron. In day-to-day interaction, the young emperor and empress were like two newly acquainted young people, their feelings growing deeper daily.

However, in the three years since Wang Yan married into the palace, Liu Kan’s health grew worse. The Imperial Physician and multiple Assistant Imperial Physicians diagnosed heart pain syndrome. Though pampered with fine clothes and food, this ailment was ultimately difficult to cure. Wang Yan held a bowl of medicinal soup, tasting it first as usual before bringing it to the lips of Liu Kan, who lay sick in bed. But he directly swept his hand, smashing the medicinal soup to the ground.

Wang Yan’s expression didn’t change as she summoned palace maids to clean up and ordered the kitchen to prepare another bowl of medicinal soup.

Tch, this boy definitely suspects you of poisoning him. Won’t you explain? The Xiezhi lazily rolled over on the luxurious, comfortable soft couch, as usual making sarcastic comments about Wang Yan and Liu Kan’s interaction. In its view, Wang Yan’s kindness to Liu Kan was simply unnecessary—she could obviously live more happily by not caring whether Liu Kan lived or died, especially since this Liu Kan was so ungrateful.

Wang Yan knew her explanations would be useless. Liu Kan was in a difficult environment and couldn’t help being suspicious. Combined with his worsening illness, his temper was increasingly irritable. Sitting by the bed, watching Liu Kan cough heart-rendingly, Wang Yan could only quietly light a burner of benzoin incense. Watching Liu Kan gradually quiet down and sink into sleep in the swirling fragrance, Wang Yan finally breathed a soft sigh of relief.

The world knows only the Duke, but not His Majesty. The Xiezhi squeezed its voice thin to imitate a eunuch’s tone. Finding this amusing, it cackled with laughter.

Wang Yan glanced at it, knowing this creature wasn’t really a divine beast that could distinguish good from evil, but one that feared the world wasn’t chaotic enough. Fortunately, only she could see it, or who knew what havoc it might wreak. Though she’d rather not have this fortune. While thinking helplessly, she walked to the bed to cover Liu Kan with blankets when she suddenly heard commotion outside the hall.

Not wanting Liu Kan, who had finally fallen asleep, to be awakened, Wang Yan frowned and walked outside, stopping the palace maids and eunuchs’ disturbance. Though not yet sixteen, she had been empress for three years. Despite wearing no silk or satin, with only a phoenix coral hairpin casually inserted in her hair, when she stood there, her bearing made others dare not underestimate her. Seeing the palace maids quiet down, Wang Yan asked in a displeased low voice, “What matter causes such panic?”

“Reporting to the Empress, there’s an assassin!” The palace maids knelt trembling on the ground, reporting everything they had heard.

Wang Yan’s elegant brows knitted tighter. More precisely, what had entered the palace wasn’t an assassin but a thief. Thieves had infiltrated the Grand Empress Dowager’s palace, turning the sleeping chambers upside down. But Wang Yan’s great-aunt had always led in frugality—if the thieves had the ability to infiltrate the palace, why run to the palace with the least valuables? Could it be the thieves wanted specific treasures from beside the Grand Empress Dowager? Wang Yan suddenly thought that the Imperial Seal, the He Shi Bi, was kept with her great-aunt. She specifically inquired whether anything was missing and only nodded reassuringly after receiving a negative answer.

Instructing the guards to maintain full vigilance, Wang Yan pondered while walking back into the hall. But just as she turned past the layers of curtains, she heard voices speaking inside. With only the sleeping Liu Kan in the hall, who else could be there? Startled, Wang Yan thought of the thief from before and nearly cried out in alarm. But fearing the thief had already taken Liu Kan hostage, she forced herself to concentrate and listen carefully.

She heard a clear male voice say, “…You’re saying this is the Han Dynasty now? Well, that makes sense—there aren’t even tables and chairs here. There’s no boss here either… Eh? Holy crap! That little sheep on the soft couch is actually alive! Why does its head look like a qilin’s? And it has a horn on its forehead! Damn! What kind of divine beast is this? Did it also run out of the Classic of Mountains and Seas?”

Wang Yan was stunned, her anxious heart somehow calming down. Though the Xiezhi was always unreliable, she still believed its claim that those who could see it were truly good people.

Then another steadier male voice spoke up, “Keep it down. Don’t you see someone’s sleeping on that bed? Want to wake them up and have guards catch us? Also, what little sheep? I don’t see anything.”

“…You can’t see it? Fine. Maybe it’s some strange divine beast that ran out of the Classic of Mountains and Seas. Don’t mind it… Eh? Speaking of which, this person has congenital heart disease! Look, his lips, nose tip, and cheeks already show cyanosis. He definitely has intermittent breathing difficulties or fainting symptoms.”

“You want to treat him?”

“Can’t treat it. In modern times, this would just need a small surgery to fix, but in this era…”

Wang Yan clutched the clothes at her chest, too upset to speak. She didn’t hear clearly what else those two people said. She didn’t know their origins or why one of them could see the Xiezhi clearly, but she could tell that Liu Kan’s illness wasn’t optimistic.

Quietly wiping away tears, when Wang Yan came to her senses, she found the sleeping chamber had returned to silence. She tiptoed in and indeed found that apart from the sleeping Liu Kan, there were no outsiders in the hall.

The Xiezhi lay thoughtfully on the soft couch. Facing Wang Yan’s questioning gaze, it slowly yawned.

The incident of thieves entering Weiyang Palace caused a sensation for a time, but ultimately came to nothing.
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The weather grew colder and colder, and Liu Kan’s health deteriorated further. He often couldn’t sleep entire nights, and his complexion rapidly turned ashen. By the end of that year, the palace held continuous banquets. Liu Kan missed several, and when he finally managed to get out of bed one day, he ignored Wang Yan’s dissuasion and forced himself to appear at a banquet despite his illness.

Wang Yan could understand Liu Kan’s stubborn pride. After all, he was ruler of a nation, and now he didn’t even have the strength to attend court, let alone the fact that palace banquets were being hosted by her father on his behalf.

Her great-aunt, the Grand Empress Dowager, had long ceased attending any palace banquets due to her advanced age, while Empress Dowager Fu, having failed in her power struggle, remained secluded in the rear palace.

Wang Yan herself also rarely appeared at such occasions, frequently caring for Liu Kan. Actually, in the Han Dynasty, women held considerable power—even if she wanted to interfere in government affairs and attend court sessions, it was achievable, let alone participating in such a banquet. Wang Yan ultimately remained worried and, after changing into ceremonial dress, accompanied Liu Kan to the banquet.

Her father remained as refined and elegant as always, humble and courteous, even proactively standing to toast Liu Kan with earnest sincerity…

Everyone in the hall focused their gaze on the young emperor sitting in the highest position, yet no one stood to say that the emperor’s health wasn’t suitable for drinking.

Wang Yan sat at Liu Kan’s right side, knowing the heavy ceremonial robes were nearly crushing his body. Watching his weak hands holding the wine cup trembling continuously, she suddenly remembered for some reason that beautiful butterfly struggling desperately in the spider web on a summer afternoon many years ago.

Wang Yan gracefully stood and walked to Liu Kan’s side. Meeting the surprised gazes of the full court of civil and military officials, she very naturally took the wine cup from Liu Kan’s hands and smiled tranquilly, “Father, the emperor’s health is poor. Let this subject take this cup for him.” Having spoken, she tilted her head back and drained it completely.

The wine cup made a subtle crisp sound as it was placed on the table. Wang Yan’s already clear and beautiful face, stimulated by the alcohol, flushed red on both cheeks like the finest rouge. She looked at her impassive father below the steps, then at Liu Kan beside her, whose eyes sparkled with indescribable joy, knowing her choice today was correct.

Everyone present knew this wine couldn’t be poisoned. If her father wanted Liu Kan dead, he would never use such a clumsy method that would leave him open to criticism. Her father probably just wanted to give the struggling Liu Kan a warning—drinking a cup of wine could make the unwell Liu Kan suffer for several days, but he would still have to pinch his nose and endure the humiliation of drinking it. Having learned this lesson, Liu Kan should obediently lie in his sleeping chambers and stop thinking about appearing before the officials.

But she had resolved his predicament, even at the risk of opposing her father. For the first time, she had declared her position before the gaze of the full court.

Wang Yan lowered her eyes and smiled self-mockingly. He was her father—how could she possibly abandon him?

The banquet ended in a strange atmosphere. Back in her sleeping chamber, Wang Yan sat before a bronze mirror removing hairpins from her hair while pondering whether she should post notices seeking famous physicians throughout the realm. After all, the Imperial Physician in this palace might well be her father’s subordinate—what if Liu Kan’s illness had been misdiagnosed…

Worry leads to confusion.

Wang Yan looked at the shattered purple crystal carved hairpin on the ground, feeling bewildered for the first time.

Defying your father—you are truly unfilial. The Xiezhi’s mocking voice came from the soft couch. Though it clearly hadn’t left this sleeping chamber, it seemed to have witnessed everything firsthand.

If she was unfilial, then wasn’t she no longer a truly good person? Yet why could she still see the Xiezhi? Wang Yan had grown accustomed to treating the Xiezhi as nonexistent, but couldn’t help mentally refuting this.

Good and evil are not so easily distinguished. The Xiezhi blinked its black pupils and continued quietly, One person’s good can be evil to others.

Wang Yan’s heart was sharply stabbed. She suddenly remembered that her second and eldest brothers had both been mercilessly driven to death by her father—he could be heartless even toward his own sons…

As if cursed, just as the Xiezhi’s words fell, cries of alarm came from the main hall. Such commotion had become common in Weiyang Palace—Liu Kan had surely fainted again.

However, this time the disturbance seemed greater, with faint sounds of palace maids weeping.

As if she already had some premonition, Wang Yan bent to pick up the purple crystal carved hairpin shattered into several pieces on the ground, her heart dead as ash.

On the bingwu day of the twelfth month in the fifth year of Yuanshi, Liu Kan died at Weiyang Palace due to a relapse of his illness, aged fifteen years, posthumously titled Emperor Xiaoping.

The flower called love in Wang Yan’s heart was ruthlessly destroyed by fate just as it had budded, quickly withering into ash.

She became Empress Dowager at only fifteen, but this time the one ascending the throne was not her son, but a two-year-old child her father had selected from the Liu clan.

Wang Yan felt she should be grateful. If her father had previously chosen a young child as emperor, she wouldn’t have been able to marry Liu Kan. Though only three short years, she felt those were the happiest three years of her life.

Despite her supremely exalted status, Wang Yan chose not to interfere in government affairs. She knew she indeed had a kind heart, but she also had self-awareness. Sometimes having a kind heart didn’t necessarily mean the good deeds one did were good for others. That phrase the Xiezhi always had on its lips wasn’t groundless. She coldly watched her father, after enduring three years, finally unable to restrain himself from deposing that child emperor and taking his place.

Granted the title of Huang Imperial Princess by her guilt-ridden father, she sealed her palace doors, keeping only a few palace maids to serve her, no longer seeing anyone, living a secluded life.

Actually, her life wasn’t too boring. When the Xiezhi was bored, it would chat with her and tell stories.

Legend said that when Liu Bang of Han killed the white python in rebellion, that white python was also a spiritual creature that spoke human words, saying Liu Bang would eventually face retribution. If he cut off its head, it would usurp Han’s beginning; if he cut off its tail, it would usurp Han’s end. But Liu Bang’s sword cut the white python in half, so the Han Dynasty would surely have problems in its middle period.

Wang Yan didn’t treat the Xiezhi’s idle talk as casual conversation. She also knew her father’s foundation for usurping Han was unstable—sooner or later, power would be reclaimed by Liu descendants.

In fact, Wang Yan knew that though her father had ambition, whether from habitual false goodness, her father genuinely wanted to do good. Her father attempted to restore the ritual state whose rites and music had collapsed by reviving the Zhou ritual system of ancient Western Zhou times. Thus his new policies completely imitated Zhou Dynasty institutions.

But the ritual system had already been abandoned. Emperor Qin Shihuang’s legal system and Emperor Wu’s Confucian system could both unify the realm. Her father was falsely good to the extreme, yet completely unaware that implementing the ritual system would bring great harm to court, countryside, and common people. It was like releasing a land turtle by setting it free in water—well-intentioned but doing evil.

Wang Yan coldly watched her father walk toward a dead end, knowing that no matter what she said, she couldn’t dissuade him.

Time didn’t last too long. When rebel armies overthrew the Xin Dynasty and broke into Weiyang Palace, setting the palace ablaze, the Xiezhi stood atop a bronze crane before the hall, watching Wang Yan walk toward the sea of fire without looking back.

Do you regret it? The Xiezhi’s deep black pupils reflected the roaring flames. Wang Yan was now in a woman’s prime years. The first dozen-plus years of her life were spent in hardship and cold neglect, while the subsequent dozen-plus years, though in the most luxurious palace, were still lonely and desolate.

Wang Yan’s steps didn’t pause. Regret?

Perhaps if she had chosen to stand by Liu Kan’s side earlier, it might have brought earlier disaster to Liu Kan, but she still didn’t regret her choice that year.

Though she couldn’t distinguish what was good and evil in this world, if she returned to that summer afternoon years ago, even if given another chance to choose, she would still save the butterfly. Because its dying struggle made her unable to remain unmoved, even though she should have stood on the spider’s side. Unfortunately, her ability could only save a tiny butterfly for a moment…

Wang Yan’s graceful figure was quickly swallowed by flames. The Xiezhi stared at that sea of fire, falling into prolonged silence.

In its such long life, many people couldn’t see it, some could see it, and some went from being able to see it to being unable to. But never had anyone like Wang Yan made it watch her departure.

Following one’s true heart is the ultimate good.

Had this woman maintained a truly good heart from birth to death?

The Xiezhi nimbly jumped down from the tall bronze crane. This world had lost another person who could see it.

With a shake of its body, it easily found the dust-covered Xiezhi crown in a corner of the storehouse. It yawned lazily, rolled back into the crown, and fell into long slumber…

2013 CE

“Eh? So you’re saying the youth we just saw was Emperor Ping of Han, Liu Kan?” The doctor lay on Mute House’s yellow rosewood reclining chair, browsing web pages on his phone to research, “Wang Mang usurped Han, and some say Wang Mang was the reincarnation of the white python Liu Bang killed, hence named Mang. When Liu Bang killed the white python in rebellion, he cut it in half, and Western and Eastern Han each lasted exactly two hundred years. My goodness, so magical. That white python wouldn’t be related to Bai Lu, would it…”

Lu Zigan didn’t notice the doctor’s rambling. He was also researching.

Body like a sheep, head like a qilin, single horn on the forehead… That was a Xiezhi?! And why had he clearly seen nothing while the doctor could see it? Could the legend that only truly good people could see the Xiezhi be true?

Lu Zigan smiled. What truly good—it probably meant pure-hearted fools and idiots, right? That quite fit the doctor’s personality. Moreover, unicorn legends existed in both East and West with surprising consistency—unicorns could all distinguish right from wrong, good from evil, and favored pure-hearted maidens.

However, only fools in this world would be truly good without selfish motives, right?

His selfish motives…

Lu Zigan clenched the object in his palm. If the doctor looked his way, he would find it very familiar.

Because it was exactly what he had worn for twenty-four years.

The white jade longevity lock already inlaid with gold thread.
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Lu Zigan played with the jade material in his left palm, pondered for a moment, then picked up his brush to draw withered leaves on the jade. Each leaf was drawn precisely on the brown Hetian jade seed material’s preserved skin. Though just a few strokes, the desolate meaning of autumn wind immediately filled the entire piece of jade.

After finishing the withered leaves, Lu Zigan paused for a moment, lifting his brush several times and lowering it again, ultimately not putting it to jade.

He unconsciously picked up the cutting knife beside him, aimed it at the jade in his hand, and applied slight pressure. The knife tip cut through the jade material like cutting tofu.

Since thousands of years ago, jade craftsmen’s tools had been a type of grinding machine commonly called a water bench. The grinding wheel was a disc-shaped object that, when rotated, used this uniform friction to carve jade. Though over thousands of years the method of driving the grinding machine had improved from manual to electric power, jade craftsmen still used grinding machines of various sizes to carve jade—all except Lu Zigan.

His cutting knife, lacking the companion file knife for rough work, could only carve small jade pieces, but with greater precision.

In this life, he had never learned any carving techniques, but since his previous life’s memories returned, whenever he held the cutting knife, his entire body seemed to have autonomous consciousness. At first there was some rustiness, but after working on dozens of pieces of jade, his touch became increasingly refined. He even felt uncomfortable every moment he wasn’t holding a piece of jade in his palm.

Withered yellow curled leaves appeared one by one under the cutting knife’s carving. Lu Zigan then continued carving entirely by feel without even sketching.

The Changxin Palace lamp in Mute House flickered brightly, yet was exceptionally luminous, not hindering Lu Zigan’s jade-carving vision at all. Soon, beneath the scattering withered leaves, appeared a corner of an ancient-style building. A long bead curtain hung down, and below the curtain showed a pale, slender hand, touching the railing with infinite melancholy. Above the bead curtain seemed to hang several traces of clear, secluded frost.

Though only the silhouette of a hand, it still drew one’s gaze irresistibly, making one long to lift the bead curtain and see what captivating beauty lay hidden behind.

Lu Zigan brushed away the jade shavings, stared intently for a long while, then turned the jade over and carved Wang Changling’s poem “Autumn Words at Changxin Palace”: “Golden well, plane tree, autumn leaves yellow; bead curtains not rolled up, night brings frost. Incense burner, jade pillow, colorless now; lying, listening to Southern Palace’s long night watch.”

The cutting knife was extremely sharp, but Lu Zigan wrote these twenty-eight characters with graceful beauty, lingering and flowing, then habitually signed with a “Zigan” mark at the end.

Lu Zigan stared blankly at this freshly completed jade piece for a while. Though unpolished after carving, under the yellow lamplight it reflected a weathered, obscure texture.

Smiling self-mockingly, Lu Zigan tossed this piece of jade into the bamboo basket under the counter, hearing a crisp sound of jade collision. That bamboo basket already contained more than half a basket of unpolished, semi-finished jade pieces—all practice works Lu Zigan had used to exercise his skills these past days. If anyone saw them, they would surely be impressed, perhaps even commenting that this jade craftsman’s imitation of Zigan-style pieces was quite excellent.

After washing his hands, cleaning and wiping the counter to remove jade dust, and cleaning the cutting knife before placing it in his sleeve, Lu Zigan finally picked up the longevity lock from the brocade cloth, closed his eyes to feel its patterns, and leaned back in his chair to rest.

He didn’t know how much time passed until the doctor entered with dinner. The aroma of steamed buns mixed with hospital disinfectant, carried on the cool autumn breeze, penetrated the incense of Mute House and struck him head-on.

“Today’s the day this month, right? Still have some time. Let’s eat quickly and hit the road.”

The doctor efficiently opened the food box, skillfully found his usual chopsticks from Mute House’s counter, picked up a steamed bun and began eating.

“Hit the road”—was that really appropriate to say here? Lu Zigan’s temple twitched twice, but he didn’t criticize the doctor’s careless words. After hanging the longevity lock around his neck, he silently devoured his box of steamed buns completely.

Both moved quickly. After the doctor took the food boxes out to dispose of them, he raised his hand to check his watch: “Do we need to wait a bit before leaving? Can I sleep a while? Today’s surgery lasted over eight hours—I’m exhausted.”

Lu Zigan watched the doctor sprawl ungracefully on the yellow rosewood reclining chair while talking, then said in a deep voice, “No sleeping. We need to change clothes this time.” He stood and walked toward Mute House’s inner room, soon returning with two sets of clothes and two wigs.

“Whoa! Playing cosplay? Is that necessary? We only stay briefly each time we travel through time. Why change outfits? Besides, aren’t we targeting a few months ago? How are you so certain we’ll end up hundreds of years or more in the past again?”

The doctor grumbled but didn’t refuse the costume change suggestion. Instead, he enthusiastically removed his casual wear and, under Lu Zigan’s guidance, put on the wide blue cloth straight-body robe.

“Even for a short time, we should be perfect. I don’t want to be stared at on the street like some crazy monster.” Lu Zigan complained half-seriously.

The doctor didn’t notice why Lu Zigan could so precisely predict what era they’d travel to, since each era’s clothing differed, and what Lu Zigan had given him was clearly mid-Ming Dynasty attire. The doctor only vaguely felt something strange, but before he could think deeply, he heard familiar bird calls and fighting sounds from Mute House’s inner room.

“San Qing and Ming Hong are fighting again?” The doctor grimaced with concern but showed no intention of rushing in to support his San Qing. What a joke—that was a battle between divine-level birds. If he, a mere mortal, rushed in, wouldn’t he be finished? “Where’s Hu Hai? Why doesn’t he come get his bird?”

“I don’t know either.” Lu Zigan put on his wig. Since Hu Hai said he’d come use the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass together next time, he hadn’t appeared again.

Ming Hong had flown to Mute House looking lost and forlorn a month ago, clearly separated from its master. Lu Zigan wasn’t a deity with Hu Hai’s contact information, so he could only care for Ming Hong. As for its willingness to fight with San Qing, he had specially cleared a separate room for them with nothing inside, letting them battle to their hearts’ content.

The doctor had initially worried greatly, but later discovered San Qing and Ming Hong were evenly matched—at most they’d each lose a few feathers. He became accustomed to it, even collecting their feathers to make shuttlecocks with Mute House’s copper coins.

With Lu Zigan’s help, the doctor put on his wig and donned a square flat cap, removed his glasses, and looked in the mirror—he really did have a scholarly feeling. After taking some selfies with his phone and posting them to social media to show off, the doctor noticed Lu Zigan staring blankly at the compass: “What’s wrong? Is there a problem with the compass?”

“Nothing.” Lu Zigan took a deep breath and silently adjusted the compass by a few notches.

The doctor didn’t suspect anything, set his phone aside (since tech products would completely malfunction due to magnetic fields after time travel—otherwise he’d really want to bring his phone to ancient times for photos as souvenirs). As usual, the doctor quietly complained while placing his hand on the compass together with Lu Zigan.

After familiar dizziness, the doctor first smelled an indescribably fresh scent of grass and trees that immediately revived his lungs, polluted by urban smog.

But before he could open his eyes to confirm where they were, he felt a great force strike his knees. He immediately lost his footing and fell into grass, with someone roughly pressing a blade against his back. The wig he’d just put on was yanked off, revealing their inch-long short hair.

The doctor struggled to open his eyes in the grass, unsurprisingly finding Lu Zigan in a similar predicament, both captured by several fully armed ancient soldiers. Lu Zigan’s compass had fallen to the ground and been confiscated by a soldier. The doctor was at a loss—if they couldn’t retrieve the compass, wouldn’t they be unable to return?

Just then, the doctor heard the soldier restraining him report loudly: “Report to Madam! Captured two Japanese pirate spies!”

As this shout ended, the doctor felt a shadow block the sun, falling over his head.

He struggled to raise his head and saw a heroic woman in military dress, holding a war spear with red tassels, looking down at them with sharp eyes.

The doctor rubbed his bruised knee while listening to Lu Zigan explain their origins to the armored woman. Lu Zigan’s speech tone and manner differed somewhat from modern Mandarin, like he had a strange accent, but the doctor could mostly understand, just surprised how fluently he spoke.

They hadn’t appeared in a bustling town like previous times, but in desolate wilderness. In the distance, he could see banners flying and smell traces of salty sea breeze.

The doctor couldn’t tell what era they were in, so he focused on the young woman conversing with Lu Zigan.

The woman appeared just over twenty, with bright eyes and fair skin, beautiful features, and standing about five-foot-seven. Her black military dress outlined her graceful figure. In modern times, she’d definitely be a sought-after model or star. Even without makeup now, her beauty couldn’t be concealed.

The doctor usually saw plenty of attractive women, but for such a young woman to lead a troop of soldiers made him look twice.

The surrounding soldiers immediately glared angrily at the doctor, instantly blocking his view with their bodies. The doctor quickly raised both hands to show he meant no harm.

Wang Ying also heard the commotion but only lifted her eyelids slightly, paying no mind.

These two people of unknown origin should, by convention, be thrown in prison for severe interrogation. But seeing their soft, white, powerless hands, and hearing one speak fluent Beijing-area official dialect, discussing capital affairs eloquently, then claiming to be from Suzhou and switching to the soft Wu dialect of the Jiangsu-Zhejiang region with perfect fluency, she lowered her guard somewhat.

However, Wang Ying didn’t believe them because of this. The coastal pirates now weren’t all Japanese. Since the court canceled tributary trade and implemented the sea ban, many Chinese willingly posed as Japanese pirates for maritime trade, building their own forces. Simply put, they were another form of mountain bandits, changing territory to become sea pirates. The court preferred self-deception, still using “Japanese pirates” as a blanket term.

But seeing these men’s short hair, Wang Ying pursed her lips—she’d never heard of pirates having shaving customs.

Just then, another troop of soldiers jogged over and respectfully saluted Wang Ying: “Madam, the General requests your presence.”

Wang Ying’s willow brows drew together, but she said nothing more, waving at Lu Zigan and the doctor: “Take them away.”

Though their spy suspicions weren’t cleared, their treatment improved considerably. Lu Zigan claimed the compass was for finding auspicious feng shui locations, and no one made difficulties, returning the compass to him.

Seeing this, the doctor quickly asked quietly: “How is it? When can we return?”

Lu Zigan walked while looking down at the compass, then smiled bitterly after a moment: “Probably damaged from the fall. The compass needle’s backward movement is quite slow. We might have to stay here for a while.”

“Stay for a while? Then what dynasty and place is this? Why is a woman leading troops? It doesn’t look like Mulan or the Yang family generals!”

Hearing the compass still worked but they needed to stay longer, the doctor wasn’t too worried and became curious about their era.

“Looking at these soldiers’ clothing—knee-length, narrow sleeves, cotton-filled interior, red color, also called red padded jackets—this is typical Ming Dynasty soldier attire. Moreover, they suspect us of being Japanese pirates, so this is likely the Jiajing period of the Ming Dynasty. Judging by their accents, this should be the Shandong area.” Lu Zigan’s comprehensive analysis of their time and location impressed the doctor greatly.

“Then guess who that woman is?”

The doctor pointed with his chin at the armored woman walking ahead. He didn’t believe Lu Zigan could be that prescient.

“Actually, it’s easy to guess.” Lu Zigan smiled slightly. “Qi Jiguang, courtesy name Yuanjing, was indeed from Shandong. At seventeen, following his father’s orders, he inherited the position of Assistant Commander of Dengzhou Guard—a proper fourth-rank official position, truly a high-ranking family’s son. His wife was also historically famous, daughter of a general, a tiger daughter from a military family. Legend says Madam Qi practiced martial arts from childhood, wielding spears and staffs. When angry, even Qi Yuanjing was no match for her.”

Since they were discussing someone behind their back, Lu Zigan kept his voice as low as possible, but he clearly saw Wang Ying’s steps slow slightly ahead.

“That formidable? You’re certain it’s her?”

That was the anti-piracy hero Qi Jiguang! Even if General Qi yielded to his wife, that was still terrifying… The doctor swallowed hard, feeling he was incredibly lucky to still be alive and intact.

“I just asked—it’s currently the thirty-third year of Jiajing. Qi Yuanjing is twenty-six and should already be Shandong Regional Military Commissioner, a proper third-rank military official, truly a regional governor. When we meet him, don’t rush up asking for autographs or anything—too embarrassing.” Lu Zigan warned uneasily, mainly because the doctor was unreliable.

“The way you talk…” The doctor looked sheepish, but suddenly paused: “Jiajing period, Lu Zi… that Lu Zigan was also from Jiajing period, wasn’t he?”

Lu Zigan’s hand holding the compass trembled, then he said calmly: “Ah, my previous life should have been executed two years ago.”

“What a coincidence…”

The doctor momentarily didn’t know what to say. He’d never considered his previous life related to himself, wouldn’t think of Fu Su as himself, so he kept things separate. Even when they traveled to the Warring States period, he felt no discomfort or desire to see Fu Su of that time. But Lu Zigan’s situation seemed somewhat different, though he couldn’t specify how.
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Perhaps because the doctor and Lu Zigan seemed so unthreatening, the soldiers escorting them gradually began chatting as they walked.

They served under Madam Qi, so naturally they favored her, discussing how their general and his wife had quarreled, how he couldn’t defeat his wife, and in a fit of anger had moved to the military camp to live, with no news for several days. This request for the madam to come to the camp was probably meant to show her who was boss.

Listening to this gossip, the doctor felt his entire worldview crumbling. The mighty and formidable Qi Jiguang described in history books was actually afraid of his wife? Had been kicked out of the house? And needed subordinates to back him up?

Perhaps they didn’t take the two seriously, or were eager to watch the excitement and simply forgot about them. After walking for half an hour, the doctor and Lu Zigan actually followed them into the military camp and even entered the main command tent.

The main tent was filled with rows of silvery armor gleaming. The moment Wang Ying entered, all the generals stood up in unison, releasing their battlefield-tested imposing presence without reservation. The stark clashing sounds of armor and weapons nearly shattered the doctor’s eardrums.

He strained to look through gaps in the crowd toward the center of the main tent and indeed saw a young man about six feet tall standing there, fully armored in gleaming silver, looking mighty and imposing, even raising a sharp saber toward Wang Ying.

“What did you summon me for?” Wang Ying’s composed, cold voice rang through the tent without a trace of timidity. If anything, there was an overwhelming murderous aura.

The doctor’s eyes widened. Was this going to be domestic violence?

The main tent fell silent as death, with everyone’s gaze fixed on the young general.

After a moment of silence, they heard him roar with full vigor: “Please… please review the troops, Madam!”

Doctor: “…”

The young General Qi and his wife’s anecdotes once again became camp gossip. Since everyone had witnessed their interaction pattern for seven or eight years, no one mocked General Qi for being afraid of his wife. Instead, they speculated about when the couple would clash next, or when General Qi might be allowed to move back in with his wife.

The doctor initially couldn’t adapt to this relaxed, teasing atmosphere at all. Was this supposed to be a feudal era with strict social customs? Why did it feel no different from modern times? But whether he adapted or not, they needed to stay for a while.

After confirming with Lu Zigan that even if they stayed in ancient times for a long period, returning to modern times would only take an instant, the doctor settled down contentedly in the military camp. They didn’t need to drill anyway, just helped with various chores. For the doctor, it felt like being on a movie set.

Lu Zigan used the alias Xia Zilu, since “Lu Zigan” was still quite famous at this time. But the doctor had considerable objections to his own alias.

“Why did you just say I’m called Doctor? Surname Yi, given name Sheng? How dare you not just give my real name!” The doctor set down the brush for washing horses, pressed his aching shoulders, and protested quietly to Lu Zigan.

“I’m thinking of you. What if you end up famous in history? Would your parents dare give you the same name as a historical figure? You think everyone’s as tough as my dad? I wasn’t born with jade in my mouth or bearing a Zigan mark—how did my father come up with the name Lu Zigan?”

Lu Zigan spoke righteously. To some extent, his father was indeed remarkable. He wasn’t born holding jade and didn’t bear any Zigan mark, so how had his father given him Lu Zigan’s name?

The doctor thought about it and found Lu Zigan’s reasoning quite sound, so he silently continued working.

Though they only did odd jobs, they were still being monitored. Lu Zigan had said, judging by the compass needle’s movement speed, they’d need to stay here at least several days. But after just half a day, the doctor was already missing modern air conditioning and phones…

A shrill horn blast pierced the peaceful camp sky. The previously drowsy doctor immediately snapped awake, watching soldiers running busily but not frantically through the camp. He grabbed one passing soldier and asked, “What’s happening?”

“Japanese pirates have landed!” The soldier pointed at distant beacon fires with obvious familiarity, but as successive horn blasts came in various long and short patterns, his expression changed: “This time the pirates are large-scale. Let go quickly—I need to form ranks!”

The doctor watched the soldier run toward the departing formation, stunned, realizing for the first time he wasn’t in a peaceful era. Here, that soldier who looked only in his teens also had to pick up heavy swords to defend his homeland from invasion.

Due to their sensitive status, the doctor and Lu Zigan were ordered not to wander around, with four soldiers assigned to guard them. The military camp, with half its soldiers deployed, obviously became much quieter and more solemn. No one was in the mood to chat about Young General Qi’s gossip anymore, while Young Madam Qi also stood fully armed in the main tent, holding her war spear, quietly awaiting battle results.

Such scenes had obviously occurred repeatedly over the years. Though worried, the soldiers maintained calm expressions. But the doctor pushed Lu Zigan, who seemed lost in thought, unable to contain his anxiety: “Nothing will go wrong, will it?”

Lu Zigan smiled: “No, the Qi Family Army is invincible. This little daily harassment is nothing. Besides, the focus of anti-piracy efforts is in the Jiangsu-Zhejiang region. The Qi Family Army has just been training troops in Shandong these years and will be transferred to Taizhou, Zhejiang next year.”

Lu Zigan spoke very quietly, but immediately regretted his words, clearly noticing one of their monitoring soldiers frown. Thereafter, no matter how much the doctor pestered him with historical questions, Lu Zigan kept his mouth firmly shut, revealing nothing more.

Victory news didn’t arrive until dawn the next day. Returning with the victory report were hundreds of wounded soldiers. Apart from the few squads escorting the wounded back, the remaining troops continued pursuing pirates with Young General Qi, while Young Madam Qi took charge, arranging for military physicians to treat the wounded.

Before Lu Zigan could react, he discovered the doctor had vanished. Unsurprisingly, he found the doctor bustling about in the wounded soldiers’ camp.

“What are you doing?” Lu Zigan gripped the doctor’s arm with a dark expression.

“Saving people.” The doctor wiped blood splattered on his face, speaking matter-of-factly.

“We didn’t come here to save people,” Lu Zigan said sternly.

The doctor stared steadily at Lu Zigan, rarely putting away his smile: “You’re still dwelling on me saving that person during the Republican era, aren’t you?”

After a moment’s silence, Lu Zigan honestly nodded: “That’s right. You shouldn’t have saved him.”

“That was still a fifteen or sixteen-year-old child! In modern times, just a middle school student! Look at these soldiers—they’re also just teenagers or twenty-somethings. Search your conscience—can you really harden your heart?”

Perhaps remembering the tragic situation then, or perhaps agitated by being surrounded by wounded in the medical camp, the doctor’s tone became much sharper.

Lu Zigan furrowed his brow tightly, finally exhaling after a long while: “Yes, I indeed can’t harden my heart, which is why I didn’t stop you from standing aside watching then. But if we don’t go looking for the boss, we won’t appear there. We did interfere with history—that’s fact. Fortunately, this small episode seems to have little impact on the present world, because we probably saved some nobody last time. But what about this time? What if you save some important historical figure who was definitely supposed to die? If history reaches a turning point, who takes responsibility?”

He left the rest unsaid. Last time in the Han Dynasty, they were right in Emperor Ping Liu Kan’s sleeping chamber. Thank heaven Liu Kan had congenital heart disease, or if the doctor had saved him, wouldn’t that completely change history?

The doctor coldly shook off his hand: “Pirates kill for plunder, soldiers kill to protect their homeland. Killing requires motive, but saving people never needs a reason.”

Lu Zigan watched helplessly as the doctor continued setting a young soldier’s broken bone. The hostile gazes around him made him restless. Others couldn’t quite understand what they were arguing about, but all could sense he wanted to stop the doctor from treating them.

The camp physicians only knew simple, crude external wound treatment—how could they compare to a well-educated modern surgeon? Even though the doctor specialized in cardiothoracic rather than trauma surgery, his medical skills were still leagues beyond the camp physicians.

The gazes in the wounded camp made Lu Zigan feel ashamed, as if everyone could see through the secrets hidden in his heart, forcing him to flee in panic.

After leaving the tent, he saw Wang Ying in black military dress standing outside, quietly waiting for him.

“I don’t know your origins or what conflict exists between you two,” Wang Ying said flatly, the red tassel on her war spear fluttering gently in the evening breeze. “Living in this world creates unavoidable conflicts. But in a military camp, please respect the sacrifices soldiers make to protect their homeland.”

Lu Zigan stood dazed before the wounded camp for a long time, unable to recover. Wang Ying had long since left, and the many soldiers coming and going were too busy to pay him attention. Only when the sun reached noon and voices came from the camp entrance did he stir—Young General Qi was returning triumphant.

The entire camp erupted in celebration. The cooks had long prepared celebratory meals, filling the camp with rich meat aromas. Only then did Lu Zigan feel hungry, thinking to find food for himself and bring some for the doctor too. Though he still couldn’t approve of the doctor’s actions, he obviously couldn’t stop them either.

Just then, someone called him from behind.

“Zigan… Lu Zigan?” The voice was full of disbelief.

Lu Zigan reflexively turned around, immediately regretting it. He didn’t know how much he resembled his previous incarnation, since bronze mirrors in past-life memories were rather blurry, but seeing that person’s astonished expression told him everything.

“You are Lu Zigan?”

The man was covered in blood but still showed his handsome, martial bearing—the famous Young General Qi. Returning to camp, he’d rushed to the wounded camp to check on injured subordinates, discovered that suspected pirate spy actively treating the wounded, and naturally became interested in his companion, never expecting to recognize him.

Young General Qi suddenly suppressed his uncertain expression, pulling Lu Zigan to a somewhat quieter tent, staring at him puzzledly: “Zigan, weren’t you… weren’t you executed?”

Lu Zigan took a deep breath, found his connection with Young General Qi from dusty distant past-life memories, and smiled bitterly: “I suppose… His Majesty couldn’t bear to let my skills be lost.”

Local officials had it hard. In these times, every trip to the capital for performance reports required paying many gifts to court officials. When Young General Qi had gone to the capital, he’d even pawned Young Madam Qi’s jewelry at Mute House. Though Lu Zigan was famous throughout the realm, he still helped at Mute House. Through repeated interactions, they became acquainted. The Qulu spear in Wang Ying’s hands was something Lu Zigan had found in Mute House that Young General Qi bought as a gift for his wife.

Though Lu Zigan’s explanation was rather outrageous, the current emperor’s temperament was indeed inscrutable—he hadn’t attended court for over ten years, devoted to seeking immortality. The reason for wanting Lu Zigan executed had been even more outrageous, so Young General Qi didn’t think too deeply and believed it.

Seeing Lu Zigan’s inch-long hair, he joked in good spirits: “What? Couldn’t think things through for a while and became a monk?”

Lu Zigan didn’t know how to explain his short hair and countered irritably: “Becoming a monk is still better than asking your wife to review troops.”

Young General Qi hadn’t expected his old friend to witness his embarrassing moment. If it were subordinates, that would be fine—his rank was higher anyway, so he wasn’t afraid of their private mockery. But with others, he couldn’t help explaining: “My wife has suffered too much for me. A real man naturally should cherish his wife.”

Lu Zigan, well-versed in history, knew that though Young General Qi could be considered a high-ranking official’s son in the Jiajing period, he wasn’t truly wealthy. He had to maintain and train his own troops while managing court officials everywhere. Young Madam Qi had contributed her dowry to him, managed household affairs, and in a few years at Taizhou would even take the battlefield as a woman to protect the city’s people—truly a rare woman in history.

Thinking of that woman standing strong in morning light with her war spear, Lu Zigan couldn’t help saying: “Young General, please treat your wife even better…” He didn’t know if the doctor could save others’ lives, since in his eyes, those wounded soldiers were already deceased. But he truly couldn’t bear that passionate woman being hurt, even knowing one more word from him couldn’t change anything.

Young General Qi immediately looked at him suspiciously: “That’s my wife—don’t get any improper ideas!”

Lu Zigan was completely speechless. What improper ideas could he have? Wang Ying was clearly the goddess in all Qi Family Army soldiers’ hearts—Young General Qi had a sea of people to guard against!

“Oh right, I forgot—you’ve become a monk.” Seeing the longevity lock slip from Lu Zigan’s collar, Young General Qi remembered his past, patted his shoulder and sighed: “The dead cannot return, Zigan. Try to let go.”

Lu Zigan thought his hidden thoughts had been discovered and instantly froze, but quickly realized his mistake and used the gesture of looking down at the longevity lock to hide his momentary loss of composure.

Chapter 9: The Qulu Spear · 3
Young General Qi bore heavy responsibilities. Having just finished an anti-piracy battle, he had countless tasks to handle, so naturally couldn’t stand here chatting with Lu Zigan. But after confirming Lu Zigan’s identity, at least they could escape being monitored, and he even arranged a tent for him and the doctor to rest.

Lu Zigan brought food for the doctor. After the two hastily ate in the wounded camp and rested briefly, the doctor was called again to check on the wounded. Fortunately, he didn’t need to care for every soldier, only treat critically wounded whom the camp physicians couldn’t handle. Lu Zigan no longer obstructed him and even helped, since having watched medical dramas made him more suitable as an assistant than other ancient people, even without firsthand experience.

“What made you see reason?” The doctor grinned, obviously happy Lu Zigan had changed his mind, though he still sheepishly explained, “Though we’re in history, fate is in our own hands. Since we’ve already come here, what if these people historically weren’t meant to die?”

“No one said we can’t change anything. For me, I’ve returned to the past, but the people I’m meeting now are all alive. Perhaps this is Heaven’s arrangement.”

Lu Zigan’s hand tightened while bandaging, and hearing the wounded soldier under his care grunt in protest, the doctor quickly took over to rebandage him. Lu Zigan stood aside, bitterly wiping his face.

It wasn’t Heaven’s arrangement—he had wanted to come to this era, just… the timing was still off by a bit…

“By the way, why didn’t we see the boss this time?” The doctor suddenly remembered the focus of their time travel. “The boss usually runs antique shops in cities… that’s why our previous travels were so safe. This time was too dangerous.”

“…Maybe there’s a problem with the compass,” Lu Zigan answered somewhat uncertainly.

The doctor easily believed this and refocused on treating the wounded. Though he was an excellent surgeon, he couldn’t save everyone from death’s grasp. Combined with ancient emergency facilities’ crudeness, some critically wounded still sadly passed away. The doctor wasn’t too upset, just felt some regret, having done his utmost. Surgeons were accustomed to life and death, but not numb from seeing it frequently—rather, knowing the family members each life left behind made them fight harder.

Lu Zigan said nothing more, having no standing to obstruct anyway. If he hadn’t tampered with the compass, they wouldn’t have encountered this situation at all.

After settling the critically wounded, other injured soldiers continued queuing for the doctor’s examination. Everything seemed normal until the doctor looked up to find the black-armored woman sitting before him. Thinking of how the famous Young General Qi was submissive before her, the doctor couldn’t help cowering, asking carefully, “Madam, are you also injured?”

They were in the wounded camp, but Wang Ying paid no attention to gazes focused on her, generously extending her right hand, “Check my pulse.”

The doctor looked at the slender, beautiful hand offered to him, wanting to explain the difference between traditional and Western medicine. Though he’d studied some traditional Chinese medicine, he couldn’t read pulses at all!

Wang Ying didn’t rush him. Since her husband served locally in Shandong, family members could accompany the troops. But she normally didn’t live in the military camp, instead residing in nearby towns. If not for her husband’s “please review the troops, Madam” performance yesterday, she wouldn’t have stayed here. But last night’s pirate incursion was suspicious, and she couldn’t risk leaving now, so she remained.

The doctor studied Wang Ying’s complexion, suddenly inspired to ask about her physical condition. After pondering a long while, he said uncertainly, “Madam’s condition resembles a pregnancy pulse. Unfortunately, I studied surgery and really can’t read pulses well.”

A camp physician immediately volunteered. Though his medical skills weren’t high, he could distinguish pregnancy pulses. Instantly everyone in the wounded camp grew tense. Though Young General Qi and his wife were deeply in love, their lack of children was obvious to all. The goateed camp physician examined repeatedly before finally announcing with a smile that the young madam showed pregnancy pulse signs, over two months along.

No matter how strong-willed and unlike ordinary women Wang Ying was, she couldn’t help blushing and smiling with lowered head.

Immediately people rushed to report the good news to Young General Qi, but before they could leave the wounded camp, urgent horn blasts sounded over the military camp again.

Wang Ying’s expression changed at the unusual horn sounds. Before she could speak, someone burst into the tent, urgently reporting, “Young Madam! Pirates have landed at three places: Muping County, Penglai County, and Wendeng County! The Young General and the Assistant Prefect have separately led troops to engage. Please return to Dengzhou City for safety!”

“No need to waste troops unnecessarily,” Wang Ying said calmly. “I’m staying here. Would Yuanjing be so useless that pirates could destroy our base?”

Everyone in the wounded camp responded with approval. Many soldiers considering themselves lightly wounded stood up if they could move, donning armor and preparing for battle, morale soaring.

This was a hard fight, with beacon fires continuously rising in the distance.

Pirate landings followed patterns. They came by sea, their ships dependent on wind power. Certain seasons brought certain winds. When and where pirates would land along the coast—the Qi Family Army had thoroughly understood these patterns.

When north winds prevailed, they invaded Guangdong in the south. With east winds, they harassed Fujian in the west. Northeast or due east winds meant attacks on Zhejiang and Jiangsu. Only when southeast winds dominated did they strike directly at Shandong’s Dengzhou and Laizhou. Now it was clearly after the Double Ninth Festival—southeast winds had long stopped, yet pirates kept landing. This incursion was obviously unusual.

The doctor had no more rest time. Wounded were continuously transported from the front lines. Some couldn’t wait for treatment, dying en route. The doctor had never experienced such a difficult rescue process, eventually becoming numb.

Lu Zigan stayed by his side constantly, not wanting them separated when the compass needle reset. Being less busy, he had leisure to notice that most wounded the doctor saved still died one by one from returning to battle or worsening infected wounds.

So fate remained fate? Even with their small changes, would history ruthlessly correct itself?

Lu Zigan couldn’t help overthinking, but still thought of something that chilled him.

So when he entered the main command tent, he wasn’t surprised to see Wang Ying, already armored, solemnly polishing her war spear while seated.

“The Records of Wu and Yue: External Biography of Goujian’s Attack on Wu states: ‘The King of Yue donned Tangyi armor, wore the Buguang sword, grasped the Qulu spear, and led three hundred death warriors in formation below the pass,'” Lu Zigan said slowly. “The mighty Qulu spear, Ganjiang’s heroic halberd. Qulu was an ancient master craftsman of bows and spears. To be mentioned alongside Ganjiang shows his reputation. Young Madam’s Qulu spear was bought by your husband at Mute House years ago. I wondered then what kind of woman would favor such a weapon.”

Wang Ying said nothing, but after polishing the sharp war spear, began arranging the red tassel with almost solemn reverence.

The tassel on war spears actually served practical combat needs, not decoration. When spears pierced or withdrew from enemy flesh, blood would spray out. To prevent being splattered during battle, making the shaft slippery, tassels were essential. The tassel’s length and amount needed adjustment. Red color came from being soaked in blood countless times—any color would eventually become dark red.

“Yuanjing once told me this was an invincible war spear that could pierce anything blocking its path, whether enemies or fate,” Wang Ying said after retying the red tassel, looking up to meet the gaze of Lu Zigan, who had intruded into the command tent. “I love it. Since Yuanjing gave it to me, I’ve felt nothing in this world could stop me from doing what I want.”

Lu Zigan was speechless. So Young General Qi feared his wife because of this Qulu spear? The real culprit was himself… Why had his previous life sold this troublesome Qulu spear?

“Living in this world creates unavoidable conflicts,” Wang Ying slowly repeated her earlier words. “Though I possess the world’s sharpest spear, I know someday there will be a shield I can never pierce.”

She raised her chin resolutely, standing without hesitation as her iron armor clinked with her movements.

“Yuanjing trains troops. He knows that bowing to court officials and colluding with them will leave historical stains on his reputation, yet he does so. I know that as a wife, I should be gentle and respectful, yet I remain as I am.”

“I know this mission might cost my child’s life. I should heed Yuanjing’s words and retreat to Dengzhou, yet I remain as I am.”

“So don’t try persuading me. As a sharp spear, my life’s fate is only to keep moving forward!”

The armored woman gripped her war spear, walking forward with determined gaze and fierce killing intent.

“If Yuanjing dies, I won’t live alone.”

Lu Zigan felt somewhat melancholy. As Wang Ying was about to leave the command tent, he couldn’t help asking, “Going to battle… aren’t you afraid of death?”

Wang Ying didn’t turn back, but her voice carried a faint smile on the evening breeze.

“Whether we go to battle or not, don’t people all die the same way?”

Lu Zigan didn’t know if Wang Ying returned triumphant, because he soon discovered the compass needle was nearly reset. He rushed back to the wounded camp, grabbed the doctor to a secluded spot, and after familiar dizziness, they successfully returned to Mute House.

The shop still carried the greasy aroma of steamed buns. They seemed to have been gone only an instant, but had actually spent several days in a Ming Dynasty military camp.

Both were exhausted physically and mentally, each finding chairs to collapse into without speaking.

“By the way, that Young Madam Qi didn’t get into trouble, did she?” The doctor rubbed his eyes, found his glasses to put on, suddenly remembering he’d vaguely heard someone mention Young Madam Qi personally leading troops as they were leaving.

“She was fine… Historically, she and General Qi both lived long lives.”

“Oh, that’s good. They’re such an enviable couple. Their child must be amazing too.”

“No… actually, Young Madam Qi never bore children her entire life… this pregnancy definitely miscarried…”

“What? Really?”

“And because she bore no children, Qi Yuanjing took concubines ten years later. The divine couple became estranged, and Young Madam Qi angrily divorced him… preferring to shatter like jade rather than remain whole like clay…”

Mute House fell silent again. Both thought of that fierce woman in black armor wielding a war spear. Though she’d been dead for centuries in history, she seemed to have lived before their eyes just moments ago—within arm’s reach.

Lu Zigan pressed the longevity lock at his neck through his clothes, studying the compass in his hands with hesitant expression…

Mute House: The antiques in Mute House each have their own stories, carrying many years with no one to listen. Because… they cannot speak…

Chapter 10: Double Jump-Off Bracelets · 1
Everyone has regrettable past events in their lifetime, and he too had a past he wanted to return to.

Lu Zigang sat at the counter of the Dumb House, borrowing the light from the Changxin Palace Lamp to examine the pair of freshly completed hollow intertwining carved flower bracelets in his hands.

This pair of jade bracelets was made from top-quality Hetian jade seed material. Upon closer inspection, they actually had two layers. The surface of the jade bracelets was carved with extremely delicate knife work, revealing intertwining vines and connected branches, with even the veins on the leaves clearly visible, along with some dewdrops. The second layer was a smooth and rounded bracelet body. The two layers were cleverly connected by the intertwining branches, but when worn on someone’s wrist, one could only see a circle of lifelike intertwining branches wrapped around the hand – it could truly be called a masterpiece that seized the work of heaven. On the inner side of the bracelets was carved the famous Zigang signature.

Gently placing this pair of bracelets on the brocade cloth, Lu Zigang rubbed his slightly aching right wrist.

He had spent almost all his savings, using large quantities of jade materials to practice his jade carving techniques. Finally, after ruining several pieces of jade, he had carved a pair of jade bracelets that he was relatively satisfied with.

Lu Zigang stared at this pair of jade bracelets, as if pondering an undecided question. He leaned back against the chair back, hiding his face in the shadows where the Changxin Palace Lamp couldn’t reach, motionless.

In the Dumb House, only the gilt flying dragon Boshan incense burner quietly inhaled and exhaled the incense smoke, those wisps of smoke silently winding upward through the air.

After sitting silently in the darkness for a long time, Lu Zigang finally picked up his phone and dialed a number. The other party took a long time to answer. Because the Dumb House was really too quiet, when the call connected, the noisy sounds from the other end also echoed in the Dumb House along with the other party’s voice.

“Furnace! What’s up? Isn’t there still two hours before the scheduled time?” The doctor’s voice was as loud as always.

Lu Zigang moved the phone away slightly before saying unnaturally: “Didn’t the compass malfunction last time, causing us to be stranded in the Ming Dynasty for several days before returning? Just to be safe, let’s not use it for now. I need to recalculate the directional positions on the compass.”

“Alright then, remember to call me when it’s ready! I’m stuck here covering the emergency department shift anyway.” The doctor’s response was straightforward. Time-space travel was such a high-end, sophisticated matter that it naturally required absolute certainty before proceeding. Otherwise, if they couldn’t travel back, the doctor didn’t want to leave behind mobile phones, computers, and air conditioning. Besides, except for the initial months of anxiety when the boss suddenly went missing, he had gradually come to terms with it. He had time and could afford to wait. He was even considering taking this year’s annual leave to visit famous mountains and rivers across the country – perhaps he might actually find some clues.

Lu Zigang hung up the phone expressionlessly, exhaled deeply, remained still for several seconds, then began to take action.

He put on a set of Ming Dynasty blue cloth straight-body loose long robes, adjusted his wig in the mirror, and carefully packed the pair of bracelets from the brocade cloth into a brocade box, tucking it into his chest. After making all preparations, he picked up the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass and carefully adjusted the pointers on it.

He had long memorized the calculated angles by heart, having thought about them thousands of times in his mind. There was no way he could make a mistake, but he still held his breath, his palms sweating.

Yes, he had indeed harbored thoughts he shouldn’t have.

The Luoshu Nine Stars Compass had fifty-two layers, with the most numerous layer containing three hundred and eighty-four compartments. If someone didn’t understand it, they would certainly feel dizzy looking at it. Lu Zigang had also found it extremely challenging when he first got his hands on it.

But after several time travels, he had recorded the adjustment angles and corresponding dynasties traveled to, and had already mastered the patterns. So he could actually have taken the doctor back several months ago to find out where the boss had gone.

However, he didn’t want to do that. If the boss returned, he wouldn’t be able to freely use the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass anymore.

Everyone has regrettable past events in their lifetime, and he too had a past he wanted to return to.

Initially, he hadn’t had such thoughts, just holding the idea that trying a few more times would be safer, allowing himself to take the doctor through various dynasties. Because he knew that even if he returned to the past, he couldn’t do anything – he could only be an observer and couldn’t change history. But when the doctor treated that Republic era youth and he discovered no problems afterward, although he still voiced opposition, his inner thoughts gradually began to change.

So when they traveled to General Qi’s military camp last month, Lu Zigang also held this mentality and didn’t forcefully stop the doctor from saving people.

Now that they had returned to the present for a month, nothing unexpected had happened. Perhaps the people they saved were all historically insignificant figures who couldn’t affect the greater course of history at all. Then, could he perhaps hold onto a thread of hope?

Lu Zigang’s hand left the pointer, and the compass emitted a burst of white light. With hope and anxiety, Lu Zigang slowly closed his eyes.

Ming Dynasty, Twenty-first Year of Jiajing, Capital City

Xia Zelan pressed the slightly bulging purse at her waist, and her beautiful face couldn’t help but show some smile. She had originally promised Eunuch Li to prepare a table of Suzhou dishes, but because of her, the jade carving master that the Imperial Jade Workshop wanted to invite had left early, so she didn’t need to cook after all.

Without having to work all afternoon, she could directly receive considerable compensation – anyone would think this was like a pie falling from heaven.

Thinking of that somewhat silly jade carving master, the smile on Xia Zelan’s lips deepened. She could get a master jade carver with excellent memory to carve her jade material for free – her gains today were really substantial!

It was just that she wasn’t quite used to the missing weight of that jade piece around her neck. Xia Zelan carried the small bundle containing the carving knife and walked out from the small courtyard of the Imperial Jade Workshop supervisor. Although no one guided her this time, she still managed to navigate out of the maze-like Imperial Jade Workshop by memory. When passing by the neighboring Imperial Lamp Workshop, she saw craftsmen preparing preliminary work for various turtle mountain lamps, flower lamps, and rolling lamps. Every year, from the twenty-fourth day of the twelfth month to the seventeenth day of the first month, the capital city held the Lantern Festival. All the imperial lanterns for the entire palace and capital were the responsibility of the Imperial Lamp Workshop. Although there were still two months before late December, these craftsmen had already begun their busy work.

Just looking at those red lamp papers and silk cloths would make one feel joyful from the bottom of their heart. Xia Zelan indulged herself in stopping to watch for a while before turning to leave with satisfaction.

Since she had nothing to do tonight, she might as well return to the Imperial Food Service for duty. As she walked, Xia Zelan thought that among the various palace courtyards, each had small kitchens, and Imperial Food Service staff would take turns helping in these small kitchens. Tonight she was supposed to be on duty at Consort Duan’s palace. To take Eunuch Li’s job, she had specifically switched shifts with Yumei. Returning at this time, she might not even need to trouble Yumei.

Calculating that the extra silver in her purse could purchase several more winter outfits before winter arrived, Xia Zelan quickened her pace toward the main gate of the Imperial Workshops. She still wore the waist badge of the Imperial Food Service, so the guards at the Imperial Workshops didn’t give her any trouble. Just as Xia Zelan stepped over the threshold of the Imperial Workshops’ main gate, she saw someone standing in the distance across the street. The person was looking at her with bright eyes, making it impossible for her to ignore him even if she wanted to.

It was actually the jade carving master who had just left, and he was obviously waiting for her.

Xia Zelan immediately walked over, curiously looking up and asking: “Master Lu, why are you here? Do you need to go back to find the supervisor?” Xia Zelan felt the other person’s expression was strange. She also noticed that the clothes he wore were not the same ones from before – they were just similar in color, but completely different upon closer inspection. Had he already gone back to change clothes?

“Don’t call me Master Lu, just call me Brother Lu.” The young jade carving master seemed somewhat at a loss, and his handsome face actually showed a slight blush.

Xia Zelan was stunned. When they had been alone together in the kitchen earlier, she hadn’t seen this person so easily embarrassed! But then Xia Zelan realized her thinking was problematic – what did she mean by “alone together”? A man and woman alone together – fortunately no one had seen them, or what would happen to her reputation? She also thought about how she had been the one to actively approach him and speak, and her cheeks immediately flushed as well. In broad daylight, no matter how carefree Xia Zelan usually was, she realized the impropriety.

Who could blame the Imperial Food Service for generally having only women or old uncles? The younger men she could interact with were mostly eunuchs, so she had no concept of the proper distance between men and women.

These two people blushing at each other at the Imperial Workshops’ main gate wasn’t right! Xia Zelan lowered her head, wanting to quickly bow and turn to leave, but the jade carving master spoke first.

“Meeting an old friend in a foreign land is one of life’s four great joys. Would the young lady allow me to invite you for a meal… for that bowl of fried rice from ten years ago?”

Xia Zelan froze, looking at the handsome jade carving master before her. The more she looked, the more familiar he seemed. Remembering the Dumb House he had just mentioned, she let out a soft “Ah!” and said: “You’re that little brother from next door!”

The young jade carving master slowly nodded, his clear gaze containing complex meanings that Xia Zelan couldn’t fathom.

“My goodness, I never expected such a coincidence!” Having confirmed their identities, Xia Zelan couldn’t help but marvel at the wonder of fate. She also understood why this jade carving master had been so excited when he saw the jade piece around her neck and had actively requested to examine it – they were old acquaintances!

With their identities revealed, the previous awkwardness vanished completely. Xia Zelan thought about it and felt this was a rare opportunity. She had already switched shifts with Yumei anyway, so she might as well relax directly – she would cover for Yumei another time anyway.

But when she nodded in agreement, the young jade carving master’s expression suddenly froze.

Seeing him anxiously patting his body, Xia Zelan understood – he must have been in such a hurry changing clothes that he forgot to bring his money pouch.

Xia Zelan was both amused and exasperated. And he wanted to treat others like this? She rolled her eyes, patted the purse at her waist, and said generously: “I’ll treat this time!”

The Imperial Jade Workshop was located at the Imperial Workshops office, one li southwest outside Xihua Gate. This area would become, five hundred years later, a place Lu Zigang often visited during his internship at the National Museum – Beijing’s Xidan. The Imperial Workshops covered an extremely vast area, from the Zhenwu Temple at Beijing’s Second Ring Road outside Fuxingmen to the Front Gate area, all belonging to the Imperial Workshops’ jurisdiction. The east side had the outer treasury and main treasury, the west side had the flower house treasury, the south side had the ice storage, and on the left and right were the four workshops: Wood and Lacquer Workshop, Imperial Jade Workshop, Lamp Workshop, and Buddha Workshop.

Lu Zigang remembered that five hundred years later, the Guandi Temple on Front Gate East Road that he had visited was the site of the Imperial Workshops’ south treasury, and he felt that the changes of time were truly incomprehensible.

What he now saw were the exquisite and magnificent ancient buildings of the Ming Dynasty’s Jiajing era, and those passing by him were people who had long since passed away. Logically, having time-traveled multiple times, he should have no sense of discomfort, but never before had he felt so leisurely walking on ancient streets while being able to match them with the future Beijing in his heart. This feeling was truly beyond words.

At this moment, Lu Zigang even began to think it would be nice if the doctor were here with him – then he’d have someone to share his thoughts with.

Thinking this, Lu Zigang unconsciously focused his gaze on the young woman who deliberately walked half a step behind him.

Yes, a young woman. Although eighteen or nineteen years old could already be a mother in ancient times, to Lu Zigang, she was just a girl who had just graduated high school. In fact, Lu Zigang had no special feelings for this young woman. Although he knew his previous life had loved her with his life, to him, it was just something that happened in a past life – like watching someone else’s story.

But he was also deeply moved by this story. From beginning to end, his previous life never knew the young woman’s name, and the young woman never knew that someone had regarded her as the only light in his life. This directly caused him to repeatedly relive scenes from his previous life in his dreams over the past year, remembering even details clearly. He had even mastered his previous life’s jade carving techniques a few months ago. This was simply… like forcibly enduring another lifetime.

He had specifically consulted a master when he took over the Dumb House. The doctor’s recovery of past-life memories wasn’t like this – why was his case different?

The master stroked his bald head and explained that because the doctor was reincarnated with an incomplete soul, not only could he never live past twelve years old in each reincarnation (even with the protection of the longevity lock, he could only live to twenty-four), but each reincarnation was also plagued by misfortune – either family destruction or short life. In modern terms, he was like a cursed lone star reincarnated. Such circumstances naturally wouldn’t be entangled by past-life resentments. Seeing past-life scenes would be like passing clouds. But Lu Zigang’s remembering of his past life was due to extremely strong past-life resentments that were difficult to dispel.

Lu Zigang deeply agreed, because he had seen many examples: the painter who still came to the Dumb House daily to paint one stroke, the farming otaku who opened a flower shop on the street corner, that university student couple who occasionally sat in the Dumb House… He didn’t know how many others like him remembered their past lives, but he knew that if given the chance to travel back, that painter would definitely abdicate to a suitable person and never again covet that lonely, cold dragon throne.

But his situation was different from others. The young woman behind him was actually one of Fu Su’s reincarnations. Because her soul was incomplete, she would never have reincarnation memories. This meant his previous life could only have this lifetime. If it couldn’t be fulfilled, he could only resent for life. He couldn’t be like the flower shop otaku on the street who found his lover again in this life.

Therefore, when he obtained the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass, an irrepressible thought began growing in his heart.

His previous life was just a jade craftsman, and his beloved was just a small kitchen maid. The survival or death of these two people couldn’t shake the trajectory of history’s wheel at all. Why couldn’t he do something?

In his previous life, he and the young woman had met by chance at the Imperial Jade Workshop. Because of the jade piece at her chest, he recognized her as his childhood sweetheart and requested that jade piece to carve. Perhaps by coincidence, as soon as the jade piece left her body, the young woman encountered the Renyin Palace Coup that very night and was implicated and executed.

What if he returned the longevity lock around his neck to this young woman? Would it protect her through a few peaceful years?

But two identical objects existing in the same time period – while it might not disturb anything momentarily, what if something went wrong over time? Lu Zigang didn’t dare act rashly. He just wanted to prevent the young woman from being involved in that shocking Renyin Palace Coup. If he could also bring her together with his previous self, wouldn’t that dispel some of the resentment that had been entangling his mind?

After all, they were just small historical figures, weren’t they?

So he carved this pair of jade bracelets, wanting to find an opportunity to give them to the young woman.

In ancient times, jade bracelets had the same meaning as rings in modern times. The Han Dynasty had a poem called “Pledge of Love” that said: “How to express our bond through separation? With double jump-off bracelets around the wrist.” The “bond through separation” came from the Book of Songs: “In life and death we are bound together, I pledge this to you. Holding your hand, growing old together with you.” And “jump-off bracelets” was the ancient term for bracelets, given by lovers when pledging their love.

If his previous self saw this craftsmanship and signature, he would know who carved it. Although he might not understand why there would be a second self in this world, his previous self had always minded the Dumb House and had seen all sorts of strange things, so he would naturally guess.

Lu Zigang pressed the brocade box in his chest, feeling quite pleased. He had already prevented the young woman from returning to the palace for duty. Now he just needed to find an opportunity to give her this pair of jade jump-off bracelets and he would be done.
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Lost in thought, Lu Zigang realized they had been wandering through the alleys for quite some time. The capital had always had the saying “East for wealth, West for nobility, South for poverty, North for lowliness.” The eastern part of the imperial city was generally inhabited by merchants, their wealth reaching the sky. Officials, for convenience in responding to imperial summons, generally gathered in the western city area. “South for poverty” referred to the area from outside the Front Gate to Tianqiao all the way to Yongding Gate, where people from all walks of life and common folk gathered. From the Bell and Drum Towers north to Desheng Gate was where the families of palace maids and eunuchs lived – these people were often looked down upon, hence the term “North for lowliness.” Lu Zigang knew they were now in the western city area. Everything in sight consisted of high officials’ mansions, with deep courtyards and grand residences everywhere. Even the occasional wine houses looked extremely upscale – they probably couldn’t even afford to tip the waiters.

Xia Zelan briefly introduced herself, so Lu Zigang at least knew her surname, but it wouldn’t be proper to ask too detailed about her given name. In ancient times, the “asking for names” step only occurred during the formal betrothal process of the Three Letters and Six Rites. For him, a chance-met stranger, to have her invite him for a meal was already improper according to etiquette.

Fortunately, the Ming Dynasty’s restrictions on women were quite strict, but this only applied to young ladies and wives of wealthy families. Common folk’s women also had to show their faces in public to make a living. So Lu Zigang and Xia Zelan walked almost side by side along the way without attracting much attention. After Xia Zelan’s initial shyness faded, she began introducing the capital’s scenery along the route, knowing that this young jade carving master had only recently arrived in the capital.

Having someone as a tour guide was exactly what Lu Zigang wanted, but as he listened, he began to feel something was off.

“Oh my, that Tianfu House’s sauced pork knuckle is too greasy and very salty – it definitely won’t suit us southerners’ taste.”

“This sugar-fired pastry shop is quite good, but it’s better to eat there in the morning. Eating there at night is a bit too casual.”

“Hongfeng Tower’s roasted duck is delicious, but you have to make reservations a day in advance. We definitely can’t make it today.”

“Taide Fu’s mutton hotpot is also decent, but it has a very heavy gamey smell – I’m afraid you won’t be able to adapt to it.”

As Lu Zigang walked and listened to Xia Zelan’s chattering commentary on the restaurants they passed, he finally understood – this was definitely professional rivalry!

As Xia Zelan spoke, she was also thinking to herself. She occasionally stole glances at the young jade carving master’s handsome profile, suddenly remembering the gossip she had heard at Eunuch Li’s place. It was said that this newly arrived Suzhou jade carving master, although already over twenty years old, had no family accompanying him.

No family meant he hadn’t married, right?

Xia Zelan wanted to habitually touch the jade piece around her neck through her clothes, but her hand found nothing, and she realized she had already given the jade material to the person before her to carve. Touching the purse at her waist, Xia Zelan gritted her teeth and smiled: “Brother Lu, to show my sincerity, let me invite you to eat at my home!”

Lu Zigang was pleasantly surprised and hardly knew how they walked the rest of the way, until he stood outside a thriving small restaurant and looked around.

Uh… if he remembered correctly, five hundred years later, this place should be occupied by a KFC…

Xia Zelan had come to the capital with her parents ten years ago. At that time, her family’s circumstances were quite good, and her parents had opened a small restaurant near the Front Gate, specializing in Suzhou and Huaiyang cuisine. Because of their authentic skills and delicious, affordable dishes, they gained some reputation. Unfortunately, good times didn’t last long. Xia’s father died early from overwork and accumulated illness, and her mother also passed away from excessive grief, leaving only Xia Zelan alone.

Xia Zelan should have followed her parents’ dying wishes, escorted their coffins back home and stayed in Suzhou, but because relatives had grown distant and she was unwilling to be arranged into a blind marriage under their meddling, she returned to the capital after burying her parents. Unable to manage a restaurant alone, she rented out the storefront and was recruited into the Imperial Food Service as a kitchen maid due to her excellent culinary skills. With both parents dead and no one to arrange her marriage, living alone was wonderfully free and easy.

Of course, those well-meaning neighborhood aunties often came to chat and introduce potential matches. Xia Zelan always politely declined – after all, being alone in the capital without relatives or friends, what good families could those busybody women introduce her to? Better to have none than to settle for less. Even if she never married for life, there was nothing wrong with that – this was a resolution Xia Zelan had made long ago.

However, now this resolution was wavering slightly.

Xia Zelan led Lu Zigang into her rented-out small restaurant with a composed expression. Since it was almost dinner time, the customer flow had increased, and their arrival didn’t attract much attention.

Lu Zigang followed her as she expertly passed through the main hall, around the back kitchen, and then entered a narrow small courtyard. This small courtyard was already filled with many drying vegetables – strung mountain mushrooms, radish strips, and stacks of Chinese cabbage, plus strings of golden corn hanging from the eaves, all creating a warm and homey atmosphere.

Seeing Lu Zigang’s gaze lingering on the corn, Xia Zelan quickly explained: “This is corn, imported from overseas. It’s said to keep well, and many people who make their living at sea like to eat it. It’s easy to grow with high yield, and it’s become very popular in the capital recently. I’ve been researching new corn dishes in my spare time.”

Lu Zigang was startled by her words, remembering that this crop, originally from Central America and a main food source for Native Americans, had only been introduced to China during the Jiajing era because Columbus discovered the American continent. But large-scale cultivation didn’t occur until the Qing Dynasty. Because corn’s growing season alternated with winter wheat, in the northern regions around the Yellow River basin, it could be rotated with winter wheat to achieve two harvests per year, becoming a main food source for the lower population. This was also one of the main reasons for China’s rapid population growth after the 18th century. So corn was called the sixth grain outside the traditional five grains, showing its importance.

Thinking of this, Lu Zigang couldn’t help saying: “Corn is very good when boiled or roasted directly, or stewed in soup, or ground into cornmeal, or the kernels can be stir-fried, or mixed with oil and flour to make corn pancakes – that tastes even better.”

“Ah?” Xia Zelan had invited Lu Zigang back to cook for him partly to show off this rare corn, but he actually seemed to know more about it than she did. After feeling deflated, Xia Zelan perked up again. After learning how to make corn pancakes, she selected two ears of corn and dove into the small kitchen in the courtyard. Lu Zigang didn’t go inside but stayed outside, helping her with what he could according to her instructions – carrying water, picking vegetables, and so on. Although Xia Zelan’s small kitchen was much smaller than the Imperial Jade Workshop supervisor’s kitchen, though small, it had everything. There were many jars and containers, obviously Xia Zelan’s private collection.

Lu Zigang had never known that cooking involved so many complicated procedures. Since modern kitchens had fully or semi-automatic machines, witnessing ancient culinary arts now felt incredibly magical. Even the amount of firewood added when cooking rice was particular. That graceful figure busy in the kitchen was like creating artwork – every movement was filled with irresistible charm that would be unforgettable for life.

The two set up a round table directly in the courtyard. When the sky darkened slightly, the round table was already laden with quite a rich spread of dishes.

Four steamed red river crabs, spicy aromatic five-spice spare ribs, golden crispy corn pancakes, sauce-brown stir-fried eel slices, and a casserole of clear-stewed crab powder lion’s head meatballs. The colors, aromas, and flavors were perfect, making one’s mouth water and fingers itch to start eating. After Lu Zigang helped set the bowls and chopsticks, he sat properly at the table enduring torment, only then remembering that due to pre-travel nervousness, he hadn’t eaten anything today.

Xia Zelan washed her hands and went inside to change out of her oil-stained clothes. When she came out, she had changed into a blue-green jacket and skirt, with a light brown wide-sleeved vest over it. Only the front was decorated with pink peach blossom trim, and the collar extended all the way to the hem, making her appear even more gracefully beautiful. Her skin, without a trace of makeup, was as lovely as peach blossoms and plums. Lu Zigang was momentarily stunned.

For that instant, Lu Zigang actually felt somewhat jealous of his past self.

Beautiful, gentle, straightforward, and an excellent cook… who wouldn’t want such a girlfriend! She truly could grace the main hall and manage the kitchen – perfect for home and family.

Xia Zelan also noticed the young jade carving master’s burning gaze. Her steps hesitated slightly, then she lowered her eyes and placed a small jar of wine from her arms onto the round table. When she raised her head again, she had recovered her usual smile, though her cheeks carried a slight blush. “This is a small jar of osmanthus wine I got from the Imperial Tea Office, perfect for eating crabs at this time. People in the capital don’t much like eating crabs – these are four male crabs left over from the restaurant in front. Right now is when their roe is richest, so you’re getting a bargain.”

Lu Zigang knew this was just Xia Zelan being polite. October river crabs were at their most expensive time of year. These four crabs looked bigger than an adult man’s fist – each one was more valuable than all the other dishes on the table combined. He didn’t say much, took the wine jar, and knocked off the clay seal at the mouth. A refreshing, rich wine fragrance quickly spread through the small courtyard.

The wine liquid poured into the white porcelain cups was amber colored. It tasted fresh and mellow, sweet and pure, carrying the fragrance of osmanthus flowers that left a lingering taste on the lips and teeth. Although all wine brewing was done by the Imperial Wine Bureau, the Imperial Tea Office managed imperial-gifted teas and wines. This small jar of osmanthus wine was something Xia Zelan had saved by chance. She didn’t much like alcohol, which was why it had been preserved until now. Seeing the young jade carving master’s undisguised expression of admiration and his rapid chopstick movements completely pleased Xia Zelan’s chef’s heart. Although this dinner seemed simple, the sesame oil, sweet sauce, fermented black beans, soy sauce, vinegar, and other seasonings she used were all her secret preparations, no worse than those made by the imperial Pickle and Sauce Office. The dishes she made were also not what one could eat on ordinary days. Take that plate of steamed crabs – she had been covering them with wine-dampened cloth for several days, letting the crabs clean out their internal impurities. She had planned to eat one each day for the next few days, but happened to encounter this troublemaker and had to prepare them all at once. The steamer was lined with lotus and perilla leaves, each crab’s navel was stuffed with a few peppercorns to remove the fishy smell, and she had added a few white chrysanthemum flowers to steam together. This plate of chrysanthemum crabs would cost three taels of silver at Hongfeng Tower.

“So expensive? Then I’ve really caused you to spend too much, young lady.”

Xia Zelan froze, then wanted to hide under the table, not expecting that she had unconsciously spoken her thoughts aloud. She quickly tried to remedy the situation: “Brother Lu, don’t mind it. You’re helping me carve that jade material, and I can’t afford to pay you, so I can only make this meal to express my gratitude.”
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In the early Ming Dynasty, silver had stronger purchasing power. By the mid-Ming period, one tael of silver was roughly equivalent to over six hundred yuan in modern currency. Three taels of silver would be nearly two thousand yuan – truly expensive. However, in ancient times with inconvenient transportation, shipping river crabs from the Yangtze River area to the capital was indeed difficult. While Lu Zigang clicked his tongue in amazement, he felt he truly had good fortune with food today. He picked up a crab with his hands and placed it on Xia Zelan’s plate, smiling: “We already agreed that I’d carve that jade material for you to repay that bowl of fried rice from ten years ago. This meal was also something I suggested first, so I’m really sorry to have you busy for so long.”

Xia Zelan pressed her lips together, a sense of anticipation rising in her heart. Would he invite her for another meal later? This back-and-forth… But she saw the young jade carving master wipe his hands with the cloth napkin beside him, then solemnly take out a brocade box from his chest and place it before her.

“Miss Xia, this is my thank-you gift for this meal. But please wait until after I leave before opening it, alright?” Lu Zigang spoke with extreme seriousness.

Meeting his deep gaze, Xia Zelan’s heart pounded, and she could only nod in agreement.

With this exchange, the distance between them melted away like ice and snow. They quickly broke the usual custom of not speaking during meals, eating and drinking while chatting. Having been away from Suzhou for many years, Xia Zelan naturally hoped to know about things happening in Suzhou. Although Lu Zigang wasn’t the original, he knew his past-life memories thoroughly and answered Xia Zelan’s questions flawlessly. Because he was actually learned and talented, his speech and manner were different from ordinary people – more like the scholarly types Xia Zelan greatly admired, causing her beautiful eyes to linger on him frequently.

When the sky had turned completely dark, Xia Zelan lit the oil lamp on the round table. The bustling sounds from the restaurant outside the courtyard wall made the small courtyard’s quietness even more apparent. Lu Zigang suddenly thought of an urgent problem.

He had secretly observed the compass needle’s movement speed before and estimated that waiting for the needle to return to the Heavenly Dao cross position would take until dawn. So where would he sleep tonight?

Penniless, he couldn’t even go to an inn, and was too embarrassed to ask Xia Zelan to lend him money. After eating such a top-quality meal, he was even less willing to sleep on the streets. Lu Zigang thought for a long time and finally decided to be shameless once – drink alcohol and pretend to be drunk.

Xia Zelan watched with amusement and exasperation as Lu Zigang continuously drank the osmanthus wine, finally succumbing to the alcohol and falling unconscious with his head on the table. How could she have forgotten to tell him that this osmanthus wine had quite an afterkick? She had no choice but to clean up the messy table, then called “Brother Lu” while trying to push him awake, but there was no response.

Her gaze fell on the only remaining item on the table – that brocade box. Xia Zelan bit her lip and hesitated for a long time, but finally couldn’t resist reaching for it.

The moment she opened the brocade box, Xia Zelan gasped. Even in the dim lamplight, she could see the masterful carving of this pair of bracelets. Moreover, a pair of hollow jade bracelets placed side by side carried the meaning of “wishing to be intertwining branches on earth.” Even a fool could understand the sentiment cleverly contained within.

She couldn’t help but pick up one jade bracelet to examine it. Seeing the Zigang signature inside the bracelet clearly, Xia Zelan unconsciously blushed and murmured: “Zigang… Lu Zigang…”

Lu Zigang was awakened by noisy sounds. He was confused for a moment before realizing that he had been pretending to be drunk but had actually fallen asleep with his head on the round table in the courtyard. As he sat up, the thick blanket draped over his shoulders slid down, and the autumn night wind immediately cleared his muddled brain.

The sky was dark without even a trace of starlight, only the flickering oil lamp on the table dancing uneasily in the autumn wind. Lu Zigang heard the sound of galloping hooves from the outer courtyard streets and couldn’t help feeling anxious. Calculating the time, it should be the latter half of the night. The Renyin Palace Coup should have ended, and those palace maids who attempted to assassinate Emperor Jiajing had certainly been captured. Could it still affect the innocent?

Lu Zigang suddenly remembered that although his past self didn’t know Xia Zelan’s real name, the boss had once told him that the young woman’s name was on that list posted at the palace gates.

His face pale as he recalled scenes from his past life, even though that yellow paper didn’t often appear in his memories, Lu Zigang still dug it out from the depths of his memory.

Xia Zelan had been touching the exquisite bracelets in the brocade box all night without sleep. She knew that keeping that young jade carving master overnight would certainly make people gossip about her.

But so what? He had given her these jump-off bracelets, and she was pleased with him. Whether they observed propriety was only between the two of them – what business was it of others?

Still, she really couldn’t shamelessly help him into the house to rest, so she could only cover him with a thick blanket and sit in the darkness thinking carefully. Hearing movement in the courtyard now, she put on her clothes and came out, shyly lowering her head to explain why she hadn’t woken him.

But before she could speak, he had already rushed to her side, grasping her shoulders and urgently asking: “Miss Xia, is your name Xia Zelan?”

Xia Zelan thought Lu Zigang had learned her given name from the Dumb House boss. Feeling even more shy, her heart fluttered as she could only nod in confusion. Unexpectedly, the next moment her hand was grabbed by him as he pulled her toward the courtyard exit. Xia Zelan suppressed her cry of surprise in her throat. She now sensed something was wrong – Beijing nights were always quiet and deathly still, with continuous hoof beats only occurring when major incidents happened. When they exited the back courtyard gate, they heard someone shouting “Imperial Guard on duty, idle people stand back!” from the front restaurant area.

When Xia Zelan heard that voice, her whole body went cold. The Imperial Guard was synonymous with hell among common folk. Seeing Lu Zigang’s attitude as if facing a great enemy, she knew those Imperial Guards must be coming for her. Her lips trembling, she asked in disbelief: “What happened?”

Lu Zigang struggled to identify directions and roads in the darkness while cursing under his breath. The Renyin Palace Coup involved several palace maids who couldn’t endure Emperor Jiajing’s tyranny and rose in rebellion, but failed to strangle Emperor Jiajing to death and made things worse. Now that the palace coup had been discovered, Emperor Jiajing would certainly be furious and thoroughly investigate everyone in Consort Duan’s palace. Xia Zelan, who should have been on duty but wasn’t there and had someone substitute for her, would certainly be ordered captured by the already paranoid and suspicious Emperor Jiajing.

What to do? The capital’s defenses were strict, and the Imperial Guard was everywhere. Even if he led Xia Zelan to the Dumb House to find the boss, the latter probably couldn’t protect her. Moreover, the boss had probably grown accustomed to every reincarnation of Fu Su dying from various calamities. In cases like Xia Zelan’s, where he had only given her a piece of jade in childhood and then ignored her, he certainly wouldn’t spare her another glance now.

Almost hearing footsteps behind them, the Imperial Guard would know they had just fled once they broke into that small courtyard – the blanket he had worn earlier would still be warm. Lu Zigang looked blankly at the world from over five hundred years ago, a sense of powerlessness spreading from his heart, making even breathing feel heavy.

“Brother Lu… you go first…” Xia Zelan said breathlessly in a low voice. She was intelligent and knew there must have been an incident in the palace, and the Imperial Guard was definitely looking for her, not Lu Zigang who had just arrived in the capital. Feeling the person ahead had stopped, Xia Zelan felt desolate.

So be it – they were destined to meet but not to be together in this life.

Xia Zelan thought for a moment and handed back the brocade box she had been holding. Fortunately, she had been clutching it all night without letting go, so she had brought it along. “Brother Lu, these bracelets… please take them back…” Her voice carried extreme reluctance. She loved this pair of exquisitely carved jade bracelets immensely, and even more so the sentiment contained within these jade jump-off bracelets.

“How to express our bond through separation? With double jump-off bracelets around the wrist…”

But at this moment, she had to harden her heart and could only sigh at fate’s cruel tricks.

Feeling the brocade box being taken from her, Xia Zelan lowered her head, not wanting him to see her about-to-cry expression. But in the next second, she found her hands, which she was about to withdraw, being firmly grasped.

Lu Zigang took out the pair of jade bracelets from the box and quickly slipped them onto her two wrists. The hollow intertwining branch jade bracelets on her slender, pale wrists made her hands, which weren’t particularly delicate, look as precious as treasures.

“How to express our bond through separation? With double jump-off bracelets around the wrist…”

Seeing Xia Zelan’s astonished eyes looking at him, Lu Zigang reached out to wipe away the tear that had spilled from the corner of her eye, asking softly: “Are you willing to come with me? To leave this place?”

He didn’t want history to repeat itself. He wanted to gamble once.

Xia Zelan didn’t know what Lu Zigang meant, but instinctively nodded. Even though she already knew the Imperial Guard’s hoofbeats were thundering toward them, her heart calmed down. Regardless of the outcome, these jade jump-off bracelets had already soothed the unwillingness in her heart.

She quietly watched the young jade carving master take out a compass from his chest, pull her hand to press on the compass, and then the compass emitted dazzling white light.

Sanqing and Minghong were fighting fiercely in the Dumb House shop. Minghong didn’t want to be stuffy in that narrow dark room, so it had broken the lock and flown out from the inner room of the Dumb House, naturally enraging Sanqing. Ever since Minghong arrived, Sanqing felt it had gained the arduous mission of watching over this little rascal. Seeing it trying to escape now, it naturally pursued relentlessly.

The two birds were tangled together again. Fortunately, both had intelligence and knew the antiques in the Dumb House were priceless and not to be trifled with, so they were quite restrained and didn’t break anything, though it looked quite dangerous.

“Bang!” A sudden loud noise startled both birds into separating. They saw Lu Zigang, who had suddenly appeared in the Dumb House shop, kneeling on one knee – he had just punched the ground.

Sanqing landed on Lu Zigang’s shoulder, its small head comfortingly nuzzling his face.

Lu Zigang simply sat down on the cold ground, stroking Sanqing’s soft feathers, trying to calm the pain in his heart. For a long time, he couldn’t settle down.

The compass couldn’t bring Xia Zelan back to the modern era with him.

He couldn’t imagine how she had watched him disappear before her eyes. His body became semi-transparent, and though she was surprised, she still looked at him joyfully, happy that he could escape. But he was helpless – no matter how he tried to grab her hand, he could only pass through her wrist in the end. Forget her warm hands, he couldn’t even touch those cold bracelets.

Lu Zigang sat there silently for a long time, until dawn broke and the old man at the newsstand next door turned on the radio, with the well-articulated announcer reading the morning news.

“Yesterday, a Ming Dynasty tomb was discovered in Beijing’s Yanjiao area, yielding several treasures, including a pair of hollow intertwining branch jade bracelets with clearly visible Zigang signatures inside. Experts have preliminarily identified them as rare jade bracelet carvings by the famous jade carving master Lu Zigang from the Jiajing era…”

Lu Zigang jolted awake from his daze, stumbling to his feet and fumbling for his phone from the counter, going online to find this news report. When he saw the photo of those jade bracelets, he collapsed into the chair. Except for the patina from being buried in earth, the style, patterns, and size were identical to the pair of jade jump-off bracelets he had given away yesterday.

He held his head and laughed lowly, ignoring Sanqing jumping around him with concern.

Had he not changed history?

No, in some way, he had still changed it.

But… this wasn’t what he wanted…

Dumb House: The antiques in the Dumb House each have their own stories, carrying many years with no one to listen. Because they cannot speak…
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Snow flew everywhere outside the window, yet inside the ancient alchemy chamber it was warm as spring.

The Boss sat before an alchemy furnace half a person’s height, intently staring at the fire beneath it. He was extremely close, the firelight illuminating his cheeks. Anyone else would have found it unbearable by now, but not a single drop of sweat had fallen from his face.

A pale hand reached out from behind him, wrapping around his neck and pulling him back slightly. A voice tinged with concern said: “Don’t get so close. What if you get burned?”

The Boss blinked and patted the hand resting on his shoulder reassuringly: “It’s fine, I won’t feel any pain anyway.”

“That’s exactly the problem – that you can’t feel pain.” A face wearing a half silver mask emerged from the shadows. Though only half the face was visible, one could still see the straight nose bridge, moderately thick lips, and beautifully contoured jawline.

The voice was also pleasant to hear: “Why do people feel pain? It’s because pain makes us protect ourselves and avoid doing things that would harm us again. For example, if injured by swords, we’ll dodge in advance when encountering blades next time. Having been burned by fire once, we’ll keep our distance when using fire. Since you can’t feel pain at all, it’ll be too late when your fingers are actually burned to a crisp.”

The Boss helplessly pressed the Yintang acupoint between his eyebrows. As Fu Su shed the burden of the Great Qin and increasingly adapted to this society, his personality had become more and more cheerful. Along with that came an increasing tendency to lecture people, and he was becoming more and more talkative.

When they left the Dumb House a year ago, he had indeed intended to give his body to Fu Su, but how could the latter agree to that? After discussion, Fu Su returned the body to the Doctor, with his soul attached to the water-pale jade, which the Boss took along to find a suitable body. Of course, this process had a seventy percent chance of the soul being scattered to the winds.

Perhaps it was truly fate – before long, he found a young man who had died in a traffic accident. Unfortunately, part of his face was burned, so he wasn’t perfectly intact. However, Fu Su wasn’t someone who cared much about appearances, and usually just wore a half-mask to avoid frightening others.

After Fu Su successfully borrowed this corpse for reincarnation, because this body wasn’t as suitable as possessing the Doctor had been, there were occasional soul-body rejection reactions. So for the past half year, the Boss had been refining elixirs for Fu Su, hoping to smoothly resolve this problem.

“If only Master were still here,” the Boss murmured to himself as he was forced to move back half a meter, watching the fire-wreathed alchemy furnace. What he had learned from his master since childhood wasn’t alchemy, but rather the various schools of philosophy. If Master were here, perhaps he could refine an elixir of immortality… Thinking this, the Boss smiled self-mockingly. Even if Master were here, he probably couldn’t create one now. The spiritual energy between heaven and earth was now sparse, and those spiritual herbs and medicines from ancient times had long since become extinct. Where could he gather all the medicinal materials listed in the prescriptions? He had traveled through famous mountains and rivers, finding only a few herbs that could barely be used medicinally, and had failed several furnaces.

“No matter. If this furnace fails again, you can accompany me to travel around. This body can last at least three to five more years. I’m already very satisfied.” Fu Su sat cross-legged beside the Boss, reaching out to smooth the furrows from his brow, his tone gentle.

Such peaceful and harmonious life was something he couldn’t have imagined before. He deliberately spoke in a relaxed tone: “I’ve been busy for a year to keep that brat from losing his job – it’s been exhausting. This body’s family background seems quite good, and there’s no need to work. You can go abroad, right? Come travel the world with me. Besides, I’ve read the historical records – the later Ming and Qing dynasties were really awful. That Zhu fellow actually let foreign tribes rule over the Central Plains, and that Manchu Qing was even more outrageous, finally being invaded by barbarians from that tiny island nation. Many treasures were stolen away. When we travel around the world, we should also find ways to bring them back.”

This time the Boss didn’t mind Fu Su being talkative. He watched the dancing flames beneath the alchemy furnace, momentarily speechless.

Fu Su didn’t speak further either. He drew his hands together and quietly accompanied the Boss. He had only seen those fragments in history books, while the person beside him had actually lived through those turbulent times. Fu Su could hardly bear to think deeply about how this man had endured these past two thousand years.

The alchemy chamber remained silent until an explosive sound came from within the furnace. Only then did the Boss jump up and lift the scalding lid without regard for the heat, looking disappointedly at the charred blackness inside the furnace.

Fu Su wasn’t surprised. He pulled the Boss’s hand into a nearby water vat, letting the cool water soothe the latter’s reddened fingers while comforting him: “Don’t be like this, Bizi. It’s heaven’s will – don’t force it.”

The Boss looked down at his fingers soaking in the water vat for a moment, then let Fu Su pull them out to carefully dry them and apply a thick layer of badger oil. Though his fingertips felt no pain, he still felt like a knife was sawing back and forth in his heart, hurting so much he could barely speak.

If it had been a year ago, perhaps he wouldn’t feel this way, but after spending day and night with Fu Su again for a year, those memories buried deep in his mind had resurfaced. He was his lord; he should always stand behind him, no matter the cost.

Moreover, he only wanted to live. Even having a normal person’s lifespan would be fine, since his Prince Fu Su had died in the most beautiful years of his life.

“I need to go back once.” The Boss said flatly. It had been almost a year. He had left in haste then, fearing Fu Su’s soul would dissipate, and not knowing when the Doctor would wake up, so he had disappeared without leaving any word. He should go back and say hello.

“Back to the Dumb House? Good, I’ll come with you.”

Fu Su secretly breathed a sigh of relief. He was afraid Bizi would get stuck in his stubborn ways again. This person seemed extremely gentle on the surface, but was actually so stubborn that ten oxen couldn’t pull him back.

He touched the mask on his face and smiled: “Which country should we visit first? How about we go to Korea first since it’s nearby? I’ll get skin grafts and plastic surgery there, so I won’t have to wear this mask and scare children.”

The Boss’s mouth twitched twice. Having spent a year in the hospital, Fu Su knowing about plastic surgery wasn’t surprising, but he really hadn’t expected this Great Qin Crown Prince to be so open-minded about it.

He glanced at Fu Su’s somewhat shoulder-length hair and teased: “Didn’t you say ‘body, hair, and skin are received from parents and must not be damaged’? And you want plastic surgery? Cut your hair first before talking about anything else.”

Fu Su’s hand touching the mask stiffened, then moved to the Boss’s neat, short hair, asking curiously: “Bizi, when did you cut your hair? During the Republic era?”

“I’ll tell you when there’s a chance. Let’s pack up and go back,” the Boss casually changed the subject. “I need to get something from the Dumb House.”

“Hmm? What thing?”

“A compass.”

“…We won’t need a compass for navigation abroad, will we? Phone GPS navigation works very well now.”

“That’s GPS navigation, Your Highness.”

The Doctor walked out of the hospital building, the rare bright winter sunlight overhead making him squint uncomfortably after being accustomed to indoor lighting. He stopped, removed his glasses, and pressed the Yintang acupoint on his nose bridge. He had become a full doctor and had just assisted the director in a major surgery lasting fifteen consecutive hours. After hastily eating something and taking a brief rest in the break room, he had struggled to get up.

Because today was the agreed-upon time.

The Doctor put his glasses back on, took out his phone to confirm once more that he was indeed off duty today, then strode toward the Dumb House.

Would the compass successfully return to a year ago this time? He really wanted to know where the Boss had been taken by Fu Su, and why there hadn’t been a single bit of news…

Ah… almost a year had already passed in the blink of an eye…

Arriving at the commercial street, the Doctor could see the Dumb House sign from far away. It looked no different from usual, but only he knew that no matter how many times he pushed open that heavy carved door, he could never again see that familiar figure.

The Doctor’s steps unconsciously slowed. Physical exhaustion inevitably made him mentally pessimistic too. Sometimes he didn’t know if his persistence was right or wrong. Perhaps the Boss had ended his years of waiting and was living anonymously somewhere else with the person he had always hoped to see.

But… this didn’t match the Boss’s personality. By all rights, the Boss should have said goodbye to him rather than leaving without a word.

Even if he could just see him once more, even if they couldn’t talk and he could only observe from afar, he had to confirm that the Boss was still living well in this world. Even if they never met again, it wouldn’t matter.

Chapter 11: Hengwu Incense · 2
The Doctor once again strengthened his resolve and quickened his pace toward the Dumb House. He took a deep breath and pushed open that carved door, only to see someone wearing an old-fashioned Zhongshan suit sitting quietly behind the counter. Upon hearing the door, the person looked up at him.

Such a scene left the Doctor somewhat stunned and confused, but when he clearly saw the other person’s appearance, he couldn’t help feeling immensely disappointed.

“Welcome… so you came.” Lu Zigang put away the fake welcoming smile on his face and carefully laid the book in his hands flat on the counter. It was an ancient text, and although he possessed memories from his past life, reading traditional Chinese characters was still somewhat difficult.

“I came.” The Doctor wasn’t polite with him either. He sat in the yellow rosewood official’s hat chair and grabbed the teapot from the counter, pouring tea directly into his mouth. The hot tea in the pot was just the right temperature, warming the Doctor’s somewhat frozen body. Speaking of which, it was strange – though the Dumb House had no air conditioning installed, it was warm in winter and cool in summer, extremely comfortable.

Lu Zigang wrinkled his nose in disgust at the Doctor’s crude tea-drinking habits, thinking to himself: this guy had been dragged around and cultivated by the Boss for three or four years – how had he not absorbed even a bit of refined elegance? At least he could fake it to fool people like himself!

“Tch, not as good as what the Boss brews.” The Doctor, completely unaware of Lu Zigang’s mental complaints, finished all the tea in the pot and smacked his lips to comment.

Lu Zigang’s face darkened briefly, deciding not to bother with this guy. He put the thread-bound book into a brocade box, touched the longevity lock under his shirt at his chest, and calmly announced: “By the way, I plan to stop using the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass from now on.”

“Ah?” The Doctor was startled and quickly asked, “Did you find a more reliable compass? That’s great – saves us from wandering around different dynasties. Well, though seeing the Boss from the past is nice, not being able to approach and greet him is quite painful!”

“There are no other compasses.” Lu Zigang turned to look at the Doctor, speaking frankly.

“…Then are there other ways to find the Boss’s whereabouts?” The Doctor pushed his glasses up his nose bridge, sensing something strange about Lu Zigang’s attitude today, causing his smile to stiffen.

“No.” Lu Zigang spread his hands, indicating his helplessness. “Actually, the idea of wanting to bring the Boss back was wrong from the start. The Boss’s message to me was to help him mind the store – there’s no need to insist on finding him and bringing him back.”

“…That’s not the truth.” The Doctor put away his smile, examining Lu Zigang before him with the sharp gaze used for looking at X-rays. “What did you do?”

Lu Zigang pressed his lips together, thinking of those jade jump-off bracelets he had carefully carved. They were probably on some ancient artifact scholar’s desk right now, with their final destination being some museum display case. Before his eyes kept appearing that beautiful face’s final smile looking at him, as if carved into his heart, never to be erased.

He didn’t know what kind of feeling this was, but he felt he’d rather forget it.

How ridiculous – he had originally wanted to dispel the past-life resentment tangled in his mind, but it seemed he had instead trapped himself in a cocoon.

“I didn’t do anything.” Lu Zigang took a deep breath and rarely offered advice: “Haven’t you been promoted to full doctor? I can guess how heavy the burden and pressure of cardiothoracic surgery is even without experiencing it. You’ve barely come to the Dumb House a few times this past month. Look at your complexion – in the hospital, you probably look more like a seriously ill patient. Forget the Boss and live well. He’s almost an omnipotent person. I don’t think there’s any need to worry about him. Maybe one day he’ll just return as if nothing happened.”

The Doctor looked down at his hands – these hands that remained steady even when cutting blood vessels of the human body’s most important organs were now trembling slightly.

Lu Zigang actually didn’t understand the Doctor’s persistence. Whether in his past life or this life, the Boss he had encountered was someone he looked up to, who didn’t need anyone’s companionship or salvation.

“That’s not right.”

The Doctor’s voice was somewhat unclear. Lu Zigang was startled and instinctively asked: “Not right about what?”

The Doctor clenched his still-trembling hands, not knowing how to express the emotions rising from his heart.

That person had lived alone and strong for over two thousand years. Though he seemed omnipotent, his heart was actually extremely fragile. Although searching for Fu Su’s reincarnations had been the reason the Boss could endure all along, that person loved from the bottom of his heart those objects that had various joys, sorrows, and emotions but couldn’t speak of them.

If… if even the Dumb House could be entrusted to others, then it meant he had truly abandoned everything and might very well never return…

That person… was actually just like those speechless antiques – no matter how much suffering and sorrow he had, he would only bury it in his heart and never speak of it…

“It’s not what you think.” The Doctor raised his head again, this time speaking much louder, with restless anxiety.

He always felt that the Boss’s departure without a word would put him in great danger, or perhaps something had happened to Fu Su and the Boss might not want to continue living. That person already had world-weary thoughts… The more the Doctor thought, the more agitated he became, but when he met Lu Zigang’s bewildered gaze, he couldn’t help feeling dejected.

This person didn’t understand the Boss at all – there was no way to communicate! Thinking of how Lu Zigang was making excuses to refuse searching for the Boss, the Doctor suddenly felt his blood rushing, stood up angrily and slammed the counter, questioning impolitely: “Why won’t you look for the Boss? Is it because with the Boss gone, you can embezzle all the antiques in the Dumb House?”

Lu Zigang’s handsome face changed, his gaze immediately becoming sharp.

This was simply an insult to him! If not for the Boss’s message asking him to come take care of the Dumb House, why would he have quit his well-paid, promising job at the National Museum? What standing did this person have to accuse him?

As soon as the words left the Doctor’s mouth, he knew he had said the wrong thing. Seeing Lu Zigang press his lips together, face pale and full of anger but saying nothing, he couldn’t find words to smooth things over.

Just when the atmosphere was extremely awkward, the carved door opened with a creak.

A hoarse voice came with laughter: “Oh my, what are you all arguing about? Who wants to embezzle the Dumb House? Please donate it all to the museum! I beg you! I must beg you!”

The Doctor rubbed his slightly aching temples and sighed: “It’s all my loose tongue. Museum Director Uncle, don’t add to the chaos. Didn’t you go to Kunming for recuperation? Are you back because you’re better? Do you want me to arrange another check-up at the hospital?”

The newcomer was the Museum Director who hadn’t visited the Dumb House in a long time. This gentleman looked somewhat older than before the New Year. This time he had changed to a chicken-wing wood dragon-bone walking stick, giving him an elegant bearing that others couldn’t match.

“Old problems with my legs and feet – don’t trouble yourself.” The Director smiled cheerfully, his gold-rimmed glasses reflecting a strange light as he raised his head. He smiled and asked Lu Zigang behind the counter: “Little Lu, how did you end up minding the store? Where’s the Boss? Come, explain it to your uncle.”

Lu Zigang’s expression softened somewhat due to the Director’s interruption, but he still looked at the Doctor with an indifferent gaze.

The Doctor knew that with the Director here today, there was no hope of discussing the compass matter. Moreover, his mental state really wasn’t good – staying longer would probably offend everyone completely. He could only sigh: “I’ll come again another day. I won’t change my mind about that matter.” With that, he turned and left without any pause.

“Eh? What matter, Little Lu? Tell me quickly!” The Director was greatly interested in gossip and persistently asked.

Lu Zigang watched the Doctor’s figure disappear around the street corner through the wooden carved window lattice, and only then did his fist, which had been tightly clenched under the counter, slowly relax.

He looked down at the crescent-shaped marks his nails had made in his palm and smiled: “Nothing serious, really. It’ll be resolved soon.”

“Bizi, is there anything that can make people forget memories?” Fu Su took off the long robe he was wearing and changed into a shirt and jeans for going out, asking seemingly casually.

“There are many, but they generally make people forget all past events completely, like newborn babies. I rarely use this kind – it’s more like harming people.” The Boss said flatly. He had already packed his things and originally wanted to help Fu Su dress, but the latter refused. Thinking about it, though his Highness wore long robes when staying indoors this year, he had lived in modern society for a while before – how could he not know how to wear modern clothes?

“Then is there anything that can make people retain most memories but specifically forget one person who appeared in their life?” Fu Su slowly buttoned his shirt. His movements were gentle and efficient, revealing enviable elegance from his hair to his fingertips.

The Boss squinted and thought, then honestly said: “There is indeed. Mix someone’s hair into Hengwu incense, light it and let the person smell it, and you can erase that person’s traces from their memory.”

“Hengwu incense?” Fu Su raised an eyebrow. “What kind of incense is this? It actually has such effects?”

“In the north there is a beautiful lady, peerless and independent. One glance topples a city, another glance topples a nation.”

The Boss’s melodious voice echoed in the alchemy chamber, as if recalling something in his words. After a long while, he smiled faintly: “The peerless beauty described in this poem is Emperor Wu of Han’s Consort Li.”

Fu Su had thoroughly read history books and smiled upon hearing this: “The woman who wouldn’t let Liu Che see her sickly appearance before dying, later making Emperor Wu of Han, who had seen all the world’s beauties, unable to forget her. She was quite cunning.”

“Exactly that Consort Li. After her death, Emperor Wu of Han once dreamed of her entering his dreams and giving him Hengwu incense. When Emperor Wu woke, he searched everywhere but couldn’t find it, yet smelled a fragrance that lasted endlessly.”

“Actually, that wasn’t Emperor Wu of Han dreaming – it was Empress Wei who, wanting Emperor Wu to forget Consort Li, deliberately lit Hengwu incense. But Consort Li had calculated everything – how could she possibly let Empress Wei get her real hair? After this dream, Emperor Wu became even more obsessively longing for her.”

“This could make for quite a dramatic palace intrigue series. So, you also have that Hengwu incense?”

The Boss went over to adjust Fu Su’s collar and handed him the cashmere sweater nearby: “I only have a small piece of Hengwu incense. After so long, it’s already become powder. In the past, if I wanted someone to forget me, I’d burn a furnace of Hengwu incense for them, while I’d smell prepared Hengwu incense pills so I wouldn’t be affected.”

Fu Su touched his shoulder-length hair, half-jokingly saying: “This is troublesome. Even if you mixed this body’s hair into Hengwu incense for you to smell, it’s not my real body – you still couldn’t forget me.”

The Boss smiled even more fakely. How could he not know what Fu Su was thinking? Since he had asked so clearly, he was naturally warning him not to use it on him. The Boss reached out and removed the mask from Fu Su’s face, then combed down his overly long bangs to cover the burned half of his face.

The intense gaze persisted. The Boss sighed softly and, meeting Fu Su’s serious eyes, had to promise: “I know your concerns. Don’t worry, I won’t burn Hengwu incense again.”

Fu Su smiled with satisfaction. He really feared the Boss would make some life-for-life exchange and finally light a furnace of Hengwu incense to make him forget completely.

For some people, forgetting might be a good choice, but doing so without their knowledge would be quite unfair.

Acting under the banner of thinking it’s good for others, making decisions for them without their knowledge – this is simply well-intentioned meddling that causes harm.

Chapter 11: Hengwu Incense · 3
The Doctor, full of pent-up frustration, went home and collapsed into sleep, only waking up in the afternoon. Upon waking, he began facing the wall in reflection.

This was a habit he had recently developed. After returning to his own body, although the memories from the year when Fu Su’s soul had occupied it remained, since they weren’t his personal experiences, he had to constantly replay them to deepen his own memories. Moreover, he hadn’t expected Fu Su’s surgical skills to be much higher than his own. During that year, he had performed several major surgeries consecutively and even participated in a heart transplant surgery. It was precisely because of Fu Su’s excellent performance that he had been able to get promoted so smoothly.

After returning to his own body, he had found a note Fu Su left in a drawer at home. The other party had sincerely apologized for the body-snatching incident and said these surgical skills were compensation for the magpie occupying the dove’s nest. Of course, there was also a bank card with significantly increased deposits…

To master these skills, he had to put in much more effort over the past half year. Not only did some profound professional knowledge need studying, but surgical techniques required constant practice.

So he often sat by his bed, staring at the plain white wall in his home, repeatedly replaying his memories in his mind. But now he was reflecting on today’s emotional outburst.

After staring at the wall for half an hour, the Doctor concluded that he must be under too much pressure recently and needed to go out for a big meal to decompress. He immediately changed clothes and went to the commercial street for a buffet. However, when eating alone, his appetite was never good. In the past at times like this, he would always run to the Dumb House first to drag the Boss out to eat together. Although the Boss didn’t eat much, having a friend’s company and someone to listen to his grumbling complaints felt completely different.

Flipping through his phone contacts, he found that his colleagues were basically all on duty at the hospital, and those not on duty were busy catching up on sleep – no one was available.

After eating his fill without tasting the food, the Doctor unconsciously wandered to the front of the Dumb House again. Only when he pushed open the carved door and saw Lu Zigang’s surprised gaze did he silently curse how terrifying the power of habit was.

They had just quarreled this morning – though perhaps it couldn’t even be called a real quarrel – but the Doctor felt they couldn’t continue this standoff. He took the initiative to walk over and sit down. With practiced familiarity, he grabbed a tea cup from the shelf, casually wiped it with his hand, picked up the teapot from the counter, and poured himself some tea.

Lu Zigang’s mouth twitched. What the Doctor held was a Northern Song Jian kiln rabbit’s fur cup. The glaze surface of rabbit’s fur cups was black as lacquer, with a lustrous sheen like dark jade. The glaze surface was covered with uniform, fine veins, resembling the fine, soft, long fur on a rabbit’s body – hence the name. Among them, the silver rabbit’s fur type in the Doctor’s hand was the most precious.

This type of tea cup was used for whisking tea during the Song Dynasty and wasn’t meant for brewing tea at all. But he knew that explaining antiques to someone like the Doctor was like playing music to a cow – as long as he didn’t break it, there was no problem. Lu Zigang glanced at him once and continued focusing on his handiwork.

“What are you doing?” The Doctor drank a few sips of warm tea, relieving the greasiness in his stomach and soothing his inner irritation. He was already thick-skinned enough, and seeing that Lu Zigang was ignoring him, he leaned forward instead, acting as if the morning’s incident had never happened.

Lu Zigang didn’t have such thick nerves and said stiffly: “Making incense seals.”

The Doctor noticed that the incense burner Lu Zigang had in front of him wasn’t the gilt flying dragon Boshan incense burner that the Boss often liked to use, but a lotus-shaped celadon small incense burner with a large opening.

The Doctor scanned the shop’s furnishings and found that not only was the gilt flying dragon Boshan incense burner missing, but several familiar ornaments and antiques were also gone. He couldn’t help asking: “Where’s that Boshan burner? Why not use it?”

Lu Zigang didn’t even lift his eyelids and said coldly: “Don’t worry, I didn’t dare sell them all.”

After he spoke, even he felt his tone was wrong, but didn’t know how to remedy it. He had always dealt with antiques and didn’t need to care about social niceties, so this morning’s questioning from the Doctor had really bothered him. Like a thorn that he didn’t know how to pull out, yet it pricked him painfully.

However, the Doctor had seen all kinds of unreasonable patients and family members at work, so Lu Zigang’s little petulant temper wasn’t a problem for him at all. But since Lu Zigang wouldn’t answer, the Doctor slowly recalled that he seemed to have seen Lu Zigang put away several antiques into the inner room during a previous visit to the Dumb House. Presumably, he was afraid his abilities weren’t up to the Boss’s level and couldn’t suppress these strange old fellows.

That Boshan burner ancestor was probably fuming with anger in a dark, narrow brocade box right now!

The Doctor amused himself with internal complaints while watching Lu Zigang carefully take out a package of ivory-white incense ash to spread in the celadon incense burner, and pulled out his phone to search for incense seals.

Tch, this was the information age – who still needed others to explain technical terms? Soon, the Doctor had browsed through web pages and watched Lu Zigang flatten the incense ash before taking out a row of twelve lotus seed-shaped celadon small incense jars from a brocade box.

These small incense jars were each about the height of a thumb joint, round and particularly cute. Lu Zigang took a matching lotus petal-shaped celadon incense dish and began using a purple copper bamboo-joint incense spoon to take incense powder from each jar. The amounts of each type of incense varied – some as large as a pinky fingernail, others just a small pinch.

The Doctor remembered that he had seen the Boss take incense powder before, but had never seen him make incense seals. The Boss had mentioned that during the Han Dynasty, there were no stick incenses, only incense materials ground into powder. Looking at these celadon incense tools, they should be from at least the Northern Song period, but seeing Lu Zigang’s precious handling of the incense powder, these powders were probably quite aged.

Since the incense powder was all in powder form, Lu Zigang held his breath and concentrated, looking serious, afraid of blowing the powder away.

The Doctor was also infected by his expression and didn’t dare breathe heavily, but he smelled the light, sweet, solemn, or distant fragrances flowing around his nose as each incense jar was opened. He couldn’t help taking a deep breath and closing his eyes in intoxication.

At this moment, Lu Zigang’s incense spoon stopped at the last incense jar. From his angle, he could see that this jar’s lid had a small seal stuck on it. He hesitated for a long time, looked up at the Doctor in front of him, and after a long while, finally steeled his resolve and reached out to unscrew the jar.

He scraped at the bottom of the jar with the incense spoon for quite a while before extracting a pitifully small amount and placing it in the incense dish. Then, while the Doctor was looking down at his phone, he took out a small strand of hair from the brocade box, cut it into pieces with incense scissors, and mixed it among the incense powder.

The twelve types of incense powder mixed in the incense dish. Lu Zigang took out a purple copper incense seal carved with a hollow seal-script “fu” (fortune) character, gently placed it on the flattened incense ash, then used the incense spoon to place the prepared incense powder on the incense seal, carefully shoveling the powder into the hollow “fu” character with a small incense shovel. Finally, he carefully removed the incense seal, and a proper “fu” character appeared on the incense ash.

“Hey? It seems quite simple!” Although he had already seen the incense seal-making process on his phone, seeing it in person was different. Seeing Lu Zigang’s skilled movements, the Doctor felt his hands itch.

“It’s not that simple. When holding the incense seal, your hand can’t shake. Otherwise, if the incense seal character breaks, this round can’t burn to the end.” Looking at that perfect “fu” character, Lu Zigang’s mood improved considerably, so he explained.

Actually, incense seals were also a training method for hand stability. The more complex the lines of the incense seal, the higher the requirements for the person making it. Otherwise, if even a tiny part of the fine incense seal character broke, all previous efforts would be wasted. Lu Zigang had made incense seals many times in the past to train his hands not to shake when restoring calligraphy and paintings. But then he glanced at the Doctor, whose face was full of smugness, remembered his profession, and said no more.

The Doctor grinned and scratched his chin. Comparing hand steadiness with him, a cardiothoracic surgeon? Wasn’t this a joke?

Lu Zigang took a stick incense nearby, borrowed fire from the Changxin Palace Lamp, and lit the incense seal character in the burner.

A wisp of ethereal smoke rose, slowly swirling, moving, jumping, and spiraling in the air… as if something mysterious was controlling the smoke, involuntarily focusing one’s gaze on it, watching in fascination.

Lu Zigang took the incense burner lid nearby and covered the burner. This burner’s lid was lotus pod-shaped, with each pod having a hole in the center, crafted exquisitely and delicately. Moreover, because this incense burner had been used for quite some time, those holes had traces of being yellowed by incense smoke, making them look even more like lotus pod tips, lifelike.

After the incense burner was covered, the smoke wasn’t as thick, dividing into several wisps that curled out and quickly dispersed into the air.

Soon, an indescribable fragrance gradually spread with the smoke. The Doctor, who was accustomed to agarwood incense, now felt that this fragrance seemed to stir something deep in his heart, and for a moment he was entranced.

Lu Zigang brought an incense pill to his nose to smell and asked seemingly casually: “Is there anything you want to forget?”

“Forget?” The Doctor felt that his usually tense nerves had relaxed because of this fragrance, and he was somewhat dazed, not finding Lu Zigang’s question abrupt. He thought seriously before saying: “There are indeed things I want to forget, like my parents’ tragic death, relatives’ squeezing me out. You know, when I was little, I had to change foster homes almost every year or two…”

As the Doctor spoke, it was as if the negative emotions buried deep in his heart were all stirred up. He pressed his forehead with one hand, trying to push those memories back: “Eh… strange… why do I feel like I’m smelling burning protein…”

Lu Zigang watched the Doctor fall into silence, then fall into a deep sleep on the counter, and couldn’t help sighing.

“Your nose is really sharp. I added the Boss’s hair to the Hengwu incense. Forget him… forget that he was good to you. Excessive obsession is never a good thing. Besides, the Boss used to do this often. If he could come back, he would definitely do the same to you. I’m just doing what he should have done. Consider clearing away those unwanted memories as compensation…”

Lu Zigang, smelling the incense pill in his hand, murmured to himself, though it was more like convincing himself.

He also had someone he wanted to forget, but unfortunately, he didn’t have her hair.

He knew what the Doctor would become if this continued. He would increasingly lose normal life and might not even do his work well.

This wouldn’t do. The Doctor’s job was to save lives and heal the wounded. Even one tremor of his hand might cost a life. Today’s quarrel had already shown signs of such loss of control. If this continued, problems would eventually arise.

In that case, it was better for him to make the decision for him.

He and the Boss were originally parallel lines. Even if fate’s tricks had made them intersect by chance, it was time for them to go their separate ways.

Lu Zigang, smelling the incense pill in his hand, was naturally unaffected by the Hengwu incense burning in the room, but at this moment, he was already somewhat regretful.

Had he… done wrong?

Forget it. Even if it was wrong, it couldn’t be undone…

In the Dumb House shop, the winding, spiraling incense smoke dispersed silently, cold and lonely…

Dumb House: The antiques in the Dumb House each have their own stories, carrying many years with no one to listen. Because they cannot speak…

Chapter 12: Nie Compass · 1
Sanqing used its sharp beak to methodically groom the feathers behind it, occasionally glancing at Minghong leisurely perched on the roof beam, completely ignoring Lu Zigang who was pacing anxiously in the room.

During this past year, Lu Zigang had initially desperately calculated how the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass actually operated, then harbored other thoughts and began practicing jade carving techniques according to his past-life memories. Now, having given up using the compass to find the Boss and with the Doctor no longer dropping by, the idle Lu Zigang finally remembered he should take time to check the antiques in the Dumb House – airing what needed airing, replacing mothballs for pest control, and dusting what needed cleaning. As a result of this spring cleaning, he discovered a serious problem.

In the room with the woven skirt, only the small-leaf rosewood standing clothes rack remained. The woven skirt that should have been hanging there had vanished without a trace.

If it were other antiques, Lu Zigang might have thought the Boss had put them away or sold them to someone with the right connection. But he clearly remembered that after he and the Doctor had time-traveled back to the Tang Dynasty and met Princess Anle Li Guoer, they had come to this room and seen that unparalleled woven skirt. Now only an empty clothes rack remained!

Lu Zigang paced back and forth in the room like a caged beast. When his peripheral vision caught sight of Sanqing, he rushed over like grasping a lifeline, touched its back gently, and asked in as soft a voice as possible: “Sanqing, have you seen the woven skirt from here? You know, a skirt made from many bird feathers.”

Sanqing innocently shook its head. It naturally knew about that skirt, but had always detested humans using bird feathers for decoration, so it had always disliked this woven skirt and rarely wandered in here, thus not knowing when the skirt had disappeared. Minghong, standing on the roof beam, seeing Lu Zigang’s questioning gaze directed at it, also hurriedly shook its head. Though it was also unusually arrogant, fighting with Sanqing daily had nearly made its feathers bald, and now under someone else’s roof, how could it not bow its head?

Lu Zigang’s thick eyebrows furrowed deeply. The Doctor never entered the inner rooms of the Dumb House, and the painter who came daily wouldn’t arbitrarily touch other rooms. Had it been stolen? Who could have such ability? Things could actually go missing from the Dumb House? This was unheard of!

Rubbing his aching temples, Lu Zigang felt this past year had been absolutely terrible. Indeed, only the Boss could manage the Dumb House. He now didn’t dare to thoroughly check how many antiques were missing from the Dumb House, or perhaps even if he checked, he couldn’t figure it out – he had no inventory list of all the antiques in the Dumb House.

Minghong stood on the roof beam with its head tilted for a while, then suddenly seemed to sense something, spread its wings and flew out of the room. This time Sanqing didn’t chase after it, but watched it fly out of the Dumb House. Sanqing called twice, indicating that silly bird had finally left and it was satisfied.

Lu Zigang had no intention of stopping Minghong. This little red bird had flown over on its own originally, and now it was flying away on its own – was it sensing its master’s return?

Standing in the small room where the woven skirt should have hung, Lu Zigang stood dazed for a while, then searched everywhere possible in the Dumb House but couldn’t find that woven skirt. He could only walk out of the room dejectedly, but after turning around the screen, he saw someone completely unexpected.

“Boss! You’re back?!” Lu Zigang stood frozen in place, utterly shocked.

The Boss sat behind the counter, holding a Ming Dynasty purple clay Gongchun teapot to warm his hands. His expression was gentle and indifferent, his movements leisurely and calm, just as he had done for countless days and months before, as if he had never left. Seeing Lu Zigang emerge from the inner room, he curved his lips in a faint smile, nodded and replied: “I just came back to get something. Thank you for your hard work, Zigang.”

Lu Zigang’s expression changed several times, but he finally exhaled softly and sighed: “Boss, Zigang has failed in his duties.”

“Sit first.” The Boss didn’t mind, gesturing for Lu Zigang to sit down and taking out two purple clay cups. Fu Su had gone back to find Hu Hai, so he had time to hear about Lu Zigang’s situation over the past year.

Lu Zigang sat down and first drank a cup of hot tea to steady his nerves, then confessed about his unauthorized use of the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass.

“Oh? I came back precisely to get that compass. You’re quite bold – weren’t you afraid of not being able to return after traveling through time?” The Boss raised an eyebrow with interest. “Tell me, which dynasties did you visit?”

Lu Zigang honestly recounted the entire itinerary of their year’s time travel from beginning to end, not even omitting his final trip to find Xia Zelan. In fact, Lu Zigang had accumulated much pressure internally and didn’t know whom to confide in. The Boss’s timely appearance made him completely relieved, and regardless of consequences, he poured everything out.

Seeing Lu Zigang’s anxious expression after finishing, the Boss didn’t reproach him further, but smiled slightly: “If I hadn’t returned, would you have gone to the Ming Dynasty again this month?”

Lu Zigang froze. He wanted to shake his head in denial, but under the Boss’s piercing gaze, he couldn’t lie and could only nod with difficulty. Indeed, he couldn’t accept that previous outcome. What if he had taken Xia Zelan away from the capital earlier? Could they have avoided the Imperial Guard’s pursuit? Or what if he had met Xia Zelan earlier and thoroughly persuaded her to leave the Imperial Food Service… Lu Zigang couldn’t help thinking this way. Even if there was only a one-in-ten-thousand possibility, he wanted to keep trying.

“Foolish child, if the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass were so useful, why wouldn’t I use it?” Seeing the shocked expression on Lu Zigang’s face, the Boss couldn’t help but smile bitterly: “Ever since I obtained the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass, I continuously traveled back to the time before Fu Su’s death. But no matter how many times I used the compass to return to history, even if I saved Fu Su, he would soon die from other causes. This is completely unchangeable – it’s history that has already happened.”

Lu Zigang suddenly remembered when he and the Doctor were in General Qi’s military camp, the Doctor had treated many soldiers, most of whom soon died in the ensuing battles. He hadn’t thought much about it then – could the reason really be history’s irreversibility?

“I always thought I hadn’t done enough, always felt I would do better next time.” The Boss looked down at the tea gently swaying in his cup, his words carrying indescribable bitterness. “But watching him die in front of me for various reasons time and again, like a nightmare from which I could never wake, finally I could only helplessly surrender, seal away the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass, and never use it again.”

Lu Zigang’s face turned pale as he finally realized how naive he had been.

Yes, history was always just history. What had happened had become established fact. No matter how much effort he put in, nothing could be recovered.

Lu Zigang stood dazed for a while, then wiped his face with his hands and said dejectedly: “Boss, I may have done another foolish thing.”

He then told about using Hengwu incense on the Doctor. He couldn’t hide it and didn’t try to justify it too much. Lu Zigang vaguely felt his mental state had been somewhat dangerous recently. Perhaps being around so many strange antiques, being able to easily travel through time with a gesture, and arbitrarily control others’ fates had given him an illusion of omnipotence. He was also just an ordinary person, unable to maintain himself in the face of such powerful temptation.

Fortunately, the Boss had returned in time, otherwise he might have done something even more regrettable.

As Lu Zigang spoke, he watched the Boss’s expression, but found no clues – the Boss didn’t even move his eyes or eyebrows a fraction.

“Oh, that’s fine.” After Lu Zigang finished, the Boss slowly nodded. “That’s fine. The Doctor should return to a normal person’s life. Even if you hadn’t used Hengwu incense, I would have used it on him.”

Hearing this, Lu Zigang finally breathed a sigh of relief, his hanging heart settling back in his stomach. He had thought so – the Boss had used that Hengwu incense countless times over two thousand years. Hadn’t he seen that only a tiny bit of incense powder remained in that jar? This time was naturally no different from all those previous times.

The Boss still smiled as usual, bringing his tea cup to his lips, but the ice-cold tea that entered his mouth made his brow furrow.

Silently swallowing the cold, astringent tea, the Boss smiled helplessly.

So although he could no longer feel pain or its absence, he could still distinguish warmth from cold…

Fu Su felt under the doormat at the entrance and found the spare key, opening the apartment door. The moment the door opened, Fu Su couldn’t help touching the burned area covered by his bangs on half his face with his hand. His fingertips encountered only uneven textures. He wasn’t someone who cared about appearance, but now he wondered if Hu Hai would recognize him when seeing this stranger.

Actually, Fu Su didn’t like this younger brother at all. He had been deliberately spoiled by their father since childhood, and after growing up had usurped his throne. Though it was all due to Zhao Gao’s instigation, the fact that he died because of it couldn’t be changed. But now that he had even let go of his obsession with restoring the Qin Dynasty, what couldn’t he forgive about this blood-related brother?

After all, over two thousand years had passed, hadn’t they? Even the Great Qin in his memories had turned to dust – what could prove they had ever existed?

Only a few scattered people remained.

The apartment was completely silent. Fu Su could already smell the musty odor of a place long uninhabited. He tried the light switch by the door, but the lights didn’t turn on. The electricity had probably been cut off for unpaid bills. Fu Su frowned, finding thick dust had settled throughout the house. The living room window wasn’t properly closed, and there were marks on the floor near the window where rain had soaked and warped the boards – the source of the musty smell.

It looked like Hu Hai hadn’t been back for several months.

Fu Su walked to the table, where there was a half-burned moon musk incense seal that had been extinguished, but what caught his attention was a square-shaped mark on the table. The dust thickness here was completely different from the surrounding area, as if something had been placed here and later taken away.

There were no notes or other information in the room. The clothes in the closets were all there with no signs of being packed. Even the bedding hadn’t been folded. One of the black umbrellas Hu Hai often carried was missing from the entrance. The entire room looked as if the owner had casually gone out and then never returned.

Fu Su’s doubts grew. Hu Hai didn’t use phones, so he didn’t know how to contact him. Only at times like this did he realize how advanced modern communication methods were. In ancient times, no news for several months was quite normal – why would being unable to contact someone for a moment feel so unbearable? He wondered how Hu Hai had spent this past year… Thinking this, Fu Su felt somewhat guilty about leaving without a word.

Just then, Fu Su heard the fluttering sound of wings. Following the sound, he saw the little red bird squeeze through a gap in the living room window. Fu Su immediately approached and asked: “Minghong, where is your master?”

Minghong tilted its head looking at the stranger who had suddenly appeared in the house, but didn’t rush to peck at him. It hurriedly flapped its wings and circled the room once, not seeing its master’s figure, and couldn’t help crying out anxiously.

Seeing Minghong’s reaction, Fu Su’s heart sank. What had happened to Hu Hai that he hadn’t even taken Minghong with him?
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Hu Hai had no idea that thousands of miles away, someone was worrying about his safety. He was currently standing in a simple, ancient courtyard, looking up at the brilliant starry sky.

A fox fur cloak was gently draped over his shoulders. Hu Hai withdrew his gaze and looked at the man standing half a step behind him, his crimson eyes still flickering with incredulous emotion.

The person who had always bowed respectfully with restraint, forever keeping his head lowered, carefully following behind him, never speaking out of turn, always serving him with utmost care, and who was finally killed by his own hand due to a misunderstanding.

Though the memory was very distant, it remained vivid, because Hu Hai would never forget Zhao Gao’s indifferent explanation when he learned he had misunderstood Sun Shuo.

Ha, saying it was the second lesson he was teaching him – how to distinguish loyalty from treachery…

Yes, how could he forget that all his subsequent attendants were given the same name as this person, because he was afraid he would forget the mistake he had made…

“Sun Shuo…” Hu Hai called out gloomily, knowing that the person before him wasn’t truly alive, but rather a humanoid puppet created by Zhao Gao using puppet arts after his soul had attached to that bronze weight and been found by Zhao Gao.

“This servant is here.” Sun Shuo replied quietly, his voice sounding somewhat ethereal in the night.

“Zhao Gao… what exactly does he want to do?” Hu Hai finally couldn’t help asking. When Zhao Gao had appeared before him, it was like a nightmare. His bone-deep fear of Zhao Gao made him instinctively follow without any resistance.

Heh, he also knew how those in the history books wrote about Zhao Gao, thinking him foolish and absurd for daring to point at a deer in the imperial court and call it a fine horse.

But it was precisely this seemingly inappropriate trick that allowed Zhao Gao to easily distinguish which people in the court obeyed him, which were hypocritical, and which absolutely refused to submit. Such straightforward, simple, bold probing methods made all the later roundabout, tedious factional struggles seem pathetic!

This also showed just how terrifying this person’s schemes and methods truly were.

So when Hu Hai found himself essentially under house arrest in this remote mountain estate, he was even more silent as a cicada in winter. Even with Sun Shuo’s comfortable company, he lived in constant fear day and night, finally unable to resist asking this question.

Of course, when he asked this question, he felt Sun Shuo probably didn’t know the answer – he just wanted someone to chat with.

Unexpectedly, after Sun Shuo pondered for a moment, he actually spoke: “Master should have some scheme in mind.”

Hearing Sun Shuo, who should have been his own attendant, so naturally call Zhao Gao “Master,” Hu Hai was furious and laughed coldly: “Oh? What do you know? Tell me.”

“It should be related to a shop called ‘Dumb House.'” The winter night was cold. Though Sun Shuo was only a puppet, he still retained human habits. When a cold wind struck, he drew his sleeves together and hunched his shoulders, suggesting: “Young Master, let’s go inside to talk.”

“No need. I’m wearing a cloak, and you don’t fear cold anyway. Why go inside? I want to stand outside for a while.” Hu Hai snorted coldly. With Sun Shuo beside him, he seemed to return to being that arrogant young prince of Qin, just not wanting others to be comfortable. “Continue speaking. What does this have to do with some Dumb House shop?” Could it be that Zhao Gao had discovered the Boss’s identity? Hu Hai’s heart jumped, and thinking of his missing imperial brother, he became even more anxious.

Seeing that his young master didn’t want to return inside, Sun Shuo didn’t insist. Instead, he stepped forward half a pace, cleverly blocking the direction from which the night wind blew, then lowered his head and spoke slowly: “This must be told from the Dumb House’s history.”

“History? Isn’t the Dumb House just an antique shop built by that Boss? What history could it have?” Hu Hai raised his hand to smooth his silver hair scattered by the night wind, casually tucking it into his cloak’s hood.

“Not so. In fact, collection of antiques began with Minister Gan’s master. It’s said that the Daoist’s sect specialized in collecting ancient divine artifacts scattered throughout heaven and earth. After the legendary eras of Emperor Yan, Yellow Emperor, Yao, Shun, and Yu passed, the spiritual energy between heaven and earth dissipated. The divine artifacts remaining in the world would have tremendous effects on mortals, so several treasure vaults were established throughout the Central Plains to seal away these artifacts one by one. Of course, divine artifacts were only a small part. Many objects like me that had souls attached or had developed their own spiritual intelligence also belonged to the category requiring sealing.” Sun Shuo spoke slowly, his tone and cadence as gentle and calm as always, without the slightest fluctuation even when speaking of himself.

“Treasure vaults?” Hu Hai’s attention was immediately drawn to these two words, his crimson eyes unable to suppress their gleaming light. “Speaking this way, it makes perfect sense. Those ancient divine artifacts were extremely difficult to damage, so there’s no reason they would just suddenly fade into obscurity. I originally thought it was because they gathered dust after their masters died, but it was actually for this reason!”

“The Guangya states: ‘Ku means dwelling.’ There’s also ‘she,’ which is the colloquial pronunciation of ‘ku,’ but it’s not pronounced ‘kù’ but ‘shè,’ the same sound as ‘she.'” Sun Shuo’s voice paused, as if giving Hu Hai time to think, then continued slowly after half a breath: “So the Dumb House is not a simple shop name, but one of the treasure vaults.”

“The character ‘ya’ (dumb) comes from ‘mouth’ and ‘ya,’ with ‘ya’ also providing the sound. Here ‘mouth’ refers to making sound, while ‘ya’s original meaning was the inner palace of the imperial city. ‘She’ means vault, so the name ‘Dumb House’ originally meant the emperor’s inner treasury – referring to those treasures that could only speak within the palace city. Those treasures could all speak, so one can imagine what kinds of treasures were stored in that inner vault. Of course, several other treasure vaults were built later, and as dynasties changed through Xia, Shang, Zhou, Spring and Autumn, and Warring States periods, few knew the name Dumb House. Until the Boss’s master resumed collecting antiques and used this name again.” Besides stating what he knew, Sun Shuo inevitably mixed in his own speculation: “Perhaps during his millennia of wandering, the Boss also inherited his master’s will and opened the Dumb House as an antique shop to hide the truth.”

Hu Hai looked with an indescribable expression at the man bowing beside him: “Sun Shuo, how do you know so much?”

Sun Shuo smiled: “Young Master, this servant has always retained consciousness and has lived over two thousand years. Moreover, antiques are quite gossipy, especially those that can speak.”

Hu Hai’s breathing hitched. Thinking that he was the cause of this situation, he immediately had nothing to say. He took a sharp breath of cold air and stiffly changed the subject: “The Dumb House is just one treasure vault, right? And the antiques in it aren’t even sealed. Zhao Gao’s appetite shouldn’t be so small. So what’s his purpose? Does he want to seize the other treasure vaults?”

“This servant doesn’t know. But to find those treasure vaults, one must use a compass.” Sun Shuo answered simply.

“A compass?” Hu Hai suddenly thought of the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass in the Dumb House.

“Yes, that compass is called the Nie Compass. Legend says it can twist space-time, allowing a person’s soul to flow backward through the world for true nirvana rebirth.” Sun Shuo couldn’t help getting excited speaking of this, because he too wanted rebirth – wanted it so desperately he was going mad. His words carried obvious trembling: “But because this Nie Compass was too heaven-defying, the compass needle and compass were separated for storage and have long since scattered to unknown places.”

Hu Hai narrowed his eyes, thinking that the Luoshu Nine Stars Compass in the Dumb House also twisted space-time. He just didn’t know whether what was on it was the Nie Compass’s needle or the compass itself. Silently memorizing this intelligence, seeing that Sun Shuo had stopped speaking, Hu Hai frowned and asked: “Why did Zhao Gao capture me if he wants to excavate treasure vaults?”

Hearing this, Sun Shuo laughed quietly: “Master said that since he happened to find me, he owed me one wish.”

“A wish?” Hu Hai stared blankly as Sun Shuo, who had always kept his head down, finally raised it. Puppets all had very strange complexions. Though his features vaguely resembled the face Sun Shuo had originally possessed, his skin was indeed pale blue-white. Seeing it suddenly was like seeing a talking, moving corpse.

“Because my wish was to return to Young Master’s side…” Sun Shuo still smiled with that gentle, humble manner, but the smile at the corner of his lips curved into an eerie arc.
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At the same time, also bathed under the same starry sky, were two figures, one large and one small.

Because he was in a courtyard with spring-like weather year-round, Tang Yuan only wore a T-shirt with Iron Man printed on it. In front of him was spread a large star chart, surrounded by a pile of astronomy books, as he buried himself in studying astrology. Beside him, the young Daoist still wore his crow-blue lake silk Daoist robe, head lowered in contemplation.

“North and south stars hang straight and true, with a level path to heaven’s field in between, all are black stars connected in pairs, with another crow called Jin Xian…” Tang Yuan was reading through the Bu Tian Ge (Song of Stepping Through Heaven), a collection of poems describing the entire celestial sphere. In ancient times, this was a secret text passed down orally through generations of directors in the Imperial Astronomical Bureau, never shared with outsiders. Of course, in modern times, this was no longer any great secret. Tang Yuan had been ordered by his master to study astrology, and the first step was to memorize this entire Bu Tian Ge.

For Tang Yuan with his photographic memory, this wasn’t particularly difficult. He had quickly finished memorizing the poems for the Purple Forbidden Enclosure, Supreme Palace Enclosure, and Heavenly Market Enclosure, and was about to start on the Twenty-Eight Lunar Mansions. However, he needed to memorize the Bu Tian Ge while cross-referencing the star charts, which was relatively more troublesome. Moreover, having first memorized the eighty-eight Western constellations, this was as painful as learning martial arts all over again from scratch.

“Master, the Bu Tian Ge is so hard to memorize!” Tang Yuan finally couldn’t help complaining loudly. He looked up, trying to find the stars of the Jiao constellation in the sky, but suddenly remembered that Jiao was the first of the seven eastern mansions, mostly consisting of stars from Virgo and Centaurus, which only appeared in the southern sky after sunset in late spring and early summer. Now it was the depths of winter – how could there be any trace of Jiao in the sky? Should he start instead with Can (Orion), the brightest and most obvious constellation in the entire winter sky?

“The I Ching’s Great Treatise says: ‘Heaven displays phenomena to show good and ill fortune.’ Observing celestial phenomena can predict the course of all things in the world – what a practical skill.” The young Daoist raised his head and dutifully began brainwashing his disciple.

“It’s not practical at all… I’d rather believe the twelve-constellation horoscopes online – much simpler and straightforward.” Tang Yuan puffed out his cheeks and said huffily, “I don’t want to study Grand Duke Jupiter, spirits and demons, seven luminaries, eight trigrams, three cycles, or nine stars!”

“Hmm? You know quite a lot, little Tang Yuan!” The young Daoist raised an eyebrow, showing surprise on his handsome face.

“Of course! Young master here is naturally intelligent – how could mere astrology stump me?” Tang Yuan proudly puffed out his chest.

“Good boy, little Tang Yuan is really amazing. Keep working hard!” the young Daoist praised with sincere tone.

After enthusiastically flipping through the Bu Tian Ge in the book for a while, Tang Yuan’s expression finally stiffened, feeling like he’d been tricked again. He looked up, about to argue theoretically for a few sentences, but saw his master holding a palm-sized turtle shell. His right hand made a hand seal, and a yellow Daoist talisman at his fingertips spontaneously combusted without fire, then was covered by the turtle shell on the stone table. Immediately, the crackling sounds of the burning turtle shell came continuously.

Tang Yuan couldn’t help holding his breath. This was the legendary turtle shell fire divination?!

That talisman looked like just a small strip, but it burned for a very long time. The crackling of the turtle shell continued intermittently. Only when it became completely quiet did Tang Yuan discover that there were several clear cracks on the turtle shell, but coincidentally, they hadn’t caused the shell to break completely.

The young Daoist carefully felt along these cracks with his right fingertips while extending his left hand to calculate by finger-counting. Finally, his thumb stopped at the lowest joint of his middle finger.

Tang Yuan was stunned. He had naturally learned the finger-counting method of Minor Six Ren divination. The lower joint of the middle finger was called “void death” – this was the most inauspicious hexagram, indicating great misfortune for whatever was being divined. No matter what his master was calculating, this was a hexagram of great ill omen!

“Master…” Tang Yuan called out worriedly, his heart feeling crushed by a boulder, making it hard to breathe. If it were someone else, they probably wouldn’t care much about divination, but although he verbally looked down on his master’s abilities, he knew this seemingly unreliable foodie master was actually an immortal-like existence. Recently, his master had rarely even touched his favorite foods, and thinking about it now, everything was indeed wrong. Tang Yuan suddenly asked with a dark expression: “Master, is that array-breaking eldest senior brother coming to find us?”

The young Daoist looked up at the starry sky and sighed wistfully: “He’s already found us.”

With his words, the barrier in mid-air suddenly made a tremendous crackling sound without warning, showing some cracks under Tang Yuan’s horrified gaze. Tang Yuan was dumbfounded, because he discovered that the cracks on the barrier were exactly the same direction as those on the turtle shell his master had just burned.

“Crack!” The turtle shell on the stone table finally split completely, truly shattered into pieces.

“Little Tang Yuan, your eldest senior brother has come to settle accounts with me! Cause and effect, karma never ceases – this matter has nothing to do with you. I’ll send you to your second senior brother.” The young Daoist seemed completely unconcerned about the frequent ill omens, even reaching out to pat Tang Yuan’s head with a smile.

“I won’t go! Master! Didn’t you say you’d stay with me for life? Let’s go together!” Tang Yuan stood up and tugged at the Daoist’s robe sleeves, his round face showing firm determination. Though he usually bickered with his master until the sky turned upside down, he actually depended on him greatly. His master was the person he relied on for survival in this world.

“He won’t necessarily kill me – probably just wants me to taste what it’s like to be trapped for two thousand years. Don’t worry, even if he uses eighty-one antiques as array points to reset the Investiture of the Gods formation, your master isn’t one to surrender without a fight.” The young Daoist smiled gently. Without minding Tang Yuan’s crying and fussing, he raised his hand and remotely grabbed a small backpack from the lotus pond, tossing it into his arms, then directly pointed a finger precisely at Tang Yuan’s forehead.

Tang Yuan only felt a powerful suction force attacking him from behind, very much like the feeling of drowning and falling into a whirlpool. In the instant before losing consciousness, he saw that the transparent barrier behind his master had become like a spider web, cracked all over.

“This is winter! At least let me grab a down jacket, Master!”

When Tang Yuan’s broken cry came, the Daoist found that his little disciple had been perfectly teleported away by him, and couldn’t help scratching his cheek with his finger in embarrassment.

Little Tang Yuan shouldn’t freeze to death… should… he…

Having just walked out of the hospital building, the Doctor felt a bone-chilling wind blow over. He tightened the heavy wool coat on his body, somewhat regretting not checking the weather forecast when leaving home that morning – snow was already falling from the sky.

After greeting several colleagues and leaving, the Doctor instinctively headed toward the commercial street next to the hospital.

Well, yes, going home would mean cooking for himself anyway, so he might as well go to the commercial street for a bowl of hot noodles to warm up. The Doctor made excuses for his body’s instincts. While crossing the street, he saw a man with bangs covering his face holding a black umbrella waiting at the street corner.

It was just a very casual glance, but a cold wind carrying snowflakes happened to blow aside the other person’s bangs, revealing burn scars around his eye area.

The Doctor felt pity in his heart. From his appearance, this was also a quite good-looking man – he didn’t know what misfortune he had encountered to be disfigured like this. However, this thought only flashed through his mind briefly. The Doctor quickly withdrew his gaze, completely unaware of how long the other person’s eyes lingered on him.

By this time, the sky had darkened, and the commercial street was already lit up with colorful neon lights. The Doctor stepped on a thin layer of snow, looking around, always feeling empty inside.

As if he had forgotten some important person.

But no matter how he tried to recall, he still couldn’t think of any clues.

Rubbing his face that had turned somewhat red from the cold, the Doctor felt this should be an illusion caused by too many recent surgical arrangements and excessive pressure.

Taking out his phone to search for affordable group deals nearby, the Doctor followed the map directions into a quiet small alley, but nearly tripped. When he steadied himself against the wall and looked back, he found it was actually an unconscious little boy!

This little boy looked only about ten years old, wearing only a T-shirt with Iron Man printed on it, his small face already blue from cold.

The Doctor quickly crouched down. The little boy was holding an ancient-looking woven medicine basket, which actually contained a small white snake curled up in hibernation. It looked harmless and should be a pet snake.

Without time to think carefully, the Doctor quickly took off his coat and wrapped it around the little boy, calling 110. But carrying the child and rushing directly back to the hospital would be faster.

Carrying the little boy through the small alley, the Doctor decided to use the hospital’s back entrance.

His actions drew many sideways glances from passersby on the commercial street. The Doctor didn’t mind. While walking, he felt the boy’s heartbeat with his hand – it seemed like just frostbite with no external injuries. Carrying a child weighing several dozen pounds at a fast pace, even without wearing his coat, made the Doctor break into a sweat, his breath fogging up his glasses with a thin layer of frost.

This was the peak time for nightlife, with particularly heavy foot traffic on the commercial street. The Doctor dodged left and right until someone seemed to block his path ahead.

“Please excuse me,” the Doctor said good-naturedly.

That person froze, then slowly stepped aside.

The Doctor didn’t think much about it, thanked him, and strode forward, completely unaware that the person behind him was following him with extremely complex eyes.

The Boss stared blankly in the direction the Doctor had left, even after his figure had long disappeared among other people.

The snowflakes falling overhead had stopped at some point. The Boss looked up and discovered a black umbrella was shielding him from the wind and snow.

“Did you get what you came for?” Fu Su asked gently, head lowered.

“I got it.” The Boss smiled back. “Let’s go.”
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The piercing sound of an alarm clock rang through the room. Tang Yuan took quite a while before he rubbed his eyes and crawled out of bed, walking drowsily toward the bathroom while yawning. He skillfully stepped on a small stool, relieved himself, flushed, washed his hands, brushed his teeth, and washed his face. Then he took a comb and scraped at his hair a couple of times in front of the mirror, finally satisfied as he flashed a toothy grin at the cute little shota in the mirror.

“What are you preening for? Hurry up and move.” A large hand unceremoniously patted his head, ruining the hairstyle he had just fixed.

“Ah! Uncle, you’re so mean!” Tang Yuan bristled, covering his little head as he jumped down from the small stool, puffing out his cheeks angrily.

“Good boy, little Tang Yuan. I’ve already bought breakfast and put it on the dining room table—soy milk, fried dough sticks, beef pancakes, and two bowls of small wontons.” The doctor completely ignored the little one’s tantrum, leisurely picking up the soap.

Sure enough, as soon as his words fell, the little shota Tang Yuan cheered as expected and rushed toward the dining room, followed immediately by the clanging sounds of bowls and chopsticks.

The doctor had some occupational cleanliness habits, which led him to spend extra time washing his hands even at home. Of course, it wasn’t as extreme as needing the eight-step handwashing method required for entering an operating room, nor did he need medical hand brushes. He carefully and thoroughly washed both hands, then trimmed his slightly grown fingernails before satisfactorily drying them with a towel. So when he walked into the dining room, he discovered that half the breakfast on the table was already gone, with Tang Yuan wolfing down food with a pancake in his left hand and a fried dough stick in his right.

“Eat slowly. Chewing carefully is good for your health.” The doctor sighed inwardly, thinking about how this child had been picked up from the street and saved at the hospital, yet couldn’t explain his own identity. He only knew his name was Tang Yuan, and as far as he could remember, he had always lived with his master, but that master was nowhere to be found.

Thinking of this, the doctor couldn’t help but silently curse that unreliable master. This child must have been trafficked from a young age. He had even secretly taken Tang Yuan’s photo and posted it on Weibo, asking netizens to help spread it in hopes of finding his parents. But according to what the child said, he had been with that master since he was very young. The difference between a two or three-year-old child and a ten-year-old was significant, so the possibility of finding this child’s parents was very slim.

At the time, Tang Yuan had only been severely frozen. After being revived, there were no medical fees to speak of, and the hospital couldn’t arrange for him to stay. Normally, in such situations, they should report to the local police, get a certificate, and then contact an orphan welfare institution to take in Tang Yuan, while the police would search through massive databases for possible matches to Tang Yuan’s parents.

This was a lengthy waiting process.

The doctor didn’t know what he was thinking at the time. Seeing Tang Yuan’s dispirited expression, his heart softened. He communicated with the beat cop who came to register information and let Tang Yuan stay at his house for the time being.

Fortunately, Tang Yuan was particularly well-behaved and sensible, never causing the doctor any trouble. It even felt like having a pet at home waiting for him to return, giving the doctor a great sense of accomplishment. Of course, speaking of pets, the doctor still wasn’t used to that little white snake that appeared and disappeared mysteriously in his house.

Halfway through eating his fried dough stick, the doctor’s face darkened as he lifted the little white snake that had unauthorized climbed up his calf from his pant leg.

“Haha… Little Lu Lu was originally hibernating, but it’s probably warm in the house, so she woke up.” Tang Yuan laughed dryly while taking the pure white little snake from the doctor’s hands. Looking at the little white snake in Tang Yuan’s arms that was lazily flicking out its red forked tongue, the doctor felt an uncontrollable sense of fear rising in his heart. He unconsciously furrowed his brow.

Having grown up in the countryside as a child, he had long been accustomed to seeing grass snakes slithering through the fields and could ignore them completely. How was it that he didn’t know he would actually be afraid of snakes now?

But even if he was afraid of snakes, this one was only as thick as a finger—he could crush it with one hand. How could he still be afraid? Too absurd!

Right, snakes were cold-blooded animals. It must be that it had suddenly climbed up his calf just now, and that cold sensation had startled him.

While the doctor was making excuses for himself, Tang Yuan had already hurriedly jumped down from the dining table, carrying the little white snake to a corner of the living room where an antique woven medicine basket was placed. Tang Yuan put the little white snake back while pleading in a low voice: “My little ancestor, please don’t cause any more trouble. What if this uncle gets angry and throws us out? It’s freezing cold outside! You can hibernate, but I don’t have that ability!”

The little white snake elegantly coiled several circles in the medicine basket but didn’t sleep. Instead, it raised its head slightly with some arrogance, flicking out its bright red forked tongue with a hissing sound.

“Ah? What are you saying? I can’t speak Parseltongue like Harry Potter.” Tang Yuan scratched his cheek with his finger in distress.

The little white snake rolled its eyes speechlessly.

“Could you be hungry? I don’t see Master feeding you anything normally…” At this point, Tang Yuan suddenly shivered because he remembered that this white snake indeed didn’t eat ordinary things, but would occasionally bite Master’s neck—not to suck blood, but to absorb spiritual energy. Now that Master wasn’t here, who would he find to serve as backup food for this beauty snake? Tang Yuan laughed awkwardly twice, decided to act like he knew nothing, and returned to the dining room with synchronized hand and foot movements to continue finishing his unfinished bowl of soy milk.

Seeing Tang Yuan return, the doctor had just come out after washing his hands again in the bathroom. He supervised Tang Yuan washing his hands once more, and when one big and one small sat back at the dining table, they continued solving the remaining breakfast with gloomy heads.

After devouring everything, the doctor cleaned up the dining table. Seeing he still had some time before work, he pushed his glasses and said seriously to Tang Yuan: “Little Tang Yuan, you can’t go on like this. I contacted that beat cop yesterday, and he said someone in your situation can enroll in school as a transfer student. I’ll help you inquire at the affiliated elementary school these few days—it’s just one street away from our house.”

Tang Yuan was moved by the doctor’s reference to “our house,” but then his big head shook like a rattle drum: “School? I don’t need to go to school.”

The doctor was stunned because Tang Yuan hadn’t said he didn’t want to go to school, but that he didn’t need to go to school: “Nonsense, what child doesn’t go to school?”

Tang Yuan pointed at the stack of books on the bookshelf and said righteously: “I borrowed these books from the city library using your library card. Do you think an ordinary elementary school could teach me anything?”

The doctor looked in the direction Tang Yuan pointed and was instantly shocked speechless by the seemingly profound and mysterious book titles. Elementary school students were already studying astrology, oscillation theory, yin-yang five elements feng shui… The doctor’s mouth twitched twice. Unable to deal with him, he smiled: “Picking books you can’t understand to bring back—they’re quite heavy. Can you even carry them?”

The focus was completely wrong! Tang Yuan suppressed his desire to flip the table, puffed out his cheeks, jumped down from the table, and ran to the bookshelf with stomping steps. He placed that stack of books in front of the doctor, raised his chin proudly, and declared: “Test me on anything.”

The doctor suspiciously picked up the topmost “Yin-Yang Five Elements Feng Shui” book, turned to a page, and had barely said a few words when Tang Yuan smoothly continued reciting. The doctor’s eyes nearly popped out. Unable to believe it, he continuously tested several passages and switched to several books for questioning. Except for three books he hadn’t read, Tang Yuan recited all the others word for word without error.

“You have a photographic memory?” The doctor closed the book, looking at the cute little shota in front of him with envious, jealous, and resentful eyes. He had always thought photographic memory was something made up in novels to fool people. He never expected one to be standing right in front of him now!

“So-so.” Tang Yuan modestly scratched his head. In fact, his facial expression wasn’t like that at all—his nose was practically pointing up to the sky.

The doctor thought about it. Even he couldn’t handle such a heaven-defying shota, so better not release him to stimulate the flowers of the motherland. “Good boy, Uncle is going to work. Stay home obediently. If you’re hungry at noon, call for takeout. The money is in the entrance drawer. Don’t wander around except to go to the library.”

Tang Yuan nodded hurriedly. It was so cold outside—he didn’t want to go out at all. Although it was already early March, the weather outside was still unbearably cold.

The doctor quickened his pace, practically jogging to the hospital. He changed into his white coat and followed the chief on rounds. Chun Ge, who had already arrived, fell back two steps, handed over a medical chart, and said quietly: “That Program Bamboo Pole from last night came again.”

Hearing this, the doctor frowned and quickly took the case file to read through it.

Program Bamboo Pole was a nickname given to a patient by the little nurses. For the nurses to have an impression of someone and even give them a nickname showed the person was a regular at the hospital. Program Bamboo Pole’s real name was Cheng Xiao—a very imposing name—but he suffered from restrictive cardiomyopathy that was very difficult to cure. The heart was originally one of the most important organs in the human body. Once there were problems, it would cause various complications. Even the mildest symptoms of restrictive cardiomyopathy could only allow someone to live 25 years at most. Cheng Xiao’s condition was very serious. At just over twenty-two years old, he had been in and out of the hospital several times over the past ten years.

“I wasn’t originally responsible for him. Why am I getting his medical record this time?” The doctor looked at the pulsed ultrasound echocardiogram in the medical record while asking in confusion. Cheng Xiao’s surgeries were usually what various cardiothoracic surgeons fought to observe, since an example of a person’s heart beating so strongly in this condition was truly rare.

The doctor felt he lacked the qualifications for such an honor.

“Wasn’t it because you participated in his mitral valve repair surgery at the beginning of last year? The retrograde approach technique you completed independently was simply perfect! You couldn’t tell it was your first time at all, so the chief called you to join.” Chun Ge’s tone carried some jealous envy and resentment. He punched the doctor’s shoulder with his fist and snorted lightly: “You kid, do you need me to praise you in such detail again? Don’t worry, Program Bamboo Pole’s hospitalization this time isn’t because your last surgery had problems, but because new complications appeared.”

The doctor’s hand froze while flipping through the two-dimensional echocardiogram. What mitral valve repair surgery? What retrograde approach technique? Could he say he didn’t remember any of it?

But if he recalled carefully, there were indeed some discontinuous surgical images hazily floating in his mind, yet those images seemed covered by a layer of frosted glass—blurry and impossible to see clearly.

Raising his hand to press his slightly aching temple, the doctor felt his mental state had been problematic lately. But he had specifically gone to the physical examination department for a checkup last week and found no abnormalities. Maybe he was overthinking.

Focusing his attention back on the medical record in his hands, the doctor scanned Cheng Xiao’s densely packed medical history from top to bottom and couldn’t help but feel admiration.

Restrictive cardiomyopathy ultimately leads to death from heart failure or pulmonary embolism. Except for heart transplantation, there were no better or more thorough solutions. But heart transplantation belonged to major organ transplantation in the country. Due to conservative thinking, there weren’t as many donors as abroad. How many people unwillingly closed their eyes while waiting in line? Cheng Xiao was also one of those struggling back and forth on the line between life and death.

“His condition doesn’t look good this time…” The doctor frowned at the examination results. Contrast echocardiography showed microbubbles moving back and forth at the tricuspid valve. According to Doppler examination results, estimating the degree of regurgitation from the right ventricle to the right atrium, this looked like symptoms of tricuspid valve insufficiency.

“I heard he’s about to reach the top of the transplant list. He must hold on,” Chun Ge said quietly, but firmly shut his mouth the next moment because their group had followed the chief into Cheng Xiao’s hospital room.
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Cheng Xiao’s family was fairly well-off, but his parents had already passed away in an accident when he was young. His grandfather had left him a fund before dying, and it was because of this fund that he could afford his enormous surgical expenses. His hospital room was a single occupancy room. Cheng Xiao lay there alone, looking out the window. His entire body was swollen from edema, making him appear bloated rather than having his usual bamboo pole appearance. He even looked like a normal person’s physique, yet made people feel inexplicable pity and sighs upon seeing him.

When he saw the doctors enter, Cheng Xiao withdrew his gaze from the peach blossoms outside the window. His handsome face wore a serene expression. If you only looked at his face, only his purple lips and deathly pale complexion would let people detect that he suffered from a terminal illness. Walking on the streets outside, he would definitely receive an extremely high rate of head-turning due to his handsomeness. He even had the mood to joke with the familiar chief, completely unconcerned about his precarious physical condition.

After the chief cleared his throat lightly, he began explaining the upcoming medical arrangements. Cheng Xiao’s body was no longer suitable for conservative drug treatment and could only undergo surgery, but what kind of surgery would depend on the results of further examinations. Under the expectant gazes filling the room, the chief selected the doctor and Chun Ge to be responsible.

When the doctor heard he was the first assistant, he knew the chief must have taken notice of his surgical performance last time. He should have straightforwardly explained the situation clearly, but he didn’t want to miss this rare opportunity. After hesitating slightly, he nodded in agreement.

Next came arranging for Cheng Xiao to undergo various examinations again. The doctor and Chun Ge accompanied him throughout. Cheng Xiao was completely indifferent to such ordeals, his calm expression only changing when his gaze swept across the nameplate on the doctor’s chest.

“Oh? So it’s you. I heard my last surgery was performed by you—very perfect indeed.” Cheng Xiao curved his purple lips. His cyanosis was very severe, with deep purple even appearing at his fingertips. This was respiratory failure caused by cardiopulmonary disease.

The doctor simply couldn’t imagine how someone who had great difficulty with every breath could show such a relaxed and gentle smile. Moreover, the other’s praise made him feel even more unworthy. He could only push up his glasses and say in a business-like manner: “We’ll go to the MRI room in a bit. Do you have any metal jewelry or watches on you? They all need to be removed.”

“Oh, I go for examinations frequently, so I know. Fortunately, I haven’t had a pacemaker installed yet, otherwise I couldn’t even do MRI scans. Speaking of which, I remember you weren’t wearing glasses last time. Why did you change your look?” As Cheng Xiao spoke, he slowly pulled things out of his hospital gown pocket. The item slipped from between his fingers, tracing a silver arc through the air before falling to the floor with a crisp sound.

The doctor had instinctively wanted to pick it up, but upon hearing Cheng Xiao’s question, he unconsciously froze in place.

He would go without glasses? Although he had undergone myopia correction surgery two years ago, because he had been accustomed to having something on his nose bridge for so many years, he wore even plain glasses at all times. The doctor laughed dryly a couple of times: “Maybe I wasn’t wearing glasses when I was performing surgery.”

Cheng Xiao shrugged: “Do you think I would see you during surgery?”

Indeed, anesthesiologists always entered the operating room first, and surgical doctors like them only took their positions after the patient was completely anesthetized. The doctor felt his temples beginning to ache faintly again. What exactly had he forgotten?

Chun Ge, being somewhat oblivious, didn’t notice the doctor’s discomfort. He bent down to pick up what Cheng Xiao had dropped: “Oh my, it’s still this little silver fish. You’re still carrying it around and haven’t lost it!”

The doctor couldn’t help but look toward Chun Ge’s palm. It was a small silver fish about the length of a thumb. To be precise, this was just the right side of a fish’s body. Half of the little silver fish’s body was raised while the other half was flat. The raised half was carved so lifelike, though the fish scales were dull and lusterless—clearly an object with considerable age. The fish’s mouth had a circular hollow opening, presumably for threading a cord.

“This is Cheng Xiao’s precious little silver fish. It’s said to be an antique left to him by his grandfather, and he always carries it with him. But this guy is quite careless—wherever he goes, he forgets this little silver fish. Fortunately, the nurses who regularly care for him all recognize it, so when it’s lost, they return it to him.” Seeing the doctor’s interest, Chun Ge gossiped a bit, though he didn’t let the doctor examine the little silver fish closely. To him, what was there to see in this little silver fish? What mattered was Cheng Xiao’s physical examination results. So he casually put the little silver fish in his white coat pocket and pushed Cheng Xiao toward the MRI room with a smile: “I’ll keep the little silver fish safe for you first. Come on, we need to hurry.”

Cheng Xiao looked at Chun Ge with somewhat unnaturally stiff expression. When no one was paying attention, a gloomy cold light flashed through his downcast eyes.

“Ah? You’re not coming home for dinner again tonight?” Tang Yuan held the phone receiver, his tone expressing deep reluctance. “I was hoping Uncle would take me to Pizza Hut tonight! Okay, okay, then next time. Uncle, please take care of your health too, and don’t forget to eat dinner. Okay, okay, I’ll lock the door properly tonight.”

Tang Yuan hung up the phone with a click, looked at the slightly darkening sky outside, and pouted: “Little Lu Lu, it looks like I’ll have to call for takeout again tonight. What should we eat this time?” As he spoke, he turned around and was horrified to see the little white snake he had just mentioned pushing open the window and elegantly attempting to escape outside. “Oh my little ancestor!” Tang Yuan hurriedly pounced over, grabbing the little white snake’s tail with his small hand and smiling ingratiatingly: “Please don’t run around! If someone catches you, with your tiny body, you wouldn’t even be enough to fill the gaps between their teeth! Wherever you want to go, I’ll take you there…”

The little white snake looked at Tang Yuan with disdain, then reluctantly climbed up his arm to his neck, pretended to tighten around it once, then pointed toward the door with its tail—looking determined not to give up unless they went out.

Tang Yuan, intimidated by this show of force, had no choice but to pick up his keys, comforting himself that this was going out to forage for food, not randomly wandering around.

Right, mainly to forage for the little white snake…

Tang Yuan turned up his collar. The little white snake coiled around his neck twice, and without close inspection, you couldn’t tell he had a live snake hanging around his neck. Tang Yuan actually didn’t know where he should go to find food for the little white snake. He wandered around aimlessly and instead bought a jianbing from a roadside stall, filling his own stomach.

With some food in his belly warming his stomach, Tang Yuan’s mood improved slightly. While eating his jianbing, he looked at the bustling traffic on the commercial street and murmured: “Little Lu Lu, you need to eat spiritual energy, but what kind of person would have spiritual energy? Only people as powerful as Master have spiritual energy, but even if we could find someone similar to Master, would they stand still and let you feed?” The possibility of being slapped flying to the horizon was probably much higher… Tang Yuan silently swallowed the last sentence along with his jianbing.

The little white snake didn’t respond but used its tail to pat Tang Yuan’s neck, directing him to walk in that direction.

Tang Yuan resignedly exhaled, quickly finished his jianbing, and walked along the commercial street with his head down until he saw a small seal script signboard reading “Mute House.” “No way! Are you looking for my senior brother? But my senior brother isn’t here. Otherwise, I’d go directly to him instead of staying with that doctor…” Tang Yuan was rather disappointed but still followed the little white snake’s wishes, swaggering as he pushed open the carved door and entered the shop.

Upon entering, he was immediately captivated by the pure agarwood fragrance. Tang Yuan took several deep breaths, silently sighing that his senior brother was indeed wealthy—no wonder Master had thought of coming to seek refuge with him. Tang Yuan felt the little white snake around his neck writhing as if wanting to climb down, which scared him into immediately pressing it down through his clothes. He vaguely sensed that the originally peaceful shop seemed to stir with commotion due to his action—countless voices flashed noisily past his ears, but when he tried to listen carefully, everything suddenly returned to silence.

Tang Yuan’s gaze swept over the shop’s furnishings, his eyes growing increasingly fervent. Having grown up with his master since childhood, every item his master used was a treasure, which had also trained Tang Yuan’s excellent eye for quality. These items that others would consider no different from replicas—even without handling them, he could confirm they were priceless authentic pieces, most even more precious than items displayed in museums.

Senior brother was indeed very wealthy! Please let me cling to your coattails!

Tang Yuan’s heart was streaming with tears. Why wasn’t senior brother here? If he were, Tang Yuan could smoothly dump the little white snake on his senior brother to raise. Why did things have to be so miserable now? The more Tang Yuan thought about it, the more unbalanced he felt. His right hand reverently touched the Hainan huanghuali official hat chair beside him. A wood knot on the front of the chair presented a ghost face that was a lifelike fox face with exquisite features. Originally a smiling face, it became terrified the moment Tang Yuan touched it.

Tang Yuan was instead startled, but the little white snake that his left hand had been restraining seized this moment of his distraction, slithering down along his right sleeve and about to rush out from the cuff.

“Little brother, what do you want to buy?” A deep male voice suddenly sounded behind Tang Yuan, making him instantly withdraw his hand and causing the little white snake to freeze at the moment it was about to rush out, quickly coiling around Tang Yuan’s wrist.

“Uh…” Tang Yuan looked with lingering fear at the fox face on the chair, which had returned to its smiling expression, feeling he must have been seeing things just now! He looked up at the handsome man standing behind him wearing a zhongshan suit—not his senior brother, but the guy he had seen outside the shop last time when he came with his master, the one responsible for watching the store.

Lu Zigang was quite surprised to have a child enter Mute House, because this kind of decor and layout was rather pretentious—only older people liked to come purely for appreciation. Young men and women rarely entered the shop, let alone children around ten years old. Moreover, he seemed to have scared the other party.

Thinking this, Lu Zigang couldn’t help but soften his voice, patting Tang Yuan’s head and asking warmly with a smile: “Want to sit up there? Should uncle lift you up?”

Tang Yuan shook his big head like a rattle drum, indicating he absolutely didn’t want to sit on a chair that could change expressions. He tried his best to act like a normal ten-year-old child, lifting his small face with an innocent smile: “Uncle, I need to go home. I’ll come play again next time when I have a chance!”

Everyone liked polite children. Lu Zigang thought of his own noisy little nephew—compared to the boy in front of him, that one was simply a bratty child! Watching the boy bounce away happily, Lu Zigang focused his gaze on the Hainan huanghuali official hat chair, his expression couldn’t help but tense.

After a moment of silence, he still sighed helplessly, pulling out a soft cloth from his pocket and bending down to begin wiping.

There was a greasy, shiny fingerprint on the official hat chair.

A bratty child or whatever—how could that be seen through at a glance?

He was indeed still too naive.

Tang Yuan had no idea he was being silently complained about behind his back. He was lifting his right hand, asking the little white snake in his sleeve in a small voice: “Little Lu Lu, you can absorb not just people’s spiritual energy, right? You can also absorb spiritual energy from objects?”

The little white snake writhed restlessly in his sleeve. Tang Yuan quickly pressed his cuff tightly, and cold sweat immediately broke out.

Because he suddenly remembered that when the little white snake was really too hungry to bear it, it would appear as a beautiful snake woman. If it did that to him on the street, that would be quite a spectacle!

Shocking Medusa on Commercial Street!

Cosplay? Beautiful snake woman so realistic it rivals American blockbusters!

New biochemical monster attack! Or is China’s Dragon Group making an appearance?!

Tang Yuan expressed that he absolutely didn’t want to be the male protagonist of a trending Weibo topic! He paced anxiously in circles, instinctively wanting to find the doctor. After all, he had been cared for by the other party these days, and Tang Yuan couldn’t think of any other solution. If worse came to worst, maybe the doctor could get some ether to make the little white snake unconscious?

The hospital where the doctor worked was nearby. Tang Yuan had even been rescued there once before, so he was somewhat familiar with it. Now that it was dark, as a small child, he could easily slip into the hospital. Tang Yuan climbed the stairs while covering his nose, claiming to be allergic to the disinfectant smell, chattering: “Today isn’t an auspicious day—travel is forbidden! Little Lu Lu, should we come back another day? Okay, okay, stop making a fuss… Huh? You want to stop on this first floor?” Tang Yuan looked at the sign in the stairwell—Cardiothoracic Surgery Inpatient Department? Wasn’t this exactly Doctor Uncle’s department? He said he was on duty tonight, so they might just run into him.

Secretly pleased, Tang Yuan didn’t care that he might get caught and scolded by the doctor for foolishly running to the hospital. He had even thought up an excuse and bought two hot roasted sweet potatoes outside the hospital.
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This was exactly the visiting hours for the inpatient department, and there were still many people walking back and forth in the corridor. Tang Yuan looked around curiously, and in that moment of inattention, he failed to keep watch over the little white snake in his right sleeve. It seized the opportunity and slipped out, sliding swiftly across the smooth ceramic tile floor before silently slipping through a door crack into one of the hospital rooms.

Tang Yuan’s heart sank, thinking this was terrible. Without caring whether it was impolite, he didn’t even knock on the door but pushed open that hospital room and slipped inside.

The doctor had just finished eating. The department had held a meeting that afternoon specifically to study several backup plans for Cheng Xiao’s surgery tomorrow. After all, some conditions couldn’t be detected through instruments and could only be determined after opening the chest on the operating table. The doctor was troubled by his vague memories. After the meeting, he had specifically gone to the laboratory to practice surgical suturing techniques using models. Though he had initially doubted himself, his body seemed to have its own consciousness after his brain issued commands, completing everything with extreme perfection. Some advanced techniques that he had only seen in precious surgical videos, he could perform cleanly and flawlessly.

It was just like a dream.

The doctor was still somewhat confused, but he also knew that if nothing unexpected happened, he could indeed complete tomorrow’s surgery. So his heart was at ease. When a nurse came to relay that Cheng Xiao wanted to see him, he gladly came for rounds.

Only… he seemed to have just seen a familiar small figure. That little rascal wouldn’t have run to the hospital, would he?

The doctor frowned, pulled out his phone from his white coat, and started calling home. Sure enough, no one answered for a long time.

His footsteps stopped in front of the room where he had just seen that figure. The doctor discovered this happened to be Cheng Xiao’s room. He immediately suppressed the anger in his chest, took a deep breath, and raised his hand to knock on the door. After receiving permission from inside, he pushed the door open and entered.

In the single VIP room, only the LED lamp in front of the hospital bed emitted a dim yellow light. The doctor simply scanned the room and found only Cheng Xiao inside. Had he been seeing things just now?

Cheng Xiao was looking down, playing with the little silver fish that Chun Ge had returned to him. The dim yellow light cast a cold shadow on his face, making observers feel heartbroken.

The doctor knew the other party must be worried about tomorrow’s surgery, so he skillfully softened his voice and said in an extremely reliable tone: “Tomorrow our chief will be the lead surgeon. Don’t worry about anything.” He then used some professional terminology to explain several preparations for tomorrow’s surgery.

Upon hearing this, Cheng Xiao smiled but didn’t raise his head, only saying lightly: “Sometimes I don’t know why I struggle so hard to stay alive.”

The doctor immediately felt this was somewhat troublesome. Generally speaking, this kind of comforting words would be more effective coming from the patient’s family members. But Cheng Xiao’s family members were no longer in this world, leaving only Cheng Xiao to face the disease that would never disappear. When the doctor thought of Cheng Xiao’s thick medical history, he felt solemn respect. Although he had never suffered from any serious illness, working in a hospital, he knew what it meant to live a life worse than death.

He also knew that anything he said now would be pale, and that Cheng Xiao had called him over simply to seek companionship from others on this lonely night. The doctor simply pulled the chair in front of the hospital bed and sat down. Under Cheng Xiao’s surprised gaze, he wiped his hands with medical disinfectant wipes and picked up one of the apples from the bedside table, beginning to peel it on his own.

“This apple was sent with the hospital meal, right? Tsk, big and red. The VIP room really has better things than our doctors’ cafeteria.” The doctor began chatting in a friend’s tone. While diverting Cheng Xiao’s attention, he suddenly remembered he could ask a question: “By the way, we met over a year ago, right? Did you have an impression of me then?”

Cheng Xiao indeed tilted his head, falling into memories, and said seriously: “Yes, you weren’t wearing glasses then, and your bangs were combed back, so I didn’t recognize you immediately today. But did something good happen to you? You weren’t like this personality-wise before.”

“Oh?” The doctor’s hand trembled, and the thin apple peel he had been peeling broke. He continued asking nonchalantly: “What impression did I give people then?”

“Although you were always smiling, you gave people a kind of cold indifference that kept others at a distance, like you were a very important person.” Cheng Xiao said jokingly with a smile.

“Was I that annoying before? No wonder the chief told me to change my personality and get closer to people, haha.” The doctor explained dryly, once again confirming that something must have gone wrong during that period. But what he could ask from Cheng Xiao was already the limit. If there was a chance, he still needed to probe Chun Ge for information.

The room returned to silence. After the doctor finished peeling one apple, he evenly divided it into four pieces and placed them on the fruit plate, then picked up another and began peeling it. When he was in medical school, he had often used apple peeling to train the stability of both hands. He could even peel an apple in just half a minute, with the peel thin and even, never breaking in the middle. Moreover, this was a good action for calming his mind. When the doctor came back to his senses from his focused state, he discovered he had peeled all six apples from the bedside table.

“Haha, sorry, I get addicted when I start peeling apples.” The doctor smiled embarrassedly. “What should I do? I seem to have peeled too many.”

“It’s okay, these are all leftovers from today’s three meals. I don’t like eating apples, so you can have them all.” Cheng Xiao was very generous.

Even with the biggest appetite, he couldn’t eat six apples! Moreover, apples would oxidize quickly after being peeled. The doctor first apologized, then carried the fruit plate out for a walk around the floor, trading the apples with the little nurses at the nurses’ station for some snacks.

Cheng Xiao looked at the potato chips handed to him and said with a mixture of laughter and tears: “Can my body handle eating this junk food?”

The doctor looked at him with the gaze one gives an idiot: “You’re not sick in the stomach, and besides, you need to fast for eight hours before surgery. The operation is at ten tomorrow morning. It’s fine, you can still eat now. Oh my, you’ve never even eaten potato chips? Too pitiful. Eating two pieces won’t hurt.”

Cheng Xiao looked at the potato chips in front of him that gave off a tempting aroma. He couldn’t help but reach out to take them, but in his carelessness, the little silver fish he had been holding dropped to the floor due to this movement. The doctor bent down to pick it up, but because the lighting in the room was dim, he couldn’t immediately see where the little silver fish had fallen. Looking carefully, the doctor discovered some light flickering under the hospital bed.

Just as he was about to reach for it, he suddenly heard Cheng Xiao exclaim: “Don’t pick it up!”

At the same time, a clear child’s voice also rang out in the darkness: “Uncle, you’d better not touch that silver fish talisman.”

The doctor was stunned. Not bothering to pick up the little silver fish, he straightened up and looked with anger at the little boy walking out of the washroom that came with the hospital room. That Tang Yuan kid was indeed here.

“You’d better explain this to me.”

Tang Yuan shrank back upon contact with the doctor’s fiery gaze behind his glasses, but then puffed out his small chest and said righteously: “Uncle, do you know what this silver fish talisman is used for?”

The doctor’s mouth twitched. He wanted Tang Yuan to explain why he was here—he didn’t care about any silver fish talisman at all! But from the corner of his eye, he noticed that Cheng Xiao’s face no longer held its previous calm but was filled with anxiety and unease. Remembering that Cheng Xiao had also warned him not to pick it up, his curiosity was greatly aroused, and he pressed: “Of course I don’t know, but you do?”

“Of course I know!” Tang Yuan pointed at his forehead, proudly hinting to the doctor about his photographic memory. What a joke—he had been dragged by his master since childhood to look at catalogs of lost treasures, so of course he knew everything. “Fish talismans are generally about finger-length, divided into left and right halves. They have mortise and tenon joints in the middle that can fit together. The left talisman stays in the inner court, while the right talisman is carried by the holder as proof of an official’s identity. Although it’s said to be the invention of Tang Gaozu Li Yuan, fish talismans are just different in shape from the tiger talismans of the Warring States period, representing different powers. Tiger talismans could mobilize armies, while fish talismans could only prove identity. They’ve existed since ancient times.”

“This silver fish talisman is an antique?” The doctor frowned, feeling that this scene of being educated about historical knowledge was very familiar. In his memory, it seemed someone else would patiently explain things to him like this, but when he tried to see that person’s appearance clearly, he couldn’t do so no matter what, and he couldn’t even remember what their voice sounded like.

“It is indeed an antique, and not an ordinary one.” Tang Yuan stared at Cheng Xiao on the hospital bed. “I wasn’t sure before, but seeing your attitude, this silver fish talisman is probably from the ancient underworld bureaucracy that fell into the mortal world. When underworld officials walk the mortal realm, the yang energy they need is mostly absorbed from others. You somehow obtained this silver fish talisman but aren’t actually an underworld official. I’m afraid you’ve been using the silver fish talisman to steal others’ yang longevity and transfer it to yourself. Without this silver fish talisman, you should have died long ago.”

“Nonsense.” The doctor was quite angry upon hearing this. Being medically trained, he naturally didn’t believe in supernatural things. “Are you saying our surgeries weren’t done well?”

“Not at all. No matter how well surgery is performed, the human body must have the ability to endure it. Uncle, you know in your heart that him surviving so many surgeries is already a miracle.” Tang Yuan shrugged. He had just listened to those surgical procedures in the washroom and felt something was wrong with this Cheng Xiao. During boring times, he had also flipped through those medical professional books the doctor kept at home.

Although it was strange that Cheng Xiao’s silver fish talisman was often lost around the hospital and always had someone pick it up and return it to him, that couldn’t be explained by Tang Yuan’s reasoning! The doctor was about to scold Tang Yuan for speaking nonsense when he saw a little white snake winding its way out from under the bed, with an obvious fish-shaped bulge in its belly.

Tang Yuan cried out in distress and pounced over, holding the little white snake upside down and shaking it: “My little ancestor! How could you eat things randomly? This silver fish talisman should be sealed away. How could you swallow it in one bite? Aren’t you afraid of choking!”

“Plop!” Something indeed fell from the little white snake’s mouth, but unfortunately, when it hit the ground, it silently crumbled into powder.

Cheng Xiao silently looked at the pile of silver powder on the ground, soundlessly curved the corners of his lips, and when he raised his head again, his expression was completely blank. “Doctor, I want to rest.”

The doctor was so embarrassed he didn’t know where to put his hands and feet. He naturally didn’t believe Tang Yuan’s nonsense about underworld officials and yang longevity. Although he found the little silver fish’s shattering suspicious, he knew Tang Yuan had done something wrong this time. He quickly apologized and left the room carrying Tang Yuan and the little white snake.

The room returned to deathly silence. Cheng Xiao clenched both fists tightly. After an unknown amount of time, he finally opened his right hand again.

In his palm were crushed potato chip crumbs.

He looked for a long time, finally lowered his head, and licked a little bit.

It really was delicious…

Chun Ge pushed open the break room and happened to see the doctor reading medical books, while in the corner, a boy around ten years old was facing the wall with his head down in reflection.

“Oh my, how pitiful. You’re really heartless.” Chun Ge joked. The fact that the doctor had temporarily adopted a little boy was known to familiar colleagues. Some understood, others didn’t, but Chun Ge felt that was the doctor’s own life after all—as long as he felt it was OK.

“Hmph, he deserved the lesson.” The doctor felt that his earlier wavering due to Tang Yuan’s confident ghost stories was utterly ridiculous. Chun Ge had handled that silver fish talisman before—had his yang longevity already been stolen? The doctor originally wanted to ask this out loud, but seeing Chun Ge’s tired expression, he immediately changed his mind. Having such thoughts was really too ridiculous. If he said it out loud, he would definitely be mercilessly mocked by Chun Ge. He must apologize to Cheng Xiao on Tang Yuan’s behalf tomorrow morning.

“Still looking at Cheng Xiao’s medical records? Get some rest early. You’ll have to stand for a long time tomorrow.” Chun Ge yawned, rubbing his wrists to massage his hand muscles.

The doctor closed Cheng Xiao’s thick medical record. He had looked through it several more times after returning. Although Cheng Xiao’s heart was riddled with holes, surviving was indeed a miracle, but weren’t medical miracles common? The doctor stood up, planning to take Tang Yuan to wash up, but only then discovered that this little rascal wasn’t bowing his head in repentance at all—he was using his forehead against the wall and sleeping soundly!

Just as the doctor was about to raise his hand to knock Tang Yuan’s head, both his and Chun Ge’s pagers simultaneously rang with piercing sounds. Both looked down, and upon seeing the text clearly, they rushed out the door in unison.

Tang Yuan, awakened by the noise, rubbed his eyes with his small hands. After figuring out what had happened, he couldn’t help but sneer: “Stolen life—how long can it last anyway? Fortunately, this silver fish talisman didn’t have much spiritual power. It could only steal yang longevity through others’ touch on the holder’s last day of life, and the same person could only be stolen from once, with the stolen days being random. Look, fortunately Uncle wasn’t fooled just now. It seems Uncle won’t need to prepare for surgery tomorrow either. He can go home with me in a bit, right?”

The little white snake around his neck flicked out its bright red forked tongue. Tang Yuan immediately deflated, saying meekly: “Little ancestor, seeing you like this, eating spiritual energy from antiques is also possible? But let’s make a deal, okay? Can you not eat the spiritual energy from my second senior brother’s good antiques? Evil spiritual energy like from silver fish talismans—eat all you want!”

The little white snake tilted its head thoughtfully, and finally nodded somewhat reluctantly.

“Sigh, but evil antiques aren’t easy to find either! In the past, when I was with Master, I saw him seal away many powerful evil antiques, but unfortunately they’re all sealed in storage… There probably aren’t many in the current world… Ah! My little ancestor! I’ll think of a way! My spiritual energy is insufficient! My health bar is empty! Don’t bite my face! It hurts!”
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The scorching sun at noon was blazing and poisonous. In Dali City, which had just experienced the ravages of war, everywhere the eye could see were broken walls and ruins. The originally lush streets lined with flowers and trees were now stained with blood, and several bloated corpses still floated on the rippling blue waters of Erhai Lake. On the verdant Cangshan Mountain in the distance, thick columns of smoke billowed up, burning the Dali soldiers who had died in battle or been killed for refusing to surrender.

Throughout the city were fully armed Mongol soldiers, all sporting ridiculous queue hairstyles. Though these resembled the three-tuft haircuts worn by children in the Central Plains, no one dared mock them to their faces. All the Dali Bai ethnic people driven to the roadside kept their heads down—some silent, some quietly weeping, some suppressing the anger in their chests—until a prison cart creaked slowly from the south gate.

Gao Taixiang stood in the prison cart, secretly grateful that these Mongol soldiers, to demonstrate their mercy, had specifically sent someone to bathe him and change his clothes that morning, covering his scarred body from torture. At least now, aside from his simple clothing, haggard appearance, and somewhat disheveled state in the prison cart, he still retained some dignity befitting a Dali Chancellor.

Seeing the shock and despair flash in his subjects’ eyes on both sides of the road, Gao Taixiang’s heart felt like it was being cut by knives. It was he and Duan Xingzhi who were incompetent—when Dali City fell, they failed to live and die with Dali, instead separately leading troops to abandon the city and flee, allowing the ancient city of Dali, bestowed by heaven, to suffer the ravages of war.

Gao Taixiang had always believed that Dali belonged to the Gao family, even though both in the past and now, Dali’s emperors were surnamed Duan.

Since the fourth emperor Duan Sicong’s reign in the Kingdom of Dali, the Gao family had replaced the Dong family to seize the chancellorship, and from then on held power over the court. Even during his great-grandfather Gao Shengtai’s time, they had deposed Duan Zhengming and established themselves as emperor. Although they returned the throne to the Duan family of Dali two years later, the reins of power in Dali had always been firmly grasped in the Gao family’s hands, passed down through generations. Whenever a Dali emperor on the throne showed the slightest disobedience, they could demand that person go to Wuwei Temple to abdicate and become a monk, replacing them with an obedient member of the Duan family as emperor. In fact, eight Duan family emperors had gone to Wuwei Temple to become monks.

So in Dali, almost everyone knew that the emperor was merely a figurehead, while those who truly held power were the contemporary Gao family chancellors.

The Gao family had an ancestral teaching: never usurp the Duan family’s throne. Gao Shengtai had once violated this ancestral teaching and to this day was not even qualified to be buried in the Gao family ancestral graves. So despite his unwillingness, Gao Taixiang strictly observed the ancestral teaching, never crossing that line. Because he knew that no royal family in this world could rule forever—if the Gao family usurped the Duan family’s throne, someday others would replace the Gao family too.

But now, it seemed the entire kingdom of Dali was about to cease existing.

Watching the Dali people on both sides of the street successively kneel in bewilderment, Gao Taixiang felt their gazes upon him were even more unbearable than the blazing sun overhead, causing sweat to pour down his back like sap.

The beautiful scenery of households growing flowers and water flowing through every street had now become devastated beyond recognition. Flowers had withered and decayed, and the prison cart crushed camellia petals mixed with bloodstains remaining on the bluestone bricks, creating a heart-stopping sense of despair.

In the distance, one could see Wuhua Tower at the end of the road. The magnificent building still displayed exquisite wood carvings—this guest pavilion built during the Nanzhao period had not been ordered destroyed even by Kublai Khan. Instead, after Dali City fell, he stationed his army there. What differed from the past were the banners flying from Wuhua Tower, all bearing foreign script.

Gao Taixiang’s prison cart creaked to a stop in the square in front of Wuhua Tower, and he was led by soldiers to the newly constructed wooden platform in the square.

This was to execute him publicly, giving those Dali subjects who still harbored rebellious thoughts a show of force.

Gao Taixiang kept a wooden expression on his handsome face, his bound hands behind his back, his spine straight as a rod. The noon sunlight shone directly down, forming a golden aura around him that gave him an inviolable dignity—for a moment, no one dared approach to force him to kneel.

In reality, Gao Taixiang was standing purely through willpower; a single gust of wind could blow him over. Every bone and muscle in his body ached unbearably, yet he still stood with righteous bearing. Glancing up at the shadowy crowd of figures standing on Wuhua Tower, Gao Taixiang could vaguely see beneath the canopy a man wearing a folded waist-style helmet and golden brocade robes—this was the Mongol prince, the fourth son of the regent Tolui, Borjigin Kublai Khan.

Before long, someone from Wuhua Tower shouted down—nothing more than the usual worn-out words of persuading surrender with promises of high office and generous rewards. Gao Taixiang had heard these so many times in recent days he could recite them. When the messenger soldiers grew tired of shouting, the square suddenly fell into suffocating silence, with thousands of eyes watching Gao Taixiang’s choice.

If he had chosen to surrender, he would have done so long ago. If he wanted to end his life early, why endure such humiliation? Kublai Khan surely intended not only to intimidate but also to root out all resistance forces in Dali City in one sweep. What a fine calculation.

A trace of mockery flashed across Gao Taixiang’s handsome face as he declared in a clear voice: “The Duan fortune cannot return—heaven wills it so. My cause is finished!” Having said this, he closed his eyes and remained silent, stretching his neck to await execution. No matter what, Duan Xingzhi was still alive—hopefully he would have a chance to return to Dali…

Duan Xingzhi, remember our promise. I will watch over you from heaven.

The executioner received orders from Wuhua Tower and raised the giant axe in his hands.

The blazing sun was suddenly obscured by heavy dark clouds. In an instant, fierce winds arose, making banners flutter and snap loudly. Thunder and lightning immediately followed, with sand flying in their faces, and as torrential rain fell, so did a spray of blood rain…

The heavy carved door of Mute House creaked open, and Lu Zigang then heard the sound of a walking stick striking the floor. Too lazy to even raise his head, he continued focusing intently on gripping his kun knife while carving the jade piece in his hands.

The curator needed no greeting from him, familiarly placing a brocade box in his hands on the counter before carefully picking up a tea bowl nearby, admiring it with gentle movements. What a joke! Looking at this glaze color, rough rim, tear marks, and unglazed rim—one could tell at a glance this was a late Song Ding kiln piece, and moreover a rare black Ding variety. Looking at the clear leaf pattern visible at the bottom of the bowl through the clear tea, without needing further authentication, the curator had already confirmed this was a Song Ding kiln black glaze leaf pattern bowl.

His hands couldn’t help but tremble slightly. The curator quickly placed the tea cup back on the counter. What a crime! This quality of antique would qualify to be displayed in a glass case for admiration even in the treasure-rich National Palace Museum in Taipei. But here at Mute House, it had become a vessel for casually brewing tea. Although originally this tea cup was meant for drinking tea, no matter how many times the curator had seen it, he still couldn’t get used to it.

The curator was torn between fear of breaking it and desire to hold it in his hands for fondling. After staring blankly at the black Ding tea cup for a while, he shifted his gaze to Lu Zigang’s side, and upon seeing became even more shocked, pushing up his reading glasses on his nose bridge.

Was he seeing things? When did Lu Zigang develop such excellent craftsmanship? Could he really have been possessed by that Ming Dynasty Lu Zigang?

Looking at the peony carved on this jade piece—even the vein patterns on the petals were carved crystal clear, and even the dewdrops on top gave one a feeling they were about to drip. Adding to this the jade material used was Hetian jade seed material, mutton-fat white and lustrous, even the remaining skin’s yellow color perfectly fell on the peony’s stamen, which Lu Zigang was currently carving with his kun knife.

The curator was completely mesmerized, knowing he couldn’t casually interrupt. If this cut went slightly off in force, this ingeniously crafted jade piece might be ruined. He watched as the peony’s stamens appeared one by one before his eyes, while the darker colored areas nearby were skillfully carved by Lu Zigang into a bee, with wings thin as cicada wings that seemed ready to take flight the next moment.

During this process, the curator was afraid even his breathing might disturb Lu Zigang, so he kept quietly lightening his breath, directly causing Lu Zigang to forget there was someone watching beside him. When he finished carving the bee and used his kun knife to inscribe a poem on the back of the jade piece, casually adding a Zigang signature, only then did he raise his head, planning to pick up the tea cup beside him for a drink to moisten his throat.

When his hand reached out and grasped nothing, only then did he notice there was an additional person in Mute House. Lu Zigang saw that black Ding leaf pattern bowl placed in front of the curator and knew without guessing that it had definitely been examined all over by Uncle Curator. He curled his lips in disgust, rummaging through the counter to find another tea cup about the same size as the previous one, picking up the teapot to brew himself a fresh pot of tea.

Even with another Song Ding kiln black glaze partridge spot bowl now in front of him, the curator wasn’t as excited. His expression was somewhat dazed—he hadn’t seen wrong, had he? Such exquisite and perfect carving work! Such authentic Zigang signature! If he hadn’t personally watched this jade piece being carved, after adding a series of counterfeiting methods like vinegar treatment, luster removal, and stain dying, he might even think this was a genuine Ming Dynasty Lu Zigang piece…

Could it be that Mute House was actually a counterfeit goods shop?

The curator immediately dismissed this suspicion. Counterfeiting also required specialization in certain areas—it couldn’t be possible for all antiques to look so authentic. Besides, how many good things had he obtained from Mute House? Surely they couldn’t all be fakes? Moreover, there had been imitation Zigang signature jade pieces throughout history—it was just that this young man carved too realistically.

Lu Zigang didn’t care what the curator was pondering. He wished this uncle would overthink things and stay as far away from Mute House as possible. This uncle had been coming every day recently without stating any business, always beating around the bush. After sipping hot tea, Lu Zigang glanced at the additional brocade box on the counter this time and sighed: “Uncle Curator, I’ve already told you the boss isn’t here recently. Even if you bring things to find me, it’s useless.”

With this reminder, the curator finally remembered his purpose, hurriedly saying: “Little Lu! Uncle really couldn’t find anyone else to help! Come help me take a look!”

Lu Zigang reluctantly took the black Ding wood pattern bowl from in front of the curator, washed it, and poured him a fresh bowl of tea, making a posture of listening attentively. To be honest, Lu Zigang had originally approached this with the mentality of passing time, but as the curator’s slightly hoarse voice continued, his expression became increasingly serious.
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Earlier this year, the curator had gone to Kunming for rehabilitation due to his poor leg condition. However, being someone who couldn’t stay idle, he soon connected with colleagues in Kunming. Before long, he heard that an ancient tomb had been unearthed in ancient Dali City, and unable to contain himself, he took a train to Dali. Due to his professional status, although he didn’t directly participate in the excavation work of the Dali ancient tomb, he had examined all the unearthed artifacts one by one. This ancient tomb had already been discovered by locals before being reported to the state, and because of its remote location, a large portion of the antiques had already been stolen by the time archaeological personnel sealed off the site. The curator lingered in the area for a long time unwillingly, and indeed managed to buy a ceramic figurine suspected to have been unearthed from this ancient tomb.

“It’s only suspected, because I didn’t see any similar ceramic figurines among those unearthed artifacts. I only used devitrification identification and glaze surface microscopic observation methods to roughly determine this ceramic figurine’s period, which was close to the period of the unearthed ancient tomb. So I submitted this ceramic figurine, but they wouldn’t accept it, believing I had made an error in judgment.” The curator rubbed his hands together, his wrinkled face also showing distress. “So I had no choice but to bring this ceramic figurine back, originally planning to place it in my home collection room as just another collectible, but then…”

“But then what?” Lu Zigang hadn’t seen the curator continue for a long while, and became interested in the ceramic figurine in this brocade box. After washing and drying his hands, he put on thin gloves from the counter. When using antiques from Mute House, he wasn’t particularly careful because those objects were normally used items. But this ceramic figurine might be an unearthed burial object, so it deserved different treatment.

A palm-sized shadow blue figurine lay quietly in the brocade box.

Shadow blue was also a type of celadon, with a glaze color slightly tinged with blue, crystal clear and lustrous, with strong transparency. Shadow blue generally used iron as a coloring agent, mostly applying glaze over carved patterns on unfired bodies, so finished pieces were generally simple and elegant. The shadow blue figurine before them was also rather crude. Although the glaze surface was smooth, there were some areas where the glaze had peeled off, showing that the firing technique wasn’t very skilled, but one could still make out the clothing and patterns on this human figurine. This shadow blue figurine knelt on both knees with head slightly lowered. Unfortunately, the glaze on the facial features had been severely damaged and peeled off, making it impossible to see the original appearance clearly. Upon careful examination, Lu Zigang understood why the curator firmly believed this human figurine also came from that ancient tomb.

Regarding the excavation of the Dali ancient tomb, Lu Zigang, as an industry insider, had also heard about it. It was the mausoleum of a Dali noble, but due to many important burial objects being stolen, plus the chaotic times during the late Song and early Yuan periods when Dali’s throne changed hands frequently, the tomb owner’s identity remained inconclusive. The clothing on this shadow blue figurine was clearly what Dali nobles wore, and the patterns all over the body were complex, yet there was a blank space at the waist area, meaning one shouldn’t have ulterior motives—this was a typical Bai ethnic noble.

Lu Zigang rarely saw such shadow blue figurines and couldn’t put it down for a moment, but he didn’t forget the curator’s unfinished words and pressed: “So what happened?”

“…As a result, I’ve been having nightmares lately.” The curator wiped his face with his hand, feeling that one shouldn’t speak of supernatural things, but ever since he collected that Sword of King Yue and experienced that terrifying night at the museum a few years ago, he had come to believe somewhat. “I repeatedly dream of scenes of someone being executed. Looking at the surrounding scenery and flags, it should be when Dali City was occupied by Mongol soldiers.”

“The last person in power from the Gao family?” Lu Zigang thought briefly and found the answer in his memory. He couldn’t recall that person’s name for the moment, but Dali Kingdom’s ruling structure, which differed from the Central Plains, was still impressive. The Duan family of Dali was more like modern Japanese or British royalty in some sense—without real power, merely a mascot with symbolic meaning. The Gao clan was the true power holder in Dali, and if someone was publicly executed, the answer was obvious.

“Yes, his name was Gao Taixiang.” The curator knew this period of history deeply. “When Dali City fell that year, Dali’s last emperor Duan Xingzhi and Gao Taixiang fled separately. Gao Taixiang was captured, refused to surrender, and was beheaded beneath Wuhua Tower. Soon after, Duan Xingzhi was also captured but sent north to the Mongol court to meet Möngke Khan. Möngke Khan employed gentle policies, bestowed golden tallies, and ordered his return to serve as Dali’s general administrator, continuing to manage the original subordinate tribes. In my view, Duan Xingzhi was probably quite pleased—now free from the Gao family’s constraints, he would be much more comfortable.”

Lu Zigang raised his eyebrows. Those who studied historical artifacts rarely added personal preferences when commenting on historical facts, but the curator’s obvious expression of disdain for Duan Xingzhi was probably influenced by those dreams. Lu Zigang played with the shadow blue figurine in his hands for a while before placing it back in the brocade box, smiling: “Curator, I estimate you’re experiencing ‘thinking by day, dreaming by night.’ This shadow blue figurine doesn’t show any abnormalities.” Having said this, he helplessly spread his hands and continued: “Honestly, even if there were any, with my limited abilities, I couldn’t detect them.”

“No abnormalities?” The curator smacked his lips twice. “I was planning to send this shadow blue figurine for thermoluminescence dating, but I’m reluctant to drill holes in it. Fortunately, there are areas where the glaze has peeled off, so I sent it for compositional analysis the day before yesterday. The evaluation report hasn’t come out yet…”

Lu Zigang deeply felt the curator was being unnecessarily cautious, knowing the other party wasn’t really expecting any suggestions from him, or even if he had suggestions, they wouldn’t be heeded, so he honestly kept quiet.

The curator was still pondering, finally deciding to follow his intuition. Generally, unearthed burial objects with excessive yin energy would be placed in museum exhibitions. Because exposure to lighting and the constant yang energy brought by visitors would gradually dissipate the yin energy on burial objects.

Decided—next week’s ceramic exhibition would include this shadow blue figurine!

Gao Taixiang still remembered the day when he chose his own fate, simultaneously determining others’ fates, and even the fate of all Dali.

The Gao family’s wealth and power, extending through generations with overwhelming influence, had created a complex behemoth. Within the Gao clan, each generation’s power holder wasn’t chosen like Han families that valued eldest sons and legitimate grandsons, but rather based on ability. So in becoming a qualified Gao family power holder in the elders’ eyes, Gao Taixiang had paid unimaginable hardships and costs.

The Dali Duan family’s throne was, in fact, a spokesperson chosen by the Gao family power holder. After the Xiaoyi Emperor Duan Xiangxing, whom Gao Taixiang had assisted, died, his primary task was to select the appropriate person to inherit the throne from among the Duan family descendants.

No Gao family power holder would not enjoy this moment. Perhaps some might think becoming emperor was the most noble honor in the world, but possessing the power to choose who would inherit the throne, controlling the person on the dragon chair within one’s grasp, might expand one’s inner desire for power to the extreme.

At least Gao Taixiang enjoyed it, though he was somewhat tired of it. Although he was very young, being able to stand out from the Gao family filled with hidden dragons and crouching tigers, he had seen many underhanded schemes. Those Duan family descendants who surrounded him from morning to night like flies around pastries, seizing every opportunity, greatly annoyed him.

Until one day, a youth with clear eyes and brows stood before him, completely ignoring the killing aura from his recent battlefield return, saying nothing, just calmly gazing at him like that.

“Why don’t you speak?” Gao Taixiang admitted this Duan Xingzhi had indeed aroused his interest.

“Even if I don’t speak, Chancellor Gao knows my purpose.” A confident smile appeared at the corners of Duan Xingzhi’s lips, the light in those eyes almost blindingly bright under the sunlight. He slowly said: “Moreover, Chancellor Gao will ultimately choose me.”

“Oh? Then why would I choose you?” Gao Taixiang raised his eyebrows upon hearing this and laughed despite himself.

“Because I will die before you.” Duan Xingzhi said simply. His voice was gentle, yet contained an irresistible quality.

Gao Taixiang put away his smile, seriously examining for the first time the youth standing candidly before him. He didn’t say he would exhaust himself working tirelessly for Dali, didn’t try to use nepotism to curry favor, and didn’t use various means to hint indirectly. Because he knew what the other party wanted.

He was promising that he would be easier to control than other brothers, and if difficult to control, could be directly replaced.

“Very good, this is an agreement.”

“This is an agreement.”

“Very good, this is an agreement.”

“This is an agreement.”

Gao Taixiang awakened from his memories, reaching out to stroke the carved railings beneath his hands. Wuhua Tower was the tallest and most magnificent building in Dali City, with every detail so exquisite as to be almost unbelievable. Perhaps only the imperial palaces of the Han people in the Central Plains could compare. But even those powerful Han people couldn’t stop the Mongol cavalry, and magnificent rivers and mountains were ruthlessly trampled under horse hooves. Now it was their turn in Dali…

Heavy footsteps came from the wooden stairs behind him. Gao Taixiang didn’t need to turn around to know who was coming up. This was the highest floor of Wuhua Tower—in the Kingdom of Dali, only two people were qualified to ascend here.

“Chancellor, you should break through with your troops.” Duan Xingzhi’s slightly weary voice sounded behind Gao Taixiang, a pair of pale hands stained with blood pressing on the railing beside the latter.

Gao Taixiang’s gaze involuntarily fell on the bloodstains between those fingers. After confirming the other wasn’t injured, he narrowed his eyes: “What about you?”

Duan Xingzhi’s gaze was vacant, looking at the panicked Dali subjects below Wuhua Tower. After a long while, he sighed: “I will live and die with Dali.”

“Are you willing?” Gao Taixiang smiled coldly. Under his assistance, Duan Xingzhi had been on the throne for three years. This youth wasn’t as harmless as he appeared. He had ambition, though well-hidden, but in Gao Taixiang’s eyes, it was basically impossible to conceal.

Duan Xingzhi’s thin lips pressed into a straight line. How could he be willing? But in this critical moment of survival, he couldn’t fail to see the facts clearly or deceive himself that everything still had hope.

“We’ll break through separately.” Gao Taixiang said lightly. “This way, the Mongol soldiers can only divide their forces to capture us. At least they need one of us two to survive.”

“Why?” Duan Xingzhi turned his head to ask. He wasn’t asking why the Mongol soldiers would spare one of their lives—obviously to appease the Dali subjects. He was asking why Gao Taixiang was going to such trouble.

His answer was Gao Taixiang’s slight smile. “After all, we have an agreement, don’t we?”

Duan Xingzhi helplessly curved his lips. Indeed, they had an agreement. Two people breaking through separately would definitely have better survival chances than Gao Taixiang alone. Moreover, even if Gao Taixiang were captured, as long as he surrendered, he could completely regain everything he originally possessed.

He was still overthinking.
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Spring rain pattered outside the window, bringing with it a sudden cold snap.

The doctor stood by the window, feeling only a bone-chilling coldness seeping through the incompletely closed window gap that made his whole body shudder.

Strange, when had he started disliking rain so much? Although rain might be inconvenient, it shouldn’t reach the level of disgust or even fear, should it?

Several blurry images flashed through his subconscious. The doctor frowned, trying to recapture and see them clearly, but came up empty-handed.

“What are you staring at the window for? Why don’t you hurry home after your night shift? Did you not bring an umbrella?” Chun Ge, who was reading a newspaper nearby, pointed at the umbrella drying on the floor. “Use mine first, I’m on duty today anyway.”

“…Thanks.” The doctor couldn’t explain that he was afraid of walking into the rain, and had a natural aversion to borrowing umbrellas. But he was probably overthinking it. Pushing aside his doubts about the rain, he walked over to Chun Ge to collect the umbrella, asking casually: “What gossip are you reading? You look quite animated.”

“Oh, it says the museum recently has a ceramic exhibition, and some people claim that after visiting, they go home feeling short of breath and physically weak. I think this should be publicity stunts—who told them so few people visit museums these days?” Chun Ge pointed at the newspaper with a mocking expression. “Look, once the newspaper reported this, more people went to visit. They might even do a series of reports!”

“…Maybe they really aren’t doing publicity stunts?” The doctor didn’t know why he would have such thoughts. Normal people should think like Chun Ge, right? Chun Ge looked at the doctor like he was looking at an alien, but then understandingly shrugged: “Well, I know you have a good relationship with the boss and he’s made you a bit neurotic too. By the way, I heard you say that boss seems to have connections with the museum curator. You could ask about the inside story when you have time.”

“Boss?” The doctor’s frown deepened. Which snack shop boss? Steamed buns or jianbing?

“The boss of that Mute House antique shop on the commercial street! Oh right, I haven’t seen you go there recently. Is the boss still not back? Ah, it’s time—going to make rounds.” Chun Ge just mentioned it casually and didn’t take it to heart. He glanced at the clock hands on the wall, folded his newspaper, put on his white coat, grabbed his medical charts, and went to make rounds.

The doctor felt Chun Ge must have mixed him up with someone else. How could he possibly know any antique shop boss? The doctor smiled dismissively, walked out of the hospital building, stared blankly at the gray sky for a while, then opened his umbrella and walked into the rain.

Raindrops drummed on the umbrella surface, making muffled pattering sounds. For a moment the doctor felt somewhat dazed, and with the umbrella blocking most of his vision, by the time he realized it, he was already standing on the commercial street.

Oh right, he should buy some breakfast to take home, and bring a portion for Tang Yuan too—that kid should be getting up about now.

The doctor came to his senses and began selecting today’s breakfast on the commercial street. The chive buns near the residential area weren’t as good as the ones here, but the fried dough sticks there were better. Soy milk was too troublesome to carry so he’d buy it downstairs, though looking at the time, the breakfast stalls downstairs had probably already packed up.

Unconsciously, the doctor’s footsteps seemed to have their own consciousness, stopping in front of a certain shop before he regained awareness. The carved door was quite eye-catching. The doctor raised his head, the umbrella’s edge slowly lifting, and two small seal script characters came into view.

Tang Yuan, who should have been obediently staying home waiting for the doctor’s loving breakfast delivery, was instead holding a transparent plastic umbrella, standing in front of the museum in a daze.

“Little Lu Lu, are you sure there’s spiritual energy to absorb here? Can you absorb it through glass cases? Speaking of which, Little Lu Lu, have you never been to a museum? Those glass cases covering the antiques are designed to isolate all air!” Tang Yuan muttered to the little white snake lying on the umbrella ribs, his tone earnest and patient. “And today I checked the almanac—it’s actually not suitable for travel!”

The little white snake turned its head toward him and lazily flicked its forked tongue, hissing twice.

Tang Yuan had no choice but to abandon thoughts of retreating home. With a do-or-die attitude, he walked toward the museum entrance, stepping in puddles with each step. The little white snake also flashed like lightning into Tang Yuan’s sleeve when he folded his umbrella and placed it in the entrance umbrella rack.

Shivering from the cold, Tang Yuan resignedly pulled his sleeves closer and flashed a cute smile at the inquiring staff member, claiming he had specifically asked for leave from his teacher to visit and write an article about the museum. Wherever he went, Tang Yuan always encountered well-meaning people asking why he wasn’t in school, so he had developed the skill of casually explaining with various reasons. Anyway, these people just asked questions—they couldn’t really intervene in other people’s lives. This time was the same. Tang Yuan was let into the museum, which was originally a place open for free public visits anyway.

However, since today wasn’t a weekend and it was early morning just after opening, there were pitifully few people in the museum. Adding to this the spacious interior with good ventilation, he felt a chill throughout his body upon entering the exhibition hall. Looking at the somewhat dim exhibition hall, Tang Yuan involuntarily shrank back.

The little white snake originally coiled around his wrist traveled up his arm to his neck, poking its head out from his collar to urge him forward. The enslaved Tang Yuan had no choice but to walk slowly past display cases with the little white snake, occasionally lingering for a few seconds in front of certain exhibits before turning away. It looked like a child casually browsing, but actually it was the little white snake around his neck—unnoticed by others—judging whether the exhibits were usable.

The curator had no idea a lawless little ancestor had entered the museum. He was currently slapping the newspaper while calling the media, arguing with them about inaccuracies in their reporting. What breathing difficulties? Could it be that reporters, afraid of lacking sensational content, deliberately fabricated this report? Don’t think this old man doesn’t know what publicity stunts are! Those reporters must be going crazy trying to find news!

When his assistant knocked on the office door, he happened to see the curator eloquently scolding the other party without using profanity. The assistant stood there bored, waiting for his curator to finish venting, which took quite a while before he hung up the phone.

“What is it?” The curator’s tone wasn’t very good. Although he felt there was something wrong with that shadow blue figurine in the ceramic exhibition, being exposed by the media with baseless reasons announced to the world still made him quite angry and embarrassed.

“Curator, the composition report for that shadow blue figurine is out.” The assistant timely composed his expression and seriously handed over a stack of bound documents.

The curator quickly took it and flipped through, his gaze stopping on a certain line of data. He pushed his glasses in disbelief. “Silicon dioxide, aluminum oxide, and calcium oxide…”

“Yes, Curator, that shadow blue figurine’s composition indeed has problems. It’s not the typical silicate structure of ordinary ceramics.” The assistant was also surprised. “In nature, there aren’t many sources of calcium oxide, so generally animal bone powder is chosen as the calcium oxide source. If our inference is correct, that shadow blue figurine should be the world’s first true bone china. This discovery could completely overturn the definition that bone china is the only ceramic type invented by Westerners! This is five hundred years earlier than Western bone china! Curator! This is an epoch-making discovery!”

The curator ignored his increasingly excited assistant and instead removed his glasses to rub his aching nose bridge.

No wonder he always felt something was wrong with that shadow blue figurine—it was because of weight issues. Bone china of the same volume is always much lighter than ceramics fired from clay, and the texture is also somewhat different, with a very subtle feel.

Having finally found what exactly was wrong with that shadow blue figurine, a weight lifted from the curator’s heart. He put his glasses back on and snorted coldly at his chattering, excited assistant: “Naive young man, this is a burial object. Do you think the components inside would be cow bones like in the West?”

The assistant’s voice stopped abruptly, his young face filled with horror, immediately feeling the office temperature had dropped several degrees.

Western bone china used cow bones, so… the curator meant… that shadow blue figurine… was fired using… human bones?

At this very moment, not far from this office, Tang Yuan, who had been stopping and starting, finally stopped under the little white snake’s direction.

In the display case before him, a shadow blue figurine knelt quietly.

Actually, even without the little white snake tapping him with its tail tip, Tang Yuan would have stopped in front of this display case.

Not because this shadow blue figurine was fired lifelike or had smooth lines, but because this shadow blue figurine was tightly bound around the neck by two thin threads, with both ends of the threads firmly fixed to the four corners of the base. At first glance, it looked like this shadow blue figurine was being tortured.

“Holy crap… this anti-shock thread binding method is too amazing…” Tang Yuan was afraid of leaving fingerprints on the spotless display case, so he only leaned as close as possible to the glass to examine it carefully. He wasn’t unfamiliar with this kind of anti-shock thread—museums used them to prevent porcelain or jade from toppling during earthquakes, causing unnecessary damage, so they would secure the base or tie anti-shock threads on antiques with relatively high centers of gravity. But this way of tying anti-shock threads like binding a prisoner was truly the first time he’d seen it. Tang Yuan looked around and complained: “But this exhibition hall is arranged interestingly. Each exhibit is arranged according to the Later Heaven Eight Trigrams diagram, with yang rising and yin falling, actually suppressing this shadow blue figurine… but it still looks very strange, this binding method… My little ancestor, even without you saying, I feel this shadow blue figurine has soaring evil energy. But like this, how can you absorb its spiritual energy?”

The little white snake disdainfully poked its head out, but before its bright red forked tongue could touch the glass cover of the display case, Tang Yuan pulled it back.

“Ow! Don’t bite, someone’s coming.” Tang Yuan stuffed the furious little white snake back into his clothes, calmly stepped back a few paces on the surface, watching several people rush into the exhibition hall.

Soon, several white screens were erected around this display case, with several security guards standing outside the screens, strictly prohibiting outsiders from approaching. In fact, counting all visitors in the entire exhibition hall, there was only Tang Yuan. Moreover, peeking through the gaps in the screens, Tang Yuan could see staff members opening the display case. He remembered that among the people who rushed in, someone was carrying a brocade box—it looked like they planned to remove this shadow blue figurine from the display case and discontinue its exhibition.

Seeing this heavily guarded situation, Tang Yuan helplessly shrugged and whispered to negotiate with the little ancestor around his neck: “Little Lu Lu, there probably won’t be a chance. Let’s try a different antique, okay? Good… look, that Yuan blue and white jar over there seems pretty nice… mm… okay okay, we’ll watch a bit longer.”

Chapter 2: Shadow Blue Figurine · 4
Once again submitting to the little white snake’s oppression, Tang Yuan put on the appearance of a curious baby, standing on tiptoe to peek from a safe distance. After all, he was a child, and children’s curiosity was permissible—no one really came to make him leave. The curator also didn’t notice that a few steps away, one person and one snake were eyeing this shadow blue figurine with predatory intent. What he was thinking was that if the media found out this shadow blue figurine was made from human ashes, it would probably cause another uproar. Actually, in his view, whether it was made from human ashes or animal ashes made no difference. The custom of burying living people as sacrifices still existed during the Ming Dynasty, so bone china was relatively more subtle in comparison. Moreover, proving this shadow blue figurine was bone china would make its research value even greater, and it might truly be a burial object from that ancient tomb—it would be better to suspend the exhibition for further authentication.

However, the curator still hesitated slightly, because before organizing this exhibition, due to not knowing what was wrong with the shadow blue figurine, he had specifically arranged the display cases according to the feng shui trigram patterns the boss had once mentioned. Moreover, those two threads binding the shadow blue figurine weren’t ordinary threads, but special threads wound with talismans, which he had requested from the boss long ago. The boss had also said that once such talisman threads were used, they shouldn’t be moved carelessly—it would be best to wait for him to personally remove the threads.

But now that the reason was known, there was no need to be so heavily guarded, right? And the boss was currently nowhere to be found—even if they wanted him to come remove the threads, they couldn’t find him. Although the curator preferred to believe rather than disbelieve, he mostly still felt he was making a mountain out of a molehill. Seeing the glass case had been opened, he rolled up his sleeves, put on gloves, and personally untied the threads, planning to retrieve this shadow blue figurine.

The moment the taut threads went slack, the curator watched with his own eyes as those two threads flickered weakly once before dissolving into the air like melting ice and snow. Before he could react, he felt his vision blur, and when he came to his senses again, he found himself standing in a void, with that shadow blue figurine across from him continuously growing larger, expanding until it reached roughly normal human proportions before stopping.

The curator was dumbstruck and wanted to look more closely when he saw this shadow blue figurine suddenly emit brilliant white light before disappearing from in front of him.

His vision blurred again, and the curator found himself still standing in the museum, with his assistant carefully calling “Curator” beside him, while he held that shadow blue figurine in his hands, as if he had maintained this posture for a long time.

After being dazed for a moment, the curator placed the shadow blue figurine into the brocade box. Whether it was psychological or not, the curator always felt the glaze color on this shadow blue figurine had dimmed considerably, as if it had suddenly lost some kind of spiritual energy.

The curator sighed softly. Perhaps in that moment just now, what had dissipated was Gao Taixiang’s resentment.

But that was good too—everything had vanished into thin air.

The boss looked down at the compass in his hands. The needle on the compass was restlessly trembling, and the boss’s expression was also uncertain in the flickering candlelight.

“What’s wrong? What happened?” Fu Su entered carrying freshly brewed tea, asking with concern. He wore a plain white Han-style robe that made his upright figure appear even more like bamboo. Overly long bangs covered the scars on half his face, while the exposed portion looked incomparably handsome. He deliberately used his left hand to set down the teapot, hiding his right hand deep in his sleeve.

The boss didn’t notice Fu Su’s abnormality. He lowered his eyelids and flicked the needle on the compass with his hand, watching it spin several circles before quietly settling on one of the trigram symbols.

“It seems… something has awakened…” The boss sighed slightly, reaching for a cup of hot tea. “Does the Young Master know about figurines?”

“Confucius said: ‘May those who first made figurines have no descendants,’ because they are made in human likeness for use. Confucius considered those who made straw effigies virtuous, but called those who made figurines inhumane, as they approached using actual people.” Fu Su quite missed this atmosphere of discussion with the boss. After sitting down, he clasped his hands to his chest, gathering his sleeves, and smiled: “Figurines are actually straw effigies—burial objects used to replace living human sacrifices. Why do you suddenly bring this up?”

“I was reminded of something I encountered before.” The boss sipped his tea, then held the cup in his hands, caressing it. They were in a quiet mountain villa surrounded by rolling hills. His gaze looked toward the verdant forest outside the window, as if returning to several hundred years ago. “There was a puppet-like emperor and a chancellor who held all power in court. When the imperial city was breached by foreign tribes, they separately led troops to break out and flee.”

“Oh? There was such an incident?” Fu Su had slept for over two thousand years. Although he had caught up on history after awakening, he couldn’t possibly know every historical detail comprehensively. Hearing this, he became very interested and began pondering. “They fled separately, surely wanting to divide the foreign pursuit forces, but if they were forced to the point where even the imperial city was breached, they couldn’t have run far.”

“Correct, they couldn’t be captured simultaneously, so they escaped separately.”

“Oh? Couldn’t be captured simultaneously… this probably means the foreign tribes actually needed a proxy to manage this country, right? So…”

“Yes, so between the emperor and chancellor, only one could survive in the end.”

“What happened later? Who actually survived? Well, speaking of it, the person captured first would actually have the greatest chance of survival, because he could surrender first.”

“Before ascending the throne, that emperor had made an agreement with the chancellor who assisted him, promising he would die before the other.”

“There was actually such a useless emperor? Well, the one who died in the end must have been that emperor.”

“The chancellor was captured first, but he refused to surrender. The foreign tribe had no choice but to behead him in front of his subjects.”

“…He did this so the emperor could survive, which is why he left himself no way out…” Upon hearing this, Fu Su’s emotions became extremely complex. In his view, it was impossible for a chancellor who held all court power to sacrifice himself to such an extent for a puppet emperor. But after thinking briefly, he could understand that chancellor’s intentions. A chancellor with overwhelming power would definitely prefer to break rather than bend, absolutely unable to endure submission to foreign tribes. So he would rather die and leave the opportunity to the emperor, hoping the other could lead their people to continue their country, even if there was only a glimmer of hope.

“Yes.” The boss sighed melancholically. “Only that emperor didn’t live many more years either, because the foreign tribe eventually found him too rigid and difficult to control, so they assassinated him and installed his brother as proxy administrator…”

Now Fu Su didn’t know what to say either. His eyes fixed on the already cooling tea, he fell into silence.

The boss thought of long ago, that youth who begged bitterly, wanting to atone for his sins.

He had his own ashes refined into a shadow blue figurine, forever kneeling in darkness, guarding his dear friend’s tomb.

That resentment was probably more than any tomb robber could bear…
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“Oh my little ancestor, what are you trying to do this late at night!” Tang Yuan was awakened in the middle of the night by the little white snake’s torment.

He didn’t dare not wake up—the little white snake’s cold body wound tightly around his neck, using an extremely crude and simple method to wake him up.

Tang Yuan smacked his lips, savoring the fried chicken leg he had just taken a bite of in his dream. He touched his empty stomach and felt very hungry—so hungry he could swallow a whole fried chicken! He crawled to the bedside and lifted the curtains, glanced at the sky, then muttered in a low voice: “It’s only the third quarter of the chou hour, not even two o’clock yet! What are you waking me up for!”

He turned back to look for the little white snake, only to discover it had already crawled out of the bedroom. He had no choice but to suppress his complaints, yawning as he followed it out of the bedroom, only to find it had stopped at the front door. It straightened its upper body and glanced at him with great composure, presenting a domineering stance of “This palace wishes to go out, quickly open the door for this palace.”

Tang Yuan knew the little white snake wouldn’t go crazy in the middle of the night for no reason. He resignedly found a jacket, took the keys and small wallet from the shoe cabinet, and didn’t forget to leave a note for the doctor. The excuse he wrote was that he woke up hungry in the middle of the night and went out to buy a late-night snack.

Of course, he wouldn’t mind making this excuse come true.

Tang Yuan pinched the small wallet in his pocket, thinking that in the middle of the night, there was a 24-hour KFC at the street corner—perfect for buying some fried chicken… The thought was actually quite exciting!

While debating whether to buy Orleans grilled wings or popcorn chicken, Tang Yuan discovered the little white snake had already darted out like a flash. Frightened, he quickly tiptoed into his shoes, closed the door properly, and followed. But after leaving the building, the little white snake wasn’t going toward KFC at all. Tang Yuan stamped his foot in annoyance and had no choice but to chase after it. Oh well, he’d just buy something on the way back.

Two o’clock in the morning was the quietest time of the day. Tang Yuan was used to walking mountain paths, so he wasn’t afraid of walking at night. Moreover, in his view, all the streetlights here were on, illuminating everything clearly. Compared to the pitch-black mountain forests, this was practically no different from daytime—what was there to fear?

Just because he thought this way didn’t mean others did.

In the middle of the night, a half-grown child in white clothes jogging through the streets—anyone who glimpsed his figure broke out in a cold sweat, thinking they had seen something unclean, and quickly turned their heads and quickened their pace.

Tang Yuan didn’t notice this oddity either. It was normal for pedestrians to walk quickly at night—who didn’t want to get home early? Tang Yuan ran until he was sweating. His stamina was good, so if even he was sweating from running, it must have been at least half an hour. He looked resentfully at the little white snake still tirelessly gliding ahead, and finally couldn’t help complaining: “My little ancestor, where exactly are you going? If it’s too far, you should have said so earlier—wouldn’t taking a taxi be faster?”

As soon as he finished speaking, the little white snake darted back in the opposite direction and dove into his arms, firmly coiling around Tang Yuan’s wrist.

Before Tang Yuan could ask what was wrong, he heard someone behind him call out to stop him.

“Child, why aren’t you sleeping and wandering the streets in the middle of the night? Where are your parents?”

Tang Yuan turned around to see a rather familiar young man frowning at him with a disapproving expression. Beside him was an uncle with a walking stick, also very familiar. Weren’t these the current shopkeeper of Mute House and the museum curator?

How coincidental to bump into these two? Tang Yuan couldn’t help reaching into his sleeve to pinch the little white snake’s vital spot. This little ancestor really knew how to cause trouble—how was he supposed to answer now? Say he couldn’t sleep in the middle of the night so came out for a jog? Even ghosts wouldn’t believe that!

“Well, child, how far is your home from here?” The curator uncle tapped his walking stick, trying to put on a kind expression, though under the night streetlights, his features appeared dark and shadowy, making him look even more frightening.

Tang Yuan shivered, unwilling to lie, and mumbled with his head down: “I’ve been out for over half an hour already.”

“Looks like he’s lost. Let’s take him to the nearby police station first.”

The young man touched Tang Yuan’s head and took his hand, only to find it ice-cold, so he enclosed it in his own palm to warm it.

Tang Yuan was startled by this action because this person had almost touched the little white snake—fortunately it was just almost… This person seemed to be called Lu Zigang, sharing the same name as that Ming Dynasty jade carving master.

“There’s no time for that. How about we just bring this child along and send him back after we’re done browsing? Hmph! Careless parents these days deserve to worry!” The curator said domineeringly, leaning on his walking stick.

Lu Zigang hesitated for a moment, knowing time was urgent. He crouched down and smiled as he asked Tang Yuan: “Little brother, what’s your name?”

“Uncle, my name is Tang Yuan.” Tang Yuan firmly corrected his form of address.

Lu Zigang’s smile stiffened slightly. He coughed lightly to cover his embarrassment before saying: “Tang Yuan, it’s too dangerous for you to walk the streets alone like this. Come with us to browse a market first, then I’ll take you home, okay?”

Tang Yuan felt the little white snake on his wrist sweep him twice with its tail. He intuited that where the little white snake wanted to go was probably the same destination as these two people. Tang Yuan rolled his eyes, reluctantly nodded, and didn’t forget to add a condition: “I want to eat popcorn chicken.”

“This brat probably ran out just to eat popcorn chicken, didn’t he?” Upon hearing this, the curator couldn’t help but blow his beard and glare, unceremoniously striking Tang Yuan’s leg with his walking stick. “Alright, you little rascal, this remote area doesn’t have fancy stores like KFC. First accompany this old man to browse the market, then I’ll buy it for you later. Eat, eat, eat! All you know is eating!”

Tang Yuan rubbed the spot on his leg where he’d been hit. The curator hadn’t used force, so it didn’t hurt, but Tang Yuan felt he was definitely being blamed by association—it seemed the curator’s family also had a disobedient brat.

Seeing Lu Zigang leading him forward, Tang Yuan obediently looked up curiously and asked: “Uncle, where are we going? Where is there a market? It’s not even dawn yet!”

“You can call me Uncle Lu.” Being called uncle made him feel quite dejected, suddenly feeling he’d aged several more years. Lu Zigang pressed his temples and patiently explained while walking: “We’re going to a market that sells antiques.”

“Liar! How could antiques be sold in the middle of the night? Didn’t they say you shouldn’t judge colors under lamplight?” Tang Yuan immediately couldn’t help retorting. If he weren’t certain of these two people’s identities, he would have suspected they were human traffickers by now.

“Ho ho! You little rascal actually know about not judging colors under lamplight?” The curator perked up immediately, slowing his pace to walk beside Tang Yuan, looking down at him with interest. “Who taught you this saying?”

“You haven’t answered my question yet.” Tang Yuan wouldn’t be so easily drawn into conversation, staring with big eyes, not allowing the curator to change the subject.

“Cough, actually, this kind of market that sets up stalls to sell antiques before dawn is a traditional ancient market that’s been passed down. Originally it was because selling old items couldn’t be done in daylight—problems would be spotted during the day. So this kind of market has another name, called… ghost… market.” The curator deliberately drew out his voice and spoke eerily, trying to scare Tang Yuan.

But Tang Yuan had a starry-eyed expression, looking up and pressing: “Ghost market? That sounds pretty cool, though it’s not like there are actual ghosts selling things… That was originally, but what about now? Since everyone knows the antiques being sold are problematic, why still come before dawn to buy?”

“The antique market is undergoing demolition recently, so some shops have set up stalls directly on site. Since city management is around during the day, they can only hold the market during this time period.” Lu Zigang explained, really unable to stand the curator deceiving a child.

“Tch, that reason really isn’t cool at all…” Tang Yuan pouted in disappointment.

“Want a cooler reason?” The curator stroked his beard and chuckled: “There really are some shady reasons. Some unearthed burial objects are sold here. Since they can’t be traded during the day, in the darkest time of day, both parties exchange money and goods without being able to see each other’s faces clearly—that’s safer.”

“Really?!” Tang Yuan stared with big eyes, actually believing this explanation somewhat.

“Cough, of course it’s mostly made up.” Lu Zigang quickly explained. “Most of it is fake. Many people buy counterfeits here, but even knowing they might be cheated, people still come to treasure hunt. It’s like knowing lottery odds are low, but people still buy them year after year.” Tang Yuan drooped his little head in disappointment again.

“Actually, this kind of market has another name!” The curator obviously had experience dealing with children and immediately became mysterious again.

“Ah? Is it cooler than the name ‘ghost market’?” Tang Yuan raised an eyebrow without much hope.

The curator smiled mysteriously but stopped walking, adjusting his glasses and straightening up to look ahead.

Only then did Tang Yuan realize that while chatting, they had reached their destination.

Before him, he could vaguely make out an ancient alley. Along both sides of the broken walls were various stalls, each with an electric lamp or kerosene lamp beside it. Points of light wound through the alley, extending sparsely into the distance.

In the flickering light, he could dimly see bustling activity inside with many figures moving about. At first glance, it looked like they had suddenly broken through a crack in spacetime and entered another world.

“This kind of ghost market usually appears on ruins and completely disappears at dawn, returning to the original ruins. So it has a very vivid nickname—Dawn Market.”

“…That really is cool.” Such a cool place naturally had to be explored since they were here. Moreover, his little ancestor had dragged him out in the middle of the night just to visit this Dawn Market. Tang Yuan followed Lu Zigang and the curator into the ghost market with great interest, looking around curiously.

Since these were unlicensed stalls, they sold everything. Tang Yuan saw many strange and unusual items, from ancient Hongshan and Liangzhu jade to modern watches, glasses, and antique cameras—truly everything imaginable, dazzling to the eye.

No one spoke loudly; they all communicated in low voices or gestured with their hands. The entire market looked full of shadowy figures yet was eerily quiet. Combined with the dark night and flickering lights, it sent chills down one’s spine.

The curator, however, looked completely in his element. He first casually glanced left and right, seemingly unimpressed with these street stall goods, then slowly walked forward leaning on his walking stick.

Tang Yuan noticed the curator wasn’t actually looking at the antiques on the stalls but at the stall owners themselves. He was clearly a regular who often visited ghost markets, knowing which vendors had genuine items and which were just there for show.

The little white snake on his wrist showed no movement, so Tang Yuan quietly let Lu Zigang hold his hand and leisurely followed behind the curator. But after a short while, the curator’s steps suddenly stopped. He stared in a certain direction, dazed for a moment, as if he’d seen someone he recognized.

Lu Zigang followed his gaze but only saw people coming and going, still trying to identify which was the acquaintance the curator had spotted, when the curator beside him suddenly moved like lightning, heading in that direction with his walking stick. He moved so fast that Lu Zigang didn’t even react, and since he had to look after Tang Yuan, they got separated in a few blinks.

Lu Zigang tried to find the curator’s figure in the crowd but gave up after a while. Since everyone was dressed similarly in dark coats, it was impossible to tell who was who in the night. But getting separated wasn’t scary—they both had phones and could contact each other if needed. Lu Zigang was more afraid of Tang Yuan getting lost, so he gripped the boy’s small hand tightly.

This made it impossible for Tang Yuan to walk faster according to the little white snake’s directions. With no other choice, Tang Yuan could only follow Lu Zigang step by step, skillfully guiding him toward the stall the little white snake wanted to find.

Lu Zigang also stopped and started frequently. For someone who had previously worked at the National Museum, the items on these stalls couldn’t attract even half his attention. Not to mention many “antiques” that looked laughably fake to him. A supposedly unique rhinoceros horn cup had an identical twin at a nearby stall. A supposedly family heirloom enamel jewelry box looked very similar to a popular item on Taobao. And supposedly old-mine jadeite was obviously chemically treated Grade C goods.

If the curator hadn’t insisted on dragging him here, Lu Zigang would never have sacrificed sleep time to travel all this way. Maybe the curator had familiar stalls with good items, but unfortunately they’d gotten separated.
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Just as Lu Zigang was getting bored and considering whether to call the curator, he discovered the child he was holding had suddenly stopped walking and wouldn’t move no matter how he pulled.

There was nothing here that would attract children—no fun toys or delicious food. Lu Zigang casually glanced at this stall without much interest, then his eyes widened in shock.

This stall looked no different from the others, with various items scattered about, but Lu Zigang immediately noticed the jade pieces placed in the corner.

He crouched down and picked out a jade pendant from among the jade pieces.

This jade pendant was carved with a dragon and rat facing each other, with flowing lines and simple, ancient craftsmanship. It looked very much like Han Dynasty “eight cuts” carving, but the jade quality wasn’t mutton-fat white jade—it was more like jade from the Spring and Autumn or Warring States periods, with deep-colored mineral staining. However, according to historical records, this type of zi-chen pendant should have been a style that emerged during the Han Dynasty.

The rat represented the zi hour, while the dragon represented the chen hour. These two periods spanned from midnight to early morning—the latter half of the night was the darkest time of day and when humans were most likely to die. So jade craftsmen carved rats and dragons together, collectively called “zi-chen,” meaning protection and peace. By the Ming and Qing dynasties, zi-chen pendants also carried the meaning of hoping one’s son would become a dragon.

Regardless of what meaning this zi-chen pendant held, Lu Zigang felt fond of it the moment he held the jade piece. The lighting here was too dim to determine if it was a genuine antique, but one couldn’t put a price on what the heart desired. Lu Zigang asked the stall owner for a price—if it was too expensive, he simply wouldn’t buy it.

The stall owner wore a black cloak and, due to the cold night wind, had also put up the hood, so his face couldn’t be seen in the dim firelight. The stall owner didn’t speak but extended his right hand in a gesture. Lu Zigang found the price quite reasonable and decided to buy it.

Just as he was about to take out his wallet to pay, the little shota beside him picked up a dirty concentric knot from the stall and looked at him expectantly. Lu Zigang glanced at the concentric knot—though woven very intricately, the threads on it were so dirty their original color couldn’t be discerned. After haggling with the stall owner, he included it as a bonus item for free.

The little shota was delighted and, to show they were even, specifically pulled out a fruit candy from his pocket to give him in exchange.

Lu Zigang didn’t really want it, but felt this child must have been well-raised, already understanding that buying things required payment. He didn’t refuse and casually put the fruit candy in his pocket.

Tang Yuan happily tucked the concentric knot into his pants pocket. He had been worrying about what to do if his little ancestor chose something too expensive that he couldn’t afford—this really saved him money!

The little white snake took advantage of this movement to slip into the pocket and eagerly coiled around the concentric knot.

Tang Yuan stood up contentedly, wondering if he could still buy some KFC on the way back, when he suddenly felt something strange about their surroundings.

Though it was still a bustling market with people coming and going, why had everyone suddenly changed into ancient costumes?

Tang Yuan blinked his big eyes, rubbed them hard and opened them again, then felt completely bewildered. Could it be that he wasn’t fully awake and was dreaming again?

Lu Zigang also noticed the sudden change in their surroundings and frowned deeply.

Having experienced many incredible events, he didn’t simply attribute the scene before him to dreams or illusions. The moment he paid and stood up, he knew something was wrong. He immediately looked down at the stall selling items, only to discover that standing behind the stall was no longer the original cloaked stall owner, but a mixed-blood youth.

The youth had deep features with a straight nose bridge and sunken eye sockets—clearly possessing foreign ancestry. He wore black fitted clothing with his hair bound up, but looked only fourteen or fifteen years old. He was also looking at them with surprise.

“What is this place?” Lu Zigang asked instinctively.

“Dawn Market,” the youth immediately answered, then looked at Lu Zigang and Tang Yuan in their modern clothing, completely out of place with their surroundings, and smiled brilliantly.

“This is the real Dawn Market. Welcome, honored guests.”

“You two honored guests must have gone to the ghost market before coming here, right? This is the real Dawn Market, where you can buy anything you want—everything is available. It’s the dreamland everyone yearns for!” This mixed-blood youth rubbed his hands together, speaking fluent Chinese like a shop assistant trying to attract customers.

Listening to this mixed-blood youth’s enthusiastic words, Lu Zigang’s head ached a bit, but he roughly understood—they must have accidentally entered another dimension, and this dimension was the real Dawn Market. Perhaps people from the ghost market had also accidentally entered before, which is why the ghost market had the title “Dawn Market.”

Lu Zigang raised his head and looked around, discovering that not only were the surrounding people dressed in ancient costumes, but the marketplace buildings on both sides of the road could also be vaguely seen as ancient architectural outlines in the darkness—definitely not the narrow alley they had been in before.

The night sky also seemed shrouded by layers of dark clouds. Forget about stars—even the moon that should have appeared was nowhere to be seen.

“Are you wondering why you came here?” The mixed-blood youth stood up, putting away his smile and looking grave. “Did you buy something?”

“Yes, I just bought this zi-chen pendant…” Seeing the other’s serious expression, Lu Zigang instinctively extended his hand, opening his grip to show the zi-chen pendant to the other.

Lu Zigang immediately noticed a flash of sharp light in the other’s eyes. Just as he was about to cry out that something was wrong, the mixed-blood youth unceremoniously snatched the zi-chen pendant from his hand. Not even caring about his own stall, he turned and fled, disappearing into the darkness with a few bounds.

Lu Zigang was furious and immediately wanted to give chase, but he could only swing his fist angrily at the air to vent his frustration.

In this situation, he could only accept his bad luck. He couldn’t possibly leave Tang Yuan alone in a market full of strangers, especially when this place was obviously strange and not ordinary.

Anyway, what was stolen was an inexpensive jade pendant, not something important like his phone. Thinking of his phone, Lu Zigang immediately pulled it out, wanting to contact the curator, but discovered, as expected, that there was no signal here.

It seemed this problem was quite serious… Lu Zigang furrowed his brow in thought.

Tang Yuan still hadn’t fully processed what was happening. He was curiously looking at the suddenly transformed surroundings, not yet making sense of it all, when Lu Zigang’s jade pendant was stolen. He looked at the mixed-blood youth’s lightning-fast speed, then down at his own short legs, and abandoned the thought of helping Lu Zigang chase the thief.

“Oh my, did that little Helian fellow get lucky this time?”

“New people again? Aren’t there two of them? That little Helian fellow couldn’t have robbed both of their tokens, could he?”

“He probably only had time to grab one, so is the other one that glowing metal piece in this person’s hand?”

“Doesn’t look like it, but we could try robbing it to see.”

The ill-intentioned discussions around them reached Lu Zigang and Tang Yuan’s ears in fragments, making both their faces change color.

What kind of ghostly place was this Dawn Market? Why was it so unfriendly?

However, these people were just talking—they wore sheepish smiles on their faces but none actually dared to do anything to them. They maintained a safe distance of five steps away, surrounding them and whispering among themselves.

“Alright, alright, stop surrounding them. Don’t scare the people. Go about your business!” A handsome youth with a folding fan in his hand pushed through the crowd. The onlookers made various exclamations and gradually dispersed out of respect for him, going about their own business browsing the market. When this handsome youth turned around, Lu Zigang realized he was only eighteen or nineteen years old, with a face like fine jade and slightly upturned phoenix eyes. The topknot on his head was casually secured with just a tree branch—originally a rustic village custom, but his overall bearing carried an indescribable carefree hermit style.

“My friend, when coming to Dawn Market, never casually take out your token,” the handsome youth smiled, immediately making people feel like they were bathed in spring breeze. “Dawn Market follows the principle of equivalent exchange. Although the Market Master has established laws forbidding any open robbery or theft in Dawn Market, people still can’t help but violate them.”

“Token? Market Master?” Lu Zigang sensitively caught these two key terms.

“It seems you two have accidentally entered this place,” the handsome youth said sympathetically. “Dawn Market is a marketplace that transcends time and space. One can only enter and exit from ghost markets with a token, and it’s possible from any ghost market in history.”

“What?” Lu Zigang exclaimed in shock. Any place in history? Did that mean this Dawn Market actually existed in four-dimensional space, unrestricted by time?

He had already noticed that the clothing of people around them came from many different dynasties—some wore deep robes from the pre-Qin period, others had long caps and Han Dynasty robes, some wore the flowing sleeves and elaborate caps of the Wei, Jin, Southern and Northern Dynasties period, there were Tang officials with wrapped heads and round-collar robes, Song scholars with square scarves and white cloth shirts, Ming men with four-cornered flat caps and large-front robes, and even some with half-bald heads and braids wearing Manchu jackets. Looking carefully, there were even old scholars in zhongshan suits…

This was too chaotic… Lu Zigang felt his eyes hurt—you couldn’t see such scenes even in TV dramas!

“Don’t worry, although everyone comes from different dynasties, discussing state affairs is forbidden in Dawn Market. Any words that might affect the course of history cannot be spoken.”

The handsome youth was apparently accustomed to receiving new guests like Lu Zigang, so he spoke very skillfully.

Lu Zigang, bewildered by the market before him with its chaotic clothing and confused eras, quickly withdrew his gaze and asked about what he cared more about.

“So what is a token? Something that allows entry and exit from Dawn Market? We came in through a token, so if my jade pendant is lost, does that mean I can’t get out?”

Lu Zigang wasn’t stupid—the fact that the mixed-blood youth had immediately snatched the zi-chen pendant from his hand was enough to prove its importance.

Before the handsome youth could answer, sounds of commotion and screams came from the distance—exactly the direction the mixed-blood youth had run. Soon, a young soldier wearing armor with a sword at his waist dragged over the mixed-blood youth, now beaten black and blue.

“Yue Fu, did you get that jade pendant back?” the handsome youth immediately called out loudly upon seeing this.

Whether it was his imagination or not, Lu Zigang felt that the whispered conversations throughout most of the market immediately stopped after the handsome youth asked his question. Most people in the market were waiting for the soldier’s reply.

“It was already taken by his accomplices,” the young soldier’s words still carried anger.

The market resumed its chattering voices. As the soldier approached, Lu Zigang saw he was in his early twenties, powerfully built with thick eyebrows and big eyes, proper features, wearing black fitted clothing, and emanating frightening killing intent throughout his body.

“If I can’t get that jade pendant back, what will be the consequences?” Lu Zigang felt he should ask clearly.

“Dawn Market, Dawn Market—it disappears when dawn breaks and becomes the original ruins again,” the handsome youth looked at him sympathetically.

“If you can’t retrieve your token before dawn, then you’ll have to stay here forever.”

“Of course, Yue Fu will definitely help you find that jade pendant,” the handsome youth said, as if he hadn’t just spoken those alarming words, immediately comforting him thoughtfully again.
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The armored soldier called Yue Fu didn’t object but watched as the mixed-blood youth packed up his own stall into a bundle and dragged him forward. The handsome youth gestured for Lu Zigang to follow as well.

Lu Zigang had no choice but to pull Tang Yuan along, following step by step behind them. He was told this Yue Fu was responsible for maintaining order in Dawn Market—anyone caught violating the rules would be thrown into the jail at the street corner for solitary confinement. Of course, cases like this mixed-blood youth would also be taken to the law enforcement office to be interrogated about their accomplices’ whereabouts.

Lu Zigang maintained the attitude that there would be a way when they reached the mountain, pulling Tang Yuan along while casually browsing the bustling market.

The road beneath their feet was made of polished, gleaming blue bricks, and wind lanterns were lit on both sides of the street. At first glance, the items sold at those stalls were no different from the ghost market before—all sorts of strange and unusual objects—but everyone wasn’t using currency or silver to purchase them; instead, they were bartering.

Besides these roadside stalls, there were actually shops on both sides of the street that looked like similar antique stores. People constantly went in and out, while some shops weren’t open, their doors tightly closed.

Lu Zigang looked around and couldn’t help but freeze in expression. He hadn’t seen wrong, had he? The shop he just passed—didn’t the plaque above it read “Mute House”? Although it looked like it wasn’t open, the sign and exterior decorations looked exactly the same as the Mute House he had taken over!

Lu Zigang wanted to go back for a closer look, but the handsome youth and armored soldier were already walking farther away. He could only grit his teeth, put his doubts aside, and chase after them with Tang Yuan. Tang Yuan naturally also saw that “Mute House” shop and wasn’t too surprised.

If his master hadn’t deceived him, then his second senior brother should also be a monster who had lived for many years. If his second senior brother had never been to this Dawn Market, Tang Yuan would find that strange. However, seeing that the Mute House here wasn’t open either, Tang Yuan was a bit disappointed. If his second senior brother were here, he’d have someone to rely on…

Lu Zigang had also realized this point and quickly caught up with the handsome youth: “I am Lu Zigang. May I ask how to address you, brother?”

Along the way, due to his and Tang Yuan’s strange clothing, Lu Zigang had already attracted many gazes, most of them ill-intentioned. In comparison, this handsome youth was truly someone worth befriending.

“I am Guo Jia, courtesy name Fengxiao.” The handsome youth turned around, closed the folding fan in his hand, and bowed with a smile—elegant and refined. The expressions on both Lu Zigang’s and Tang Yuan’s faces froze simultaneously, both doubting their ears.

Who was Guo Fengxiao! Known as the “genius strategist”! The most outstanding advisor of the Three Kingdoms period. It could be said that Cao Cao’s initial foundation was built bit by bit relying on Guo Jia’s strategies, and his early death directly led to the Cao group’s decline.

Zhuge Liang was only skilled in domestic affairs; in military strategy and planning, he couldn’t even match Zhou Yu, let alone Guo Jia. If Guo Fengxiao had continued living, who would have the last laugh in the Three Kingdoms would hardly need consideration.

Lu Zigang didn’t think he would encounter someone with the same name, surname, and even courtesy name as this genius strategist. Dawn Market was an unusual place to begin with, so meeting unusual people wasn’t surprising.

After a year of various historical time travels, having seen emperors and met generals, Lu Zigang’s heart was quite strong. He even began searching for the name “Yue Fu” in his mind and quickly found an answer. “Brother Yue’s given name—could it be the ‘Fu’ character from ‘In the east there is Fu grass, I drive forth to hunt’?”

“Correct.” Yue Fu concisely uttered two words, casually glanced at him, then withdrew his gaze.

Lu Zigang was filled with respect.

Yue Fu wasn’t as famous as Guo Jia in history, but his grandfather and father were known to all. Yue Fu was Yue Yun’s eldest son, Yue Fei’s legitimate eldest grandson. When Yue Fei and his son were wrongfully killed, Yue Fu was only four years old and was exiled to Lingnan with his uncle, grandmother, and mother.

Later, after Yue Fei’s trumped-up charges were overturned, he inherited the position of Shenwu Rear Army Commander and was later appointed Minister of Personnel—the most outstanding among Yue family descendants. Although this was partly due to his ancestors’ influence, as the saying goes, you can’t help someone who won’t help themselves. Yue Fu himself was also a tiger cub from a general’s family, worthy material.

Lu Zigang calculated that when Yue Fei’s injustice was cleared, Yue Fu should have been at least twenty-five or twenty-six. Looking at his current age and the resolute, melancholy expression on his face, he knew this was when he should still be staying in Lingnan.

Looking again at Guo Jia beside him, historically Guo Jia was still a hermit in his twenties and definitely hadn’t met Cao Mengde yet… This sense of temporal confusion was enough to drive one mad! He didn’t even dare ask what the full name of that mixed-blood youth who got caught and beaten was—Helian what…

“How long have you two been in Dawn Market?” Lu Zigang suppressed his inner unease and asked seriously.

“There are no years within Dawn Market,” Guo Fengxiao smiled. “This place should exist in a spacetime rift. Only those carrying tokens can see dawn’s light. Those without tokens can only remain in this endless night, never seeing daybreak.”

“So what was said earlier about this place becoming ruins at dawn—that’s actually for those with tokens who can freely enter and exit?” Lu Zigang quickly understood.

“Exactly. Dawn Market can’t feel the passage of time, so there’s no sensation of hunger, thirst, or fatigue,” Guo Fengxiao opened his folding fan with a swoosh and smiled helplessly.

“So there’s no way to judge time within Dawn Market, though Yue Fu arrived before I did.”

Regarding Guo Fengxiao’s explanation, Yue Fu offered no additions, apparently not knowing much more himself.

“Haven’t you thought about leaving?” Lu Zigang glanced at the mixed-blood youth who appeared submissive on the surface but kept darting his eyes around slyly. Dawn Market was perpetually nighttime—such an oppressive environment, combined with how the surrounding passersby had looked at him and Tang Yuan earlier, Lu Zigang could guess how sought-after those so-called tokens were.

He couldn’t be blamed for not trusting Guo and Yue.

Tang Yuan still had a concentric knot on him! Lu Zigang’s own token had been stolen, and he knew he deserved it for carelessly trusting others, but how innocent was Tang Yuan! He shouldn’t have come here in the first place—Lu Zigang had to ensure he was sent back completely intact.

Lu Zigang’s suspicion was clearly written on his face, but Guo Fengxiao didn’t mind at all and chuckled, shaking his head with a sigh: “From brother’s reaction upon hearing our names, have you heard of us before?”

“This…” Lu Zigang was about to say who didn’t know Guo Fengxiao, but found he couldn’t make any sound—he couldn’t even mouth the words.

So this was the power of the rules—as long as one was in Dawn Market, words that would disturb history couldn’t be spoken. It was really true.

Guo Fengxiao unhurriedly fanned himself and chuckled: “Though you can’t say it, your expressions have already told us that we’ll become famous in the future—famous enough for many people to recognize us.”

“Since history destines us to appear, that means sooner or later we’ll leave this Dawn Market. What’s the rush? Moreover, no matter how long we stay in Dawn Market, when we leave, it will still be the same morning we entered.”

“Though this place is oppressive and boring, it’s a zone beyond Heaven’s jurisdiction. Being here is equivalent to immortality—when we get bored, we can just leave.”

“So don’t look at how many people here are interested in tokens, eagerly wanting to leave. Actually, there are many people outside racking their brains trying to get in!”

This speech from Guo Fengxiao mostly dispelled Lu Zigang’s wariness while also arousing his curiosity. As they walked and talked, Lu Zigang helplessly complained that he and Tang Yuan didn’t actually know each other—he had just happened to pick him up, which unfortunately caused this child to follow him into Dawn Market.

Guo Fengxiao felt everything was fated and that no one was dragging anyone down.

“Dawn Market follows the principle of equivalent exchange—that is, bartering or trading in mutually agreed ways. If violated, one will face punishment from the rules and arrest by the law enforcement team.”

“Helian’s type obviously got too carried away, afraid you’d be warned by others. If it were me, I’d definitely take advantage of your ignorance and casually trade things from my stall with you,” Guo Fengxiao said with a smile while fanning himself.

Lu Zigang found these words completely uncomforting and could only smile helplessly.

However, Tang Yuan heard hints contained in Guo Fengxiao’s casual words.

Since this place followed equivalent exchange principles, they could also trade some things from Dawn Market to take out. You had to know that the ghost market outside was full of fakes, but here everything was genuine antiques! No wonder some people would fight tooth and nail to get in.

Chatting as they walked, the group soon reached the law enforcement office. Since Lu Zigang still needed to follow up on his jade pendant’s whereabouts, he followed Yue Fu as he dragged the mixed-blood youth inside.
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Given that the scene inside the law enforcement office would be too bloody and inappropriate for children, Lu Zigang entrusted Guo Fengxiao to watch Tang Yuan outside.

Tang Yuan hadn’t spoken much along the way and increasingly felt that his little ancestor had really gone too far this time. What was also strange was that after arriving at Dawn Market, the little white snake had become much more settled after drilling into his pocket, hardly moving at all. Just as he was hesitating whether to reach into his pocket to check on the little white snake’s condition, he looked up to find Guo Fengxiao bending down, touching the top of his head with a gentle, refined smile.

Though it was the most genial smile possible, Tang Yuan felt a chill run down his spine at the other’s smile and instinctively wanted to scream and struggle to run away.

“Shh… don’t be afraid.” Guo Fengxiao held his closed folding fan vertically at his lips, his voice low and elegant. “I’m not trying to steal your token.”

“And don’t tell me what your token is either, little brother. It’s not that I want it, but once those words are spoken, there’s no guarantee a third person won’t know.”

“Only secrets that aren’t spoken remain secrets.”

“Actually, you should also be wary of that person accompanying you. After all, only he knows what on your person is actually the real token.”

“If he steals the token from you, you’ll have to stay here forever…”

As Tang Yuan listened, his heart grew cold.

Just a few simple sentences, though they sounded like they were for his sake, were terrifying upon deeper thought.

This person was simply a devil who toyed with people’s hearts.

If it were someone else, Tang Yuan might not have thought this way.

But who was Guo Fengxiao! The mastermind behind the scenes who controlled the situation at the end of the Eastern Han Dynasty. Though he looked young now, just these few sentences were enough to show his schemes had already taken initial form.

Strategists were all dirty-hearted. Having just extracted information that he and Lu Zigang were strangers, he immediately began sowing discord.

Tang Yuan looked up, putting on an innocent appearance, and said in a muffled voice: “Uncle Lu won’t steal my things. Isn’t he afraid of being arrested by that big brother from earlier?”

Guo Fengxiao raised an eyebrow. Was this child truly unable to understand, or pretending not to? Had he spoken too cryptically?

This child was about ten years old, right? How could he still be so naive? Looking at that fair, chubby face, one could tell he lived in comfort. That young man earlier was the same—only a few calluses on some finger joints, let alone weapons, he probably hadn’t even held heavy objects.

Children from peaceful times were just so innocently sweet.

Talking to such a child was like playing music to a cow!

Looking at Tang Yuan’s pure gaze, Guo Fengxiao felt somewhat stifled. In his era of widespread famine and collapsed social order, if this child walked the streets without protection, he would probably be cooked and eaten by starving people as “two-legged mutton.” So in the late Eastern Han Dynasty, even five or six-year-old children were sharpened by reality into cunning spirits.

This damn child’s complete lack of crisis awareness was extremely irritating.

Guo Fengxiao felt his teeth itching, but under the other’s clear gaze, he miraculously reined in those calculations and schemes in his heart. He reached out to ruffle Tang Yuan’s soft hair and sighed: “Silly boy.”

Silly boy your sister!

Tang Yuan kept his head down while internally complaining. Guo Fengxiao’s purpose really didn’t seem like he wanted to seize the token from him, but he couldn’t be certain. It was like rock-paper-scissors when the opponent says they’ll play paper—if you believe them and they’re lying and play rock, wouldn’t playing scissors guarantee a loss? But if you don’t believe them, you only have two choices left compared to the normal three, increasing your losing probability by 17%. So… communicating with scheming people was really exhausting!

Despite his internal screaming, Tang Yuan restrained his urge to check on the little white snake in his pocket and continued asking with a naturally dazed expression: “Does Dawn Market sell everything? Do they have roasted chicken legs?”

Guo Fengxiao tried to make his voice not too awkward as he answered: “There’s no time flow here, and people here don’t feel thirsty or hungry, so there are no places selling food or drink.”

“You’re so pitiful.” This time it was Tang Yuan’s turn to look at Guo Fengxiao sympathetically. Though not thirsty or hungry, they must still crave food.

Guo Fengxiao’s mouth twitched. Just as he was about to say something sarcastic to this brat, he saw Tang Yuan looking down and rummaging for something in his pants pocket.

Guo Fengxiao had long suspected that if this child had a token on him, it must be tucked in his pocket. Seeing him reaching into his pocket, he narrowed his eyes and scanned the prying passersby around them. Seeing those who met his cold gaze timidly look away, Guo Fengxiao satisfactorily withdrew his attention.

He watched the boy in front of him pull out a small object from his pants pocket, peeling off the shiny thin paper on top to reveal a dark pill about the size of a fingernail inside.

Was this a herbal medicine pill? Was this child sick? He didn’t look like it! As Guo Fengxiao puzzled over this, he watched the brat hold the pill up to his mouth, smiling cheerfully: “Here, this is for you. You can give me anything in exchange—I don’t mind.”

Don’t accept things from strangers. Guo Fengxiao had been taught this as a child, but looking at this child’s adorably smiling face and the seemingly sweet fragrance at his lips, Guo Fengxiao unconsciously opened his mouth.

It melted instantly upon contact, spreading an indescribably rich and smooth sensation across his tongue and lips. Guo Fengxiao immediately froze.

Tang Yuan’s eyes curved with his smile. For ancient people, the destructive power of chocolate beans must be quite formidable, especially for someone who didn’t know how long he’d been in Dawn Market without eating anything. Fortunately, he still had candy in his pocket—that doctor guy particularly loved sweets, making him habitually stuff various candies in his pockets.

Wasn’t this equivalent exchange! Just one chocolate bean had bought him a favor from a world-famous genius strategist. Tang Yuan felt this business deal was incredibly profitable. Dawn Market really was a place where anything could be bought and sold—it seemed he had a talent for business too!

Tang Yuan proudly lifted his little chin, habitually putting both hands in his pants pockets, then immediately froze with his smile.

Guo Fengxiao hadn’t yet recovered from the “rich milk, silky smooth sensation,” but sensitively noticed Tang Yuan’s suddenly changed expression. He looked down to see what Tang Yuan had pulled from his pants pocket… a little white snake as thick as a finger, and a tangled mess of rope?

How could living creatures be brought into Dawn Market? Guo Fengxiao wanted to ask but couldn’t bear to open his mouth. How long had it been since he’d eaten anything? He really couldn’t remember.

Tang Yuan’s face fell as he blinked hesitantly and asked: “This… if a token changes form… can it still function?”

Guo Fengxiao’s face darkened halfway as he pointed at the little white snake still tangled with the dirty rope: “Don’t tell me the token transformed.”

Looking at the little white snake that had nearly tied itself into knots, Tang Yuan helplessly reached out to rescue it from the rope. He should have known—anything his little ancestor took a fancy to could hardly be expected to remain intact! Sighing, Tang Yuan waved the tangled rope in front of Guo Fengxiao: “This was supposed to be a concentric knot.”

Guo Fengxiao still had that sweet taste lingering between his lips and teeth. As the saying goes, one’s mouth is softened by eating others’ food, and besides, bartering equivalent exchange was Dawn Market’s customary rule. Even if Guo Fengxiao didn’t want to wade into these murky waters, he had to make the trip. Who told him to be greedy and eat someone’s candy!

He tapped his forehead with his folding fan for a while before reluctantly suggesting: “I’ll take you to find someone to see if this concentric knot can be retied. Maybe it’ll still work.”

Tang Yuan’s eyes lit up as he secretly made a “V” victory gesture.

The investment really hadn’t been wasted!

Due to time constraints, Guo Fengxiao found an acquaintance to go into the law enforcement office to relay a message to Yue Fu and Lu Zigang, then took Tang Yuan to the red-walled residence on the west side. Since both their tokens had problems, naturally it was better to act separately.

Who knew when dawn would come? What if Lu Zigang’s jade pendant was used by someone else first, or Tang Yuan’s concentric knot lost its original effectiveness because it had been untied?

Tang Yuan wasn’t too worried. Being a child at heart, he didn’t think that deeply. Following Guo Fengxiao back through Dawn Market’s streets, he looked around eagerly, wishing he had two more pairs of eyes.

Guo Fengxiao glimpsed his carefree appearance and sneered inwardly. This damn child was really big-hearted—if he truly couldn’t get out, he’d probably cry for his parents.

“Eh?” Just as Guo Fengxiao was fanning himself while mentally criticizing, the boy behind him made a soft exclamation and stopped walking.

“What are you looking at? Hurry up!” Guo Fengxiao urged somewhat impatiently. “If you want to see something, look when we come back. You might get sick of seeing it later anyway.”

Tang Yuan ignored Guo Fengxiao’s sharp tongue and stared blankly at a shop’s door.

He was certain his vision was 20/20 in both eyes—he definitely hadn’t seen wrong.

Among the two people who had just entered, one person’s trench coat had opened slightly with his movement, revealing the extremely familiar black modified shirt underneath. He could clearly see the lifelike red dragon’s claw on it!

No way? Was his second senior brother also in Dawn Market?
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Fu Su felt this night had been quite extraordinary.

First, he and the boss had followed the guidance of the Luoshu Nine Stars compass to arrive at a ghost market in darkness, then been given a bronze Ban Liang coin covered in verdigris, instantly arriving in another world.

Even though the boss had already informed him of Dawn Market’s abnormal circumstances and he was mentally prepared, when he witnessed this bizarre spectacle with his own eyes, he still couldn’t help but be startled.

People from various dynasties wearing all kinds of clothing strolling through a marketplace—it was simply… couldn’t be more jarring to the eyes!

Fu Su was, after all, a Qin Dynasty prince who had seen grand occasions. He merely rubbed his temples and regained his composure. Actually, it wasn’t too bad after looking for a while, though Qin Empire’s deep robes still looked better—like that person who just walked by… eh? Wasn’t that…

Just as Fu Su was about to chase after him, someone grabbed his arm, then he heard the boss whisper in his ear: “Don’t go. He won’t recognize you now.”

Fu Su froze, touching the half of his face covered by overly long bangs. The uneven texture under his fingertips immediately sobered him. Fu Su carefully withdrew his hand, tucking it into his wide sleeves, and smiled self-mockingly. Right, he had already changed bodies—how could the other person possibly recognize him? However, seeing the boss hiding in the shadows under the eaves, Fu Su asked puzzledly: “What? What are you hiding from? Didn’t you open a Mute House branch in Dawn Market? Hasn’t he seen you here? I’ve never seen you two at odds before.”

The boss’s expression showed rare hesitation. Seeing Fu Su’s determination to get an answer, he could only sigh: “I took away his token, which is why he’s been trapped here unable to leave. I can’t explain the reason to him, so if he sees me…” The boss didn’t finish his words, but it certainly wouldn’t be a pleasant meeting.

The subject of their discussion was named Ying, nephew to Qin Shi Huang and Fu Su’s cousin. Because very few historical records mentioned his background, some scholars guessed he was Hu Hai’s older brother, while others speculated he was Fu Su’s son. But given Ying’s age, how could Fu Su possibly have such a grown son? Being Hu Hai’s brother was even more wrong—to secure his own ascension, Hu Hai had killed seventeen brothers including Fu Su. How could he possibly leave a fish that escaped the net? How could he allow Ying to remain in Xianyang and have opportunities to offer counsel before him?

In the Commentary on “Records of Li Si” quoting Xu Guang’s explanation, “One version says ‘Summoned the First Emperor’s nephew Ying, bestowed him the seal'” where “nephew Ying” refers to “Ying, son of Qin Shi Huang’s brother.” Qin Shi Huang’s only brothers were Cheng Jiao and the two sons born to his mother Zhao Ji and Lao Ai, the latter two having been personally beaten to death by Qin Shi Huang. Ying was Cheng Jiao’s son. When Cheng Jiao betrayed Qin and surrendered to Zhao, he didn’t take Ying with him—at that time Ying was still in swaddling clothes and didn’t even have a proper name. According to “Interpretation of Names: Explaining Age Groups”: “A person newly born is called ‘ying.'” The attendants casually named him “Ying,” so his name wasn’t actually “Zi Ying” as later generations believed.

Such a lowly name also implied Ying’s awkward status in Qin—though possessing noble bloodline, he existed like an invisible person. So in official history, aside from his final surrender to Liu Bang and presentation of the imperial seal and military tallies, there was no other mention of him.

Fu Su had read the histories and naturally knew Ying had succeeded Hu Hai’s position, staying on the throne for only forty-six days, and that afterward Ying was killed by Xiang Yu. The boss’s refusal to give Ying a token to leave Dawn Market was naturally because he couldn’t bear for him to face such cruel reality.

“Though we can’t meet or explain, at least he’s… still alive now…” The boss’s expression was hidden in darkness, making it impossible to see clearly, but his words carried melancholy.

Fu Su touched his own hand hidden in his sleeve, bowed his head in silence for a long while, then raised it again and casually changed the subject with a smile: “Where are we going? Standing here is too conspicuous. If Ying comes back later, I won’t help you deal with him.”

“…This way.” The boss was speechless for a moment before emerging from the shadows to lead Fu Su toward the other end of the marketplace.

Though Ying’s figure was only a fleeting glimpse, Fu Su’s emotions remained unsettled. He had thought he could face the fact that the Qin Dynasty had been destroyed over two thousand years ago, but in reality, he still harbored unwillingness. In that instant of passing by Ying, memories of the past poured forth in his mind like floodwater through opened gates.

Dawn Market… how could such a miraculous place exist? Allowing people from many historical planes to gather here, like what should be an unbendable straight line where several points somehow intersected.

The boss said nothing more along the way, somehow producing a hat to wear, pulling the brim low to carefully hide most of his face. Fu Su watched him for a while, then helplessly smiled and shook his head.

Perhaps it wasn’t just Ying he couldn’t meet—maybe the boss had offended many people in Dawn Market, which was why the Mute House here couldn’t operate?

With this thought, Fu Su’s gloomy mood miraculously improved as he followed the boss into a shop. Since Dawn Market was shrouded in darkness, Fu Su hadn’t clearly seen the name on this shop’s plaque. Only after entering, by the soft light of several night-shining pearls placed inside, did he discover the shelves were filled with various books and classics—this should be a bookstore.

Precisely because of this, the shop didn’t light candles like other shops and stalls, fearing that water and fire might mercilessly destroy these books.

There were some people inside the shop moving about in shadows. People constantly came in to exchange books in their hands for new ones to read, or simply traded other items for books. Some couldn’t even wait and sat directly on the floor, reading by the weak light of the night-shining pearls.

The boss didn’t linger in the main hall but led Fu Su directly to the inner rooms. The shop’s manager didn’t stop them, didn’t even lift an eyelid, and those absorbed in reading paid no attention either. Walking along the corridor inside, Fu Su saw room after room filled with books, with more people inside than outside. These rooms were numbered with heavenly stems and earthly branches at their entrances, and the books inside were presumably categorized and arranged accordingly. The entire shop was permeated with a heavy musty smell, but mixed with the fragrance of books and ink, it unexpectedly calmed one’s mood. Even footsteps became lighter, with only the rustling sounds of turning pages audible.

Fu Su was also a book lover. When he was still a Qin prince, he never let books leave his hands, keeping the attendants who carried bamboo scrolls so busy their feet barely touched the ground. After his modern rebirth, he initially couldn’t adapt to simplified Chinese characters and the left-to-right horizontal reading order. He had specifically asked Hu Hai to buy many Taiwan editions to read. Now seeing so many ancient books, he couldn’t help but be distracted.

Hearing the boss’s knowing chuckle, Fu Su frowned slightly. He somewhat suspected the boss had brought him here deliberately—if he left him here to read books, wouldn’t he be unaware of whatever the boss went to do? So Fu Su said nothing and focused on following behind the boss.

They walked all the way to the corridor’s end. That room wasn’t closed, and the boss was completely unceremonious in not knocking, instead pushing open the decaying door and walking straight in.

This was a very large room, filled with bookshelves like a library, with countless night-shining pearls hanging from the rafters, illuminating every corner of the room. Fu Su intended to follow the boss further inside, but perhaps because the lighting was much brighter than outside, his gaze casually swept across the bookshelves and he stopped in shock.

Hua Tuo’s burned “Green Bag Book” was one thing! The complete “Yellow Emperor’s Inner Canon” was another! There was even the long-lost “Yellow Emperor’s Outer Canon”! Considering that the eighteen-volume “Yellow Emperor’s Inner Canon” alone was already revered as the ancestor of medicine, that “Yellow Emperor’s Outer Canon”… Fu Su held his breath and carefully counted the classics on the shelf—exactly the legendary thirty-seven lost volumes! Every single volume was here!

Fu Su had loved medicine since childhood. Even then, he had only collected sixteen volumes of the “Yellow Emperor’s Outer Canon,” never imagining he would see the complete collection here today! After taking several deep breaths, Fu Su resumed walking forward, though his gaze seemed glued to the bookshelves.

“Bian Que’s Inner Canon,” “Bian Que’s Outer Canon,” “Bai’s Inner Canon,” “Bai’s Outer Canon,” “Side Chapters”… The “Seven Canons” recorded in the “Book of Han” as coexisting with the “Yellow Emperor’s Inner Canon” were all here, volume by volume!

After a moment of stunned silence, Fu Su steadied his emotions and didn’t reach out to flip through them. Voices came from deeper in the shelves—it sounded like the boss conversing with a stranger. Fu Su forced himself to look away and continued forward.

However, the further he went, the more startled he became. After the medical books came many military treatises. “The Art of War,” “Wu Zi,” “Methods of Sima,” “Six Secret Teachings,” “Wei Liao Zi,” “Three Strategies”… Looking at these familiar titles, Fu Su’s steps grew slower and slower. After the military books came various lost ancient texts, some of which Fu Su had read and even memorized in his time, but he also knew these ancient books had vanished in warfare or time throughout long history, leaving only fragments or merely their titles.

His heartbeat grew more intense. When he saw the title “Returning to Hide,” he finally stopped again.

“The Rites of Zhou: Spring Officials” states: “The Grand Diviner masters the methods of the three Changes: first called Connecting Mountains, second called Returning to Hide, third called Zhou Changes. Their trigrams are all eight, their variations all sixty-four.” The Xia Dynasty’s “Connecting Mountains,” Shang Dynasty’s “Returning to Hide,” and Zhou Dynasty’s “Zhou Changes” were collectively called the Three Changes—three different divination methods. “Zhou Changes” still existed in the world, but “Connecting Mountains” and “Returning to Hide” had both been lost.

Fu Su recalled reports he had seen that although modern excavations had unearthed bamboo slips of “Returning to Hide,” much of the text was damaged, having been buried in earth for over two thousand years.

Sure enough, beside “Returning to Hide,” Fu Su also found “Connecting Mountains.” Though he had little interest in divination and fortune-telling arts, Fu Su felt solemn respect for whoever owned this library. These ancient books were all clean, elegant classics, all transcribed in the same handwriting. If the contents were truly accurate, it meant the transcriber had truly read all the books in the world.

Continuing forward several more steps, there were some books from the two-thousand-year period Fu Su had missed, which didn’t interest him much. But when he saw “Nine Hills,” he couldn’t help stopping again, this time abandoning his previous restraint. After confirming his hands were clean, he directly reached out to take the book and flip through it.

This was “Nine Hills”! The legendary most ancient book!

Books from Emperor Yu’s time were called “hills.” The records of nine provinces were called “Nine Hills.” Hill meant gathering—it said that what the nine provinces possessed, what the land produced, what climates suited, were all gathered in this book. The Hill of Tang Yao, the Hill of You Shu’s Attainment, the Hill of Meng Ying, the Hill of Black and White, the Hill of Red Gaze, the Hill of Shen Wei, the Hill of Martial Men, the Hill of Divine People…
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Fu Su finally lost himself, no longer hearing the sounds around him, immersed in those mysterious characters.

Deep in the bookshelves, the boss and a young man sat cross-legged. Above them on the rafters, a red wood-carved coiling dragon perched there, baring its fangs and claws so lifelike, yet its head hung down as if in submission. Between its sharp teeth it held a huge night-shining pearl, illuminating this area bright as day.

The man was about twenty-three or twenty-four years old, with a slender build. A spotless white robe draped over his shoulders, while around him were piled old, worn books and scrolls. On the desk before him lay the four treasures of the study, along with a half-transcribed manuscript—clearly the owner of this study. He looked down at the scroll in his hands, not raising his head as he smiled and asked: “Finally found it?”

The boss knew what the other was asking about and nodded with a smile, while also listening carefully to the footsteps coming from the bookshelves.

“Tsk, coming from the Kan section bookshelves—medical books, military treatises, Zhou Changes… you understand him well.” The white-robed man also moved his ears. “But it’s lucky you still remember where the books are placed here. Look, he’s stopped again. Is he reading ‘Three Graves,’ ‘Five Classics,’ ‘Eight Searches,’ or ‘Nine Hills’?”

“Should be ‘Nine Hills.'” The boss raised his eyebrows. Actually, to put it in modern terms, “Nine Hills” was the most ancient fantasy novel—his young master really couldn’t resist it.

“Since he likes reading it so much, why don’t you transcribe it for him?” The white-robed man studied the incomplete passages in his scroll, made annotations with his brush, then finally raised his head.

This white-robed man was much thinner than ordinary people, his cheekbones protruding slightly from thinness, making his features more distinct. His face was refined and handsome—historical records once described him as having “a face like a beautiful woman”—but he couldn’t overcome his slovenly appearance. His long hair, too lazy to properly arrange, was loosely tied behind his head. Unshaven stubble remained on his cheeks, giving him a disheveled feeling, yet his sharp gaze commanded attention.

“Zifang, are you trying to extract information from me?” The boss flicked dust from his clothes, his tone indescribably casual, though his smile grew more meaningful.

“That’s right, I am extracting information.” Zhang Zifang tapped the desk with his scroll, smiling roguishly. “Who told you to have the Luoshu Nine Stars compass and a jar of Qin Ban Liang coins to frequently enter and exit Dawn Market? I don’t dare go out yet, afraid I’ll never find Dawn Market’s entrance again.”

The boss stared at the scroll in Zhang Zifang’s hands and considered for a moment: “Dawn Market shouldn’t exist in the first place. Even if we leave, some memories about this transtemporal place will be correspondingly erased. For example, Zifang, you’ll remember some things here, but you definitely won’t remember the scrolls you’ve read here. Because at that time, paper hadn’t yet been invented.”

Zhang Zifang’s grip on the scroll tightened. This wasn’t the first time he’d heard such statements, but he still felt panic. It seemed to negate everything he’d done—all his efforts were as illusory as bubbles.

The boss watched his expression, slowly overlapping with memories of the friend he’d spent much time with—that face that could never gain weight no matter how well he ate after being starved in youth. Even after over two thousand years, it still felt extremely familiar. The boss smiled and added: “Though you’ll forget where you saw it or in what book, the knowledge and words won’t be forgotten. Some lost ancient books have had people transcribe them in history, only they couldn’t mention Dawn Market, so they were often considered continuations or plagiarisms by the world—causing many unclear lawsuits.”

“Tch, after saying so much, you still remember the book contents but are just too lazy to write them out.” Zhang Zifang completely relaxed his grip, placing the scroll on the desk and exhaling deeply. His expression relaxed again, even showing some teasing. “Equivalent exchange—thanks for telling me this intelligence, Bianzhi. In return, I’ll tell you some intelligence too.”

“I’m all ears.” Though the boss still smiled, his eyes had grown serious.

“Recently, that person who called deer horses appeared in Dawn Market.” Zhang Zifang tapped the table edge with his index finger, his gaze profound. “Though I don’t know why he’s still alive, his clothing was very similar to what you’re wearing now.”

The boss froze completely upon hearing this. He naturally knew who Zhang Zifang meant, but that person… his eldest senior brother… why was he still alive?

“I heard he exchanged many antiques here before leaving. Though he hid his face, someone still recognized him.” Zhang Zifang stroked his stubbled chin, sighing with a smile. “After all, he’s quite famous. Tsk, what a pity I didn’t see him. I would have made sure he could never leave Dawn Market again.”

Despite his foul mood, the boss still curved his lips upon hearing this. Though his friend before him didn’t yet have the sage strategist bearing and manner of the future imperial teacher, ordinary people really weren’t his match. Just looking at his leisurely transcription of ancient books, probably no one could believe he already controlled most of Dawn Market.

“Forget it, let’s not talk about these annoying things. What do you want to trade for today?” Zhang Zifang’s eyes brightened, his refined face showing a mercenary smile as he eagerly rubbed his hands. “Actually, it would be best to trade me that Luoshu Nine Stars compass!”

“…Dream on.”

Tang Yuan was somewhat unhappy because he had just seen his second senior brother enter that bookstore, but this fellow surnamed Guo absolutely wouldn’t let him follow!

“Still angry?” Guo Fengxiao looked down at the little boy he was holding hands with, who was puffing out his cheeks with displeasure, and couldn’t help laughing. “Do you really want to stay here forever? Who knows how long it takes to re-tie a concentric knot? And you’re fantasizing about reading books? How many characters do you even know?”

Tang Yuan simply didn’t want to talk to this fellow. Discriminating against his young age? He’d definitely read more books than him! Tang Yuan rolled his bright eyes and looked at Guo Fengxiao with suspicion: “Being so reluctant to enter that bookstore—you don’t like reading, do you?”

“How could that be?” Guo Fengxiao’s mouth twitched, his folding fan moving faster. “That bookstore isn’t so simple. Don’t ever go in. Especially that proprietor… hmph!”

There’s inside information.

Tang Yuan pouted. Seeing Guo Fengxiao clam up and unwilling to discuss further, he stopped asking.

After all, he was just a passerby. Tang Yuan grabbed the constantly squirming little white snake in his pocket—as long as this guy didn’t run around, it was OK. Dawn Market’s bazaar was very long, winding for several li. Tang Yuan was short, and even standing on tiptoes looking back and forth, he couldn’t see either end. In this bustling marketplace, Tang Yuan followed Guo Fengxiao seeking help from various people. After following Guo Fengxiao to ask the third person, Tang Yuan’s expression became even more suspicious.

If asking girls about rope-tying work was normal, how did this fellow surnamed Guo know so many young ladies? And they were all so beautiful!

“Don’t look at me like that. There are quite a few girls in Dawn Market. After all, they can have eternally youthful appearances here, so once girls come, they don’t want to leave!” Guo Fengxiao bid farewell to a beautiful young woman, looked down and winked at Tang Yuan, fanning himself with elegant bearing as he judged: “Especially the prettier the girl, the less willing she is to leave.”

“So having so many girls is also one of your main reasons for not wanting to leave Dawn Market?” Tang Yuan curled his lips, glancing at him with dead-fish eyes.

“Of course not! How could I be here for such reasons?” Guo Fengxiao snapped his fan shut with a whoosh, tapping Tang Yuan’s head with the fan ribs and saying seriously: “In the late Eastern Han, people lived in misery. I’m willing to give everything to end that cruel chaotic era. It’s just not yet time for me to go out.”

Tang Yuan rubbed where he’d been tapped—it didn’t hurt, but he felt an indescribable strange sensation. He had already noticed the shops they’d passed; only that bookstore from earlier was a study. If this Guo Fengxiao truly wanted to save the world, then reading would be the first choice, or mastering supreme martial arts. But one could defeat ten thousand enemies, the other at most ten—any fool knew which to choose.

There’s a conspiracy.

Tang Yuan covered his pocket but felt that if the other wanted to steal his token, he would have done so already—why go through such trouble? What this Guo Fengxiao wanted probably wasn’t something he could easily guess.

With this thought, Tang Yuan peacefully followed behind Guo Fengxiao. Even if the concentric knot token couldn’t be restored, Tang Yuan wasn’t that anxious. Playing in Dawn Market for a while was fine—time here was stagnant relative to outside. With the little white snake in hand, he definitely had a guide for finding Dawn Market tokens! However, why did all Dawn Market tokens carry resentment…

Just as Tang Yuan had this thought, he found Guo Fengxiao leading him into a shop. Looking at the exquisite silk fabrics hanging from the walls, this was clearly an embroidery workshop.

Guo Fengxiao was obviously a regular customer. After greeting the beautiful girls in the embroidery workshop, he led Tang Yuan deeper inside. The pavilions and towers along the way couldn’t arouse Tang Yuan’s interest—after all, he had once stayed in a courtyard where flowers bloomed even in harsh winter. Compared to that, other courtyards were merely ordinary. However, when they climbed to a warm pavilion and saw the beauty within, Tang Yuan couldn’t help but stare.

Actually, this beauty looked at least thirty-something, but like a lotus flower blooming to perfection, she was at her most charming moment. Her face bore only a light layer of powder—more would be too heavy, less too pale—carrying an indescribable, inexplicable melancholy. Though wearing only a simple, plain light purple curved-hem deep robe, it perfectly outlined her graceful figure. Every frown and smile of her countenance made people unconsciously hold their breath, afraid of disturbing this beauty. Before her sat an embroidery frame with a Jiangnan landscape painting half-finished, but already showing the leisurely comfort of boating on the lake.

“Madam Shi, Fengxiao has a request.” Before such a beauty, even the usually frivolous Guo Fengxiao put away his playful expression and softened his voice.

Madam Shi set down her embroidery needle. When her gaze fell on Tang Yuan, her slightly melancholy features immediately softened, her entire face suddenly radiating a captivating brilliance that made Tang Yuan think of a certain historical figure, nearly crying out in surprise.

Such beauty, this age, this form of address!

Madam Shi?! Shi Yiguang?! Could this be Xi Shi, one of the four great beauties?

Recalling historical legends, if Xi Shi, after successfully serving as a female spy to bring down Wu Kingdom, hadn’t been drowned but had retreated with Fan Li to live in seclusion, then Fan Li must also be in Dawn Market!

Damn! Fan Li was the legendary life winner! Though born humble, he played politics and helped King Goujian of Yue become a Spring and Autumn hegemon. In military affairs, he helped the once-weakened Yue defeat the prosperous Wu. After reaching the pinnacle of ministerial power, he retreated with the world’s most beautiful woman and lived well. Not content with retirement, he went into business and became the world’s richest merchant. Moreover, feeling he’d earned too much money, he gave away his wealth and started over from nothing! He did this repeatedly three times!

Loyal to country, wise in self-preservation, wealthy through commerce, famous throughout the world. Later generations called him “Tao Zhu Gong,” “Sage of Commerce,” and “God of Wealth!”

Tang Yuan’s mouth twitched twice. Considering Dawn Market’s principle of equivalent exchange, he felt he had probably guessed who the Market Master of Dawn Market really was…
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After finishing the chapter on “Meng Ying’s Hill,” Fu Su finally calmed down slightly, forcing himself to withdraw from the world of books. Looking around at his surroundings, he discovered the conversation from deeper in the bookshelves had ceased, returning to complete silence.

Secretly reproaching himself for such weak willpower, Fu Su hurriedly returned “Nine Hills” to its place on the shelf and strode toward the depths of the bookshelf area, only to find a single person in white robes sitting cross-legged at the end.

That person was absent-mindedly flipping through a scroll in his hands. Upon hearing Fu Su’s footsteps, without waiting for questions, he called out first: “Bianzhi went to get something. Young Master, please wait here. If you’re worried, I can have Diancang take you to find him.”

As if hearing his name called, a snow-white furry ball squeezed through a window crack. Its fur was incredibly fluffy, making it appear plump and round—it was remarkable it could squeeze through such a narrow window gap.

A Pomeranian? Fu Su looked closer and realized this furry ball wasn’t an ordinary pet dog, but a white fox. It had a tuft of blue fur on its forehead, reducing the natural allure foxes possessed while adding an amusing, adorable quality—no wonder it was called Diancang. It held something in its mouth, obediently wagging two tails as it delivered the item to the white-robed man’s hands.

Two tails? Fu Su confirmed he wasn’t seeing things. Could this be a young nine-tailed fox?

As a guest, he naturally shouldn’t ask random questions. Chasing after Bianzhi would also be beneath his dignity. Since Bianzhi had gone to such lengths to prevent him from following, he naturally had his reasons. Fu Su silently noted this matter, planning to ask slowly when he found an opportunity later.

Seeing this, Fu Su didn’t stand on ceremony. He removed his leather shoes and sat cross-legged across from the white-robed man with elegant posture. Seeing the white-robed man take a jade pendant from the little fox Diancang’s mouth, Fu Su politely averted his gaze and casually picked up a nearby scroll to pass the time.

The white-robed man glanced at his hands, and his somewhat gaunt face showed a flash of surprise as he sighed: “Actually, you’re the most suitable person to stay in Dawn Market.”

Fu Su’s page-turning motion stiffened momentarily. With Bianzhi absent, he rarely let his guard down.

Bianzhi knew his body and soul were experiencing rejection, but absolutely hadn’t anticipated this rejection would come so quickly. They had originally thought heaven had left him at least two or three more years.

Fu Su smiled bitterly as he looked at the corpse spots appearing on the back of his hands.

Initially, these spots were dark red, but now they had gradually darkened to a dark purplish-red. Fu Su had been an elite surgeon for a year after all, so he knew these corpse spots on his body had already become cloud-like in form. Next they would become striped, then finally spread into patches. His limbs would begin to feel stiff, then become rigid, and finally… slowly rot away…

Though his soul inhabited this body, it still couldn’t prevent the body’s corpse-ification. His soul’s presence only made this process extremely slow. But even slowly, this terrifying progression continued, and because of the time delay, it became exceptionally cruel.

He could clearly experience what it meant to slowly die.

Sometimes Fu Su even fantasized that when he became a pile of rotting flesh, he might still have consciousness, or even become a rather handsome skeleton.

He wasn’t without thoughts of telling the boss about the changes in his body, but anyone could guess that Bianzhi would remove the red dragon robe from his own body and put it on him. Could he bear to watch Bianzhi suffer everything he had experienced?

Better to say nothing. After all, he had already died—this time was all stolen anyway, so he should feel content.

Only… when he saw Ying today, he suddenly felt there might be another possibility for him to continue living.

Stay in Dawn Market?

Fu Su could no longer focus on the scroll in his hands.

The white-robed man across from him, seeing his reaction, weighed the jade pendant in his hand and smiled mercenarily, looking as cunning as the little fox beside him. He laughed and asked: “How about it? If you plan to stay in Dawn Market, we can also make a deal. Trade your token for the right to read five hundred books in this study—any selection! Five hundred books! Not a bad deal, right?”

“Terrible deal.” Fu Su wasn’t a man easily deceived, especially since before entering Dawn Market, Bianzhi had warned him to guard that Qin Ban Liang coin carefully and not give it to anyone.

Fu Su set down his scroll and used his slender fingers to support his elegantly lined chin, staring at the white-robed man across from him, fully releasing the noble aura he had carefully restrained. Though the corpse spots on his hands and the burn scars visible through his bangs looked somewhat frightening, they created an indescribable incomplete beauty that unexpectedly held one’s gaze.

The white-robed man smiled and shook his head. He hadn’t expected to persuade the other with one sentence, but seeing Fu Su like this, he could only marvel that this was indeed the Qin prince that Bianzhi would assist until death.

Fu Su didn’t want to continue this topic at all. His gaze shifted to the jade pendant the white-robed man was caressing, and he narrowed his eyes to ask: “That’s a zi-chen pendant? It wasn’t stolen by this fox, was it? Is it also a token for entering and leaving Dawn Market?”

Diancang seemed dissatisfied with Fu Su’s use of the word “stolen,” baring its teeth at him fiercely. However, this fierce expression on its foolish face looked more like acting cute.

“Token? Oh no, this isn’t a token, just an ordinary jade pendant.” The white-robed man smiled indifferently and casually tossed the zi-chen pendant to Diancang.

Seeing that its master didn’t value what it had retrieved, Diancang didn’t mind either. Holding the zi-chen pendant in its mouth, it turned and jumped onto the windowsill, struggling to squeeze back out through the narrow window crack.

“This is a token? How did it become like this?” Madam Shi covered her chest, her delicate brows frowning as she looked at the tangled mess of threads on the table. She could vaguely guess from the traces what it had originally been. “This is… a concentric knot?”

“Madam has keen eyes.” Guo Fengxiao hurriedly praised, pressing Tang Yuan’s head down to make him assume a penitent posture while scolding: “It’s all because children don’t understand—he accidentally untied this concentric knot. Fortunately it wasn’t broken. I asked many people, and they all praise Madam’s skill. Could you see if it can be restored?”

Tang Yuan rolled his eyes hard but couldn’t argue. After all, taking the blame for the little white snake was appropriate—otherwise he really couldn’t explain how his little ancestor had managed to untie such a complex concentric knot.

Madam Shi looked at Tang Yuan with his head bowed in contrition, her already gentle gaze becoming even more tender.

Guo Fengxiao could tell immediately that he’d made the right bet. Dawn Market lacked nothing except children. Everyone knew Madam Shi’s background—before being presented to King Fuchai of Wu as a consort, she must have drunk sterility medicine to prevent women from developing other thoughts after bearing children. So in Xi Shi’s twenty years in Wu, she had never borne King Fuchai a single child. Even after retreating with Fan Li, she couldn’t bear children for her beloved, which became Madam Shi’s heartache.

In Dawn Market, children were extremely rare. An obedient, cute, fair little shota like Tang Yuan was exceptionally uncommon, so Guo Fengxiao’s bold decision to bring Tang Yuan for an audience was based on this insight.

Madam Shi indeed fell for this approach. Meeting Tang Yuan’s admiring little gaze, she picked up the dirty colored rope and patiently untangled the messy threads bit by bit, carefully studying the bent, raised, and indented traces from one end to the other. After looking for a long while, she slowly closed her eyes, as if visualizing the knot’s construction in her mind.

Guo Fengxiao and Tang Yuan stood holding their breath, neither daring to disturb her. Fortunately, Madam Shi reopened her eyes after just the time of one cup of tea, smiling as she called for a basin of clean water to carefully wash the colored rope while also cleaning her soiled hands.

As if to ease Tang Yuan’s nervous mood, Madam Shi chatted casually while washing her hands. Tang Yuan always liked beautiful aunties, so naturally answered whatever she asked. When Madam Shi heard that Tang Yuan had no parents and had depended on a master since childhood, her beautiful face showed an expression of tender concern, her autumn-water eyes shimmering with captivating brilliance.

But the more Guo Fengxiao listened, the more wrong it seemed. With Tang Yuan’s background, if Madam Shi took a liking to him and wanted to keep him as an adopted son, this kid wouldn’t be able to leave Dawn Market even with a token!

Feeling Guo Fengxiao poking him from behind with his fan, Tang Yuan initially didn’t understand the other’s meaning, but being extremely clever, seeing Madam Shi’s loving gaze and thinking it over, he figured it out. Watching Madam Shi holding the cleaned colored rope in contemplation, he seized the opportunity to throw himself against her thigh, his internal commentary scrolling:

Holy crap! I’m hugging the thigh of one of China’s four great beauties! So soft and fragrant! This lifetime is worth it!!

Guo Fengxiao immediately opened his fan to cover his face. It was over—bringing this brat here was completely wrong! He could already foresee himself being thrown out of Dawn Market by an enraged Market Master.

Madam Shi was startled and nearly cried out, but seeing the child in her arms about to fall from unsteady footing, she quickly reached out to support his arm. The child’s soft, fragile body made her momentarily dazed. If she had children…

Just then Tang Yuan looked up with an expression about to cry, pleading timidly: “Auntie, I want to go home quickly! If Master can’t find me, he’ll definitely worry!” Lies—actually his master had already abandoned him. But Tang Yuan wasn’t too worried about his master. Throwing him out was probably because he’d be a burden. That eldest senior brother, no matter how cool and domineering, had been sealed by Master thousands of years ago, so this time he was definitely courting abuse.

Madam Shi looked into Tang Yuan’s clear black and white eyes, feeling guilty. She couldn’t help touching his hair. Though she found this child’s short hair strange, it felt unexpectedly comfortable. A gentle smile appeared at her lips as she seriously promised: “Don’t worry, I’ll work hard to send you home.”

Tang Yuan contentedly received this promise, shamelessly nestling in Madam Shi’s arms to watch her tie the knot, not forgetting to turn and wink at the dumbfounded Guo Fengxiao.

Envy, jealousy, and hate, young man!

“You’re saying that Helian didn’t confess who his accomplices were?” Lu Zigang and Yue Fu walked out of the law enforcement office’s main gate. Returning from the dark, gloomy cells to the bustling marketplace, their mood couldn’t improve much. Lu Zigang exhaled lightly, moving his stiff limbs from sitting too long, and asked: “So where do we go now? Do you have any leads? Where do we catch people?”

“Unfortunately, I have no leads. Many people in Dawn Market have no fixed residence since sleep isn’t necessary.” Yue Fu considered before saying: “But we can wait for the rabbit by the stump.”

“Wait for the rabbit?” Lu Zigang raised an eyebrow. “You mean we can wait at the exit for them to walk into our trap?”

“But it’s not that simple.” Yue Fu pointed in two directions of the marketplace. “At both ends of Dawn Market, there’s a memorial archway each. To leave Dawn Market, choose either end and throw your token into the bronze urn beneath the archway. If the token is correct, you can leave Dawn Market. If what you throw in isn’t a token, the object won’t be returned but will be permanently swallowed by that bronze urn.”

“So maybe Helian’s accomplice has already left Dawn Market? Or we need to rush to one of the archways now, choosing between left and right?” Lu Zigang turned to look at Yue Fu beside him, his gaze full of skepticism.

Meeting such a gaze, Yue Fu still stood straight, stating facts: “The moment the incident occurred, I ordered two of my men to watch the left and right archways respectively. No news yet is good news. But human hearts are unpredictable—Brother Lu should choose one archway and personally check.”

“Oh, then let’s go with the right side.” Lu Zigang chose casually and was about to step forward. Seeing Yue Fu hadn’t followed, he turned back in surprise: “Aren’t you coming with me? I don’t have much combat power on my own.”

“No, I’ll accompany you. It’s just… you chose the right side so casually?” Yue Fu was somewhat stunned. He thought Lu Zigang would at least consider it, never expecting him to decide without hesitation.

“It’s either left or right, either success or failure—both fifty percent probability. Even if I think, choose, hesitate, and deliberate, it’s still fifty percent probability. Why waste time?” Lu Zigang shrugged, not considering this a particularly difficult choice.

Yue Fu didn’t understand the probability concept but could guess Lu Zigang’s meaning. He looked at Lu Zigang with approval and accompanied him toward the right archway. In the originally crowded marketplace, seeing Yue Fu in military attire, people automatically cleared space for them, making walking convenient. They hadn’t walked long before Lu Zigang saw the massive outline of the archway at the marketplace’s end emerging from the darkness.

Chapter 4: Zi-Chen Pendant · 4
The closer they got to the archway, the fewer people there were in the marketplace. Those content to remain in Dawn Market naturally rarely ventured to such peripheral areas, while those with ulterior motives couldn’t openly show themselves. Lu Zigang saw from afar the bronze urn beneath the archway—over a meter tall with an extremely wide opening, like a large vat that several people couldn’t embrace together. Getting closer, what attracted Lu Zigang wasn’t the exquisite intricate patterns on the urn’s body, but that this bronze urn was actually filled with water. This water was deep and murky, and due to the windless conditions in Dawn Market, it was flat as a mirror surface, emanating an indescribable eeriness.

“Don’t touch it. This water burns skin on contact,” Yue Fu spoke up timely when Lu Zigang was about to touch the water surface. “Initially, someone reached in trying to retrieve things from inside—their entire arm dissolved. It was a fate worse than death, and their screams echoed through Dawn Market for a long time.”

“So whatever gets thrown in can never be retrieved, right?” Lu Zigang asked seemingly casually. After receiving Yue Fu’s affirmative answer, he pulled out a jade pendant from his pocket and held it in his hand, making as if to throw it into the bronze urn.

“Wait!” Yue Fu’s sharp eyes immediately reached out to stop him. He didn’t dare get too close to Lu Zigang, afraid the other might accidentally drop the jade pendant into the bronze urn.

“Oh? Why wait?” Lu Zigang tilted his head with a calm expression. “This zi-chen pendant uses openwork carving techniques with fine workmanship, complex layers, and unique methods. Moreover, the dragon’s head is long and narrow, with slender eyes, thin and long upper lip with upturned lip tip. The dragon’s neck and shoulder seem separated by a deeply incised thick line, the upper leg portion seems to have flame patterns, the dragon’s tail resembles a snake’s tail, with three-toed feet. Through the carving craftsmanship and dragon form characteristics, this jade pendant can clearly be judged as Song Dynasty workmanship.”

“How coincidental that there are two zi-chen pendants, and I happen to be standing in front of a Song Dynasty person.” Lu Zigang smiled, but his eyes held no warmth. “I guess when Brother Yue captured Helian, you witnessed the handoff between him and his accomplice. You didn’t stop it but took the opportunity to switch the zi-chen pendant on your person with my stolen token. Brother Yue’s skills are sufficient to do this silently without being detected, and Helian’s accomplice might have known it was a zi-chen pendant but had no time to think in their haste.”

“And more cleverly, you conducted a barter trade, which doesn’t violate Dawn Market’s laws. Well, it should count as exploiting a loophole.”

“Zi-chen pendants ensure safety. After removing the safety lock at age twelve, families with good conditions generally give children a zi-chen pendant to carry.” Lu Zigang rubbed the zi-chen pendant in his hand twice and judged: “This is good jade. Looking at the luster, it should have been worn for at least sixty years.”

During Lu Zigang’s speech, Yue Fu’s expression changed repeatedly before finally returning to calm.

“Fu’er, come, don’t be afraid.”

Four-year-old Yue Fu looked at the young man in wooden shackles, disheveled and bloody, barely recognizing this as his once-heroic father.

On the bustling streets of Lin’an, thousands of people spontaneously gathered yet remained eerily silent, with only suppressed sobbing occasionally breaking the quiet. Those accusing gazes felt like death by a thousand cuts, making the executioners pushing the young man feel tremendous pressure, lacking courage to stop his actions.

Fine, since this wasn’t a jailbreak, being a bit late for execution didn’t matter.

Pushed forward by his mother, Yue Fu clenched his small fists, gritting his teeth as he stepped closer to the execution platform. That wooden platform had been stained deep black by years of accumulated blood, reeking with a nauseating smell.

“Father…” Yue Fu called out tremblingly. Though young, he could infer everything from his family’s expressions and attitudes. Their household was essentially under house arrest. The grandfather who always liked carrying him for horseback rides hadn’t returned for a long time. Last night grandmother had cried herself sick and couldn’t even get up today. He had a premonition this would be the last time seeing his father.

“Good boy, father is going to accompany grandfather. This belongs to the Yue family’s eldest grandson. Father had hoped to keep it a few more days, but unexpectedly must give it to you now.” The young man smiled slightly. Having already placed life and death beyond consideration, his heart still ached upon seeing family. He handed the zi-chen pendant he’d been clutching to his toddling eldest son, but his eyes looked toward his wife holding their infant younger son not far away, earnestly instructing: “I don’t want my son to become a dragon—I only want my sons to live according to their own will.”

Yue Fu was ruthlessly pulled away by the executioner, hearing his mother’s heart-wrenching cries, watching helplessly as blood filled the sky.

He didn’t cry.

Instead, he looked down at the zi-chen pendant that his small hand couldn’t fully grasp, still bearing his father’s fresh blood, his eyes condensing bone-deep hatred unsuitable for his age.

“So you knew all along. That’s why you didn’t hesitate choosing which archway—because you just needed me to follow you.” Perhaps recalling childhood memories, Yue Fu’s expression grew several degrees colder.

Lu Zigang nodded inscrutably. Well, he wouldn’t tell Yue Fu that this zi-chen pendant was something he’d traded from a Pomeranian’s mouth with a fruit candy while bored waiting in the law enforcement office’s main hall. Oh, that Pomeranian looked a bit strange, with some blue stain on its forehead from who knows where.

Yue Fu pulled out the zi-chen pendant that originally belonged to Lu Zigang from his chest, sighing heavily: “The zi-chen pendant in your hand was worn by my grandfather, passed to my father, and finally… to me.”

Knowing the grandfather and father Yue Fu mentioned were the historically famous Yue Fei and Yue Yun, Lu Zigang couldn’t hide his excitement. However, he carefully concealed this excitement in his heart, still saying calmly: “So what do we do now? Exchange them back, or not? Of course, I must objectively admit that your decision is more important now—I certainly can’t beat you in a fight.”

“But there’s one thing I must clarify.” Lu Zigang waved the zi-chen pendant in his hand. “No matter which zi-chen pendant I’m holding, I’m throwing it into the bronze urn—this is unquestionable.”

Yue Fu clenched his right fist tightly, veins bulging on the back of his hand. Lu Zigang’s proposal clearly put him in a difficult position.

The moment he’d switched the zi-chen pendants, he’d planned to retrieve his pendant before leaving Dawn Market. He just hadn’t expected to be seen through so quickly. Though leaving Dawn Market early to clear his grandfather’s and father’s names was very important, he’d never considered sacrificing the ancestral zi-chen pendant.

On it still remained his father’s bloodstains, just like the hatred in his heart—not diminishing even for a day.

Though his father’s last words showed disapproval of him repeating the same mistakes or bearing national and family hatred, this was his will. However, something this person had said suddenly surfaced in his mind, making him freeze.

No matter what you do, it’s either success or failure—both fifty percent probability. Even thinking, choosing, hesitating, and deliberating is still fifty percent probability. Why waste time?

So that’s how it was?

It seemed he still had much to learn…

“I lost.” Yue Fu stepped forward actively, extending the zi-chen pendant in his hand toward Lu Zigang. “Let’s exchange.”

Lu Zigang calmly exchanged with him. After all, Dawn Market had laws of equivalent exchange—he wasn’t afraid Yue Fu would pull any tricks at this moment. The recovered zi-chen pendant fell into his palm. Lu Zigang sentimentally rubbed the patterns on it—he’d have to throw it into the bronze urn soon, so he’d better touch it more now. Maybe he could carve a replica as a memento when he got back.

“Yue Fu.” Someone called from behind. Yue Fu quickly put the zi-chen pendant in his chest, then turned to greet the newly arrived Guo Fengxiao.

“You’re indeed on this side. Looks like little brother’s coin toss was quite accurate!” Guo Fengxiao laughed while fanning himself, his handsome face extremely pleased. No choice—after scheming to finally connect with Madam Shi, he had more room to maneuver for his next move.

“That was divination! Such overkill! Of course it would be accurate for such a small matter!” Tang Yuan disdainfully shook off his hand and ran to Lu Zigang’s side, holding up the retied concentric knot for him to see. “Uncle Lu, a very pretty auntie helped me tie it!”

“Very nice. Brother Yue Fu also helped me retrieve my zi-chen pendant. If all goes well, we can go home now.” Lu Zigang picked up Tang Yuan so he could reach the bronze urn.

When Lu Zigang spoke, Yue Fu guiltily averted his gaze but felt grateful the other hadn’t exposed his actions. Guo Fengxiao, watching his reaction as if guessing everything, deepened his smile and fanned faster.

Lu Zigang and Tang Yuan simultaneously threw their tokens into the bronze urn. The deep water surface rippled in circles, and after the ripples spread, light seemed to penetrate from the water surface, growing from weak to strong, instantly enveloping them in brightness.

Suddenly seeing light from an extremely dark place, both couldn’t help but close their eyes. When they opened them again, they found themselves standing in morning sunlight, surrounded by scattered debris. Occasional morning breezes stirred up plastic bags that danced past them.

“Hey! You two brats, where did you run off to? Your phones wouldn’t answer! Made me walk back and forth several times! Bastards! Really, getting old and useless with poor eyesight—I thought I saw the boss in the ghost market, but then he vanished. Then you two also disappeared! I thought I was really seeing ghosts!” The curator’s scolding voice rang in their ears. Compared to Dawn Market’s dreamlike scenery, this couldn’t be more real.

The moment dawn broke, the ghost market had long since packed up, leaving behind empty ruins that looked desolate in the morning light.

“So it really was Dawn Market…” Lu Zigang murmured.

“I’m hungry, I want fried chicken.” Tang Yuan whined.

“Fried chicken my foot! I’m taking you home right now! Need to have a good talk with your guardian!” The curator roared.

“Please don’t! Buy fried chicken first!” Tang Yuan looked pitiful, though he was secretly delighted, feeling the trip was worthwhile.

In his pocket lay not only a little white snake coiled and sleeping soundly, but also a newly tied Chinese knot.

According to that Madam Shi, this Chinese knot wasn’t an ordinary rope knot, but a mother-child knot.

And this mother-child knot was also a token for entering and leaving Dawn Market.

At the same time, beneath the archway on the other side of Dawn Market.

The boss pulled out his Qin Ban Liang coin. Seeing Fu Su distracted, he turned his head in confusion.

Fu Su startled, then took his copper coin from his pocket, but afraid the boss would notice the corpse spots on his hands, didn’t raise his hand like the boss did.

“Haven’t had enough?” Perhaps because things went smoothly, the boss was in a fairly good mood, smiling as he teased.

Fu Su forced a smile: “This is quite an interesting place.”

“Not enough books to read? No matter—tell me what you want to read after we leave, and I’ll transcribe it all for you.” The boss thought he’d guessed why Fu Su was reluctant to leave, smiling as he spoke. However, his gaze fell on the winding lights of Dawn Market in the darkness, and his smile gradually faded.

“I have many such Qin Ban Liang coins as entry tokens, and the Luoshu Nine Stars compass to find ghost market entrances, but I really dislike coming to Dawn Market.”

“Why?”

“Because the people wandering here are all caged beasts. To be precise…” A trace of inexplicable sorrow crossed the boss’s face. “To be precise, they’re all wandering souls. Though alive, in some sense they’re already dead.”

Fu Su was silent for a long while, using his finger to flick the Qin Ban Liang in his hand into the bronze urn. The copper coin made a soft muffled sound before sinking into the dark water.

“Let’s go.”

Chapter 5: Tang Sancai · 1
The sky seemed to have a gaping hole in it, with bean-sized raindrops pouring down. Lightning could occasionally be seen flashing through the gloomy clouds, followed by distant rumbling thunder.

As soon as the medical vehicle stopped, the doctor opened the car door and unfurled his umbrella, turning back to shield Tang Yuan as he jumped down from the car, leading him quickly into the building.

Once inside the lobby, the doctor closed his umbrella, covered it with a plastic bag, and hung it on his wrist. He checked whether Tang Yuan had gotten wet and, finding no major issues, instructed him to sit obediently in the guesthouse lobby while he went back to arrange staff accommodations.

They had been invited to Mingde University to conduct student health examinations. Their hospital accepted many such projects each year, especially during enrollment season. Mingde University had its own medical facilities so no equipment needed to be transported, but because it was located in the suburbs, the hospital needed to send a team to stay overnight. Many people were reluctant to take on this assignment.

The doctor had been assigned this task and, based on seniority, was responsible for leading the team. Unable to find an excuse to decline, and after confirming that children could be brought if absolutely necessary, he had brought Tang Yuan along.

Since this brat had once gone missing at night before, the doctor absolutely didn’t dare leave the little rascal home alone. Last time they were fortunate to encounter such kind-hearted people like the curator—what if something else happened?

But… when exactly had he met the museum curator?

The doctor holding the roster couldn’t help but zone out, unable to remember no matter how hard he tried. But hearing the curator’s familiar tone as if they’d known each other for ages, the doctor hadn’t dared ask this question at the time, afraid of being hit by the other’s walking stick.

“Senior? Senior?” A gentle voice called beside him.

The doctor came back to his senses and smiled apologetically: “Sorry, here’s your room card, Xiao Ye.” Ye Qianqian was his junior colleague and could be considered the hospital’s belle. As her name suggested, she was clean and pretty, like delicate leaves that were pleasing to the eye. This time Chun Ge hadn’t been assigned here, staying at the hospital on duty, which left him resentful for quite a while.

“We each get our own room this time, and I heard they’re individual courtyard-style antique rooms. So lucky!” Ye Qianqian flicked the room card with her fingernail, smiling brilliantly.

The doctor couldn’t help but smile back, though not because of the beautiful woman beside him, but because he was thinking about getting a good night’s sleep without sharing a room with colleagues. Tang Yuan was still young after all—naturally he didn’t have bad habits like teeth grinding, snoring, or talking in his sleep.

It was also because of the good conditions that he could bring Tang Yuan along without worrying about disturbing others.

“But this Mingde University really is wealthy,” the doctor complained while distributing room cards. This campus guesthouse was built no different from a five-star hotel, with antique furnishings and decorations. The blue brick floors were so polished they reflected light—you had to worry about accidentally slipping while walking. Ever since their car entered the campus, his eyes seemed insufficient. All the academic buildings and structures were imitation ancient architecture, and even some students they occasionally encountered wore traditional clothing, making one feel like they’d traveled through time.

“Actually… I think I graduated from this university too…” Ye Qianqian coughed lightly, saying somewhat awkwardly.

The doctor was completely unsettled upon hearing this.

Mingde University was a legendary institution whose founding date was untraceable, reportedly having its origins in the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods. The name “Mingde” came from “The Great Learning”: “The way of great learning lies in manifesting bright virtue.” Over thousands of years, countless celebrities had emerged from Mingde University, yet this university remained unknown to the world until the advent of the internet information age.

In the information society, virtually no secrets existed, and the moment Mingde University was exposed, it became something countless students flocked to.

Current Mingde University had only a two-year program, admitting only 20 students per class. Some students were outstanding high school graduates recommended by major universities, selected through layers of written and oral examinations. Those qualified to take the entrance exam were already extremely rare, let alone the final admitted candidates. Of course, Mingde University also had some students with special talents, descendants of alumni, those jointly recommended by board members, or relatives of donors.

A former Mingde University president once said without reservation that both talent and wealth were needed by Mingde University—why avoid this reality and speak only of talent without mentioning wealth?

Mingde University’s two-year curriculum focused on Chinese classical studies, including calligraphy, traditional painting, guqin, tea ceremony, incense ceremony, flower arrangement, and so on. Other courses included various philosophical schools, military treatises, divination, medicine, poetry, and more. Through this knowledge, students analyzed modern sociology, business management, historical causes of success and failure, using the past as a mirror to learn various aspects of Chinese civilization. All courses followed a credit system, and campus activities followed ancient rituals, such as coming-of-age ceremonies for women and men, Mid-Autumn moon worship ceremonies, etc.

To be precise, Mingde University was actually a university preparatory program, cultivating students in classical Chinese studies and enhancing their temperament. Mingde University graduates would transfer to renowned domestic and international universities to continue their studies, becoming leaders in various fields. Being a member of the Mingde University alumni association was essentially a diamond card for high society. So besides truly gifted recommended students, other wealthy heirs with connections fought tooth and nail for those limited spots. Unfortunately, reportedly even donating enough money wasn’t sufficient—sponsored students also needed interviews. Though Mingde University didn’t refuse wealthy students, it retained the right to choose.

All teaching faculty were renowned professors or scholars, plus the dreamlike campus environment and golden reputation. This university could be said to be the dream destination for youth nationwide and worldwide. And his junior colleague had actually graduated from this university? The doctor’s gaze toward Ye Qianqian immediately changed. Having seen Ye Qianqian’s file, he knew her parents were unknown and she’d grown up in an orphanage. So with no background, she must have been a top student, considering her superb surgical skills and remarkably fast clinical learning abilities…

“Cough, Senior, actually I’m not too clear why I could enter this university either. But this university was like a hobby class—after staying two years, I transferred to the medical school I liked.” Ye Qianqian blushed with embarrassment, knowing she’d be looked at strangely. Actually, if she hadn’t been afraid of familiar teachers letting something slip, she absolutely wouldn’t have confessed.

Calling such an amazing university a “hobby class”… The doctor pressed his slightly aching temples, feeling he truly didn’t understand the world of academic achievers.

However, this did explain why Ye Qianqian’s temperament differed from other women. Perhaps after being influenced in this top-tier university for two years, just standing there, she could make an ordinary white coat look extraordinary. Combined with the curtain of rain falling like a waterfall behind her, she looked like a pleasing portrait of a beauty. Moreover, she faced the world openly with a bare face—nowadays it was rare to see women go out without any makeup. Ye Qianqian looked to be in her twenties, but her skin was as good as a teenage girl’s.

The doctor unconsciously looked at this beautiful junior colleague a few more times, but felt none of the heart-fluttering sensation Chun Ge had described. Instead, he instinctively felt somewhat guarded.

This feeling puzzled the doctor greatly, though he couldn’t explain it clearly. If he had to describe it, seeing Ye Qianqian was like seeing the little white snake Tang Yuan kept—making his back hair stand on end…

Comparing a beauty to a snake—he really must have developed anxiety disorder, the doctor thought self-deprecatingly.

“Senior, isn’t it inconvenient holding an umbrella? Should I help you put it away?” Seeing the doctor’s attitude change drastically because of her graduation school, Ye Qianqian awkwardly changed the subject, reaching out to help with the umbrella.

The doctor reflexively stepped back a large step, showing an expression he himself didn’t understand, then smiled awkwardly in explanation: “No, no need. After distributing room cards, I still need to check equipment and instruments at the school hospital next door. Xiao Ye, you… you go put away your luggage first.”

After stuttering through this explanation, not daring to look at Ye Qianqian’s expression, the doctor hurriedly turned away to quickly finish distributing colleagues’ room cards. He instructed Tang Yuan to wait in the guesthouse lobby for his return, then quickly left with his umbrella.

Ye Qianqian walked out of the guesthouse entrance, standing gracefully under the eaves. Through the water curtain hanging from the roof, she gazed intently at the doctor entering the school hospital next door, her eyes profound.

“Big sister, what are you looking at?”

Ye Qianqian looked down to find the child her senior had brought standing beside her at some point, looking up at her with an innocent expression. Ye Qianqian often dealt with children at the hospital, so she bent down halfway to meet his clear black and white eyes, pointing at the eaves and saying gently: “I’m looking at this guesthouse’s architecture. See how high these roof corners curve up? In ancient times this was called ‘water qiang fa qiang.'”

Actually, Ye Qianqian had suddenly remembered someone explaining this to her during her school days, mentioning it casually. She smiled after speaking, thinking a ten-year-old child definitely wouldn’t understand such things.

Unexpectedly, the child glanced at those wing corners and seriously shook his head: “Big sister, you’re wrong! This wing corner angle isn’t ‘water qiang fa qiang,’ but ‘tender qiang fa qiang’—formed by diagonally inserting a tender qiang at the end of the old qiang, pointing upward.”

(Mute House knowledge: Qiang—both water qiang fa qiang and tender qiang fa qiang are southern methods for handling building wing corners. Tender qiang fa qiang means sub-corner beams lift the roof corners, allowing higher elevation, often used for pointed pavilion roofs. Water qiang fa qiang means sub-corner beams don’t lift, relying only on roof ridges to create elevation, like an elephant’s trunk.)

Ye Qianqian was dumbfounded.

The child seemed to have opened a floodgate, continuing his endless critique: “This architecture is simply bizarre. From afar it appears to be Tang-style architecture with surrounding galleries, the hall body uses the golden frame and bottom slot popular in Tang-Song periods, but the wing corners’ tender qiang fa qiang appeared in the Qing Dynasty, not to mention those Ming-style glazed tiles and glazed bricks… Well, it’s a uniquely eclectic mix.”

(Mute House knowledge: Surrounding galleries refer to outer corridors encircling pagoda or hall bodies. Golden frame bottom slot features interior column rings with bracket sets, dividing hall space into inner and outer layers, with the outer layer enveloping the inner.)

Ye Qianqian was completely speechless, then understood why this child was with her senior on a workday instead of attending school. With this IQ and EQ, what school would accept him!

Should she find time to write him a recommendation letter? Mingde University probably welcomed such genius seedlings.

Oh my, but wasn’t the key point that a certain someone had made an error while showing off knowledge to her?

Well… who was that certain someone again… why couldn’t she remember at all?

As Ye Qianqian straightened up lost in thought, Tang Yuan pressed the little white snake squirming around his neck.

Since this little ancestor had been sleeping before and was suddenly restless now, was it because of this sudden storm? Or because of… the somewhat strange Ye Qianqian beside him?

Tang Yuan’s eyes rolled thoughtfully.

Chapter 5: Tang Sancai · 2
When the doctor’s group arrived at Mingde University in the morning, after arranging staff accommodations, he went to the hospital next to the guesthouse to check equipment.

The resident doctor here was reportedly a famous old professor who had previously been the chief of cardiothoracic surgery at the doctor’s hospital—a nationally renowned figure who had been rehired to oversee this place after retirement. If not for the health examinations requiring many assistants, it wouldn’t have been their hospital’s turn to send people.

The doctor respectfully consulted the old professor on all matters, and the latter was extremely satisfied with his attitude. At noon, with a grand gesture, he arranged for their group to have an excellent lunch at the guesthouse restaurant. After tidying up in the afternoon, they began the health examinations.

Working in the hospital’s busiest and most prestigious cardiothoracic surgery department, the doctor had never actually participated in assignments as a student health examination doctor. But why use a sledgehammer to crack a nut—though using a sledgehammer was also fine. The doctor quickly arranged everything in perfect order. However, when he saw Ye Qianqian chatting happily with the resident old professor, he realized that Ye Qianqian must have known this old professor during her studies. Perhaps her choice to become a surgeon was also for this reason.

Blood drawing and urine testing required fasting, so they were scheduled for early tomorrow morning. The afternoon covered routine examinations. When the doctor had seen these instruments earlier, he was dazzled. What was with eye socket B-ultrasound examinations? Did these teenagers have presbyopia or glaucoma? Was a cerebral blood flow detector necessary? Not to mention cardiac color ultrasound, bone density… The doctor recalled the massive device he’d seen in one examination room. If he wasn’t mistaken, that quietly placed machine was a positron emission tomography-computed tomography scanner, or PET-CT! He couldn’t help but shudder. This was a miraculous device that could detect malignant tumors in the human body early! Only about a hundred existed nationwide! Worth at least eight figures! Expensive beyond words!

Equipment completely matching super first-class hospitals! And it was free! No registration or queuing required!

Thinking about it was mind-boggling…

Of course, this was also a Mingde University benefit. Due to absolute privacy, many alumni would come to Mingde University for health checks on this day, though many wouldn’t waste a night here and would arrive the same morning. So the attendees were all second-year students and first-year freshmen reporting for the first time.

Having seen that miraculous PET-CT device, the doctor wasn’t surprised by the instrument before him that could automatically perform full holographic body scans including basic data like height, weight, and measurements just by having someone stand on it. The entire examination process used no paper forms—everything was electronic. All instruments had recording devices in front; students just needed to scan their ID cards to automatically record data to computers.

The more the doctor watched, the more he felt they had nothing to do, coming here mostly to maintain order. But this school only had forty students—what order needed maintaining! Moreover, these students were either academic achievers or wealthy heirs with extremely high standards. Second-year students were clearly in front, with first-year students lined up behind.

However, the bored doctor counted the people and found only 39 no matter how he counted. Upon inquiry, he learned that one freshman’s flight was delayed, so they would arrive tomorrow morning for their examination.

“Actually, we might see quite a few celebrities tomorrow!” Seeing the doctor was truly bored, Ye Qianqian came over to gossip. She was responsible for the blood glucose detector next door, which only required students to extend a finger and press it on the needle to extract a drop of blood for glucose testing. This machine even automatically changed needles, so like the doctor, she was just standing and watching. This blood glucose test wasn’t just today—this was the two-hour post-meal reading, and they’d test again tomorrow morning. Comparing the two readings would comprehensively assess each person’s blood glucose situation.

“Not interested in celebrities,” the doctor said dismissively. What use were celebrities? After years at the hospital, he’d seen various notable figures. No one’s success fell from the sky—they were all exceptionally driven, lived completely irregular lives, and were constantly under enormous pressure. Facing illness, they could only spend more money for higher-grade instruments and medications. But this was money they’d earned by overdrawing their lives. Lucky ones could continue living; unlucky ones had to accept fate. Whether it was worthwhile was really unclear.

No one could stop Death’s scythe from falling.

Ye Qianqian’s eyebrows twitched as she decided to change the subject, pointing at the holographic scanner in front of the doctor: “Actually, this instrument records data to make clothes for students. Not just freshmen—second-year students get new complete uniforms for the new year due to changes in height, weight, and body shape.”

“Complete sets?” The doctor blinked, feeling this “complete” wasn’t what he conceptually understood.

“Yes, spring, summer, fall, and winter uniforms divided by season, including zhongshan suits, hanfu, riding attire, swimwear, evening gowns… even matching shoes in dozens of pairs, plus hats, bags, jewelry, accessories…” Ye Qianqian seemed to recall her days at Mingde University, her beautiful eyes lighting up. No woman could resist clothes, jewelry, and gems.

The doctor recalled his school days’ tracksuit uniforms and silently felt envious, jealous, and resentful.

Ye Qianqian also felt she’d said the wrong thing after showing off, annoying herself by tapping her head, feeling her interpersonal communication skills were negative.

They just watched the health examinations of thirty-nine students with heavy hearts, completing this examination room’s function. Seeing the last student leave, the doctor curiously stood on the holographic instrument to check his own body data. Well, had he gained some weight recently?

“Senior, test your blood glucose too while you’re at it.” Ye Qianqian smiled, pulling the doctor’s wrist to the blood glucose detector without explanation.

This fingertip blood draw was like a bug bite—the doctor didn’t mind, instead looking at the screen data while touching his stomach. He’d eaten too much at lunch—his blood glucose was slightly high. “Ye Zi, want to test yours too?”

“No need, let’s check other examination rooms since we’re done here.”

“Okay.”

The departing doctor didn’t notice that after the screen flashed, a line of small text suddenly appeared:

Body data and blood collection completed, preparing to begin production…

After dinner, Tang Yuan stayed in his room with an iPad reading, though he barely absorbed anything, spending most energy on soothing the restless little white snake.

Later, Tang Yuan realized this little ancestor was probably sensing something strange on Mingde University’s campus and couldn’t resist going out to forage for spiritual energy. But with the rain still falling outside, how could he have an excuse to wander out? Even if the rain stopped, Tang Yuan felt he couldn’t sneak out. Since the Dawn Market incident, the doctor watched him like a criminal.

Just as he was pondering this problem, Tang Yuan suddenly heard movement in the outer living room and quickly threw down his iPad to run out. The doctor, who should have been using his laptop online, had put on his coat and looked like he had business going out.

Tang Yuan blinked his big eyes, saying nothing, just smiling innocently and obediently.

Seeing him like this made the doctor even more uneasy. After staring at Tang Yuan for a moment, he beckoned: “Put on shoes, come with me.”

“Uncle, do you have business? Is bringing me convenient? I’ll stay obediently in the room!” Tang Yuan quickly patted his chest in loyalty.

The more he said this, the less believable it seemed! The doctor said nothing more, directly pulling Tang Yuan’s little leather shoes from the shoe cabinet and using his eyes to signal faster movement.

Tang Yuan slowly put on his shoes while hiding the laughter in his eyes.

Oh yeah! Successfully going out!

Following the umbrella-carrying doctor out of their small courtyard, Tang Yuan saw the lady obviously waiting for them at the courtyard gate. The hidden smile on his face nearly broke as he looked back and forth between Ye Qianqian and the doctor.

“What’s with the weird look?” Afraid Tang Yuan might say something strange, the doctor threateningly pressed the child’s head with his free hand.

Tang Yuan giggled a few times, lowering his voice: “Uncle, didn’t expect your romantic luck was so good! This girl definitely likes you!”

“Don’t talk nonsense.” The doctor felt no embarrassment—actually, he preferred staying away from Ye Qianqian, especially on this rainy night. Some unclear images flashed through his mind, making the doctor inexplicably grateful for bringing Tang Yuan along. At least this way he wouldn’t share an umbrella with Ye Qianqian. The sound of raindrops hitting the umbrella made him irritated. He didn’t know when he’d started particularly disliking rainy days—if the rain wasn’t heavy, he wouldn’t use an umbrella.

This absent-minded state lasted quite a while until Ye Qianqian couldn’t help asking directly: “Senior, what’s wrong?”

“Oh… nothing, just feel this scene is somehow familiar.” The doctor unconsciously murmured, a figure flashing through his mind too quickly to grasp, only vaguely seeing a blurry red winding shadow.

“Déjà-vu phenomenon,” Tang Yuan shrugged, speaking fluent French pronunciation and beginning endless commentary. “The so-called ‘already seen feeling’—unfamiliar events or scenes feeling like they’ve been experienced somewhere before. But this is as clichéd as ‘Haven’t we met somewhere before?’ Uncle, your pickup techniques are pretty terrible.”

The doctor’s face darkened, his only thought being to throw this guy back in the room.

Ye Qianqian was somewhat startled by Tang Yuan’s words but still defended the doctor: “This is a common psychological phenomenon, like the opposite of jamais-vu phenomenon. I often experience this too.” Ye Qianqian paused, unable to resist adding: “You understand jamais-vu phenomenon, right?” Her French pronunciation was equally standard.

The doctor wailed internally—he didn’t understand! But he was too embarrassed to ask! He was just an ordinary surgeon with no deep psychological research! No common language with academic achievers! Damn!

Fortunately, the reliable Tang Yuan calmly nodded: “Of course I understand—it’s when familiar things or words suddenly feel completely unfamiliar, unable to recall anything.” Tang Yuan also paused, pursed his little lips, then decided to continue his commentary without restraint: “Actually, healthy brains also experience these two psychological phenomena, but big sister, if you frequently experience both situations, that indicates brain problems.”

The doctor’s eyes had become dead fish eyes. Was it really okay to point at a girl and say her brain had problems? Should he prepare for his junior colleague to pull out a scalpel and dissect them both?

Unexpectedly, Ye Qianqian showed no signs of anger. Instead, her beautiful eyes lit up as she eagerly asked: “Then if I very frequently remember a person or series of scenes? What does that represent?”

“Too few factors—I need more specific detailed information.” Tang Yuan also became serious, firing off a series of careful questions.

If not for the responsibility of holding an umbrella for young master Tang Yuan, the doctor would have turned and left immediately. Ye Qianqian was good-natured enough to humor this child’s nonsense. But the more the doctor heard their questions and answers, the more serious his expression became, because he surprisingly had every single symptom Ye Qianqian described.

After asking the questions he wanted to understand, Tang Yuan pondered for a long while before slowly saying: “Excluding factors like rich imagination, dreams, episodic memory, unconscious memory, visual illusions, visual memory, etc., big sister, I think there’s one very possible reason for your situation.”

“What reason?” Perhaps because Tang Yuan used a childish voice to speak such serious words, Ye Qianqian unconsciously took it seriously, dropping her constant smile.

The doctor also held his breath.

“Your brain has blocked certain memories for some reason.” Tang Yuan spread his hands. “I suggest you find a professional psychologist for hypnosis, really.”

The doctor rolled his eyes, feeling too naive for believing Tang Yuan for even a second.

But Ye Qianqian’s expression didn’t lighten, becoming thoughtful instead.
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Walking and chatting like this, the three of them avoided the awkward atmosphere of just two adults together, appearing quite harmonious from a distance. Tang Yuan touched the little white snake constantly moving around his wrist and inconspicuously glanced behind them at a certain spot while turning a corner.

Tsk, tracking and such—do it more professionally, dear!

The night sky was covered layer upon layer by dark clouds, fine rain falling pitter-patter like broken pearls, hitting the umbrella surface with muffled sounds before sliding down the tilted umbrella.

Palace lantern-style streetlights flickered with dim yellow light in the rainy night. Even through the rain curtain, one could see the campus’s antique buildings—those massive bracket sets and flying eaves all exuded an ancient, dreamlike beauty. Having a refined and elegant beauty as a companion, each holding umbrellas while strolling in the rain, occasionally sharing smiles—surely this was what most men dreamed of.

But the doctor felt an awkward unease instead. Not because of the third wheel Tang Yuan, but from an indescribable anxiety. “Ye Zi, where exactly are we going?”

Ye Qianqian smiled gently, explaining apologetically: “The campus is quite large indeed. It’s just ahead.”

The doctor nodded, suppressing his inner irritation. As the leader responsible for this medical examination trip, the doctor naturally needed to ensure everyone’s safety. So when he inadvertently heard that Ye Qianqian was going out at night, he decided to accompany her. After all, Mingde University covered vast grounds with sparse population. Even during the day it was extremely empty, let alone at night.

Sure enough, after ten minutes walking along a small path to its end, they saw a three-story classical building appearing behind tree shadows. This building looked like it had once been a residential villa, but ivy covered the courtyard walls and iron gate, some windows were broken—in the pitch-black rainy night, it looked even more ominous.

Standing outside the iron gate, the doctor felt cold sweat seeping from his back, but still showed an extremely gentlemanly smile: “We’ll wait for you here.” He thought this might be somewhere Ye Qianqian had visited during her studies, perhaps to retrieve something like a time capsule buried under trees. Girls were naturally literary and refreshing.

“Let’s go in together—it should be unlocked.” Ye Qianqian reached out and gently pushed, and the rusty iron gate creaked open inward. This sound carried far in the silent rainy night, even having an echo.

This horror movie déjà-vu was really… but he couldn’t be less brave than a girl, right? The doctor steeled himself and followed Ye Qianqian into the courtyard. Sudden wing-flapping sounds and rustling leaves above startled his tense nerves, but after looking up and finding only a startled crow, he touched his heart that had dropped back into his stomach and continued forward, gripping Tang Yuan.

The doctor was grateful he’d brought Tang Yuan out—at least having someone for moral support.

Tang Yuan pouted, feeling his situation was too difficult. One hand was gripped so tightly it was sweating, while the other had to soothe his nearly rioting little ancestor—he had to hold it down! Otherwise, at this rate, it would probably rush out and bite that crow to death!

The building’s main door wasn’t locked either. Ye Qianqian hesitated for just a moment at the entrance before pushing open the door and entering. Seeing this, the doctor quickly followed.

A moldy smell immediately hit them upon entry. The doctor closed his umbrella and left it in the outer vestibule, pulling out his phone to activate the flashlight function. But in just this moment, Ye Qianqian had already vanished.

The doctor looked around bewildered with his phone. The building’s furnishings showed former luxury, but years of abandonment had accumulated dust and cobwebs everywhere. Just as the doctor was about to call Ye Qianqian’s name, Tang Yuan had already broken free from his grip and swaggered toward the building’s depths.

“Hey! Tang Yuan! Where are you running!” The doctor was frantic but had no choice but to chase after him.

Tonight’s entire sequence of events was extremely strange and surreal, so much so that when the doctor felt he’d triggered some mechanism, stepped into empty space, and fell to an underground level, he actually had a sense of relief thinking, “Ah! Finally something happened!”

With lots of dust, after coughing several times, the doctor didn’t rush to get up but moved his limbs to confirm he hadn’t injured bones or muscles before standing to find his phone that had fallen aside.

Fortunately, the screen wasn’t cracked—otherwise the loss would be significant. The doctor sighed in relief, held up his phone to illuminate the surroundings, and the scene that met his eyes nearly made him drop the phone. Horror crept from his heels to the back of his head like a venomous snake.

He was in a chamber about 100 ping in size, and in front, behind, left, and right of him stood many people—silently and densely packed.

To be precise, they were terracotta figurines in human proportions with realistic, lifelike coloring.

Why did this scene seem so familiar…

The doctor’s mind became hazy again. He’d never been to Xi’an—how could he have seen the Terracotta Army? Let alone jumped into a burial pit—he had no such privilege!

Perhaps the complaints dissolved some fear, because the doctor miraculously calmed down. He shone the light upward but found no passage through which he’d fallen, so could only investigate forward. He walked carefully past these terracotta figurines, wondering what dynasty’s artwork these colorfully painted pieces imitated. Well, it should be the flamboyant Tang Dynasty. Had this once been Mingde University’s art workshop? Or storage room? Warehouse?

But actually commissioning these human-shaped terracotta figurines—the aesthetic taste of Mingde University’s former management was really something…

While frantically complaining internally, the doctor carelessly nearly tripped on debris underfoot, bumping into a nearby figurine. His phone’s light swayed, illuminating the other side.

“Ye Zi! You’re actually here!” The doctor was angry, his tone unusually stern.

But the expected response never came.

The doctor frowned and raised his phone again.

The phone clattered to the ground again with a crisp cracking sound from the screen.

An inexplicable cold wind blew through the spacious underground room, nearly scaring the doctor into sitting on the ground.

Because beside him stood a terracotta figurine that looked exactly like Ye Qianqian!

The phone’s flashlight pointed upward, the pale light source illuminating from bottom to top, shining directly on that figurine. Even with a beautiful woman’s face, it was equally terrifying.

The doctor took several rapid deep breaths. Seeing no other abnormalities around, he tremblingly picked up his phone again, muttering to himself for courage: “What the hell is this? Is this a haunted house?”

“Not really a haunted house.”

A voice came from another direction in the underground room. The doctor’s hand shook, nearly dropping his poor phone again, but he quickly shone the light in that direction. A small figure emerged from behind a certain figurine.

“Tang Yuan! I told you not to run around!” All previous horror transformed into fury—the doctor’s anger gauge hit maximum.

Tang Yuan scratched his hair and grinned sheepishly. He’d actually arrived a bit earlier than the doctor and had been considering whether to hide and startle him, but seeing how this guy was scared pale by the slightest movement, he decided it was better to voluntarily surrender.

Having a companion, even if just a little bean reaching his waist, the doctor forced himself to regain composure. After all, he was the adult who should look after the child. He pulled himself together, enduring the scalp-tingling sensation, and used his phone to survey the surrounding Tang sancai figurines.

Only then did he discover why seeing these Tang sancai figurines felt so dissonant—these human figurines were actually carved wearing modern clothing, and all looked young, around teenage years. The more the doctor looked, the more terrified he became.

Tang Yuan beside him clicked his tongue: “Really extravagant! Were these Tang sancai actually made imitating Mingde University students? But why are the body measurements so precise? This big sister’s measurements are virtually identical to a real person!” Tang Yuan spoke while running to the figurine resembling Ye Qianqian, using his hands to gesture and compare measurements.

The doctor thought of today’s examination and that holographic body-scanning instrument. What if it wasn’t for making uniforms but for making Tang sancai figurines? The doctor’s back went cold—no one would make these Tang sancai without reason. What was the purpose?

Just as the doctor was letting his imagination run wild and scaring himself, he suddenly noticed that the constantly chattering Tang Yuan had suddenly fallen silent, his small face pale, walking back and forth around the figurine resembling Ye Qianqian.

“What’s wrong?” The doctor’s voice was somewhat trembling.

“Nothing, maybe I’m overthinking…” Tang Yuan smiled weakly at him. “But… but I remember Sister Ye wore this white dress today…”

The doctor felt goosebumps rising all over his body. Tang Yuan’s words implied that Ye Qianqian had been turned into Tang sancai? These figurines were all originally living people?!

He wanted to refute this, but the more he looked, the more the white dress on this figurine resembled what Ye Qianqian wore tonight…

So… Ye Qianqian didn’t disappear but was turned into a figurine?!

Just as the doctor’s heart was about to jump to his throat, a snickering laugh broke the indoor silence.

“Cough… Uncle, you didn’t really believe that, did you?” Tang Yuan pursed his lips, pulling out the children’s phone the doctor had bought him from his little pocket. He also activated flashlight mode and began examining the surrounding figurines one by one. “Look at this Tang sancai—this face has high recognition, right? He’s a currently famous stock trader who frequently appears on financial channels. And this person—just the day before yesterday I saw him representing some relevant department speaking on TV. Well, this girl seems to have played a white lotus supporting character in some TV drama…”

In Tang Yuan’s chattering voice, the doctor finally truly calmed down. He looked down at his phone—though the screen was cracked, it could still barely make calls. But perhaps being underground, there was no signal at all, making it impossible to contact Ye Qianqian. While trying to raise his phone high to search for signal, Tang Yuan made another soft exclamation. The doctor asked irritably: “What now?”

“Well… Uncle, come look at this—this figurine actually has cracks.” Tang Yuan called from over there.

Wasn’t having cracks quite normal? This was a terracotta figurine, not diamond.

Despite his internal complaints, the doctor still walked over, but frowned upon seeing that figurine.
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Indeed, these cracks were quite unusual. The entire figurine looked as if it had been forcefully shattered, with the left chest as the source point radiating outward, the whole body covered with spider web-like cracks. Strangely, even cracked like this, this figurine hadn’t crumbled but still stood stubbornly upright.

“Uncle, this person… I think we’ve seen him before…” Tang Yuan pointed at the figurine’s face, indicating for the doctor to take a closer look.

Upon looking, the doctor’s face, which had just regained some color, turned pale again.

This figurine was very thin, with a kind of sickly handsomeness—it was exactly Cheng Xiao, whom the nurses had affectionately nicknamed “Program Bamboo Pole”! The doctor had handled his surgical case before. This person had been in and out of the hospital for ten years—how could the doctor not recognize his face!

“This Cheng Xiao… hasn’t died yet?” Tang Yuan scratched his head. The little white snake had clearly eaten the silver fish talisman he’d used to steal others’ life force—it was impossible for him to still be alive!

“…After emergency surgery, he never woke up.” The doctor wiped his face, his hand covered in cold sweat. Why did this brat have an expression like “why isn’t he dead yet, this isn’t scientific?” Was he questioning his abilities?

“Oh…” Tang Yuan curved his little mouth corners, drawing out the sound meaningfully.

“Oh what oh!” The doctor patted the brat’s head and sighed helplessly. “Say whatever you’re thinking. Uncle’s heart is stronger than this Program Bamboo Pole’s—it can handle it.”

“Oh, then I’ll say it!” Tang Yuan immediately raised his eyebrows, putting his small hands behind his back and speaking seriously: “Uncle, do you know what Tang sancai is?”

“A type of pottery, from the Tang Dynasty.” The doctor instinctively wanted to search with his phone, but seeing the cracked screen with no signal, he gave up reluctantly.

“Tang sancai is a type of low-temperature lead-glazed pottery. Never mind, that’s not the point. The point is, because Tang sancai has a loose, brittle body with poor waterproof performance, its practicality is far inferior to the celadon and white porcelain that had already appeared at that time. So it wasn’t made for daily use at all.” Tang Yuan tilted his head and smiled lightly. “Uncle, have you seen Tang sancai plates, bowls, or basins?”

“Indeed very few. Most of the Tang sancai I’ve seen are human figurines or animal figurines.” The doctor recalled, thinking he hadn’t seen many antiques, but actually a surprising number of images flooded his mind.

“Yes, that’s because Tang sancai was actually used as burial objects—for accompanying the dead.” Tang Yuan said with a smile.

The doctor gasped. Tang Yuan’s clear child’s voice should have sounded very pleasant, but in this situation, it carried a bone-deep chill. “You’re saying… these Tang sancai figurines were made by someone for burial use?”

“The arrangement of these Tang sancai figurines also has significance. They look chaotic and disorderly, even facing different directions, but they’re actually arranged according to a secret formation.”

“Speak human language.”

“This formation is powerful—I haven’t learned it.”

Looking at the dejected Tang Yuan, the doctor actually laughed: “We’ve got our priorities wrong! We shouldn’t be studying Tang sancai—we should be getting out of here quickly.”

“This Cheng Xiao probably had a health examination at this school’s hospital.” Tang Yuan continued analyzing unwillingly.

“Possible. After all, this school’s hospital has their old professor presiding. Though the old man’s hands shake too much to continue surgery due to age, his vision and experience remain.” The doctor paused here because he suddenly remembered that today he had also impulsively gotten a health check.

But… haha, he was probably worrying unnecessarily! The doctor comforted himself.

“Uncle, do you think if I pushed this figurine over, Cheng Xiao would immediately die?” Tang Yuan fantasized wildly.

“Don’t mess around!” The doctor quickly pulled Tang Yuan away from Cheng Xiao’s Tang sancai figurine.

“Haha, I was just joking!” Tang Yuan laughed.

“Crack—”

A clear sound of breaking pottery came, and Tang Yuan’s laughter stopped abruptly.

The doctor and Tang Yuan stared dumbfounded as Cheng Xiao’s figurine crumbled to powder without anyone touching it.

“This wasn’t my doing!” Tang Yuan started, immediately raising both hands to show his innocence. But he spoke somewhat guiltily because since entering this building, the little white snake in his pocket had disappeared.

“Of course I know it wasn’t you, unless you know word magic.” The doctor glared at him, no longer wasting words, focusing intently on finding an exit in this underground room.

Tang Yuan was also somewhat afraid—not of these eerie Tang sancai figurines, but of being abandoned by the doctor. Though this doctor uncle was strict, he cared for and protected him meticulously. This was the best treatment he’d received since leaving his master.

So when he saw a Tang sancai that was obviously different from other figurines in glaze luster, color, and form, he hesitated and didn’t speak up. This Tang sancai had a thin layer of silver light over its entire glaze surface, as if illuminated by moonlight, emitting a faint silver halo. This was the lead return phenomenon in glazes—it took over a hundred years to form a small silver spot, accumulating over time to develop into large-scale silver patches. This Tang sancai had silver light all over, showing its extremely ancient age.

Tang Yuan couldn’t help but curiously want to walk over and see this Tang sancai clearly, but just as he lifted his foot, a large hand firmly grabbed him.

“You brat, wanting to run around again? Here, I found the exit.” Without explanation, the doctor directly pulled Tang Yuan toward the exit he’d found.

They passed through a long secret passage, and when they finally opened a large door, they found themselves in the main hall they’d entered earlier. Ye Qianqian was holding her phone, anxiously pacing back and forth in the hall.

“Where on earth did you go? I just went upstairs to get something, and when I turned around, you were both gone! Do you know how scary that was? I even called the police!” Ye Qianqian seemed furious, delivering a rapid-fire lecture, then calling the school security to say they didn’t need to come—the people had been found.

Tang Yuan felt a coolness on his wrist as a slippery little snake skillfully tied itself around his wrist, contentedly rubbing its head against Tang Yuan’s hand.

“By the way, where exactly did you go?” Seeing that people were found, Ye Qianqian calmed down, her tone dropping eight degrees, returning to normal.

“We…” The doctor and Tang Yuan looked at each other, both feeling their minds were blank. “Seems like we just wandered around the house…”

Ye Qianqian furrowed her delicate brows, beginning to suspect this big one and little one were deliberately scaring her for fun, her expression darkening.

Seeing this, the doctor knew his junior colleague was definitely thinking wrong and hurried to explain, but his phone rang with a notification sound.

He looked and immediately felt heartbroken.

“Damn! When did my phone screen crack? My new iPhone 6 Plus!” The doctor wailed.

“Serves you right.” Ye Qianqian pursed her lips, gloating.

But Tang Yuan kept his small face tightly scrunched, his heart in turmoil. He must have encountered something strange! All his memories after entering the building were completely gone! Asking the little white snake was useless—this guy had slipped away faster than anyone as soon as they entered!

The doctor looked heartbrokenly at Chun Ge’s WeChat message on his cracked screen, his expression immediately becoming melancholy.

Cheng Xiao, the patient with restrictive cardiomyopathy, had finally been declared brain dead.

The doctor had seen life and death countless times over the years and had long anticipated Cheng Xiao’s outcome, but inevitably felt some unwillingness.

No one could escape Death’s scythe.

“Let’s go.” Seeing the doctor didn’t even offer an explanation, Ye Qianqian’s delicate brows stood on end. She spoke stiffly and headed outside.

“Ah? Ah, okay.” The doctor hurried to follow.

Well… seems like something was forgotten… forget it, don’t think about it.

At this very moment, in the underground room beneath their feet.

Above the fragments of Cheng Xiao’s figurine, a Tang sancai figurine identical to the doctor slowly formed in the darkness…

Mini Theater:

One day, the doctor received several boxes of express delivery from Mingde University. Upon opening, they were all various clothing items.

There were zhongshan suits, hanfu, riding attire, tailcoats, military uniforms… even dozens of pairs of matching shoes…

A note was attached:

“Since the uniforms were already made according to your body measurements, we’re sending them all to you for free!”

Being wealthy beyond explanation!

Chapter 6: Azure Jade Fox – Part 1
The frugal and thrifty doctor has been having incredibly good luck lately! When the doctor’s phone screen cracked, he didn’t replace it to save money!

The doctor bit his pen while calculating accounts, seeing the large sum for a year’s rent made his heart ache, but strangely enough, Tang Yuan actually pulled out his property deed! When exactly did he buy this house?

With luck bursting through the roof, he was mysteriously compelled to buy a lottery ticket, and it turned out to match the announced first prize numbers exactly…

He wondered if all this had anything to do with that green bead on the lucky cat’s paw sitting on his bedside table…

294 AD

Shi Xi clenched his sleeves, wiping away the fine sweat that had seeped from his palms due to nervousness, following closely behind his father as they walked into the Wang family estate.

Today, Dragon General Wang Kai was hosting a grand banquet for guests, and Shi Xi had no idea what his father was thinking, actually bringing along his six-year-old son.

Shi Xi was the only son his father had gained at over forty years old, so naturally he had been doted upon since childhood. When he was even younger, he hadn’t even left their own courtyard. Perhaps realizing there was a problem with raising a boy as preciously as a girl, recently Shi Chong had been taking Shi Xi everywhere he went, and today’s banquet at the Wang residence was no exception.

Although Shi Xi was young, after meeting other adults, he would stumblingly perform all the proper etiquette, putting on the appearance of a little adult, which made him even more endearing. From the moment he entered the Wang estate, he encountered guests both great and small along the way, naturally earning quite a few greeting gifts of various kinds.

The Wang estate’s banquet was held on the largest pavilion in the residence. This pavilion could accommodate over a hundred people, decorated with rocks and planted vegetation. It was currently the beautiful season of spring, with flowers of all colors blooming in full splendor, competing in their fragrance and beauty. Among the flower shadows, there were also dozens of dancers dressed in light, gorgeous clothing with graceful, elegant figures, dancing to the soft, enchanting music drifting from the distance. Although the dancers’ forms couldn’t be seen completely due to the obstruction of flower branches and tree trunks, when their sleeves fluttered, flower petals fell like snow, creating an incomparably magnificent and beautiful scene.

Around this pavilion was an artificially excavated emerald green pool. After the host announced that guests could take their seats, the guests crossed the pool one by one via a white jade bridge to reach the central pavilion.

Small boats slowly sailed across the rippling blue waters of the pool, each carrying several musicians who played flutes, pipes, and reed instruments, or plucked guqin zithers, se zithers, and pipa lutes. The music, sometimes gentle and sometimes urgent, surrounded the pavilion and echoed across the pool’s surface. Because each boat was far enough from the central pavilion, the music wouldn’t disturb the guests’ conversations, and also seemed ethereal and otherworldly. Moreover, since all the boats cruised on the pool waters, their distance from the pavilion constantly changed, so the harmony of the various instruments also varied accordingly, showing ingenious craftsmanship.

Within the pavilion, a winding stream meandered through. Perhaps utilizing the terrain and mechanical devices, pool water from one side curved and flowed murmuringly through the pavilion, emptying into the pool on the other side. On this winding stream that passed through the pavilion, floating along with the current were gold-painted lacquer plates filled with delicacies and carved jade cups filled with fine wine and jade nectar. The banquet guests sat directly on the ground beside the winding stream, able to look up and admire the dancers performing around them, or bend down to scoop up the vessels floating on the stream before them to taste the fine food and wine—it was incomparably pleasant.

Shi Xi considered himself to have seen many fine things at home, but this was the first time he had witnessed such an extravagant and luxurious scene. He immediately understood why his father had brought him out to see the world.

Shi Xi turned his little head, his two eyes seeming insufficient as he looked around everywhere. Even after his father pulled him to sit down for quite a while, he still couldn’t help looking left and right, especially fascinated by the vessels floating on the winding stream before him.

“This is called ‘winding stream with floating cups,'” Shi Chong said with a low laugh, seeing his son’s interest. Without caring whether Shi Xi could read or not, he directly grabbed his small hand and used his finger to write these four characters in his palm. Shi Xi had no idea what he was writing, treating it like being tickled, but still followed his father in reading these four characters in his childish voice. His little eyes followed the floating vessels until he saw several servants at the pavilion’s edge busily fishing out vessels that guests hadn’t touched, preventing them from floating into the pool, only then did he satisfactorily withdraw his gaze.

He looked down at his own chubby little hand, trying to scoop up some food himself, but the young attendant beside him was faster. Whenever he lingered with his gaze on any lacquer plate, the attendant would nimbly reach out and fish that plate out.

The delicacies on these vessels were each exquisitely styled. The meat dishes included flying birds and walking beasts prepared by methods such as sauce, stew, soup, steaming, roasting, grilling, frying, deep-frying, honey-glazing, wine-pickling, and mixing. The fish were fresh fish caught directly from the pool and cooked on boats, fresh and delicious. Interspersed were crisp green vegetables and various melons and fruits, as well as refined noodles and pastries—the varieties were countless, no wonder they needed to use the winding stream banquet format.

Getting his father’s permission to start eating, Shi Xi’s eyes immediately lit up. Each portion was just a little bit, but there were so many varieties that soon his little belly bulged out, and he could only stare helplessly at the vessels floating past him.

But wouldn’t it be more painful to look without being able to eat? Shi Xi touched his protruding little belly, sipping peach juice while turning his gaze to both sides. After Shi Chong finished exchanging courteous toasts with the nearby guests, he turned back to see his son’s little appearance, and without caring whether he understood or not, began introducing the various people seated along both banks of the winding stream in a low voice.

Actually, he had already met many of them when entering, but getting to know them again wasn’t bad. Shi Xi carefully matched the greeting gifts in his sleeves with each guest his father introduced.

“The upstream seats are the places of honor,” Shi Chong didn’t demand that his son remember everyone, but at least the important few should leave an impression. After repeating this several times in a low voice, he sighed, “Xi’er, even this winding stream banquet has many particular rules.”

Under his father’s guidance, Shi Xi discovered that guests seated upstream didn’t dare choose dishes casually, while guests downstream enjoyed what others had already picked through, and he and his father were seated in the middle-to-lower stream position.

“Then father, why don’t we sit over there?” Shi Xi blinked his eyes and asked innocently.

“The seating arrangement was decided long ago,” Shi Chong took a sip of lychee green wine, enjoying it as he half-closed his eyes. This was a fine wine brewed according to an ancient recipe from the Han Dynasty, using lychees as the main ingredient combined with grains. The longer it aged, the deeper the wine’s color became. The lychee green in Shi Chong’s hands was already approaching jade color, showing it had considerable age, revealing the deep foundation of the Wang family’s wealth.

“Then what determines this seating arrangement?” Shi Xi couldn’t help leaning over to smell the wine in his father’s cup, then wrinkled his little nose at the sharp taste.

“Nothing beyond fame and profit,” Shi Chong savored the rich wine fragrance between his lips and teeth, smiling as he continued, “Fame refers to reputation and renown, profit refers to benefits and interests.”

Shi Xi basically heard without understanding, his large black and white eyes blinking in confusion.

“Actually, it’s about becoming wealthy, or having talent, or having everyone know you—only then can you sit in the best seats,” Shi Chong gazed at the noisy, lively upstream positions, a flash of longing passing through his eyes before he hid it well.

“Oh, that sounds so troublesome… I’m quite happy sitting here,” Shi Xi smacked his little lips, feeling that even food others had picked through still had many varieties, enough for him to eat!

Shi Chong looked at his son’s unambitious appearance and secretly sighed.

Well then, if his son wasn’t competitive, he would just have to be more competitive himself.

Shi Xi shifted his gaze away from the winding stream and looked to both sides. Actually, to be precise, no one else was here just to bury their head in eating like him. Some were loudly debating, others were raising cups to compose poetry, and still others were clearly drunk, unrestrainedly getting up to enter the woods to seek pleasure with the dancers.

He was staring intently in the direction of the woods when a palm appeared before his eyes, blocking his view, with fingers pressing against his cheek to turn his head back.

“Father…” Shi Xi protested unhappily.

“Xi’er, see no evil.”

Shi Xi wanted to argue a few more words but was shocked speechless by the developments that followed.

Someone seemed to say something, and a team of servants rushed out. A small boat drifting on the pool turned around and sailed toward the pavilion, then the five musicians on board were escorted over by servants and made to kneel by the winding stream in sequence.

What was this situation? Shi Xi’s eyes brightened as he craned his neck, wanting to see what was happening. Unfortunately, his small frame was really too short—even standing up, he couldn’t see much, so he could only prick up his ears to listen to the gossip around him.

“It’s said that Chu Zhong enjoys music, and indeed his reputation is well-deserved—he could actually hear an error in the flute music.”

“I heard that one musician mistakenly played a gong note as a shang note.”

“Tsk, if it was wrong, it was wrong—why point it out? Doesn’t that embarrass Dragon General?”

“This Wang Chu Zhong, after marrying Princess Xiangcheng and climbing high branches, has become arrogant.”

“Not so, not so! Calculating it, Dragon General is Wang Chu Zhong’s grand-uncle—they’re family, no need to stand on ceremony!”

“Hmph, just wait and see—it’s not that simple.”

“…”

When Shi Chong had made introductions earlier, he had particularly emphasized Dragon General and Wang Chu Zhong. Shi Xi easily found his targets. Dragon General was Wang Kai, the host of this banquet, seated in the place of honor. He was somewhat older than his father, with a slightly intoxicated expression, his eyes narrowed to slits, but one could still see the sharpness hidden within. Shi Xi felt around in his sleeve for the small white jade horse inside, matching the greeting gift with the person.

As for the prince consort Wang Chu Zhong, his name should be Wang Dun, styled Chu Zhong. He was the young man seated beside Dragon General Wang Kai. He was only in his twenties, with clear eyebrows and handsome features, wearing a long white robe with a high cap and wide sash—indescribably elegant and graceful. He sat there simply with crossed legs, but his spine was straight as a rod, immediately standing out from the others like a crane among chickens.

Shi Xi rummaged through his sleeves but couldn’t find any greeting gift this person had given him, pouting in displeasure.

What a cheapskate!

Moreover, this person clearly had problems. The banquet was full of human voices, and the small boats were so far from the pavilion—what kind of ears would it take to hear someone play a wrong note?

At this moment, the banquet host Wang Kai had already called out loudly: “Chu Zhong, you say the flute music was wrong, but there are five musicians total on that boat. Should we punish them all together? How should this be handled?”

Chapter 6: Azure Jade Fox – Part 2
With his words, the idle onlookers on the other side of the winding stream also sensibly dispersed, revealing the five musicians kneeling on the ground. Perhaps to let Dragon General’s voice carry to all places, the music from the small boats on the pool suddenly stopped, and even the dancers in the woods ceased their dancing, quietly kneeling on the ground.

Almost instantly, the banquet that had been lively and noisy became silent as death. This enormous contrast was almost suffocating.

Shi Xi instinctively looked toward the other side of the winding stream. Those five musicians were all young, wearing distinctive narrow-sleeved short jackets. There were both men and women, all holding flutes in their hands. It seemed that from his distant view earlier, he hadn’t seen clearly—the musicians on each boat should all be holding the same instrument.

Listening to the whispered conversations of nearby guests, Shi Xi discovered that everyone believed this matter should just be dropped, after all, the law doesn’t punish the masses. When all was said and done, it was just playing one wrong note, and it wasn’t even certain it really happened—why take it so seriously? Moreover, even if a note really was played incorrectly, questioning these five musicians would lead to two possible situations. One was that they would all unanimously identify who played the wrong note, and the other was that they would turn on each other. Either development would make the scene very ugly.

Shi Xi held the mood of watching a good show, never expecting that Wang Dun would smile faintly and point across the winding stream, slowly saying: “It’s the one in the middle.”

Everyone’s gaze immediately focused on the musician in the middle—a girl of about ten years old. She was seen with her head lowered, trembling all over, not saying a word in her defense, apparently acquiescing.

Shi Xi stared in amazement. Could it be that Wang Dun, Wang Chu Zhong, really possessed supernatural hearing?

What happened next shocked the entire gathering.

After the young female musician was pointed out, she was immediately executed on the spot by a nearby servant with a blade. The gushing blood instantly stained the bluestone slabs beneath her. The guests all changed color, while Wang Dun, the instigator of it all, remained unmoved, calmly drinking the wine in his cup as if nothing had happened.

Shi Xi was so terrified he nearly cried out, fortunately Shi Chong beside him was prepared and quickly covered his mouth.

The young female musician’s corpse was dragged away, the blood was quickly washed clean, and the remaining four musicians were also led away. The atmosphere was eerie for only these few minutes before the music resumed, the dancers began dancing again, and although the guests’ expressions were somewhat unnatural, they still began clinking cups and exchanging toasts again.

Although Shi Xi was young, he had witnessed the life and death of pets and knew how terrifying death was. Precisely because he knew, he was all the more shocked, not recovering his senses for quite a while.

In his daze, Shi Xi heard someone asking his father in a lowered voice: “Did that musician really play a wrong note? If she was wrongly accused, why didn’t she speak up in her defense?”

“People are born into different classes. As a lowly servant, how could she resist authority? Naturally, whatever the nobles say is what it is,” Shi Chong sighed meaningfully, raising his wine cup, “Gentlemen, cherish your own status.”

Shi Xi looked up, staring intently at his father, knowing he must have something to tell him.

Sure enough, Shi Chong reached out to stroke the top of his head, calmly instructing: “Xi’er, all this may just be a performance—don’t take it too much to heart.”

“A performance?”

“Do you remember what I said earlier? Those invited today are all the literati and refined scholars of our Great Jin Dynasty. With such a performance, I’m afraid by tomorrow, all of Luoyang City will know the name Wang Dun, Wang Chu Zhong.”

“…This is… for fame?”

Shi Xi asked in a daze.

“Exactly.”

Shi Chong was very satisfied with bringing his son out to gain experience today. Although this strong medicine was administered too heavily, the results seemed good.

Shi Xi was completely muddled, his little head full of thoughts he couldn’t straighten out. No matter how exquisite the delicacies or how beautiful the scenery, in his eyes everything was shrouded in a thick layer of blood. Perhaps seeing his low spirits, when the banquet was mostly over, Shi Chong led him in taking their leave. They boarded the Shi family’s ox cart, but after bumping along for only a short while, it stopped.

“Master, someone seeks an audience, offering treasure in hopes of protection,” the Shi family’s driver reported in a low voice.

Shi Chong lifted the carriage curtain, and a servant below timely handed up an opened brocade box. Inside the box was a blue-green bead, lying quietly within.

Shi Xi only glanced at it before looking outside the carriage, discovering a young man kneeling beside the cart wheel—apparently one of the four musicians who had been implicated and expelled from the Wang estate. He wore the musician’s attire of the Wang estate, still holding a flute in his hands, with bloodstains still on his clothes from the earlier splashing.

“The musicians of the Wang estate have all undergone years of careful training. Xi’er, I remember you enjoy flute music—shall we take him home?” the purple-robed middle-aged man asked casually. He didn’t ask the musician’s opinion, because given his status, even if he found the man displeasing, he could take the bead and kill him with a blade without consequence, just like the young female musician who had died earlier—they were simply not the same class of people as him.

Shi Xi didn’t know when he had developed a liking for flute music. For a moment he didn’t know how to answer, only staring intently at the young musician kneeling there.

And the latter, as if there was a telepathic connection, slowly raised his head…

The phone on the bedside table rang with the deafening “Turkish March,” and the doctor suddenly opened his eyes, staring blankly at the ceiling for a long time before completely extracting himself from the bizarre dream.

But everything in the dream didn’t fade and blur quickly like ordinary dreams usually did. Instead, as he recalled it, it became increasingly clear.

Winding stream with floating cups… put simply, wasn’t that just conveyor belt sushi! But the high-class ambiance was incomparable to conveyor belt sushi!

However, at the moment when the young musician lifted his head at the end, he had awakened and hadn’t seen the other’s face.

Why… did he care so much…

From the perspective in the dream, although he could only see the curve of that person’s jaw, it was inexplicably familiar, making his whole body tremble.

The doctor lay expressionlessly in the rousing “Turkish March” for another half minute, until Tang Yuan from the next room couldn’t help running over to turn off his phone alarm.

“Get up! Didn’t you say you have surgery this morning? Hurry up and go to work to earn money to support me!” Tang Yuan righteously lectured, then turned around and was speechless, “Where did you pick up this green bead? I haven’t seen it before. It’s already broken but you’re still keeping it?”

On the bedside table lamp base, which happened to be a lucky cat, there was a broken bead placed on the cat’s raised paw, glowing with a deep blue-green light in the clear morning sunshine.

“I don’t know either…” The doctor frowned. This bead was something he had found in his clothing pocket after returning from Mingde University. He didn’t know why he hadn’t thrown it away, just casually placing it beside his bed. Thinking about it now, the bead lying in the brocade box in his dream was quite similar in color and size to this one.

So dreams really are projections of reality?

But why would he dream of becoming that child named Shi Xi? And dream of his father…

The doctor pressed his lips together. He thought that after passing his teenage phase, he wouldn’t dream of imaginary parents anymore, but deep in his heart, was he still secretly hoping for their existence?

His mood was inexplicably heavy, and even after a full day of work at the hospital with countless trivial matters, it didn’t improve at all.

It wasn’t until evening near the end of his shift that he had time to return to his office. Seeing his state, Chun Ge immediately teased: “Why the long face? Did Student Ye reject you? I heard gossip about you two going out on a midnight date!”

“Who’s spreading gossip?” The doctor was startled, then rarely seriously declared, “Don’t spread it anymore—it’s not good for the girl.”

Chun Ge raised his eyebrows in surprise, walked around the doctor in a circle, patted his shoulder and asked: “So what exactly is wrong? Keeping a straight face isn’t like you at all!”

The doctor pulled out his phone from his white coat pocket with a pained expression, saying mournfully: “My new phone screen cracked…” The problem was he didn’t even know how the phone screen had cracked—he had no memory of it at all.

“…My condolences.” Chun Ge wiped his face and helplessly punched him, “If the screen’s cracked, go get it replaced!”

“Replacing an original iPhone 6 screen costs nearly two thousand yuan! Although it’s cheaper on Taobao, I don’t dare just randomly replace it!” The doctor said in distress, “And I have to pay next year’s rent soon, so I need to save money. Anyway, the phone still works, so I’ll just make do with it for now.” The doctor scratched his hair, not saying out loud that he now had an extra mouth to feed at home. Although taking care of Tang Yuan didn’t cost much money, he still needed to save some emergency funds, just in case.

When it came to financial issues, even close friends couldn’t say much. Chun Ge could only invite: “Want to have dinner together tonight? Though I need to finish my rounds before getting off work. Bring your little guy—I’ll treat you both to hot pot!”

“What hot pot in this hot weather…” The doctor complained, but still made an appointment for time and place, called Tang Yuan to come to the hospital, and they both waited for the kind-hearted long-legged uncle to get off work and treat them.

Actually, not only did Chun Ge notice the doctor’s bad mood, Tang Yuan, who lived with him day and night, was even more aware of it. After eating hot pot and returning home, Tang Yuan discovered that the doctor was unusually writing and drawing at his desk while using a calculator. Extremely curious, Tang Yuan took the opportunity of bringing water to sneak a peek, immediately discovering he was keeping accounts—so this was the reason.

“What’s this expense?” Tang Yuan pointed at the largest number, feeling heartbroken. That unreliable glutton of a master had thrown him out without giving him any living expenses at all. He began seriously considering whether to go to his senior brother’s shop to get some antiques to sell, but Second Senior Brother didn’t seem to be around at all!

“That’s rent. I need to pay next year’s rent. The contract I signed back then requires paying rent annually.” The doctor bit his pen, mumbling unclearly. Although the house was particularly cheap when he first rented it, the rent increased every year, and paying a whole year’s rent at once was still quite a large sum.

The doctor used his cracked-screen phone as a calculator, calculating over and over. After quite a while, he finally noticed that Tang Yuan hadn’t left but was looking down with a grave expression. The not-particularly-sensitive doctor actually understood instantly and quickly explained: “Don’t be like that—this isn’t your fault! Even if I hadn’t taken you in, I’d still have to pay rent! Actually, supporting you doesn’t cost much money!”

Tang Yuan looked up, seriously studying the doctor’s expression, while the latter timely showed a sincere smile, completely unaware how foolishly innocent he appeared to others. After confirming for a while, Tang Yuan finally sighed with the air of an old man, patted the doctor’s shoulder, and said with disappointment: “Uncle, you haven’t reached menopause yet—how did you get dementia already? You’ve forgotten things you did yourself?”

The doctor’s eyes widened. Just as he was about to ask what was going on, he saw Tang Yuan patter in his little slippers to the bookshelf, pull open a drawer, rummage out a document folder, then patter back and hand it to him.

Curiously looking down at it, the doctor’s eyes widened even more.

This was a property deed! For the very house he was living in now! And it had his own signature!

When had he bought a house?! How could he have no memory of it himself?!

The doctor was completely bewildered, turning the property deed in his hands over and over several times, flipping through the attached purchase contract, name transfer copies, deed tax invoices, and land certificate several times. No matter how he looked at it, it didn’t seem fake. But where would he have gotten the money to buy a house? He’d only been working for a few years, and housing prices in this city were impossibly high. Even if this house was cheaper, he absolutely couldn’t afford it…

Chapter 6: Azure Jade Fox – Part 3
295 AD

Dragon General Wang Kai’s banquet had a tremendous impact on Shi Xi. After returning home that time, he inexplicably fell seriously ill. Shi Chong blamed himself greatly and never again mentioned taking him out, instead often telling him about the day’s experiences after coming home.

The Wang family frequently held banquets, and later there was one even more thrilling than the previous one. Wang Kai had developed a new entertainment: he ordered dancing girls to urge guests to drink, and if the guest being urged refused to drink, it meant the dancing girl was not doing her job properly. His estate had no need for dancing girls who didn’t do their jobs properly—they must be executed. The guests being urged to drink, even if they didn’t consider the beauty’s face, had to drink for Dragon General’s sake. But when it was Wang Dun’s turn, he absolutely refused to drink. The beauty urging him to drink was terrified, her face drained of color, tears streaming down her face. Even when several dancing girls were directly executed at the table, Wang Dun remained unmoved.

And Wang Dun finally used several lives to completely make all of Luoyang know his name.

This was Shi Chong’s disdainful evaluation when he returned to relay the events to Shi Xi.

Shi Xi was still young and couldn’t comprehend the envy hidden in his father’s tone.

The musician who had been expelled from the Wang estate settled down in the Shi household. The flute music he played daily was melodious and far-reaching. Shi Xi originally didn’t enjoy flute music, but hearing it every day like this, it had become a habit.

His grandfather was Shi Bao, a founding hero of the Jin Dynasty. When his grandfather passed away, he distributed his wealth among his descendants, but his father Shi Chong didn’t receive a single penny.

Shi Xi already thought their family was quite wealthy, but only after visiting Dragon General Wang Kai’s estate did he understand what a vast difference meant.

However, his father soon began to be promoted.

He was appointed as Southern Commander, Governor of Jingzhou, concurrently holding the position of Southern Barbarian Colonel, with the additional title of Eagle-Soaring General.

Shi Xi didn’t understand how much government business this long string of official titles entailed, but his father came home later and later. Or even when he did come home, he would go to other concubines’ quarters and no longer visit his courtyard. He could barely see his father once or twice a month.

Correspondingly, the Shi family began to become wealthy. The estate began to expand and renovate, other residences were built elsewhere, the mansion filled with decorative ornaments of priceless value given by others, and the delicacies on the dining table increased.

But without his father’s company, Shi Xi felt these delicacies didn’t taste as good as the simple four dishes and one soup from before.

“Young Master, why are you unhappy?” The beautiful flute music stopped, and a pleasant male voice came from under the corridor.

Shi Xi put down his chopsticks, wiped the corners of his mouth with a silk handkerchief, and looked at the empty hall, sighing like a little adult. Because the flute music had ceased and the hall had become quiet, he could actually hear the intermittent sounds of pipes and flutes from other courtyards, making this place seem even more desolate and solemn.

Shi Xi turned his head to look in the direction of the pipe and flute sounds, his small face gloomy. He knew that courtyard belonged to a dancing girl named Lu Zhu, who excelled at performing the “Bright Sovereign Dance,” with skills that topped Luoyang and who was extremely favored by his father.

“Musician, was that Lu Zhu recommended by you?” Shi Xi asked with a tense little face, enunciating each word. Perhaps others wouldn’t have noticed, but he remembered that green bead that had been offered up—he had never actually gotten to hold it. And shortly after, the Shi family had inexplicably acquired a dancing girl named Lu Zhu.

“Reporting to Young Master, this was a transaction between me and the master,” the musician’s voice remained unhurried, without the slightest anger at being exposed. “He wanted incomparable wealth, so I offered Lu Zhu.”

“…Then what did you get in exchange?” Shi Xi didn’t believe it at all. This musician was probably treating him like a child and trying to fool him. Although he really was a child, he wasn’t naive to that extent. If this musician had such tremendous ability, why would he need to be a musician whose life and death were controlled by others?

Of course, it was to exchange for companionship in this lifetime.

The musician said no more, presumably knowing that no matter what he said, this young master of the Shi family wouldn’t take it seriously.

Shi Xi didn’t get angry about this. He was naturally easygoing and took these words as casual jokes. He looked melancholically at the night sky already studded with stars and asked in confusion: “Musician, are fame and profit really so intoxicating to the world?” He couldn’t understand it. But this question wasn’t really seeking an answer from the other person, and he immediately smiled self-mockingly: “Perhaps when I grow up, I’ll understand.”

What answered him was a sigh of extremely complex emotions from under the corridor.

He dreamed of that dynasty again.

The doctor lay in bed recalling—in tonight’s dream, the cute little boy seemed to be in a bad mood.

For several days in a row, he had dreamed of the same dynasty, the same protagonist.

If it were anyone else, dreaming every day of another person’s life would surely lead to mental breakdown or questioning reality. But the doctor somehow adapted very well and even looked forward to what he would dream about. His bedtime had advanced by more than two hours each night, making his sleep schedule particularly healthy. Moreover, he discovered that for some unknown reason, if he slept in the hospital’s on-call room, he couldn’t dream at all—only when sleeping at home could he have these dreams.

This was actually quite nice—free ancient historical dramas every night.

The doctor’s mood had been quite good lately. He had saved a large sum on rent, inexplicably gained a house, and because his surgical success rate met standards, he received a hospital bonus and his base salary had increased significantly.

Deep down, he had the mentality of a petty citizen—having money meant he could buy more delicious food!

The doctor felt his luck had been bursting through the roof lately! On his way somewhere that day, passing by a lottery shop, he was mysteriously compelled to go in and buy a lottery ticket.

But he regretted it immediately after buying it. Placing hope in such minuscule odds was simply not something the wise him would do!

He casually stuffed the lottery ticket into his wallet and put the matter out of his mind, treating it as a contribution to charitable causes.

298 AD

Shi Xi walked expressionlessly across the water pavilion of Golden Valley Garden.

Golden Valley Garden was a villa his father had built over these past few years. Calling it a villa, it was actually a large private garden built by encircling a mountain valley using the terrain of Mount Mang. It utilized natural streams and newly dug waterways that wound down from the mountains around various pavilions and towers. The towers were all filled with beauties of all kinds. At mealtime, lacquer boxes were placed directly in the mountain stream from the peak, allowing the beauties to scoop them up at will. Any lacquer boxes not selected would float downstream to where the Shi family servants lived, providing food for them.

If Wang Kai’s family only played winding stream with floating cups once during banquets in their central pavilion, then the Shi family played it every day.

Shi Chong often invited literati and refined scholars to Golden Valley Garden to compose poetry, feast day and night, immediately overshadowing the Wang family’s banquets and becoming known as the famous Golden Valley Gatherings. It was said that a “Golden Valley Poetry Collection” was even published, with Shi Chong specially writing the preface. Golden Valley Garden was also designated as one of Luoyang’s Ten Scenic Spots, praised by word of mouth.

Shi Xi’s life became even more luxurious, but he was also even less happy. He was ten years old this year and had long since become thoroughly disappointed after repeatedly hoping for his father’s attention. His father had once said proudly that previously he needed to take him out to see the world, but now by simply staying in Golden Valley Garden, he could meet everyone he wanted to see.

But he didn’t want this kind of life at all.

What could he do when he grew up? After inheriting enormous wealth, would he live in debauchery like his father?

His father was recently competing in wealth with Wang Kai, comparing whose family was richer.

The Wang family used sugar water to wash pots, so the Shi family used white wax as firewood for cooking.

The Wang family used purple silk cloth to make forty li of walking screens, so the Shi family used more expensive brocade to make fifty li of walking screens.

Wang Kai used red stone wax to paint walls, so the Shi family used pepper mud to paint walls.

…

Such arena-like lavish spending was simply jaw-dropping—truly having money and being willful!

But for Shi Xi, he was extremely disgusted by this wealth competition. Unfortunately, his father was tireless in this pursuit, and the entire Shi household was united in their determination to surpass the Wang family. Today Wang Kai had personally come to Golden Valley Garden, reportedly bringing a team directly from the palace.

“Young Master, that Rear General even went to seek help from the Emperor—he really can’t accept losing,” the young servant guiding Shi Xi was well-informed and had been chattering about this for a while. Rear General was Wang Kai’s current official title.

Even the Emperor had been alarmed—Shi Xi’s still-childish face became grave.

The servant thought his young master was worried about his father’s chances of winning and quickly continued: “Don’t worry, Young Master. Even if the Emperor gets involved, it won’t make any difference!”

Hearing these confident words, Shi Xi’s expression became even more gloomy.

What kind of confidence was this? To not even regard the ruler of a nation—how arrogant was that?

Or perhaps, one should lament that this country had already declined to such a degree that not only did the Emperor not stop such wasteful wealth competitions that harmed the people, he actually openly supported them!

In Golden Valley Garden stood a tower called Splendid Tower, a hundred zhang high, built specifically for Lu Zhu’s residence. This Splendid Tower was extremely luxurious—any jewels one could think of could be seen throughout the building, showing Lu Zhu’s degree of favor. Whenever guests visited, banquets were generally held in the pavilion below Splendid Tower, and this time was no exception.

When Shi Xi arrived, he saw Wang Kai showing off a coral tree two chi high to the visiting guests.

Coral trees, such treasures, were things ordinary people had truly never even seen. They were said to be produced only in the deep seas of the South China Sea. They were one of Buddhism’s Seven Treasures, representing auspiciousness and wealth, truly rare treasures. Moreover, the coral tree Wang Kai had brought had flourishing branches, a deep blood-red color, and stood two chi high—already a rare treasure in the world.

No wonder Wang Kai looked so pleased with himself, summoning all of Luoyang’s literati and refined scholars to Golden Valley Garden to admire it, determined to show off before everyone.

As soon as Shi Xi saw this scene, he frowned and instinctively wanted to stand beside his father. But Wang Kai had invited too many guests today, and everyone wanted to join the excitement. Shi Xi was small and weak, couldn’t squeeze through at all, and because he wasn’t tall enough, couldn’t even see clearly what was happening inside.

Just as he was looking troubled, someone grabbed his wrist and pulled him toward the outskirts. Shi Xi only struggled slightly, and after seeing clearly who it was, obediently followed the person to an artificial mountain on the pavilion’s periphery. Standing here, he could see the entire pavilion at a glance. But Shi Xi still pressed his lips together and protested: “I want to go to Father’s side, while the situation hasn’t become too difficult to resolve…”

“It’s already too late…” the musician sighed softly.

Shi Xi was startled and immediately looked toward the center of the pavilion, just in time to see his father casually raise his hand and smash that extremely precious coral tree with the ruyi scepter in his hand.

The venue erupted in uproar.

Shi Xi swayed dizzily and nearly fell directly from the artificial mountain, fortunately the musician beside him was prepared and caught his small body.

Wang Kai flew into a rage, pointing at Shi Chong and delivering a series of veiled accusations, implying that he couldn’t accept losing so he destroyed things.

Shi Chong didn’t seem to care, handing the ruyi scepter in his hand to a servant and saying indifferently: “This isn’t worth such fuss—here’s one to replace it.”

As soon as his words fell, several servants filed out from Splendid Tower, carrying out several coral trees. Each one was taller and more flourishing than what Wang Kai had brought. There were a full seven coral trees three to four chi high, with coral trees arranged in circles around the pavilion. Under the sunlight, they radiated auspicious energy and dazzling light, so bright one couldn’t open their eyes.

In comparison, the fragments of the smashed coral tree lay scattered casually on the ground, left for others to trample.

Wang Kai was struck speechless, too embarrassed to demand compensation, and left in shame.

Shi Chong smiled smugly and invited the guests to stay for the banquet. But because there were really too many guests who had come to watch the excitement, Shi Chong set up the banquet elsewhere and arranged for servants to move all these coral trees over, creating an unprecedented coral banquet. Presumably after today, many poems singing of coral would be produced.

After Shi Chong led the departure, the guests hurriedly followed, and the crowd quickly disappeared from the pavilion, leaving only a pile of coral tree fragments scattered in the dust.

Shi Xi didn’t follow. He supported himself against the rocks to barely stand steady, but his mind went back to many years ago when his father had taken him to attend Wang Kai’s banquet.

What difference was there between today’s performance and that day?

The difference was that what made Wang Dun’s name was treating human lives like grass.

And this time, his father Shi Chong would immediately become famous throughout Luoyang because he treated money like dirt.

Heh, he might even leave a heavy mark in the history books because of this.

“Fame refers to reputation and renown, profit refers to benefits and interests…” Shi Xi murmured to himself. “Could it be that fame and profit are really so intoxicating to the world?”

This question that the musician couldn’t answer years ago still couldn’t be answered now.

Chapter 6: Azure Jade Fox – Part 4
Shi Xi dejectedly walked down from the artificial mountain and left unhappily. He naturally didn’t want to attend that so-called coral banquet, but he also lacked the strength to openly oppose his father, who commanded great authority in the household.

After Shi Xi left, a woman with a graceful figure slowly emerged from Splendid Tower. She had gorgeous features and wore a blue-green deep robe with several brocade ribbons adorning the hem that swayed gently with her steps, creating an elegant and ethereal appearance. Every gesture and movement she made seemed like dancing, containing some kind of rhythm, extremely captivating. All over her body, she wore only a hairpin inlaid with a green bead at her temples—no other jewelry whatsoever.

A true beauty needs no jewels to shine brilliantly.

If she had appeared at the pavilion just now, even those numerous coral trees couldn’t have overshadowed her radiance.

This woman was none other than Lu Zhu, whose beauty was renowned throughout Luoyang. She casually draped a dark red silk shawl over her shoulders and walked quickly to the center of the pavilion. On her absolutely beautiful face, gone was the usual sweetness and charm, replaced by the fire of resentment and regret.

Lu Zhu bent down to pick up a fragment of the coral tree, gently wiping the dust from it with her jade hand: “Even though it hasn’t yet condensed into a spirit, it’s still a treasure formed over thousands of years by gathering heaven and earth’s spiritual energy. How dare he…”

“Things too easily obtained, humans don’t cherish,” the musician said calmly as he walked down from the artificial mountain. Perhaps such events were already within his expectations. He glanced at the still-angry Lu Zhu, knowing that even warnings wouldn’t be of much use, but still said seriously, “Be patient and wait. Shi Chong still has ten years of life left—don’t damage yourself for the sake of mortals.”

“He is the person I chose, I understand,” Lu Zhu said with apparent calm, but in her sleeves, she secretly gripped the coral fragment tighter.

The doctor groggily woke up, ruffling his bird’s nest hair. The blinding coral trees from his dream seemed to still be spinning before his eyes.

But how could someone just casually smash coral trees?

For some reason, the doctor felt an inexplicable anger in his heart—this was completely unlike his character.

No matter how beautiful those coral trees were, they were just dead objects. For such a wealthy tycoon, it was probably as ordinary as casually breaking a cup.

But the doctor just felt upset about it.

Those ancient people really knew how to put on shows—whether it was Wang Dun executing beauties for refusing drinks or Shi Chong’s wealth competition, it was all just performance.

Yes, he had already searched for information about the dynasty in his dream series. As for why he dreamed of another person’s life experiences every night, the doctor couldn’t figure it out, but since it didn’t affect his real life, he didn’t take it to heart.

The rousing “Turkish March” rang out again. The doctor picked up his phone and saw this was already the third alarm. Strange, why hadn’t Tang Yuan come to his room to protest today?

After washing up, the doctor found Tang Yuan sitting on the living room sofa, staring blankly at a newspaper. Curious, the doctor walked around and discovered that besides the newspaper, there was also a welfare lottery ticket he had bought a few days ago on the coffee table in front of Tang Yuan.

The doctor felt somewhat embarrassed—buying lottery tickets wasn’t something a rational surgeon like him would do. Just as he was about to make excuses about someone else buying it and giving it to him, Tang Yuan suddenly stood up, eyes shining as he grabbed the lottery ticket and rushed over.

“Uncle! We won! First prize!” Tang Yuan was somewhat incoherent. He had lived in seclusion with his master for years, but he still knew how important money was in the modern world. Moreover, this windfall had numbers so large they made him somewhat panicked.

The doctor’s first reaction was to pinch his thigh.

Hiss… so painful!

This wasn’t a dream!

300 AD

Lu Zhu stood on the rooftop of Splendid Tower, gazing at the gradually setting sun in the distance. Her stunningly beautiful face showed deathly calm. She heard rhythmic footsteps coming from the stairs behind her but didn’t turn around, only asking quietly: “Has he already left?”

The one who climbed to the rooftop was that musician. He had been at the Shi household for six years, but his appearance was still as young as when he first arrived, unchanged in any way.

Lu Zhu was the same.

One often hid behind others, while the other, though renowned as Luoyang’s most famous courtesan, appeared bright and beautiful every time she met people. Others would only think she was wearing powder and makeup.

“He has already left.”

The musician spoke calmly, but his eyes still contained unconcealed sorrow.

“Never living past twelve years old—humans are really too fragile,” Lu Zhu sighed with feeling. Looking down from Splendid Tower, she could already see white smoke rising from Stream Valley Garden where Shi Xi lived, with faint sounds of crying carrying over. Lu Zhu felt a slight pang of regret—after all, that Shi Xi was quite cute and soft.

The musician remained silent for a long time, quietly watching the sunset paint the clouds on the horizon with brilliant red hues, gradually pulling himself out of his sad emotions. He had climbed Splendid Tower for another matter.

“Lu Zhu, Shi Chong still has eight years of life left—why must you do this?” The musician was somewhat puzzled by Lu Zhu’s actions. Shi Chong’s fate clearly wasn’t supposed to end, but Lu Zhu had deliberately spread word that Shi Chong’s sudden wealth was because of her. Sure enough, someone came to demand Lu Zhu, and Shi Chong swore he would never comply. Of course, to those who didn’t know the truth, it seemed the other party was simply coveting Lu Zhu’s beauty, but that wasn’t actually the case.

Lu Zhu’s true form was actually an Azure Jade Tassel.

The “Book of Rites: Jade Tassels” states: “The Son of Heaven’s jade tassels have twelve strands, hanging before and behind.” The so-called jade tassels were actually small jade pendants strung into strands, with each strand containing twelve pieces of five-colored jade arranged in the sequence of vermillion red, pure white, azure green, orange yellow, and dark black. A total of twelve strands were strung together, hanging before and behind the Son of Heaven’s crown.

The earliest crown in this world belonged to the Yellow Emperor. He possessed five fragments of the five-colored stones left over from Nüwa’s repair of the heavens, and ground these fragments into jade tassels, weaving them into his crown. Only these five jade tassels truly had spirits, but besides the Yellow Emperor himself, no one knew which five among the crown’s 288 jade tassels were special.

These five jade tassels of vermillion red, pure white, azure green, orange yellow, and dark black respectively represented birth, death, wealth, provisions, and military force—the five most important elements for a nation’s ruler to govern the country. They were the true Son of Heaven’s jade tassels.

The Yellow Emperor’s crown was eventually destroyed by war during its transmission, the 288 jade tassels were divided up completely, and the five true jade tassels with spirits also disappeared without a trace. No one knew why the crown was decorated with five-colored jade tassel strands, but they all followed ancient rites and imitated the form. Gradually, five-colored jade became difficult to find, so from the end of the Han Dynasty onward, the twelve hanging strands on the emperor’s crown were strung only with white jade beads.

Lu Zhu was one of those five Son of Heaven’s jade tassels—the Azure Jade Tassel—which had passed through many hands over thousands of years before taking human form a few years ago. The musician had only discovered her identity by chance but harbored no covetous thoughts.

Jade tassels chose their own masters, but obtaining one wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Obtaining and protecting were two different concepts. Possessing such a treasure brought guilt—not everyone could have a good beginning and end.

“Why are human desires endless and infinite?” Lu Zhu lowered her head to stroke the railing before her. Every brick and tile of Splendid Tower was made from the finest materials, even the railings were carved from rare white jade, glowing with a hazy light under the evening glow.

The musician remained silent. He was also human and naturally knew what desire meant. He still lived in this world because of the existence of desire.

“With previous masters, I couldn’t communicate with them. They either embedded and wore me, or placed me in boxes to gather dust. But without exception, once they gained windfall wealth, evil thoughts would arise in their hearts.”

“Either killing innocents indiscriminately, or destroying things at will.”

“Then what is the meaning of my existence…”

“Lu Zhu…” The musician hesitated to speak but didn’t know how to comfort her. Spiritual beings of heaven and earth weren’t like humans who had parents and teachers to guide them to maturity. They were formed by gathering heaven and earth’s spiritual energy, naturally developing a set of behavioral principles when their spirits formed. But if they became fixated on something, they could easily become evil entities.

Ironically, the distinction between spiritual beings and evil entities was simply based on whether they benefited humans.

The musician had even less standing to persuade her, so he could only stand silently for a while, sigh deeply, then turn and slowly walk downstairs.

Lu Zhu still leaned against the railing. The sun was already half-hidden below the horizon, no longer illuminating the face that had fallen into madness.

The musician walked away from Splendid Tower step by step. The moment the sun completely disappeared, he heard the sound of a heavy object hitting the ground behind him.

Screams arose as maidservants cried “Lu Zhu has jumped from the tower,” but this didn’t make the musician stop. An azure-green bead with cracks rolled past his feet. The musician only glanced at it indifferently, then walked determinedly toward the exit of Golden Valley Garden.

“To think it changed from a spiritual being that enjoyed granting wealth to others into an evil entity that enjoyed watching others descend into madness for wealth… tsk, so this is where the Azure Jade Tassel ended up.” A voice without any tonal variation echoed in the doctor’s room. If Tang Yuan were here, he would surely cry out that this person was the senior brother who had forced his master to throw him out.

Zhao Gao examined the Azure Jade Tassel placed on the lucky cat’s paw for a while, unable to figure out whether the person who found this bead knew its background. Otherwise, why would they place it on a lucky cat’s paw so fittingly?

However, looking around this room so small one could barely turn around, he smiled self-mockingly.

He was being too suspicious—it was probably just coincidence.

Zhao Gao unceremoniously took the Azure Jade Tassel into his palm, feeling no guilt about taking someone else’s belongings. After all, this was an evil entity—the other person should thank him for taking this bead away!

As he turned to leave, he didn’t notice that in a bamboo basket in the corner, a small white snake was coiled tightly, watching him and trembling.

Not long after Zhao Gao left, the doctor and Tang Yuan returned.

Both of them looked dejected, each more disappointed than the other.

“What the hell, isn’t this just messing with people? Uncle, the lottery ticket you bought has last period’s numbers—how are they exactly the same as this period’s winning numbers?” Tang Yuan wiped his face, feeling this must be the doctor playing a prank on him. “Same numbers—why didn’t you keep buying them this period?”

“How would I know…” The doctor was also depressed. He had really chosen those numbers randomly. If he had bought it two days later, wouldn’t he have become a multimillionaire?

But sudden wealth might not necessarily be a blessing to enjoy. The optimistic doctor quickly adjusted his mood, patting Tang Yuan’s head consolingly: “No win is no win, but uncle can still afford to treat you to a buffet! Let’s go!”

“Oh yeah! Then I want to go eat the buffet at a five-star hotel!” Tang Yuan immediately revived on the spot.

“…Let’s go.” The doctor silently touched his wallet with tears in his eyes. Good thing he remembered that children under 1.3 meters got half price at buffets…

Wait, had that kid Tang Yuan grown taller again?

Tears…

Chapter 7: Kingfisher Feather Hairpin – Part 1
The doctor looked at the bronze artifacts in the glass case, which appeared even more eerie under the lights, his eyes full of question marks.

Well, actually he didn’t know why he had wasted his precious day off at a museum. But glancing at Tang Yuan, who was full of enthusiasm, the doctor resignedly wiped his face and continued patiently looking at the antiques in the glass cases whose purposes he couldn’t identify.

Because it was the weekend, the museum wasn’t as deserted as usual—many parents had brought their children to visit. Although the little rascals were trying their best to restrain their noisy impulses, the museum no longer had its usual tranquility, with whispered conversations and laughter everywhere.

The doctor wandered around the bronze artifacts hall for a while, thoroughly beaten down by a bunch of unrecognizable characters and bronze vessels of unclear purpose. He felt no different from an illiterate person—all those years of education had been for nothing. He straightened his back with a sigh and scanned around with his eyes. In just that moment of distraction, Tang Yuan had disappeared somewhere, so he followed the crowd to the next exhibition hall.

This hall was a special exhibition called “Ten Miles of Red Dowry,” said to showcase jewelry and accessories of ancient women organized from the museum’s collection. The doctor had even less interest in these, but they were at least prettier than bronze artifacts. He leisurely appreciated them, taking photos with his phone when he saw something beautiful. He had already confirmed that this museum allowed photography as long as no flash was used. There were many people like him, and some even brought DSLRs to take pictures, looking quite professional.

Actually, claiming to come to the museum to experience Chinese culture and learn about ancient history, almost everyone just took a quick look and moved on. So by comparison, the woman in a blue dress who had been standing motionless in front of one glass case for a long time was particularly conspicuous. When the doctor walked beside her, he discovered she was staring intently at a blue-green golden hairpin.

This golden hairpin was shaped like a bird’s nest, with the head and eyes inlaid with pearls, but the body part was blue-green. That blue-green color, made of unknown material, gleamed with an eerie blue light under the illumination and changed colors as people moved—from lake blue to navy blue, like a living creature.

Although the doctor didn’t understand jewelry, the moment he saw this golden hairpin, he was deeply attracted and couldn’t help stopping in front of the display case like the young woman.

The nameplate in the glass case read: Tang Dynasty Bird-shaped Kingfisher Feather Hairpin.

Kingfisher feather? The doctor felt this term was somewhat familiar and was just about to search it on his phone when he felt someone pat his shoulder twice.

“Why didn’t you come find me when you arrived?” A deliberately lowered voice spoke with a hint of surprise.

The doctor turned around and found that the person greeting him was a middle-aged man over forty. He had well-defined facial features with gold-rimmed glasses perched on his high nose bridge. Years had carved several wrinkles on his forehead, adding to his scholarly temperament. He was leaning on a walking stick, apparently having some mobility issues.

“Ah! It’s you!” The doctor was stunned for a moment before recognizing this uncle as the good samaritan who had specially brought the runaway Tang Yuan back in the middle of the night. At that time, they hadn’t had much chance to talk and properly thank him before this uncle was dragged away by his companions. Meeting him now, the doctor was delighted, thinking about how to thank him properly—at the very least, he should treat this uncle to a meal. But before he could speak, the woman in blue who had been staring at the kingfisher feather hairpin also turned around and greeted the uncle: “Hello, Director.”

Huh? Director? This uncle was actually the director of this museum? The doctor immediately felt respectful. For someone like him who wasn’t good at liberal arts, a museum director was the epitome of cultural people—completely out of reach! Just as he was thinking of chatting more, he noticed the director’s gaze behind his glasses becoming strange as he looked at him.

“Your girlfriend?” the director asked in surprise. The woman in blue was startled and quickly waved her hands: “We don’t know each other.”

“Oh, oh!” The director coughed lightly in embarrassment.

The doctor also felt quite awkward. He turned his head to look at the woman in blue beside him. She appeared to be just over twenty years old, with fair skin and delicate, pleasant features. However, there was a red mark about two centimeters long near her right eye that at first glance looked like scratch marks from something, but the doctor could tell at once that it wasn’t a scar.

“This is a birthmark,” the woman in blue explained with a smile, clearly accustomed to such gazes. Her features were exquisite, and this smile made her even more graceful and charming, but the birthmark at the corner of her eye was extremely conspicuous, marring her beauty and making people feel regretful.

“Um… I’m a doctor. Do you need me to recommend our hospital’s cosmetic surgery department?” the doctor suggested with professional habit. With current medical technology development, never mind a birthmark—even changing an entire face wouldn’t be a problem.

The woman in blue touched the red mark at the corner of her eye and politely declined with a smile: “Thank you, but I don’t want to remove this birthmark.” She clearly didn’t want to continue this topic. She looked at the kingfisher feather hairpin in the display case, then at the director, and finally gathered courage to ask: “Director, is this kingfisher feather hairpin really from the Tang Dynasty? Although its style is dignified and grand, fitting Tang Dynasty aesthetics, isn’t kingfisher work generally only able to be preserved for about a hundred years? And this kingfisher feather hairpin’s colors are so vivid—isn’t it really from the Ming or Qing periods or even more recent times, made in imitation of Tang Dynasty designs? After all, antiquarian reproduction has been popular in every dynasty…”

Clearly this question had been on her mind for a long time. Once she started speaking, she couldn’t help but speed up, becoming excited.

The director waved his hand, indicating they should follow him out of the exhibition hall to chat. Although the doctor felt it was quite rude to suggest cosmetic surgery to someone, he was very curious about the woman’s question and didn’t leave, stepping forward to follow them out.

“The kingfisher feather craft can be traced back to the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, when it was called ‘yupo’—the technique of embedding insect wings onto gold and silver. Later, as the yupo craft developed into specific categories, the technique of embedding kingfisher feathers was specifically called ‘kingfisher work,'” the director explained in such detail mainly to accommodate the doctor who didn’t understand. “Most existing kingfisher feather ornaments are from the Ming and Qing periods, also because earlier kingfisher feather items basically couldn’t be preserved. Moreover, these surviving kingfisher pieces on display have undergone later restoration—recoloring or re-embedding kingfisher feathers.”

“I see.” The woman in blue sounded somewhat melancholy upon hearing this, clearly thinking the kingfisher feather hairpin in the display case had also been restored.

“But this kingfisher feather hairpin hasn’t been renovated,” the director said proudly, pushing up his glasses and chuckling. “This hairpin is placed in a separate display case precisely because it was like this when excavated. Moreover, since it came to light, countless scholars have questioned its age and origin. After carbon-14 dating was done, no one said anything more.”

“Carbon-14 dating?” Seeing an unfamiliar term, the doctor asked studiously.

“It’s an identification method that uses carbon-14’s half-life to determine the age of objects. For any carbon-containing material, by measuring the remaining radioactive carbon-14 content, its age can be determined. This method can date organic materials. The pearls and kingfisher feathers on this hairpin have been confirmed to be Tang Dynasty artifacts without doubt. It even received more precise calculations—it might be from the late Tang period,” the director explained patiently. His leisurely discourse attracted many children to gather around.

“Grandpa, if kingfisher work is so beautiful, why don’t we have it anymore?” a little girl raised her hand to ask. She had also visited the Ten Miles of Red Dowry exhibition and quite liked that kingfisher feather hairpin, even pulling her mother’s hand and making a fuss, saying she wanted one too. Her mother had ruthlessly refused, saying it was completely unavailable for purchase, leaving her unhappy.

“Because kingfisher work requires using kingfisher feathers. To make one hairpin, you have to kill such beautiful little birds—isn’t that cruel?” The director was even more patient with children, softening his tone considerably.

The little girl frowned, tilted her head and thought hard for a moment, then said in her childish voice: “But we only need the feathers. Couldn’t we cut them like sheep—shearing wool periodically?”

“Because all kingfishers in the kingfisher family are very sensitive. When in contact with humans, they become highly stressed and unable to eat, or may even frantically fly around and die from collisions, let alone being domesticated and bred. They are beautiful wild animals that cannot be domesticated, unlike cattle and sheep.” This time it wasn’t the director who answered, but the woman in blue. Her gaze was distant, as if imagining something or reminiscing about something.

“I see…” The little girl puffed her cheeks, somewhat unconvinced but unable to say anything. Seeing this, the director gently instructed: “The ‘Huainanzi’ states: ‘Emperor Shihuang coveted the rhinoceros horns, elephant tusks, kingfishers, and pearls of Baiyue, so he sent General Wei Tu Yu with 500,000 mixed troops to attack Baiyue.’ Does everyone know what these four treasures—rhinoceros horns, elephant tusks, kingfishers, and pearls—are?”

“Rhinoceros horns! Elephant tusks!”

“I know kingfishers—that green kind of jade! Mommy really wants one; she even fought with Daddy about it last time!”

“What are pearls? Are they pearls?”

The little girls and boys around immediately competed to answer, while parents stood nearby smiling. This museum regularly held various lectures, and on weekends there were many volunteers ready to teach children historical knowledge, so they all liked bringing their children here to play.

“You guessed rhinoceros horns, elephant tusks, and pearls correctly! Actually, these four treasures were all taken from animals! The word ‘kingfisher’ at that time referred to kingfisher birds. Kingfishers have both green and blue-green colors on their bodies, so they were called ‘feicui’ (kingfisher). It wasn’t until the Ming Dynasty, when Burmese jade was introduced to China, that ‘feicui’ took on its current meaning as jadeite, because it possessed two colors similar to kingfishers,” the director was quite adapted to this teaching mode, stroking the walking stick in his palm while speaking leisurely. “So the ancient term ‘pearl and kingfisher’ referred to ornaments like that kingfisher feather hairpin, inlaid with pearls and kingfisher feathers. Such a pearl hairpin could only be worn by empresses and princesses in ancient times because it was too rare and precious. More luxurious than today’s diamond rings—not something money alone could buy.”

“The Tang Dynasty took pride in extravagance. Starting with Princess Anle, even ‘woven skirts’ became popular. Do you know what woven skirts are? Actually, they’re commonly called ‘hundred-bird skirts’—not using bird feathers for headdresses, but for entire skirt hems. That luxury was simply unbelievable.”

The little girls and boys listening couldn’t help but widen their eyes. If one kingfisher feather hairpin was so beautiful, how much more so would an entire skirt be!

“By the Song Dynasty, Emperor Taizu put a stop to such corrupt practices. When Zhao Kuangyin saw his daughter wearing clothes decorated with kingfisher feathers, he advised against it and issued an edict banning kingfisher decoration. Even Emperor Huizong—the emperor in history who lost the Song Dynasty’s territory because of the Flower and Rock Convoy—reaffirmed the ban on kingfisher decoration during his reign.”

“Emperor Huizong probably didn’t dislike luxury, but rather loved painting birds and couldn’t bear to harm bird lives for their feathers,” the woman in blue said mockingly, then added sadly, “But edicts are edicts—privately, people still hunted kingfishers to make kingfisher work.”

“During the Southern Song period, Emperor Gaozong took the lead in destroying over 600 kingfisher feathers tribute from Jiaozhi and issued a decree: ‘Using gold in clothing is a crime, and kingfisher work is the same.’ If gold-inlaid and kingfisher feather clothing and jewelry weren’t destroyed, once discovered, the penalty was two years of exile. But by the Ming and Qing periods, with commercial prosperity and the sprouting of capitalism, edicts could no longer control these luxury goods, and kingfisher work flourished.”

“But kingfishers were also limited in number, and with humans hunting them year after year, they gradually became scarce. However, market demand continued to expand, so craftsmen later replaced kingfisher feathers with blue silk or glass. By the late Qing and early Republican periods, blue enamel techniques completely replaced kingfisher work. And now, kingfishers are nationally protected animals, so kingfisher work has completely become history.”

The director finished the development history of kingfisher work in just a few sentences, his expression also becoming complex. No one wanted crafts passed down for thousands of years to be lost. But times change, and not everything can exist forever in the world—this is also the pleasure and significance of archaeology.

Chapter 7: Kingfisher Feather Hairpin – Part 2
“Grandpa, don’t kingfishers want to be caught for their feathers?” the little girl asked, blinking her bright black and white eyes and looking up.

“Yes, of course kingfishers don’t want that,” the director answered gently.

“But what about pearls? Oysters don’t want to be killed for the pearls in their bellies either, right? The beef, lamb, and pork we eat—they don’t want to lose their lives for that either, right?” the little girl asked innocently.

“This…” The director was stunned. This touched on philosophical questions, even Buddhist ones. How could he explain this clearly to a child?

“What about plants then? Trees grow well, then they’re cut down and carved up—they definitely don’t want that either! What about stones? I read in books that stones change too. Maybe they grow very slowly. Who knows if stones have life? They definitely don’t want to be stepped on or broken apart either!” The little girl turned into a walking “hundred thousand whys,” asking seemingly innocent but deeply terrifying questions that rendered the group speechless in minutes. The little girl’s mother looked embarrassed, clearly familiar with her daughter’s formidable destructive power but still not knowing how to resolve the situation.

“Little sister, there are kingfisher hairpins for sale on Taobao, many different kinds!” The doctor heard a familiar voice and looked closely to discover Tang Yuan had appeared from nowhere. With this one sentence, he immediately diverted the little girl’s attention. The little girl’s mother knowingly took out her phone—naturally, many of the kingfisher hairpins on Taobao were imitations, some costing only dozens of yuan with free shipping in Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Shanghai, enough to fool a little girl. Besides, the little girl’s persistent questioning wasn’t really seeking answers but wanting a shiny piece of jewelry. Who cared if it was made from real kingfisher feathers? The universal weapon against all females was shopping, whether they were eight or eighty years old.

The doctor felt inferior—Tang Yuan was only 12 years old and already knew how to make girls happy like this. What would happen when he grew up?

Next came a group of parents exchanging Taobao shopping tips. The director was also called away by others, while the woman in blue returned to the exhibition hall to look at that kingfisher feather hairpin. The doctor himself didn’t want to look at it anymore.

Thinking that such beautiful ornaments were made by taking the lives of beautiful creatures made the doctor feel uncomfortable all over.

“You’re not getting confused by that little girl’s words, are you?” Tang Yuan looked at his expression and curled his lips. “According to her logic, not only couldn’t you eat meat, you couldn’t even eat vegetables. Would you starve to death to avoid killing?”

The doctor shuddered and quickly shook his head. As a foodie, he naturally couldn’t give up delicious food.

“Farmed and cultivated ingredients were bred by humans in the first place. If we didn’t use them for food and other purposes, they wouldn’t exist,” Tang Yuan said matter-of-factly. “Wild animals are all impossible to domesticate and have scarce numbers. To ensure the integrity of the food chain and natural environmental balance, they naturally can’t be hunted at will. Besides, if peacock really tasted better than chicken, peacocks would be in farms now instead of in zoos for people to admire. Trust our great heavenly dynasty’s thousands of years of food culture.”

The doctor listened speechlessly. He didn’t dwell on whether what Tang Yuan said was right or wrong, but had to admit he was actually convinced by a 12-year-old child.

“Let’s go! Next is the ‘Glinting Blades and Swords’ exhibition hall—all weapons! You’ll definitely like it, Uncle!” Tang Yuan grabbed the doctor’s sleeve and charged toward the next exhibition hall with great momentum.

Not far away, the director watched the big and small figures leave and couldn’t help complaining to Lu Zigang: “Look at you—why were you so eager to have me come over? I didn’t even get to say a few words to that young man!”

Lu Zigang thought to himself, how dare he let the director chat more with the doctor? A few more sentences and the director would have blabbed about the boss’s affairs. Although the Hengwu Incense had erased the doctor’s memories related to the boss, the memories of related personnel couldn’t be completely erased—only blurred. What if he got a few more clues and remembered something?

“I’ve checked everything for you. Besides that Yuan blue and white porcelain, there’s one other antique with serious problems,” Lu Zigang seriously changed the subject. He had come to the museum at the director’s request to check if the antiques showed any abnormalities. He chose to investigate when there were many people because heavy yang energy made it easier to see the location of yin energy. Actually, many antiques retained spirits to varying degrees, but some didn’t need attention while others couldn’t be ignored. “That Yuan blue and white porcelain isn’t a big problem since you’re here, but the other one…”

“Which one?” The director immediately stopped complaining, his expression grave. After the last Shadow Celadon figurine incident, although the director knew feudal superstition was wrong, he still occasionally asked Lu Zigang to come take a look.

“The Tang Dynasty bird-shaped kingfisher feather hairpin in the Ten Miles of Red Dowry exhibition hall.”

After five o’clock in the afternoon, the museum returned to silence after a whole day of noise. Cleaning staff swept through each exhibition hall, quickly completing their tasks. The brilliant lights went out one by one as no one was visiting, and finally even the central air conditioning stopped running, returning to complete silence.

“Tsk, those human brats are too noisy—so annoying,” an eerie voice broke the silence after an unknown amount of time, complaining hoarsely.

“Ara ara, it’s not the first day like this—what’s there to get used to? But the humans coming to see us have gotten much younger in recent years. It’s not like before when we saw old men every day. Now we can see handsome boys and cute little boys to refresh our eyes!” a sweet voice said with giggles.

“But I hate those metal boxes in their hands. Some people just don’t remember to turn off that flash thing—so blinding! If this continues, my old presbyopic eyes will definitely go blind in a few years!” an aged voice sighed.

“Tch, didn’t you notice there was a strange young man today?”

“Which one? That guy with glasses who wandered around aimlessly and complained constantly? He couldn’t even pronounce my name—is the character ‘gui’ really that hard? He doesn’t even recognize it!”

“Oh… that character is pronounced ‘gui’…”

“Ay yoy yoy, I just learned that too…”

“…”

“Tsk, not that one.”

“Then it’s that girl in the blue dress? The one with the birthmark at the corner of her right eye? She’s just a brainless fan smitten by Qing Yu’s beauty—nothing worth paying attention to.”

“There was a young man carrying strange jade artifacts. He definitely saw that we’re different, especially looking at Qing Yu several extra times.”

“So what if he saw something? Could he do anything to us? We’re all national-level cultural relics!”

Tonight’s museum night was not very peaceful, as usual.

Qing Yu, at the center of the discussion, was the name of that Tang Dynasty bird-shaped kingfisher feather hairpin. It lay quietly on black velvet, its pearl eyes staring fixedly outside the glass case, as if penetrating the suffocating darkness to see distant memories.

866 AD

It was a young kingfisher, and like its brothers and sisters, had just been driven from the warm nest by its mother, never allowed to return.

They had grown up and must now feed themselves.

Its brothers and sisters all flew off in different directions. It flew aimlessly for a while before finally stopping beside a small river. After settling down, it used its beak to preen the feathers on its body. Having just reached adulthood, its feathers were still far from as beautiful and thick as its mother’s, but after shedding its ugly down, both the turquoise blue and snow-blue colored feathers had grown in. It quite liked them and would think to preen them from time to time.

After spending quite a while, the little kingfisher finally finished arranging its feathers. Standing on the tree branch and looking down, it was satisfied to see a beautiful little kingfisher appear in the river’s reflection.

After admiring enough, its gaze slowly moved to the riverbank.

It couldn’t fly forward anymore—it had already seen some unnaturally broken vegetation and messy footprints, proving there were signs of human activity nearby. The little kingfisher stood on the branch, tilted its head, and among the warnings its mother had taught it, she had especially emphasized that humans were terrifying. Because humans couldn’t grow feathers themselves but envied their beautiful feathers, they would capture and kill them, plucking their feathers to stick on their heads. How cruel!

Its father had long since died at human hands, and its mother had also been captured by humans and taken to the capital, escaping after tremendous hardship. At that time, its mother had already left their homeland and could never return. Discovering she was pregnant with them and their siblings, she had to find a forest nearby to settle. The little kingfisher had never been to that homeland that was both warm and beautiful in its mother’s words. It was born in the hot summer, and now that autumn had arrived, the weather had become noticeably much colder. When driving them from the nest, mother had also instructed them to build nests quickly. But before that, they had to fill their bellies first.

The little kingfisher observed and found no signs of human presence nearby, so it perched peacefully on the riverbank branch, focusing intently on the ripples on the water surface.

Mother had taught them how to catch small fish, demonstrating many times before their eyes how to dive swiftly into the water, accurately catch fish and shrimp below the surface, then rise gracefully with spread wings. The little kingfisher had also tried several times, but its success rate wasn’t high—getting two or three out of ten attempts was quite good.

Now that it was out on its own, it had to increase its success rate, or it would waste energy and need to eat even more small fish to recover. The little kingfisher thought seriously while watching the water surface. Kingfishers possessed vision that other species could hardly match, easily seeing fish and shrimp underwater through the surface. The little kingfisher naturally inherited such vision, but experience told it there was still a difference between what was seen on the surface and reality. It didn’t know what caused this—it just needed to find the pattern.

The sparkling little river flowed murmuring through the forest. The little kingfisher on the riverbank branch remained motionless like a sculpture, but sunlight shining on it made the turquoise feathers glimmer with brilliant, gorgeous colors, like a pearl among gravel—impossible to hide its eye-catching form, involuntarily making people want to cup it in their palms and possess it.

The little kingfisher had long heard the softened footsteps behind it. It wasn’t in a hurry to fly away, instead holding its breath wanting to teach the other party a lesson.

Actually, it didn’t think humans were very scary.

It had seen some humans who intruded into the forest before, and had even risked flying out of the forest to see human settlements from afar.

Humans didn’t have sharp teeth, robust physiques, or wings to fly. They only had two legs, weren’t very fast runners, and fell easily. They had no self-defense capabilities and could only live in large nests piled with wood and stone—extremely fragile. It really didn’t understand why mother was so afraid of humans!

Watch this!

A wooden stick swung down with a whooshing sound. The little kingfisher suddenly flew up, avoiding the ill-intentioned stick. It didn’t immediately flee but instead used its sharp claws to scratch fiercely at the attacker.

One strike hit!

See! Humans were actually very weak! Just a casual scratch drew blood! Skin without fur or feather protection was pathetically tender.

The little kingfisher proudly flew to a high branch nearby and looked down.

But just this one glance left it stunned.

Its vision was excellent, clearly seeing that under the wooden stick it had thought was aimed at it lay a dead black snake, its body still twitching slightly. Judging by the distance, if that human hadn’t used the stick to kill the black snake, it should have already died in the snake’s mouth! That human had actually saved it! And what had it done? It had actually scratched that human’s face! If its claws had gone a bit more to the side, that human would have lost an eye… The little kingfisher flapped its wings several times in frustration and guilt, not knowing what to do.

The human in the blue dress covered the right side of her face and looked up, as if confirming the little kingfisher was safe, then still picked up the black snake and left. The little kingfisher stared at the pool of fresh blood in the grass and finally spread its wings to follow.

Chapter 7: Kingfisher Feather Hairpin – Part 3
Xianyi Temple

“How did that girl Lu Qiao manage to get such a scar on her face? How will she ever marry now?”

“Yes, yes! When we ask her, she just says she was careless. Tell me, could it be that her troublesome mistress beat her?”

“Tsk, I think it’s possible. That fake Taoist nun is capable of anything!”

Lu Qiao stood under the corridor, listening to the old women in the temple gossiping, knowing that no matter what she said if she went over, it would be useless. People always liked to hear what they wanted to hear, and if they couldn’t hear it, they would find various reasons for the other party, twisting it into the result they desired. So even if she explained, they wouldn’t believe her. In this situation, it was better for her to avoid them.

She held tea water in one hand and couldn’t help touching the red mark at the corner of her right eye with the other. She didn’t know what she had been thinking at the time—seeing that little kingfisher in the forest, she was immediately captivated by those brilliant, dazzling kingfisher feathers. After discovering the black snake beside it, without time to think carefully, she picked up a wooden stick and swung it over. It was quite normal for the little kingfisher to be startled and fight back—she had been inconsiderate and unprepared. After the initial surprise and anger, she could only accept the facts.

Although she had applied medicine promptly, after the scab fell off, it still left a scar. To say she didn’t care would be lying—every woman cared greatly about her appearance. But as a maid, if her looks were more beautiful than her mistress’s, that would be a disaster. Sure enough, after her face was disfigured, life became much better. Her young lady was also much more tolerant of her than before, no longer finding various excuses to torment her out of suspicion that she had improper relations with her lover. Actually, she still quite sympathized with her young lady.

Her young lady was surnamed Yu, given name Youwei. At a young age, she was already a talented woman famous throughout Chang’an. Later she married the top scholar Li Yi as a concubine. It should have been a life everyone envied, but because that top scholar had a wife from the prestigious Pei family, she was divorced and sent away after only three months. She took refuge in this Taoist temple near Qujiang, becoming a Taoist nun and changing her religious name to Yu Xuanji.

Although Li Yi had donated a large sum of incense money to Xianyi Temple, almost renovating the entire temple and arranging for his young lady’s later life, it couldn’t erase the fact that she had been abandoned. Initially, her young lady missed Li Yi infinitely, composing many tender and passionate poems, but unable to deliver them to him, she could only casually throw the poem slips into the stream, entrusting her feelings to the flowing water. The stream flowed murmuring past Xianyi Temple and joined Qujiang River, and the poem slips floated downstream with it, attracting many literati to come seeking her fame. Ever since being cruelly heartbroken by Li Yi, her young lady seemed to have become a different person, becoming dissolute and unrestrained, mingling among many men, actually becoming quite notorious.

Lu Qiao quietly waited for those old women to pass before carrying the tea water out from under the corridor, crossing the temple courtyard to reach Yu Xuanji’s residence, Xuanji Studio. As soon as she pushed open the door, a teacup came flying at her face.

“Why were you gone so long? Were you off seducing men again? Still not behaving even with a ruined face?” Yu Xuanji interrogated harshly. She wore a dark-colored Taoist robe, her long hair meticulously bound behind her head with only a wooden hairpin, making her unpowdered face appear coldly beautiful and inviolable, involuntarily making people want to prostrate themselves at her feet.

Lu Qiao didn’t argue because she knew her young lady just wanted to vent her anger. At this time, no matter what she said, she couldn’t avoid a scolding and beating. Previously, her young lady still cared about her reputation and wasn’t too excessive when taking out her anger. But ever since arriving at Xianyi Temple, her young lady seemed like a different person, and Lu Qiao’s body was often covered in injuries under her clothes.

“Why aren’t you speaking? Speak! Did you deliberately ruin your face? Young Master Wei specifically asked me if I was the one who beat you! You restless little vixen! I should never have taken pity on you and bought you back then!” As Yu Xuanji spoke, she picked up the whisk beside her and lashed out. Lu Qiao lowered her eyes, her body shrinking from the pain, but inwardly she was grateful that her young lady wasn’t too angry today, or she would have brought out the whip. Perhaps Lu Qiao’s silent passive resistance gave Yu Xuanji no sense of achievement, so she stopped after a few lashes and irritably pushed the box on the table, taking out the key she kept close to her body: “Go put away these pearls.”

Lu Qiao took it in her hands, knowing this must be a gift from some admirer to her young lady. From her young lady’s expression, she judged the size and quantity of the pearls in the box, thinking they probably didn’t much please her young lady’s heart. She stood up, bowed, then crossed the hall to the most hidden storeroom door in Xuanji Studio, using the key she had just received to open the storeroom door.

Inside were stored all kinds of treasures—mostly gorgeous robes and decorative accessories. Some were her young lady’s dowry, some were gifts from Li Yi, some were from the many admirers who came after arriving at Xianyi Temple. But her young lady never wore them, usually just wearing Taoist robes and a wooden hairpin. Others might think her young lady was dutifully serving as a Taoist nun, but she knew that although these treasures were long unused, they weren’t dusty at all. Her young lady often cleaned them personally and rarely allowed her to touch or arrange them.

After properly placing the box on the cabinet, Lu Qiao quickly came out to lock the door, returned to the hall without delay, and handed the key back to Yu Xuanji. Yu Xuanji stroked the copper key in her hand, slightly curving her red lips in a mocking sneer: “This whole room of things still doesn’t compare to that woman’s set of kingfisher feather jewelry.”

Lu Qiao listened silently, knowing her young lady’s heart knot was still Li Yi’s wife from the Pei family. If Li Yi’s wife hadn’t been surnamed Pei, hadn’t been from the Pei family of the Four Great Clans of Guanzhong, her young lady wouldn’t have fallen to being a Taoist nun in a temple with “letters vast and boundless, where to send them.”

But kingfisher feather work… was a luxury only nobles could use, not something money alone could buy… Lu Qiao thought of that little kingfisher dazzling under the sunlight and deeply lowered her head. She wondered why kingfishers that only existed in the Nanyue region would appear in the nearby forest. If not for the scar on her face, she might have thought it was all her imagination.

“Since you like something, you must firmly grasp it in your hands,” Yu Xuanji swore hatefully. The first man she ever liked in her life actually belonged to someone else’s family. She gritted her teeth and entered the door as a concubine, but what she wanted still didn’t belong to her. When she was about to be divorced, she asked for a set of kingfisher feather jewelry of her own, but was coldly refused, told she wasn’t qualified to wear it!

Ridiculous! She, Yu Xuanji, would definitely make a set of kingfisher feather jewelry of her own!

Lu Qiao shrank her head, lowering her presence.

This day passed slowly as usual. In the evening, after Lu Qiao arranged for servants to send hot water to her young lady, she returned to her side room. The thin walls couldn’t block the sounds of laughter from the man and woman next door. Lu Qiao’s expressionless face finally showed a trace of helplessness. After lighting the oil lamp, she quietly began arranging her bedding to sleep.

Just as she was about to blow out the oil lamp, she suddenly felt something and looked toward the window that wasn’t tightly closed, catching a glimpse of deep blue in the moonlight.

A little kingfisher stood motionless on a branch outside the window, tilting its head and staring at her.

The little kingfisher thought the servant it had recently acquired was really quite good, preparing food for it every day, along with clean water. Those small fish were all cleaned properly, with innards and scales removed, cut to a size it could swallow in one bite—the taste was wonderful. When the weather turned cold on chilly nights, it could also nest in the room with a warming stove, not even needing to build its own nest! The little kingfisher was very satisfied, but also somewhat uneasy in its heart. It had originally flown over to check on this human’s condition out of guilt over the black snake’s corpse, but ended up being served so comfortably instead.

Indeed, was she captivated by this kingfisher’s grace? The little kingfisher stood before the bronze mirror, intoxicated by the increasingly beautiful feathers on its body.

Perhaps because its recent diet was good and it didn’t have to sleep outdoors or go hungry, its feathers had already become much more brilliant than its mother’s. After all, mother not only had to feed herself but also care for several chicks—how could she compare to its current comfort?

“Qing Yu? Qing Yu?”

A gentle voice called softly. The little kingfisher knew this was the name its servant had given it. Cui, meaning blue-feathered bird. Although it didn’t know what it meant exactly, after being called this for so long, it knew these sounds were calling for it. Looking at the hand reaching toward it, it thought for a moment, tilted its head and nuzzled the warm palm, eliciting pleased laughter.

Well then, it would be called Qing Yu—it sounded like a nice pronunciation.

It quite liked its servant’s smile. It also grew fonder of the red mark at the corner of her eye—this was the mark it had left on its servant, so it wouldn’t mistake her for someone else! After all, humans looked so strange, it couldn’t tell them apart! And those brown-black pupils—when she focused all her attention on it, it could see two tiny versions of itself in those clear eyes. Very magical, very delightful. Yes! It had to become even more beautiful so its servant wouldn’t look at other birds!

“Cui fei—cui fei—” Qing Yu called out joyfully. This was how the kingfisher clan called—this was also one of the reasons they were called “feicui” (kingfisher).

“Shh—” The palm stroking it became tense.

Qing Yu reluctantly lowered its voice, not understanding why its servant didn’t want it to make sounds in the room. Flapping its wings a few times, Qing Yu rushed out through the window crack specially left for it. It only stayed here to sleep at night—it still had to go play in the forest every day.

Besides, it had its own little schemes. It had never experienced winter here, nor had its mother, but based on the temperature changes, it instinctively felt this place would be much harder to endure than the warm south mother spoke of. If it could find its mother and siblings, perhaps it could have its servant settle their whole family. After all, its servant’s room was so big—just leaving them a spot on the roof beams would be enough! The more Qing Yu thought about it, the happier it became, singing freely in the forest, calling for its family members with familiar tones. There had been no news for days—it would fly farther today.

After many consecutive days of overcast skies and heavy fog, the sun rarely showed its face today. Qing Yu spread its wings, flitting through the gaps between leaves like a sprite. Because the weather was clear with unobstructed vision, the more it flew, the more it felt something was wrong in the forest. There were many trampled and broken plants, some places full of footprints, indicating more than one or two humans had walked through the forest, even in its depths. Although the sunlight on its body was very warm, unease rose in Qing Yu’s heart.

The silent forest seemed to hide a monster, making it shudder.

Finally, it stopped on a tree branch and didn’t move for quite a while. Because not far away, there were several clusters of turquoise blue feathers scattered messily in the grass, with some dried brown bloodstains among them.

After a very, very long time, a piercing cry echoed through the forest.

Chapter 7: Kingfisher Feather Hairpin – Part 4
“That young lady seems quite happy today, and her temper isn’t all moody anymore. Did her lover coax her into a good mood?”

“What are you talking about! I heard that young lady hired people to catch several little birds. Not to keep them, but to pluck their feathers. Tsk tsk, how cruel! I was the one who had to dispose of the bird corpses. To dare do such things in a Taoist temple—it’s sinful…”

“For no reason at all, why pluck their feathers?”

“You said it’s to make that kind of jewelry called kingfisher work. I caught a glimpse once—those feathers really were quite beautiful, turquoise blue, and some soft feathers were snow-blue. Put together, they’d definitely be extremely beautiful.”

Lu Qiao, standing under the corridor, heard this and thought of Qing Yu, who had flown out early in the morning and hadn’t returned. She finally couldn’t help walking out and anxiously asking: “Auntie, could you tell me more details?”

Those two old women were gossipy by nature, and now that someone rarely came to listen, they enthusiastically chattered back and forth, but without any useful key points. The more Lu Qiao listened, the more anxious she became, wanting nothing more than to rush to her young lady and demand answers. She really shouldn’t have been so careless. Qing Yu was originally a free life that couldn’t be domesticated by humans. Now that it was accustomed to her kindness, it surely wouldn’t be too wary when encountering humans. And Qing Yu had such beautiful feathers—possessing such treasure brought guilt… The more Lu Qiao thought about it, the more frightened she became. She quickly bid farewell to the two gossipy old women and rushed into Xuanji Studio to question her young lady. Just as she reached the door, she heard her young lady inside entertaining craftsmen from the jewelry shop, their conversation faintly drifting out.

“…What did you say? These feathers aren’t enough to make one hairpin? Are these feathers not up to kingfisher work standards? The colors and texture are so similar!” This was her young lady’s exasperated voice.

“These feathers are indeed taken from kingfishers. Although I don’t know why kingfishers appeared in this area, the rarity of kingfisher work isn’t just because kingfishers are scarce, but also because the difficulty of catching kingfishers without damaging the feathers is extremely high,” the jewelry shop craftsman said with feeling. “Kingfishers are naturally small in build. Among all the colored feathers in the world, the most precious turquoise blue hard feathers are only ten on each wing and eight on the tail. The snow-blue soft feathers are only the down around the neck that can be used. If the catching method is rough and causes the kingfisher to struggle and shed feathers, there will be even fewer usable kingfisher feathers.”

“…Then these feathers can’t make anything at all?”

“That’s not the case. Mainly, hairpins are inserted into hair buns, so the requirements for kingfisher feathers are very high—they must be made from several complete kingfisher feathers. Of course, if making a not-very-large kingfisher feather hairpin, suitable ones can still be selected from these feathers. As for other damaged kingfisher feathers, they can still be inlaid on skirt hems as decoration. Since they won’t be examined closely, the effect will still be quite good.”

The room fell silent, clearly Yu Xuanji was hesitating and choosing.

With this delay, Lu Qiao also lost the courage to go in and question her. She bit her lower lip, analyzing the information from the conversation she’d just heard. It sounded like her young lady had sent people to catch more than one kingfisher. Qing Yu was so clever, it surely wouldn’t be caught! Lu Qiao wrung her fingers, hesitated for a long while, and decided to go back to her room to check. She tiptoed back to her side room and found that the small fish she had prepared for Qing Yu in the morning was still on the windowsill, with no signs of being eaten by a bird. Instead, because too much time had passed, it was crawling with ants.

“Qing Yu? Qing Yu?” Lu Qiao finally couldn’t help calling softly. The sun was already setting in the west, and night wind was rising. If it were usual, Qing Yu would have flown back long ago.

From childhood to adulthood, Lu Qiao had never truly liked anything. Whether handsome men or brilliant jewels, for a humble maid like her, they were like flowers in a mirror or the moon in water—visible but unreachable. So she couldn’t understand why her young lady would become crazy because of liking something.

But ever since keeping Qing Yu and taking responsibility for that small life, she knew what liking meant. Liking was a feeling of wanting to possess, a desire unable to leave, a constant concern.

She really didn’t dare imagine if Qing Yu were caught…

Lu Qiao’s voice began to tremble, but fortunately, just after she called a few times, a small blue figure rushed in and buried itself in her arms.

Lu Qiao’s heart, which had nearly jumped out of her throat, fell back down as she hugged the little kingfisher tightly. After this feeling of loss and recovery calmed down, Lu Qiao began to worry about what to do. Given her young lady’s almost obsessive madness for kingfisher feather jewelry, she definitely couldn’t keep Qing Yu anymore. But how could she communicate with Qing Yu to make it fly far away and never come back? Or perhaps in a few days, find an excuse to go on a long journey, taking Qing Yu along, and then choose a place to release it?

But… winter was gradually approaching, and whether this little one could take care of itself… Lu Qiao could feel Qing Yu in her palm restlessly burrowing around. Just as she was thinking about how to comfort Qing Yu’s emotions, she heard the sound of a door opening.

Her young lady was gracefully entering the room, laughing smugly: “Worthy of being my good Lu Qiao, knowing what I like.”

Lu Qiao’s whole body shuddered. Just as she was about to let go and throw Qing Yu out the window, she heard a “clang”—the window was firmly shut from outside.

Qing Yu lay dying in the cage, purely from starvation.

The cage holding it was made of cotton and hemp rope, fine and dense, sturdy yet wouldn’t hurt its wings when it crashed against it. It knew it was about to die, and after death, its feathers would be plucked and worn on that hateful human female’s head as decoration for showing off! If that human female hadn’t wanted to try keeping it, it might have been plucked alive long ago.

But how could it live ignominiously? It knew its mother and siblings had all been killed by that human female!

Hateful! It truly regretted not listening to its mother’s words. Humans were indeed all terrifying. But not all humans were terrifying.

Qing Yu struggled to open its eyes, looking out through the gaps in the cotton and hemp rope, weakly watching that hateful human female whipping its servant. Just because its servant had tried to let it escape. The force of the whip and the bloodstains it created made Qing Yu feel dizzy just watching. No, if this continued, its servant would be beaten to death!

“You lowly slave! Knowing this young lady likes kingfisher work, you actually hid a kingfisher and didn’t turn it in. Speak! What exactly are you thinking?”

…What? Why could it suddenly understand the language between humans?

“Speak! Are you still not giving up on my Young Master Wei? Wanting to keep that kingfisher to make kingfisher jewelry yourself to seduce Young Master Wei?”

“Young lady, it’s not… it’s not like that… please let Qing Yu go! It’s a living creature—how can you bear it, young lady…”

“I like it! It’s just a bird. Since it doesn’t know what’s good for it, making it into jewelry isn’t bad either. The feathers on its body are even more beautiful than those I obtained. The jewelry master said they’re enough to make a top-grade kingfisher feather hairpin. Don’t worry, it will live forever as a kingfisher feather hairpin.”

“Young lady… please spare Qing Yu…”

“You actually don’t put me in your eyes for the sake of a bird? What use are you!”

The sounds of whipping and pleading rose and fell alternately. Before long, the pleading gradually quieted down and finally fell silent.

All the strength in Qing Yu’s body could only allow it to slightly move its wings. Never mind saving its servant—it didn’t even have the power to break free from this cage.

Humans were truly terrifying. For a trivial reason, they could not only harm other living beings but also casually torture and kill their own kind.

Liking was truly the most cruel two words in this world.

As if having these two words provided the most perfect excuse.

Using liking as justification, one could do all kinds of cruel things…

So hateful… If it hadn’t coveted the warmth of that palm, if it hadn’t flown back seeking comfort because it couldn’t find its mother and siblings and was afraid, perhaps its servant wouldn’t have died.

So hateful… Qing Yu couldn’t see that its black eyes were gradually being dyed red by the blood color of hatred.

What pure and sweet hatred…

Qing Yu didn’t know where this voice came from, because the human female outside the cage obviously hadn’t heard it and was arranging for servants to carry away Lu Qiao, who had been whipped to death.

Some people’s liking is plunder. Some people’s liking is devotion.

Yes… its servant’s liking for it was devotion… But so hateful…

Do you want revenge?

Yes… Qing Yu answered hatefully in its heart. It wanted revenge! Revenge for its mother and siblings! Revenge for its servant!

Even if your soul will be trapped? Even if you become a cursed evil entity? Even if you can never again be touched by the person you want to see?

Yes! Qing Yu answered without hesitation. Having reached this point, what else could it hope for?

Very good. The contract is established.

In the deep night museum, even the chattering antiques had all returned to silence.

The inorganic cold fluorescent light at the top of the display case glowed faintly, making the colors of the kingfisher feather hairpin on the black velvet appear even more bewitchingly beautiful.

Qing Yu, as usual, silently watched its reflection cast on the display case glass—a strange and incomplete beauty.

It thought again of today during the day, the young woman who had stood here silently from dawn until the museum closed. Its servant still liked it as before, despite its changed form.

Back then, after it died, it was made into a kingfisher feather hairpin.

This kingfisher feather hairpin became Yu Xuanji’s new favorite, but the hairpin condensed with all its hatred would make whoever wore it no longer be liked by anyone.

Soon, Yu Xuanji was abandoned by all her lovers, becoming universally despised. Someone reported her evil deeds, and Lu Qiao’s corpse was also dug up under the wisteria flowers in the backyard of Xuanji Studio. With both human and material evidence complete, even the prefect who had once adored her no longer showed her mercy.

Yu Xuanji was quickly sentenced to death, to be executed after autumn.

Its revenge was finally achieved, but the curse on the kingfisher feather hairpin was not dissolved. Each of its subsequent owners was no longer liked by anyone and met bad ends. Finally, it was buried with its last owner in a tomb.

In the underground darkness without sun or sky, it had prayed to that unknown demon for a thousand years before finally seeing its servant again.

Do you regret it? Don’t you want me to let you return to her side?

No need. It would only bring her misfortune anyway.

Even if it missed the warmth of her palm, it absolutely couldn’t.

It liked her, very much, but there was no need to let her know.

Boring.

The cold fluorescent light at the top flickered twice and suddenly went dark.

After taking Tang Yuan to the museum for a whole day yesterday, the doctor had also bought some museum souvenirs and books. Today after work, he took time to organize his bookshelf, planning to make some space for these things.

Then behind a medical dictionary, he found a shuttlecock made with beautiful feathers. This shuttlecock had both turquoise blue and bright red colors, and didn’t look like cheap dyed feathers at all. It was completely comparable to the level of the kingfisher feather hairpin seen at the museum, making one’s eyes light up at first glance, wanting to cup it in one’s palm and play with it. But it had been wastefully made into a shuttlecock—the kind you could kick…

Strange, when had he gotten these feathers? The lab animals at medical school were usually white mice or white rabbits—when had there been birds? And the old coin under this shuttlecock seemed quite aged too…

Before the doctor could recall properly, Tang Yuan came running in with a newspaper. The doctor quickly put the shuttlecock back, afraid Tang Yuan would see it and insist on playing with it, meeting a tragic end.

“Uncle! That kingfisher feather hairpin we saw at the museum yesterday was stolen!” Tang Yuan shouted as if the world weren’t chaotic enough, his tone suggesting he was gloating.

“Huh?” The doctor took the newspaper in surprise and found that the reporter hadn’t dug up any details either. It just said that today was supposed to be Monday when the museum was closed, but when security came to work, they discovered the kingfisher feather hairpin had disappeared. Strangely, the glass case showed no damage and no alarms had been triggered, so police suspected it was theft by museum internal personnel.

“Uncle, do you think this was Phantom Thief Kid’s work?” Tang Yuan had been watching anime lately and was full of wild ideas.

“Nonsense.” The doctor only treated this as ordinary news and didn’t take it seriously.

“Ah, speaking of which, it’s fortunate we went to the museum yesterday, otherwise we wouldn’t have been able to see that kingfisher feather hairpin!” Tang Yuan paused, remembering how the little white snake had kept its distance from that kingfisher feather hairpin yesterday—thinking about it now seemed rather strange. “Uncle, you took so many photos of antiques yesterday—did you photograph this kingfisher feather hairpin?”

“No.” The doctor recalled his feelings yesterday after learning how kingfisher feather hairpins were made, frowning as he shoved the dictionary back onto the bookshelf.

It seemed… he had once kept a turquoise-colored little bird before…

But there were no bird cages, perches, or bird food at home, so it should… be his imagination…

The doctor’s efforts! Quickly remember!

Chapter 8: Sea Mirage Shell – Part 1
“Lin Xi, you’ll be in charge of this case.” The Section Seven chief walked out of his office and waved at Lin Xi, who was sitting at her desk.

“Yes!” Lin Xi, whose name had been called, immediately stood up and jogged over to receive the file folder.

“Good luck.” The chief encouraged her with a pat on the shoulder.

After the chief returned to his office, colleagues in the department swarmed around Lin Xi, looking at the file folder in her hands. Lin Xi took out the materials inside and spread them on the table for everyone to see.

“Oh, it’s that museum antique theft case—it still hasn’t been solved!” a colleague said in surprise. “I remember it’s been two weeks already, right?”

“Yes, it even made it to trending topics on Weibo at the time, and newspapers reported on it too.”

“I remember too. They said what was stolen was a kingfisher feather hairpin. If it hadn’t been for the popular science explanation this time, I wouldn’t have known what kingfisher work was!”

Colleagues discussed among themselves, mainly because cases transferred to Section Seven were all “difficult and complicated cases.” Except for those out on field duty with cases, no one wasn’t curious. Besides, after Lin Xi took on this case, someone would come to partner with her, so naturally they needed to understand the situation.

On the surface, their department was called Section Seven, but it was actually the Special Events Investigation Unit.

Cases that other departments couldn’t solve, or cases with supernatural elements that couldn’t be explained scientifically, were all thrown to Section Seven. Of course, their department wasn’t omnipotent either, but if even they couldn’t solve a case, it could only be archived.

In fact, Section Seven had been just an unremarkable department a year ago, with a terrifyingly low case-solving rate.

This couldn’t be blamed on them, after all, the cases thrown to them were harder to solve than the last. This situation dramatically reversed after Lin Xi was assigned to Section Seven.

Cases handled by Lin Xi had an average of six out of ten solved. At first glance, this might not seem impressive, but don’t forget—these were all cases that other departments were helpless against. Compared to the previous one or two out of ten, this was already terrifying.

So Lin Xi was jokingly called the department’s lucky charm by Section Seven colleagues. She never had a fixed partner; colleagues took turns partnering with her to ensure fairness.

After a year like this, everyone in the department had partnered with Lin Xi. To be fair, Lin Xi really was just an ordinary police academy graduate. She had the necessary keen observation skills, logical thinking, and physical agility, but even at her most excellent, she was only at police academy level—not the kind of stunning genius.

But her luck was just too good!

She could casually find key clues at crime scenes that others had overlooked despite multiple searches, or spot telltale signs, or simply stumble upon the moment suspects revealed their hand.

Once or twice might be coincidence, but when this happened repeatedly, it couldn’t help but inspire admiration. Perhaps she was naturally suited to be a detective, which was why she had such opportunities.

Lin Xi’s luck was acknowledged by everyone in Section Seven. As long as Lin Xi was on the case, there was a sixty percent chance it could be solved! Didn’t you see that now whenever Lin Xi wasn’t on field duty, case assignments went directly to her?

Lin Xi had an outgoing and cheerful personality, pretty looks, and cut an even more dashing figure in her police uniform. She was extremely popular not only in Section Seven but throughout the entire police station as a police flower with many supporters. Who knew how many departments were secretly competing to transfer her over!

The materials in the file folder were quite detailed, but some things still required actual on-site investigation.

This time, her partner was Fan Ze. Fan Ze carefully reviewed the materials, pulled up some reference files from the computer and transferred them to an iPad, then indicated to Lin Xi they could go.

Lin Xi took one last glance at the photo frame on her desk, grabbed the files and her jacket, and left with Fan Ze.

“Hey, do you think Xiao Xi is single? Little Wang from the next department asked me to find out! But last time I tried to introduce her to someone, she changed the subject!” Colleague A from Section Seven stood by the window, watching Lin Xi and Fan Ze walk toward the parking lot one after the other.

“Xiao Xi’s boyfriend… was her classmate from police academy. Look, that’s the handsome guy in the photo with her on her desk.” Colleague B nodded toward Lin Xi’s desk.

“Huh? How come we’ve never seen Xiao Xi bring him around? That’s really inappropriate!”

“That person… died in the line of duty just after starting work.”

“Ah…”

“I heard that case was quite difficult, so it was eventually thrown to our Section Seven. Xiao Xi requested the transfer to Section Seven herself, just to investigate that case.”

“Ah? What about now? Are there any results?”

“Still unsolved…”

Lin Xi drove while Fan Ze organized the downloaded reference materials in the passenger seat, occasionally mentioning key points of the case for discussion.

Fan Ze was Lin Xi’s classmate from police academy. Back then, he, she, and her boyfriend Du Zichun had all been assigned to this police station together. Lin Xi had known him for a long time, and they had developed such understanding in their work that sometimes communication wasn’t even necessary—one only needed to say half a sentence for the other to understand the rest.

“According to the materials, the perpetrator’s theft method was sophisticated and meticulous. Should be a repeat offender.” Lin Xi frowned.

“I checked recent cases at major museums worldwide—almost no similar situations.” Fan Ze immediately understood her implication. “Every case should have traces to follow, but this time is different.”

“Tsk, if this case can’t be solved, there’ll probably be a bunch of high-quality fake kingfisher hairpins appearing underground, fooling wealthy people into buying them as authentic pieces.” Lin Xi tapped the steering wheel with her index finger, thinking. “But kingfisher work is made from kingfisher feathers and isn’t easy to fake. Plus, compared to gold, jade, and ceramics, it has a shorter preservation time of only about a hundred years, so it’s actually not that popular in the antique market.”

“So the question is, if that thief has such skills, why did they only steal this kingfisher feather hairpin?”

“From the materials submitted by the museum, this kingfisher feather hairpin has nothing particularly special about it. It’s not a relic of any famous person either, just well-preserved with relatively bright colors.”

“Maybe… they just liked it?” Fan Ze shrugged, making a little joke.

Lin Xi curled her lips, thinking this joke wasn’t funny at all.

Lin Xi and Fan Ze had already contacted the museum by phone before arriving.

So as soon as they parked their police car, staff came up to take them directly to the director’s office.

The kingfisher feather hairpin was stolen, but the glass case preserving it showed no damage, and no alarms were triggered. Therefore, police suspected it was an inside job by museum staff. This point was specially marked in the files. As soon as Lin Xi entered the museum, she became extremely alert, viewing everyone as suspicious.

Actually, Lin Xi knew this kind of mindset wasn’t good, but to find criminal suspects, police needed this kind of awareness—even if the other party was their own relatives or friends, no exceptions.

Lin Xi originally had the personality of seeing everyone as good people and subconsciously thinking for others and making excuses for them. Back then, it took great effort to force herself to think this way during investigations.

But the person who had sternly taught her back then was no longer by her side.

After being distracted for just one second, Lin Xi pulled herself together again. At this time, she and Fan Ze had arrived at the director’s office, and the director was standing up to greet them.

This museum director had been in office for many years and often appeared on TV for interviews. Even Lin Xi, who wasn’t interested in history, was quite familiar with him.

Perhaps because several waves of police had already come, the director wasn’t too enthusiastic when he saw them, clearly not holding much hope for these two young officers.

Without wasting time on pleasantries, Fan Ze began routine questioning.

The director had obviously been interrogated many times and spoke without much spirit. His answers weren’t much different from what was recorded in the files. Observing micro-expressions to determine if he was lying was also useless, because after repeating so many times, micro-expressions would change too.

After the questioning yielded no effective new intelligence, the two went to investigate the scene. Because the crime method was mysteriously skillful, there were no new discoveries at the scene either. Finally, they went to the surveillance room.

The surveillance footage from the day the kingfisher feather hairpin disappeared had already been watched over and over many times. But Lin Xi was afraid others’ analysis would influence her judgment, so she went through all the surveillance footage from beginning to end again.

There were two cameras aimed at the display case with the kingfisher feather hairpin. The screen was split in two, playing both feeds simultaneously on fast forward. She watched while asking the director beside her.

“Why did that woman stand here so long? The one with the scar near her right eye. And this man with glasses also stood for a while. Director, do you know each other?” Most visitors just walked past, so when someone stayed too long, it became particularly obvious.

“That man is a surgeon from a nearby hospital. I’ve known him for several years—he couldn’t possibly be a suspect.” The director said with certainty. Are you kidding! That doctor had seen so many rare treasures at the Mute House boss’s place—would he even care about things here?

“What about the person beside you, Director?” Lin Xi pointed at the screen again.

“That’s the deputy manager of an antique shop. I asked her to come check the feng shui.” The director was telling the truth, but unsurprisingly saw disapproving expressions on the two young officers’ faces.

Lin Xi wrote down these people in her notebook one by one. These suspects she could spot at a glance had probably already been investigated by previous colleagues, so there was no rush to interrogate them again.

Although this was a criminal case, as time passed and news interest waned, with still no progress, the director was clearly about to give up.

After all, many famous museums in history had been visited by thieves. Some thieves were caught, but more remained unsolved cases to this day—this was unavoidable.

Lin Xi and Fan Ze discussed and decided to first screen through the museum’s surveillance footage. Not just the day of the incident, but several days before and after.

After all, this kind of case would be very difficult for a lone wolf—at minimum, someone would need to case the joint repeatedly.

The director stayed with them for a while, but seeing they were determined to investigate thoroughly, he stopped watching over them and specially cleared out an office for the two of them, with one computer each to watch surveillance footage.

They had arrived at the museum in the afternoon after receiving the case, and watched until the museum closed.

“See anything?” Fan Ze rubbed his eyes, asking without much expectation.

“No.” Lin Xi sighed, tilted her head, and raised her hand to massage her aching neck. At this moment, her phone screen lit up with a new email notification. Lin Xi swiped to look and immediately brightened with joy, even unable to sit still, instinctively heading for the door. Fortunately, she had just stood up when she realized she was still investigating a case and forcibly restrained her impulse.

“What happened?” Fan Ze asked curiously. Ever since Du Zichun’s incident, Lin Xi had rarely smiled genuinely, so Fan Ze was indeed very curious what news could make Lin Xi so visibly happy.

“Wasn’t I always investigating Zichun’s case?” Lin Xi said a bit embarrassedly, because Fan Ze had also accompanied her in investigating for over half a year before ultimately finding nothing and advising her to give up. She had agreed verbally but was actually still secretly investigating.

“You actually…” Fan Ze’s expression was very subtle, both angry and anxious. “Don’t you know how dangerous that case is? You dared to continue investigating alone without even telling me?!”

“Sorry, sorry.” Lin Xi pressed her palms together, apologizing verbally, though her expression didn’t look particularly guilty.

“I give up on you.” Fan Ze snorted lightly, crossing his arms. “So what progress is there now?”

“A message from a friend in the forensics team. Didn’t their team import a new American device? They said it can restore damaged SIM cards. The report I filed was finally approved.” Lin Xi moistened her dry lips and continued with a smile, “Don’t I still have fragments of Zichun’s phone found at the scene? Tomorrow I can send them for examination. Although the hope is slim, we should be able to restore some photos and information.”

“Xiao Xi, you’ve really suffered.” Fan Ze sighed, looking at Lin Xi with extremely complex eyes. Although he wasn’t the cool, handsome, domineering type, he could be considered gentle and refined. His eyes were full of sincere deep affection that was impossible to ignore.

Lin Xi felt somewhat uncomfortable. She knew Fan Ze had feelings for her, but previously when she had a boyfriend, Fan Ze maintained ordinary friendly relations with both of them. After Du Zichun’s incident, Fan Ze had helped wholeheartedly. Lin Xi could somewhat understand his hints but couldn’t respond, only trying to maintain distance. But working in the same department, no matter how distant they tried to be, they still had to see each other every day.

“Xiao Xi, Zichun has been gone so long, you should also… should move on.” Fan Ze’s words were full of pity.

Lin Xi immediately firmly retorted: “He didn’t die, he’s just missing.”

Fan Ze was speechless, not knowing how to comfort her. He could only sigh silently and change the subject. After an awkward while together, he excused himself saying it was dinnertime and got up to buy boxed meals.

Their office belonged to the museum’s administrative area and was connected to the security room, so staying all night wouldn’t be a problem. Lin Xi stared at the computer screen in a daze for quite a while, patted her cheeks to perk up, put Du Zichun’s matter aside for now, organized her thoughts, and threw herself back into work after eating the boxed meal.

She first fast-forwarded through recordings from a week before and after the incident, mainly checking for any traces of those three previous suspects. The answer was no.

She thought for a while, then began watching the recordings again, this time at a slower fast-forward speed, mainly to identify if anyone had repeatedly come to look at this kingfisher feather hairpin during these few days.

There indeed were some, and she recorded them all. But after checking corresponding footage from other cameras, these people appeared to just be visiting the museum to pass time, with low suspicion levels.

Staring at the computer screen for a long time made her eyes feel dry. Lin Xi stretched, only then noticing a bottle of eye drops had appeared on her right side at some point.

Wasn’t this bottle of eye drops in her purse? Had Fan Ze taken it out and placed it here earlier? When had that boy become so considerate?

Lin Xi grumbled internally while unscrewing the cap to use the eye drops.

The cool mint sensation spread through both eyes, immediately clearing away mental fatigue. Lin Xi blinked, and when her vision recovered, she discovered the computer screen had been repeatedly playing the same surveillance segment. Forward three seconds, then back three seconds—one scene playing over and over.

And Lin Xi hadn’t touched any keys on the keyboard.

But Lin Xi perked up, knowing her long-awaited lucky moment had finally arrived!

That’s right—from some unknown point, supernatural events always occurred around her. For example, criminals would fall directly in front of her during investigations, or clues would be placed right in the most obvious position before her eyes. That’s why the cases she handled had such a high solving rate.

Lin Xi had actually been somewhat apprehensive at first, but over time, she got used to it.

Maybe she was just that lucky one favored by heaven!

It’s just that she never won the lottery… Heaven really did hope she’d focus on solving cases and being an agent of justice…

Lin Xi curled her lips, just about to call Fan Ze over to look at the screen, but her voice got stuck in her throat and didn’t come out.

Because in the center of the footage playing back and forth on screen, that person had just turned their head.

It was a face very familiar to her.

A face she could see just by turning her head.

Chapter 8: Sea Mirage Shell – Part 2
Like sinking into the depths of an abyss-dark ocean floor, struggling for a long time before finally surfacing again to recover her long-lost five senses. Lin Xi opened her eyes with effort. The incandescent light on the ceiling was so blinding that it took her a long while to regain her wits.

What had happened to her? Lin Xi held her head and thought. Right, hadn’t she been watching surveillance footage before? How did she end up lying on the floor asleep?

Even using her toes to think, something was wrong. Lin Xi quickly sat up and found she was still in the museum office. Not far from her on the floor was a large pool of fresh blood.

Lin Xi stood up in shock. Although she felt weak, she felt no pain, so it definitely wasn’t her blood. Besides her, there was only Fan Ze in the office—could Fan Ze have been injured?

The bloodstains had already dried, and the clock on the wall showed it was past nine o’clock. Lin Xi remembered it should have been past seven in the evening when she lost consciousness—over two hours were blank.

But it wasn’t accurate. Lin Xi felt very empty in her stomach, not like she had eaten dinner. The museum office was completely enclosed without windows, so she had no idea if this was nine o’clock the next morning.

Her phone was gone, her purse was missing, and the computer had been turned off. Lin Xi roughly scanned around the office, her gaze fixing on a certain spot, frightening her into suddenly retreating several steps.

For no other reason than there was actually someone standing silently in that corner.

To be precise, it should be a ghost or something like a spirit standing there.

Everything in Lin Xi’s field of vision was clear, but only that ghost was blurry and indistinct. She couldn’t even make out its features clearly, only vaguely determining it was a man wearing a police uniform.

She had to admit that seeing a ghost without any psychological preparation really made her skin crawl, nearly making her scream out loud.

As if sensing Lin Xi’s gaze, the ghost walked toward her.

Lin Xi’s terror lasted only an instant. She immediately deduced that Fan Ze might have already been murdered, and his soul was lingering here for some unknown reason, still visible to her.

Perhaps because supernatural events often occurred around her, Lin Xi’s acceptance level had greatly improved. She calmed down in an instant and said to the ghost: “Fan Ze, don’t worry, I’ll avenge you.”

The ghost stopped upon hearing this.

Lin Xi judged that the other party could hear her speak. Suppressing the grief and sorrow in her heart, she said like a rapid-fire barrage: “Fan Ze, who harmed you? Since you’re still here, can you give me some hints? How could this happen? Wasn’t the cause just a kingfisher feather hairpin? And why was I left behind? Was it to make me suspected? Or was someone already planning to target us? Is it because we were still investigating Zichun’s case?”

The ghost took a few more steps forward, trying to touch her but seeming to fear something.

Lin Xi had been very afraid of ghost stories before, becoming suspicious at any unusual movement, but now she felt no fear at all. She took the initiative to grasp the ghost’s hand.

She caught nothing, but perhaps it was an illusion—she felt a chill in her palm, as if she had touched the other party.

Her chaotic heart suddenly calmed down. Lin Xi took a deep breath, released the other’s hand, and walked to the desk intending to call the police. Her eyes didn’t leave the ghost before her, thinking about how to report the scene.

She reached out but grasped nothing.

Lin Xi was stunned, thinking she had misjudged the distance, and reached out again.

This time she turned her head back, so she watched with her own eyes as her hand passed through the telephone and desk, yet she felt nothing of touching objects.

She looked at her own hand in disbelief, eyes wide.

Just then, the office door was opened from outside by several police officers.

“It’s here, we haven’t touched anything at the crime scene!”

The crowd filing in—not one person looked toward Lin Xi standing in the center of the office.

Lin Xi was thunderstruck, her whole person as if falling into an ice cellar.

Was she… already dead?

Had she already become a ghost?

Lin Xi’s mind was in chaos, remaining blank for a long time.

In an instant, Lin Xi thought of many things.

She thought of her parents having to bury their child, whether they could bear such a blow; thought of her life having only passed through twenty-something years, with many places in this world she hadn’t visited; thought of so many things she wanted to do but hadn’t had time to do yet.

She thought of how she still hadn’t found Du Zichun.

Lin Xi suddenly came to her senses.

The ghost beside her kept circling around her, trying to touch her with both hands, wanting to comfort her.

But how could one easily accept something like already being dead?

“Fan Ze, how long can we stay in this world?” According to all folk legends, souls lingering in the mortal world had time limits. Lin Xi quickly looked around but didn’t see anything like ox-headed horse-faced demons or black and white impermanence.

The ghost beside her stopped, obviously unable to answer this question either.

Lin Xi smiled bitterly and mocked herself: “I’m also foolish. How would you know? We’re both freshly minted rookie ghosts.”

The police officers in the room were all working quietly. Section Four had been dispatched—the most excellent department in their station. Lin Xi just watched them check the entry door, search for evidence in a grid pattern along the scene, test for wiped bloodstains with luminol reagent, place marker signs for evidence chains, search for footprints with monochromatic light sources, identify blood pool patterns, have forensics take blood samples and fingerprints, take photographs…

She had done these procedures many times before, just never expected to personally watch others investigate her own murder scene.

As she watched, she suddenly felt something was wrong, as if something was missing.

Strange, if she and Fan Ze were both murdered, why wasn’t the body placement marked at the scene?

But Lin Xi soon felt relieved. Perhaps this wasn’t the crime scene, just the criminal scene. Perhaps the perpetrator had knocked them unconscious and then moved them elsewhere to kill them.

But she and Fan Ze hadn’t offended anyone.

And why choose the museum as the crime location? Wouldn’t it be easier to commit the crime on their way home after watching the surveillance?

After all, the museum’s surveillance and security were much tighter than ordinary residences.

Or perhaps the perpetrator had no choice but to deal with them at this time.

Was it related to that broken SIM card? Because of the case Zichun was investigating back then? Maybe someone in the forensics team leaked the information…

As for whether they were killed because of that stolen kingfisher feather hairpin, Lin Xi felt it wouldn’t be that dramatic. If so, wouldn’t the previous officers who came to investigate have died several times over? Besides, they hadn’t discovered anything yet!

But had they really discovered nothing?

Lin Xi vaguely felt she seemed to have seen something at the end, but couldn’t remember.

The ghost beside her moved closer, as if wanting to say something to Lin Xi, but made no sound.

Lin Xi didn’t care whether the other party could hear her, pointing at the blood pool and stains to analyze: “Fan Ze, this should be your blood, right? But the blood pool area is slightly large—it might cover previous bloodstains. But looking at the blood loss, it should have been when you were still alive. But there are no drag marks or bloody footprints. Did the criminal also clean the scene?”

When Lin Xi got nervous, she habitually talked a lot. But now the only one who could hear her speak was presumably just a motionless ghost. Lin Xi made deductions herself, then overturned them herself, going back and forth for a long time—so long that the Section Four officers who came to collect evidence and investigate had all withdrawn.

Almost all evidence in the office had been taken away, even the computer and chairs were moved. Lin Xi stood in the empty office, feeling a wave of emptiness and fear.

After death, what should one do?

Or rather, what could she still do?

While confused, she suddenly saw the office door being opened.

It was the museum director.

He leaned on his walking stick, looked at the doorway for a while, raised the old film camera in his hand, aimed at the empty office, and pressed the shutter.

Lin Xi was stunned, her eyes going white from the flash, taking a moment to recover.

Strange, how could she still be blinded by a flash after becoming a ghost?

But even stranger was this director.

Who would photograph a crime scene for no reason?

The director didn’t enter the door. He lowered his head as if confirming the remaining film count in his film camera, then left leaning on his walking stick.

Lin Xi hesitated, but intense curiosity overcame everything, and she immediately lifted her legs to follow.

The moment she walked out of the office, she was grateful she could still move freely, rather than being like the earthbound spirits written about in novels, unable to leave specific locations.

Behind her, the ghost in police uniform also followed, and seeming to sense her intention, quickened his pace, always walking half a meter to her front left.

This was a formation protecting her heart side.

Lin Xi was stunned for a moment, then smiled bitterly.

When Du Zichun was still around, he liked to protect her while walking like this, whether executing official duties or accompanying her shopping. After Du Zichun was gone, Fan Ze often imitated Du Zichun’s care for her, but no matter what he did, her heart was always filled with bitterness.

Even if he could do exactly the same, so what? They were completely different people!

Lin Xi’s heart was filled with mixed feelings. She had later maintained distance from Fan Ze precisely to avoid misunderstandings, but never expected they would both end up in such a situation.

Following the director dejectedly, when Lin Xi came to her senses, she found the director had entered his office and opened a cabinet door on the wall—inside was actually another room!

There was definitely a problem! Lin Xi perked up, her mind flashing with various speculations about inside jobs, but after following in, she discovered this was just a darkroom for developing film.

Film cameras used photographic materials like silver bromide to create film for photographing objects. After shooting, the film had to be developed to form images on photographic paper.

This type of film camera was invented over two hundred years ago, but in the new century, its life was coming to an end.

Digital cameras replaced old film cameras, and Kodak stopped producing film in 2009. Photo development shops similarly became history.

Now such darkrooms only existed in movies and TV shows, or in the homes of hardcore film photography enthusiasts.

Unexpectedly, this museum director was also among them, though now even film within its expiration date was probably hard to buy, right? This director really had refined interests.

Lin Xi looked at the various equipment in the darkroom and the bottles and jars of all sizes. She didn’t understand much, but knew these were developing solutions, fixers, and other chemicals used for photo development that were now hard to obtain.

When the door closed, the darkroom became completely dark. The director turned on the red safety light and put on gloves. He was obviously an experienced photo developer, his movements extremely skilled in the dim light. Lin Xi watched for a while and found it boring, because no matter how she looked, the director was properly developing photos, just using a somewhat varied mix of chemicals. Just looking at the various labels, one could guess they were special chemicals with some history.

This director was obviously a senior film camera enthusiast. Taking photos in front of the office earlier was probably because the film had only half a frame left and he couldn’t bear to waste it.

Lin Xi’s family had also used such film cameras when she was small. Although they were rated for 36 photos, if you wound them carefully, you could still take one or half an extra shot at the end.

Another wrong lead.

But Lin Xi didn’t know where to go next for the moment, so she could only stand in the darkroom in a daze, unconsciously listening to rustling, clinking, or liquid pouring sounds… Huh? Why were there three people’s breathing sounds in the darkroom?

Lin Xi’s five senses were very acute, which was also her advantage when taking the police academy exam.

She believed she hadn’t heard wrong, and the darkroom was so small you could see to the end at a glance. She and the ghost had to squeeze together to avoid bumping into the director, their bodies pressed together.

When she discovered this, she was also extremely uncomfortable but helpless.

There was no one else in this darkroom, so these breathing sounds were made by the two of them?

But they were already dead—why would they still breathe?

Lin Xi couldn’t figure it out and had no one to ask.

Time passed slowly. After the director finished developing the photos, he clipped them one by one with small clips to a string to air dry naturally. After doing all this, the director removed his gloves, picked up the walking stick beside him, and limped out.

For some reason, Lin Xi didn’t follow out but stood motionless in the darkroom.

As if a voice in her heart was telling her not to go out.

Lin Xi looked up at the photos hung in the darkroom. As time passed, the development on the photographic paper became increasingly clear. Most of these photos were of antiques the director had photographed. Under the special red safety light of the darkroom, the old film presented a texture incomparable to digital cameras, and the antiques photographed on film also had a vicissitudinous historical atmosphere.

There were also several landscape photos that the director had casually taken, all particularly artistic.

Lin Xi, extremely bored, looked at them one by one, finally stopping below the last photo.

This photo was half overexposed, probably because the film had reached its end. But one could still see it was the empty office.

What shocked Lin Xi was that there were two figures in this photo.

In the center of the photo, she stood with vacant eyes above the blood pool, while beside her, a long-unseen handsome face looked at her with worry.

How was this possible? Wasn’t Zichun missing? How could he be in the photo?! How could he be beside her?!

Her nose felt sour, her eyes instantly blurred. Lin Xi instinctively wanted to take down this photo—she must be seeing things.

The moment her fingers touched the photo, she belatedly realized—wasn’t she already dead? How could she still touch this photo?

Behind her, a pair of arms finally couldn’t restrain themselves and held her tightly in an embrace.

“Xiao Xi, I’ve always been by your side.”

Lin Xi’s tears finally fell.

Chapter 8: Sea Mirage Shell – Part 3
Lin Xi felt like she was dreaming.

When she had mysteriously died, she hadn’t felt like she was dreaming. Instead, when she saw Du Zichun, she felt like she was dreaming.

Because she had already had such dreams countless times.

Every time she woke up, it was an even more heart-wrenching pain.

She didn’t even dare turn around to look, afraid this was another self-deceptive dream.

But strangely, the warmth from the embrace behind her soothed the unease in her heart.

Lin Xi didn’t have time to analyze why her five senses had recovered. She remained silent for a while, then tentatively asked: “…Zichun?”

“Yes, it’s me.” Du Zichun’s distinctive magnetic voice sounded softly in her ear.

“This past year and more, you’ve always been by my side?”

“Yes, it’s me.”

“Were you the one helping me solve cases? Protecting me?”

“Yes, it’s me.”

Lin Xi closed her eyes, feeling she was truly a fool. Du Zichun had been lingering and wandering by her side for so long, yet she hadn’t noticed any clues!

After the two calmed their emotions, Du Zichun began recounting his experiences.

It turned out that over a year ago, when he was investigating a case, he was ambushed and fell into a coma. When he woke up, he was in this ghostly state.

At first, he was like Lin Xi had been, thinking he was dead with only his soul remaining. He never found his own remains and knew he had been classified as a missing person.

He originally thought he would dissipate into thin air before long, but after several months, he maintained this state.

He often went to visit his parents and Lin Xi, accompanying Lin Xi on cases during the day and staying with his parents at home at night. This habit had somehow continued, with no one noticing anything unusual.

He discovered that as long as he concentrated with strong will, he could touch some lightweight small objects. Combined with what amounted to an invisible perspective, solving cases became even easier, so he had been secretly helping Lin Xi solve cases all along.

He wanted to protect her, even though he was already dead.

Lin Xi cried uncontrollably.

Du Zichun reached out to wipe away her tears. Knowing her temperament, ordinary comfort wouldn’t work, so he said just one sentence that made her stop crying.

“I know who the murderer is who harmed us.”

Lin Xi immediately perked up. Du Zichun had been secretly guarding by her side and must have seen who did it. Lin Xi thought for a moment, and memories from before she lost consciousness also returned. She sighed and said: “It should be Fan Ze, right?”

Du Zichun nodded: “Although I’m not clear about his motive, our situation doesn’t seem as bad as we imagined.”

Lin Xi was stunned.

The director had been questioned all afternoon and returned to his office in a bad mood.

How would he know where that female officer had disappeared to, and how would he know how that male officer was injured? Why did everyone interrogate him like he was a suspect?

But with accidents happening one after another at the museum, was there some problem?

Tsk, he had just asked that young Lu Zigang to check the feng shui. Young people really weren’t reliable. Should he try his luck at the Mute House again? Maybe the boss would be there today?

But at this critical juncture, if he ran to the Mute House after work, he’d definitely be tailed by people from the police station! Wouldn’t that cause trouble for the boss?

The director was hesitating when he discovered a photo placed on his office desk.

Strange, the photos he developed today were all properly hung in the darkroom. He didn’t remember taking out a single one.

Picking up the photo, the director pushed his reading glasses and looked carefully, his expression immediately changing.

This photo! He remembered when he took it, it was clearly an empty office! The blood pool on the floor was still there!

Now the director knew something was wrong. Many film and TV works had shown that film cameras could capture ghosts. And this photo had run out of the darkroom by itself—it couldn’t have grown legs, could it?

Goosebumps rose all over his body. The director couldn’t care whether the police questioning would implicate the Mute House and immediately drove to the commercial street.

Hurriedly walking through the door with his walking stick, the director was delighted to find the boss was actually there today. He quickly placed the photo down and explained the whole situation.

The boss glanced at the overexposed photo and showed some interest, raising an eyebrow: “These two people should have been sprayed with mirage breath by a sea mirage shell.”

“Ah? Mirage breath? The mirage from mirage?” the director asked puzzledly.

“Yes. Small ones are called clams, large ones are called mirages. Both are shell creatures, mollusk types. Sea mirage shells are actually just larger clams. It’s said the mirage breath they emit produces illusions, forming mirages on the sea surface.” The boss closed the book in his hands and explained calmly.

“This is legendary, right? Aren’t mirages natural phenomena of light refraction?” the director said with half-belief.

“But ancient books actually have two interpretations for mirages,” the boss glanced at the director, not bothering to discuss science with him. If science could explain it, why would he come here seeking help? “One type is sea mirage shells, while the other is mirage dragons. Strangely, both creatures have the same ability—the mirage breath they emit produces illusions.”

“You mean these two creatures are actually the same type?” This time the director understood immediately.

“Exactly. Sea mirage shells have always been dissatisfied with their small bodies, jealous of sea dragons, so they take dragon form through illusion, calling themselves mirage dragons. Therefore, the term ‘sea mirage shell’ implies jealousy and the desire to usurp and replace.” The boss pointed at the photo. “If someone obtains this sea mirage shell, the jealous emotions will be infinitely amplified until becoming unbearable. These two people are probably victims.”

“Is there any way to save them?” the director asked earnestly. Since this case happened at the museum where he worked, he naturally couldn’t stand by and do nothing.

“These two people aren’t actually dead. Although sea mirage shells are evil objects, they wouldn’t harm human lives. It’s just that after inhaling mirage breath, the whole person enters an illusion, creating a discrepancy with the actual world.”

“Ah, I hear but don’t understand.” The director looked confused.

Lu Zigang beside him understood and interjected: “It’s actually dimensional displacement. Like mirages appearing on the sea surface, they might show scenery from thousands of meters away, or scenery from years ago. The spacetime these two people are in is different from the spacetime we’re in, which is why others can’t see them. Only the special developing materials in film cameras can capture their images.”

“Huh? Isn’t this basically invisibility?” The director suddenly had an epiphany. “That kingfisher feather hairpin also suddenly disappeared. Could someone have used a sea mirage shell to commit that crime too?”

The boss didn’t answer this question but casually asked: “Did you two follow the director here? If you’re here, please give a sign.”

The photo on the counter moved without wind, turning itself in a circle.

Witnessing everything, the director was horrified and looked around suspiciously, quietly backing away two steps to distance himself from the counter.

The boss raised his chin toward Lu Zigang, who understood and went to the inner room to search for something.

“The method to break the sea mirage shell’s effect is quite simple—just get sprayed with mirage breath once more to dispel it. Fortunately, the shop still has one sea mirage shell.” The boss looked up, speaking lightly to somewhere in the air. “Don’t worry, no payment is required. Just take care of this shop a bit when it encounters problems in the future.”

The boss spoke casually, obviously just being polite. The director twitched his beard, originally wanting to complain, but lacking the courage, he held it back.

Soon, Lu Zigang came back out, holding a brocade box containing a palm-sized sea mirage shell with colorfully lustrous shell, very beautiful yet somehow eerily strange.

Lin Xi held Du Zichun’s hand tightly. Although the young man in clothes embroidered with red dragons spoke lightly, who knew what would happen? She instinctively closed her eyes.

A moment later, what she waited for was Du Zichun’s voice talking to another person.

“Brother, could you lend me your phone?”

Lin Xi opened her eyes just in time to see Du Zichun taking the young clerk’s phone with one hand to dial a number. While waiting for the call to connect, he turned his head toward her with a roguish smile.

Lin Xi’s eyes immediately reddened. This time she truly saw Du Zichun clearly, not a blurry ghostly figure.

Du Zichun explained his identity to colleagues on the phone while lovingly touching Lin Xi’s cheek. Heaven knew he had done this countless times over the past year, but Lin Xi had been completely unaware.

Lin Xi’s emotions surged, completely missing what Du Zichun was saying. She greedily looked at Du Zichun’s face, also learning from him to reach out and confirm the other’s existence.

The director rolled his eyes, completely speechless about young people showing affection.

But Du Zichun’s expression suddenly changed. After hurriedly confirming a few things, he hung up and returned the phone to Lu Zigang.

“What happened?” Lin Xi quickly asked.

Du Zichun originally didn’t want to speak here, but having personally experienced the magical nature of this antique shop, he respectfully asked the boss for advice: “Sir, the murderer who harmed us originally wounded himself to clear suspicion, but problems were discovered by the forensic doctor examining the blood evidence. However, during the process of being taken into custody, he disappeared.”

Lin Xi gasped. She could now deduce Fan Ze’s psychology.

He probably had only a vague understanding of the sea mirage shell’s uses before, at most daring to use it on non-living things or targets he wanted to eliminate, not daring to use mirage breath on himself. Now that he was exposed, he probably couldn’t care about such concerns.

This was essentially invisibility—how could they catch him?

The boss was unconcerned, chuckling lightly: “This is nothing. No matter how it fantasizes, a sea mirage shell is still just a shell and can’t become a real dragon.”

Du Zichun pondered this sentence several times, the worry in his brow gradually changing to determination.

Right, he had endured the most difficult times—what was there to fear in the future?

Du Zichun squeezed Lin Xi’s hand. He had obtained the most precious treasure of his life and would never let go.

Chapter 9: Green Stone Stele – Part 1
The doctor instinctively sensed danger and reflexively retreated two steps, then watched helplessly as a sedan car raced past him and crashed violently into the green stone stele with a deafening crash.

The green stone stele was instantly shattered into pieces, stones scattered everywhere, while the car’s front end was crushed inward with smoke rising from the engine.

Witnesses across the street began screaming in alarm. The doctor, somewhat deaf from the tremendous noise, also came to his senses.

Without time to fear what would have happened if he hadn’t dodged just now, the doctor placed his spicy crab takeout box on the ground and calmly took out his phone to call the hospital emergency department. While accurately reporting the accident location, he walked around to the driver’s side to check the situation.

There was only one driver in the car. The airbag had deployed, but because the impact was so severe, the driver was unconscious. The car door was deformed from the crash. With help from two passersby, the doctor removed the door, then stopped the bystanders from trying to directly pull the driver out. Car accidents most easily caused whiplash injuries—both cervical and lumbar vertebrae were prone to fractures, and rash movement could easily cause secondary injuries.

The doctor bent down close to the driver to check his condition. The heavy smell of alcohol hit him in the face, making him frown tightly. Drunk driving with full knowledge of the consequences, treating both others’ and his own life as a game—completely unworthy of sympathy.

This driver looked to be only in his twenties, and predictably hadn’t fastened his seatbelt. Half his face was covered in blood. The doctor found that the man’s chest was no longer rising and falling, touching his neck revealed no pulse, and there was no breath from his mouth or nose.

It looked like they needed to quickly lift the injured person from the driver’s seat. The doctor hurriedly took off his jacket to wrap around the injured person’s neck to protect the cervical spine, directing bystanders to support the feet as they moved the injured person from the driver’s seat. After checking that the person’s mouth wasn’t blocked by blood or vomit, the doctor began CPR.

Although angry about this person’s drunk driving, the doctor still dutifully worked to save him. The heart under his palms showed no response at all. He could somewhat judge that this person had probably suffered severe cervical trauma in the high-speed collision and likely wouldn’t come back. But he still continued rescue efforts according to standard CPR procedures. After fifteen chest compressions, he planned to perform artificial respiration.

Just as he lowered his head, the injured person who had previously kept his eyes tightly shut suddenly opened them wide, his blood-stained eyes staring directly at the doctor who was mere inches away.

The completely unprepared doctor was startled and nearly jumped up. Clearly there had been no heartbeat before… Huh? Now there actually was?

You destroyed my body, so your body belongs to me now…

This week, the doctor had already passed by the neurology department floor for the Nth time.

Glancing at the patients waiting for their numbers in the waiting area, the doctor’s steps slowed. The urge to get a brain examination grew stronger and stronger.

Human brain capacity was limited, so it was normal not to remember some past events, but his current situation could no longer be explained by such reasoning.

Even when he tried hard to recall recent years’ events, they were very blurry.

Never mind anything else—when had he bought a house? He couldn’t possibly have no memory of that, right? Moreover, where did he get the money?!

So should he get his head examined? Check if he’d been injured somewhere…

Wanting to admit his own brain damage… this was truly a difficult decision.

The doctor adjusted his glasses in distress. Just as he was about to steel himself and go to neurology to find an acquaintance for an examination, his pager started beeping.

The doctor immediately turned around reflexively, subconsciously breathing a sigh of relief. He grabbed the pager to check the screen and hurried downstairs.

By the time he finished this emergency surgery, it was already eleven at night. The doctor washed his hands, took off his surgical gown, changed clothes, and prepared to go home. Looking at the goodnight text Tang Yuan had sent at nine o’clock, the doctor knowingly sent a message asking if he needed to bring late-night snacks home.

He received a reply in less than ten seconds. Tang Yuan righteously requested spicy crab, immediately exposing the fact that he wasn’t asleep yet.

The doctor smiled. The spicy crab shop was on the commercial street he’d pass on his way home, and he had only grabbed a quick sandwich during his dinner break between surgeries. He was hungry now too.

The commercial street was still bustling with voices even late at night. The doctor bought the spicy crab and walked out of the commercial street for a while before waiting at the traffic light at the intersection.

This was a T-junction. Although not far from the commercial street, because the streets were narrow with few vehicles passing through, dim streetlights, and few pedestrians late at night, people preferred to walk a few extra steps to the main road not far away. The doctor was too lazy to go around—he was used to taking shortcuts, and getting home three minutes earlier was better than anything.

At the place where he waited for the traffic light stood a dilapidated stone carving. Once when the doctor and Tang Yuan passed by together, his knowledgeable little Tang Yuan had given him an education. Something about “square ones are called steles, round ones are called jie”—this drum-shaped round stone should be a jie. This stone jie was made of green stone blocks, its base covered with moss, and the text on its surface was so worn it was illegible—whether from age or lack of maintenance was unclear.

The city where the doctor lived had a long history with countless historic sites, so although this green stone jie hadn’t been cleared by urban construction, it also received no attention. The stone jie was covered with psoriasis-like small advertisements, with paint characters and stamps for document services covering the green stone jie’s surface. When the doctor passed the intersection waiting for the red light, he would habitually glance at it, reading the small ads for entertainment.

But tonight, before he could carefully examine what the newly posted missing dog notice’s lost husky looked like, the roaring sound of an engine—quite loud for the quiet street—came whooshing from far to near.

Without time for the doctor to think carefully, the ambulance had already arrived with sirens blaring.

Making way for the professional rescue personnel, the doctor calmed down and knew he probably wouldn’t make it home—he’d definitely have to follow the ambulance back to the hospital, and probably give a statement to the police when they arrived. Seeing someone had already called the police, he took time to send Tang Yuan a voice message telling the boy to come downstairs to the green stone jie to get the packed spicy crab. No matter what, food couldn’t be wasted.

When the doctor said “green stone jie,” he instinctively looked at the stone blocks scattered all over the ground, feeling an indescribable regret in his heart.

“Shifu, I’m going on a long journey tomorrow.”

Before Fu Su said this sentence, the boss had already guessed what he was going to say.

Or rather, he had been waiting for Fu Su to say this for a long time.

Fu Su often seemed to be hiding something, going out from time to time without saying what he was doing. The boss hadn’t paid much attention. Wasn’t he just wanting to find his troublesome younger brother Hu Hai? Moreover, his tone wasn’t asking for permission but informing. The boss paused in his tea pouring, then said matter-of-factly, “That’s fine. I also need to return to the Mute House. Although I don’t know why, Zhao Gao is still alive. Be careful.”

“Don’t worry.” Fu Su replied with a light laugh. Then he never mentioned this matter again, turning to other trivial matters, just like many past days.

Fu Su had already left the small courtyard early the next morning. The boss didn’t pay much attention, packed up, and set off to return to the Mute House. Since the boss also occasionally returned to check on the Mute House during this period, Lu Zigang wasn’t too surprised. Instead, he stood up from behind the counter with a serious expression and said, “Boss, something happened.”

“What happened?” The boss casually picked up the cloth from the counter and wiped the antiques in the treasure cabinet. Actually, Lu Zigang had already cleaned them very well, but he had developed this habit over so many years.

“Last night in the late hours, the last green stone jie was shattered by a car crash.” Lu Zigang held his phone, bringing up a forum page where someone had posted about last night’s car accident. Among the scattered blood and stones, a familiar figure was working hard to rescue the injured person lying on the ground.

Lu Zigang’s hand gripping the phone tightened, but he ultimately didn’t hand it to the boss to see.

“That green stone jie?” The boss raised an eyebrow.

“That green stone jie.” Lu Zigang nodded.

The boss placed the celadon plate in his hand back in its original position and fell silent.

Lu Zigang had only recently been exposed to this field and felt uneasy.

Many ancient architectural features had special significance. From distant examples like Emperor Qin Shihuang cutting the dragon vein of Jinling, to recent ones like the roof-devouring beast that liked to sleep on the Mute House roof, there were countless phenomena that even science couldn’t explain. Just like after the Leshan Giant Buddha was built, the originally turbulent confluence of three rivers at the Buddha’s feet rarely saw ships swallowed again. In recent years, Guanyin statues and sea-suppressing towers erected along various coasts weren’t just for peace of mind—typhoons really did rarely make direct landfall afterward.

Modern times, retaining only superficial knowledge, could achieve such effects. In ancient times, it was even more remarkable. Take nearby West Lake, for example—the successive construction of Bai Causeway, Su Causeway, and Yang Gong Causeway, along with surrounding scenery, finally formed the pattern of “one mountain, two pagodas, three islands, three causeways, five lakes”—none of this was random construction. As for that green stone jie, the time when the jie was erected was no longer verifiable, but it should have been around the Tang Dynasty, roughly the same time as Bai and Su Causeways, presumably for suppression purposes.

The boss didn’t dare underestimate that green stone jie, because steles and jie were always mentioned together, yet most in the world were steles. And jie stones—back then, they were the standard format used when Emperor Qin Shihuang established the great feng shui formation…

After pondering for a long while, the boss finally asked: “Any unusual signs?”

“Perhaps the time is too short—nothing discovered yet.” Lu Zigang scrolled through Weibo, constantly monitoring.

“Can the fragments of that green stone jie still be found?” The boss narrowed his eyes.

“They should have been cleared away. I’ll go inquire.” Lu Zigang said, picking up his jacket and walking out of the shop.

The boss picked up the cloth again and wiped the antiques on the treasure cabinet. After an unknown amount of time, he vaguely felt like someone was shouting and approaching from far away, instinctively turning his head.

The carved door was tightly closed, and the voices outside gradually faded away.

The shop remained empty, with no one inside.

Chapter 9: Green Stone Stele – Part 2
After the doctor encountered the unlucky car accident last night, he returned to the hospital to help and gave a statement to the traffic police who came to the hospital. The driver had his license revoked on the spot for drunk driving and damaging public property. Once he recovered, he would first face detention and fines. But these weren’t the doctor’s concerns. When he rushed home, he found only a pile of shells left from the spicy crab, spread on the table waiting for his return.

Getting up hungry for work in the morning, the doctor rushed toward the commercial street at lightning speed. When passing the T-junction, he glanced and found the fragments of the shattered green stone stele were gone—they should have been cleaned up and carted away by sanitation workers. Where the green stone stele originally stood, there was now a man in hospital patient clothing.

The doctor didn’t think much of it, because this was an area near the hospital where patients often wandered out in their hospital gowns. The man was probably just standing there waiting for the traffic light.

After briefly sighing that he’d never see that green stone stele again, the doctor’s entire attention was occupied by what to eat for breakfast.

It was another unremarkable day as usual, but because a surgery originally scheduled for today had been moved up to yesterday due to patient complications, the daytime was relatively leisurely. After making rounds, the doctor napped in the break room, then unconsciously wandered to the neurology department floor again, pacing back and forth.

Enter? Or not enter?

“Ay! I heard you were almost hit by a car yesterday—what luck, what luck!” Chun Ge tapped the doctor’s shoulder with a medical chart from behind. “You coming here for a check-up—you didn’t hit your head yesterday, did you? You should go to neurosurgery for that.”

“Just passing by, passing by.” The doctor quickly changed the subject. “You’re here to deliver charts, right? Go quickly—I just heard the director inside calling.”

Chun Ge immediately forgot what he’d been saying and hurried inside, while the doctor patted his white coat, turned, and went downstairs. Chun Ge didn’t need anyone to wait anyway—he’d catch up soon.

Sure enough, within a minute, Chun Ge caught up from behind, hooking the doctor’s shoulder and gossiping: “Speaking of which, that driver who almost hit you escaped before dawn this morning.”

“Escaped?” The doctor stopped, asking in disbelief. Although he hadn’t managed the patient afterward, the man had suffered cardiac arrest at the time, and his cervical and lumbar vertebrae were definitely damaged from the impact. Logically, even getting out of bed and walking should be problematic now—how could he have run away in just a few hours?

“Yeah, disappeared without any staff noticing,” Chun Ge shrugged and analyzed. “Maybe he was afraid of getting in trouble. But these days you can escape the first day but not the fifteenth—the police revoked his license and have all his files and records. How could they not find him?”

The doctor’s mind suddenly, inexplicably flashed to the figure he’d seen at the T-junction that morning.

“But whether he runs or not isn’t our hospital’s business anymore. His family paid the emergency and medical fees. The rest is for the police to worry about. But… hey, why are you leaving? I haven’t finished my gossip!”

Chun Ge looked puzzledly at the doctor’s accelerating departure.

“I suddenly remembered something. I’ll be right back,” the doctor said. By the time he reached the last word, he was already running down several flights of stairs.

“What? I haven’t gotten to the most exciting part yet!” Chun Ge said dejectedly, curling his lips. “Neurosurgery said that driver’s cervical vertebrae were completely severed, yet he was still alive. Forget it—those neurosurgery guys are just making stuff up. Cervical vertebrae severed and he could still walk out of the hospital himself? How is that possible!” Chun Ge muttered to himself, shook his head, and wandered back to cardiothoracic surgery.

Although he already had an inexplicable premonition, when the doctor saw from a distance a figure in patient clothing standing at the T-junction, his running pace involuntarily slowed.

This young man wore a neck brace, his hair shaved for surgery and wrapped in bandages. His face wasn’t half-covered in blood like last night, but revealed a pale, rigid expression. His whole person stood there like a pillar, spine straight, eyes blankly staring ahead with no focus.

The doctor looked several times before confirming the person’s identity from the scrapes on his hands and face. He took out his phone to call—this man hadn’t escaped danger yet. Standing here by the roadside without eating or drinking all day would eventually cause problems. But for this man to stand here looking like this for so many hours without anyone noticing something was wrong…

Just as the doctor was about to dial, the other person suddenly turned his gaze.

“Who am I?” The young driver’s voice was extremely hoarse, probably from not drinking water for a long time. But hearing it suddenly gave one an indescribable sense of eeriness.

The doctor nearly dropped his already cracked phone again. After finally gripping it steady, he looked up and said, “It might be temporary amnesia from head trauma. You should return to the hospital for examination.”

“Who am I?” The young driver repeated the same question, his tone much more solemn.

The doctor was stunned, seeing the other’s serious expression. He could only scratch his head and say embarrassedly, “I didn’t look at your medical chart yesterday and didn’t notice your name…”

“I forgot who I am?” The young driver, unable to get the answer he wanted from the doctor, shifted his gaze away, looking toward the street across from them.

“It’s just temporary amnesia. Once you return to the hospital for some tests, get medication, and rest for a while, you’ll remember,” the doctor said, having seen many uncooperative patients. His voice was soothing, but he observed the other’s condition—bluish complexion, blackened lips, swollen limbs… The more the doctor looked, the more wrong it seemed. He lowered his head to dial, but the young driver hoarsely spoke another sentence that immediately made the doctor freeze.

“Where is my body…”

A chill shot up from his feet to the back of his neck like a venomous snake. The doctor shivered for no reason, his phone-holding hand trembling. “What… what are you saying!”

“My body… where is it…” The young driver’s gaze turned back. His head strangely didn’t turn—only a pair of dark pupils moved back and forth.

Just as the doctor was about to answer “Isn’t your body right in front of me?” the young driver slightly raised his hand.

In his palm, he held a blood-stained green stone fragment.

The doctor initially couldn’t tell what it was and wondered if this was some funny internet meme. The young driver repeated it again, this time essentially word by word: “My, body, where, is, it?”

The doctor then clearly saw that the palm-sized stone fragment still had some paper stuck to it—he could see the husky photo he’d glimpsed last night. It was the missing dog notice that should have been posted on the green stone stele.

Still looking down, the doctor felt chilled throughout and didn’t dare look up at this young driver again. He quickly dialed to notify the emergency room to bring back this escaped patient. During the time waiting for the ambulance, the doctor felt like days were years, every second was torture. He could only talk to himself to relieve the pressure.

“Actually, not remembering things isn’t a big deal, haha.”

“I often can’t remember things either, haha. I don’t even know when I bought my house.”

“So not remembering your own name really isn’t anything… haha…”

By the end, even the doctor felt embarrassed. Fortunately, the young driver, seeing he couldn’t answer his questions, stopped speaking and just continued silently gazing at the street.

When he heard the ambulance siren, the doctor felt like a freed prisoner. He didn’t choose to go back together but watched the ambulance take the young driver away and drive off into the distance. He slowly walked step by step toward the hospital, his back cold and wet, soaked with cold sweat. Only after leaving that T-junction and returning to the bustling commercial street did the doctor come to his senses.

“What! ‘You destroyed my body, so your body belongs to me now…'”

“Haha, how is that possible? This isn’t a horror novel.”

“Come on, I should eat a bowl of spicy hot pot to calm my nerves.”

The fragrant spicy hot pot immediately made the doctor put this matter behind him. But when he went to work the next day, gossipy Chun Ge came over again.

“That driver who almost killed you died at midnight yesterday. They’re now seeking family consent for an autopsy, because X-rays showed that man’s cervical vertebrae were severed the instant of impact in the car accident. How did he live another day? It’s simply an unsolved mystery…”

The doctor was immediately confused and interrupted Chun Ge, asking directly: “What time was the death?”

Chun Ge checked on the computer: “23:45.”

The doctor pulled up his call history. When he encountered the car accident the night before last, he called the hospital emergency room at 23:46.

That meant the driver lived exactly twenty-four hours after his cervical vertebrae were severed.

The young driver’s hoarse voice seemed to echo in his ears again, constantly asking…

“Huh? Why do you look so pale? Do you have a cold? The weather’s been changing quickly lately—don’t catch a chill!”

“…I’m fine.”

Unable to suppress his curiosity, the doctor went to see the young driver’s remains and asked his family if they’d seen a green stone. He received a negative answer.

That evening, when the doctor got off work and passed the T-junction, under the dim streetlight, he vaguely saw an elderly man in his sixties or seventies standing quietly where the green stone stele had originally stood.

The doctor felt a chill and didn’t dare look more, quickening his pace to walk past.

The next day, the doctor would rather take the long way around than dare walk this shortcut again.

However, since starting work, the doctor had encountered countless terrifying and inexplicable events, as well as personally experienced or heard about abnormal death cases. Although this near car accident was dangerous, he didn’t have time to panic. Heavy work pressured him so much that he had no energy to think deeply about this matter.

The doctor was tired as a dog and passed by neurology twice more, but had no time to go in. He didn’t know whether to feel relieved or continue worrying. And Tang Yuan was particularly well-behaved today, actually taking the initiative to bring takeout to the hospital during dinner time, surprising and moving the doctor.

“What mischief are you plotting, you little rascal?” The doctor took the food box and opened it to see steaming dumplings, joyfully ruffling Tang Yuan’s hair.

Tang Yuan tilted his head to dodge the roughing up, snorting lightly: “It’s just repaying you for the late-night snack. It’s not far anyway—I ate and then packed this for you by the way.”

“Better not be that you did something wrong and are buttering me up in advance,” the doctor said, unwrapping disposable chopsticks and pointing at Tang Yuan several times.

“Alright, I’m going back now,” Tang Yuan coughed guiltily twice and waved goodbye. “Oh, don’t take that T-junction when you go back—take the main road!” the doctor quickly advised. Then, feeling one reason wasn’t sufficient, he emphasized again that the small road was too isolated at night—be careful not to get kidnapped.

What answered him was Tang Yuan’s carefree retreating figure and his backward wave. Who knew if the boy had heard.

The doctor worried briefly, but he didn’t have much rest time left—he’d soon be back in surgery. He could only suppress his concerns, quickly eat a few dumplings, and throw himself back into work.

After Tang Yuan left the hospital, he passed through the commercial street and habitually glanced into the Mute House when passing by. He pouted disappointedly, then quickened his pace to leave.

The little white snake tightened around his wrist in dissatisfaction. Tang Yuan immediately pleaded: “My little ancestor, it’s not that I don’t want to go in, but that shop still has that passerby A watching the store! My senior brother hasn’t come back at all! Did you sense wrong?”

The little white snake hissed out its tongue.

“Though I’ve never seen my senior brother, Master said the one wearing red dragon robes is him!” Tang Yuan chattered on, comforting the displeased little white snake, quickening his steps to turn into that T-junction.

Obviously he hadn’t taken the doctor’s words to heart, instead walking to where the green stone stele had originally stood and beginning to search through the weeds for something.

As for the elderly man standing silently there, Tang Yuan just thought he was waiting for someone and paid no attention. Behind the T-junction was an urban park. Tang Yuan searched in the woods with his head down for a while, then seeing it was about time, sent the doctor a text saying he’d arrived home safely.

The doctor didn’t reply—he must be busy. But as long as he sent the message, it proved he was obediently listening.

Chapter 9: Green Stone Stele – Part 3
Tang Yuan put his phone back in his pocket and continued searching until deep in the woods, where he finally found a fist-sized stone block lying quietly in the grass. “Phew, found one! It actually flew this far. So there’s just one last piece left!” Tang Yuan sighed lightly, wiping the fine sweat from his forehead. “How about we call it a day? If Uncle calls later, I won’t be able to hide it anymore.”

The little white snake lazily turned over on his wrist, looking indifferent.

“Then it’s happily decided!” Tang Yuan put away this stone block. As he stood up, he grimaced and hammered his lower back, conveniently pulling out a bag of beef jerky from his pocket to chew on.

A dirty husky came pattering over from somewhere, its bright eyes staring at the beef jerky in Tang Yuan’s hands. But just as it was about to pounce and snatch the jerky, it was startled by the little white snake that suddenly emerged from Tang Yuan’s body and immediately retreated two steps. However, it was reluctant to leave and paced around drooling.

Tang Yuan stared at this silly husky. The more he looked, the more familiar it seemed. Could this be the dog from that missing dog notice posted on the green stone stele? But it was so dirty he couldn’t tell for sure—he’d need to call its owner to identify it.

Tang Yuan’s memory was like a camera. He quickly recalled the phone number, and after dialing, the other party thanked him profusely and said they’d arrive immediately. Tang Yuan used half a bag of beef jerky to keep the husky from leaving, and its owner rushed over within ten minutes. Upon seeing the dog, they didn’t mind its dirtiness and immediately hugged its neck and started crying.

Tang Yuan didn’t want any reward money. After placing the half bag of beef jerky in the grass, he quietly left.

“If it weren’t for this green stone stele, this dog probably would never have seen its owner again.” Tang Yuan touched the green stone block in his pocket, complex emotions crossing his face. “Little White, do you think this green stone stele will still be remembered by someone even though it’s gone?”

The little white snake hissed out its tongue.

The Changxin Palace Lamp in the Mute House still burned with flickering flame. The boss sitting behind the counter reading glanced at the sky outside the window.

Lu Zigang had already reported the intelligence gathered these past days. There had been quite a few unjust deaths recently. Although this city always had a certain number of deaths from accidents, illness, suicide, and natural causes, strangely, recently at 11:45 PM every night, someone would die. This had continued for over ten days with more than ten lives lost, and almost every person died at the place where the green stone stele had stood.

Initially, no one noticed, but for five or six consecutive days, every morning sanitation workers would find a corpse at that T-junction. The causes of death were all bizarre and varied, as if they’d been dumped there from crime scenes, hospital beds, or accident sites. But checking surveillance records revealed shockingly that these deceased had all walked there themselves—some had even crawled there.

This caught police attention. For many days afterward, they stationed people at that T-junction. Anyone suspicious approaching would be questioned, and those who couldn’t explain their origins were arrested. As a result, reportedly one person died in detention each day, cause of death equally unclear.

A rookie police officer who’d just become a patrol officer this year couldn’t handle the pressure and had this news dug up by a reporter. Although newspapers couldn’t publish it, it was already causing an uproar online. Fortunately, the reporter had some professional ethics and didn’t reveal which intersection it was to avoid interfering with police work, otherwise that place would have been surrounded by gawkers. But precisely because there was no specific address or photos, most people treated this news as a horror story fabricated by jokesters and didn’t take it seriously.

The police station was overwhelmed by victims’ families and temporarily didn’t want to invite more trouble. That T-junction was simply blocked with basic barriers, prohibiting passage under the pretense of construction.

The boss’s gaze fell on the corner of the shop, where the water level of the orchid water clock showed the midnight hour mark, meaning it was already 11 PM.

Lu Zigang had been sent to rest. The boss closed his book, stood up and put on a coat, then pushed open the Mute House’s door.

The commercial street was as bustling and lively as always. The boss walked slowly through the crowd. When he turned the corner and passed through the barriers, it was like entering a silent world isolated from everything.

This T-junction was as eerie and terrifying as usual. Under the dim streetlight stood a young woman in a checkered coat.

The boss stopped five steps away from her, staring at the pale complexion on the woman’s face, and sighed: “You should rest.”

The young woman remained motionless upon hearing this. Only her eyeballs turned toward the boss as she said eerily: “Who am I? Why can’t I remember?”

“Then what can you remember?” the boss asked patiently.

“I can remember that long, long ago, someone erected me here. My duty was to stand here and guard this land.” The young woman’s gaze was vacant, as if lost in distant memories.

“I stood here for thousands of years, day after day.”

“The meaning of steles and monuments is to carve words on them, letting future generations remember a person or event.”

“But through wind, sun, rain, and the baptism of war… the words on the monument face have long been blurred, and I’ve forgotten who I am, forgotten why I stand here.”

As the young woman spoke, a stray dog wandered over. Perhaps the young woman’s aura was identical to the usual green stone stele, so the dog habitually approached, sniffed her shoes, then turned around, lifted its hind leg, and brazenly began urinating to mark territory.

The woman remained completely motionless, letting the stray dog wet her trouser cuffs without even changing expression.

After marking its territory, the stray dog continued wandering away. The young woman watched its retreating figure and continued flatly: “I’m used to it all—being urinated on by dogs, having bird droppings on my head, having small ads pasted on me, having phone numbers written on me… I could tolerate all of this.”

“But why shatter my body?”

The young woman’s voice suddenly became cold and eerie, making one’s blood run cold upon hearing it.

“So you chose other bodies as substitutes?” The boss frowned.

“Those I possess are all already dead or dying humans,” the young woman—no, it should be the green stone stele—defended itself. This was why it needed to change bodies every night at 11:45.

The boss looked up at the bright moon in the sky, hands in his windbreaker pockets, and continued asking: “Since you have the ability to obtain human bodies, why do you still insist on standing here?” Actually, many people in this world died inexplicably. If this green stone stele weren’t foolish enough to stand here every day, no one would notice its existence.

The green stone stele extended its hand, palm gripping a green stone block: “I’m looking for my body. Although that body is no longer useful, it still bears my identity.”

“I want to know who I am.” The young woman’s voice echoed clearly in the empty street. Compared to the young driver it initially possessed, the body the green stone stele now chose was much healthier and more vital.

The boss stared at the blood-stained green stone block, then looked up and down at the green stone stele’s new body, shaking his head and sighing: “I don’t know how you obtained those previous bodies, but this girl is clearly not yet dead.”

The green stone stele’s expression stiffened, then it argued: “She was going to commit suicide anyway. Since she doesn’t want this body, isn’t it good to let me use it?”

“Sophistry,” the boss’s tone became grave.

Dark clouds in the sky covered the bright moon, and suddenly a night wind rose from the ground, swirling scattered dead leaves—an atmosphere of killing intent.

“Tsk, actually I don’t want to be like this either.” In the mysterious darkness, the young woman’s face suddenly formed a strange smile. “Actually, humans are contradictory beings. Some have strong wills, others weak. When encountering difficulties or accidents, they want to end their own lives.”

“The first time the thought of suicide appears in one’s mind, everyone scoffs at it, thinking it’s nonsense.”

“But after the first appearance, it becomes easier and easier to think of this idea, especially when adversity keeps coming.” “And when this thought appears more and more frequently, one gives oneself psychological suggestions, until finally suicide becomes the only means to escape adversity.”

The boss stood in the autumn wind listening to the green stone stele speak sentence by sentence, somehow thinking of Fu Su’s words and actions before leaving this time.

“You’d call them cowards, yet they’re not even afraid of death but are afraid of other things.”

“Selfishly ending their own lives without considering others at all.”

The green stone stele spoke with disappointment, then fixed its gaze on the contemplating boss, its smile becoming increasingly sinister: “Actually, I think your body is quite nice. Want to let me have it?”

Having said this, it lifted its foot toward the boss. Its walking posture was particularly strange, its body wouldn’t bend, making one’s skin crawl at the sight.

The boss remained unmoved, watching the green stone stele approach step by step with cold eyes.

“Wait! What are you trying to do?” A young boy’s voice suddenly rang out.

The green stone stele’s steps immediately stopped. Looking at the little boy running over, its expression became animated: “Oh? It’s you.”

Tang Yuan warily looked at this young woman whose whole being screamed “I’m very strange.” He often went online and knew about the strange occurrences at this T-junction. He understood more than ordinary people, knowing it was the shattered green stone stele causing trouble. Police had been stationed here for days before, and with the doctor watching closely at night, he hadn’t had a chance to sneak out. Tonight he’d finally managed to run out, only to see this woman approaching another person. Combined with what she’d just said, it looked malicious.

“I recognize you,” the green stone stele’s voice actually became much gentler. “You occasionally brought cloths and brushes to clean the advertisements pasted on me. Very comfortable—thank you so much!”

Tang Yuan embarrassedly scratched his cheek, blushing briefly before remembering his original purpose: “Hey! I’ve collected your body for you! I’ve reassembled it all—just missing the last piece. I plan to look for it more. Please don’t use other people’s bodies anymore, okay?”

The green stone stele was stunned upon hearing this. It never expected to find its original body again. It lowered its head to the green stone block lying gently in its open palm.

Tang Yuan followed its gaze and immediately cheered: “Oh! That’s the piece! Great! Do you know how painful it is for someone with OCD to face a puzzle missing one piece?!” While speaking, he unceremoniously reached out and took the green stone block.

The green stone stele momentarily forgot to stop him, watching helplessly as Tang Yuan so easily took away part of its body.

The moment the stone block left its hand, a powerful suction suddenly struck from ahead. The green stone stele silently cried out in alarm but had no power to resist as it fell into darkness.

Tang Yuan was startled. Just as he took the green stone block, the woman’s expression suddenly became fierce, looking like a malevolent ghost in the dim night. Fortunately, the next second she returned to peace, and when she reopened her eyes, her pupils became clear.

“Strange, why am I here?” The young woman looked puzzledly at the handsome man and cute boy before her, obviously not recognizing them. She took out her phone to check the time, exclaimed, and hurriedly left.

“Huh! Just letting her go like that?” Although Tang Yuan hadn’t heard the entire conversation, he’d gotten the gist. That young woman had been about to commit suicide—was it okay to just let it go? He turned to look at his senior brother and saw a small bamboo cage-like object spinning rapidly in his palm. Obviously, the green stone stele’s spirit had been forcibly extracted by some means and confined in this cage. This bamboo cage was finely crafted, with faint dark brown spots on the bamboo strips—it should be made of spotted bamboo.

The boss looked down at the spotted bamboo cage in his hand and said calmly: “Everyone has their own destiny. Too much interference violates the natural order.”

“Sigh, the green stone stele is actually quite pitiful,” Tang Yuan said with feeling. This wasn’t his first time seeing such a miserable antique, so whenever he saw one, he couldn’t help doing what he could. “Its original purpose was to make others remember it, but as time passed and the inscriptions blurred, in the end even it forgot itself.”

The boss glanced at him and said calmly: “Actually, some deeply memorable people and events don’t need steles erected to be remembered.”

He didn’t recognize Tang Yuan and didn’t want to know him. In the long years, he’d met several people with special abilities. He was just about to say goodbye when his eyes suddenly focused. A very familiar little white snake slowly crawled out from this little boy’s collar and timidly flicked its tongue at him.

Tang Yuan smiled very cutely, even showing his rarely-seen dimples. Then, in a soft, adorable young voice, he said clearly: “Good evening, Senior Brother! Nice to meet you—I’m called Tang Yuan, not the soup dumpling kind, but Yuan meaning distance!”

The boss was still surprised by the fact that he suddenly had a junior brother when he saw the little boy’s expression instantly change from cute smile to horrified expression. Before he could think about what this meant, a more familiar voice rang out angrily behind him: “Tang Yuan, you little rascal! Not sleeping in the middle of the night and running out to do what? Fortunately, I put a tracking bracelet on you—come home with me right now!”

The boss’s mind shook with alarm. His grip on the spotted bamboo cage loosened, and green light escaped through the gaps, immediately disappearing into the dark night.
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On the night of the new moon, the sky was clear and moonless, with countless stars scattered across the dark expanse.

Fu Su stood on the rooftop of a skyscraper, gazing down at the view below. He could see almost the entire city, with countless lights twinkling brilliantly like jewels. Even with his steadfast resolve, such magnificent scenery inevitably stirred his heart and mind.

The earth lay beneath his feet, and it seemed as though he need only spread his arms to embrace the entire world.

Of course, this was merely imagination.

He had lost the right to possess this world long, long ago.

The biting wind howled past his ears, whipping Fu Su’s hair across his forehead and revealing the ugly burn scars around his eye sockets.

A clear bird cry came from overhead. A small crimson bird descended from the night sky, riding the wind currents in spiraling circles before finally perching on Fu Su’s shoulder.

Fu Su withdrew his wandering gaze and stared fixedly at the city’s nightscape below, trying to pick out the light belonging to the Dumb House among the dense constellation of lights.

Actually, even if he were gone, Bi would continue living well, wouldn’t he?

Just as he had for the past two thousand years.

But still, he felt so unwilling to accept it…

As time passed, the stars moved slowly across the night sky, the city lights gradually dimmed one by one, and the car lights on the streets became increasingly sparse.

Fu Su stood in the wind like a statue, not moving for a long time. The Minghong on his shoulder, however, couldn’t stay still. It either tilted its head to preen its own feathers or habitually tried to tidy Fu Su’s windblown hair. But Fu Su’s hair wasn’t as long as Hu Hai’s, so despite numerous attempts, Minghong failed each time. Still, it found new entertainment in this, hopping about chasing the strands of hair floating in the wind, playing with great delight.

Suddenly, Minghong stopped its movements and turned its head toward somewhere in the darkness, its gaze sharp and alert.

Sensing something, Fu Su followed its gaze and turned around, just in time to see a man in a trench coat emerge from the darkness.

This man wore leather boots but walked silently. His coat’s hem fluttered in the wind as if he had arrived riding the breeze itself. His bewitching eyes stared at Fu Su without courtesy, like an unsheathed blade, radiating deadly intent.

“Lord Chamberlain, it’s been a long time,” Fu Su smiled with the corner of his mouth, his presence completely matching Zhao Gao’s. After all, he was the heir personally cultivated by the First Emperor.

Zhao Gao was momentarily stunned by these words, then spoke in a voice completely devoid of emotion: “That title… it’s been quite a while since I’ve heard it.”

Fu Su’s hands clasped behind his back clenched uncontrollably. Was this man flaunting that he had become the Chancellor of the Great Qin Empire after Fu Su’s death? Taking a deep breath, Fu Su suppressed the anger in his heart, because dwelling on such matters wouldn’t help him at all. He organized his thoughts and slowly asked: “You arranged to meet me—what is the purpose?”

This was a strange scene indeed. Fu Su was facing the very person who had killed him, yet he remained calm and composed, as if facing a stranger.

A gentleman’s revenge may come after a thousand years.

Zhao Gao stopped in front of Fu Su and handed him a brocade box, indicating he should open it.

Fu Su accepted the box without hesitation.

This seemingly unguarded action caused Minghong on his shoulder to flap its wings twice in warning, but Fu Su still opened the lid without hesitation.

Inside the brocade box lay two jade spheres, each about the size of a fist.

The one on the left was black jade, the one on the right was yellow jade.

“What are these…” Fu Su frowned in confusion. Zhao Gao wouldn’t randomly show him two ordinary jade spheres—these two orbs must have significant origins.

“Beyond the northwest sea, north of the Red Water, lies Mount Zhangwei. There dwells a god with a human face and serpent body, colored red, with straight eyes facing true north. When it closes its eyes, darkness falls; when it opens them, light appears. It neither eats nor sleeps nor rests, and wind and rain attend upon it. This is Zhu Jiuyin, this is the Candle Dragon. These are the Candle Dragon’s Eyes.” Zhao Gao’s voice was completely flat and measured, speaking in a monotone that was extremely uncomfortable to hear.

“When it closes its eyes, darkness falls; when it opens them, light appears… The eyes of the Candle Dragon that brings night with closed eyes and day with open ones?” Fu Su was somewhat shocked. He wasn’t someone without worldly experience. On the contrary, back in the day, his father the First Emperor had shown him various divine artifacts passed down from ancient times. Furthermore, after his rebirth, he had seen many wondrous antiques at the Dumb House, so logically he shouldn’t be so disturbed.

But these were the Candle Dragon’s Eyes—the legendary Candle Dragon!

Logically speaking, those eyes shouldn’t be so small… and they looked quite ordinary.

Fu Su couldn’t help but start muttering complaints in his heart, and his facial expression inevitably showed some doubt.

“Actually, those two lines don’t have only those interpretations.” Zhao Gao revealed an inscrutable smile and gestured toward the two jade spheres. “Ming means vague and ethereal, while hui refers to the end of the month—the last day of each lunar month. And shi means to see, while ming means clarity.”

“So you’re saying that on the night of the new moon, one can see something?” Fu Su felt Zhao Gao’s explanation was far too forced, but he casually followed his lead with the question.

“The left eye can observe the past, the right eye can see the future.” Zhao Gao said flatly. “Touch them with your hand, then close your eyes. If the Young Master doesn’t believe it, you’re welcome to try.”

Fu Su looked up at the night sky and saw no trace of the moon, only then realizing that tonight was indeed the new moon. He looked back down at the seemingly unremarkable jade spheres in the brocade box and said with little interest: “Isn’t everyone’s future just to step into death? What’s worth seeing about death?”

“Oh? I didn’t expect the Young Master to be such a carefree person. Are you really not curious about how you’ll die in the future, or when you’ll die?” Zhao Gao’s voice sounded particularly sinister, yet carried a seductive quality.

Fu Su’s eyes remained clear and unwavering. He closed the box lid and handed it back, looking directly at Zhao Gao with meaningful light laughter: “As someone who has already died once, I’m not particularly concerned about such things.”

The corners of Zhao Gao’s lips curved slightly, but he didn’t accept the returned brocade box. Instead, he persisted in his persuasion: “Actually, you can see not just the ultimate future, but anyone’s future at any time. Young Master, are you truly not curious?”

Fu Su’s hand holding the brocade box trembled slightly, and his firm resolve rarely wavered.

There couldn’t be such a good thing that required no price to be paid.

And Zhao Gao couldn’t possibly be so kind-hearted as to eagerly present such a wonderful item to him.

But right now, he had nothing left, so it seemed he had nothing left to fear losing.

Fu Su slowly drew back the box he had been offering, removed his gloves, revealing fingers that already showed signs of corpse spots. Despite Minghong’s anxious chirping, he stubbornly opened the brocade box. Unexpectedly, Zhao Gao casually added another comment.

“However, if the Young Master wishes to see that Lord Minister’s future, I advise against trying.”

Fu Su’s hand froze in mid-air as he looked up with a dark expression: “Why?”

Zhao Gao again displayed his rigid expression of smiling without warmth, pointing to himself: “Not just that Lord Minister, but myself and your worthless younger brother—none of us can have our futures seen with the Candle Dragon’s Eyes.”

“Because we are all the departed.”

“The departed?” Fu Su frowned as he repeated the word.

“That’s right. Actually, death originally represented two concepts. Si means to pass away, while wang means to flee. The Shuowen states: ‘Wang means to escape.’ In the phrase ‘mending the pen after the sheep have fled,’ the fled sheep refers to escaped sheep, not dead sheep.” Zhao Gao’s tone inevitably carried some pride and arrogance, even his emotionless monotone could convey this. “The dead are those who have passed away, while the departed are actually those who have escaped from Death’s control.”

Fu Su fell into contemplation. Why could the Book of the Dead summon him—could it be that he was also considered a departed soul rather than a dead spirit? Then he should also count as one of the departed, and shouldn’t be able to use these Candle Dragon’s Eyes to see his own future, right? Had Zhao Gao brought these unusable Candle Dragon’s Eyes just to toy with him?

As if reading Fu Su’s thoughts, Zhao Gao raised an eyebrow mockingly: “Though we cannot see the departed’s futures, we can glimpse the futures of humans who have intersections with the departed.”

Fu Su felt uncomfortable about the words “humans,” as clearly in Zhao Gao’s mind, he himself was no longer human.

Setting this thought aside for now, Fu Su stared at the yellow jade sphere for a long moment, then finally pressed down his hand that had been suspended in air for so long.

Minghong cried out again in worry, but was silenced by Zhao Gao’s cold glance, not daring to move.

The moment Fu Su’s finger touched the yellow jade sphere, it emitted a glowing yellow light. A vertical pupil suddenly appeared in the center of the yellow sphere, like a monster opening one eye.

Fu Su slowly closed his eyes.

On the silent street, three figures stood in quiet stillness. The dim yellow streetlight above them flickered several times, seeming to grow even dimmer.

Tang Yuan looked terrified.

Whether he was afraid of the doctor who might come after them or shocked that his senior brother had actually made a mistake and let the spirit of the green stone tablet escape, he couldn’t tell.

But since the doctor had already seen them, Tang Yuan didn’t have the courage to flee now. He could only reflexively reach out to catch that green point of light, but it was futile—the green light only flashed between his fingers for a moment before instantly vanishing without a trace.

Tang Yuan stamped his feet anxiously. Although he felt the green stone tablet wasn’t a malevolent antique, since it had already begun tempting humans to give up their lives, letting it escape this time could spell trouble for the future.

“Hmm? What are you trying to catch? Are there still fireflies in this season?” The doctor’s voice still carried obvious anger.

Tang Yuan knew this uncle had a good temper and rarely got angry, so this time he must have really been infuriated. Tang Yuan shrank his neck, considering whether to throw himself into his senior brother’s embrace for protection…

But just as this thought emerged, he noticed his senior brother’s expression looked somewhat off.

Well, though it was still the same expressionless face as before, he could clearly see that his entire body had stiffened. Huh? Speaking of which, the careless mistake of letting the green stone tablet escape didn’t seem like something his senior brother, who Master described as brilliant and mighty, would make! Could it be that senior brother and the doctor knew each other? The doctor uncle had never mentioned it!

While he was pondering this, the doctor had already stridden over, pulled Tang Yuan to hide behind himself, and questioned the boss standing there with full wariness: “You… who are you? Why are you abducting my Tang Yuan?”

Tang Yuan helplessly wiped his face behind the doctor’s back, made an apologetic gesture toward his senior brother, then tugged at the doctor’s sleeve while acting cute: “Uncle, don’t wrongly accuse people! I was hungry and wanted to come out to buy food!”

“You’re lying!” The doctor furrowed his brow tightly, his anger rising as he looked down at Tang Yuan’s Bambi-like eyes. He couldn’t maintain his stern expression for more than a few seconds before giving in, pinching the boy’s little cheeks and scolding: “If you were hungry, why didn’t you order delivery? You’ve used this excuse more than ten times already! Can you show some sincerity and come up with a new one?”

“Sorry…” Tang Yuan apologized meekly, wondering how to explain this properly. But the doctor uncle was too crafty! He had actually put a tracking bracelet on him!

The doctor could tell from Tang Yuan’s expression that the little guy was making up excuses. He decided to properly deal with this kid when they got home, while shifting his gaze to the young man standing across from them.

Actually, the doctor had vaguely heard about the strange incidents that had been occurring at this intersection over the past few days. Not only had he heard about them, but he had personally witnessed the initial car accident. So when he saw on his phone’s location map that little Tang Yuan had run here alone, he became so angry. Every day, strange people would take the place of the green stone tablet and stand here, then die afterward. The doctor obviously already suspected the young man across from them.

He carefully examined the other person—looked to be around twenty years old, wearing a normal coat on the outside, but underneath was a strange shirt embroidered with crimson dragon patterns. His face was hidden in the shadows where the streetlight couldn’t reach, so only the line of his jaw was visible…

The more the doctor looked, the more his heart raced, because though he had never seen this person before, there was a suffocating sense of familiarity washing over him.

“Uh… are you…” The doctor unconsciously took a step forward.

The young man said nothing, only quietly put the small bamboo cage in his hand back into his coat pocket, then turned to leave.

The doctor awkwardly stopped in his tracks, because Tang Yuan was desperately tugging at his sleeve.

“Hey, Uncle, let’s go get late-night snacks! You didn’t get to eat the spicy crab last time, let’s go buy another pot!” Tang Yuan planned to smooth things over with food. After all, he had already recognized his senior brother, and senior brother would come find him sooner or later!

In the doctor’s moment of distraction, the young man had already passed through the barriers and disappeared into the bustling commercial street.

“You little brat, you make mistakes and still dare to order food!”

“Uncle, you’re the best! Uncle!”

“…Let’s go.”

“Hooray!”
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Fu Su opened his eyes, complex emotions flickering within them.

His finger had already left the Candle Dragon’s Eye, the light faded, and the eye had returned to being an unremarkable yellow jade sphere.

Zhao Gao still stood beside him, his expression the same ambiguous smile as before, as if Fu Su’s closing and opening of his eyes had been but an instant.

Minghong on his shoulder continued its anxious chirping until Fu Su reached out to stroke its back, finally calming it down.

“There’s still plenty of time. You can continue watching,” Zhao Gao said leisurely.

Fu Su didn’t ask what price he would need to pay, because he knew that from the moment he reopened this brocade box, events would no longer be under his control. Whatever Zhao Gao was scheming, he would be unable to resist.

Who could blame him when the bait was so tempting?

“What exactly do you want?” Fu Su stared at Zhao Gao, trying to detect even the slightest change in his expression.

Without waiting for Zhao Gao’s answer, he shook his head and answered himself: “Do you want immortality? No, you already have it.” More than two thousand years had passed, and he was still alive—that alone was proof enough.

Zhao Gao smiled without speaking.

Fu Su turned to look at the still brilliant lights of countless homes below, saying in a low voice: “Do you want this world? No, you’ve already had it before.”

Zhao Gao’s pupils contracted slightly, but he didn’t refute. From a certain perspective, he had indeed once possessed this world.

Fu Su didn’t continue. He even felt that even Zhao Gao himself didn’t know what he wanted.

As if guessing Fu Su’s thoughts, Zhao Gao smiled eerily, then without saying another word, turned and melted into the darkness, leaving silently.

Fu Su stared in the direction of Zhao Gao’s departure for a long moment, but ultimately couldn’t resist the temptation of being able to see the future. He lowered his gaze to the Candle Dragon’s Eyes.

That child was actually Bi’s junior disciple? It seemed Bi didn’t particularly want to acknowledge that doctor. He should probably switch to observing someone else’s future…

Fu Su placed his hand on it once more.

After much persuasion, the doctor had returned to his shift duty. Tang Yuan obediently went home and paced around the house like a caged beast.

Although he could leave the bracelet at home and pretend he hadn’t gone out, breaking his promise to the doctor uncle so quickly made him feel particularly guilty.

Just as Tang Yuan was racking his brains for an excuse, the doorbell suddenly rang.

“Huh? Uncle, did you forget your keys?” Tang Yuan muttered as he went to open the door, but was startled by the person standing outside. Then he said happily, “Senior Brother! How did you find this place? I was just wondering how to find you! You didn’t put a tracking bracelet on me too, did you?”

Watching his unreliable junior disciple hopping around on the ground searching, the Boss could only feel his eyelid twitching. Did he need tracking? It wasn’t like he hadn’t been to the doctor’s house before.

“Are the fragments of the green stone tablet with you?”

“Oh! Yes, yes! Please come in!” Tang Yuan hurriedly invited the Boss inside. After changing shoes, he led him toward his room.

When the Boss saw the reassembled green stone tablet standing in the cramped room, his eyelid twitched even more severely. Just how thick were the doctor’s nerves? With such a large object added to the house, hadn’t he noticed at all?

“Hehe, Uncle generally doesn’t come into my room, and he’s been busy at the hospital lately, so he didn’t notice,” Tang Yuan explained thoughtfully, as if knowing what the Boss was worried about. “So don’t worry, Senior Brother. He’s an ordinary person who doesn’t know anything.”

Ignorance truly was bliss. The Boss remained silent for a moment, at a loss for words.

“Senior Brother, what should we do about this green stone tablet? Oh, right, I still have the last piece in my pocket.” Tang Yuan pulled out the stone fragment he had snatched from that young woman possessed by the green stone tablet, aligning it with the missing spot, planning to fit it in.

“That’s not urgent. I’d like to ask first—when did Master take on another disciple?” The Boss looked Tang Yuan up and down, already believing in his identity. Though they had just met, this youth was indeed the type Master favored.

Like himself, back in the day.

However, the Boss’s concern was why Master would place his junior disciple with the doctor. Could there be some deeper meaning?

Tang Yuan’s movement of attaching the stone piece to the tablet paused. With his back to the Boss, his expression was conflicted. He actually regretted seeking out his senior brother for recognition. If Master couldn’t handle the situation, could Senior Brother manage it? They might just trap another person. Moreover, several months had passed since the incident occurred—it was probably too late to rescue Master now…

“Um… this…” Tang Yuan fidgeted with the stone fragment in his hands, carefully considering his words.

The Boss didn’t rush him, patiently waiting for his explanation.

“Senior Brother, let’s finish assembling the green stone tablet first!”

“I’m not questioning your identity—after all, Master likes clever children.”

“The spirit of the green stone tablet has escaped! If we don’t hurry to find it, innocent people will be possessed by it again!”

“It’s been quite a while since I’ve seen Master. Hearing that the old man is still well brings me great comfort.”

“But since it suffered a setback, it definitely won’t return to that T-intersection!”

“Did Master irresponsibly abandon his disciple again? How irresponsible—he should have personally brought you to me.”

“Senior Brother, where do you think we should look for the green stone tablet’s spirit?”

“Or perhaps Master had no way to come personally?”

“…”

After this exchange of talking past each other, the room fell into awkward silence. The Boss had already sensed that his junior disciple was evading the topic—there must be more to the story. And his speculation might already be close to the truth. Could that person from back then really still be alive… Then Master was truly in danger…

Confession brings leniency, resistance brings severity. Tang Yuan weighed the consequences and chose to reveal some information selectively.

The Boss listened quietly, but just as he was about to ask for details, the sound of keys turning came from the front door.

Tang Yuan jumped three feet high, spinning around anxiously in the room. Someone with keys! Who else but the doctor? How had he returned so quickly? Hadn’t the doctor uncle gone to work his shift?!

The Boss only had time to take out his bamboo cage and collect the assembled green stone tablet before the doctor opened the door.

“Little Tang Yuan, I switched shifts with someone else. You should be obediently at home… Why are you here?” The doctor’s voice changed abruptly, his gaze becoming very wary.

The Boss looked at the other’s guarded expression. Though he knew this was a normal human reaction, his heart still constricted twice.

Strange. He clearly no longer had a heartbeat—why could he still feel pain?

Fu Su opened his eyes again, not feeling that much time had passed. Around him, Minghong was chasing a blue-green point of light.

A very familiar blue-green point of light.

Noticing that Fu Su had awakened, Minghong immediately stopped chasing the blue-green light and flew back excitedly, landing on Fu Su’s shoulder and affectionately nuzzling his neck with its head.

Fu Su stroked its back, suddenly missing his troublesome younger brother a little.

He wondered where exactly Zhao Gao had imprisoned that kid. He had searched for so long without finding him. Earlier, he had refrained from bringing it up, fearing Zhao Gao might think he could use it as leverage. Yet that fellow had left without saying a single word about Hu Hai.

Was this to whet his appetite? Or to warn him not to act rashly?

Unfortunately, Hu Hai also counted as one of the departed, so the Candle Dragon’s Eyes couldn’t see his future.

As Fu Su was deep in thought, the blue-green light, seeing that Minghong was no longer chasing it, actually approached him and asked in a flickering voice: “Are you weary of this cruel world?”

Fu Su looked around—there was no one else present. Had this spirit of the green stone tablet that had escaped from Bi’s grasp seen him standing on the rooftop and assumed he was planning to jump to his death?

Fu Su took a step forward, now standing at the edge of the rooftop, as if a slightly stronger night wind could blow him off from here. Startled, Minghong spread its wings and flew up from his shoulder, chirping frantically.

“Wait… wait!” The blue-green light immediately spoke up, stopping Fu Su from taking another step forward. It flew to his ear, gently coaxing: “If you don’t want this body of yours, how about letting me have it? Whatever unfulfilled wishes you have, I promise to help you complete them!”

Fu Su slowly extended his hand. His movements weren’t particularly agile, but he accurately caught the blue-green point of light between two fingers, leaving it no escape.

“Don’t worry, I don’t want to die just yet. The things I want to accomplish—no one can take my place…” The corners of Fu Su’s lips curved into a smile. Looking at Minghong, who was eager to try, he smiled and handed it over: “Here, take it and play.”
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In the cold night of late autumn, in the silent courtyard, there was only the rustling sound of wind blowing through the leaves, desolate as if he were the only one left in this world.

Though he could no longer feel the cold, Hu Hai still tightened the fox fur cloak around himself, because he felt that even the inside of his body had frozen stiff.

Look, even his hands and feet wouldn’t obey him. He clearly wanted to go inside to rest, yet he still sat under the corridor without moving.

Hu Hai didn’t know how long he had been confined in this courtyard. The rising and setting of the sun and moon were nothing unusual to him, and he couldn’t feel the warmth or cold brought by changing seasons.

He had grown accustomed to obeying Zhao Gao’s arrangements since he was still the most favored young prince of the Qin Dynasty. He had long since lost the courage to resist, which now left him unable to dare take even half a step away from here.

In the long years, Hu Hai had long since learned how to dispel loneliness. Unknowingly, he had emptied his thoughts and begun to daydream, until a bewitching crimson butterfly appeared in his field of vision.

Hu Hai immediately snapped back to attention, staring in shock at the crimson butterfly dancing gracefully in the night sky.

What shocked him wasn’t seeing a butterfly in late autumn, but that Zhao Gao had imprisoned him in this courtyard with a special barrier. Not only could he not leave freely, but even creatures from outside couldn’t approach.

He had never seen such a beautiful butterfly in the courtyard, let alone one that, under the reflection of the corridor wind lantern, seemed to glow with magnificent fluorescence all around its body, like a flame burning in the night sky, so dreamlike it almost seemed like his hallucination.

Hu Hai stared blankly at this fire butterfly. This crimson fire color reminded him of Minghong, whom he hadn’t seen for so long. He unconsciously reached out his hand, trying to let the fire butterfly land on it, but the fire butterfly gracefully turned and flew toward the corridor.

Unwilling to give up, Hu Hai clumsily climbed to his feet. His legs, already stiff from the cold, could barely bend, and he staggered two steps before slowly recovering. He noticed the fire butterfly was flying toward the interior of the house, and remembering that Sun Shuo was still there, he suddenly felt something was amiss.

Where was Sun Shuo? Only now did Hu Hai realize something was wrong. He had stayed outside too long tonight, yet Sun Shuo hadn’t come to find him and persuade him to go rest.

He felt both relaxed and fearful. Heaven knew how ridiculous this was—Sun Shuo was clearly his attendant, yet he was the one who had to fear the other. Though Sun Shuo had never been disrespectful to him, those chilling gazes and smiles always made him shudder whenever he encountered them.

The red little figure of the fire butterfly suddenly turned a corner at the end of the corridor and immediately disappeared.

Hu Hai had no time to think further and stumbled after it. The courtyard where he was imprisoned actually had some scale to it, and to avoid Sun Shuo, he had chosen a secluded place to daydream. Hu Hai walked along the corridor for quite a distance, intermittently catching glimpses of the fire butterfly’s figure, until he finally saw it flash into the main house where lights were still burning.

The main house’s door was opened just a crack, and he could vaguely see someone kneeling in front of a screen inside. With their head lowered, their face couldn’t be seen clearly.

Hu Hai looked left and right through the door crack and discovered that in the vast hall, besides this intruder, Sun Shuo was standing in a corner where the lamplight couldn’t reach, motionless like a true human puppet.

“Since you’ve returned, come in,” the man said without raising his head, yet still sensing Hu Hai’s presence.

The moment Hu Hai heard the other’s voice, he froze in place.

It was actually Zhao Gao.

His mind went blank for an instant. When Hu Hai came to his senses, his body had already acted before his reason, obeying Zhao Gao’s command and automatically pushing open the door to enter.

Due to fear, his hands were trembling unconsciously. Hu Hai had imagined countless times how he should face Zhao Gao when they met again. He couldn’t help but touch the dagger hidden at his right waist, but felt that even if this sharp blade pierced Zhao Gao’s chest, it might not successfully kill him.

After all, to some degree, they could no longer be considered normal humans.

“Chancellor, what is the meaning of imprisoning me here?” Hu Hai took a deep breath, trying to make his tone sound firm, but the effect wasn’t good.

Zhao Gao, sitting in front of the screen, raised his head. When Hu Hai saw his appearance, he involuntarily stepped back. In the dim lamplight, Zhao Gao’s bewitching eyes were like a demon crawling out from the abyss—the sudden sight was truly heart-stopping.

“Just now, I went to see your imperial brother,” Zhao Gao didn’t answer Hu Hai’s question, but instead brought up another topic as if casually. “Well, your imperial brother didn’t ask a single word about you. He should be able to guess that you’re in my hands, right? Truly worthy of being the Great Qin’s eldest prince—such composure.”

“What are you planning to do to my imperial brother?!” Hu Hai immediately stepped forward two paces, demanding with false bravado.

The fire butterfly flew around the hall once before finally landing on Zhao Gao’s fingertip, intimately caressing with its antennae. A glimmer of light flashed in Zhao Gao’s cold gaze, but his voice remained flat and calm: “What could I do to the eldest prince? I merely gave him a pair of Candle Dragon’s Eyes. Such wonderful things—you wouldn’t have forgotten them, would you?”

Upon hearing this, Hu Hai’s mind was severely shaken.

Candle Dragon’s Eyes—of course he knew what those were!

A pair of jade spheres that could see the past and future!

Those weren’t treasures! They were evil objects that could drive people to despair!

The culprits behind all tragedies!

Hu Hai painfully covered his head, curling up powerlessly on the ground. He hated his helpless self but was powerless to change it.

Back then, after obtaining that pair of Candle Dragon’s Eyes, he was overjoyed, feeling that the entire empire was in his hands.

Through the black Candle Dragon’s Eye, he could see others’ pasts that he wanted to see, grasping all their weaknesses one by one.

Through the yellow Candle Dragon’s Eye, he saw a future where he would ascend the throne and become ruler of all under heaven.

Later, he did indeed sit upon that dragon throne, just as he had seen through the Candle Dragon’s Eyes.

However, the Candle Dragon’s Eyes couldn’t reveal all futures. He hadn’t seen that his imperial brother would die because of this, nor that the Great Qin Empire would be destroyed in his hands within just a few years.

Initially, he hadn’t wanted to inherit the throne and had tried to resist, to prevent the future shown by the Candle Dragon’s Eyes from coming true. But no matter how hard he tried, the future always appeared before him exactly as the Candle Dragon’s Eyes predicted, without exception.

Gradually, he gave up struggling. Regardless of whether he acted or not, the future would be the same anyway.

His life hadn’t been lived under his own consciousness. He was like a marionette, covered in strings, controlled by so-called “fate,” like prey bound in a spider’s web, unable to struggle or escape.

“That kind of… that kind of evil object that bewitches hearts… how can you give it to my imperial brother…” Hu Hai said through gritted teeth. He raised his head to stare at Zhao Gao, his crimson pupils almost ready to drip blood.

Zhao Gao picked up the fire butterfly from his fingertip and directly threw it into the oil lamp beside him.

With a sizzling sound, the flame on the oil lamp shot up more than a foot high, quickly devouring the fire butterfly completely.

Hu Hai’s breathing stopped. How could he have forgotten that the man before him had always viewed all things in the world as mere straw dogs, killing and discarding at will.

Zhao Gao didn’t feel there was anything shocking about what he had done, asking in a tone without any fluctuation: “Since you say those are evil objects that bewitch hearts, were you bewitched by them?”

Hu Hai lowered his eyelids. His silver-white eyelashes trembled a few times as he silently acquiesced.

“Back then, I was very curious whether someone as pure and noble as the eldest prince would also be bewitched by the Candle Dragon’s Eyes.” Beside the dancing flames, Zhao Gao’s smile was reflected in shadows and light, appearing extremely eerie. “Now I finally have the chance.”

Hu Hai collapsed on the ground, once again hating his own powerlessness.

Minghong held a blue-green point of light in its beak, occasionally spitting it out, then swallowing it again when the other tried to escape, playing with great delight. The blue-green light was toyed with until its glow dimmed, looking as if it would truly dissipate into the air soon.

Nearby, Fu Su sat motionless at the edge of the high-rise rooftop with his eyes closed. Minghong had long grown accustomed to Fu Su’s appearance—throughout this night, Fu Su had been continuously opening and closing his eyes, his expressions changing unpredictably.

However, this time when Fu Su opened his eyes again, the expression on his face was indescribably complex.

Minghong immediately lost interest in toying with the blue-green light. Holding the spirit of the green stone tablet, it hopped onto Fu Su’s shoulder seeking comfort.

This time, however, Fu Su didn’t reach out to comfort it, but instead fell into deep thought.

The scene he had just witnessed through the Candle Dragon’s Eyes truly shocked Fu Su immensely.

The futures predicted by the Candle Dragon’s Eyes became clearer and more complete the closer they were in time. But if one wanted to see more distant futures, the images became blurry and intermittent.

The last scene he saw should have been the same kind of night as now, or perhaps a room without much lighting. Only brief fragments, but enough for Fu Su to see clearly what happened.

He had actually seen Bi holding a sharp blade, expressionlessly stabbing it into the doctor’s chest.

…

This should be the reason why Zhao Gao had given him the Candle Dragon’s Eyes to see.

…

Fu Su sighed deeply and looked up at the night sky.

Stars shifted and seas changed.

More than two thousand years had passed, yet the stars overhead still twinkled as before. Even if there were slight changes, they weren’t very obvious. Fu Su quickly confirmed the current time through the positions of the constellations.

It wasn’t too late yet. Though he had looked at many future scenes through the Candle Dragon’s Eyes, in reality, only a very short time had passed.

Fu Su picked up the Candle Dragon’s Eyes again, but this time, it wasn’t the yellow one.

“Is the future truly unchangeable? I don’t quite believe that…” Fu Su’s murmur finally dissipated in the bitter night wind.

The doctor was very irritated. This kid Tang Yuan had actually let a stranger into their home without any wariness! No matter how eloquently Tang Yuan spoke, the doctor had made up his mind not to believe him anymore! Tomorrow! Tomorrow he would send this kid to school! Let the teachers properly discipline him!

The doctor lectured Tang Yuan for over an hour, finally nagging him into nodding and admitting his mistakes before letting him go rest. Just as he was about to wash up and sleep himself, he heard the doorbell ring.

Looking at the clock on the wall, it was almost 2 AM.

Could it be that fellow who left earlier had returned? Earlier, before he could react, the man had left in a hurry, and he hadn’t had time to interrogate his identity!

Thinking this was possible, the doctor didn’t even look through the peephole and eagerly opened the door.

There was no one outside the door, but the doorbell was still ringing.

Only a black jade sphere lay alone on the ground.

The doctor stepped back, his first thought being whether this might be a bomb.

But then he laughed at himself for being so jumpy—bombs didn’t look like this anymore.

How strange. Who exactly had placed this black sphere at his door?

Speaking of which, that person who came to his house earlier seemed somehow familiar, as if he’d seen him somewhere…

The doctor went out and looked left and right, confirming the hallway was empty, before bending down with a puzzled expression to pick up the jade sphere.

The moment his finger touched the black jade sphere, it emitted a blinding light. A vertical pupil suddenly appeared in the center of the black sphere, like a monster opening one eye.

Holy crap! Could this really be a bomb?!

The doctor instinctively closed his eyes.
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After the doctor touched the mysterious black jade sphere that had appeared in the hallway, he fell into complete darkness. When he regained consciousness, he found familiar scenes appearing before his eyes: somewhat old dormitory buildings, similar roads, and plane trees along the roadside that almost blocked out the sky… Wasn’t this his university campus?

Along the roadside were stalls displaying various old items. Both the vendors and browsing customers were students. After observing for a while, the doctor confirmed this was his graduation year, just before leaving school…

The doctor’s childhood dream had been to become a doctor who saved lives and healed the wounded. He had always worked toward this goal and graduated from medical school with excellent grades. He had already found a hospital for his internship, and everything was proceeding according to plan. The doctor was full of fighting spirit.

As a yearly tradition at the school, during the week before the internship period began, graduating seniors would set up stalls along both sides of a designated road on campus, selling things they couldn’t take with them. Textbooks, reference notes, basketballs and footballs, daily necessities—the variety was dazzling, attracting many junior students to hunt for treasures. From early morning, the entire road would be packed with people.

The doctor and his roommate Chun Ge had also set up a stall with old items, selling them symbolically for three or five yuan each. With so many similar competitors around, the sports equipment had been swept clean, while other items remained untouched.

They weren’t in a hurry though. Their internship positions were already secured, making them more leisurely than others, which is why they’d been recruited as vendors. The money from selling old items wouldn’t be much anyway—they’d use it to fund their dormitory’s farewell dinner.

Like someone with OCD, Chun Ge arranged everything on the plastic sheet neatly before satisfactorily dusting off his hands. He watched the doctor repairing an alarm clock nearby and frowned: “I heard you’ve secured an internship position? At the city hospital?”

“Pretty much settled. I’ll go for the final interview next Monday, should be fine.” The doctor had been incredibly busy these days, falling asleep the moment his head hit the pillow each night. This was the first chance he’d had to chat with Chun Ge about this matter. Hearing this, he wore an expression of disappointment: “Why don’t you come with me to that place? With your grades, if you work hard, you should be going to a Grade A tertiary hospital.”

The doctor helplessly rolled his eyes. His good friend was sometimes just too naive. Did he think prestigious Grade A tertiary hospitals were places you could just walk into for internships? His grades weren’t the best in medical school, and he had no connections in hospital leadership to consult or ask favors from. He was running around like a headless fly—finding a Grade B tertiary city hospital willing to take him was already quite good! Besides, he was still somewhat anxious about his abilities. He’d heard competition in hospitals was particularly fierce, and wasn’t sure if he could handle it. Starting from a lower position to accumulate experience wasn’t bad—he could climb higher once his abilities improved.

But he knew Chun Ge meant well, so he slowly explained his thoughts. Chun Ge, however, still couldn’t accept it. In his view, retreating before even trying was simply cowardly behavior.

The doctor was powerless to refute and didn’t know how to argue back. Chun Ge came from a medical family and had been immersed in the field since childhood. Everything he saw, heard, and experienced involved top-tier hospitals, so naturally his thinking was completely different from ordinary students. Meanwhile, the doctor had lost both parents and struggled alone in this city without any backing, naturally prioritizing stability.

With different perspectives and understanding, neither could convince the other—communication was impossible. The doctor knew Chun Ge actually wanted to work at the same hospital, but reality wasn’t a fairy tale—how could it be so easy to achieve? The doctor patiently listened to Chun Ge’s nagging for a long time before finally putting down the alarm clock and making an excuse about browsing other stalls, leaving Chun Ge to watch their booth.

Though surrounded by noise, the doctor found peace. He had initially come out just to wander casually, but as he browsed, he couldn’t help becoming serious—he wanted to buy so many things!

But wait, he was here to sell old items, not to buy more old items to take back! The doctor restrained his shopping impulse and wandered from one end of the road to the other, discovering a somewhat special stall at the far end.

The booth had a cardboard box with “Charity Sale” written on it. The vendor was a male student with a buzz cut, explaining the situation to inquiring students gathered around. Only then did the doctor learn that these old items were the belongings of a medical student who had died in a car accident. The deceased student was named Yin Han, an outstanding student ranked among the top in medical school. Apparently, he had already secured an internship at the same Grade A tertiary hospital Chun Ge was going to—a true academic achiever. Unexpectedly, fate was unpredictable, and he had passed away so young.

Yin Han’s parents lived in a remote mountainous area. They had come to the school to handle formalities, taken his clothes as mementos, and returned home. The remaining books, textbooks, and miscellaneous items were left behind. His roommates decided to hold a charity sale of these belongings, with the proceeds to be sent to Yin Han’s parents.

The buzz-cut student was average-looking but eloquent, quickly persuading the gathered students to open their wallets. Nothing on the booth had price tags—everything was pay-what-you-want. Medical students had dissected corpses, so naturally they wouldn’t find the belongings creepy. Moreover, since Yin Han had good grades and studied seriously, his textbooks and notes were quickly snatched up, and even stationery items were mostly sold. By the time the doctor squeezed through, the booth was nearly empty.

Many students stuffed money into the cardboard box even without taking anything. The doctor also pulled out his wallet and stuffed in a red bill. He knew Yin Han too, though they weren’t close—just nodding acquaintances—but he was willing to contribute what he could. Perhaps because the denomination he contributed was rather large, the buzz-cut student saw him turning to leave and quickly pulled him back, urging him to choose something from the booth.

“Consider it a keepsake—we were schoolmates after all.”

The buzz-cut student was indeed persuasive. The doctor couldn’t help but turn back to scan the remaining items on the booth, finally picking up an antique-looking lamp. This lamp resembled an old kerosene lamp, less than twenty centimeters tall, made of bronze with some patina from age. It had six sides, but only one side was covered with paper—the other five sides were opaque black glass. It looked antique and elegant, yet had an electrical plug, though it was probably broken.

“Oh! Excellent eye! This was Yin Han’s favorite lamp—supposedly a revolving lantern. Originally it used candles, but later the dormitory banned open flames, so he converted it to use a light bulb himself. Supposedly it rotates automatically when plugged in.” The buzz-cut student was eloquent, though he said “supposedly” it could rotate automatically—he hadn’t actually paid attention to whether it really worked.

The doctor didn’t mind. Since he’d picked it up, it would be awkward to put it back down. He had the buzz-cut student find a plastic bag and carried it away.

When he returned from his wandering, Chun Ge didn’t bring up their previous topic again, but instead teased him about buying another impractical old item, urging him to just put the revolving lantern out for sale.

The doctor refused. He wanted to see what this revolving lantern would look like when plugged in. That evening, back in the dormitory, he eagerly plugged it in. The revolving lantern wasn’t broken—it flickered once before lighting up with a warm yellow glow that softened one’s mood. On the single paper-covered lampshade, a paper-cut picture appeared.

“Huh? What’s this picture showing?” Chun Ge leaned over to ask.

The paper lampshade was somewhat yellowed and wrinkled from age, but one could still make out that the paper picture showed two people on the left and a departing horse on the right.

“Two people and one horse—following loyally? But the positions don’t match!” Chun Ge complained.

“It’s not a picture riddle for idioms.”

“…Didn’t they say this lamp was a revolving lantern that turns by itself? How come we haven’t seen it change sides after so long?”

The two waited in front of the revolving lantern for ages without seeing the image move, so they gave up hope. Honestly, the lamp being able to light up already exceeded their expectations. Besides, the revolving lantern’s glow was indeed warm and easy on the eyes, so the doctor didn’t turn it off and simply left it there as a bedside lamp.

Chun Ge counted the unsold old items and took his share home first. With graduation approaching, the school didn’t require graduating students to stay on campus daily. Living locally, he went home on weekends. After saying goodbye to the doctor, he left.

After spending two days at home, Chun Ge returned to the dormitory and froze upon opening the door, asking in shock: “Why are you still in the dorm? It’s almost eleven o’clock! Weren’t you supposed to go to the city hospital for your final interview today?”

The doctor looked up and frustratedly slammed the alarm clock onto the desk: “I thought I’d fixed this alarm clock, but it’s still broken—it didn’t ring at all this morning! I even set an alarm on my phone, but somehow I didn’t hear it either.”

“So… you overslept?” Chun Ge looked sympathetic. “Did you call the personnel department?”

“I did. They said the positions were filled and told me not to bother coming.” The doctor hung his head dejectedly. The interview was the final hurdle with a 70% acceptance rate. He had originally had a 70% chance of being accepted, but now that he hadn’t shown up, he didn’t even have a 1% chance.

Chun Ge didn’t know what to say for a moment. After sitting quietly with the doctor for a few minutes, his gaze fell on the revolving lantern on the desk and stopped. Perhaps because the revolving lantern’s glow wasn’t harsh, it hadn’t been turned off at night. “Oh! This lamp really can rotate by itself? The paper picture I saw before wasn’t like this, was it?”

The doctor glanced over listlessly and noticed that while the left side of the paper picture still showed two people, the right side now showed two horses running back. He didn’t care whether the paper picture had changed or not, sighing disinterestedly: “Maybe it’s different? Who knows—I haven’t been paying attention.”

Chun Ge felt the meaning depicted in these two pictures seemed familiar somehow, but couldn’t quite remember for the moment. After sitting a while longer, he suddenly noticed a folder—the doctor’s resume materials that were supposed to be brought to today’s interview but now lay quietly on the desk due to their owner’s carelessness.

“Sigh, you haven’t had breakfast yet, have you? I’ll go to the cafeteria and bring back some rice with toppings.” Chun Ge quietly picked up the folder and put it in his backpack.

“Oh, thanks. Get me spicy diced chicken and tell the cafeteria workers to add extra chili peppers.” Despite his bad mood, the doctor still had plenty of demands when it came to food.

“Got it, got it! Wait here!” Chun Ge grabbed his bag and headed out.

The doctor felt like he was in a dream these past few days. After missing the city hospital interview, he was listless all day, but then received another interview notification call that evening.

It was actually the provincial hospital where Chun Ge was going! Chun Ge’s explanation was that Yin Han, who was originally supposed to go to this hospital, had died unexpectedly, leaving a vacant position. He had used his family connections to submit the doctor’s resume, but whether he could get in still depended on the doctor’s own efforts.

The doctor knew that although Chun Ge spoke lightly about it, he had definitely called in a huge favor. Thinking he must find a way to repay this kindness later, the doctor accepted this timely help.

The interview went very smoothly. The doctor signed the employment contract on the spot and treated Chun Ge to a big dinner that evening. In their joy, they drank lots of beer and supported each other back to the dormitory, where the revolving lantern on the desk was glowing with gentle warm light.

“Hey! This lamp is great! It can serve as a night light—no need to turn on the harsh overhead light when getting up at night.” Chun Ge sat drunkenly in his chair, leaning over to look at the revolving lantern, then froze: “This lamp really can rotate by itself! Look, the paper picture has changed again!”

The doctor walked over and indeed saw a different paper picture—it showed a person who had fallen from a horse, holding his leg which appeared to be displaced. The doctor instinctively diagnosed: “This person’s leg should be broken, but this posture is wrong. He shouldn’t be holding the broken leg like that, or the bones will be misaligned and unable to heal properly. If handled incorrectly, there will be complications.”

Hearing this, Chun Ge rolled his eyes: “Come on, are you so obsessed with preparing for interviews that you’re analyzing a paper picture this thoroughly?” The doctor’s drunk head was dizzy, and after a brief moment of clarity, it was muddled again: “You… you keep looking. I’m going to wash up and sleep.”

But Chun Ge felt more and more that something was off: “Hey! Do you remember the previous two paper pictures? What did they show?”

“Two people one horse, two people two horses, and now one person one horse.” The doctor summarized each picture with four words, identifying key points quickly and accurately—truly someone experienced with exams.

Chun Ge muttered to himself, then suddenly slapped his thigh: “This is… ‘The Old Man at the Frontier Lost His Horse’!”

“Yes! The two people refer to the old man and his son. The first paper picture shows the old man’s family losing their horse, the second shows the lost horse bringing back a fine horse. And now this one shows the old man’s son breaking his leg while riding the fine horse. Tsk, this revolving lantern depicts the story of ‘The Old Man at the Frontier Lost His Horse.’ Quite fitting indeed!”

“Huh? It really is.” The doctor nodded. “‘The Old Man at the Frontier Lost His Horse’—who knows if misfortune is actually fortune? Fortune and misfortune are interdependent. Hehe, this is quite similar to my situation these past few days! Look, didn’t I miss the city hospital interview because my alarm clock was broken? But who would have thought I could still get into the provincial hospital!”

Chun Ge looked at the grinning doctor with a complex expression, having to pour cold water on him: “If we follow this logic to its conclusion, then what you should encounter next is misfortune.”

“…Are we even brothers? How can you say such scary things?” The doctor sobered up halfway instantly.

“Hehe, just joking!” Chun Ge didn’t take his own words seriously either. After chatting a while longer, they went to wash up and sleep separately.

Only the revolving lantern remained, casting its ethereal glow in the dark night.

Chapter 11: Revolving Lantern · 2
Before the internship began, they had to attend training. The doctor bought a new alarm clock to ensure he arrived at his position early every day.

Though he had been mentally prepared for the hardships of this job, the intense workload was still difficult to accept. The supervising director often wore an expression of frustrated disappointment, occasionally shouting and scolding, making everyone work harder just to earn a single word of recognition.

Of course, this was difficult for rookies. However, anyone who truly loved this profession would never let go once they got involved.

Personally saving lives and healing the wounded, witnessing critically ill patients either recover or pass away, experiencing the process of wrestling patients from Death’s grasp, accepting both gratitude and grief from families—fulfillment and helplessness intertwined. Every patient was like a new challenge from which there was no retreat.

There was both competition and mutual assistance among the interns. The doctor and Chun Ge still lived in the dormitory, supervising each other’s wake-up calls with the new alarm clock each day, then taking the bus to work at the hospital. Actually, they spent over two hours daily commuting. The doctor planned to follow the seniors’ advice and rent a place near the provincial hospital.

However, since interns worked rotating shifts with no concept of weekends, they hadn’t had time to look for housing. That morning, the doctor shared his thoughts with Chun Ge: “Finding a place would be good. I’ve been thinking about it too. I’ve got stamps from almost all departments for graduation—won’t need to go to school after next week.” After getting off the bus, they walked quickly toward the hospital entrance. Hearing the doctor’s plan, Chun Ge nodded in agreement: “But I’ll probably just live at home, so I won’t be sharing rent with you!”

“Alright, then I’ll find a smaller place by myself.” With his plan to split rent costs ruined, the doctor had to abandon that idea. But he knew Chun Ge had been staying in the dormitory to keep him company—his home was only twenty minutes from the provincial hospital.

There was still time before the hospital opened. Only the 24-hour emergency room near the main entrance had people. As the doctor passed the emergency room, he felt something and glanced back, seeing a man in black Tang-style clothing standing in the corner. The dark fabric was faintly embroidered with a crimson dragon, but due to the distance, he couldn’t make out the man’s face clearly.

“What are you daydreaming about?” Chun Ge noticed the doctor hadn’t followed and turned to ask.

“Tsk, there’s someone standing there wearing very strange clothes. Probably some club cosplayer?” The doctor turned back, making a mocking comment.

“Where? There’s no one there!” Chun Ge looked repeatedly in the direction the doctor had indicated, puzzled.

“…Don’t scare me.” The doctor got goosebumps for no reason, but when he looked back again, the corner was indeed empty. He laughed dryly: “Hehe, maybe I was seeing things.”

“Seriously, are you telling ghost stories?” Chun Ge thought the doctor was joking with him, getting revenge for not sharing rent. After all, this guy had quite a record—back when they first started anatomy class, the ghost stories he told were terrifying, practically giving him psychological trauma!

The doctor didn’t explain further. Maybe he had indeed seen wrong. There was no time to dwell on it afterward. Once they changed into their white coats, intern hell began again—being ordered around by the director, running up and down floors, only able to catch their breath while waiting for elevators.

After retrieving the films the director wanted from the ultrasound department, the doctor took out his phone to check the news while waiting for the elevator. But after scrolling through three pages and the elevator still hadn’t come, he realized he’d been waiting too long. The elevator area had filled with many patients and family members, all complaining that the hospital elevators were useless—neither of the two elevators was coming down. Some people grew impatient and went to another, more distant elevator bank, while more people continued waiting here. Thinking of the director’s eyes that were sharper than surgical scalpels, the doctor decided to take the stairs. He pushed open the stairwell door and looked up at the seemingly endless staircase. Thinking he had to climb to the eighth floor made his legs feel weak!

But having chosen this path, he had to complete it even through tears. The doctor began climbing while taking out the films from his folder, imagining what questions the director might ask him.

With elevators available, few people took the stairs. So when footsteps coming down from above reached his ears, the doctor looked up in surprise. A young man in black Tang-style clothing was walking down step by step. His eye-catching black Tang suit had a dark red dragon embroidered on the right sleeve, winding and spiraling up along his sleeve. The dragon’s fierce mouth faced the collar, and at first glance, the several deep red buttons on the front looked like drops of blood in the night. This eerie yet lifelike embroidery was impossible to look away from, even causing one to overlook the person’s appearance.

The two passed each other, one going up and one going down. When the doctor came to his senses, he could only look down at the top of the other’s head, watching him descend until he could no longer be seen. The doctor stood there listening to the fading footsteps, thinking there really was such a person! So he hadn’t been seeing things that morning. He wondered what ailment had brought the man to the hospital—probably also couldn’t wait for the elevator and took the stairs instead.

This was just a minor incident that would be forgotten upon turning around. The doctor vaguely seemed to hear a muffled sound from downstairs but didn’t pay much attention. When he finally reached the eighth floor, panting heavily, he received a call from Chun Ge.

“Where am I? I’m on the eighth floor! The elevator was too slow, so I didn’t wait and climbed the stairs directly. Is the director getting impatient waiting for the films? I’ll deliver them right away.” The doctor thought Chun Ge was calling to rush him and quickly explained. But what Chun Ge said anxiously on the phone shocked the doctor: “What? You’re saying the elevator just crashed? The one in the east wing that we usually use?”

The investigation results of the elevator incident came out quickly. It was due to elevator aging and carrying passengers near the weight limit, causing the crash. Fortunately, the floors weren’t too high. Most passengers suffered spinal injuries or broken legs, but being in a hospital, rescue was timely and there were no life-threatening injuries. The doctor felt a wave of fear—if he hadn’t taken the stairs, he would definitely have been on that elevator.

Chun Ge also thought the doctor was incredibly lucky. This incident caused panic within the hospital. After all, they worked in the hospital and rode elevators at least several times daily—how could they take elevators in the future? Even after they finished work and returned to the dormitory that evening, the hospital’s QQ group was still discussing this matter.

The doctor decided to order good takeout tonight to calm his nerves, but considering rent issues, he decided to just order pizza without pasta. Just after hanging up the phone, he saw Chun Ge at the computer looking rather pale.

“What’s wrong? I was the one who almost broke his leg today, not you! At worst, we’ll both take the stairs tomorrow!” the doctor suggested, then said with a bitter face, “But that means we need to leave ten minutes earlier.”

“Didn’t you say that elevator wasn’t coming down for a long time today, so you chose to take the stairs?”

“Yes, I was afraid the director would scold me for making him wait! But thanks to the director’s strictness, otherwise I would have definitely waited for the elevator!”

“You should probably thank someone else.”

“Huh?”

“According to people in the monitoring room, that elevator didn’t come down for so long today because someone upstairs was holding the elevator button for quite a while, not letting it go down.”

“Um… that’s not really strange, is it? Maybe he was waiting for a friend?”

“It was one person, and after pressing the elevator switch for several minutes, he didn’t get on the elevator but took the stairs down instead.”

The doctor suddenly thought of the young man in the stairwell who had passed by him. He looked at Chun Ge for confirmation: “It wasn’t… that man in black Tang clothing, was it?”

“It was him! You actually encountered him!” Chun Ge broke down. “Could he be some kind of fortune-telling master?! Did he know the elevator would have an accident, so he didn’t take it? Or is he a ghost who died in the hospital, lingering and cursing the elevator?!”

Hospitals never lacked ghost stories and legends. Chun Ge was already going crazy from the seniors’ imagination in the QQ group: “Tell me! Did you see his face?! What did he look like?!”

“Uh… I don’t think I really noticed what he looked like.” The doctor scratched his head embarrassedly—his attention had been entirely on the man’s clothing. Now Chun Ge couldn’t sit still, pacing around the dormitory like a caged beast, muttering about whether they should switch hospitals for their internship. The doctor didn’t take it seriously—knowing Chun Ge as he did, though the guy was scared, it wouldn’t affect his work. Otherwise, with such poor psychological resilience, he would have dropped out of medical school long ago.

“Ah! This revolving lantern has changed to another picture! It hadn’t changed when I looked this morning!” Chun Ge, who was pacing, suddenly discovered something new. Ever since he became suspicious of this revolving lantern, he’d been paying attention to it.

The doctor looked over and found that the paper picture on the revolving lantern was much more detailed this time, with more characters and even scenery. He could clearly see it depicted the village conducting military conscription, with Sai Weng’s son escaping disaster because of his broken leg.

“If that master hadn’t held the elevator, you might have broken your leg today too.” Chun Ge muttered his speculation: “Could this revolving lantern really be predicting whether what’s coming will be fortune or misfortune?”

“You’re overthinking it…” the doctor said, though not very confidently. “But the story of ‘The Old Man at the Frontier Lost His Horse’ ends here, doesn’t it? That means good things will definitely happen to me in the end!”

“But this revolving lantern has six sides…” Chun Ge said ominously.

“…” The doctor was suddenly speechless.

Since interns worked rotating shifts, on the doctor’s day off, Chun Ge wasn’t resting, so the doctor had to look for housing alone.

Standing at the hospital entrance, looking around blankly, he momentarily didn’t know where to find a real estate agency. By some strange impulse, he suddenly thought of Chun Ge’s previous joke. According to Chun Ge’s speculation, based on the story of “The Old Man at the Frontier Lost His Horse,” the result of one event becomes the cause of the next. The lost horse brought back a wild good horse, and because of the wild good horse, Sai Weng’s son broke his leg, and because of the lame leg, he escaped military service.

Following this logic, the events he’d recently experienced were: missing the city hospital position due to being late for the interview, thereby getting accepted to the provincial hospital, and because he entered the provincial hospital, he encountered the elevator accident. If not for that mysterious man in Tang clothing holding the elevator, he would definitely have broken his leg now.

The doctor continued thinking—if he considered the scenario where he had broken his leg, the patients injured in the elevator accident were all in casts now, with minor injuries. Even if injured, given the director’s iron-blooded personality, he wouldn’t be allowed to rest casually. So now, sitting in a wheelchair, he definitely wouldn’t choose a distant real estate agency to look for housing.

The doctor asked the security guard at the hospital entrance about the nearest real estate agency. Indeed, there was one in an alley just around the corner from the hospital’s main entrance. Standing across from the agency, the doctor looked at the wall of property listings pasted on the glass storefront, feeling dazzled. Seeking help from his previous theory again, if he were sitting in a wheelchair, he definitely couldn’t see the listings at the top—he should look at the bottom ones. The doctor crouched down and scanned the property listings within his line of sight, indeed finding a cheap and affordable rental in a corner.

Indeed! Good fortune meant saving money! The doctor rubbed his hands together, convinced that such a good property was overlooked because the real estate agent had placed it in a corner. At this price, instead of paying six months’ rent as originally planned, he could rent it for a full year! He immediately rushed into the store, specifically asking to view this property. The real estate agent seemed hesitant to speak, but seeing his insistence, finally found the keys from the back of a drawer and took him to view the property.

The house was great—just one street away from the hospital, less than a ten-minute walk. It had all furniture and appliances, one bedroom and one living room, both the bedroom and living room faced south, and the living room was already partitioned with a bed—essentially another bedroom, actually making it two rooms. He could find someone to share rent later, saving even more money. The doctor’s calculations were clicking away. After viewing, he was satisfied and planned to sign an agreement with the agency.

This was definitely a steal! Otherwise he’d be restless! The real estate agent, seeing the doctor really wanted to rent, hesitated for a long time before determinedly saying, “Customer, aren’t you curious why this house is so cheap?”

“Ah? Is there a problem?” The doctor immediately stopped smiling and pressed: “Too much overdue utilities? Leaking toilet? Or difficult neighbors playing loud rock music?”

“Much more serious than that.” The real estate agent shrank back, looking left and right before lowering his voice as if afraid of being overheard: “This is a haunted house where someone died—an unnatural death… Several previous tenants have rented it but moved out shortly after…”

“Oh, that’s nothing!” The doctor thought the agent would mention some unsolvable problem and sighed with relief. As someone studying medicine, he’d seen plenty—would he really be afraid of this?

The real estate agent tried to dissuade him repeatedly, but seeing the doctor didn’t mind at all, stopped saying anything. After all, he’d done his duty and said what needed to be said. Though the commission for renting this house was small, even a mosquito was still meat!

The two happily returned to the real estate agency to sign the contract. The doctor paid the money and got the keys. The entire process from viewing to signing took less than an hour—it wasn’t even lunchtime yet.

Since there wasn’t much stuff in the dormitory, and it was a rare day off, if he didn’t hurry and move now, he probably wouldn’t be able to live in the new house until next week. The doctor simply returned to the dormitory to pack, bringing essential items for now, planning to borrow Chun Ge’s family car tomorrow when he was free to move everything else. After washing, cleaning, tidying up, and buying daily necessities, it was about done by the time Chun Ge finished work.
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“Oh my! Well done! You quietly went and rented a place!” Chun Ge received the news and came to check, carrying housewarming food and drinks. “There’s even another bed! Does this mean if I work late, I can sleep directly at your place?”

“Sure! I’m not gonna rip you off—the rent is the cost of one breakfast per night!” the doctor joked. Getting such a cheap rental put him in a great mood. But he decided not to tell Chun Ge this was a haunted house—this guy was too timid and would definitely lose sleep if he knew.

“Huh? Didn’t you say you’d move tomorrow? Why did you bring this revolving lantern over today?” Chun Ge noticed the familiar revolving lantern on the kitchen counter. Taking a closer look, he gasped: “I knew it! Your ability to rent this place so quickly was good fortune. Look, the revolving lantern has changed to the next paper picture!”

“I planned to use it as a night light.” The doctor was startled—he’d been busy organizing and hadn’t noticed. But he was quite curious about what the fifth picture of “The Old Man at the Frontier Lost His Horse” depicted, since the traditional fable only went to the fourth picture. The paper picture on the revolving lantern was clearly visible under the warm yellow light, its content immediately apparent. Sai Weng’s son, having avoided military service, remained in his hometown, but war ravaged the area. With all able-bodied men conscripted, farmlands lay untended, nine out of ten houses stood empty, and corpses littered the ground. Both Sai Weng and his son were starving, barely clinging to life.

The doctor and Chun Ge exchanged glances. The former forced a smile: “This… maybe it’s predicting that I’ll be broke from paying rent and won’t have money for food? But I still have you to lend me money!”

“If only it were that simple…” Chun Ge had an ominous feeling.

The next day, Chun Ge borrowed his family’s car and went to the dormitory to help the doctor move everything. Since they were both guys without many possessions, seeing the car still had space, Chun Ge also packed up his things to take along. And while helping the doctor move to his new place, he “accidentally” moved some of his own items there too.

The doctor didn’t mind seeing this—if this guy wanted to stay at his place, he welcomed it with open arms! This way someone would handle his breakfast!

Ever since Chun Ge found out how much the doctor paid for rent, he felt the doctor had gotten a great deal. He kept asking whether anything unusual had happened during his first night there. The doctor said there were no problems, just that the neighbors seemed a bit noisy at midnight. Modern houses had poor soundproofing anyway, and being close to a commercial street, you could hear cars roaring by late at night, but it didn’t affect sleep.

Chun Ge wandered around the room suspiciously, scrutinizing the house with a fault-finding eye, even moving bookcases and furniture to check thoroughly.

“Huh? There’s a red wire on this wall—a phone line?” Chun Ge moved a single sofa and saw a red wire.

“Probably. But I have a mobile phone now, so I don’t need to set up a landline.” The doctor mopped the floor: “Let’s move this sofa to a different spot! Put it there! There!”

Chun Ge followed directions, but felt that protruding red wire on the wall was strange. For someone with OCD, he really wanted to pull it out. After looking around several times, he finally found a small coffee table to place in front and block it.

Later, Chun Ge found a box of dusty books in a cabinet. To his surprise, these books were all medical-related, many in foreign languages with notes and annotations throughout. The handwriting was elegant, and the name written on the title pages was “Li Hua.”

“Must be a senior student.” The doctor thought the book owner was a girl, since guys like them rarely took such careful notes. Although this rental had later been renovated with changed layout and furniture, some decorative details still showed great care and a girlish touch.

“A top student senior.” Chun Ge flipped through the books. Though they were somewhat dated, you could tell these were cutting-edge medical materials at the time. At least they couldn’t understand them at their current level. Since they’d just gather dust anyway, might as well put them to use. After cleaning the books, they arranged them neatly on the bookshelf.

After settling in, the doctor hurried back to the hospital to continue work—he’d only taken half a day off, which he’d begged the director to grant. If he returned even a minute late, he’d probably get skinned alive.

Chun Ge was given a spare set of keys by the doctor and wasn’t in a hurry to leave. He pulled a couple books from the shelf and sat down to read. But after flipping just two pages, he felt the room was incredibly quiet.

It was an indescribable silence. He hadn’t noticed when the doctor was there, but once alone, the silence became unbearable. Like falling into thick liquid, he could hear nothing but his own breathing. Whether it was psychological, Chun Ge felt a chill down his back, making him shudder all over. But this place was clearly near a commercial street! How could you hear nothing! Not even car sounds!

The more Chun Ge thought about it, the more frightened he became. He immediately stood up, not bothering with the books, grabbed the keys and locked up to leave. He didn’t plan to tell the doctor—after all, this seemed more like scaring himself, and he’d be too embarrassed to mention it!

The day after the doctor moved, the director announced congratulations on barely passing the evaluation period and officially entering the internship. The interns groaned upon hearing this—all that suffering was just the evaluation period? They’d barely adapted, only to be told things would get harder?

But perhaps having grown accustomed to being tormented, the doctor gritted his teeth and persevered no matter how hard or tiring it got. Fortunately, he’d moved to the new place in time—coming home early and waking up late meant gaining two extra hours of sleep daily. So even with increased burdens at the hospital, the doctor felt much better than before.

What puzzled him was that although Chun Ge’s home was farther away, he never once suggested staying overnight at the doctor’s place. After several invitations went unanswered, the doctor stopped mentioning it. But he’d already planned that whenever Chun Ge stayed over, he’d ask him to treat them to that incredibly upscale-looking Han Family Private Kitchen on the commercial street!

Every time he passed that antique-style entrance on his way to work, the doctor would imagine how delicious the food inside must be, always drooling. But imagination was full while reality was stark—within days, the doctor discovered that restaurant was covered with green curtains. While eating steamed buns next door, he heard neighbors gossiping that it had changed ownership, no longer operating as a restaurant but becoming an antique shop.

What was this boss thinking? Opening an antique shop on a commercial street full of food and entertainment? Shouldn’t it be on antique street?!

The doctor’s dream of fine dining was shattered, leaving him in low spirits all day. This particular day was especially busy—a multi-car pileup on the highway had them working in the emergency room until after 11 PM before being rotated out for rest. With no buses at this hour, the doctor again invited Chun Ge to sleep at his place. After hesitating, Chun Ge was truly exhausted, and thinking about having to get up early tomorrow, he agreed.

The doctor went home, washed hastily, and fell asleep immediately, sleeping dreamlessly.

It felt like he’d just lain down for minutes when someone shook him awake. The doctor struggled to open his eyes and saw someone sitting by his bed. Outside the window, dawn was just breaking, with weak light filtering through the curtains he’d forgotten to close last night. Backlit, he couldn’t see the person’s face clearly, making the scene even more eerie and terrifying.

“What are you doing?!” The doctor shivered, his imagination running wild as he fully awakened. Looking closely, he saw it was Chun Ge with a deathly pale face. Only then did he remember inviting Chun Ge to sleep in the living room last night. “There’s… there’s something… in the room…” Chun Ge’s voice trembled as he spoke.

“What thing?” The doctor picked up the luminous alarm clock by his bed—it was far from his set time, so he planned to pull the covers over his head for more sleep.

Chun Ge wouldn’t let him have his way, grabbing him and beginning to complain.

According to him, he hadn’t slept all night, constantly feeling like someone was watching him whenever he closed his eyes. He kept experiencing cutting pains all over his body. He struggled to get up and ran to the doctor’s room, but couldn’t wake him no matter what. He even tried to leave but couldn’t open the door, and his phone had no signal when he tried to call police.

“You wouldn’t wake up—I was about to have a breakdown!” Chun Ge said frantically.

Actually, looking at him now, he already seemed to have broken down.

The doctor internally grumbled while comforting him: “You’re overthinking it. Uncomfortable sensations on your body? Did you not air out your bedding in time? I told you not to be lazy—now you probably have fleas! As for not being able to get out and phones having no signal, that was probably all hallucination. You haven’t been resting well lately, so you had sleep paralysis! Hey, though it has the scary name ‘ghost pressing bed,’ medically this is sleep paralysis syndrome symptoms. You’re studying medicine! You can’t believe in idealism!”

Seeing the doctor wouldn’t believe him no matter what, Chun Ge got angry, put on his coat and shoes, and left. Hearing the door close outside, the doctor lay back down for more sleep, muttering to himself: “See, he could open the door and get out just fine. Really…”

When daylight fully broke and the alarm rang, the doctor reluctantly got up. Carefully recalling the morning’s events, he decided to mock Chun Ge at work. Hadn’t they agreed he’d treat for breakfast today?! Using such a trick to escape treating was really too low!

The doctor had a bellyful of words ready, but arriving at the hospital, he found Chun Ge hadn’t come to work at all. No response to messages, no answer to calls—the doctor began worrying. By noon, he couldn’t hold back and ran to the director’s office to inquire.

“Chun Ge? He took leave, coming to work tomorrow.” Contrary to his usual stern seriousness, the director smiled exceptionally kindly. The doctor shuddered and pressed on: “Director, how did you approve his leave? And why are you so happy?” Shouldn’t such leave requests be severely criticized?

“Do I look like someone so unreasonable?” The director snorted coldly. “Everyone encounters emergencies. Even doctors can’t be immune to all illnesses—isn’t taking leave normal? Besides, if you force yourself not to take leave when you’re worried about something or feeling unwell, that makes you easily distracted and prone to mistakes. When we make mistakes, that could cost lives! Understand? You can take leave when necessary!”

The doctor hadn’t expected a simple question to result in another long lecture, hastily agreeing submissively.

“But if someone takes leave too often, trying to slack off, and attendance becomes an issue, I’ll have to handle it with dismissal.” After alternating between encouragement and warning, the director finally let the doctor go. Head hanging, the doctor thought: if Chun Ge doesn’t come, so be it, but colleagues knew they were close friends, so Chun Ge’s work got dumped on him too. Working as two people all day, he felt like he’d lost two pounds from exhaustion. Chun Ge definitely owed him a big meal for this!

When the doctor saw Chun Ge again the next day, he didn’t get a chance to make this demand before being pulled into a corner. Chun Ge mysteriously handed him a palm-sized wooden box.

“What’s this?” Looking down, the doctor saw a dull wooden box with some paint peeling off, looking quite worn.

“This is a good thing! I specially went home to get this blessed for you at a temple! Put it on the floor at home to suppress evil things!” Chun Ge patted his chest in guarantee.

The doctor found this absurd. What good thing? Had he been scammed by some monk? Just as he was about to open it to see what was inside, Chun Ge immediately pressed down on his hand.

“No, you can’t look, and you can’t touch it carelessly!” Chun Ge hesitated, then gritted his teeth: “Forget it, I’ll personally go to your place after work!” He snatched the wooden box from the doctor’s arms, afraid he’d open it randomly. The doctor found this amusing but didn’t take it seriously.

After work, Chun Ge indeed came to the doctor’s house carrying that wooden box, mysteriously finding a spot to place it in the corner by the wall with the phone line. Chun Ge seemed unable to stay even a moment longer and immediately headed home. Before leaving, he specifically looked at the revolving lantern, finding it still showed the same paper picture, meaning the misfortune hadn’t passed, and warned the doctor to be extra careful.

The doctor didn’t take it seriously, instead staring at the wooden box in the corner for a long time. He thought about it while eating, while bathing, while brushing teeth, and even while lying in bed. Now he really couldn’t sleep without opening it to look!

Finding himself the excuse of needing to check everything in the house, the doctor threw off his covers and got up, walking to that wall in the living room. After hesitating for a while, he still opened the wooden box. Inside lay what looked like a weight-shaped metal object.

The doctor curiously picked it up and found it was a bronze tiger sculpture with some patina and rust spots. The tiger stood on a mountain stone, head raised in a roar—quite lifelike.

But no matter how he looked at it, it seemed like a scam.

The doctor put the bronze tiger back, thinking the wooden box wasn’t in the way here anyway, so he left it unmoved.

As he stood up to walk toward the bedroom, he nearly tripped. Looking down, he saw the red phone line protruding from the wall.

Strange, maybe when Chun Ge moved the coffee table today, he accidentally pulled this phone line out. Thinking he should remember to cut this phone line or fold it up and store it properly, the doctor yawned and walked back to the bedroom, completely missing how that red line moved on its own and suddenly “whooshed” into the wooden box with its loose lid…

The doctor fell asleep the moment he lay on the bed, but in a half-dreaming state, he found his body couldn’t move! In his consciousness, he could clearly determine that he was experiencing what he’d told Chun Ge about—sleep paralysis syndrome, commonly called “ghost pressing bed.” But as time passed, he inexplicably began to panic.

His body really began hurting bit by bit as Chun Ge had described, like someone was cutting off pieces of flesh with a knife.

The doctor wanted to get up but felt weak in all limbs, unable to sit up. He wanted to shout but couldn’t make a sound.

He rolled his eyes, hoping to start with moving his eye muscles to break free from this sleep paralysis syndrome, but when he turned toward a corner of the room, he saw a red shadow flash by.

If he wasn’t mistaken, that was a… red dragon?
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Sleep paralysis often occurs when a person is about to enter deep sleep or is about to wake up. It frequently affects teenagers and is most likely to happen to people who often stay up late, are under great stress, and don’t rest well.

Because consciousness remains clear while the body cannot move—like having a thousand-pound boulder pressing on the chest—combined with hallucinations created by merging with dream states, people vividly call it “ghost pressing bed.”

Strangely enough, the doctor had never experienced sleep paralysis before.

So when he first realized what was happening, the doctor seriously reflected on whether he’d been too busy lately, his body unable to cope and subtly protesting to him.

But as the bodily pain became completely unbearable, he couldn’t help but panic.

Moreover, he clearly saw that crimson figure flashing by in the dark corner of the room.

The doctor recalled Chun Ge’s words—in his description of what he’d experienced, he never mentioned seeing a red dragon!

Could it be from the wooden box… No, that was a tiger! Not a dragon!

The more the doctor thought about it, the more confused he became.

He told himself this was just sleep paralysis, and the pain was because the blanket still had fleas despite being aired out… No wait, due to temporary limb paralysis and being in a numb state, he shouldn’t be able to feel bodily pain at all!

So all of this should be hallucinations produced by his brain waves during rapid eye movement sleep. To be precise, what he was seeing was all his dreams.

Day thoughts become night dreams. Recent research supposedly shows that dreams might be formed by the brain based on events from the past week. Perhaps it was things he’d seen in daily life projecting into his mind.

Right, in that previous elevator crash incident, the Tang-suited man who appeared was wearing Tang clothing embroidered with a red dragon.

Perhaps because this person had saved him once, in his subconscious, he was the first person he thought of.

Look, looking more carefully, there really was someone there. That red dragon was embroidery on that person’s Tang suit. Because the fabric was black and there were no lights on in the room, at first glance he only saw the red dragon.

The doctor almost gave himself a thumbs-up for his rigorous logical reasoning, but he also felt that the imagined figure wasn’t very useful—the sensations in his body were getting more and more painful, even making him want to scream.

Just like what Chun Ge had experienced, he couldn’t make a sound either.

The doctor felt anxious. Though his rational analysis was sound, having never experienced sleep paralysis before, he inevitably felt frightened. Whether due to Chun Ge’s previous dramatization or the unbearable pain in his body, he always felt that if this continued, he might never wake up.

Just as he was feeling restless and uneasy, he vaguely heard someone murmuring softly in his ear.

“Strange, with a longevity lock protecting the body and vigorous yang energy, there should be no encounter with such supernatural events…”

Longevity lock? How did someone know he wore a longevity lock? Or was he fantasizing that the longevity lock he’d worn since childhood was some special protective amulet, creating auditory hallucinations?

The doctor stared blankly at the young man slowly approaching, the handsome face in his vision becoming clearer and clearer.

How had he even imagined the other person’s appearance?

This Tang-suited man seemed to take out something and wave it. The doctor instantly felt sensation return to his hands and feet, and the bone-deep pain receded like a tide.

The doctor sat up with a sudden movement, staring directly at the young man standing by his bedside, talking to himself: “Huh? Still here? So I haven’t woken up yet?” As he spoke, he reached out to grab the other’s hand.

Look, ice cold, indeed no temperature.

He squeezed it. Huh? This feeling, this was… a real person?

The doctor quickly released his hand, shocked, rubbing his eyes and putting on his glasses from the bedside table. He even pinched his thigh, grimacing in pain while not forgetting to question: “You… how did you get in? I clearly locked the door!”

The Tang-suited man didn’t respond to his question, instead looking around the room.

The doctor jumped out of bed and went to press the wall switch, but there was no response—it remained pitch black. “How is there a power outage now?” The doctor laughed awkwardly twice to ease the frightening atmosphere.

The Tang-suited man frowned and was about to say something when a muffled sound came from the living room, like something bursting open, shaking the floor.

“Could the new thermos I bought have exploded? Online purchases really aren’t good!” The doctor guessed dryly, but actually even he didn’t believe these words. That sound wasn’t at all like what a single thermos explosion could produce.

The Tang-suited man headed toward the living room. The doctor looked around the pitch-black bedroom, feeling it would be more terrifying to stay here alone. Not even having time to put on slippers, he immediately followed.

Strangely enough, although this person had inexplicably broken into his home with an unclear identity, the doctor instinctively felt the other wouldn’t harm him, instead giving him a sense of reliability and security.

After all, if this Tang-suited man wanted to do something to him, he could have done it already. And the previous elevator incident, though it could be called a coincidental accident, the doctor felt the other had deliberately saved him.

Walking out from the bedroom, he could see faint warm light coming from the kitchen area, breaking through this eerie darkness.

“So there is electricity. Looks like the bedroom light is broken.” The doctor sighed in relief, feeling that keeping the revolving lantern on all night as a night light was a very wise decision. He glanced around the living room, found no one, and headed toward the kitchen.

That Tang-suited man was indeed standing next to the revolving lantern. The warm yellow light fell on his handsome face, making him appear even more refined and elegant, with bright eyes and sparse brows. Hearing the doctor’s footsteps, he didn’t turn around but sighed softly: “So it’s a revolving lantern, no wonder…”

This voice was like a gentle breeze caressing the ears, captivating the soul. The doctor was stunned—so the voice he’d heard while half-asleep was indeed from this person. He quickly pressed: “This revolving lantern really has problems?”

The Tang-suited man lowered his eyes, pondering for a moment as if hesitating whether to tell the truth. The melancholy accumulated between his brows finally transformed into helpless regret as he sighed: “Misfortune is where fortune depends; fortune is where misfortune hides. This Fortune and Misfortune Revolving Lantern is a masterpiece made by a folk master of revolving lanterns. It depicts the story of ‘The Old Man at the Frontier Lost His Horse—Who Knows if Misfortune Is Actually Fortune,’ originally intended to teach people to take worldly matters lightly and face life with equanimity.”

“Fortune and Misfortune Revolving Lantern…”

“But as time passed, this Fortune and Misfortune Revolving Lantern’s paper became damaged for various reasons. When it came into someone’s possession, they were instructed to cover five sides with dark glass, leaving only one side visible. This Fortune and Misfortune Revolving Lantern then completely became an evil object.”

“Evil object?!” The doctor was shocked and instinctively stepped back, but feeling it wasn’t safe to be far from this Tang-suited man, he quietly moved a small step closer.

“This lamp only shows one paper picture at a time, predicting whether the owner of this Fortune and Misfortune Revolving Lantern will encounter misfortune or fortune. Misfortune is followed by fortune, fortune is followed by greater misfortune, like a snowball rolling, becoming increasingly unbearable.”

The doctor recalled that the first misfortune he encountered was merely not being hired by the hospital. The second misfortune would have broken his leg. By this logic, wouldn’t the third misfortune cost him his life?!

The Tang-suited man turned to look at the doctor. As if guessing his thoughts, he nodded: “That’s right. Since this Fortune and Misfortune Revolving Lantern was modified, it has never turned to the sixth paper picture. No one has been able to complete a full cycle. Sadly, the original owner, hoping to possess the greatest fortune, died due to his greed.”

The doctor was about to blurt out that he was lying when he suddenly remembered this Fortune and Misfortune Revolving Lantern was Yin Han’s relic. And the latter had also died in an accident after being accepted to the provincial hospital…

The more he thought about it, the more frightened he became. The doctor immediately stepped forward and unplugged the power cord, but the revolving lantern remained lit even without electricity. The light that had seemed warm and gentle now appeared as terrifying as ghostly fires in the doctor’s eyes.

“This… it’s unplugged…” The doctor’s voice trembled.

“Unplugging it won’t help. Once this Fortune and Misfortune Revolving Lantern reaches the fifth paper picture, it can no longer be stopped.”

The doctor stared wide-eyed at that picture depicting famine, then looked at the Tang-suited man, hoping he could deal with this matter.

The Tang-suited man reached out and, under the doctor’s hopeful gaze, picked up that revolving lantern and walked toward the kitchen exit.

The doctor quickly followed, but saw that the Tang-suited man didn’t head for the front door but toward the living room instead, occasionally lifting the revolving lantern up and down, with some inexplicable mysterious meaning.

Finally, the Tang-suited man crouched in front of a wall and frowned: “This wall is cracked.”

The doctor was shocked—so this guy was really just using this terrifying Fortune and Misfortune Revolving Lantern as lighting! Hey! Is being so careless really okay?!
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Internal complaints aside, the doctor still walked over. The wall in front of him had cracked open a finger-wide, arm-length fissure, pitch black as if cold wind was blowing out from inside. Looking more carefully, he found the wooden box on the ground had been opened, and that red phone line had somehow wrapped around the bronze tiger, with the whole thing embedded in the wall’s crack.

It was like… like that red line was alive, trying to drag the bronze tiger into the wall, being blocked by the wall and causing it to crack…

The doctor shuddered, feeling his imagination was running too wild. He forced himself to consider things practically: “What should I do about this cracked wall? Do I have to compensate the landlord? I’ve only lived here a short time. Should I find a cement worker to patch it up… But I wonder if the neighbors are affected. I should find time to ask next door tomorrow.”

“No need to go next door,” the Tang-suited man interrupted his rambling.

“Huh? Why?” the doctor asked curiously.

“Because the other side of this wall isn’t another unit at all,” the Tang-suited man’s voice was grave, but he didn’t explain further.

The doctor was about to press for details when he heard his phone ringing from the bedroom. Without thinking further, he went directly to the bedroom and picked up the phone from the nightstand. The screen showed an incoming call from Chun Ge, so the doctor pressed the answer button.

“Finally got through! What were you doing just now? Why were you out of service the whole time?!” Chun Ge’s loud voice blasted from the phone speaker, making the doctor immediately hold the phone farther away.

“I don’t know why either. I’ve been home the whole time!” the doctor said weakly.

“That’s exactly why I’m worried!” Chun Ge suddenly lowered his voice: “Do you know what’s wrong with the house you’re living in?”

“Huh? What’s wrong?” The doctor put the phone back to his ear.

“I asked someone to look up the name ‘Li Hua,’ and unexpectedly discovered she was the perpetrator of a horrific case from over ten years ago!” Chun Ge’s voice carried a chill: “This Li Hua was our senior student. Because her boyfriend betrayed her, she used a surgical knife to slice off his flesh piece by piece. According to the forensic examination, that poor man was still alive when only a skeleton remained!”

The doctor was so frightened he almost dropped the phone.

“Of course, that man eventually died, and Li Hua turned herself in. This means the room you’re living in was the crime scene! Move out quickly!” Chun Ge urged anxiously.

“But… a haunted house isn’t that bad, right?” The doctor was still reluctant to give up such cheap rent. Though he’d experienced sleep paralysis, nothing had actually happened to him!

“Not that bad?! I also checked the floor plan of your building—the room you’re living in is completely wrong! It should originally be a two-bedroom, one-living room unit! That means behind that wall in the living room, they sealed off a room with cement!” Chun Ge roared in frustration.

The doctor’s hair stood on end as he suddenly recalled what the Tang-suited man had said—the other side of the wall wasn’t another unit at all… So that’s what he meant?!

“And what’s more terrifying is that supposedly not all the flesh carved from that man was found. Who knows what horrible things are sealed in that room! Hello? Hello! Are you listening to me… hello…”

The phone suddenly cut off. The doctor stared at the “No Service” message on the screen, cold dread creeping up his spine. He moved toward the exit almost mechanically, and when passing through the living room, he glimpsed the Tang-suited man still crouched there studying the crack in the wall. But the more the doctor thought about it, the more terrified he became. He rushed to the door in a few steps, wanting to escape this eerie house.

However, the door was sealed tight and completely unopenable.

The doctor used all his strength, sweating profusely from exhaustion, but the door that used to open easily now seemed to weigh a hundred thousand pounds and wouldn’t budge.

“You can’t get out until that thing is dealt with.”

The doctor was scared out of his wits by the sudden voice, taking a beat to realize he’d just heard this voice before. He quickly turned around to find the Tang-suited man standing not far behind him. Perhaps the other’s calm demeanor helped the doctor settle down slightly. He mustered courage and asked tremblingly: “That… that thing… what do you mean?”

“The wronged soul that died here,” the Tang-suited man stated calmly. “Generally speaking, souls can only remain in the world for seven days. Only wronged souls with deep obsessions can linger long-term.”

As the Tang-suited man spoke, he walked back to the living room, and the doctor quickly followed. Hearing this, he deeply agreed—that unfortunate man had been tortured to death alive; anyone would find it unbearable.

“Actually, without someone feeding it, this wronged soul wouldn’t be trapped here for long,” the Tang-suited man pointed at the cracked wall and said flatly: “This room’s layout has been altered. What’s sealed behind that wall is probably that wronged soul.”

“So… the previous tenants who moved out after just a few days, and what my friend experienced when he stayed over—were all caused by this wronged soul?” The doctor thought of Chun Ge’s description and suddenly felt something was off: “But I didn’t sense anything unusual before. Why did something happen specifically tonight?”

“You have a protective amulet on you, so ordinary demons and ghosts can’t get close. Tonight’s incident was because of this thing.” The Tang-suited man opened his palm.

In the light of the revolving lantern, the doctor saw the bronze tiger that Chun Ge had brought lying in his palm.

“This is a Bo Ya Zhen,” the Tang-suited man explained, knowing the doctor wouldn’t understand. “Simply put, this is a paperweight. Zhen means to suppress. In ancient times before paper was invented, these were called stone weights, used to hold down mats or bed curtains, so a set had four pieces. Later they became chess weights for Liubo chess, placed at the four corners of the board. In ancient tombs, Bo Ya Zhen were popular burial goods for suppressing graves and warding off evil.”

“If that’s the case, this should be a treasure for suppressing evil! How did it backfire instead?” The doctor knew Chun Ge definitely meant well and sent this to save him.

“The person your friend consulted probably had only half-knowledge. A Bo Ya Zhen set of four must appear together to combine spiritual power, form a complete system, and guard an area. If I’m not mistaken, this set should be the Four Divine Beasts Bo Ya Zhen. According to Five Elements theory, this White Tiger Bo Ya Zhen should be placed in the true west direction. With wrong positioning and standing alone, isn’t it just a delivered tonic?” Before the Tang-suited man finished speaking, that red line writhed like a living venomous snake toward the White Tiger Bo Ya Zhen in his hand.

The doctor cried out in alarm but was quickly pulled out of the living room by the Tang-suited man. Watching that red line grow longer and longer before his eyes, pursuing them relentlessly like a bone-deep poison.

Just as the red line was about to lash his face, a jade-white hand unhesitatingly grabbed the red line while throwing him toward the bedroom.

The bedroom door slammed shut, and a low shout came from outside: “Stay put and don’t come out.” Then followed sounds of heart-stopping combat.

How could the doctor let a stranger risk life and death for him? He turned the bedroom door handle, but like when he tried to open the front door earlier, it wouldn’t budge. He had no idea what mysterious methods the other had used.

The doctor could only press against the door in fear, listening to the sounds outside, his imagination running wild in sheer torment.

Perhaps it was a long time, perhaps just minutes—the doctor could no longer judge the passage of time. When the bedroom door handle turned, he instinctively stepped back two paces.

The door slowly opened, and accompanied by the warm, soft light of the revolving lantern, the Tang-suited man stood in the doorway. He looked somewhat disheveled—his originally neat hairstyle had become messy, and his already pale complexion appeared even paler. Perhaps it was the doctor’s imagination, but the red dragon on his clothing seemed to have deepened in color, like the color of blood.

“It’s all settled now,” the Tang-suited man said matter-of-factly.

The doctor boldly went out to look around and found the crack in the living room wall was still there, but the red line had vanished.

“Find a cement worker tomorrow to seal it up,” the Tang-suited man said lightly. Though the wronged soul was eliminated, this room had been altered to harbor resentful spirits and occupied by them for years, making it full of yin energy that would likely attract strange things. The doctor was so big-hearted that he probably wouldn’t notice if not told. Besides, with the longevity lock protecting him, the doctor wouldn’t sense anything unusual. If not for the sudden appearance of the Bo Ya Zhen, nothing would have happened this time. The sealed room only contained the deceased’s belongings, nothing serious. After thinking it over, the Tang-suited man didn’t say more.

The doctor wanted to ask more questions when his phone rang thunderously. This was more effective than any test—the wronged soul was definitely collected, the magnetic field had returned to normal, and his phone had signal again. The doctor didn’t rush to answer Chun Ge’s call but focused on the Bo Ya Zhen in the Tang-suited man’s hand. Whether or not this thing could suppress evil, the doctor felt he couldn’t handle it. What if it attracted something else? So after thinking, he asked: “Could I trouble the Heavenly Master to keep that Bo Ya Zhen?”

“Heavenly Master?” The Tang-suited man was startled, then smiled: “Heavenly Masters catch demons.”

This Tang-suited man had maintained a stern expression since they met, but this smile was like ice and snow melting, as if the temperature around them instantly rose several degrees. The doctor was dazed for a moment before quickly apologizing: “Sorry, sorry, so those who catch ghosts are… Taoists? Definitely not monks, right?” The doctor glanced several times at the Tang-suited man’s short hair.

“Answer your phone. I’ll keep this Bo Ya Zhen as… payment for ‘ghost catching.'” The Tang-suited man’s smile deepened, containing some indulgence and helplessness.

The doctor quickly answered the phone, pretending to be sleepy, and with a few words calmed the frantic Chun Ge on the other end, while confirming that the Bo Ya Zhen was indeed sent by him. He wanted to say more but saw the Tang-suited man turning to leave, so he hastily hung up and chased after him.

“Wait! Your hand is injured! Let me get a bandage!” The doctor had already noticed the other’s right palm had scratches, probably from grabbing the red line earlier.

Hearing this, the Tang-suited man paused but didn’t insist on leaving. Instead, he found a sofa in the living room to sit on.

The doctor brought out his medical kit, which contained various emergency medicines, some high-grade supplies only available in hospitals. This was also a benefit for medical students. The doctor found iodine for disinfection and bandages, kneeling on one knee in front of the sofa to carefully treat the other’s wound.

The Tang-suited man’s gaze fell on the doctor’s neck. The longevity lock he wore had fallen outside his pajamas due to running, gleaming with lustrous, delicate jade light under the revolving lantern’s yellow glow. The Tang-suited man’s gaze was focused, not noticing that the wound on his hand was quickly being treated.

“Ah! The paper picture on the revolving lantern has changed! Does this mean I’ve escaped my misfortune?”

The doctor’s joyful words brought the Tang-suited man back to his senses. He looked up just in time to see the paper picture in the revolving lantern on the coffee table slowly turning. What was depicted was Sai Weng and his son, on the verge of starvation during famine, rescuing a man who had collapsed. Unexpectedly, that man was actually a prince traveling incognito. Grateful for their life-saving kindness, the prince brought them to the capital and granted them fine clothing and food for their remaining years.

“This is… meeting a benefactor? Haha, maybe tonight I’ve already encountered the best thing!” The doctor packed up his medical kit, laughing with obvious meaning.

The Tang-suited man smiled bitterly, murmuring: “Knowing me isn’t necessarily a good thing…”

“Huh? What did you say? Oh right, I still don’t know your name!”

“…My shop will open soon, not far from here. You’re welcome to visit.”

“Huh? What shop? Can ghost catching be a business now?”

“…An antique shop.”

…

The doctor awakened from his memories, looking down at the black jade sphere in his palm that had returned to normal, shocked and angry.

These were his memories?

Why did he have no recollection of them at all?
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In the vision, both he and Chun Ge appeared as they had four or five years ago in their youth, while that Tang-suited man showed no difference from the stranger who had come to his house today. It was as if… as if time had left no trace on his face…

The doctor stood there in a daze for a long time, so long that even Tang Yuan noticed something was wrong and came out to see what he was doing.

The doctor first put the black jade sphere in his pocket, closed the door, and returned to his room. Then he went to Tang Yuan’s room—the latter slept in the room converted from the living room. The doctor stood in front of that wall, silent for a long moment, then raised his hand and peeled off the wallpaper.

“Hey hey! Uncle! What are you going crazy about in the middle of the night?! Even if you’re mad at me, don’t take it out on the house!” Tang Yuan jumped anxiously: “What are you looking for? Huh, this wall was cracked before? What shoddy construction. But this repair job looks pretty ugly too.”

“I fixed it myself…” the doctor said in a daze. Fragmented images flashed by, and he remembered that due to being short on money at the time, and because the formation of this crack was too bizarre to explain to others, he had bought some cement and sand himself, mixed it up, and clumsily patched it. Later, feeling it was too conspicuous, he bought wallpaper to cover it when he had more money.

Tang Yuan blinked but didn’t respond.

The doctor casually stuffed the torn wallpaper into Tang Yuan’s hands: “Figure out how to put it back up yourself!”

“Hey!” Tang Yuan was angry and about to protest when he noticed the doctor’s serious gaze was frighteningly intense: “What… what’s wrong?”

“Do you know that person who came tonight?” the doctor asked word by word.

“Yes… yes! He’s my senior brother!” Tang Yuan started somewhat guilty, then felt this was the truth! Why should he feel guilty? He puffed out his little chest proudly.

“I want to see him. Right now.”

The Boss, who should have been at the Dumb House, now stood in a deep mountain forest. The sky was overcast with dense clouds, no stars or moonlight visible, making the place even more eerie and terrifying.

Deep in the mountains lay a long-abandoned estate. The lanterns at the gate were already damaged beyond repair, torn paper fluttering in the cold wind. The two stone lions standing silently at the entrance were covered with withered ivy vines, making them look as if bound by ropes at first glance.

If Lu Zigan were here, he would recognize this as the estate where the Liubo chess gathering had taken place years ago. But times had changed—this estate had long lost its former grandeur, leaving only desolation.

The Boss stood before the estate gate for a long time before reaching out to push open the half-closed door.

Fallen leaves covered the blue bricks in the courtyard, looking as if no one had been here for ages.

After briefly determining direction, the Boss headed toward the true west of the estate.

This Liubo chess estate wasn’t oriented north-south like ordinary residences, nor was it positioned according to traditional geomancy. The entire courtyard was laid out like a chessboard in a perfect square, with four corners precisely positioned in the southeast, northwest directions.

Newcomers to this estate, without celestial bodies to identify direction, probably wouldn’t notice this peculiarity and would assume it faced south.

The Boss walked along, only the sound of night wind stirring fallen leaves accompanying his footsteps. He kept his eyes straight ahead until reaching the corner in the true west. At the base of the courtyard wall stood a stone platform with a bronze ornament embedded on top.

The Boss’s eyes narrowed, because this was precisely the White Tiger Suppression Town he had collected from the doctor years ago.

This White Tiger Suppression Town should have been lying peacefully in a brocade box in the inner room of the Dumb House, yet now it had been placed here by someone. If he hadn’t been checking the antiques in the Dumb House and discovered some items had mysteriously disappeared, he wouldn’t have noticed.

It was precisely because of this White Tiger Suppression Town’s disappearance that the Boss deduced something was wrong with this Liubo chess estate. Suppression Town—Zhen means to suppress. The character “Bo” could mean numerous or universal, but could also refer to Liubo chess.

“If I’m not mistaken, the other three directions also have corresponding Four Divine Beasts Suppression Towns,” the Boss seemed to mutter to himself, but turned his head toward a certain spot in the corridor: “I really underestimated you—you even managed to collect all the scattered Four Divine Beasts Suppression Towns.”

“Hehe, I’ve already returned to the mortal world—what’s impossible about that?” Accompanied by a cold, emotionless voice, a figure slowly emerged from the darkness. Though his clothing and hairstyle were different, that gloomy face and bewitching eyes left no room for the Boss to mistake his identity.

“Lord Chamberlain, it’s been a long time,” the Boss said neither humbly nor arrogantly. He had been prepared to encounter Zhao Gao on this trip, just hadn’t expected him to arrive so quickly.

Hearing this, Zhao Gao chuckled lightly and shook his head with a sigh: “That title—I just heard it not long ago.”

The Boss was stunned, his expression changing: “You’ve seen the Young Master? What did you do to him?” In this era, besides himself, only Fu Su could address Zhao Gao as Lord Chamberlain.

“What could I do to him? This is a society ruled by law now.” Zhao Gao spread his hands with mock innocence, looking entirely blameless.

The Boss wouldn’t believe a single word of this. He stared at the other intently for a moment before slowly saying: “Zhao Gao, what is it you want?”

“What does the Lord Minister mean by this?” Zhao Gao raised an eyebrow, crossing his arms in a listening posture.

“If you wanted to reach the pinnacle of power and influence, you’ve already achieved it.”

“If you wanted to become a sovereign ruler, Hu Hai was no match for you—you could have replaced him completely, but you didn’t.”

“You schemed tirelessly to climb to the heights, yet played the entire empire like a toy, manipulating everything just to destroy it with your own hands?”

“Everyone has something they want, someone they want to become, achievements they want to establish. But all your actions are completely untraceable—I can’t figure you out. So after I crawled out of Qin Shihuang’s tomb, I specifically went to Handan to investigate.”

The Boss’s ethereal voice echoed through the dilapidated estate. By the last sentence, Zhao Gao’s previously composed expression finally showed some change.

He lowered his head, stroking his fingertips, and chuckled: “Oh? What did the Lord Minister discover?”

“Zhao Gao, second son of Zhao Daoxiang King Zhao Yan, born on the day of the Battle of Changping when four hundred thousand soldiers were buried alive. Born amid the blood and evil of four hundred thousand troops, judged by the Grand Astrologer as an ominous child. Bullied in the royal mansion from childhood, despised by his grandfather for his birth time, not even entered in the family genealogy.” The Boss spoke slowly, and for a moment it seemed as if the sounds of ancient battlefield clashes echoed in his ears—but listening more carefully, it was just the rustling of fallen leaves.

The corners of Zhao Gao’s mouth curved into an intriguing smile: “It seems I underestimated the Lord Minister.”

“With such origins, the Lord Chamberlain’s difficult life in Zhao is understandable. And the Lord Chamberlain’s friendship with the First Emperor probably began in their youth in Handan.” The Boss wasn’t intimidated by the coldness in Zhao Gao’s eyes, calmly stating his deductions.

“The Lord Minister’s speculation is correct.” Zhao Gao admitted frankly.

“After the Lord Chamberlain’s mother died tragically, you switched allegiance to Qin and helped the First Emperor destroy Zhao. That crown of King Wuling of Zhao that the First Emperor bestowed upon you probably held some obsession, didn’t it?” The Boss recalled that purple shell hairpin that had caused such turmoil years ago and couldn’t help shaking his head with a sigh: “The death of Empress Dowager Zhao Ji was probably your doing too, wasn’t it? All to have Zhao’s dowager queen executed. The Young Master was even implicated in this matter, losing imperial favor—the Lord Chamberlain really played an excellent game.”

“What the Lord Minister did back then truly amazed me—worthy of being Master’s favored disciple!” Zhao Gao clapped and laughed, but his bewitching eyes held no warmth.

“The Lord Chamberlain secretly aided the First Emperor in unifying the realm, yet afterward destroyed that empire without hesitation, acting entirely without principles or laws, purely according to whim. Such willful behavior—no wonder Master sealed you in the Apotheosis Formation, never to be reborn.” The Boss’s voice turned cold, completely unconcerned whether his words might anger the person before him.

“It seems you really do know quite a lot!” Zhao Gao casually leaned against a corridor pillar, but his tone returned to that emotionless monotone.

Some things he had learned after contacting his junior disciple Tang Yuan. The Boss looked up at the night sky where clouds had dispersed. More than two thousand years had passed, yet the stars above still moved along their ordained paths.

Human life is brief, like morning dew.

“People living in this world, whether pursuing ideals or goals, ultimately seek only to leave proof of their existence.”

“Human life spans mere decades. The ambitious pursue deeds that will be remembered through history, earning posthumous admiration—or if that’s impossible, notoriety will suffice.”

“Some write books or stories, hoping these words will become literature passed down through generations, existing for ages.”

“Some construct buildings—grand and magnificent, beautiful and spectacular, multi-storied pavilions, carved railings and jade balustrades—hoping to remain forever in the world.”

“Others create exquisite porcelain, jade, bronzes and such, praying these objects will be fine enough for wealthy collectors to treasure, hoping these items will be passed down.”

“This is actually the meaning behind antiques’ existence—each piece bearing traces of time is proof that countless people once existed.”

“So, Lord Chamberlain, can you tell me what exactly you pursue? If what you seek is lasting infamy, you’ve certainly achieved it. But what about now?”

The Boss questioned him sentence by sentence, but didn’t move Zhao Gao in the slightest. He smiled coldly: “Since the Lord Minister found this place, you should have guessed somewhat, shouldn’t you?”

The Boss fell silent. After a long pause, he frowned: “This place was built by Master, designed for Hu Hai to use humans as chess pieces in Liubo chess. Once life and death are at stake, the chess rules can strip the opponent’s lifespan. Given Master’s nature, this estate wouldn’t be so simple.”

“Oh?” A night wind swept through the hall, scattering Zhao Gao’s long hair tied behind his ears, partially obscuring his face and making his expression hard to read.

“The estate is like a chessboard, with four corners like a board, spaces reserved for placing Suppression Towns. Once this set of Four Divine Beasts Suppression Towns is complete, this place will probably become a world unto itself, becoming… a yin residence…” The Boss hesitated unusually at the end: “This place should be the yin residence Master prepared for you, but fearing he couldn’t capture you in one strike, he changed it to the Universe Formation to seal you instead.”

“Hehe, that Taoist built this estate to play a fair game of chess with me—a game with life as the stakes.” Zhao Gao laughed contemptuously: “Unfortunately, at the crucial moment, he backed down instead, tricked me into the formation, and imprisoned me alive for over two thousand years.”

“So you want to…” The Boss vaguely guessed what Zhao Gao sought, but without hearing it confirmed, found it hard to believe.

“Exactly. What I want is to finish the game he owes me.” Zhao Gao brushed away the hair blown across his forehead, revealing his wickedly charming face with a triumphant smile: “With him and me as the two owl pieces—the loser disappears completely from this world.”

A cold gleam flashed in the Boss’s eyes as he said icily: “There’s another choice—I don’t need to play chess. I can send you to meet the King of Hell right now!”

But before the Boss could act, Zhao Gao casually raised his hand. The Four Divine Beasts Suppression Towns on the stone platform rotated slightly, directly causing the Boss to feel chest pain, cough up blood, and unable to maintain his footing, dropping to one knee.

“Fool, I’m your senior brother—how could I not guess what you want to do?” Zhao Gao revealed a sinister smile and turned to leave. His cold voice came intermittently: “You’d better find the other five chess pieces and five players within a year. I can give you some advance information—I’ve collected countless evil objects these past years, so choose carefully which antiques to use as chess pieces!”

The Boss wiped the blood from his lips, his gaze sharp.

He didn’t doubt the truth of Zhao Gao’s words, and with such confidence, probably none of the antiques housed in the Dumb House could match his collection.

Would he have to go to treasure vaults across China to select suitable antiques?

Night wind blew past, fallen leaves rustling.

The Boss slowly stood up, his expression grave.

Zhao Gao had seized his weakness, leaving him no choice.

But the treasure vaults…

The Boss touched the jade armillary sphere at his chest—this sphere was the key to opening treasure vaults. Ever since this object was accidentally blood-bonded to Fu Su years ago, every vault opening required bringing Fu Su along. After Fu Su’s death, he could only bring Fu Su’s current reincarnation.

Fu Su had been mentioned by Zhao Gao earlier, probably already fallen into Zhao Gao’s hands, which was why the latter was so confident and unafraid of non-compliance.

So… was there only one choice left…

He really didn’t want that person dragged into this affair again…

The Boss closed his eyes, his hand gripping the jade armillary sphere trembling slightly.
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“Hey, did you hear? That Han Family Private Kitchen is changing hands!”

“I heard about that ages ago. Hasn’t it been closed for over ten days already?”

“I knew that private kitchen wouldn’t last long. It just doesn’t fit the style of our street!”

“Haha! Too upscale?”

“Exactly! Our whole street sells snacks, and suddenly having a private kitchen really doesn’t fit in at all!”

“But who’s taking over the private kitchen’s shop? What are they going to do with it?”

“Don’t worry, I’ve inquired about it. They say the boss taking over isn’t opening a restaurant—he’s opening an antique shop!”

“Did I hear that right?”

“Yeah, you heard correctly. Even more upscale. Look, see those people? That’s who bought it.”

The chatting neighbors all turned their gazes toward the few people walking down the street. Among them was an old man everyone recognized—the owner of Han Family Private Kitchen. Accompanying him were two others: a middle-aged man in his forties or fifties, and a young man in his early twenties.

The middle-aged man had ordinary features and average build, but his eyes were like a child’s—black and white distinctly separated, extremely clear. His head was completely bald, not a single hair, reflecting the sun’s rays like an oversized light bulb.

The young man, however, was strikingly handsome with an upright posture, wearing an eye-catching black Tang suit. On his right sleeve was embroidered a dark red dragon, winding and coiling up along his sleeve, its fierce mouth with bared fangs and claws pointing toward the collar. At first glance, this dragon looked alive, as if it were about to bite through his neck. The deep red pan-kou buttons embroidered on his chest lapels looked like drops of blood dripped onto black night. This eerie yet lifelike embroidery, combined with the handsome man wearing it, made it impossible to look away.

“Why is he dressed like a celebrity?” someone muttered quietly, and this conclusion gained agreement from others. With just one look, they could tell these two weren’t father and son. Rather, the middle-aged man hung back half a step, following behind the young man while conversing quietly with the Han family’s old man.

“Ah, I know that person—that middle-aged man. He’s been on TV before. Seems like he’s a master-level figure with a great reputation in the collecting world!” Someone recognized the middle-aged man and whispered excitedly.

“Then why would he choose this location to open an antique shop?” Someone began to find it puzzling.

“Tsk, what do you know! He’s not the one opening the shop—the real boss is that young man!” A well-informed person said this, causing another small stir of surprise among the crowd.

The discussion from the neighbors across the street reached the young boss’s ears without missing a word, but he paid no attention, quietly listening to the master and the shop owner chat.

Actually, he had no requirements about whether this shop was quiet or not, whether it leaked, whether it was safe—he didn’t much care about the price either. The master understood his temperament well, so this business deal went quite smoothly. After walking around the shop twice, the young boss gently nodded.

Seeing this, the master shook hands with the Han family’s old man, turned to call his assistant, and had him handle all the paperwork. The master’s all-capable assistant arrived within five minutes and went with the overjoyed Han family old man to sign contracts and handle transfers and related matters.

Only the master and young boss remained in the desolate shop. The master sniffed the room that still smelled of renovation and said with distaste, “Though this decoration is rather antique in style, it’s too crude. Let me find you a renovation company to redo it.”

“Alright, thank you.” The young boss smiled and didn’t refuse the master’s kind offer.

“The business license for the antique shop and other documents—after the house transfer is complete, I’ll have my assistant help you process them. Don’t worry, they’ll be ready when the renovation is finished.” The master’s attitude was extremely enthusiastic. No choice—his deceased grandfather’s ancestral instructions said to unconditionally help a man wearing a red dragon robe.

Of course, it wasn’t free help. The master thought of the greeting gift the young boss had given him, and his heart itched unbearably, wishing he could go home right now to examine it. “Boss, should I have my assistant book you a hotel? You can move in here after the renovation is finished and the smell has aired out.”

“No need. Didn’t they just give me the keys? I’ll stay here for now.” The young boss smiled faintly. “This place is very good. I like it very much.”

“If you like it, that’s good, that’s good.” The master didn’t know how else to persuade him. Watching the young boss turn his head slightly to look at the scenery outside, with sunset light filtering through the antique carved window lattice onto the boss’s refined profile, the master was instantly mesmerized.

He suddenly remembered black and white old photographs he’d seen at his grandfather’s when he was young—obviously secretly taken photos. The young man standing beside his grandfather in those pictures had a profile that seemed exactly the same as the person before him now.

Even the clothes seemed to be the same—a Zhongshan suit embroidered with dragons…

Well, if he was being strict about it, the position of the dragon embroidery on the young man’s clothes in that photograph wasn’t quite the same.

The master had a strong imagination. Thinking about how the young man before him needed help with various identity documents and antique shop permits, plus the fact that he casually produced priceless antiques, his mind suddenly expanded in directions even he didn’t believe. His horrified expression had just begun climbing onto his face when the young boss by the window seemed to sense something, slowly turning his head. A pair of deep, dark pupils looked straight over, sending chills through his heart.

The master forced two dry laughs, feeling the sun beginning to set. Being alone in one room with this eerily mysterious boss created pressure that simply broke through the sky. He pretended to be calm as he left his cell phone number, then hurried away with hurried steps, desperately making excuses.

The young boss smiled indifferently. He preferred quiet anyway. Being alone here, even in this dust-covered humble room, brought him contentment.

The next day, the neighbors on the commercial street saw that the shop that used to be the private kitchen had been surrounded by green curtains. Occasionally they could hear the ding-dong-dang sounds of renovation from inside, but this didn’t cause much confusion. After all, when a shop changes owners, of course it needs renovation before opening, especially when even its original purpose had changed—from restaurant to antique shop. There were probably many places that needed renovation, and it wouldn’t be finished in less than several months.

So that stunningly handsome boss from that day didn’t appear often and didn’t attract their attention. In their view, that young boss clearly looked like a pampered young master who probably had too much money burning a hole in his pocket. Just the little bit that leaked through his fingers was enough to open an antique shop—nothing too strange about that. Look how the property transfer and renovation speed was beyond ordinary people! If it were a regular family, they couldn’t get it done in ten days to half a month!

Over time, regular customers to the commercial street also got used to this patch of green curtain. Occasionally curious people would ask the neighboring shops about it, but after learning it was going to be an antique shop, they lost interest.

To find that photograph from his memory, the master specially returned to his hometown to visit his old father. When he found that black and white photograph, he became even more horrified.

What do you mean “looks exactly the same”! It was the same person entirely!

Though his father was nearly seventy, his memory hadn’t deteriorated. He told the master about what happened back then—from meeting his grandfather during the Republican era to helping their family through those difficult years forty years ago. The more he spoke, the more it made the master’s hair stand on end. Even after returning to Hangzhou, he tried hard to hypnotize himself into forgetting this matter. Though this was rather difficult, fortunately several conferences invited him to attend. After the master finished his busy schedule, he discovered it was already over a month later. His assistant told him the antique shop’s renovation was mostly complete and payment had been settled. If he didn’t go take a look, it would really be inexcusable.

The master chose to go in the afternoon when there weren’t many people on the commercial street. This was also why the shop owners on the commercial street couldn’t understand why an antique shop would open here. Because this commercial street mainly featured small restaurants, with some clothing stores and coffee and tea shops as supplements. The white-collar workers from surrounding office buildings or students from schools only came here to eat and shop after dark. But antique shops followed the trade rule of “no examining colors under lamplight”—they opened very early during the day and had to close when the sun set. So antique shop streets basically became ghost streets at night.

This antique shop’s daily operating hours were during the commercial street’s most desolate period, so everyone found this wastrel-like behavior incomprehensible. The master vaguely realized that the boss’s insistence on choosing this location meant he didn’t want many people disturbing him.

The green curtain had a gap that could be pulled open. The master stood outside hesitating for a while, spent ten minutes building up his psychological preparation, took a deep breath, pulled open the green curtain, and ducked inside.

The renovation that appeared before him immediately shocked him—those antique eaves, delicate and elegant doors, that carving, that solid wood fragrance… it was truly worth the large sum he’d paid the renovation company.

The master looked with fascination for a while and could see the craftsmanship. Based on the wood’s quality, color, grain, and polishing, this was probably aged timber. Even if he’d given the renovation company twice as much money, they couldn’t have created just this storefront.

It seemed the boss had contributed his own good materials.

The master couldn’t help but reach out to caress that carved door, touching and smelling it for quite a while before reluctantly lifting his leg to walk inside. But honestly, even though he knew the boss had many good things, he didn’t dare come often. After all, that was a… supposedly very old monster who had lived many years. Best to avoid unnecessary contact!

Entering the shop, the master discovered the main hall was much more spacious because the surrounding antique display shelves were all empty—apparently nothing had been arranged yet. He scanned around and habitually looked up to analyze the beam structure, only then noticing that this main hall had somehow been changed to a double-eaved hip roof!

The double-eaved hip roof was the most prestigious form in ancient Chinese architecture, usually only used for palace main halls or Buddhist temples. A hip roof has four sloped sides that curve slightly inward, with four ridges on the left and right sides that meet at each end of the main ridge, with five ridges on the upper level. Double-eaved means there’s a short eave below this, with one short vertical ridge at each of the four corners, totaling nine ridges.

Fortunately, the shop here wasn’t large, so this type of architecture didn’t attract attention. But now the master would never believe this was something any renovation company could accomplish in just over a month.

With large drops of cold sweat beading on his back, the master had no leisure to observe the decoration and furnishings inside the mute house. He hastily greeted the boss who emerged from the inner room, reminded him he could come find him if anything came up—especially repairing antiques, which was his specialty—anyway, a bunch of polite words. Without even drinking a cup of tea, he stumbled out with his left foot tripping his right foot.

The young boss raised an eyebrow but didn’t take the master’s attitude to heart. Holding an ancient brocade box in his hands, he leisurely turned and walked back to the courtyard. Standing in the center of the courtyard, he could take in the entire double-eaved hip roof. If the master had stood here, he would definitely have known what was wrong with this renovation.

Because on top of this double-eaved hip roof, there were actually no ridge beasts.

The boss looked down at the lacquered box in his hands and sighed softly.

This old friend… it too had slept for a very long time…
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Shengping Lane was originally where the most noble aristocrats of the Qin state resided. It was said that the entire lane belonged to this one family. Back in the day, visitors came in endless streams to pay their respects, lights blazed through the night, and it truly could be called a scene of song, dance, and prosperity.

But when the family patriarch fled the country as a traitor, Shengping Lane suddenly became desolate. Although the King of Qin didn’t reclaim this estate, clearly this family could no longer afford the expenses of maintaining this mansion. They dismissed their servants and gradually rented out sections of the vast estate and lane.

After several decades, Shengping Harbor became a place where peddlers and common folk frequently lingered. So much time had passed that they had forgotten what surname the owners of this estate even had. Even the nameplate on the estate was covered in dust, with only a vague “Gan” character still visible.

At a side gate of one section of the estate, since the beginning of spring, a four or five-year-old boy had been sitting on the threshold. Wearing a yellowed kudzu robe covered in patches, holding a bundle of bamboo scrolls, he sat there quietly with his head down, reading. At first, some people playfully approached to tease him and chat, but later they discovered this was a child who knew nothing except reading scrolls, so they shook their heads and left. In fact, they knew that in these times, anyone who had book scrolls must be descendants of great families. But looking at this child’s clothes and pale complexion… this family was probably so poor they only had books left!

Over time, people who frequently moved about Shengping Harbor also got used to this child sitting on the threshold. No one really believed he could actually understand those obscure book scrolls—after all, literate people were extremely rare in these times. Many people thought this child was just holding the scrolls for show. Moreover, this child also liked to lift his head after finishing reading each day, gazing into the distance at the sunset until the sun set.

“Is the sunset beautiful?” A young, clear voice sounded from beside the child.

“In my observation, it is not the sunset.”

The boy didn’t turn his head but continued gazing at the setting sun slowly descending in the western sky. This person beside him had been sitting for quite a while, and he hadn’t expected him to want to discuss such a boring topic.

“Oh? Then what is it?” That person hadn’t expected a child of this age to be so articulate and speak so steadily, incomparably better than his ignorant peers. He followed the child’s gaze, squinted his eyes, and said, “Could it be Xianyang Palace?”

“Indeed.” The boy’s lips curved slightly upward as he smiled and nodded.

That person fell silent for a moment, then suddenly understood why the boy liked to sit on the threshold reading. Looking through the open gate into the courtyard, the narrow yard was piled high with miscellaneous items, and the high courtyard walls blocked the view. Only by sitting here on the threshold could one glimpse a corner of Xianyang Palace’s eaves. Looking at Xianyang Palace appearing majestic and magnificent in the sunset, that person increasingly felt this child was extraordinary. He had once traveled through various states, and this time at a good friend’s request, he came to Great Qin to search for his descendants. He had already thoroughly investigated this little child beside him—he was one of the people he sought. Originally planning to just leave a few hundred gold and depart, but this child really was exceptional.

“Do you wish to enter the palace?” That person asked with a smile, thinking to himself that he was indeed worthy of being descended from nobility—harboring great ambitions!

“No.” The boy shook his head, pointing at the distant eaves of Xianyang Palace. “The scenery is best there. I want to sit on that ridge beast!”

“Just to see the scenery?” That person was slightly surprised. “You actually know about ridge beasts. Do you know what ridge beasts are?”

“Waterproofing, ridge protection, beautification.” The boy spoke word by word, using just six simple characters to summarize the functions of ridge beasts, clearly not learning this from others. Because if someone else had told him, they would have explained in more detail.

“Indeed.” That person was somewhat delighted. This child was surprisingly intelligent beyond his expectations. Actually, ridge beasts were those beast ornaments on the eaves. The main ridge had kiss beasts and watching beasts, vertical ridges had hanging beasts, diagonal ridges had diagonal beasts, and immortals and walking beasts were placed at the roof edge. Craftsmen used devouring beasts to tightly seal the meeting points of the two-slope roof ridge tiles, preventing rainwater leakage, both protecting the ridge and providing beautiful decoration. Generally, hip roofs had five ridges with six ridge beasts, commonly called “five ridges, six beasts.” But Xianyang Palace’s main hall was a double-eaved hip roof, making it “nine ridges, ten beasts.”

The sunset slowly descended during their question-and-answer exchange, gradually disappearing behind the mighty and magnificent main hall of Xianyang Palace. Without the sunset’s reflection, the magnificent glazed tiles on those eaves also dimmed, leaving only the silhouettes of ridges and ridge beasts in the evening glow.

The boy withdrew his gaze and began rolling up the scrolls in his hands. Daylight had faded, and his family was so poor they had no lamp oil for him to study by at night, so a day’s learning could only end here. Fortunately, no matter how destitute his family became, his father and uncle had no intention of selling the book scrolls collected at home. Most of the rooms where they now lived were occupied by scrolls collected by their ancestors.

That uninvited guest glanced at the scrolls the boy hadn’t finished rolling, catching only a few lines before immediately freezing. This child was only how old? And already reading the “Doctrine of the Mean”? Could he just be holding it to bluff people? He couldn’t help asking, “Are you born knowing? Learning to know? Or knowing through hardship? Do you act with ease? Act for benefit? Or act through forced effort?”

This sentence came from a passage in the “Doctrine of the Mean” and could be interpreted various ways. The reason book scrolls were difficult to transmit at this time was first because bamboo slips were too cumbersome and difficult to copy, and second because there was no punctuation, making sentence breaks impossible. Even if one was truly literate, without a teacher’s guidance, one couldn’t understand the meaning at all. This person picked out this passage from the “Doctrine of the Mean” to ask about, which actually discussed the grades of human aptitude. In his view, if the boy before him could really understand the scrolls in his hands, then he could indeed be considered “born knowing.”

The boy didn’t stop rolling the scrolls in his hands but calmly replied, “Only after learning does one know one’s insufficiency; only after teaching does one know difficulty. Knowing insufficiency, one can then reflect on oneself; knowing difficulty, one can then strengthen oneself.”

That person was startled upon hearing this, then greatly delighted. This string of words the boy spoke came from the “Book of Rites: Record of Learning.” It both cleverly answered his question and had hidden implications, because the end of this sentence was “teaching and learning promote each other.” Could this be hinting that he wanted to take him as a teacher? Ah! He really wanted such a disciple too! What to do? Should he be a bit reserved?

But this boy continued leisurely, “This is knowing through hardship and acting through effort.”

That person was nearly choked speechless by this concluding remark. This… this! Knowing through hardship and acting through effort? Was this self-deprecation? Nonsense! This was sophistry!

The boy had now put away the scrolls in his hands. The scrolls were so heavy he had to hold them with both arms to lift them. He swayed as he stood up, about to lower his head and walk into the courtyard. That person quickly stood up to support him, urgently asking, “Do you lack a teacher? I can be your master!”

The boy raised his head, looking directly at this person who had been chattering beside him for the first time. Hmm, though quite handsome, that was all he was—just handsome. And wearing a green Daoist robe, but with that face, he didn’t look like a proper Daoist. The boy curled his lip with slight disdain, “You are a Daoist. I don’t wish to seek immortality or ask about the Dao.” Then he waved his patched kudzu robe sleeve, brushing away this strange Daoist’s hand, and turned into the gate crack.

“Ah!” The Daoist was startled, but not by the child’s attitude—rather because he finally saw the child’s appearance clearly.

Face reading was the Daoist’s specialty skill. Standing there, not minding that the courtyard gate was tightly closed, he directly raised his left hand to calculate with his fingers. After a moment, he smiled and murmured, “You and I have master-disciple fate. Today is already late; I shall return tomorrow for a formal visit.” Then he brushed the dust from his clothes and departed gracefully.

After a long while, from the tightly closed gate crack came a faint childish whisper.

“Fate? Ridiculous.”
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Wang Ben received the tiger tally and walked out of Xianyang Palace’s main hall, then looked up and took a deep breath. Though King Zheng of Qin was only in his thirties, as Qin’s unification campaign progressed, the royal dominance emanating from him grew increasingly sharp. Even Wang Ben himself, battle-hardened as he was, couldn’t help but soften his breathing when standing before King Zheng of Qin.

Stroking the gold-inlaid tiger tally in his palm, Wang Ben had already memorized every line on this gold-inlaid tiger tally.

His father Wang Jian was Qin’s renowned war general. He had followed his father Wang Jian all the way in destroying Zhao and attacking Yan, and last year led troops to attack Chu. Though he hadn’t used his full strength, under his father’s protection, he defeated the army of Crown Prince Dan of Yan, captured Yan’s capital Jicheng, and forced King Xi of Yan to relocate his capital.

Adding to this, before destroying Zhao, Han had already been annihilated by Qin’s army. King Zheng of Qin’s strategy to unify the six states was being realized step by step, and today, he finally ordered Wang Ben to independently lead troops to attack Wei.

This was Wang Ben’s first time truly leading troops independently. Without his father’s halo, Wang Ben felt both nervous and excited.

Outside Xianyang Palace’s main hall, Wang Li stood motionless in full armor under the setting sun. His handsome, resolute face was as calm as still water, showing no anxiety or irritation from waiting long. Wang Ben looked at his eldest son with satisfaction. Wang Li was already sixteen this year, the same age as King Zheng of Qin’s eldest son Fu Su, and had grown into a fine man of Great Qin who could shoulder a spear and wield a lance. Thinking that he himself had been this age when he started following his father Wang Jian to battlefields, Wang Ben became even more determined to bring Wang Li along on this expedition to Wei.

“General.” Wang Li saw his father walking toward him and respectfully saluted. There were no fathers and sons in the military—he strictly followed this rule, even though he was the general’s son.

Wang Ben nodded, then indicated for his son to follow him away. But unexpectedly, his usually obedient Wang Li hesitated for a moment, then quietly pleaded, “Father, may I leave the palace a bit later?”

This change in address meant he was appealing to his father as a son. When Wang Ben thought that his son had been standing straight, waiting for someone else, his anger flared. But with guards within five steps in all directions, Wang Ben couldn’t scold his son in front of outsiders. He could only glare fiercely and say in a low voice, “Return home before dark.”

“Yes.” Wang Li replied joyfully, then watched his father depart. His gaze was immediately drawn to a figure walking toward him from the distance.

It was a youth wearing wide-sleeved green robes—a mingwei deep garment. His steps were quick but showed no impropriety; rather, his posture was elegant and pleasing to the eye. His still-developing features retained childishness, but one could see he would become an extraordinarily handsome young man. When meeting Wang Ben face-to-face, this youth bowed and yielded first, his etiquette flawless beyond reproach.

Wang Ben returned a half-bow, because though this youth looked young, he was the famous young man in court from two years ago—appointed to the position of Superior Minister at age twelve, a position that could rival the Prime Minister at the time. Moreover, he wasn’t an inner palace attendant but held official rank. So even Wang Ben didn’t dare accept his full bow.

However, after walking a few steps forward, Wang Ben couldn’t help but look back. Sure enough, he saw that youth quickly walk to his son’s side, and the two began whispering intimately in the square outside Xianyang Palace’s main hall, ignoring others’ sidelong glances. Though the scene looked extremely pleasing to the eye (?), Wang Ben clenched his fist and decided to double his son’s evening lessons.

Wang Li didn’t yet know of this doom. He was currently looking happily at the youth before him, saying quietly, “A Luo, I thought I wouldn’t see you today.”

“Whew, the eldest prince’s administrative affairs were quite busy, so I could only find time now. Fortunately, I made it in time.” The youth’s jade-like face was flushed from hurrying, and he was somewhat breathless. He rummaged in his sleeves, not to pull out a handkerchief to wipe sweat, but to take out a brocade pouch and stuff it into Wang Li’s hands.

“This is…” Wang Li first smelled the pungent storax incense from the brocade pouch, then felt it was soft inside—probably stuffed with silk.

“This is your first time in battle, so I’ve combined the terrain around Wei’s capital Daliang to design a siege strategy.” The youth’s cheeks burned like fire as he smiled somewhat bashfully. “Just a crude plan—the general will probably laugh at it.”

The general he mentioned naturally referred to Wang Ben. Wang Li felt moved, thinking the youth was quite considerate of him. He didn’t know what to say, being naturally tongue-tied and scratching his ears and cheeks in anxiety.

“Hurry home. You must return safely.” The youth stepped back, creating distance between them. He had stood closer when handing over the brocade pouch.

Wang Li didn’t want to leave so quickly, but the sunset in the sky waited for no one—it was already about to set. Remembering his father’s deadline, Wang Li could only reluctantly bid farewell and left the palace with frequent backward glances.

The youth stood in the deepening twilight, watching Wang Li until he walked out the palace gates. The horizon swallowed the last ray of sunlight, and simultaneously a mischievous voice came from above the youth’s head.

“Oh my, thinking you can win over the Wang family of three generations of fierce generals with these small favors? Do you think Wang Jian is as easily fooled as Meng Tian? Little brat, you’re thinking too simply.”

“Chaofeng, don’t speak nonsense. A Luo’s brocade pouch surely contains brilliant strategies. It seems Wei’s fortune ends here.”

“Yaoying! You always protect this stinking brat. Be careful not to spoil him!”

One shrill and one deep voice argued on Xianyang Palace’s main hall, but none of the guards standing watch in the square reacted. The youth quietly rolled his eyes—only at times like this did he wish he couldn’t hear anything. When those two started arguing, it was truly annoying.

Precisely speaking, three creatures existed on Xianyang Palace’s main hall.

At the ends of the hall roof’s vertical ridges were dragon heads called Yaoying. Because they naturally loved gazing in all directions, they were placed here. It claimed it could observe all affairs under heaven, seeing clearly even matters at the ends of the earth. At the lower ends of the hall roof’s diagonal ridges was another dragon head called Chaofeng, naturally bold and fond of wild talk. This Chaofeng fellow liked looking down at gossip within Xianyang Palace—no matter how big or small, every detail was captured.

At both ends of the palace’s main ridge were placed inward-facing creatures called Chiwen. Legend said this beast loved swallowing, so it was placed at both ends of the main ridge with mouth open in a swallowing posture, also called devouring ridge beasts. Some said it was a sea beast that loved climbing high to gaze afar, spraying water like rain and fearing no fire, so it was placed here meaning “spray water to suppress fire and ensure peace.” However, the youth rarely heard Chiwen speak, because this fellow loved sleeping, especially sleeping in the sun. The youth strongly suspected it chose this rooftop position because of this preference.

But Chiwen was truly formidable. The youth had once seen during a thunderstorm night last summer, a lightning bolt split the darkness and struck directly on Xianyang Palace’s main hall. But nothing happened. According to Chaofeng’s proud declaration the next day, this was nothing—whatever fire, thunder, or lightning came, their boss would swallow it all! Though he hadn’t seen that heart-stopping scene up close, the youth could imagine how shocking it was.

These three ridge beasts were supposedly ancient artifacts passed down from the Shang Dynasty. As long as they were placed on eaves, they could ensure peace.

The youth just hadn’t expected that practicing his master’s Daoist arts would let him hear these three ridge beasts speak. He still remembered the first time he heard them, thinking he was hallucinating.

By now it was dark. The youth walked to a blind spot where guards couldn’t see, lifted his robe hem, and nimbly climbed up the beams and pillars. With several flips, he climbed onto the eaves. Judging by his skilled movements, this clearly wasn’t his first time performing such dangerous actions.

“Bi Zhi, the strategy you gave Wang Li—won’t it harm natural harmony? It will damage your lifespan.” As soon as the youth sat cross-legged on the eaves, the dragon head to his right spoke. Though ridge beasts were symmetrical, only the three ridge beasts on the ridge facing the southeast corner were the true main bodies of these three fellows.

The youth wasn’t surprised that Yaoying knew about the strategy he’d written. With gossip-loving Chaofeng around, how could any small matter be missed? It probably read every word when he was writing. He stroked the dragon head beside him, explaining flatly, “Harm natural harmony? I didn’t order this done. I just provided a strategy for flooding Daliang. Whether to use it depends on General Wang himself.”

“Tsk, such sophistry.” Chaofeng smacked its lips and sneered. “But if your mouth-full-of-righteousness eldest prince knew you contributed this strategy, who knows how he’d distance himself from you.”

“He won’t know.” The youth smiled confidently, his beautiful eyes sparkling in the night. “Unlike General Meng who openly supports the eldest prince, the Wang Jian lineage doesn’t dare take sides. After all, the Meng family has three generations of famous generals and are veteran nobles of Qin with solid foundations. The Wang family is like duckweed on water waves, only able to cling tightly to the King of Qin—they simply can’t afford to lose. So even if Wang Ben can’t resist using my strategy, he won’t speak of it. Once he does, he’ll be marked with the eldest prince’s seal.”

Actually, from the youth’s way of addressing Meng Tian and Wang Jian, one could see his attitude toward both families. Wang Jian came from commoner origins. Though the youth, noble in his bones, was respectful on the surface, privately he called him by name directly.

“And Wang Li will feel deeper guilt toward you because his father used your strategy without acknowledgment, equivalent to owing you a huge favor. When this young general grows up, he’ll definitely be the eldest prince’s man.” Having seen much palace intrigue, Chaofeng could naturally deduce the subsequent effects. But for these interlocking strategies devised by this merely fourteen-year-old youth, it truly admired him beyond measure.

The youth smiled without speaking, only patting the dragon head under his palm. The smile at his lips was like a winter plum blooming alone in bitter cold, quietly blossoming in the dark night.

“But your eldest prince’s governing philosophy completely conflicts with yours. There will definitely be problems later.” Because Yaoying often gazed in all directions, it saw more far-reaching implications.

“No matter. After great chaos comes great order. His Highness is benevolent, perfectly suited for governing. But where there’s light, there’s shadow. These dark matters also need someone to handle them.” The youth had long been prepared. He had chosen this path himself, so he must stand firmly behind Fu Su and walk it to the end. He raised his head to look at Chiwen still sleeping on the main ridge, smiled and greeted it, then said, “It’s getting late. I’ll head back first. Yaoying and Chaofeng, remember to help me keep an eye on Qin’s internal and external situations!”

As the youth spoke, he flipped down from the eaves. By the time he said the last word, his entire figure had vanished into the night, not a trace visible.

“Is he treating us like subordinates?” After a long while, Yaoying finally reacted.

“You just realized?” Chaofeng sneered. “Oh my, but when this little brat was still so small, he stared at me with such devotion for so many years. If he likes talking to me, he doesn’t need to use such tactics!”

Faced with such narcissistic Chaofeng, Yaoying was truly speechless. But after remaining silent for a while, it couldn’t help saying, “That kind of youthful spirit will cause him great trouble later. He really should be humbled.”

“But this kind of spirit is also rarely brilliant and dazzling. When he experiences more, he won’t have such soaring heroism anymore.” Chaofeng also became serious, speaking faintly against the night wind. Though it only had simple line carvings, because it perched at the highest place in all of Xianyang, it looked incomparably mighty. “Better to stay as he is. I can’t bear to see this boy heartbroken.”

“Qui…et…”

Well, Chaofeng curled its lips. It wasn’t actually at the highest place in all of Xianyang City—there was still someone above its head!
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Because of the First Emperor’s thunderous fury, everyone in Xianyang Palace carefully watched their words and actions with trepidation, observing their nose with their eyes and their heart with their nose, afraid of seeing, saying, or doing too much, lest they become collateral damage.

So when a figure flashed by, they all thought they must be seeing things. They just rubbed their eyes and didn’t look carefully again. No one noticed that someone had already leaped onto the eaves of Xianyang Palace’s main hall.

Though so many years had passed, the youth had become a young man, yet still looked barely of age. Initially, his body grew more slowly than others due to the Daoist arts he practiced. Later… it was probably because of that pill he tested for the First Emperor.

The young man relaxed his body, lying directly along the curve of the eaves on the rooftop. The sun-warmed tiles pressed through his clothes, soothing his somewhat weary back. The sun overhead shone on him without any obstruction. Because the sunlight was dazzling, he unconsciously closed his eyes. The warmth made laziness seep from his very bones. No wonder Chiwen loved this feeling of basking in the sun. The young man increasingly enjoyed spending time here, because this had now become his only place where he could rest without any guard.

“Hey, stinking brat, are you really going to Shangjun with your eldest prince as military supervisor? According to Yaoying, that place is so desolate even birds won’t shit there!” Chaofeng had long seen what happened in the palace these days. The eldest prince Fu Su submitted a memorial on behalf of his teacher Chunyu Yue, which provoked the First Emperor’s rage and got him sent to Shangjun to serve as military supervisor for General Meng Tian’s army.

Chaofeng didn’t care where that eldest prince went, but the problem was if the eldest prince went to Shangjun as military supervisor, the young man would follow along too. Chaofeng was unhappy, so unlike usual, it wasn’t chattering away. But when the young man truly didn’t volunteer to say anything, it couldn’t hold back and spoke up.

The young man nodded but didn’t speak. Being together with Chaofeng and the others was the most comfortable thing—he didn’t need to think about how to disguise his feelings or how to word things when telling them what happened.

Anyway, everything that happened in this palace couldn’t be hidden from them.

The young man’s thoughts were in turmoil. There were too many things that needed his arrangement, but he had no more time. The First Emperor probably meant well. The palace situation had been very chaotic lately. Sending the eldest prince to Shangjun as military supervisor appeared to be disdain on the surface but was actually mainly for protection. Shangjun was General Meng Tian’s garrison—no foolish villains would dare attack the eldest prince there. The young man had once thought that if he didn’t follow the eldest prince to Shangjun, perhaps he could do more. But conversely, without the eldest prince around, he would instead become a target. Fu Su would absolutely never allow him to stay in Xianyang alone.

Chaofeng could also sense the young man’s irritation. Though perched atop Xianyang Palace knowing everything, it couldn’t tell the young man every detail, nor could it guess the purposes behind everything people did.

Humans really were the most complex creatures. Each person’s desires were different, and they might change their decisions in the blink of an eye. Possessing short lives, yet wanting to accomplish earth-shaking great deeds.

Perhaps afraid he would fall asleep if he continued lying there, the young man struggled to sit up. Even though he was here during the day, no one would notice because very few people looked up at the sky. The young man quietly gazed at the peaceful and prosperous scene before him, sighing with feeling after a moment, “The scenery here is indeed beautiful. No wonder you like staying here.”

“Watching a city slowly grow, pavilions and towers slowly being built, population slowly increasing, city walls slowly expanding… it’s just like watching a child grow into a youth, then into a young adult…” Yaoying’s voice was deep and resonant. It didn’t use overly flowery language, but its simple, plain words made the young man almost see a fast-forwarding image—what they had seen over these many years since Xianyang Palace’s completion.

This shocking image made the young man forget to breathe. After a long while, he came back to himself and exhaled deeply. The scenery before him returned to tranquility. His eyesight, made extremely good through cultivating the Dao, easily saw merchants bargaining in the distant marketplaces, soldiers hurrying home, children playing… some households had already sent up wisps of cooking smoke—a scene of peace and prosperity.

The young man couldn’t help recalling his childhood dream—he had wanted to sit here viewing these magnificent mountains and rivers. Now he had easily achieved that, so… what next?

“Don’t you find this beautiful? Then protect this scenery.” A lazy voice came from above the young man’s head. Though Chiwen was fond of sleep, it wasn’t always in deep slumber. It woke occasionally. It rarely spoke, just couldn’t be bothered with those two fools Chaofeng and Yaoying.

“Yes.”

The young man didn’t say goodbye, because he knew that no matter where he went, Yaoying could see him. And he would eventually return here.

Watching the young man walk steadily away from them, farther and farther, Chaofeng finally couldn’t help muttering, “Boss Chiwen, just letting him go like that?” Chaofeng was still reluctant to let the young man go. If he left, truly no one would chat with them.

“All things wax and wane.” Chiwen lazily yawned. It had lived too long, so long it had witnessed all human joy, anger, sorrow, happiness, separation, and reunion, so it found it hard to muster interest in worldly events. “Coming and going, living and dying—these are ordinary matters. Why can’t you two see past this?”

Both Yaoying and Chaofeng fell into silence. The gradually setting sun gilded them with a layer of golden radiance. Like every past sunset, it was magnificent, yet still few people noticed.

206 BCE

Xianyang was breached by rebel armies. First Liu Bang established his three rules, then the Western Chu Hegemon led his army in. Chu forces plundered gold, silver, and treasures, killing wantonly. Xianyang, originally the world’s most prosperous capital, became filled with war smoke, with people living in misery.

Finally, when the Western Chu Hegemon left Xianyang, he burned Xianyang Palace to the ground.

The little beggar was fifteen this year. Before becoming a beggar, he too was a carefully raised young master from an aristocratic family. But the past was as illusory as a dream he’d had. He was now just a ragged little beggar.

The little beggar planned to continue searching the ruins for anything that could be sold—for example, gold particles melted by fire. Though they would contain impurities, they could still be exchanged for several days of full meals. Each day he could only search during the darkest time before dawn. During the day, that was other people’s territory.

But tonight when he reached the ruins, someone was already sitting there. The little beggar thought it was someone coming to steal his livelihood, but after observing that person for a long time, he discovered they just sat motionless, as if asleep.

The little beggar waited for a quarter hour, but couldn’t wait any longer because if he didn’t search now, daylight would soon come. So he steeled himself and moved forward a few steps. Finding the other person didn’t react, he grew bolder, treating them as non-existent, and searched as usual by moonlight through the broken walls and ruins for anything that could be sold. He was very focused—so focused that when a ghostly voice came, he didn’t react for quite a while to the fact that it was speaking to him.

“Do you know what place this is?” That person’s voice was hoarse. The clothes on their body were so dirty the original color couldn’t be seen. Their long hair was disheveled, their body covered in wounds—like a lonely ghost just crawled from a mass grave.

The little beggar wasn’t afraid of ghosts. In the past month, enough people had died in Xianyang City to build a new city wall. He looked left and right, finding no one else around, then sniffed and said, “I know. This was originally Xianyang Palace.” He identified the direction again before confirming, “This should be Xianyang Palace’s main hall…” His following words trailed off because he suddenly remembered—last year, his father had brought him to a palace banquet, planning to arrange a marriage for him with a family of equal standing…

“So… someone still knows…” That person grinned silently twice, then fell silent again.

The little beggar tilted his head and waited a while. Finding the other truly had no intention of conversing, he curled his lip and continued searching. His luck was good today. When the eastern sky began to pale slightly, he found two jade pieces with broken corners. Though not worth much, they could at least get him a quilt.

Hiding the jade pieces close to his body, the little beggar straightened up and stretched, pounding his lower back that ached from bending over. By now, the east had already begun turning red, meaning he needed to go home.

That strange person still sat motionless. When passing him, the little beggar couldn’t help turning back for a look.

The first ray of sunlight happened to fall on that person’s face. Though filthy and grimy, those eyes were so profound they seemed to carry millennia of unresolvable grief and sorrow, involuntarily arousing pity.

The little beggar suppressed his heartache and hurriedly turned to leave. Behind him came that person’s ghostly sigh.

“The bright heavens above shine upon the earth below. I journeyed west to the wilderness beyond. In the second month at its beginning, I endured cold and heat. My heart’s worry—its poison most bitter. Thinking of those comrades, tears fall like rain. How could I not long to return? But fear this suffering most!…”

The voice grew more distant until the final words were barely audible. The little beggar vaguely remembered this was a passage from the Book of Songs. As he pondered it, a thought flashed through his mind.

Huh? That person just now looked somewhat familiar…

But impossible—so many years had passed… and besides, wasn’t that person already dead?

The little beggar shook his head, touched the jade pieces in his bosom, and left humming a tune toward the sunrise.

Behind him, on the ruins of Xianyang Palace, some unburned black smoke still rose in the morning light. A lone figure sat there, just as in many years past.

Modern Day

The boss sat in the courtyard, holding the ancient lacquer box in a daze for a while, finally taking a soft cloth to carefully wipe away all the dust on the lacquer box. Afterward, he specially washed his hands before sitting back on the stone stool and slowly opening the lacquer box.

On golden-yellow soft satin lay a stone dragon head carved with ancient simplicity and grandeur.

The boss took a clean soft cloth and gently wiped away the non-existent dust on it.

“Yawn… Found a new place? Did you arrange the best position for me? I need to get sunshine!” A lazy voice sounded, still as carefree as it was over two thousand years ago.

“Found one. It’s just a bit small—don’t hold it against me. This area is the old city district, so there aren’t any tall buildings blocking the sunlight.” The boss smiled slightly. This devouring ridge beast was something he had painstakingly recovered over the long years. But he had only found Chiwen. The other two ridge beasts were gone. Perhaps they were taken away, perhaps burned in the fire…

He had never understood why Xianyang Palace caught fire, because with the devouring ridge beast there, Xianyang Palace couldn’t be destroyed by burning. The devouring ridge beast could swallow all things, including flames and lightning. Later, after finding Chiwen, he learned that in the year he left Xianyang, someone had removed Chiwen from the eaves of Xianyang Palace’s main hall.

As for who did it, Chiwen said it didn’t know—it was sleeping soundly!

“Small is fine. Sigh, actually I quite liked that place you took me to last time—what was it, the Hall of Supreme Harmony in the Forbidden City? Majestic!” Chiwen glanced at the newly renovated double-eaved hip roof beside it and sighed with disdain.

“If I placed you there, at least sixty thousand people would visit daily. The most was once one hundred forty thousand tourists in a single day. Are you sure you could stand it?” The boss smiled faintly.

Chiwen was completely stunned. One hundred forty thousand people?! Had it heard wrong? After a long while, it finally found its voice and said sheepishly, “Well… fine, I’ll stay here. Though small, it’s very quiet! Speaking of which, before I sleep, should I spit out some of the antiques stored in my belly for you?”

“Much obliged.” The boss nodded. This venerable ancestor truly wasn’t easy to wake, and its sleep schedule was extremely irregular. If it could be summoned at will, he wouldn’t have needed to hide so painstakingly during the wars several decades ago.

After sighing with emotion, the boss looked up at the setting sun on the horizon. He had watched this same scenery for many years without tiring of it. Though the shop’s double-eaved hip roof didn’t have the majestic magnificence of Xianyang Palace’s main hall back then, among the surrounding concrete and steel buildings, it still faintly carried some ethereal ancient flavor.

“Unfortunately, I still haven’t found Yaoying and Chaofeng.”

“Tch, without those two, I can sleep more soundly.”

Hearing this, the boss smiled.

Yes, perhaps Yaoying and Chaofeng were on some household’s eaves somewhere, still arguing.

Chapter 2: Golden Gan and Ge · 1
The master sat leisurely in his own courtyard, holding an ancient Go manual, entertaining himself by playing through the game patterns.

In his hands were clam shell snow-print Go stones, and before him was a single-board kaya wood Go board seven inches and four-tenths thick. This set of board and stones was something he’d recently acquired—still in the honeymoon period, so these past few days he’d often taken them out to show off.

Clam shells were natural shells, categorized from thin to thick as flower-print, moon-print, and snow-print according to thickness. Thicker stones represented older clam shells with finer grain patterns. As a non-renewable resource, clam shell Go stones of sufficient thickness had become impossible to buy in recent years. The master’s set of clam shell snow-print stones had delicate grain patterns—the finest of the fine. Even more rare was the set of 180 white stones, each one identical in size and thickness, while the other 181 black stones were all polished from Nachi black stone from the Meiji period. That single-board kaya wood Go board was taken from an 800-year-old kaya tree. Just air-drying the tree stump took nearly a hundred years before the board could be made. This single-board kaya wood board was colored like gold, felt like paper to the touch, and faintly emanated waves of wood fragrance that was utterly intoxicating.

Using stones and board of such quality, every time the master placed a stone, it produced a crisp sound that was extremely pleasant in the quiet courtyard.

The master wasn’t actually very proficient at Go, but he thoroughly enjoyed the process. Unfortunately, his friends in the circle either looked down on playing with him or had no interest in Go whatsoever, so he could only be reduced to playing through game patterns alone.

Feeling his refinement had risen just a tiny bit more, the master contentedly sipped the pre-Qingming Longjing tea brewing beside him, when he heard a set of light footsteps.

Anyone the butler let in directly without his permission had to be one of his old friends. Without turning his head, he smiled and called out, “Perfect timing! Come play Go with me… uh…”

The master’s voice came to an abrupt halt as he stared dumbfounded at a young man who leisurely seated himself across from him.

This young man was precisely the boss he’d helped open an antique shop recently. The red dragon robe he wore shimmered brilliantly in the sunlight’s reflection, yet emanated an aura that chilled the master to his core.

“What? Not welcoming me?” The boss glanced at the Go board and casually picked up a black stone nearby, placing it down with a “clack.”

“How could that be!” The master’s smile was somewhat forced. He set down the ancient Go manual in his hands and picked up a clam shell snow-print stone, hesitantly placing it on the board. However, thinking of the wonderful things the boss had once given him, the master couldn’t help rubbing his hands together and asking, “Is there anything I can help with?”

“I want one item from your collection.” The boss didn’t stand on ceremony, directly flipping the magazine he’d brought to a certain page and handing it over.

The master took it and looked, raising his eyebrows in surprise. This was an interview feature about him, from a magazine several years ago—so long ago he’d forgotten he’d even given such an interview. “Oh my! I still had a lot of hair back then!” The master’s first concern was his own photograph, touching his now completely bald head with lament. However, he didn’t spend too long mourning his hair. Seeing the boss’s calm gaze turn toward him, he immediately summoned the butler to fetch what the boss wanted from the collection room.

While waiting, the two played Go sporadically. After drinking two sips of tea, the master had recovered his composure and poured the boss a cup as well. Neither spoke further, drinking tea and playing Go with considerable understanding.

Before long, the butler pushed over a cart with an enormous brocade box on it. Judging by the sound of the wheels passing over the bluestone slabs, whatever was in this brocade box must be particularly heavy.

The butler stopped the cart beside them and carefully opened the brocade box. On black velvet cloth lay an oddly-shaped object resembling the Chinese character “gan” (干). This object was actually over a meter long overall, and entirely made of pure gold. Moreover, it had many pitted depressions as if struck by sharp or blunt instruments.

“What is this thing actually used for? Should be a decorative piece, right? But making it entirely of pure gold is too extravagant. Still, it looks quite ancient. When I acquired it, I just felt it would be too wasteful for them to melt it down into gold bars.” The master had many items in his collection, but he only specialized in antique restoration—he couldn’t possibly know the origins of everything. The magazine interview had mentioned this matter, and this strange antique was something he’d used as an example then.

The boss reached out to stroke the ancient object, a trace of amusement flashing in his eyes.

Long, long ago, he seemed to have asked the same question.

228 BCE

“Eldest Prince, what is this object used for?” The twelve-year-old youth in green robes hadn’t yet reached the age for binding his hair. His long hair hung loose behind him, making him look only eight or nine years old. But that childish face constantly wore a serious expression that made people want to tease him.

Really wanted to pinch that expressionless face. Fu Su suppressed his restless hand, glanced at the object the youth indicated, and smiled faintly. “This is a set of weapon models made from pure gold.”

Where they now stood was the Half-Step Hall used for martial practice.

The “Discourses of the States: Discourses of Zhou II” says: “In ancient times, six chi made one step, half a step made one wu. What the eye can discern and measure does not exceed the space of steps, wu, chi and cun.” Wu originally was a unit of measurement like step, but in Fu Su’s view, within half a step was a person’s forbidden zone—the distance at which one could draw swords against each other. This gave rise to the meaning of half a step as wu.

Half-Step Hall was named accordingly—a spacious martial practice room. Unlike courses in ritual, music, calligraphy, and mathematics where Fu Su had individual tutors, courses in horsemanship and archery were attended by many together.

Fu Su had twenty-three younger brothers. Except for those who had just learned to walk, everyone took martial practice classes together. Add in the young masters from various generals’ and ministers’ households, and dozens of people together created a chaotic clamor. So each martial class left the quiet-loving Fu Su extremely irritable—he’d only occasionally attend when he couldn’t refuse. But for others, the martial hall was probably quite popular, being one of the rare opportunities to interact with others and form factions.

Watching those brothers who thought themselves clever indeed call friends and gather companions after several martial classes, forming small circles.

As the eldest prince, he conversely couldn’t do this, because countless eyes watched his every move. Fu Su looked around and found that the only person who could legitimately stand beside him was this twelve-year-old Superior Minister Gan.

“Eldest Prince, I’m asking about this object.” The youth paid no mind to Fu Su’s perfunctory answer but stubbornly pointed at that wall.

On one wall of Half-Step Hall hung a row of weapon models made from pure gold—first to demonstrate the Qin Dynasty’s prosperity and strength, second to metaphorically suggest that all wealth originated from powerful military force. Fu Su followed the youth’s slender finger and saw he was pointing at the very first one. He smiled slightly. “Does Superior Minister Gan know the weapons behind it?”

The youth narrowed those phoenix eyes that hadn’t yet fully developed, obviously somewhat displeased with Fu Su’s attitude. But after a moment of silence, he still parted his lips lightly, and crisp words popped out one by one like ice beads: “Ge, bow, arrow, knife, sword, spear, crossbow, halberd, axe, yue, hammer…”

“You know quite a lot! Why not mention that first one?” An arrogant voice interjected from the side, rudely interrupting the youth’s words.

Fu Su looked to the side and found a youth about his height, probably similar in age—around fourteen or fifteen—with rough features, his eyes and brows already showing the budding form of an elite military general. He wore a treasure-blue narrow-sleeved Hu robe. This short-bodied, long-sleeved clothing had been welcomed by martial practitioners ever since King Wuling of Zhao personally promoted it. Even when Fu Su and the others attended martial classes, they would change into narrow-sleeved Hu robes. But due to his noble status, he wore black Hu robes, while his younger brothers all wore lower-ranked dark-colored Hu robes.

And this arrogant person who came to interrupt must be an unfamiliar face who couldn’t read the situation—probably being used as a pawn by some scheming younger brother.

Before Fu Su could ask the other’s identity, the youth beside him had already calmly spoken: “This is Wang Li, fourteen years old, legitimate eldest grandson of General Wang Jian.”

Oh, right. Fu Su suddenly understood, remembering that the eunuch Gu Cun had mentioned to him before that together with this Superior Minister Gan, the legitimate eldest grandson of Qin’s Superior General Wang Jian was also entering the palace to study. But he’d always had private tutoring from masters, and had skipped martial classes several times. This time he only came because he had no excuse—so this was his first time meeting young master Wang.

Wang Li clearly didn’t believe that after being in the palace so long, the eldest prince still didn’t know him. He glared at the green-robed youth who had introduced his identity, thinking he deliberately spoke up to embarrass him. He sneered, “Superior Minister Gan is erudite and talented, appointed Superior Minister at merely twelve years old. How come you don’t even recognize the ‘gan’ in ‘dagandongge’ (great mobilization of arms)?”

The green-robed youth paid no attention to the sarcasm in Wang Li’s mouth. For him, seeking knowledge was most crucial. He murmured to himself, “The ‘Book of Songs’ says: ‘Put away gan and ge, store bow and arrow.’ So this is what gan looks like.”

In ancient times, gan was a tree-trunk-shaped defensive implement, while ge was an offensive weapon. Thus the two words gan and ge were used as a general term for weapons. The green-robed youth had only read the written words in books. He knew ge was still used by the military, but gan had long since evolved into shields in warfare, so this was his first time seeing the actual object.

Actually, the green-robed youth wasn’t the only one in Half-Step Hall who didn’t recognize this object—he was just the only one who dared ask straightforwardly. Wang Li came from a military general family, so knowing this object’s name was unsurprising. But clearly this conversation between the two had caused someone’s displeasure.

“This object is called ‘shield’ in Qin, while the other six states call it ‘gan.’ The Superior Minister cannot be blamed for not knowing.” Fu Su glanced at Wang Li and spoke in defense. What a joke! Even if he also felt this twelve-year-old little Superior Minister Gan was too young, at least he counted as his person. What right did others have to mock him? Especially in front of him!

Wang Li’s face turned red from being blocked by Fu Su’s remark. Just as he wanted to say how shields and gan were different, he suddenly discovered this wall actually had no shield model.

Fu Su laughed secretly. He’d heard before that when Father King brought little brother Hu Hai to play in Half-Step Hall, the child who’d just learned to walk immediately took a liking to that glittering golden shield model. Father King had someone take down that golden shield on the spot for his little brother to take back to his room to play with. It had only been two or three days—no time to forge a new golden shield model. More likely they were waiting for little brother to tire of playing with it before sending it back.

Their conversation here successfully quieted everyone in Half-Step Hall. Though the eldest prince Fu Su’s remark sounded ordinary enough, careful consideration revealed deep meaning. This was also because the Wang family had been subjects of Great Qin for generations, their roots pure and red. Otherwise, with this remark, Wang Li wouldn’t lose his life but would definitely lose a layer of skin.

Fu Su said this precisely because he’d seen this point clearly. No one would say his words were cutting—those who knew would only praise him for his erudition. Momentarily rather pleased with himself, he curved his lips slightly, then returned to a completely indifferent expression.

Before long, the instructing officers arrived. Everyone said nothing more and began forming up by age groups for class.

When lining up, the green-robed youth felt as if thorns were stabbing his back. Looking back, he found Wang Li from the adjacent formation glaring at him angrily. He turned his head back expressionlessly.

His eldest prince was always so willful, never knowing what consequences his casually spoken words would cause.

Chapter 2: Golden Gan and Ge · 2
Having mentally prepared himself, when the green-robed youth returned to Luming Residence where he lived in the palace and found his own room trashed, he only stood at the doorway studying it for a long while, as if wanting to firmly imprint this scene in his mind. Then he turned and knocked on the door next door.

The rhythmic knocking continued for quite a while before a weak response came from inside the room. The door creaked open with a “squeak,” only a small crack.

Inside was pitch black—no lamp lit at all. After a moment, someone stammered hesitantly, “It… wasn’t me who did it…”

“I know.” The green-robed youth took a deep breath, trying to appear approachable and friendly. But being unskilled at this, his smile was somewhat stiff and forced. “May I stay the night?”

Hearing the other wasn’t pursuing responsibility, the youth inside immediately relaxed and pulled the door open wider.

Moonlight shone in, revealing the youth inside was even taller than the green-robed youth, only extremely thin and gaunt. The crimson-purple robe he wore obviously no longer fit, far too short. Looking carefully, there were even some inconspicuous patches on it, the color washed somewhat pale—clearly worn for a long time without replacement. This timid youth kept his head lowered, stepping aside to let the green-robed youth enter.

After the green-robed youth walked into the room, his expression became even more wooden. Everywhere he looked, except for the necessary tables and chairs and a thin blanket on the bed, the entire room was empty—not even a single oil lamp for lighting.

The green-robed youth was silent for a moment, then turned and walked out.

The timid youth lowered his head even deeper, his thin lips pressed into a straight line. No wonder the other disdained such a shabby room.

But before he could close the door, footsteps sounded again. The green-robed youth carried in cushions, oil lamps, and other items, saying expressionlessly, “I still have some usable things on my side. Might as well move them all over.”

The timid youth froze, raising his head. His face was even more sallow and emaciated, his eye sockets sunken—looking exactly like a famine refugee. Truly rare for anyone in the palace to receive such treatment.

This timid youth’s name was Ying. He was the current King of Qin’s nephew. His father Chengjiao was the current King of Qin’s only living brother, who once had hope of inheriting the throne. But in the year Ying was just born, Chengjiao betrayed Qin and surrendered to Zhao, not taking the infant with him. According to the “Shiming: Explaining Ages and Youth,” which says “A person newly born is called ‘ying,'” the attendants casually named him “Ying.”

Such a lowly name precisely implied Ying’s awkward status in Qin. Though possessing noble bloodline, he existed in the palace like an invisible person.

The green-robed youth had always known of Ying’s existence and knew he lived next door. But the two had no interaction. If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he wouldn’t have known what kind of life the other lived.

Ying wasn’t good at refusing others. Of course, the green-robed youth thought to himself that he probably didn’t dare refuse. He could only follow orders one at a time to bring over usable things from his room. Naturally, when seeing the blood-stained room, Ying was obviously scared into trembling. Only when told it was probably just chicken blood did he resume normal breathing.

Actually, the green-robed youth somewhat admired Wang Li. They finished class together, and he’d only escorted Fu Su out of Xianyang Palace before turning back. In such short time, he could still destroy things so thoroughly—could one say he truly lived up to his family heritage?

“Better sleep in my room. They don’t dare provoke me.” Ying rarely showed solidarity. What he said was true. Though his food, clothing, and expenses were embezzled by eunuchs, at least his status was there—no one truly dared bully him.

The green-robed youth rarely curved his lips upward. Moonlight happened to fall on his face, making his complexion appear like jade, stunning Ying until the bamboo scroll in his hands nearly fell back to the ground.

Bullying such a good-looking youth! Those generals’ young masters really bully the weak! (Wait, is something wrong here (☆_☆)) For the first time in a long while, Ying felt what it meant to be bristling with anger. Oh, though he was still far from reaching the age for the capping ceremony.

The blanket soaked in chicken blood could no longer be used. The desk deliberately split in two had become scrap. The bamboo scrolls piled in the room had their binding cords torn, becoming scattered fragments unable to form complete rolls. Fortunately, the oil lamp was bronze and hadn’t been smashed. Adding lamp oil from the cabinet’s spare supply, it could still be used. After the two tidied for a while and moved still-usable things to Ying’s room, it filled his bare-walled room somewhat. After lighting the oil lamp, the entire room danced with warm yellow light, actually making Ying feel moved to the point of teary eyes.

So there was still someone willing to light a lamp for him…

“That young master Wang was too excessive. Clearly he was the one who mocked first.” Regarding the afternoon’s events, Ying had actually been present. He habitually hid in corners but didn’t miss a single detail.

“No matter.” The green-robed youth didn’t mind. Just this bit of drizzle—he’d thought he’d get a beating. Better to let this anger out. What he feared was the other bearing grudges silently—then there’d be many snares later.

Thinking this, the green-robed youth couldn’t help but sigh lightly. He really couldn’t serve these princes of heaven. But to revive his family, he had to excel in learning to serve in office. Unexpectedly, the King of Qin still thought him too young. Though appointing him Superior Minister, he actually didn’t entrust him with real work, directly assigning him as attendant reader beside the eldest prince.

Ying clenched his thin small fist, dissatisfied with the other’s indifferent tone, but also unhappily knew that with just himself, he had no way to help the other vent anger.

“As exchange, I’ll teach you reading and writing.” The green-robed youth picked up the scattered books Ying had diligently moved to this room and spoke flatly.

Ying nodded eagerly, thinking to himself that he absolutely couldn’t miss such a good opportunity.

This rent—he’d gladly pay it even if living in this room for life!

“Little brat, you can’t keep hiding like this! Being bullied like this and still not fighting back?”

“Chaofeng, you’re thinking too simply.”

“What’s simple about it? Always been if someone punches me once, I punch them back ten times. Yaoying, can you bear to see this stinking brat get bullied?”

“Of course not. But this boy is subtly acting with his own intentions.”

“What intentions! He’s only twelve, okay? Don’t think of him as so scheming!”

Lying on the ridge of Xianyang Palace’s main hall, the green-robed youth’s small body fit perfectly in the sunken shadow between roof tiles. Unless looking down from even higher, no one could discover his figure. Moreover, the cold wind didn’t reach here—perfect for spacing out. The youth’s delicate eyebrows furrowed slightly, obviously not because of the escalating bullying incidents, but because the two ridge beasts beside him were really too noisy.

Chaofeng, Yaoying, and Chiwen—these three ridge beasts were supposedly ancient artifacts passed down from the Shang Dynasty. As long as they were placed on eaves, they could ensure peace. When the green-robed youth first met them, he secretly walked around Xianyang Palace’s main hall, afraid of getting headaches from their noise. But now, though his ears got no peace here, at least he could avoid others’ gazes and slack off for a while.

Perhaps discovering that this Superior Minister Gan didn’t tattle after that night, or perhaps because the eldest prince Fu Su didn’t stand up for him, the bullying incidents in Luming Residence became increasingly outrageous. The green-robed youth often found insects stuffed in his collar, sand sprinkled on his head, things he needed smashed, clothes deliberately torn, and brutally killed small animals encountered while walking… Actually all inconsequential small matters, but extremely annoying. Not to mention people often laughed strangely nearby, using various explicit or implicit words to mock him and his family.

These things weren’t done personally by Wang Li, but by some noble youths wanting to curry favor with him, or even princes wanting to win him over.

Moreover, this Superior Minister Gan was simply the representative of “other people’s children.” When he first entered the palace, he came wearing the hat of the eldest prince’s attendant reader and the halo of being appointed Superior Minister at age twelve. Many people didn’t dare embarrass him upon first meeting. Wang Li’s conflict with him became the fuse. Everyone’s accumulated envy, jealousy, and hate explosively erupted after this moment.

Even Ying, who took him in, was affected. Fortunately, those youths ultimately didn’t dare go too far. Though Ying received unprecedented attention, for someone who’d always been invisible, even malicious attention excited him greatly. Not to mention these bullying incidents felt more like playing pranks on him. His many years of invisible person experience made him rather enthusiastic instead. Moreover, living together with this Superior Minister Gan called a “genius,” having someone teach him reading and writing, having someone bring fresh meals to share together—even having someone share that thin blanket made him feel the cold nights warmed considerably.

So after these days, the originally sallow and emaciated Ying actually had much ruddier complexion, even growing slightly taller.

The green-robed youth, however, became much more fatigued from declining living quality. His originally somewhat baby-fat cheeks had slimmed down.

“Little brat, this can’t continue! Look at you—what have you become so thin?” Chaofeng clamored with heartache.

“So noisy…” The green-robed youth complained unhappily. He just wanted to sleep a while in the sun. Ying’s sleeping posture wasn’t very good. Perhaps due to natural insecurity, or perhaps insufficient charcoal fire in the room, every night when sleeping he liked wrapping around like vines with hands and feet, often strangling the green-robed youth awake from sleep—really not a beautiful experience.

Maybe tonight he should switch back to sleeping in his own room… The green-robed youth always thought this way. But when bedtime came and he saw Ying’s expectant gaze, he always found it difficult to refuse. Forget it—sleeping together in winter’s cold nights was somewhat warmer anyway.

“He actually dares complain we’re noisy! Stinking brat!” Chaofeng clamored even louder, almost roaring into the wind. Even Chiwen on top, who sunbathed and slept all day, never complained they were noisy!

The green-robed youth picked his ear, curled his lip without any noble bearing, and propped up his upper body to leave. Anyway, he couldn’t continue resting in this environment. Better to go back and teach Ying reading and writing.

“Actually, if you don’t want direct conflict with those princes, you can ask the eldest prince for help. You’re his attendant reader—he definitely has to protect you.” Yaoying earnestly advised. Being inarticulate, it rarely spoke so much at once, because too few people could hear their voices. It didn’t want this youth unable to stay in Xianyang Palace. Heaven knows they’d only met less than a month! If this youth left the palace, they’d never see him again!

“Don’t want to.” The green-robed youth answered quickly, his tone incomparably stubborn.

Why should he ask that guy to stand up for him? It was originally because that eldest prince who didn’t know common people’s hardships casually said something that caused this trouble. Moreover, though he didn’t tattle, he didn’t believe that eldest prince knew nothing about his experiences these days.

So this was clearly standing by watching.

Just like their first meeting, deliberately leaving him standing outside in the cold wind for over an hour.

Such an assistance target—he really needed to reconsider carefully. Anyway, good birds choose trees to nest in. He didn’t have to hang himself on this one tree.

That eldest prince was just a youth two years older than him who happened to be reborn well.

“But you can’t engage in such ‘dagandongge’ (great mobilization of arms)!” Yaoying felt somewhat troubled. Unfortunately, they could only sit on the eaves, unable to do anything.

“Tsk, this matter truly is ‘huoqigange’ (disaster arising from gan and ge)!” The green-robed youth self-mockingly curved his lips. “Different statuses, different positions—as long as one interacts with people, conflicts (gan and ge) are inevitable.”

Actually, between him and Wang Li and those instigating young masters, there wasn’t any irreconcilable conflict (gan and ge). But he just wasn’t willing to resolve it so simply.

Not like he’d determined to follow that eldest prince for life—why work so desperately?

Moreover, these petty tricks were simply drizzle in his view. Those young masters who’d never experienced poverty, hardship, and true difficulty—did they think this could force someone to bow their head?

Really too naive.

The green-robed youth recalled his previous mission to Zhao, those hidden blades and swords, then looked at his current situation. Feeling it was a world of difference, he couldn’t help sighing deeply.

Since the King of Qin wanted him accompanying these princes in study, he could only do so. As for those provocations—well, consider his life too simple and needing more spice.

By now the sunset had descended. About time to return—any later and Ying would worry. The green-robed youth ignored the two ridge beasts’ attempts to keep him, lightly jumped down from the eaves, patted the dust from his green robe, and calmly left.

But he didn’t notice that after he left, in the tree shade’s shadows, a man stared at his retreating figure, then looked up at Xianyang Palace main hall’s eaves. In the darkness, that person’s features weren’t clear—only a pair of eyes holding almost demonic charm could be seen. Just one glance would make people think they’d encountered demons.

“Seems like… I’ve found something interesting…”

Chapter 2: Golden Gan and Ge · 3
In the empty Half-Step Hall, Wang Li was drenched in sweat, practicing diligently with a crescent moon halberd.

Though summoned to the palace to study, Wang Li still maintained the habit he’d kept since childhood—at least four hours of martial practice daily. But since there were usually classes during the day, he could only schedule martial practice for early morning and evening.

Actually, this was quite a good excuse. Those young masters wanting to win him over were all weak and frail. Wanting to practice martial arts with him, they couldn’t even last half an hour. After a few days, they all sensibly stopped approaching, giving him some peace.

Hook, peck, thrust, slash… Wang Li concentrated wholeheartedly on wielding the crescent moon halberd in his hands, feeling through the trembling of the halberd shaft in his palms whether these movements were executed properly. The crescent moon halberd in his hands was standard military issue. He was still young, and though his stature was already tall and robust for his age, his grip strength still didn’t match an adult’s. He couldn’t yet flexibly use higher-grade halberds.

Really wanted a Azure Dragon Crescent Blade. Father’s Azure Dragon Crescent Blade called “Golden Money Leopard Tail” was simply awesome!

Wang Li imagined himself holding that Azure Dragon Crescent Blade, invincible and unmatched on the battlefield. For a moment, his movements became bold and sweeping, wielding it with tremendous force.

The sun gradually tilted west. The sunset originally shooting through the window lattice lengthened its shadows accordingly, finally slowly fading. Half-Step Hall also became dim and unclear without lighting lamps. But the whistling sound of weapons cutting through the air within didn’t diminish because of this.

“Clang!” A sound of metal clashing rang out in Half-Step Hall, followed by another muffled thud of a weapon hitting bluestone bricks.

Wang Li knelt on one knee, panting heavily. Large drops of sweat slid down his cheeks and body. He wiped his sweat-soaked palms on his body, but the effect wasn’t good because his Hu robe was also soaked with sweat.

Wang Li stood up frowning, thinking this newly made crescent moon halberd was actually quite good. If it were a wooden shaft, situations like ge where the ge head gets stuck on the battlefield and separates would easily occur. This crescent moon halberd was cast as one piece, but because the halberd shaft was iron, the weapon body was too heavy and easily slipped from hands due to sweating like this.

Standing quietly in the darkness pondering for a while, recalling his grandfather’s and father’s teachings, Wang Li judged it was still that he hadn’t trained enough—insufficient grip strength. Moreover, if his palms also had calluses thick enough like his grandfather’s and father’s, the halberd would never slip from his hands no matter what.

Wang Li resolved to extend his training time by another half hour and slowly walked to the wall to pick up the dropped crescent moon halberd.

On the ground lay not only the crescent moon halberd but also two weapons—one golden gan and one golden ge—actually knocked down from the wall by the crescent moon halberd. Because the golden weapons were too heavy, several white marks had been smashed into the bluestone floor.

Wang Li sneered once. With such commotion here, no one came to check—showing how isolated he’d become.

Not to mention having eunuchs voluntarily light lamps for him.

He came to the palace as an attendant reader and absolutely couldn’t bring servants into the palace. Fortunately, having grown up in military camps since childhood, he didn’t care about such things. But when he searched Half-Step Hall, he discovered the lamp oil and flint stones usually kept in the cabinet were gone. He could only resentfully punch the air.

Forget it. If he couldn’t light lamps, he’d have to go to the archery range. At least it was open there—even without lamps, he could practice martial arts by moonlight. Just that there were no barriers around, a bit cold. But he wasn’t afraid of that either.

As for the golden gan and ge fallen on the ground, Wang Li didn’t try to pick them up and rehang them on the wall. First, the place they originally hung was too high. If lamps were lit, he could rehang them, but now in pitch darkness, he had no mood to do so. Second, eunuchs would come clean tomorrow morning anyway. Why waste time lightening those petty people’s workload?

Wang Li pushed open Half-Step Hall’s main door, looked up at the bright moon on the horizon, and contentedly strode away holding his crescent moon halberd.

When the moon slowly climbed the treetops, the Qin Empire’s youngest Superior Minister was teaching Ying writing as usual. He still wore that green robe, though it had been maliciously slashed in many places with sharp instruments, but all had been painstakingly mended with thread as much as possible.

Because bamboo scrolls were too precious, the green-robed youth used a shallow tray filled with sand, having Ying use a wooden stick as a brush to practice writing. The content taught was from the “Analects.”

Ying was actually a year older than the green-robed youth. He could understand the principles in the “Analects,” so using it to practice writing achieved twice the result with half the effort. The green-robed youth didn’t teach in sequence. Because the bamboo scrolls were scattered, he taught whatever he randomly turned to. Tonight he happened to reach a passage from “Analects: Ji Shi.”

“Qiu has heard that for those who possess states and families, the concern is not scarcity but inequality, not poverty but instability. Where there is equality, there is no poverty; where there is harmony, there is no scarcity; where there is stability, there is no danger. It being so, if remote people are not submissive, cultivate civil virtue to attract them. Having attracted them, make them content. Now You and Qiu, assisting their lord, cannot attract remote people who are not submissive, and cannot defend the state when it splits and fragments. Yet they plot to mobilize arms (gan and ge) within the state. I fear Ji Sun’s worries lie not in Zhuanyu but within the screen walls.”

Ying listened mesmerized as Superior Minister Gan’s modulated voice echoed in the room, with punctuation and cadence just right. His voice was suppressedly low and especially pleasant. Though Ying knew few characters, he wasn’t a complete ignorant child. The Analects were sentences that would bring understanding through repeated reading and recitation. Ying unconsciously recited along with the green-robed youth, listening to his explanations of certain character meanings, quickly understanding this passage’s meaning.

“The concern is not scarcity but inequality, not poverty but instability.” Ying murmured to himself, his face that could already preliminarily be called handsome showing a fascinated expression. “These words are most praiseworthy.”

The green-robed youth couldn’t help curving his lips upward. Over these days, under his instruction, regardless of how well Ying learned characters, his speech had begun becoming refined and his bearing unconsciously imitated him. Not looking at that crimson-purple robe covered in patches, he truly had some semblance of Qin nobility.

After briefly introducing the background of Confucius saying this passage, and singling out several difficult-to-write characters to carefully teach Ying several times, the green-robed youth stood to add some lamp oil to the somewhat dimming lamp.

“It’s already bright enough.” Ying raised his head, somewhat regretfully watching the lamp the green-robed youth had refilled.

“Bad for the eyes.” The green-robed youth said flatly. When he was young and his family was poor, he practiced writing and read by moonlight, damaging his eyes until he saw things very blurrily. Later his master gave him acupuncture and several doses of medicine before curing it. Only his very capable master could accomplish this, and there were still aftereffects—he couldn’t see things clearly at night without light. It was said those famous Confucian scholars all had more or less some eye problems, difficult to recover from for life.

Ying expressed doubt about the green-robed youth’s statement, but the latter was technically his teacher. Respecting teachers and valuing the Way, he suppressed his complaints and followed this Superior Minister Gan’s requirements—straightening his back, sitting with standard posture to read and write.

The green-robed youth no longer looked at bamboo scrolls. Not to mention he’d long memorized all those scrolls backward and forward—he quite valued his eyes. He planned to close his eyes and rest for a while, incidentally thinking about his future direction.

But just as his eyes closed, he heard a “clang” and Ying’s startled cry.

He immediately stood up and discovered a stone had been thrown in from outside, breaking through the casement window’s thin wooden piece, nearly knocking over the oil lamp on the table.

With the window broken like this, cold wind whooshed in. Ying couldn’t tolerate it. Actually changing from his previous timidity, clenching his fists and gritting his teeth, he rushed out.

The green-robed youth didn’t worry about his safety but bent down to pick up that stone, discovering the outside was wrapped in a layer of white silk cloth, faintly showing ink traces.

He frowned and unwrapped it. That stone was actually top-quality black jade, and the silk cloth was also excellent silk. On the silk were over ten characters.

“Turn gan and ge into jade and silk—dare you meet at Half-Step Hall?”

The green-robed youth raised his eyebrows. “Turn gan and ge into jade and silk”—the metaphor was nicely put. But that final tone—no matter how he looked at it, it seemed like a declaration of battle.

Hearing Ying’s empty-handed and indignant return footsteps, the green-robed youth quietly put both jade stone and silk into his bosom.

After this incident, Ying had no mind to continue practicing writing. Deciding the other was jealous his room’s oil lamp was too bright, he simply blew out the oil lamp, used cloth strips to stuff the broken casement window, then lay on the bed quietly reciting today’s learned Analects passages.

The green-robed youth also lay down fully clothed but didn’t sleep. Only after waiting for Ying’s recitation voice to gradually quiet and confirming he was sound asleep did he quietly rise.

“Plot to mobilize arms (gan and ge) within the state… within the screen walls… disaster arising from screen walls…”

The green-robed youth continued reciting in a low voice the broken passages Ying hadn’t finished, then expressionlessly pushed open the door and walked into darkness.

Half-Step Hall was still some distance from Luming Residence. The green-robed youth avoided guards all along the way, not alarming anyone as he headed toward Half-Step Hall.

Since the other acted so secretively, naturally they didn’t want spectators.

Before long, the green-robed youth reached Half-Step Hall’s vicinity. Seeing the completely unlit hall, he unhesitatingly pushed the door and entered. Without moonlight’s illumination, the green-robed youth’s vision began blurring due to darkness. However, he’d been to Half-Step Hall a few times. According to memory, wanting to walk along the wall to the window, after walking several steps, he was nearly tripped by something on the ground.

The green-robed youth bent down, groped around, and discovered it was actually the golden gan fallen from the wall.

Something was wrong.

When the green-robed youth wanted to stand and quickly leave, alarm suddenly arose in his heart. He felt a great force strike from behind, hitting the back of his head hard, directly causing him to stumble awkwardly to the ground. He landed right on that golden gan, which pressed against his chest causing severe pain. His cry for help stuck in his throat—he could barely even breathe.

Feeling someone crouch beside him to examine him for a while, the green-robed youth wanted to reach out and grab the other’s garment corner, but his body seemed to have lost control. He could only raise his trembling hand but grasped nothing.

Warm liquid slowly flowed down his nape. Sharp pain prevented his brain from continuing to function, and consciousness began dispersing.

He struggled to keep his eyes open, wanting to see clearly who exactly struck this vicious blow, but his vision remained blurry.

Hearing that person drop the golden ge used for the attack and mercilessly turn to leave, he could only unwillingly let his arm fall.

Helplessly allowing darkness to slowly swallow him…

Chapter 3: Mysterious Jade and Silk · 1
It was already past midnight, yet Fu Su couldn’t sleep no matter what.

Five braziers burned in Gaoquan Palace’s sleeping hall. Perhaps too dry, Fu Su’s chest held a stubbornly unavoidable stuffiness.

The front and rear casement windows of the sleeping hall had both been opened just a crack. The cross-breeze diluted the scent of burning storax incense considerably but also brought the cold chill of winter nights. Just as Fu Su was thinking he might as well get up and read a few more scrolls, he heard lowered conversation outside the door.

Since he couldn’t sleep anyway, Fu Su put on his clothes and rose. Walking to the half-open door, he heard the eunuch Gu Cun’s slightly displeased voice—

“Is such a trifling joke worth disturbing the eldest prince?”

“What matter?” Fu Su asked curiously, pushing open the door. He happened to see Gu Cun hide a small bamboo strip in his sleeve. “Bring it here for me to see.”

Gu Cun hesitated, but seeing Fu Su’s determined attitude, he didn’t conceal it further. Handing over the bamboo strip, he explained, “Don’t even know who passed this message. This child took it seriously and insisted on reporting it to you.”

The young palace maid before him was named Caiwei, only eleven or twelve years old, one who served outside the hall. Fu Su found her somewhat familiar. Seeing her anxious with sweat beading her forehead, unable and unqualified to argue against Gu Cun’s words, but the anxious expression on her face wasn’t feigned—he took the information on this bamboo strip more seriously.

With just one glance, his expression changed.

Half-Step Hall Superior Minister in danger

Only seven characters written on the bamboo strip, as if deliberately hiding the handwriting, written extremely carelessly yet emanating casualness. Didn’t look like the urgency of calling for help at all, but rather take-it-or-leave-it arrogance. No wonder Gu Cun immediately judged it a joke. Because Gu Cun had also learned to read alongside him since childhood and possessed considerable learning.

Gu Cun wasn’t like Caiwei, an ignorant little palace maid who didn’t know what mattered. Over all these years, how many true or false messages had he received, how many large and small open and covert conflicts had he encountered? How could he possibly disturb his eldest prince over such vague information?

However, he secretly praised that whoever passed this message knew how to grasp the key point—knowing to bring up that Superior Minister Gan. As long as his eldest prince saw it, emotionally and rationally he couldn’t pretend not to see it.

Sure enough, Fu Su only pondered for a moment before saying aloud, “Change clothes. Go to Half-Step Hall.”

“Why trouble the eldest prince? I can make the trip.” Gu Cun held an extra measure of caution. The other party merely passed along information of unknown authenticity and hadn’t specified Fu Su should come personally.

Seeing Fu Su willing to manage this matter, Caiwei trembled with excitement. Now seeing him turn back to find clothes, she very perceptively rushed into the hall, brought out a deep purple everyday outer robe for Fu Su, then attended to him putting it on.

Seeing her like this, Fu Su smiled and asked casually, “Looking at you, you seem quite concerned about that Superior Minister Gan.”

Caiwei had clear eyes and fine features. Hearing this, her entire face reddened. Of course, those serving before noble persons in the palace at least wouldn’t look too offensive—all of middling to fine appearance. Seeing this girl’s face completely red, Fu Su wanted to tease her more. But after walking to the corridor and being illuminated by the dim yellow palace lamps, he finally saw clearly that Caiwei wasn’t embarrassed at all—she was suppressing such anger her entire face had flushed red.

“Why is this?” Fu Su stopped walking, his voice also becoming icy.

With a “thud,” Caiwei knelt on the cold bluestone bricks, biting her lip with head bowed, saying nothing.

Fu Su looked at her hands hanging at her sides clenched into fists, narrowed his eyes, and glanced meaningfully at Gu Cun following behind.

Gu Cun originally wanted to stay out of it, but his eldest prince’s glance, though only learning one-tenth of his father king’s ability, still carried tremendously oppressive momentum. So he could only lower his head, carefully choosing words as he slowly said, “Eldest Prince, perhaps this is a misunderstanding…”

“It’s not!” Caiwei excitedly interrupted Gu Cun’s words, not caring about committing the offense of inferiors against superiors, pouring out all the anger she’d suppressed for so many days.

Hurried footsteps and the sound of robes rustling echoed in the corridor. Fu Su had already thrown behind his fourteen years of learned palace etiquette. His ears seemed to still echo with Caiwei’s earlier indignant words as he strode toward Half-Step Hall as quickly as possible.

In places he hadn’t seen, what exactly had that youth encountered?

The young Superior Minister always appeared before him proud and self-possessed, his entire person emanating a natural halo impossible to ignore. Fu Su admitted that sometimes he found that ineffable pride somewhat glaring, which was why he rarely cast his gaze upon the other, to the point of not even noticing the patches on the youth’s green robe.

Why didn’t he come explain all this? Or rather, why didn’t anyone come tell him?

Fu Su used his peripheral vision to glance at Gu Cun silently following behind him. Rebuking words surged to his lips but he silently swallowed them back down.

He was already fourteen, not an ignorant child. He knew that in this world, even the most loyal servants had their own thoughts. Gu Cun probably thought this was a test he was giving that Superior Minister Gan, just like making the other stand in scorching sun for over an hour at their first meeting.

He had been too careless.

Being heaven’s favored son from the moment of birth, he’d never directly experienced others’ malice and rejection, thus never imagined that Superior Minister Gan would actually encounter all this under his very nose.

As Fu Su reflected in his heart, he couldn’t help but quicken his pace. The moment he turned the corridor corner and saw Half-Step Hall’s flying eaves, he finally lifted his robe hem and began running.

Gu Cun also hurriedly followed his eldest prince. He hadn’t known this eldest prince who spent all day practicing calligraphy and reading documents could run so fast. Even exerting all his ability, he fell behind by several breaths before reaching Half-Step Hall.

The pitch-black Half-Step Hall was completely silent. Gu Cun sensitively smelled a thick bloody scent, inwardly crying trouble. He quickly pulled out the flint stone he carried in his sleeve and lit the bronze oil lamp nearby.

The dim yellow lamplight rendered the empty and secluded Half-Step Hall. Gu Cun also saw clearly that his eldest prince was holding someone, walking toward him with a grim expression, covered in shocking amounts of fresh blood.

His breathing tightened. Gu Cun belatedly confirmed his eldest prince’s blood stains came from the person in his arms. He couldn’t help but relax, but also knew he’d done wrong tonight. He quickly stepped aside, clearing the doorway, while reaching out his hand intending to help his eldest prince share the burden.

“No need.” Fu Su avoided Gu Cun’s extended hand, holding the youth in his arms even tighter. The body beneath thin clothing was so thin it was alarming—holding him felt somewhat abrasive. On winter night’s cold, Half-Step Hall’s bluestone bricks were bone-chillingly icy. Who knew how long this youth had lain here—his entire body had already become cold and stiff. If not for a breath still in his chest, Fu Su would almost think the other had long since died. Looking at Gu Cun before him, thinking this person was also part of delaying rescue, Fu Su became even angrier, coldly dropping four words: “Summon the Imperial Physician Director.”

“Yes.” Gu Cun quickly lowered his head in acknowledgment. He’d never heard his eldest prince speak in such cold, hard, and sharp tones.

“Investigate.” This single word struck ground even more forcefully, making Gu Cun lower his head further.

“Yes.” Gu Cun still responded with his steady voice. Even if the eldest prince didn’t say it, he would investigate to the end. Though he didn’t much like this expressionless Superior Minister Gan, he was ultimately the eldest prince’s person. How could others bully him?

Account by account, he remembered everything clearly. Gu Cun glanced at the golden gan and golden ge stained with fresh blood in Half-Step Hall’s center, his expression cold and solemn.

Fu Su delayed no longer, holding the injured and unconscious green-robed youth as he strode away.

Drops of fresh blood meandered down beneath his feet, hitting the bluestone bricks and splattering apart bit by bit, like tragic yet beautifully blooming blood-colored plum blossoms.

Caiwei watched over the medicinal decoction that had been boiling and boiling on the small red clay stove in the room, wiping with her sleeve the hot sweat from her face caused by the fire charcoal, occasionally turning back to glance at the young Superior Minister sleeping unconscious on the couch.

Because of what happened at Half-Step Hall, Fu Su completely changed from his usual gentle elegance. Like a flood dragon whose reverse scale had been touched, he thunderously punished many guards and inner palace maids who should have been on duty near Half-Step Hall that night, showing no mercy.

Even the King of Qin, occupied with ten thousand affairs daily, specially issued an edict of concern upon hearing this matter. But this was the critical moment for attacking Zhao—he couldn’t spare himself to manage palace affairs, so he handed full authority to the eldest prince Fu Su.

With the culprit unknown, Fu Su felt there were few trustworthy people in this palace. Moreover, Superior Minister Gan held official rank—it wouldn’t be proper to deploy harem maids. So he arranged for Caiwei to personally attend him, not even daring to let others touch the medicine preparation.

Caiwei’s father was a soldier. Since her birth, her mother had constantly hoped for her father’s return. Even her name came from the poem “Caiwei,” infused with longing affection. But her father remained forever on Qin’s battlefield against Zhao. Her mother could only helplessly remarry. Not wanting to burden her mother, she begged connected relatives to recommend her into the palace as a small maid serving in the front court. She had no interaction with Superior Minister Gan, only silently admiring from afar this young Superior Minister who at twelve could be sent as envoy to Zhao and with just eloquent words seize over ten Zhao cities.

Because she constantly paid attention, she took in everything the other had encountered these days. Caiwei knew she was just a small palace maid—to those heaven-born nobles, just an insignificant ant. When she reported the humiliation the young Superior Minister suffered to Attendant Official Gu Cun, he only told her to keep watching. She could only grit her teeth and continue watching, trying to remember every incident as much as possible. When she picked up that bamboo strip last night, she immediately intuited it concerned the Superior Minister. Unable to read, she specially sought out literate senior eunuchs in the palace for explanation. Immediately anxious as fire, not caring about impropriety, she directly stormed the eldest prince’s sleeping hall, never once thinking she might be punished for this.

Fortunately, the eldest prince wasn’t asleep.

And fortunately, the eldest prince intervened.

The more Caiwei thought, the more frightened she became. Seeing the medicinal decoction steadily bubbling quietly on the fire, she couldn’t help but put down the spoon and walk to the couch to check the young Superior Minister’s condition.

This youth only one year older than herself was actually a full size smaller than her. His head was wrapped tightly in white cotton cloth, appearing incomparably fragile. Because the injury was on the back of his head, he could only lie on his side. Long hair scattered on the couch naturally hung down. The small face half-buried in soft pillows sleeping had the pallor of excessive blood loss, with blue-black shadows beneath his eyes, clearly having not rested well for many days.

The sun outside the window had already tilted west. Since midnight when Fu Su summoned the Imperial Physician Director, a full day had already passed, yet the young Superior Minister hadn’t once opened his eyes. Caiwei suppressed her worry, washed a handkerchief in warm water, and carefully wiped the youth’s cheeks.

Clamoring sounds faintly came from outside the window—definitely that Ying making a fuss to enter again. That person was clumsy and needed others to serve him—how could he possibly care for someone? Moreover, the eldest prince had already issued strict orders—except for the Imperial Physician Director, other people weren’t allowed to enter casually. Caiwei threw down the handkerchief in her hands and aggressively rushed out.

The young Superior Minister awoke amid such clamor. The pain in the back of his head prevented him from concentrating for quite a while. After a good moment, he surveyed this quiet room filled with medicinal fragrance. He half-propped himself up and touched his head, discovering he’d been properly bandaged. Recalling the Half-Step Hall encounter, the youth’s expression flashed with humiliation and anger.

Really too careless. Since he knew he couldn’t see things clearly at night, he should have properly lit an oil lamp to carry.

As for who did this—no need to think. It wouldn’t be Wang Li. That person definitely disdained such backstabbing sneak attacks.

When Fu Su stopped the clamoring Ying and entered the quiet room, he happened to see the young Superior Minister slightly leaning against the soft couch, face lowered, brows locked in thought. He immediately walked quickly forward, picked up the water cup prepared on the tea table, felt the temperature was just warmly suitable, and hurriedly passed it over.

The youth slightly raised his eyes. The eldest prince’s sudden attentiveness didn’t move him at all. Without changing expression, he accepted the water cup. Though extremely thirsty, he still used elegant posture to drink in small sips.

Fu Su only felt incomparably awkward. He’d imagined many kinds of reactions when the youth awoke—angry, aggrieved, crying, cold—and thought of many corresponding methods. But he completely hadn’t expected the youth would have such a nonchalant expression upon waking. If angry, he wouldn’t accept the water cup he passed over, right?

The youth calmly finished the cup of water, openly handed the cup back, then threw off the blanket to rise. But the moment he stood, he swayed somewhat unsteadily.

Fu Su quickly supported his arm, frowning. “You’re still injured. Rest lying down.”

“No matter.” The youth pushed away his hand, standing straight. He lowered his head to look at the new clothes he’d been changed into. Wide-sleeved long robe, superior mingwei fabric, the elegant deep green color he liked. The youth’s brows relaxed. He flicked this new robe and said flatly, “Thank you.”

Hearing this, Fu Su’s face and ears reddened. He’d already investigated much of the situation these days, knowing how much pressure and humiliation this young Superior Minister had withstood under circumstances he didn’t know. For a moment he couldn’t distinguish whether these two words were sincere thanks or meaningfully sarcastic. Seeing the youth insist on leaving, he was actually intimidated by his momentum, unable even to speak words of obstruction. He could only helplessly watch him leave after performing a bow.

Fu Su watched the youth’s straight-backed figure, realizing for the first time that no matter what happened, nothing could bend his proud spine.

Sighing soundlessly, Fu Su waved his hand, instructing Caiwei to follow and attend.

Caiwei joyfully followed. Of course, she didn’t forget to use a handkerchief to lift the medicine jar down from the fire.

Chapter 3: Mysterious Jade and Silk · 2
“Little brat, has your injury healed? You actually still dare run around?” The moment Chaofeng saw the green-robed youth climb onto the roof, it couldn’t wait to clamor. But after a slight pause, it gossiped teasingly, “Yo! Got new clothes! This fabric is really nice. Wearing these new clothes and running around—aren’t you afraid of getting them dirty?”

The green-robed youth unconcernedly found his familiar place to lie down. Anyway, if they got dirty or torn, he could casually change into new ones. Now he was someone valued by the eldest prince—not only did he have people serving him, he had piles of spare clothes. He could wear a different one each day.

His master had given him a bottle of Bone-Raising Pills. This injury medicine took its name from “Discourses of the States: Discourses of Wu”—”raising the dead and fleshing white bones.” With such an arrogant name, naturally the efficacy was also exaggerated. He’d only taken one pill and the injury on the back of his head had mostly healed.

But making this injury medicine was extremely complicated, and the required medicinal materials were very precious. The youth didn’t want to attract unnecessary trouble for himself, so the cotton cloth on his head remained bandaged, still appearing like a serious injury not yet healed.

“Speak. Who exactly did it that night?” The youth gazed at the white clouds slowly drifting across the sky, asking leisurely. Ridge beasts occupied high positions. Yaoying could crouch on eaves and see all affairs under heaven, while Chaofeng was rather gossipy, only liking to watch large and small matters within Xianyang Palace. So it definitely saw everything about his injury.

“Eh? You want me to tell you? Youth, according to normal event development, shouldn’t you display great divine might, use wisdom, investigate one by one, and deduce who the culprit is?” Seeing the youth as calm and composed as usual, Chaofeng couldn’t help but find it strange.

“Am I stupid?” The youth glanced at Chaofeng. With such a good cheat device available, why rack his brains?

“You don’t suspect Wang Li ambushed you at all?” Chaofeng still wanted to watch a good show. Bored to death, it feared nothing more than a peaceful world.

“That guy hasn’t reached such a degree of stupidity.” The youth curled his lip. But even though everyone knew this was the case, rumors about Wang Li showed no signs of being contained. Fu Su obviously knew someone was sowing discord but also didn’t intervene to control it. So now not only were people slandering Wang Li, even his grandfather leading troops abroad attacking Zhao was beginning to be criticized.

Unstable generals—a major military taboo. Didn’t Fu Su know this?

Tsk, simply a thoroughly stupid heir. Did he really want to assist such a person to become king of the Great Qin Empire?

“Speaking of which, people in the palace are now saying Wang Jian using a stratagem of sowing discord to eliminate Li Mu was a petty man’s act. Many people are jumping out to defend Li Mu instead!” Sure enough, how could palace winds and movements be hidden from Chaofeng? It couldn’t help gossiping again.

“Military Peace Lord—a generational military talent. King Qian of Zhao destroyed his own Great Wall, courting his own destruction.” Yaoying always paid attention to situations under heaven, naturally also seeing Li Mu’s tragic end, also sighing with emotion.

The green-robed youth was also silent.

Military Peace Lord Li Mu initially rose to fame on battlefields resisting the Xiongnu. When stationed at Yanmen Commandery, he conserved strength for many years, finally using infantry to completely annihilate cavalry, greatly defeating the Xiongnu and killing over one hundred thousand of their troops. Destroying Tan Lan, defeating Donghu, accepting Lin Hu’s surrender, making the Chanyu flee—truly becoming famous in one battle. For over ten years afterward, the Xiongnu didn’t dare approach Yanmen Commandery.

Later Lian Po defected to Wei, Zhao She and Lin Xiangru died successively, and Li Mu became Zhao’s pillar. When Qin pressed step by step, Li Mu became the strongest stumbling block on Qin’s path of outward expansion. How many generals King Ying Zheng of Qin changed—for six consecutive years none could break through the national gates he defended. Li Mu was also respectfully called “Military God,” called the undefeated myth on battlefields.

Until last year when Wang Jian led troops attacking Zhao, he decided not to confront Li Mu head-on. Instead, he drew inspiration from Lian Po, who’d been framed and angrily defected to Wei. He sent people to infiltrate Zhao using heavy gold to bribe King Qian of Zhao’s favored minister Guo Kai, spreading rumors that Li Mu had long harbored rebellious intentions. The foolish King Qian of Zhao indeed believed it, swiftly designing Li Mu’s capture. A generational military god thus perished.

The green-robed youth hadn’t personally witnessed events unfold, but from official accounts and folk tales, he could piece together the general picture. Moreover, after entering the palace, “Li Mu’s Death” was the story Chaofeng most loved pestering Yaoying to narrate. He’d been forced to hear it three or four times already. In Qin with its fierce folk customs, naturally they respected those with outstanding military achievements. Li Mu was also an opponent Qin people respected. Though Wang Jian had accomplished great merit, because of Li Mu’s tragic death, popular opinion wasn’t very good.

Speaking fairly, in another’s position—if he were in Wang Jian’s place, he’d also be willing to spend money to settle everything without using soldiers’ flesh and blood to fill gaps.

Without expending a single soldier, making Zhao sever its own arm—simply the most worthwhile business. But as a subject, he grieved for Li Mu, because he knew there would be more than one Li Mu appearing in the future.

Ruler and subject doubting each other was much simpler than ruler and subject understanding each other.

“Little brat, you’ve listened so many times—what exactly do you think?” Seeing the green-robed youth’s thoughtful expression, Chaofeng asked curiously. Usually accustomed to conversing with Yaoying, this wasn’t good—must chat more with new friends.

“Turn gan and ge into jade and silk.” After a moment of silence, the green-robed youth uttered these six words.

“Huh?” Chaofeng almost thought it was hallucinating. “You mean Qin and Zhao can have diplomatic relations? Like the good relations between Qin and Jin?”

“‘Turn gan and ge into jade and silk’ refers to the Great Yu period. Yu tore down city walls built by former leader Shun, destroyed weapons, distributed all property to everyone, winning people through virtue. Afterward, drawing submission from all quarters, they presented jade and silk as tribute.” Yaoying literally explained the green-robed youth’s words, disagreeing as it continued, “That was ancient times. If the Qin Dynasty now learned from Yu like that, it would definitely be gnawed to nothing by the six states. Oh, now Han has already been destroyed by Qin—only the other five states remain.”

“Tsk, all rigid thinking.” The green-robed youth curled his lip. “What Wang Jian did—wasn’t that turning gan and ge into jade and silk? Facing gan and ge, one doesn’t necessarily have to fight with gan and ge. Using jade and silk to sow discord—from a certain perspective, this is also turning gan and ge into jade and silk.”

Complete silence on the eaves. Both originally clamorous ridge beasts were shocked by the green-robed youth’s twisted logic, momentarily unable to find their voices.

The youth remembered he’d seemingly been led off topic. He impolitely raised his foot and kicked at Chaofeng. “Speak quickly! Who exactly ambushed me that night?”

“You you you! Take your foot down quickly!” Chaofeng was so angry it became chaotic in the wind, wishing it could jump up and kick this stinking brat back.

“Don’t you let those little birds stand on you either? They can, but I can’t?” If it were before, the green-robed youth would never act so unreasonably. But recently he seemed spoiled by someone. When in a bad mood, naturally he had to vent. Perhaps only before ridge beasts could he not worry about what difficult-to-handle consequences willfulness would bring.

“Fine, fine, I’ll speak.” Chaofeng surrendered, muttering twice before unwillingly revealing the answer. “Fourth Prince Jianglü did it.”

The green-robed youth narrowed his eyes, concealing the sharp light within them.

“Seems you’re not surprised at all! Did you already guess and just came to me for final confirmation?” Chaofeng snorted coldly.

The green-robed youth didn’t respond.

Fourth Prince Jianglü and eldest prince Fu Su were only a few months apart in age. Second Prince and Third Prince both kept low profiles, but Fourth Prince Jianglü had been openly opposing Fu Su in everything since enlightenment, not concealing his desire for the throne at all.

Because during the Warring States period, ritual collapsed and music deteriorated—legitimate eldest son inheritance systems often couldn’t be implemented. Moreover, the King of Qin hadn’t established a queen, so strictly calculating, eldest prince Fu Su wasn’t necessarily the final throne heir.

The green-robed youth regretfully exhaled. After entering the palace, he’d observed coldly, still thinking whether he could choose another enlightened lord. But among all princes, Jianglü, the most promising besides Fu Su, actually used such an underhanded trick. Even if he were desperate for food, he wouldn’t choose a ruler who clubbed him from behind.

However, that Jianglü probably still secretly congratulated himself on his wisdom.

This action could frame Wang Li, causing estrangement between Fu Su and Wang Li, and could also provoke discord between him, this Superior Minister, and Fu Su. With good luck, he could even take advantage of this opportunity to profit, winning friendship from him or Wang Li—even loyalty.

Truly an excellent stratagem killing several birds with one arrow.

Of course, the premise was not being discovered as the instigator.

“That rescue bamboo strip—who exactly wrote it?” The green-robed youth suddenly asked this question. Actually, this was the answer he wanted to know tonight. After hearing Caiwei mention it, he’d first thought some timid eunuch or palace maid did it, thinking to have Chaofeng recognize them so he could secretly give some reward. After all, if he’d lain injured in Half-Step Hall all night, even if he could live, he’d lose half his life.

But after obtaining the bamboo strip from Fu Su to look, he knew his inference was wrong. Literate eunuchs in the palace weren’t few, but eunuchs who could write such good calligraphy absolutely couldn’t be timid.

Then the question arose—why didn’t the other directly go find Gu Cun to explain the reason? Or why not directly save him? Even his injury—just helping him stop the bleeding would be fine. Why specially alarm eldest prince Fu Su? The other calculated everything accurately—they could definitely also calculate Caiwei’s personality. Caiwei had an exquisite heart, afraid going herself would be useless, so she insisted on delivering the message to the eldest prince first.

Smart people often thought too much. In a moment, the green-robed youth began suspecting the messenger was actually the culprit Jianglü—perhaps he hadn’t intended to beat him so severely, fearing creating a fatality or something.

“Uh…” Contrary to the green-robed youth’s expectations, facing this easily answered question, Chaofeng actually hesitated.

“Who exactly? Don’t think of deceiving me.” The green-robed youth sat up straight, tensing his small face, seriously staring at Chaofeng.

“Sigh, not trying to hide from you, but I truly didn’t notice who wrote that bamboo strip. Clearly I was watching…” Chaofeng’s voice grew smaller and smaller. Could it be getting old with blurred vision? Couldn’t be! Chaofeng itself was also depressed.

The green-robed youth suspiciously narrowed his eyes, secretly noting this. If this matter wasn’t Chaofeng being distracted, then that bamboo strip writer was a Dao cultivator who used some illusion technique to block Chaofeng’s spying.

Seems this palace truly had crouching tigers and hidden dragons!

“Hey! Little brat, what have you decided to do? How will you retaliate against Jianglü? How will you deal with Fu Su?” Chaofeng quickly changed topics, not wanting to continue discussing the above question with this youth.

“A gentleman’s revenge—ten years isn’t too late.” The youth said flatly and expressionlessly, yet with a kind of frightening danger. “As for the eldest prince…”

The youth didn’t speak aloud. Everything he’d encountered these days—even if Fu Su knew nothing, Gu Cun definitely knew very clearly. Probably not truly indifferent—likely wanting to find an opportunity to help retaliate all at once. This was probably the grace-bestowing method they often liked playing.

How was this different from hitting with a stick then giving candy to comfort a child? Though the stick wasn’t struck by the other party, basically no difference.

Hmph, imperial mind techniques.

Before Fu Su lay a Go board displaying an endgame. White stones originally forming a head-to-tail connected long dragon had been cut at the waist by black stones. Though the game only reached midgame, white’s declining position was already visible.

This was a game between Fu Su and his master Chunyu Yue. When the game reached halfway, Chunyu Yue was summoned by the King of Qin to discuss matters. But Fu Su had been sitting beside the board all along, not moving half a step.

He borrowed examining the board, actually using peripheral vision to observe his young attendant reader.

This young Superior Minister was still the same as usual, sitting beside the desk by the window. Sunlight filtering through window lattices fell on him, making his entire small face glow white, even his hair strands carrying a layer of sacred radiance.

Fu Su didn’t understand why he’d never noticed the other before. Perhaps thinking this youth was too young—completely unable to help him—so he subconsciously ignored his existence. But he’d forgotten that in this Xianyang Palace filled with treacherous whirlpools, letting things be was also a kind of cruelty.

What made him even more ashamed was this young Superior Minister’s attitude. The other came to attend reading the day after injury just like before, calmly and peacefully as before, not demanding he find who the culprit was or争取过一分一毫的赔偿。

One must know, though Father King appointed him Superior Minister with honor exceeding real power, plotting to harm important ministers required judgment. If he insisted, even if Wang Li only had suspicion, it was sufficient to arrest and imprison him. So what if he was General Wang Jian’s grandson? No matter how illustrious his background, Wang Li himself was merely a commoner.

Of course, if things developed to this degree, Fu Su admitted he’d also find it thorny. But as matters progressed as he foresaw, he uncontrollably felt the youth’s understanding was so painful to him.

Wanting to compensate from other places, the other returned untouched all those rare medicinal materials and gold, silver, and jewels, only keeping daily necessities like charcoal stoves, clothes, and bedding that he deserved. Even that little palace maid Caiwei he’d stuffed over—the other didn’t truly treat her like a servant, but during lessons teaching Ying writing, tacitly permitted Caiwei to audit. This won over that Caiwei until she wept with gratitude, becoming even more loyal.

What exactly should he do?

Perhaps Fu Su’s gazing sight grew increasingly burning. The young Superior Minister also had no way to continue ignoring it. He could only put down the bamboo scroll in his hands, rise and walk to this eldest prince’s side, unceremoniously sitting on the cushion Chunyu Yue had sat on before.

“Eldest Prince, do you have words to speak with this subject?” The young Superior Minister sat perfectly straight. Though his form was thin and small, he possessed a kind of nobility from ancient aristocratic families. This bearing was difficult for ordinary people to imitate—every gesture and movement taught since birth, habits formed over months and years.

Fu Su had seen countless nobles, but rarely anyone like this young Superior Minister—every raised eye and arched brow done pleasingly. After staring blankly for a moment, he pointed at the game before him, gently asking, “Can this game be saved?”

The green-robed youth glanced at the game and knew this eldest prince wasn’t only asking about this game, but was using this game to exchange verbal thrusts, metaphorically alluding to the recent series of events.

Slightly pulling his lip corners, the green-robed youth glanced at the eldest prince sitting across, whose brows and eyes couldn’t hide slight anxious unease, and gently sighed.

Compared to Bo chess where luck occupied the main component, he preferred Yi chess mainly about troop formations and deployments. Black and white stones—like two armies confronting each other, within the square inch board, exhausting stratagems to mutually slaughter. Nothing was more suitable than this Yi chess for examining a person’s temperament, strategies, and bearing.

Though he hadn’t been beside this eldest prince long, nor truly played a game with him, the green-robed youth had long recognized this person’s character weaknesses through observing several Yi chess games. Between choices and sacrifices, this eldest prince’s indecisiveness could easily be seen.

This wasn’t the enlightened lord he anticipated.

But the other didn’t use imperial mind techniques. Instead, earnestly and seriously inquiring of him—this kind of sincerity…

After pondering for a moment, the green-robed youth raised his hand and picked up a white stone from the Go box beside Fu Su. These stones were all polished from jade mined from the distant west, lustrous in color, cool to touch. The green-robed youth rubbed the stone in his hand twice, gently placing it at one position on the board.

Fu Su’s eyes brightened, because though this move seemed plain and ordinary, it faintly carried killing intent. If subsequent moves kept up, it should be possible to kill a path of survival from this black stone’s ten-thousand-army encirclement.

“Before the game truly ends, playing one wrong move, even several wrong moves, doesn’t matter,” the green-robed youth said flatly. “Just walk each subsequent step well.” Having spoken, he rose and withdrew.

Fu Su stared at the game before him for a long time, finally smiling with relief.

Seems he’d been taught.

One step wrong couldn’t mean every step wrong.

Chapter 3: Mysterious Jade and Silk · 3
Dark clouds covered the moon. Before one wall inside Half-Step Hall, a full twenty-four oil lamps were lit, illuminating the weapons on this wall until they gleamed golden and dazzlingly brilliant.

Wang Li stood alone before that wall, lowering his head to study the ground beneath his feet.

On the smooth bluestone bricks, besides the white marks knocked out when the golden gan and ge fell that night, there were also brown bloodstains in the crevices that couldn’t be wiped away.

Only later did he learn what happened after he left that night. That young Superior Minister was actually called out using his name and ambushed here, nearly lying here forever, never to wake again.

Though Wang Li hadn’t witnessed it personally, just imagining it made that scene heart-wrenching.

He held no prejudice against that young Superior Minister. The earlier quarrel was just because he couldn’t think how to strike up conversation and bungled it. Compared to those generals unable to capture an inch of Zhao territory, he truly admired how this young Superior Minister could make over ten Zhao cities change masters through mere conversation.

Moreover, after that night’s incident, though the culprit wasn’t identified, that young Superior Minister didn’t pursue his responsibility either. Otherwise, how could he still stand here unscathed?

And today, people in the palace were also given gag orders—no one permitted to discuss this matter again. Even his grandfather’s use of the stratagem of sowing discord, Superintendent of Trials Li Si submitted a memorial, and His Majesty the King of Qin approved it, completely vindicating this matter.

With this order issued, no one dared gossip behind his back anymore. And Gu Cun, the eldest prince’s most capable eunuch, specially explained to him that this was a favor that young Superior Minister obtained for him by playing a game of Go with the eldest prince.

This kind of repayment, compared to his helpless bystander observation when the other suffered ostracism and bullying that day, made him utterly ashamed.

So tonight, after returning to his room and discovering someone had placed a mysterious jade wrapped in silk on his table, he came to Half-Step Hall without any hesitation.

On this jade and silk were written about ten characters—”Turn gan and ge into jade and silk—dare you meet at Half-Step Hall?” Just as he’d heard, the night the young Superior Minister was tricked, the same method was used.

Wang Li touched the jade stone warmed in his bosom with one hand while tightly gripping the crescent moon halberd in his palm with the other. Since the other dared invite him to meet, he naturally wouldn’t shrink back.

He would definitely make the other repay that person’s suffering! Return it manifold!

When the green-robed youth pulled open Half-Step Hall’s door, what he saw was Wang Li’s face full of killing intent. He couldn’t help but freeze.

Unexpectedly, this Wang Li looked down on him so much.

Should he modify his original plan?

Before the green-robed youth could say anything, Wang Li darkened his face, pulled out the mysterious jade and silk from his bosom, and asked stiffly, “Did you give me this?”

The green-robed youth nodded matter-of-factly. Being rather lazy and not wanting to keep others’ things, he’d directly had Caiwei transfer that night’s mysterious jade and silk to Wang Li’s side. Conveniently, the message on it could be reused—saving effort and ink. But seeing Wang Li’s expression caught between crying and laughing, he quickly realized this was a misunderstanding.

Wang Li carefully put away the mysterious jade and silk. Though from these two items he couldn’t investigate who the culprit was—the mysterious jade and silk were the most ordinary things—this was still something passed from the young Superior Minister’s hands. Wang Li stored it even more carefully.

But after putting things away, the two faced each other silently, momentarily speechless. The atmosphere was incomparably awkward.

Wang Li coughed lightly, slightly raising his chin, asking in an odd tone, “You invited me here—how do you want to turn gan and ge into jade and silk?” Having grown up in military camps since childhood, his father feared spoiling him into an overbearing personality, so he liked speaking sarcastically to him. This directly caused Wang Li’s strange personality—speaking even more unrestrained. After growing up, he basically had no friends who liked playing with him because no one could stand his temper.

If it were someone else, they’d long ago think he was deliberately provoking. But the green-robed youth seemed not to hear the ridicule in his words. He pointed at the crescent moon halberd in his hands and said flatly, “Very simple. We fight once. I win—you owe me three things. I lose—I’ll treat the whole matter as if it never happened. We’re even.”

Wang Li nearly choked on his own saliva. What did this young Superior Minister say? Looking at the other’s thin frame, Wang Li suspected he could knock him over with just a little force, much less fight. But not taking such an advantage would make him a fool. Wang Li curved his lips upward, already certain the other was finding an excuse to reconcile with him. “You’re sure?”

“Sure.” The green-robed youth nodded slightly, his lustrous white face shining brilliantly under the flickering lamplight all around. Only then did Wang Li discover the other’s long hair was tied back, revealing a smooth forehead. What he wore wasn’t his usual long robe but a green military uniform. The narrow cuffs and fitted cut made his form appear even more thin. Obviously, he carried no weapons.

“Then what will you use to fight me?” Wang Li thought about it and felt that bare-handed fighting would probably be bad—if he accidentally injured somewhere, it would be another troublesome matter. Using weapons, he could stop at the right point—just knocking away the other’s weapon would count as winning.

The young Superior Minister looked around. Half-Step Hall’s surroundings held many weapon racks displaying various weapons. Under lamplight’s reflection, they emanated sharp edges, carrying an atmosphere of solemn killing intent. But the youth directly walked toward that brilliantly golden wall, easily reaching out to take down the foremost golden gan.

“Since this matter originated from this object, let’s use this object to conclude it.” The youth said so.

Wang Li’s eyes nearly bulged out. That golden gan was entirely made of gold—purely a decorative ritual implement. Moreover, its weight was about three times that of iron products of the same volume! That night he didn’t rehang the fallen golden gan and ge on the wall also because lifting it alone was too tiring. Yet this youth was so relaxed—he almost doubted the golden gan on the wall was a replica!

But whether it was a replica or not, fighting once would reveal the truth.

Wang Li’s warlike nature was completely aroused. The other chose a defensive implement while he used the military’s newly developed weapon, the crescent moon halberd. This contest was unequal from the start. But Wang Li didn’t care. Anyway, the other actively requested it. Seeking benevolence and obtaining benevolence—he only needed to satisfy the other. However, Wang Li also knew he took great advantage. Secretly resolving to only use his right hand in battle—but no need to say that aloud.

Seeing the other had already assumed a fighting stance, Wang Li immediately grasped the crescent moon halberd and thrust toward the other with full momentum.

“Clang!” The genuine sound of metal clashing resonated throughout Half-Step Hall, faint echoes even returning.

The crescent moon halberd left a considerable dent on the golden gan, verifying this golden gan was truly forged from pure gold. Wang Li’s pupils contracted, but his expression became even more resolute. The crescent moon halberd stuck in the golden gan smoothly slashed toward the green-robed youth’s neck.

The halberd developed from the ge. This could be seen from the Chinese character forms—just like shield and gan were also thus. Halberds had both straight and horizontal blades. Wang Li’s crescent moon halberd was cross-shaped, capable of hooking, pecking, thrusting, and slashing attack methods. Moreover, unlike swords and spears, because halberds were too heavy, they didn’t need to dance out blade shadows or fancy spear techniques. Each thrust and horizontal slash had no flourish—each peck and hook was solid attack.

So in the late Warring States period when transforming from war chariots to cavalry, halberds were the best weapons for mounted warfare. Though Wang Li couldn’t practice mounted halberd techniques in the palace, he’d practiced ground halberd use quite skillfully. Though not reaching perfection, he felt it sufficient for dealing with this frail young Superior Minister before him. Of course, he still held back—wouldn’t truly slash the other.

But though he thought excellently, this slash didn’t even touch the other’s garment corner. The youth was like a phantom, soundlessly dodging away instantly. The wind raised by this crescent moon halberd slash extinguished four oil lamps. Other oil lamp flames also swayed violently accordingly. Half-Step Hall’s lighting flickered bright and dark, stretching both their shadows long and short, adding several degrees of tense atmosphere.

After two consecutive misses, Wang Li had no frustration. Instead, his eyes brightened, arousing competitive spirit as his right hand grasped the halberd and continued pressing forward.

After entering the palace, he always practiced martial arts alone, finding no one to spar with—long ago bored until his whole body itched. Now finally having someone accompany him for several moves, Wang Li even prayed this young Superior Minister could hold out a while longer so he could satisfy his craving. But after several moves, he also understood why the other chose the golden gan defensive implement. He didn’t know where this youth learned a set of lightness skills—always a tiny bit faster than his attacks, exactly positioning the golden gan at his inevitable attack points.

The “clang clang” sounds of metal clashing were endless. From Wang Li’s initial cautious probing to finally bold and refreshing attacks, he’d long forgotten original constraints. Before long, single-handed halberd became double-handed halberd. A complete halberd technique set demonstrated to the extreme from beginning to end—charging chop, straight thrust, level hook, return peck, horizontal slash, downward hack, upward strike, intercepting slash…

The two didn’t roam within Half-Step Hall but only attacked and defended in this small circle of lit oil lamps. From start to finish, Wang Li controlled active attacks while the green-robed youth held the golden gan defending. Wang Li attacked with momentary excitement, also unable to restrain himself. Oil lamps extinguished one by one in the whistling sounds raised by the crescent moon halberd. Half-Step Hall’s lighting grew increasingly dim. When he came back to himself, he discovered only one outermost oil lamp still stubbornly flickering its flame.

Sweat drenched his entire body. Wang Li’s upward strike move exhausted itself. Just wanting to change to return peck, he felt his palm slip. Inwardly crying “trouble,” because sweating made his palm slippery—he could no longer grip the crescent moon halberd. It flew straight from his hand smashing toward the young Superior Minister.

Because this happened suddenly, the crescent moon halberd came fiercely. Even the golden gan might not block it. The young Superior Minister immediately dodged sideways. The halberd blade carved a wound across his cheek, finally smashing hard into the wall.

Wang Li was still staring dumbfounded when he felt his feet swept horizontally. Unable to stand, he knelt on one knee. The heavy golden gan pressed against his neck side, nearly preventing him from straightening his entire body.

What exactly was this youth’s background? Actually holding this heavy golden gan accompanying him fighting so long?

Wang Li struggled to raise his head, just in time to see the youth’s lips curve into a faint smile. That wound on his face side slowly dripped blood, sliding right to his lip corner, dyeing red those two lips originally extremely pale in color.

“Hiss—” The last oil lamp, due to wind raised by the crescent moon halberd, finally couldn’t hold on and extinguished.

Half-Step Hall plunged into darkness. But Wang Li’s vision froze on that smile that amazed him to trembling, momentarily stunned.

“I won.” In darkness, the youth’s voice was hoarse, carrying indescribable exhaustion. Obviously, the recent contest exhausted his full strength too.

“Once a word is spoken, four horses cannot catch it.” Wang Li spoke slowly, word by word. His breathing was also unsteady, but he answered willingly. “I owe you three things.”

“Very good.” The youth satisfactorily withdrew the golden gan from Wang Li’s body.

Without suppression, Wang Li stood up, planning to retrieve his crescent moon halberd. After calming down, countless questions filled his belly. This young Superior Minister’s movements were so agile—how could he not dodge that night’s ambush? Conspiracy-theorizing Wang Li again began various suspicions. Was he calculated against?

“Clang! Bang!”

Sounds of tripping echoed in Half-Step Hall. Wang Li tilted his head for a glance, suddenly feeling he’d found the young Superior Minister’s weakness.

Unable to see in darkness or something…

“Need me to help you up?” Wang Li retrieved his crescent moon halberd from the wall corner in quite good mood. “This counts as doing one thing for you!”

“No need.” The youth snorted coldly, casually placing the golden gan by the wall, groping around and stumbling away.

Wang Li pulled out the mysterious jade and silk from his bosom, rubbing it twice in his hands, his handsome face crawling with smiles.

Father, this counts as… making a friend, right?

Chapter 4: Square Sky Vessel · 1
The warm pavilion of Xianyang Palace swept away its usual solemn silence. The King of Qin’s rough laughter penetrated the casement window’s barrier, echoing above the palace halls. The eunuchs and palace maids waiting outside the corridor quietly exchanged glances, their expressions all relaxing.

The previous period, because of tense frontline warfare plus various large and small incidents in the palace, everyone had been in danger, fearing becoming collateral damage. Fortunately, this morning’s battle report made that suffocating atmosphere vanish into thin air.

Should be able to relax for a while, right? Look—the King of Qin even had someone bring young prince Hu Hai over during deliberations!

Regardless of how the eunuchs and palace maids in the corridor secretly rejoiced, the several people sitting in the warm pavilion each had different thoughts.

Fu Su smiled as he watched his little brother Hu Hai nestled in Father King’s embrace, holding a ball of silk cloth and giggling. Hu Hai’s mother consort was Hu—the child she bore, Hu Hai, inherited her fair skin and deep features. Though barely two years old, he already showed budding beauty. The King of Qin couldn’t bear to put him down, this time even breaking precedent by holding him during deliberations.

Jianglü, sitting beside him, heavily set down the bamboo scroll in his hands. But his force was still controlled—the sound produced didn’t attract the King of Qin and others’ attention.

Fu Su faintly glanced with peripheral vision at his foolish fourth brother. Even if he qualified to enter this deliberation warm pavilion, obviously his mind hadn’t matured—he couldn’t even conceal jealous and envious emotions.

But this might be what Father King hoped to see.

Fu Su didn’t take Jianglü seriously. Perhaps in a few years he’d become a moderate stumbling block, but using him for sharpening was quite good. As for little brother Hu Hai… Fu Su curved his lips. A mixed-blood child born by a Hu courtesan, even named Hai—meaning little pig. Very obviously being raised as a pet. Was Jianglü really worth viewing him as a thorn in the eye, a thorn in the flesh?

Perhaps because he had too many sons, when the King of Qin’s first few sons were born, he still seriously considered their names. His own name “Fu Su” came from “the mountain has Fu Su.” Jianglü’s meaning was also about mutual support within the family gates, hoping Jianglü could assist him. As his brothers were born one after another, Father King’s naming became increasingly perfunctory—even thinking up names like Hu Hai.

Fu Su was extremely grateful his own name sounded good and extremely sympathetic to little brother. After growing up with such a name, how could he hold his head up? Look, wrapped up like a meatball, he really did look like a plump little pig.

Since Hu Hai’s birth year, Father King opened the campaign to conquer the six states and destroyed Han—the opening completely smooth. So Hu Hai was deeply favored by Father King, breaking many precedents.

However, such favor might also be because Hu Hai was perhaps his last child.

Fu Su had already noticed that since Father King turned his energy toward the unification enterprise, he seldom favored the rear palace, often deliberating through the night, not stepping into the rear palace for long periods.

This had advantages. He already had enough brothers—a full twenty-three, not to mention the sisters he couldn’t even count. He didn’t need more latecomers at all. Moreover, those rear palace consorts’ influence was also rapidly declining. Though not high before, now it almost directly equaled zero.

This was also good, reducing many variables.

Perhaps Fu Su’s contemplative gaze was too focused. The King of Qin noticed his eldest son constantly staring at the silk cloth he used to amuse his son. Thinking he also wanted it, he smiled, pried the silk ball from Hu Hai’s fingers, and casually tossed it over.

Fu Su reflexively caught the silk ball but because he was distracted, didn’t hold it firmly. Only managing to grasp one end, the other end’s rolled silk dropped directly down, rolling quite far without stopping.

Having always presented himself as steady before others, Fu Su rarely had such awkward moments. He froze for a moment, not knowing how to react.

Hu Hai in his arms brightened his eyes, as if learning a new game. He reached toward the desk. Stacked on the desk were dozens of such rolled silk balls. Hu Hai directly used his hands to shake them open one by one, playing and giggling “gege.”

The King of Qin didn’t scold his mischief but indulgently laughed heartily.

With Hu Hai’s interruption, no one noticed Fu Su’s embarrassment. Instead, the usually neat warm pavilion quickly became a place where silk strips flew about, adding several degrees of joyful atmosphere.

The silk cloth was densely written with characters. Fu Su glanced and saw many listed items.

These were all spoils of war from Zhao’s royal palace that General Wang Jian organized after destroying Zhao. General Wang Jian first sent the detailed list—the actual treasures would gradually be sent back to Xianyang later.

Perhaps because the other’s former treasures had now become playthings in an infant’s hands, the King of Qin’s mood grew increasingly joyful. He immediately made a promise to take out fifty percent of the spoils to reward the princes and ministers.

“Since you’re holding that scroll and won’t let go, let it all be bestowed upon you.” The King of Qin generously smiled at Fu Su.

Feeling Jianglü’s envious and hateful gaze transfer from Hu Hai to himself, Fu Su respectfully and sincerely expressed thanks, re-rolled the silk in his hands, and placed it in his sleeve.

This silk scroll didn’t list swords, shields, or halberds that would arouse Father King’s wariness, nor priceless gold vessels that could be sold. Rather, it listed precious bronze vessels—many from the Shang and Zhou periods, antiques whose symbolic meaning exceeded practical meaning. This was also why the King of Qin could casually be so generous.

Mm, his attendant reader should really like these…

Because of a terrible beginning with his attendant reader, causing the latter to be bullied by others and nearly dying without anyone knowing, Fu Su deeply regretted it and tried every method hoping to please the other.

But his attendant reader wasn’t as easy to approach as a real twelve-year-old child. Fu Su didn’t know where to start. A few days ago, seeing his attendant reader use charcoal sticks to draw bronze vessel shapes on wooden pieces—probably to help that Ying kid recognize them—he thought if there were actual objects, it would probably be more convenient.

Just thinking about finding an opportunity to ask Father King to open the private treasury for a look, he obtained so many antique bronze vessels out of thin air. Fu Su’s mood had been quite good, and now even his smile had several degrees more sincerity. Many people noticed his abnormality but didn’t think much of it. After all, hard-as-bone Zhao had finally been captured by Qin. From the King of Qin above to peddlers and common laborers below, all could hardly suppress their joyful feelings.

In this nationwide celebration, if someone went about with a worried face all day, they’d become extremely conspicuous.

The green-robed youth had such a person beside him.

Since news came that Zhao’s capital Handan was conquered, Ying had been depressed for a long time. Because his yet-unmet father Chengjiao had betrayed Qin and surrendered to Zhao. Now that Zhao was destroyed, King Zheng of Qin absolutely couldn’t possibly leave alive the world’s only brother sufficient to threaten his throne. Chengjiao’s life had actually been predetermined since he lost the throne struggle to King Zheng of Qin.

Ying could think this through clearly, but thinking clearly didn’t mean he could accept it.

“Don’t think too much.” The young Superior Minister put down the bamboo scroll in his hands. This was already the fifth time tonight Ying had spaced out. Even if understandable, the young Superior Minister felt somewhat irritable. If Ying had no mind for lessons, why should he teach him? Better to use this time reading several more scrolls himself.

Caiwei, attending on the side while sneaking audit lessons, quickly came forward with tea and water. Though they still lived in Luming Residence, the furnishings were completely renewed. Not only were eight oil lamps fully lit, bright as daylight, two braziers also burned. Even Pure Harmony incense was lit. The room filled with a fragrance that calmed the heart.

“A Luo, don’t be angry.” Ying also noticed his little companion’s irritable mood. Directly shameless, he pressed close, rubbing ingratiatingly behind the green-robed youth like a small beast. The eldest prince had sent many kinds of green long robes. Today the youth wore a jade-green mingwei deep garment, collar and sleeves embroidered with cloud patterns in gold thread, giving the fabric a thick draping feel. Of course, it also felt good. Ying couldn’t help rubbing his face against it a few more times. After rubbing, he didn’t forget to raise his hand and touch the green-robed youth’s cheek. Smooth—no scars at all. Heaven knows how angry he was that night seeing injured A Luo return. Fortunately, no scar remained. Who exactly was so hateful!

“Let’s stop here tonight.” Even with more anger, he couldn’t get mad at his little companion. The green-robed youth wouldn’t admit he was soft-hearted but sighed lightly and began organizing the scrolls in his hands. Seeing this, Caiwei also quickly set down the teapot, wiped her hands clean, and helped.

“A Luo, those bronze vessel shapes you taught me a few days ago—I’ve memorized them all!” Seeing the situation turning bad, Ying quickly claimed merit. His mother consort remarried before he was even one year old, abandoning him still in swaddling clothes. He’d grown up alone since childhood. Finally making a friend, he’d never forget that pitch-black night when this young Superior Minister lit the oil lamp in his room—like his completely dark life, making him rekindle hope. He absolutely wouldn’t let go.

The green-robed youth turned to glance at Ying, backhanded him lightly on the forehead, and said flatly, “Good. Tomorrow I’ll test you.”

Ying’s heart “thumped.” He thought to himself tonight he should temporarily cram Buddha’s feet and look twice more.

The green-robed youth watched him obediently open those wooden pieces, but his heart thought of other matters.

According to Yaoying, the carts and horses transporting Zhao’s spoils could enter the city tomorrow. King Zheng of Qin had personally gone to Handan days ago—first to personally reward General Wang Jian’s army at the front, second probably to retaliate against those who offended him when he was hostage in Zhao years ago. Xianyang City was now presided over by eldest prince Fu Su with no one supervising. Naturally uninhibited, probably tomorrow they could come out showing off.

Sure enough, the next day, Zhao’s spoils were high-profilely displayed before Xianyang Palace gates in the great square amid citizens’ thunderous cheers. Of course, the portion of bronze antiques belonging to Fu Su had already been personally sent to Luming Residence. On the garden’s open ground, they were neatly arranged in a large spread. These were still selected differently-shaped vessels displayed—duplicates had long been sent into storage.

Newly smelted bronze vessels were all brilliant gold-colored. Only buried underground, due to soil erosion, would they gradually turn blue-green, thus called bronze vessels. Moreover, whether made by piece-mold casting, lost-wax casting, or casting-on methods, because the mold clay pieces must be smashed after one use to extract the form, every bronze vessel was unique.

These bronze vessels arrayed before them each shone brilliantly in sunlight, emanating indescribable solemn grandeur. Regardless of size or varied shapes, the faint copper green patina on them all represented thousands of years of accumulated history, making people feel solemn respect at first glance.

The various princes and royal youths living in Luming Residence, plus ministers waiting to submit memorials and feedback, all stood beside watching. After all, so many varieties of bronze vessels were rarely seen except at sacrificial ceremonies. Moreover, many Shang and Zhou period vessel shapes passed down to now—some eliminated, some improved. Several bronze vessels many people couldn’t even recognize their use, gathering in twos and threes discussing.

The green-robed youth also brought Ying wandering among these bronze vessels, not only to examine Ying’s knowledge of bronze vessels but also to verify items on the silk list one by one.

Fu Su sat in Luming Residence’s great hall. He still had to handle many governmental affairs. After his father king walked away with a sleeve flick, all Xianyang City’s large and small matters required his handling. Though assisted by the Three Excellencies and Nine Ministers, this was Fu Su’s first time personally governing. Naturally, he wanted to do everything best.

Occasionally raising his head from bamboo scrolls, seeing his young attendant reader expertly inventorying bronze vessels, he secretly praised.

Traditionally inherited noble families were all called “families of bells and cauldrons.” Previously, this meant great noble families all ate striking bells and arranging cauldrons. But now “families of bells and cauldrons” meant only truly inherited noble families could store these precious bronze vessels in storerooms, letting disciples recognize, touch, even occasionally use them. So this time Fu Su brought out obtained bronze vessels to sun, also to let his brothers gain more knowledge—a required course.

Just unexpectedly, his young attendant reader was also extensively knowledgeable. The Gan family had long declined since Gan Mao’s generation, yet could still cultivate such talent.

This young Superior Minister today wore a peacock green silk garment. Because today’s occasion was fairly formal, he also wore an outer crab-shell green robe, waist also carrying the ceremonial ribbon and jade pendant set symbolizing his official rank, feet in plain round shoes. Though when Fu Su first met him, the other dressed this solemnly, recently such sights were rare. Suddenly seeing it now, he appeared more stable than at first meeting.

Because the governmental affairs in his hands weren’t urgently important, Fu Su occasionally looked up and outside. It didn’t take long to mostly finish. Having Gu Cun distribute reviewed memorials by category, Fu Su took several scrolls he’d always hesitated over, rose, and walked out of Luming Residence’s great hall. Noon’s sunlight shone directly overhead. Though outdoor air was icy cold, it also dispelled the indoor chill. Looking at this open ground’s dense mass of people, Fu Su deeply exhaled, feeling the burden on his shoulders incomparably heavy.

Father King left Qin territory without looking back—first to rectify former enemies, second to train his governing abilities. But could he truly steadily receive these magnificent rivers and mountains of Qin?

Watching scrolls reviewed by him distributed for execution one by one, orders also efficiently allocated accordingly, Fu Su never had a moment like now so deeply experiencing the power he possessed.

Or should say, the power he would possess in future.

If others, perhaps they’d become intoxicated and dizzy in power’s brewed wine. But this moment Fu Su was incomparably alert.

Coming together with power was responsibility.

To wear the crown, one must bear its weight.

He shouldered the expectations of all Qin’s subjects, high and low. With each memorial reviewed, he had to rack his brains thinking whether his decisions would cause unforeseen consequences.

Perhaps Father King saw through this point, deliberately temporarily departing, giving him sufficient time to experience and adapt to all this.

Hearing light footsteps, Fu Su withdrew his gaze gazing into the distance, just in time to see the young Superior Minister roll up the silk in his hands and walk over with an indifferent expression.
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“Inventory complete. Nothing missing.” The youth’s cool voice was like winter eaves where occasionally wind-blown ice shattered on bluestone bricks with crisp sounds, making listeners feel peaceful at heart.

Fu Su carefully observed the arc of the youth’s brows, discerning from subtle differences that today, seeing so many precious antique bronze vessels, his mood was quite good. He boldly unrolled one of the pending memorials in his hands and inquired in his gentlest tone.

The youth raised his brows even higher but didn’t say anything extra or turn to walk away. Instead, he turned his face sideways, listening carefully from beginning to end. After pondering slightly, he slowly voiced his opinion.

Unlike the Prime Minister’s or Superintendent of Trials’ biased suggestions citing classics, the youth directly expounded from the perspective of common people receiving decrees. He made no subjective judgments but concisely summarized several advantages and disadvantages, then left Fu Su to decide himself.

Fu Su felt suddenly enlightened, as if opening the door to a new world—governmental affairs could be handled this way too. Every time attending Father King’s court deliberations, when encountering undecided matters, he’d hear supporters and opponents endlessly arguing. Continuously stepping forward ministers were like weights added to both ends of a scale until one side completely pressed down the other, determining the victor.

Of course, these matters requiring ministerial deliberation were all non-critical decisions. Father King’s iron-fisted wrist absolutely tolerated no vagueness on major directions. But when he, Fu Su, handled them, he was far from Father King’s brilliant martial prowess, unable to determine which direction to take next, causing him to be indecisive even on these small matters.

But with his young attendant reader’s analysis like this, even if Fu Su were a fool, he’d understand how to review memorials. Moreover, there was a subtle sense of being a superior, after all, the final decision was still his own.

Perceptive Caiwei brought writing brush and cinnabar from the great hall. Fu Su directly wrote reviews on the memorials. After writing, Gu Cun immediately issued them. Soon all the memorials pending for days were completely resolved.

Fu Su handed the brush to Caiwei, cleaned his hands with the handkerchief she passed over, exhaled with whole-body relaxation, finally having the mind to consider other matters. Because his young attendant reader had just solved problems troubling him for days, Fu Su’s attitude became even more intimate, casually discussing with him.

Originally, these coming days would continuously bring spoils captured from Zhao to Xianyang. Besides rewards Father King initially promised, they must also distribute to everyone according to custom from high to low status. Usually Minister of Ceremonies and Minister of the Ancestral Temple would arrange everything properly. But now Fu Su temporarily managed affairs himself. Having obtained so many bronze vessels, he naturally also wanted to distribute some.

The young Superior Minister hadn’t expected his eldest prince to think so carefully. But glancing at those present princes’ envious gazes, he also knew since these were displayed for exhibition, obviously they couldn’t just let them look without benefiting. Seems this eldest prince wasn’t as pedantic as he imagined. The young Superior Minister lowered his eyelids, blocking the sharp light in his eyes, and said flatly, “Can let them choose now. This can also observe their temperaments.”

Hearing this, Fu Su’s eyes flashed with appreciation. Here, various kinds of bronze vessels—from food vessels, wine vessels, musical instruments, water vessels to weapons—speaking deeply, all represented different meanings. These already-enlightened brothers weren’t fools. They’d naturally pay attention when choosing. Of course, if they were fools, they wouldn’t be worth fearing.

“Do I have one too?” Ying, who’d been following the young Superior Minister like a shadow, suddenly approached asking. Because recently he’d been doing quite well with his A Luo backing him, his courage had grown considerably. He’d listened throughout to Fu Su and the young Superior Minister talking. The earlier parts discussed governmental affairs where he couldn’t interrupt. Now discussing dividing things—Ying was most interested in this! Having lacked clothing and food since childhood, what he cared most about now was collecting good things.

“Yes, yes. You and the Superior Minister both have some. Choose freely.” Fu Su was quite generous. But after pondering a moment, he continued, “Not rushed. First pick one to send to the Empress Dowager.” His mother consort had already passed when he was young. His only uncle Chengjiao had long defected to Zhao, obviously wouldn’t survive this winter either. So besides the Empress Dowager secluded in Yong Palace and King Zheng of Qin, Fu Su had no proper elders needing filial piety. These bronze vessels were all Father King’s rewards—he needn’t redundantly pick one to send back. And clearly this was family etiquette, so he needn’t consider court ministers either. Otherwise, his suspicious Father King would probably overthink whether he was bribing court officials. But these present royal youths could conveniently be sent some—consider it winning hearts.

This kind of question obviously didn’t trouble the young Superior Minister. His gaze swept around the bronze vessels on the ground, then slightly raising his chin, he pointed at one bronze vessel. “That square sky gu is good. A Shang Dynasty treasure, and a rare old vessel shape.”

Fu Su raised his brows, hearing the youth’s deliberately emphasized last sentence. Sending this square sky gu wasn’t arbitrary. Thinking briefly, Fu Su smiled. “The Master said: Gu is not gu.”

The young Superior Minister nodded. The two looked at each other, both feeling a rare sense of kindred spirits.

Very few could immediately understand what he wanted to say next when he said the first sentence. If two people hadn’t cultivated tacit understanding over long years, then they could only be naturally compatible in temperament, with many thoughts, viewpoints, and knowledge all comparable.

Fu Su instantly somewhat understood why Father King assigned this young Superior Minister to his side as attendant reader. With Father King’s vision, he should have also clearly seen this point.

As both harbored their own thoughts, Ying beside them asked full of suspicion, “Mushroom? Which mushroom? Where are mushrooms?”

One sentence exposed this fellow’s illiteracy. Seems the earlier examination wasn’t comprehensive enough. The young Superior Minister curled his lips, pointing at that square sky gu and slowly explained, “Gu written with left foot right melon radical—that large-mouthed, slender-necked one with four corners having flanges from mouth to foot, neck decorated with banana leaf and snake patterns, with inscriptions on the vessel. Like jue, the two are often used paired—both wine vessels.”

“Then what does ‘gu is not gu’ that the eldest prince said mean? Did Confucius say it?” Ying had completely developed the habit of asking when he didn’t understand, not feeling at all that he’d be mocked. Because he knew his former self basically didn’t even have such questioning opportunities.

“Mm, that’s from the ‘Analects: Yong Ye’ chapter. You haven’t learned it yet.” The young Superior Minister explained gently. Perhaps because his youthful learning was almost all self-study, though later masters taught him, he also knew how painful having no one to ask and groping alone was. So he was especially patient with Ying.

Fu Su didn’t feel his time was wasted. He smiled standing in winter’s sunlight, listening to the young Superior Minister’s flowing narration.

When gu was first manufactured in the Shang Dynasty, both mouth and bottom were trumpet-shaped with square corners and angles. Gu wasn’t ordinary drinking vessels. Once saying “cannot operate gu for oneself” meant gu’s quantity correlated with drinker’s status, character, and alcohol capacity. Only high-quality people could use this vessel, could possess this vessel. This point matched the Empress Dowager’s status. But Shang Dynasty people loved drinking. By Zhou Dynasty, commoners rarely drank, so wine vessels stopped being popular in mid-Western Zhou. Gu’s vessel shape also changed accordingly—edges gradually became smooth. Even later-period made gu all had round bellies and ring feet.

The phrase “gu is not gu” was actually Confucius lamenting that gu didn’t even resemble gu anymore—could it still be called gu? Using this to metaphorize Spring and Autumn Warring States period’s collapsed ritual and music customs. In his old man’s view, Zhou ritual was perfectly good. But warring lords had already destroyed everything, creating chaotic situations of “rulers not being rulers, ministers not being ministers, fathers not being fathers, sons not being sons.”

Though the Empress Dowager’s deeds hadn’t openly spread, privately everyone had heard somewhat. After King Zhuangxiang of Qin’s death, not only did the Empress Dowager have an affair with Prime Minister Lü, afterward she even kept a male concubine Lao Ai, fooled around with him, and actually bore two brothers for the King of Qin. Still unsatisfied, that Lao Ai actually wanted to poison the King of Qin and usurp the throne. After learning this, the King of Qin killed to the two’s residence Yong Palace, tore Lao Ai apart by chariots, smashed to death those two cheap brothers, then confined the Empress Dowager.

Fu Su couldn’t evaluate elders well, but hearing these anecdotes, he inevitably felt contemptuous. If Lao Ai was true love, why not risk everything, abandon the Empress Dowager title, and truly marry him? Not like Xia Ji, that “killed three husbands, one lord, one son, destroyed one state, two ministers” disaster bringing calamity to the country and people. Why covet glory and wealth while indulging lovers seeking power, not considering her son’s feelings and safety at all? Even poisonous tigers don’t eat their cubs. For the Empress Dowager’s situation, using “gu” to allude was truly apt.

Even this phrase coming from the “Yong Ye” chapter coincidentally matched the “Yong” character in the Empress Dowager’s secluded Yong Palace. The more Fu Su listened, the more he felt his young attendant reader was truly meticulous. Plus earlier lightly handling memorials—given time, absolutely pillar talent. He secretly regretted why he made the relationship so stiff initially. When could favorability improve now?

“Is just this one gu enough?” After satisfying curious youth Ying, the young Superior Minister turned back to ask still-dazed Fu Su.

Fu Su came to himself, nodded. “One is sufficient.” Sending too many things to that secluded and confined woman would instead arouse Father King’s displeasure. But sending nothing wouldn’t do either. Since taking over his private treasury at age ten, every year during festivals he’d send something to the Empress Dowager. So this time was also customary.

Arranging Gu Cun to wrap that square sky gu properly and dispatch someone to Yong Palace, Fu Su also waved his hand, letting brothers and royal youths who’d watched half the day choose bronze vessels they liked. After choosing, register selected items with Gu Cun. Everyone cheered, all unceremoniously surging forward. Some fancied the same item and mutually yielded to each other, some mutually challenged to duels. For a time, Luming Residence was extraordinarily lively.

“A Luo! Which do you want?” Ying first returned holding a large plate. He alone couldn’t hold it, so Caiwei helped beside him.

The young Superior Minister glanced and knew why this fellow chose this—because this plate was densely inscribed with inscriptions. This kid probably wanted to recognize more characters. But… where in their room could they place this…

Pressing his slightly aching temples, the young Superior Minister felt the tutor’s task was quite heavy. Next time, bring back more scrolls to prevent Ying from bringing back an even bigger bronze vessel.

He had Ying fetch him that tallest bronze tree-branch-shaped lamp vessel. The room truly needed a taller lamp vessel—this way he could protect his eyes when reading at night.

Because he focused on Ying, the young Superior Minister simultaneously noticed Wang Li, always standing at the periphery, obviously more interested in weapons, choosing a somewhat incomplete bronze yue axe. Since that night’s fight at Half-Step Hall, the two hadn’t spoken. Occasionally having eye contact, Wang Li would first shift his gaze.

Look, just like now.

Smiling slightly, the young Superior Minister also shifted his gaze, just in time to see Jianglü push aside several brothers and unceremoniously choose the largest, most exquisite bronze ding cauldron in the venue.

The young Superior Minister subconsciously glanced at Fu Su. The latter indeed also saw this scene. His ink-black eyes grew even more profound and dark.
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Yong Palace

Located twenty li northwest of Xianyang, in dense forest stood a palace built with extravagant grandeur. This palace chamber where once silk and bamboo sounds never ceased had now fallen completely silent, secluded like a massive desolate tomb.

On winter’s deep night, even bird songs and insect chirps had disappeared. Several braziers still burned on the ground. The charcoal fire burned vigorously yet still couldn’t warm away the loneliness in this hall that chilled the heart.

Zhao Ji wore a light yellow gathered silk shirt, shoulders draped with pale yellow printed cloud cape, lower body wearing a five-colored flowered silk skirt, feet in phoenix-head shoes, hair in towering cloud bun, wearing a golden hibiscus crown. Qin honored black—with her noble status, she could naturally wear ceremonial robes and sashes of the same color and style as the King of Qin. But since youth she’d loved brightly colored garments. Besides attending rather solemn occasions, privately she dressed as colorfully as possible.

Red makeup, jade brows—several layers of powder on her face barely covered the lines at her eye corners. The few silver-white strands at her temples were also concealed as much as possible with hair ornaments. Only sparse lamps lit inside the great hall—not from insufficient lamp oil, but because in such lighting, others couldn’t see clearly the wrinkles on her face. As a nation’s most honored woman, though fallen to the most wretched state, Zhao Ji still maintained her dignity as much as possible.

Fortunately, though her son imprisoned her here, he never mistreated her material needs. Only the attendants around her were all replaced with palace maids. Men were normally forbidden from entering Yong Palace.

Thinking this, Zhao Ji glanced at the man who’d been hiding in shadows since entering the hall, not knowing how he’d infiltrated Yong Palace.

Inside the great hall, gifts were displayed dazzlingly—most were spring seasonal robes and accessories she should receive, plus some Zhao war spoils. Zhao Ji was born in Zhao, spending her life’s best times in Zhao. So perhaps to cater to her preferences, these spoils were all carefully selected treasures, even including a pair of dragon-phoenix purple clam hairpins passed down through Zhao’s royal family generations, worn only by queens.

These hairpins made from a pair of rare purple clam shells, after polishing, changed colors unpredictably with shifting light. Moreover, clam shells are curved, yet these hairpins were perfectly straight. From their length and thickness, one could deduce how enormous those shells were, not to mention the carved dragons and phoenixes showing every detail vividly lifelike. Zhao Ji had heard Zhao’s Queen Dowager mention these items in letters more than once. Seeing them immediately, she took them in hand for close examination.

Years ago, Queen Dowager Zhao was merely a prostitute. The two had even met several times at Zhao banquets. Back then, who could have imagined two small dancing girls—one would become Zhao’s Queen Dowager, the other Qin’s Queen Dowager.

Smart, beautiful women often compared with each other. Regardless of whether Zhao or Qin had stronger national power, Zhao Ji felt she still won—after all, this pair of dragon-phoenix purple clam hairpins was now in her hands. As for whether Queen Dowager Zhao was dead or alive, she had no interest in knowing.

Playing with this pair of dragon-phoenix purple clam hairpins, Zhao Ji walked gracefully from a pile of rare treasures. Her deliberately painted eye corners casually swept past, finally landing on that person standing in the hall’s corner.

Though lamps burning in the hall couldn’t illuminate the other’s features, they were sufficient to outline the strong physique beneath chestnut-colored Hu garments, every line so perfect.

Zhao Ji licked her slightly dry lips. She’d been imprisoned here for a full ten years. What Lao Ai looked like—she’d long forgotten completely clean. She only knew this man could infiltrate Yong Palace once soundlessly, so he could come here a second time, third time…

“Speak. What do you want?” Zhao Ji waved her sleeve, unable to endure such silence anymore. Usually long accustomed to this great hall’s deathly stillness, but now it made her feel a suffocating sticky sensation.

“I have long admired my lady.” That person spoke. His voice was low with some shrillness. Plus his deliberate affectation maintaining a neither-high-nor-low tone made listening very uncomfortable.

But Zhao Ji trembled, even her breathing stopped. This sentence was precisely what Lao Ai said upon first meeting her—his very first words.

Perhaps stirred by past memories, perhaps by the other’s darkly ambiguous address, perhaps because the other hinted at seeking like Lao Ai, Zhao Ji’s originally tense face relaxed slightly. She walked two more steps toward that dark corner, softly laughing, “Speak freely.”

“My lady secluded here truly pains me unbearably. After years of effort, finally having a day to see my lady’s true countenance—truly blessed through three lifetimes.” That person spoke again, but now changed to another accent.

Zhao Ji froze completely. Because this person spoke with a Zhao accent.

In Zhao Ji’s lifetime, her happiest days weren’t as queen or queen dowager, but rather her years as a songstress in Zhao.

Though lacking precious robes and rare ornaments, she could enjoy many men’s pursuing and admiring gazes.

Zhao Ji’s smile deepened. She never doubted her charm. Even imprisoned here ten years with aging appearance, sometimes looking in mirrors, she still felt herself incomparably beautiful. Those young girls—how could they have her mature, alluring charm and figure?

Thinking this, Zhao Ji couldn’t help walking two more steps toward that person.

“I cannot bear my lady trapped here, so devised a method to surely free my lady from this cage.”

Zhao Ji cried out softly but instead stopped her steps. She’d thought this person infiltrated Yong Palace only to share spring winds once with her, or spring winds several times. But unexpectedly, he actually wanted to rescue her from this place! Cage—he described it correctly. This enormous palace was the cage trapping her.

Breathing rapidly, Zhao Ji suddenly widened her eyes, staring intently at the man slowly emerging from darkness.

That person had a pair of eyes holding almost demonic charm. Just one look would make people deeply trapped.

The hall’s braziers seemed lit too vigorously. Zhao Ji felt an indescribable heat throughout her body.

That person stopped before Zhao Ji, reaching out to pull the pair of dragon-phoenix purple clam hairpins from her hands.

Zhao Ji offered no resistance, letting him easily pull away those priceless purple clam hairpins. Her breathing grew several degrees more rapid.

She slowly lowered her head, knowing from this angle, exposing her smooth, tender neck and weak, delicate posture was most irresistible to men.

That person incomparably gently inserted one purple clam hairpin from his hands into Zhao Ji’s bun, movements tender as treating life’s most precious thing.

Zhao Ji couldn’t remember how long since someone cherished and treated her so. Her heartbeat like drumming, that approaching masculine aura enveloped her entire body, nearly making her dizzy.

“I have here a feigned-death drug. Taking it can show poisoning signs, gradually improving after half a month, yet harmless to the body.” After inserting that phoenix-shaped purple clam hairpin properly, that person also bent his head, softly speaking beside Zhao Ji’s ear.

Though Zhao Ji was entranced by him, it was only momentarily. She quickly understood the meaning in the other’s words, immediately raising her head, eyes brightening.

She was a clever woman. But the first few years imprisoned, she resented her son for ruthlessly killing her lover and children, so wouldn’t lower her head to reconcile. Later years, the more she loathed, the more she lost composure. Actually, just seeing how everything she used in Yong Palace was complete, festivals observed with impeccable propriety, one knew her son still couldn’t let go of her.

She’d always viewed Zheng as a child, completely forgetting he was also a man. What harm in her bowing first?

Pretending illness wouldn’t easily fool anyone. If exposed, instead Zheng would despise her more. Making herself truly ill felt somewhat dangerous—what if the Imperial Physician Director’s medical skills were poor? Wouldn’t she lose more than gain? But this person’s provided method was most secure.

At minimum, she could see Zheng once more. Just seeing Zheng brought hope.

She’d had enough of this life, simply couldn’t endure one more moment.

That person didn’t insert the other dragon-shaped purple clam hairpin in Zhao Ji’s bun but held it in hand, playing with it repeatedly, as if hinting at something.

But Zhao Ji’s imagination ran wild, mouth dry and tongue parched.

“The King of Qin returns to Xianyang tomorrow. My lady should decide swiftly.” That person walked to the nearest desk, picked up a jar of osmanthus wine, slapped open the sealing clay, pouring fragrant wine liquid into a nearby square sky gu.

Zhao Ji smiled watching the other’s actions without voicing objection.

This square sky gu—she’d already learned from palace maids it was sent by her good grandson Fu Su. Using this square sky gu to drink “poisoned wine,” if exposed, the implications grew even greater. But she understood—the greater the implications, the more thoughts and concerns Zheng would have. She could better take advantage of chaos to return from Yong Palace to Xianyang. So she only regretfully smiled, “Truly troubling the eldest prince.”

“Tsk, does my lady think the eldest prince sent this gu from pure goodwill?” That person sneered contemptuously. “The Master said: Gu is not gu. Gu indeed! Gu indeed!”

Zhao Ji’s expression immediately changed. In her youth, she’d met self-proclaimed erudite noble gentlemen. Later following Yiren, to have more time together, she’d also begged him to teach her classics and histories. What “gu is not gu” darkly implied—naturally with one hint she remembered.

Like having her fig leaf publicly stripped away, Zhao Ji’s cheeks immediately flushed completely red. She naturally knew she’d gone too far in the Lao Ai matter. But compared to previously famous Queen Dowager Xuan of Qin, she fell far short! Moreover, no matter how dissolute she was, it wasn’t a junior’s place to criticize!

Staring at the clear wine liquid in the square sky gu sufficient to reflect her beautiful countenance, Zhao Ji momentarily angered, wanted to drink it all without thinking.

But that person drew back the square sky gu, slowly raised his hand, deeply gazing at Zhao Ji, first drinking a mouthful himself.

Zhao Ji’s heart and spirit both trembled under those dark pupils’ gaze, simultaneously understanding the other feared she distrusted the drug’s efficacy, testing it himself.

This deep affection directly made long-starved Zhao Ji feel she’d completely melt. She wasn’t without vigilance, but if the other wanted harming her, no need for such effort. Moreover, she had extreme confidence in her charm. Even after ten years of seclusion, Zhao Ji felt her allure remained undiminished from years past.

When the other passed over the square sky gu after drinking one mouthful, Zhao Ji received it with both hands, specially turning the vessel body to slowly press her red lips where the other just drank.

Clear wine liquid briefly circulated on lips and tongue, then flowed straight down her throat into her abdomen, like an evil fire burning all the way down.

“Clang!” The square sky gu smashed on the ground. The heavy vessel body rolled several circles before finally stopping.

Zhao Ji’s body softened, directly collapsing to the ground, mouth slowly overflowing with deep black fresh blood.

“Foolish woman.”

That person elegantly pulled out a handkerchief, spat out poisoned wine held in his mouth, ate a pill, brushed non-existent dust from his sleeves. He’d originally wanted to bend down and remove that phoenix-shaped purple clam hairpin from Zhao Ji’s head, but hearing maidservants’ footsteps coming to investigate the earlier noise, he could only frown and conceal his form into darkness.
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Under the same night sky, on the ridge of Xianyang Palace’s main hall, a youth in green robes sat upright, gazing at the northwest starry sky. Winter’s piercing cold wind bit to the bone, but his spine remained straight, as if completely unaffected by such cold.

A sudden gust of wind made his sleeves snap loudly in the wind. The youth moved his ears, fearing this sound might be detected by sharp-eared guards, and wound his long sleeves several times around his arms.

He did this extremely slowly and carefully, as if waiting for something.

After a long while, Yaoying beside him finally sighed regretfully. “Can’t see that person. I kept watching the dense forest around Yong Palace, but no one walked out from there.”

“The Empress Dowager has died. Someone definitely moved their hand.” The green-robed youth rolled up his left sleeve, using one hand to bind the cuff with thin cord. As he spoke, he thought through the entire matter’s causes and effects.

Because of the cold, he and Ying still slept together. Tonight, just as he lay down, he heard Chaofeng’s broken-gong-like calls. At this moment, he regretted why in all of Xianyang Palace, only he could hear Chaofeng’s voice. But displeased or not, he also knew Chaofeng wasn’t one who didn’t know priorities. Calling him over this late must mean something happened. So after Ying fell asleep, he evaded Caiwei keeping watch next door, dodged palace guards on duty, and directly climbed onto Xianyang Palace main hall’s ridge, only then learning something major indeed occurred.

The Empress Dowager who’d been obediently secluded actually died suddenly!

If there wasn’t some hidden story here, even fools wouldn’t believe it.

Suicide? Ridiculous. If Zhao Ji had courage to die, she’d have died ten years ago. Why suffer ten years of confinement?

Though Yaoying didn’t see what happened that night, from the remaining scene it could deduce only Zhao Ji was in the sleeping hall. She’d dismissed palace maids, alone appreciating Zhao war spoils presented to her. For some unknown reason—perhaps seeing her homeland’s fine wine—momentarily inspired, she casually used the nearby square sky gu to drink one gu, actually got poisoned and died suddenly!

Someone definitely did something in the middle. But Yaoying watched around Yong Palace most of the night without seeing even a ghost shadow. This made the green-robed youth think of that bamboo strip that called for his rescue. Also something done by someone Chaofeng couldn’t see clearly. Though the two seemed unrelated, people even ridge beasts couldn’t see were sufficient to arouse vigilance.

“You’re still too young. Why choose a gu to send over? Thinking you could put down the Empress Dowager’s face, but not thinking she’s the King of Qin’s mother. Hitting her face is equivalent to hitting the King of Qin’s face?” Fearing to interfere with Yaoying’s attention, Chaofeng had held back all night. Now finally couldn’t resist starting to nag.

“I did it deliberately.” The green-robed youth said flatly.

“What?” Chaofeng and Yaoying in chorus both felt the youth’s brain must be broken.

“The eldest prince blatantly sent a gu to the Empress Dowager. This matter would sooner or later be tattled to the King of Qin by loose-lipped people. I’d say I chose it. This way, after being disliked by Fu Su, the King of Qin would also feel my talent was wasted on such rear-palace trivial matters, feeling wronged for me, and might as well assign me somewhere suitable.” The youth began rolling his right sleeve. Being unaccustomed to doing things with his left hand, his movements were even slower.

Both ridge beasts were speechless. The youth had indeed determined to leave Fu Su, using this opportunity to handle matters cleanly. But unexpectedly, that Zhao Ji actually died like this—instead becoming thorny!

“What to do now? Though King Zheng of Qin obtained the legendary He Shi Bi from Zhao this time, no matter how good his mood, he can’t possibly tolerate his mother queen dying unjustly.” Chaofeng grew irritable. The King of Qin would return tomorrow. And given his habit of frequently changing itineraries due to suspicion to prevent assassination, maybe tonight he’d already entered Xianyang City. No matter how they concealed this matter, Yong Palace was twenty li outside Xianyang City—too late no matter what. Perhaps whoever orchestrated all this deliberately grabbed this timing.

“Can’t do anything about the wine either. That wine was sent by the King of Qin. How could they possibly say the King of Qin wanted harming his own mother queen?”

“This matter arose because of me. Naturally, I bear it alone.” The youth’s left hand couldn’t bind his sleeve no matter what. Simply no longer bothered, directly untying the right sleeve already bound. He flipped down from the ridge, completely ignoring the two ridge beasts’ calls behind him.

Sure enough, before dawn broke, a eunuch came to Luming Residence requesting the young Superior Minister go to the warm pavilion.

Gently and quietly peeling still-sleeping Ying off himself, the green-robed youth who hadn’t slept all night quickly rose. After briefly checking his appearance, he followed that eunuch.

On the road, he happened to encounter a confused-faced Fu Su. Though the latter’s Gaoquan Palace was farther from the warm pavilion than Luming Residence, travel had carriage transport, usually faster. But Fu Su temporarily called up probably also wasted some time, so the two happened to meet outside. Receiving Fu Su’s confused gaze, the green-robed youth’s expression became even more serious. Fu Su shuddered, his still-sleepy pupils immediately becoming clear. Though not knowing what happened, seeing his young attendant reader’s expression, it definitely wasn’t minor.

The two walked into the warm pavilion one after another, immediately feeling like falling into an ice cave. The air permeating here was actually colder than outside winter morning fog. Here was like being swept by a violent storm—everywhere on the ground were bamboo scrolls smashed by someone, or various pottery already turned to fragments.

The King of Qin sat expressionlessly behind a desk. Before him was placed an extremely familiar square sky gu.

Fu Su froze, then his face paled. Only now did he realize where he got the authority to slap his grandmother’s face. Must be these days wielding great power, the scenery from high places was too beautiful, so he lost reason.

Just wanting to rush to admit fault, he heard a servant of unclear features in the corner coldly say without inflection, “Last night, the Empress Dowager used this object to drink imperially bestowed osmanthus wine, then got poisoned. Rescue came too late. She died.”

This sentence like muffled thunder exploded above Fu Su’s head, directly blasting his brain completely blank. He subconsciously wanted to defend, but the other spoke very skillfully—that was imperially bestowed osmanthus wine. How could there possibly be problems?

Then the problem could only be the square sky gu he sent over.

This was blatant framing.

Fu Su didn’t believe his brilliant and martial Father King couldn’t see this point. But what meaning did seeing or not seeing have now?

Regardless of whether he made the move, the Empress Dowager had died.

Having been beside Father King so many years, Fu Su naturally knew this state where Father King didn’t speak meant anger reached the extreme. Regardless of right or wrong, first must vent.

So someone definitely had to come out and take the blame.

And Father King only summoned him and Superior Minister Gan.

In an instant, countless choices weighing pros and cons flashed through Fu Su’s mind. Dense fine sweat seeped from his forehead.

The green-robed youth stood half a step behind him, head lowered watching Fu Su’s trembling body.

Actually, Fu Su wasn’t much older than him—only fourteen. Encountering such calamitous disaster yet still forcibly supporting himself standing here without losing composure already counted as good.

They encountered each other once. Though not understanding each other well, at least master and servant once. Him bearing this guilt for him also counted as settling accounts.

Though the King of Qin was thunderously furious, he still had reason. Impossible to air dirty laundry—at minimum, first summoning them privately for audience. The worst result would probably be his official rank stripped, returning to commoner status, going home for closed-door reflection several years, waiting until this matter faded or whenever the King of Qin himself didn’t mind before reusing him.

This was also punishment for his willful actions.

Punishing his arrogance, thinking he could turn clouds with one hand and rain with the other.

This was the decision the green-robed youth made after thinking all night. So after only slight hesitation, he planned to kneel and admit guilt.

But just as he barely bent his waist, Fu Su—as if growing eyes behind his back—directly reached out and accurately grasped his wrist, insisting he not kneel.

The green-robed youth looked up in surprise, just in time to see before him the eldest prince殿下 only two years older, kneeling down straight.

His knees solidly knocked on the bluestone bricks, making a muffled sound.

His breathing had become somewhat rapid from fear, yet he still resolutely opened his mouth.

“Father King, everything is this son’s fault. Unrelated to others.”
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Always thinking the eldest prince was inadequate for great use, yet despite being so terrified his not-very-sturdy body trembled, he still tried to protect him.

This scene, even many, many years later when he was no longer a youth, would make him lose himself in thought for a long while whenever he recalled it.

Perhaps the regret and guilt that could never dissipate from his heart also began condensing from this moment.

Hereafter, falling into eternal damnation.

No matter how clever the young Superior Minister’s schemes, he couldn’t calculate he’d become deeply trapped due to this mistake, unable to extricate himself ever again. He only knew all this was caused by his design. Though he absolutely had no intention of killing Zhao Ji, it was an undeniable fact that because he suggested sending the square sky gu, Fu Su was implicated.

But why did this single-minded eldest prince insist on shouldering all blame? If he, an outsider, took all the fault, it would be so much better, okay?

The young Superior Minister had no time to think more. He also directly knelt behind Fu Su, saying unhurriedly, “This gu was chosen by this subject. Unrelated to the eldest prince.”

“No!” Fu Su was furious to death, feeling his young attendant reader was truly wooden-headed. So what if he chose it? Without his approval, how could this square sky gu possibly reach before the Empress Dowager? Anyway, it was all his responsibility—why drag another person down? Moreover, protecting subordinates was his duty. Though Fu Su wasn’t very old, he knew that as an enlightened lord, he couldn’t possibly push responsibility onto others for everything.

The young Superior Minister calmly defended, “Your Majesty, the eldest prince indeed sent this gu, but no poison was applied to it. Please Your Majesty discern clearly.”

Fu Su also realized his earlier admission was obviously from being scared confused. He quickly remedied, “Father King, this son absolutely dares not plot against the Empress Dowager. Please Father King discern clearly.”

“Hmph!” King Zheng of Qin coldly snorted but didn’t rebuke Fu Su.

Fu Su prostrated on the ground, sweating like springs under the nearly suffocating pressure. He didn’t know if Father King was too furious to bother with him or too heartbroken to speak further.

Compared to Fu Su who suddenly experienced this drastic change, the young Superior Minister who’d had all night’s psychological preparation was much calmer. He’d already analyzed the King of Qin’s feelings toward Zhao Ji. To say the king had no feelings for this mother would be deceptive. But to say feelings ran deep would be even more deceptive.

If truly deep mother-son affection, Zhao Ji wouldn’t be confined in Yong Palace, never leaving once in ten years, the king never visiting her once. Their mother-son affection had probably long been completely worn away when Zhao Ji entangled with Lao Ai, willingly bearing children for him, even plotting the throne for him.

That the King of Qin still hadn’t established an empress probably stemmed from Zhao Ji’s influence—extremely distrusting women, even rarely stepping into the rear palace except for procreation.

The king’s current anger was probably more about someone touching his authority.

He hadn’t wanted Zhao Ji to die, yet Zhao Ji had died, even implicating the heir he’d carefully cultivated all along.

Bamboo scrolls and pottery fragments lay everywhere on the ground. But the King of Qin had already passed the initial violent fury stage—reason should have somewhat returned. This matter had one most untenable flaw the king should now have thought through clearly.

That was Fu Su absolutely had no motive whatsoever to kill Zhao Ji.

So the young Superior Minister’s heart settled. Raising his head toward the King of Qin sitting behind the desk with expression like still water, he earnestly requested, “This subject has deep doubts about this matter. May I view the Empress Dowager’s body?”

Pin-drop silence inside the warm pavilion. Fu Su’s suppressed breathing sounded even more unsettling. The young Superior Minister forced himself to stare directly at the King of Qin’s icy gaze, never retreating.

Perhaps after a long while, perhaps only after an instant, the King of Qin slowly stood, descended the steps, and turned toward the screen behind the warm pavilion.

The young Superior Minister quickly also stood. Seeing Fu Su rising somewhat awkwardly, thinking he’d knelt too harshly earlier, he couldn’t help reaching out to support him. After seeing him stand, he politely withdrew his hand.

Perhaps due to emotional turmoil, Fu Su’s forward steps stumbled somewhat, but not daring to delay, he strode toward the screen.

Because Xianyang City only had hot summers among all four seasons, the warm pavilion was where the King of Qin deliberated except during summer—spending most of the year here. Sometimes when state affairs were too busy, the King of Qin also rested in the warm pavilion. So besides the outer hall for deliberating with ministers, behind the screen connected to an extravagantly built sleeping hall.

Today, on the soft couch in this sleeping hall lay a woman with pale complexion—none other than Empress Dowager Zhao Ji of Qin who’d died suddenly.

Upon seeing, Fu Su couldn’t help stopping his steps. Having grown up in the deep palace, even when the Junior Superintendent punished erring palace servants, they wouldn’t soil his eyes before him. So calculating carefully, besides his mother consort vaguely seen in childhood memories, Fu Su was only seeing a corpse for the second time.

The young Superior Minister, upon rounding the screen, strode directly before the soft couch. He also knew propriety and didn’t touch the other, but from half a chi’s distance, carefully examined her.

By now the eastern sky had shown fish-belly white. Though many lamps and braziers were lit inside the hall, they still couldn’t drive away that chill rising from the heart’s depths.

Zhao Ji’s exquisite makeup remained on her face, but in such bright hall, one could already see clearly the wrinkles she tried hard to conceal, plus the wisps of white hair at her temples. Of course, most shocking was her pale complexion and the congealed black blood overflowing from her lip corners.

The King of Qin’s patience was limited. After just a few breaths, he asked in a low voice, “Can you discern anything?”

“This subject sees three points.” The young Superior Minister nodded, also unceremoniously speaking frankly. “First, the Empress Dowager’s expression is wrong.”

“How wrong?” Fu Su had now also recovered. Knowing he couldn’t expect Father King to converse with his young attendant reader, he stepped forward to stand beside the latter.

“Even the most powerful poison has onset time. The Empress Dowager neither cried out loudly nor had twisted expressions. It’s like… like she already knew she was taking poisoned wine.” The young Superior Minister also knew saying this would anger the King of Qin, but still after considering, honestly stated his judgment.

Sure enough, the chill inside the sleeping hall intensified several degrees. The young Superior Minister quickly continued, “But this doesn’t mean the Empress Dowager voluntarily drank poisoned wine.”

“Is it because of point two?” Fu Su perceptively continued.

“Point two is this purple clam hairpin on the Empress Dowager’s bun.” The young Superior Minister pointed with his finger, drawing both others’ gazes here before continuing, “Just observing the Empress Dowager’s makeup and robes and accessories she wore, the thought invested isn’t difficult to see. While towering cloud buns paired with hair crowns are standard combinations, even if the Empress Dowager loved this purple clam hairpin extremely, she wouldn’t hastily insert the purple clam hairpin into her bun without first removing the hibiscus crown.”

Hearing this, Fu Su’s eyes brightened. “This means…” He didn’t dare finish speaking, fearing Father King would think he was making excuses for himself.

“And see this purple clam hairpin’s insertion angle.” As the youth spoke, he demonstrated on his own hair. “This subject sees calluses on the Empress Dowager’s fingertips—right fingertips thicker than left, from years of playing qin and habitually using the right hand. Even inserting her own bun, it should be inserted in the right bun. Yet this purple clam hairpin is inserted in the Empress Dowager’s left bun. This means… at the time, a second person was in the hall. And this person very possibly is the suspect.”

Fu Su held his breath. The young Superior Minister didn’t say this purple clam hairpin might have been inserted by a maidservant for the Empress Dowager, because they’d both seen the gift list—this priceless pair of purple clam hairpins was sent into Yong Palace together with the square sky gu. Before this, the Empress Dowager had never seen this pair of purple clam hairpins.

Wait, a pair? Just as Fu Su thought this, he heard the young Superior Minister continue, “And point three—the gift list clearly wrote this was a pair of dragon-phoenix purple clam hairpins, but now there’s only one. Please Your Majesty thoroughly investigate. If the other dragon-shaped purple clam hairpin isn’t in Yong Palace, then it may possibly be in the suspect’s hands.”

The young Superior Minister’s deductions were all reasonable. His still-clear and tender voice echoed inside the sleeping hall, actually restoring the King of Qin’s usual wisdom. When he looked again at Zhao Ji on the soft couch, his gaze carried undisguisable disgust.

Seeing all this, the young Superior Minister quickly lowered his head. Everything he said was truth, yet not without guiding implications.

The Empress Dowager lived alone in seclusion ten years—why still dress so colorfully and exquisitely, letting someone so ambiguously insert a hairpin, without saying more it already made imaginations run wild, okay!

Seeing the King of Qin’s irritable anger transferring toward others, the young Superior Minister quietly tugged Fu Su’s robe corner, signaling him to admit fault.

Fu Su also immediately knelt again admitting fault, attitude sincere, reflecting that sending the square sky gu to the Empress Dowager was overstepping, but swearing to heaven he absolutely had no intention whatsoever of harming the Empress Dowager.

The King of Qin also didn’t believe he had this courage, but more or less had developed a grudge in his heart. Finally, he had him go back under house arrest, copying one hundred portions of “Canon of Yao,” “Counsels of Gao Yao,” and “Tribute of Yu”—whenever finished copying, house arrest would be lifted. The young Superior Minister received no punishment—unknown whether because Fu Su shouldered all responsibility for this matter, or because his deductions had merit.

But this crisis was safely passed. When the young Superior Minister followed Fu Su out of the warm pavilion one after another, he breathed a huge sigh of relief.

By now, the sky had brightened. Birds chirped in groups flying across the azure sky. Though deep winter, there was some feeling of vibrant life. The young Superior Minister leisurely thought—after this, the two were even. These coming days helping him finish copying books, he should be able to find an excuse not to be attendant reader anymore, right?

Just as this thought passed through his mind, the young Superior Minister discovered Fu Su walking before him swaying unsteadily. He immediately walked two quick steps to support his arm.

Feeling the other pressing almost all his weight over, the young Superior Minister froze, seeing Fu Su’s face pale, forehead covered in sweat, dripping down his cheeks in large drops.

Just wanting to mock whether the other was scared stupid, the young Superior Minister smelled blood.

The warm pavilion’s floor was covered in pottery shards. When Fu Su knelt earlier, his mind was shocked—he hadn’t the mind to notice, happening to kneel directly on pottery pieces.

His robes were also black—couldn’t see any abnormality. But his knees—touching them got a whole hand of fresh blood.

The young Superior Minister wiped his hand with a handkerchief, understanding belatedly. Earlier seeing Fu Su kneeling there constantly shaking wasn’t from fear at all, but pain.

That made sense—otherwise this eldest prince would be too pathetic.

Thinking thus, the young Superior Minister’s impression of eldest prince Fu Su improved slightly more. His hand supporting Fu Su’s arm also became sincere.

Fu Su thus also relaxed—first, he truly couldn’t hold on anymore; second, he felt his young attendant reader’s attitude subtly changed. Perhaps sharing tribulations, the barrier between them had considerably melted through this ordeal.

The two thus harmoniously walked out of the warm pavilion’s corridor. Gu Cun waiting outside froze slightly upon seeing, only then discovering his eldest prince actually had difficulty walking. He quickly rushed forward. But Fu Su gripped the young Superior Minister’s hand tightly, not letting him leave, while quietly instructing Gu Cun on various matters.

Since under house arrest, some things couldn’t be done, some people couldn’t be seen.

The young Superior Minister heard Fu Su not avoiding him at all, methodically instructing Gu Cun on matters needing doing one by one. Rare that in such brief time, he thought so comprehensively.

From the warm pavilion to the place outside the palace for boarding carriages wasn’t far, but because Fu Su’s knees were injured, he walked rather slowly—enough for Fu Su to finish explaining what needed explaining.

“At least let this subject apply medicine for the eldest prince before going.” Seeing his eldest prince about to dismiss him, Gu Cun quickly frowned with worry.

“No matter. Superior Minister Gan is here.” Fu Su said very naturally, righteously instructing, “You go quickly. Can’t delay even a moment.”

Gu Cun could only leave with frequent backward glances. After all, some matters only he, this Junior Superintendent, could handle—other eunuchs either lacked rank or weren’t sufficiently trustworthy. But before leaving, he still gave the young Superior Minister a pleading look, entrusting him to care well for their eldest prince.

Besides several guards standing there like posts, no one else remained. The young Superior Minister could only support this noble eldest prince onto the carriage, escorting him back to Gaoquan Palace all the way.

After sitting down, Fu Su ordered young eunuchs to fetch injury medicine while himself removing his robes. Looking at the young Superior Minister standing aside somewhat not knowing what to do, he smiled and sighed, “You suffered implication today. Won’t keep you here—go back and rest well.”

But the young Superior Minister didn’t move, even though he knew his best choice now was turning to leave—moreover, this was the eldest prince personally permitting it.

Yet he just stood there dazed, watching Fu Su remove his long robe. The inner garment at the knees was already soaked with fresh blood, spreading a large blood-colored stain on white fabric—looking shocking. He knew he should politely avert his gaze—see no impropriety. But he still stared there, watching Fu Su also remove that inner garment, exposing knees wounded by sharp pottery into a thousand holes.

The young Superior Minister suddenly could no longer move his feet.

All this was caused by him.

If he hadn’t conceived leaving Fu Su, he absolutely wouldn’t have suggested Fu Su choose some square sky gu to send the Empress Dowager. According to the Empress Dowager’s preferences, casually sending some bronze musical instruments would suffice to perfunctorily pass—these subsequent events wouldn’t have happened. Even if the Empress Dowager couldn’t escape death, it absolutely wouldn’t have occurred so coincidentally, making Fu Su unable to escape blame.

Perhaps the young Superior Minister’s gaze was too burning. Fu Su casually comforted, “No matter. I injured my legs, not hands—won’t delay copying books. Fortunately, Father King put me under house arrest—I gain some leisure.”

The young Superior Minister was silent for a long while, expressionlessly watching the young eunuch gently apply medicine to Fu Su, before cupping his hands to take leave.
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“A Luo, your turn.” A young green-robed Daoist lightly tapped the Go board with a stone, teasingly calling his disciple. Obviously he quite liked this nickname. Since hearing that Ying kid start calling it, he occasionally called it too.

The green-robed youth playing against him came back to himself, staring at the board and spacing out a while longer. Not until the young green-robed Daoist pointed with his finger at the newly placed stone did he struggle to prop open his eyelids, finding somewhere to place a white stone, making a double tiger.

“A Luo isn’t serious at all.” The green-robed Daoist pouted aggrievedly but still didn’t dismiss the idea of playing, pondering where to place next.

The green-robed youth covered his lips with his sleeve, giving a small yawn. He hadn’t slept all last night. Just wanting to catch up on sleep, but still had to deal with his master who had a sudden whim to play Go. Heaven knew he was starting to see double images of the board.

Of course, even with good spirits, he couldn’t beat his master. Even though his master this game willfully used a three-star opening from the start.

“Clack!” The green-robed Daoist slapped the black stone onto the board, making a crisp sound.

This time the green-robed youth actually saw this move clearly. This move was a thrust, breaking one eye he’d previously made alive. Seeing this entire area about to be encircled and annihilated by black stones, the green-robed youth’s originally drowsy eyes became somewhat more alert. Even if losing, couldn’t lose too badly.

“Has everything been going smoothly lately?” The green-robed Daoist asked casually.

The green-robed youth pressed his lips together without answering. He didn’t believe Master knew nothing. This morning, eldest prince Fu Su was confined under house arrest and punished to copy books. Though no real reason leaked out, inside and outside the palace, various rumors had already spread everywhere. Some reasons he heard were ridiculous. But even he could hear those two ridge beasts’ nagging. Master, who could frequently enter and exit Xianyang Palace, could definitely also hear them. Why ask him?

“A Luo, your emotions are unsettled—unfavorable for cultivation.” The green-robed Daoist sighed lightly. This disciple’s aptitude was truly rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns. He so wished to directly abduct him to deep mountains and old forests, teaching him in complete isolation from the world, yet couldn’t disregard the other’s intentions.

Wanting to assist an enlightened lord, revive his family—then first let him complete this wish before focusing on cultivation wasn’t too late. But cultivation was like rowing upstream—not advancing meant retreating.

The green-robed youth bore his master’s disappointed gaze, hesitating a long while before placing a stone beside an isolated white stone deep in enemy territory, connecting one move.

Since last night, he’d asked Chaofeng and Yaoying to continuously monitor Xianyang Palace and Yong Palace’s movements, selecting several suspects. But ultimately still couldn’t determine who exactly killed Zhao Ji and framed Fu Su.

When he himself was injured before, even knowing the culprit was Jianglü, he felt it wasn’t the right time and didn’t immediately retaliate. But seeing Fu Su injured, he couldn’t help but rage internally. Though Fu Su carelessly knelt it out himself, he wished he could immediately drag that person out and return it a thousandfold.

This should be because his originally good plan was disrupted by someone, producing irritation.

The green-robed youth organized his emotions and honestly said, “Lost. Unhappy. Just like playing against Master.” Before when Master still gave handicap stones, he could occasionally win a few games. Now completely flawless—no wonder he didn’t want playing Go with Master.

The green-robed Daoist curved his lips, obviously quite pleased with his Go skills. He spun several stones in his hand, listening to the ink jade stones making pleasant friction sounds in his palm, raising his eyes to smile at his disciple.

The green-robed youth’s heart jumped from his gaze. His master had handsome features but possessed extremely bewitching peach blossom eyes. When not smiling was fine, but once smiling, simply irresistible. Fortunately, his master’s capricious temperament only showed before familiar people. Before strangers, at least he could put on airs somewhat.

Those peach blossom eyes slightly closed, concealing the profundity within. “Worldly matters are like Go. Beginner Go players only respond to ko fights. Being disrupted by opponents’ plans is extremely common.”

The green-robed youth clenched his fists but had nothing to say. Because he knew he was indeed currently the beginner Go player in Master’s mouth.

“Intermediate Go players can predict opponent actions, calculating several moves ahead, possessing sufficient time to think of countermeasures.” The green-robed Daoist spoke smoothly, voice mellow as wine.

“Then advanced Go players?” The green-robed youth licked his dry lips, asking unwillingly.

“Advanced Go players…” The green-robed Daoist paused, lowering his eyes, soundlessly placing the black stone in his hand at a board corner, smiling shallowly. “Advanced Go players can induce the other to place stones where they want them placed.”

The green-robed youth’s eyes widened, staring at this ingeniously creative move. Expectation had already formed a throughgoing ko.

Throughgoing ko, also called world ko—a major ko fight that could influence a game’s victory or defeat. The green-robed youth calculated repeatedly. No matter how he placed stones afterward, he was at least one move short. This strange throughgoing ko was actually induced step by step by his master!

Unwillingly conceding defeat, the green-robed youth’s sleepiness completely vanished. Resentfully snorting coldly, “Has Master shared these Go theories with others?”

Such theories weren’t only applicable to Go.

Martial combat, palace intrigue, factional struggles, military strategy, etc.—all could use them.

“Mm, once told your eldest senior brother.” The green-robed Daoist smiled carelessly, his face showing reminiscence.

The green-robed youth collecting stones froze. Several stones in his hand slipped to the ground, making crisp jade-on-plate sounds.

Not knowing if he was oversensitive, he always felt this recent series of events was like that game just now—as if someone induced him to walk those steps one by one…

Jianglü had been in high spirits lately.

Eldest prince Fu Su, for unclear reasons, angered the King of Qin and was confined under house arrest, punished to copy books. So recently, many matters were shared and managed by the four princes next in seniority. Though called joint management by various brothers, actually all were monopolized by the most capable Jianglü. Though inevitably panicked when first starting, Jianglü had anticipated this opportunity long. Privately he’d already long imitated Fu Su’s every move. Just half a day and he adapted. Now many officials and eunuchs, upon seeing him, no longer called him “Fourth Prince” but “Prince Jianglü.”

Jianglü also felt that since obtaining a mysterious lord’s guidance, everything had smoothed considerably. Unfortunately, that lord never revealed his true face, only willing to occasionally appear late at night, teaching him some methods or informing some intelligence before leaving.

Days ago, rumors had faintly spread in the palace that the Empress Dowager died before the King of Qin returned to Xianyang. The cause of death was suspicious—this was why Fu Su’s negligent regency received the King of Qin’s punishment. This rumor sounded somewhat credible. But the Empress Dowager had long been secluded in Yong Palace. No formal obituary was issued. Jianglü wanted to investigate but feared being too obvious. That lord who’d been guiding him mentioned last night in response to his inquiry that this matter was true. That lord’s intelligence was as always accurate and secretive, even describing where Zhao Ji’s corpse was placed clearly. But after speaking, he warned him not to casually get involved in this whirlpool. But Jianglü intuited this was a rare opportunity to push his eldest brother into the abyss, never to rise again.

Therefore, this fourth prince was scratching his heart restlessly, yet didn’t know where to find a breakthrough.

The Empress Dowager’s death had spread tumultuously days ago. Even today, rumors emerged saying King Qian of Zhao, following Empress Dowager Zhao Daochang’s orders, presented a pair of poison-coated purple clam hairpins to Zhao Ji, causing her tragic death.

Speaking of that Empress Dowager Zhao Daochang—originally just a prostitute who climbed to queen then queen dowager position. Later, because Li Mu once questioned her improper birth, opposing King Zhao Daoxiang establishing her as queen, she deeply hated Li Mu. King Qian of Zhao believed slander, killing Li Mu, self-destructing Zhao’s Great Wall. Empress Dowager Zhao Daochang’s role couldn’t be underestimated.

Such a vicious woman dared remove even national pillars without changing expression. So after state destruction, losing reason and audaciously poisoning Qin’s Empress Dowager Zhao Ji wasn’t that unacceptable a fact.

But smart people loved overthinking. After destroying Han, King Zheng of Qin didn’t execute King An of Han but settled him in Chen County. After Zhao’s destruction, King Qian of Zhao similarly had no life danger, well settled in Fangling. Some greatly praised King Zheng of Qin’s tolerant benevolence. Similarly, some worried that not eradicating six states’ nobility would bring endless troubles. But a ruler who didn’t wantonly kill was ultimately more reassuring than a brutal ruler. So opposing voices were like rice grain pearls, firefly light—completely negligible.

But Zhao’s situation differed from Han’s. Everyone knew King Zheng of Qin grew up as hostage in Zhao when young. The humiliation suffered remained indelible. After attacking Handan, King Zheng of Qin personally went there, killing all with old grudges, only sparing Zhao’s royal clan. So those skilled at glimpsing hearts said what purple clam hairpins causing Empress Dowager Zhao Ji of Qin’s sudden death—perhaps was an excuse King Zheng of Qin sought for killing King Qian of Zhao.

Jianglü had specially inquired about these rumors. Synthesizing various channels’ information, he had different judgments.

Intelligence obtained from that lord said the Empress Dowager had died yet never had funeral—definitely problematic. This problem should be the Empress Dowager’s cause of death. Meanwhile, Fu Su was confined—what did this indicate?

Jianglü absolutely didn’t believe some negligent oversight implication theory. Know that Yong Palace was over twenty li from Xianyang! If Fu Su could be comprehensive about everything, the one worried would instead become Father King.

So… Fu Su was related to Empress Dowager Zhao Ji’s cause of death!

When Jianglü deduced this conclusion, he froze for quite a while, causing him not to concentrate on matters all afternoon.

This thought was like a poisonous weed seed, growing crazily in his mind, unable to accommodate any other thoughts. Especially when he thought Zhao Ji’s corpse was placed in a sleeping hall not far from him, he grew even more restless. Piled memorials had no mood to handle. Jianglü endured in the warm pavilion a long while. Not until late night did he decide to deliberate tomorrow. He couldn’t stay in the warm pavilion anymore.

He knew this state was dangerous. He might have guessed the truth, but without evidence was futile. Better to hold back and quietly await developments. Yet he was unwilling to do nothing.

Such a good opportunity—should he just let it pass?

Chapter 5: Purple Clam Hairpin · 3
Harboring such tangled, complex thoughts, Jianglü on the road passing Luming Residence happened to see his eldest brother’s young attendant reader secretly waiting expectantly in some tree-shaded darkness of the garden.

Actually saying “waiting expectantly” wasn’t quite accurate, but the other was alone and not observing celestial phenomena—clearly waiting for someone.

Feeling premonition of something, Jianglü’s heart suddenly pounded. Eyes straight ahead, he walked past with his attending eunuch. After passing the corner, he had the eunuch continue forward carrying illuminating candlelight while he himself used starlight to circle to the corridor’s other side. The deep brown robe he wore was most concealed in darkness. Yet that young Superior Minister wore bean-green upper garment and stone-blue lower garment. Even trying to use tree trunks to hide his form, he didn’t escape Jianglü’s eyes.

Speaking of which, eldest prince Fu Su was confined under house arrest, yet as his attendant reader, this young Superior Minister received no punishment. Still standing alone in deep night—exactly who was he waiting for?

In dim, unclear night darkness, secretive thoughts infinitely expanded. Countless possibilities flashed through Jianglü’s mind, forcing himself to hold increasingly heavy breathing.

Watching that young Superior Minister’s thin figure, Jianglü before long discovered a tall, robust youth beside him.

“Did you get it?” The young Superior Minister was very urgent, immediately stepping forward.

“Got it.” That tall, robust youth lowered his voice, but Jianglü could still recognize him as General Wang Jian’s legitimate eldest grandson Wang Li.

These two weren’t mortal enemies? How could they privately have contact? Jianglü clenched his jaw. He’d once schemed against that young Superior Minister precisely to drive them apart, just unexpectedly it was useless effort. But regret aside, Jianglü instead widened his eyes even more, watching the two’s movements.

“Why insist on this object? I barely stole it out. Almost alarmed the guards.” Wang Li spoke while pulling from his bosom a cloth-wrapped elongated object—not long, not even one chi.

“Accept defeat. Agreeing to do something, don’t complain.” The young Superior Minister was obviously delighted, quickly taking that cloth package and tucking it into his bosom. At the end, he didn’t forget to look around, confirming no one left or right.

Wang Li was somewhat unhappy. Seeing the young Superior Minister planning to leave, he directly grabbed his shoulder, lowering his voice solemnly. “Though for the eldest prince, this risks too much.”

The young Superior Minister pondered a moment. Anyone could see his hesitation and struggle. But finally, he stubbornly said, “Sharing weal and woe, honor and disgrace together.”

Simple eight words, yet striking ground resoundingly.

Listening from the side, even Jianglü felt indescribable jealousy. If he were cornered like Fu Su, perhaps no one would stand firmly behind him like this Superior Minister Gan.

His mind momentarily slack, his originally suppressed breathing grew several degrees heavier.

Wang Li over there immediately reacted, approaching while demanding, “Who’s there?” But when he jumped over the corridor to the other side, he found nothing.

The young Superior Minister didn’t care. After Wang Li returned empty-handed, he raised his head to tease flatly, “Even if seen, no matter. Just stole a brush—look how nervous you are.”

“What do you mean ‘just stole a brush’? This was given to my grandfather by General Meng. No one’s ever used it. If my father learns of this, he’ll definitely break my legs!” Wang Li also felt he was making a mountain of a molehill, but couldn’t lose momentum. Glaring, he complained in low voice.

“Enough, enough. Your father and grandfather are both garrisoned in Zhao. I’m just borrowing a few days. After using, I’ll return it.” The young Superior Minister curled his lip. Wasn’t he also forced?

Fu Su was punished to copy books, using a newly made writing brush General Meng Tian gave him. This new brush was hundreds of times better than previous bamboo-strip brushes. But unfortunately, the manufacturing technique hadn’t spread yet. Even Fu Su only had one. So wanting to help Fu Su copy books required at least using the same brush. Otherwise, forget imitating handwriting—even blind people could see they weren’t written by one person. He originally didn’t want this either, but seeing Fu Su daily slowly leisurely copying books, looking unhurried about lifting house arrest, angered him. He could only help copy books so he could return to the warm pavilion for deliberations earlier.

“This… truly no matter?” Wang Li hesitated, still asking worriedly.

The young Superior Minister knew the other wasn’t asking whether stealing the brush would cause trouble, but whether helping Fu Su copy books would receive the King of Qin’s punishment—also why he earlier said he risked too much.

Being cared for truly felt good. But the young Superior Minister’s currently upturned lip corners were due to other reasons.

Talkative Chaofeng had already warned him when Jianglü approached. Wang Li unclearly said these several sentences. Coincidentally, Chaofeng just notified him—something happened at the side hall storing Zhao Ji’s corpse. The phoenix-shaped purple clam hairpin on Zhao Ji’s head was actually stolen. Even it didn’t notice who stole it.

When Jianglü learned this news and recalled his and Wang Li’s actions, he’d probably think he’d caught their handle. Next step should be rushing to tattle to the King of Qin, right?

Little knowing, at such times, those most eager to jump out received the King of Qin’s suspicion most.

Instead, him asking Wang Li to steal the brush to help the eldest prince copy books was just a harmless minor fault.

“Just now, who was it?” Having practiced martial arts since childhood with sharp eyes and ears, Wang Li naturally knew someone was indeed there earlier. But thinking stealing his own old man’s brush didn’t warrant such fuss, he didn’t chase to see clearly—just asking casually.

“Jianglü.” The young Superior Minister came back to himself, feeling he should warn Wang Li properly. Probably guards would come knocking soon. But he couldn’t say too much—just touching on it.

“No matter. Someone who doesn’t even recognize a xiu ding truly isn’t worth mentioning.”

“What’s a xiu ding?” Wang Li asked curiously, not feeling at all embarrassed he also didn’t recognize xiu ding.

The young Superior Minister hadn’t expected Wang Li actually had such a carefree personality. Raising his brows, “Dings divide into three major categories—huo ding, sheng ding, xiu ding. Huo ding for boiling sacrificial meat—the largest ding. Sheng ding for holding cooked meat. Xiu ding holds seasoning meat soup, used paired with sheng ding, so also called ‘accompanying ding.'”

Wang Li was also there that day. Thinking briefly, he understood. “Then Prince Jianglü’s chosen bronze vessel that day…”

“Correct. Accompanying ding.” The young Superior Minister lightly laughed. Precious huo ding and sheng ding had long been collected by Fu Su first into Gaoquan Palace’s private treasury. Generosity also had limits. Things that shouldn’t be coveted needn’t even be brought out.

Wang Li suddenly felt very sympathetic toward Jianglü. Someone without even the opportunity to choose was too tragic.

Calculating time, the young Superior Minister touched the brush in his bosom, feeling he should quickly return to Luming Residence to copy books, preparing to meet the guards’ test. But Wang Li at this moment grasped his wrist.

“This completes the first thing I promised you, right?” Wang Li said very seriously.

“Correct.” The young Superior Minister nodded. Though his expression still didn’t change, his eyes and brows carried some teasing. “So eager to be rid of me?”

Wang Li’s face reddened. Didn’t want to say after losing, he tossed and turned many nights unable to sleep well, thinking he’d be assigned huge difficult tasks. He’d even prepared to sell himself for life to Fu Su or this Superior Minister Gan. But it was just stealing a brush—such a simple small matter. This huge psychological gap made him somewhat embarrassed into anger. That’s why earlier he deliberately acted so serious, rendering the brush-stealing process thrillingly dangerous.

“Hmph! That’s inevitable! Quickly think of the remaining two things!” Wang Li said viciously. After pausing, he immediately added, “Don’t speak with me before people.”

“Truly wanting to sever relations?” The young Superior Minister’s expression immediately dimmed.

Wang Li pressed his lips tight, not wanting to say he feared losing face before people. Losing martial combat to such a frail youth absolutely couldn’t be spoken of! But seeing this young Superior Minister’s somewhat pale face in moonlight, he couldn’t say anything. He could only shamefully release his wrist, quickly fleeing into darkness.

Watching Wang Li’s retreating figure, the young Superior Minister reached to smooth his grasped-wrinkled sleeve. His tender face had long lost the earlier dejected expression.

Wanting to sever relations? How easy could that be!

Since Jianglü had already personally witnessed their contact, even if soon splashing dirty water failed, Wang Li would definitely be stamped with eldest prince Fu Su’s seal.

And himself…

The young Superior Minister mockingly curved his lips.

He actually still naively fantasized about leaving Fu Su.

Actually, he long couldn’t leave anymore.

Sharing weal and woe, honor and disgrace together… was it?

In the oppressively atmospheric warm pavilion, Jianglü stood aside with lowered head, struggling to suppress his upturned lip corners.

He’d originally still hesitated whether to report this matter to Father King. After all, those fragments that young Superior Minister and Wang Li spoke couldn’t serve as proof. But just returning to the warm pavilion wanting to ask guards for information, he discovered the warm pavilion was already somewhat chaotic. Upon inquiry—Zhao Ji’s purple clam hairpin was actually lost.

This clearly was stolen by those two!

Jianglü dared not delay. Happening to encounter Father King arriving after hearing news, he directly reported this matter. He was also extremely cautious, not subjectively judging the other stole the purple clam hairpin. Just methodically describing what he saw, emphasizing he didn’t hear Superior Minister Gan and Wang Li mention the three words “purple clam hairpin,” but because the two matters’ timing was too close, everything was his speculation.

Guards immediately obeyed the king’s command, thoroughly investigating Luming Residence. Jianglü somewhat regretted he couldn’t follow along, unable to see that Superior Minister Gan’s shocked expression on site.

Guards went for half a quarter hour before returning with that young Superior Minister and Wang Li. But Jianglü saw the other’s calm expression, his heart sinking. Subconsciously feeling he’d probably been calculated against.

Sure enough, what was presented was a brush made by General Meng Tian and half a scroll of just-copied “Canon of Yao,” even ink marks not yet dry. That young Superior Minister entered the warm pavilion and directly knelt straight down pleading guilt. But his spine remained perfectly straight. Each sentence spoken earnestly, instead making people feel if he didn’t help the eldest prince copy books, it would be heinously criminal and conscience-stricken.

But the more Jianglü listened, the more he felt this Superior Minister Gan was sophistry. He was just one step from pulling his eldest brother into the abyss. Already standing at cliff’s edge—how could he resist not trying to kick the other?

“He lies! That lost purple clam hairpin is definitely with him!” Seeing Father King’s expression trending toward relaxation, Jianglü finally stepped forward, emphasizing with increased tone.

Kneeling on bluestone bricks, the young Superior Minister raised his head, blinked his eyes, innocently and surprisedly asking, “Fourth Prince, how do you know what’s lost is one purple clam hairpin, not a pair?”

Jianglü immediately choked speechless.

Pin-drop silence in the warm pavilion. Everyone’s gazes fell on Jianglü, especially King Zheng of Qin sitting on the high platform—his gaze almost tangible.

How did he know what was lost was one purple clam hairpin? Right—how did he know?

Clearly, the dragon-phoenix purple clam hairpins were a world-famous pair… The gift list also wrote a pair…

Jianglü sweated profusely, struggling to recall. Suddenly remembered that lord whose face he’d never seen had casually mentioned it once. Somehow he happened to remember.

But… this kind of reason, even he wouldn’t believe if spoken…

Raising his head to meet Father King’s icy gaze, Jianglü’s legs softened. With a “thud,” he dejectedly knelt down.

While kneeling beside him, the young Superior Minister’s spine remained perfectly straight. His expression remained flawless, but lowered eyes flashed cold light. He could catch Jianglü’s verbal flaw so quickly also because of Fu Su’s arrangements.

That mysterious lord occasionally appearing beside Jianglü was naturally arranged by Fu Su instructing Gu Cun—even explaining to the latter happened before him. Originally thinking these ghostly tricks wouldn’t be useful at all, but facts proved it was this simple.

Looking at Jianglü hunched kneeling on the ground trembling, the young Superior Minister’s lip corners curved into a mocking smile.

Just recognizing what the other wanted made inducing them into traps very easy.

And the best method for revenging someone wasn’t making them suffer physical harm, but making them unable to obtain what they most cared about and wanted—a lifetime of seeking but not obtaining.

So that seemingly carefree eldest prince, in his bones, also wasn’t so upright and harmless.

If no one provoked, fine. But if someone dared extend claws, don’t blame being counter-schemed.

Recalling Master’s words about Go players also dividing into grades, the young Superior Minister had to uncomfortably admit the eldest prince barely counted as an intermediate Go player.

“Seemingly magnificent hair buns actually only need one simple hairpin for fixing.

“And wanting to undo such complex, chaotic hair buns only requires pulling that hairpin.

“Mother Queen, you spoke correctly. Many seemingly complex matters sometimes actually solve with the simplest methods.

“Jianglü recklessly harms people yet isn’t competent for heavy responsibility. After this matter, the King of Qin won’t let him touch the power center anymore. Seems I must select among other princes again…”

In an unremarkable room, a man sat cross-legged. Half his face hid in shadows candlelight couldn’t reach. If Zhao Ji knew after death, she’d probably jump up angrily cursing this murderer who killed her.

Before him sat a brocade box containing that pair of dragon-phoenix purple clam hairpins causing great turmoil, emanating dark, sinister light under dim candlelight.

The man stared intently at this pair of dragon-phoenix purple clam hairpins with eyes concealing infinite demonic evil. After a very long time, he mockingly laughed lightly.

“Mother Queen, I avenged you. Regardless whether the King of Qin knows why Zhao Ji died, Zhao’s prostitute also won’t survive next month.

“But you actually lost your life competing with that prostitute for this pair of things. Mother Queen, you’re also not as clever as you said…”
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The young Minister of State rubbed his sore and numb right hand, nodding slightly at Gu Cun who had come to report from the Eldest Prince’s study.

This perceptive palace attendant respectfully stepped aside, indicating that he could now enter, while Gu Cun himself went to find other young attendants.

The young Minister of State smiled with satisfaction, knowing that Gu Cun would certainly be able to move all those bamboo slips he had copied to Gaoquan Palace without anyone knowing. Actually, even if someone discovered it, it wouldn’t matter—he had already openly discussed with the King of Qin about commissioning Wang Li to steal brushes in order to copy books for Eldest Prince Fu Su. Since the King of Qin had said nothing about it, who else would dare to criticize?

Gaoquan Palace was a palace adjacent to Xianyang Palace. Though not large in area, it was sufficient for the Eldest Prince’s residence. This palace had been built during the time of Queen Dowager Xuan of Qin. While it couldn’t compare to the imposing grandeur and magnificent splendor of neighboring Xianyang Palace, it had its own elegant charm.

Built against the mountainside and incorporating a clear spring that flowed down from the heights with a gurgling sound, it was thus named Gaoquan Palace. On clear days, if one climbed to the highest hall of Gaoquan Palace and gazed into the distance, one could see the rolling Wei River far off to the northeast.

The young Minister of State stepped into the study. After turning past several screens and low-hanging curtains, he saw His Highness the Eldest Prince in the depths of the study, absorbed in reading bamboo slips.

The days of house arrest had not made Fu Su dejected; instead, it was as if he had cast off a heavy burden, making his entire person become relaxed and carefree. He was casually draped in a moon-white robe, holding a scroll of bamboo slips in his hands, lazily reclining against an armrest, completely lacking the serious solemnity of his usual upright posture. Winter sunlight streamed through the half-open latticed window, making the expression on Fu Su’s face appear even more gentle and serene, radiating an aura that naturally made one feel calm and peaceful.

Seeing this scene, the young Minister of State was completely stunned. Although he had long thought that given the Eldest Prince’s speed, it would be absolutely impossible for him not to have completed the copying task after so many days—there had to be a reason. But when he actually saw that this person was deliberately slacking off, enjoying his leisure, he couldn’t help but feel his teeth itch with irritation.

“Qing, you’re here! Please, sit quickly.” Hearing footsteps, Fu Su didn’t look up, his eyes never leaving the bamboo slips for even a moment as he called out a greeting, completely treating the young Minister of State as family.

The young Minister of State ground his teeth but still walked over, taking a cushion from nearby and consciously sitting cross-legged in front of the Eldest Prince’s low table.

Fu Su slowly finished reading this section before putting down the bamboo slips and inviting his young tutor to eat some pastries. He wasn’t deliberately neglecting his guest; it was just that these past days of lazy habits had made him quite lethargic, spending entire days shut away in his study, rarely seeing people.

The young Minister of State also restrained the resentment in his eyes and formally reported recent events to His Highness the Eldest Prince. Although he knew the other party certainly had other channels to obtain news, he still recounted everything, conveniently adding his own observations and judgments.

The obituary of Queen Dowager Zhao Ji of Qin had been announced a few days ago. King Zheng of Qin had not explicitly stated the time of Zhao Ji’s death, but when the court historians recorded it, they defaulted to assuming the Queen Dowager had died after the King returned from Zhao. Some people speculated that Zhao Ji had been ill and had held on until the King avenged her in Zhao before peacefully closing her eyes. This theory gained even more recognition after Queen Dowager Zhao Daochang died quietly and without fanfare, especially since the rumors of the two queens’ renowned beauty in their youth but constant discord were known throughout the Central Plains.

Since Zhao Ji hadn’t appeared before court ministers for a full ten years, no one cared anymore. Newly appointed officials had never even met her. So her quiet funeral didn’t arouse anyone’s suspicions—after all, Lao Ai’s rebellion came first, and even if she had maternal affection with King Zheng, it had all been worn away by that incident.

The young Minister of State could guess the King’s thoughts—most likely, because of his deduction, King Zheng thought Zhao Ji was still meeting lovers even on her deathbed, making him even more furious and causing him to hastily arrange her funeral.

However, Jiang Lü’s misguided cleverness had indeed diverted the King’s suspicions away from Fu Su, and the latter’s guilt had been completely cleared.

As the young Minister of State reported, he hinted between the lines that his Eldest Prince shouldn’t slack off anymore. If he submitted the punishment copying now, he could immediately return to the tower chambers of Xianyang Palace for deliberations. Moreover, the three scrolls the King had mentioned weren’t long at all—even if punished to copy them a hundred times, having written for so many days without finishing was fooling no one! If he dragged it out further, the King would think his eldest son was throwing a tantrum to show his authority, which would backfire!

Fu Su also noticed that his young tutor’s expression was so gloomy it seemed water could drip from it, and quickly pushed the fish cakes on the table closer to him.

“These are Eying fish cakes, said to be made by Nü Ying for E Huang. They’ve always been the first course at Chu royal banquets.”

The young Minister of State looked at the white, tender, small fish-shaped cakes. Despite his troubled mood, he still gave face by picking up a piece and putting it in his mouth. The sweet, smooth, tender texture spread across his palate—this was a pastry made from minced fish mixed with lotus seed flour and steamed. Generally, only Chu had fresh river fish, making it extremely difficult to obtain in Qin territory. This was the young Minister of State’s first time enjoying such a delicacy.

Fu Su saw his young tutor’s tightly furrowed brows relax slightly and smiled with satisfaction. This twelve-year-old Minister of State was wearing a blue-green robe today, paired with a white fox fur collar around his neck, looking quite like a wealthy young master. However, he was constantly thinking and pondering about various matters, always maintaining a tense expression on his handsome face—truly mature beyond his years.

The young Minister of State swallowed the fish cake, his right index finger twitching, but he still suppressed the urge to take another piece. Besides the fresh, fragrant taste of the fish cake, there was also a faint medicinal smell in the air. He pressed his lips together and asked with awkward concern: “Your knee… how is it?”

“It’s fine now.” Fu Su smiled. It was just a flesh wound, yet his young tutor had kept it in mind all this time.

“Heaven has five elements governing five positions, generating cold, heat, dryness, dampness, and wind. Humans have five organs transforming five qi, generating joy, anger, thought, worry, and fear…” The young Minister of State finally couldn’t help but glance at the scroll Fu Su had placed on the table. After reading two lines, his face darkened. “The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine?”

“Oh, you’ve read it too?” Fu Su coughed awkwardly twice. This was the newly compiled “Discussion of Great Theory of Celestial Origin” chapter from The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine. He had been reading this medical text for several days and couldn’t put it down.

The young Minister of State felt his teeth itch even more. While he was copying books until his hands cramped, this Eldest Prince was leisurely reading medical texts? Just as he was organizing his words to figure out how to remonstrate, unexpectedly, the other party spoke first.

“Qing, do you have any aspirations? Besides being a capable minister.”

Fu Su slowly sat up straight, his face also becoming serious.

The young Minister of State was startled. What he wanted to do was nothing more than revitalize his family and leave his name in history for millennia. To achieve such a realm, he had to assist a wise ruler. King Zheng was an emperor rarely seen in ten thousand years, but unfortunately, he was born at the wrong time, so he could only turn his gaze to the many princes of King Zheng, yet he didn’t even have the qualification to choose.

Fu Su didn’t mind that his question received no answer. He lowered his head to stroke the bamboo scroll and said candidly: “Since I began my education, people have constantly taught me that I am the future ruler of Qin. I dared not slack off. Everything I studied and read was curriculum arranged by my tutors—no one ever asked if I liked it.”

The young Minister of State was bewildered. His own master had often pestered him, constantly asking if he liked reading, if he was tired, if he wanted to rest. He had never considered such questions, perhaps because he simply had no time to think about them. The ridicule and discrimination he suffered in his youth made him desperately long to climb to heights where he could look down upon this land.

“I’ve only ever had what I should do, never what I want to do.” Fu Su sighed wistfully.

The young Minister of State pondered. If reaching the pinnacle of ministerial power was what he should do, then what did he himself want to do? (Of course, it’s to be with Fu Su! ╮(╯▽╰)╭)

“These past ten-odd days are the first time I haven’t had to read those profound scrolls and tedious memorials, only following my own preferences in choosing what to read.” Fu Su smiled bitterly and continued, “Am I being very useless like this?”

Very useless indeed.

The young Minister of State answered with his eyes.

Simply put, a bowstring that had been taut for so long, once it relaxed, would be very difficult to string tight again.

He could hardly believe this was the person he had chosen to assist. However, he was charmingly honest.

“Those who speak well of beginnings must understand the end; those who speak well of the near must know the far. This is reaching the ultimate in calculation while the Way remains unconfused—what we call enlightenment.” The young Minister of State said slowly, “The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine also contains many passages of clear reasoning. Your Highness may read for a few more days.”

Fu Su was shocked. He hadn’t expected his young tutor to be so well-read, using exactly the language from this “Discussion of Great Theory of Celestial Origin” chapter. More importantly, he was actually agreeing to let him continue slacking off and reading leisure books?

“However, it shouldn’t be delayed too long—three days at most.” The young Minister of State stood up while glaring at Fu Su. Keep reading, keep reading—he was going back to continue copying books. He had originally thought Fu Su would have copied something during these days, which was why he had only copied fifty times. From the looks of it, he needed to go back and finish the other fifty times. That kid Ying could probably recite them by now—if not, he’d have him help copy too.

When the young Minister of State left, he didn’t even say farewell, unceremoniously using his sleeve to carry away the entire plate of Eying fish cakes and a writing brush from the table.

“Wow, these fish cakes are really delicious!” The blue-robed Daoist ate while praising enthusiastically, completely ignoring Ying nearby who dared to be angry but not speak. “They’d be even better if they were hot and fresh from the steamer!”

Taking off the fox fur collar around his neck, the green-robed youth knew his master had definitely learned the news from the gossipy Chaofeng, otherwise how could he have timed it so perfectly, arriving just as he returned to Luming Residence? Seeing Ying staring longingly at the increasingly diminished Eying fish cakes in the plate, the green-robed youth took a clean handkerchief and, with great authority, divided the fish cakes in the plate in half, wrapping one portion and directly handing it to Ying.

Ying’s eyes immediately lit up like a large dog being petted, pouncing over to nuzzle the green-robed youth’s head before quickly running out of the room with the handkerchief-wrapped fish cakes, as if afraid they’d be snatched away.

“Absolutely heartless!” The blue-robed Daoist wailed, pointing at the green-robed youth and roaring, “No respect for teachers at all! Weren’t these fish cakes brought to honor your master?”

“They were originally brought back for Ying.” The green-robed youth wouldn’t be intimidated by his occasionally crazy master. How could a master who rivaled the ancient divine beast Taotie in appetite not have eaten Eying fish cakes before? Rather, it was Ying, who had suffered from lack of food and clothing since childhood, who was truly pitiful. He shot the blue-robed Daoist a sideways glance and snorted lightly, “If you don’t want to eat them, leave all the rest for Ying.”

“No way, no way! Although these fish cakes can’t match that plate I ate at the Chu royal palace back in the day, and they’re a bit fishy when cold, they’re still very delicious.” The blue-robed Daoist quickly protected the small remaining half-plate beside him.

Since this was his own master, the green-robed youth couldn’t lose too much face for him. He got up to fetch the hot water Caiwei had put on the fire pit to boil, and took two clean ceramic cups. Because both he and Ying weren’t used to being closely attended to, Caiwei would, with his tacit approval, find things to do in places within the palace she was allowed to go. Recently, she had been going to the weaving workshop that managed sewing to learn tailoring. The green-robed youth remembered when he asked a few days ago, the excited expression on Caiwei’s face when she talked about tailoring.

What one should do… versus what one wants to do?
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The conversation with Fu Su from today involuntarily flashed through his mind, causing the green-robed youth to lose focus and nearly burn his hand while pouring water.

Fortunately, the blue-robed Daoist caught sight of this and timely pulled his young disciple’s elbow, avoiding the disaster. He simply took over the scalding water pot, filled both their cups, then rummaged in his robes and produced an exquisite silk pouch, from which he poured out a small pile of dried plum petals.

The blue-robed Daoist picked up the plum petals, placing a small pinch in each ceramic cup, then scattered the rest over the Eying fish cakes. The red plum petals paired with the white, tender fish cakes made the delicacy appear much more appetizing, even though the serving dish was just an unremarkable pale yellow ceramic plate. In both ceramic cups, the dried plum petals unfurled their form as soon as the hot water touched them, regaining their lustrous bright red color and floating up and down in the steaming water, while a faint plum fragrance gradually suffused the room.

Though he felt this was unnecessary fuss, the green-robed youth had to admit his master’s food presentation tricks were truly innovative, each time more elaborate than the last.

After sipping the tea with its elegant plum fragrance, the anxiety in the green-robed youth’s heart seemed to be smoothed over like being ironed, and he exhaled lightly before asking directly: “Master, is it better for people to do what they should do, or what they want to do?”

“Eh? Why do you ask such a thing?” The blue-robed Daoist, who was bringing a piece of fish cake garnished with plum petals to his mouth, was startled.

Isn’t a teacher supposed to transmit knowledge and resolve doubts? Wasn’t answering confusing questions the responsibility of a master? Not to mention he was eating his fish cakes! The green-robed youth pointed at the silk pouch on the table and said thoughtfully: “Take this silk pouch as an example. A piece of fabric can become robes or become a bundle, depending entirely on the seamster’s will.” As he spoke, he raised his head, his still somewhat youthful features bearing an unprecedented solemnity. “No one cares whether the fabric is willing to become a silk pouch.”

The blue-robed Daoist tossed the fish cake in his hand into his mouth, curling his lips in a contemptuous smile. The sweet fish cake didn’t affect his clear articulation as he scoffed: “You’re asking this for that Eldest Prince, aren’t you? How foolish! Are people the same as silk pouches? Perhaps robes are more glamorous, perhaps bundles are what it desires—all depends on a single thought. Whether robes or bundles, you are not the fish, so how can you know the fish’s joy?”

The green-robed youth remained silent. His master was hinting that he should mind his own business.

“Heaven’s movement follows constant patterns, not preserved by Yao’s existence, not destroyed by Jie’s demise.” The blue-robed Daoist said gently, “Just treat it with indifference.”

They said nothing more after that. The blue-robed Daoist swept clean the fish cakes on the plate and the plum blossom tea before leaving. When departing, he didn’t take the silk pouch with him, casually gifting it to the green-robed youth.

Inside the silk pouch was a round white jade ornament with strange patterns. Its shape was neither a bi disc nor a huan ring, and the green-robed youth couldn’t determine its purpose for the moment. But seeing its quality, he knew it was expensive, so he could only wear it along with the silk pouch.

After the blue-robed Daoist left, Ying hurriedly ran back, still clutching the handkerchief in his hands, spreading it hopefully on the table.

The green-robed youth was moved—however many pieces of fish cake he had put inside earlier, exactly that many remained now.

Ying hadn’t eaten a single piece.

“A Luo, let’s eat together.” Ying smiled brilliantly.

“Mm.” The green-robed youth’s frozen expression finally melted, the corners of his lips lifting in a warm smile.

“Oh my! A Luo, you look so beautiful when you smile! You should smile more often!”

“…Shut up.”

“If I shut up, I can’t eat fish cakes! Oh my! These fish cakes are really delicious! This cup of water with plum blossoms is so tasty too!”

“…Can’t eating and drinking shut you up?”

225 BCE

Wang Li presented his waist token for inspection by the guards at the entrance of Gaoquan Palace.

Ever since Jing Ke nearly assassinated the King of Qin over two years ago, palace security had become even stricter. Previously, one removed swords when ascending to the throne hall; now swords had to be removed right at the palace gates. Even going to Gaoquan Palace was no exception, because Gaoquan Palace was adjacent to Xianyang Palace, with a walkway directly connecting the two palace complexes.

Calmly handing over his sword to the guards, Wang Li smoothly entered Gaoquan Palace, looking up at the clear spring winding down from the hillside. This was his first time coming here; in fact, he hadn’t set foot in neighboring Xianyang Palace for over a year.

There wasn’t much martial arts to learn in Xianyang Palace, and he wasn’t willing to study ritual, music, writing, or mathematics either. So these past two years had essentially been about getting familiar with the various princes and young masters from royal and noble families. A year ago, when his grandfather Wang Jian returned from the front lines to Pinyang claiming illness, he reported to the King of Qin and brought him home for personal instruction. Since his grandfather had returned, he no longer needed to serve as a hostage in Xianyang Palace. Even though his father Wang Ben was still leading troops at the front, he was only a deputy general under Li Xin rather than a commanding general, with insufficient prestige, so there was no need to continue sending hostages to the palace.

The winter wind suddenly rose, cutting across his cheeks like a blade, but Wang Li didn’t even blink. Under military training, the sixteen-year-old had grown brave and resolute, his entire being like a sharpened sword with its edge fully exposed.

Wang Li first habitually stopped to survey the surrounding situation before catching up with the palace attendant leading the way.

He hadn’t come to Gaoquan Palace today to see its master Fu Su, but because the young Minister of State had sent word through someone, asking to meet and talk. Thinking that they hadn’t seen each other for over a year, Wang Li’s steps unconsciously quickened with eagerness.

The attendant was also intimidated by Wang Li’s pressing aura, trotting all the way as he led the path, breathlessly bringing him to a side hall. Just as he was about to announce the visitor, Wang Li behind him had already impatiently pushed open the hall doors, directly stepping over the threshold and striding inside.

This side hall should be for the young Minister of State’s exclusive use. Upon entering, one was greeted by shelves filled with stacks of bamboo slips, and waves of bamboo’s distinctive fresh fragrance mixed with ink odor hit him in the face, immediately choking Wang Li into several sneezes.

He simply couldn’t understand why anyone would think ink smelled pleasant—it clearly stank enough to make one faint.

However, with the hall doors wide open, Wang Li recovered quickly. Besides the bookshelves, even the floor of the side hall was piled with various bamboo slips, with only a few narrow gaps left for walking.

Stepping and jumping nimbly around these book piles, Wang Li rounded a row of shelves but found no one at the low table in front of the screen. Just as he was about to call out loudly to the attendant outside, he saw a figure moving behind the screen, and a youth in green robes emerged with surprise.

The young Minister of State’s official robes were green, so he habitually wore green robes year-round. Today he wore a stone-green long robe, but the hem was pulled up and tied at his waist, revealing the white undergarments beneath.

Wang Li was startled, not having expected to encounter such a scene, and immediately flushed red, apologizing repeatedly.

The green-robed youth smiled bitterly, immediately placing the bamboo slips in his hands on the low table while bending to arrange his robes, saying: “I was afraid of having the bamboo slips tear my clothes while walking around the hall. Please don’t mind.”

“I was too rash; I should have had someone announce me.” Wang Li rubbed his nose, feeling quite guilty. Who could have imagined that this young Minister of State, who appeared so proper and impeccable in public, would be so casual and uninhibited in private?

In that brief glimpse, he had vaguely seen what looked like bedding behind the screen, suggesting this young Minister of State probably slept here directly when he got tired from reading.

The green-robed youth moved quickly, lowering his robe and gathering his somewhat disheveled long hair, restoring his dignified appearance in just a few motions. He smiled and invited Wang Li to sit, while he himself lifted the water pot that had been kept warm on the fire pit, brewing two cups of hot water with plum petals and placing them on the low table. Because this side hall stored many bamboo slips concerning court affairs—even if not the latest ones—other attendants were forbidden from approaching, and even Caiwei couldn’t enter freely, so the green-robed youth had developed the habit of doing things himself.

Through the misty rising steam, Wang Li studied the youth he hadn’t seen for so long. Compared to his childish appearance when first entering Xianyang Palace, the now fourteen-plus-year-old Minister truly deserved to be called a proper youth. His height had grown considerably, and though his features had matured significantly, they still retained some childish innocence while being handsome enough to captivate one’s gaze.

Seeing the youth before him with a smile at the corners of his lips, his entire being radiating an approachable, gentle aura, Wang Li couldn’t help but sigh: “Bi Zhi, you’ve changed a lot.”

The green-robed youth smiled slightly. Who wouldn’t change? Even Wang Li’s way of addressing him had changed from A Luo to Bi Zhi, to the courtesy name personally given to him by Eldest Prince Fu Su, creating an invisible distance between them.

Ever since choosing Fu Su as the enlightened lord he would assist, he had adjusted his future life plans. The first thing to change was his own personality.

Having grown up in a family where everyone was stern and unsmiling, he had developed an expressionless demeanor. But as a subordinate, one couldn’t always maintain a stiff face. Moreover, Fu Su had gone through voice change two years ago, during which he barely spoke, making him—who could communicate with Fu Su’s thoughts—become the other’s mouthpiece. When dealing with others, smiles became a necessity.

He wasn’t used to it at first, but later came to see through it all. Actually, smiling or not smiling made no difference—both were just adding another mask over one’s true expression. And smiles could disarm others’ wariness, so why not?

“I was just ignorant in my youth.” The green-robed youth smiled and sipped the elegant plum-scented tea. Since becoming accustomed to his master’s preference for flower teas, he had Caiwei collect seasonal petals to dry according to the seasons.

Wang Li also took a sip but didn’t find this effeminate tea particularly tasty. He held back from complaining aloud—they hadn’t seen each other in so long, it wouldn’t be good to immediately have a falling out.

The green-robed youth, who knew him well, smiled even more cheerfully at this sight. Look, the formerly sharp-tongued Young Master Wang Li now considered his words carefully before speaking. Only his initial reckless charging into the side hall revealed glimpses of his still-unground youthful spirit.

An inexplicable sense of loss suddenly welled up in his heart. The green-robed youth’s lip curve lowered slightly, but he warmly initiated conversation, chatting with Wang Li.

Last year, when the King of Qin intended to attack Chu, he asked General Li Xin how many soldiers would be needed. Li Xin claimed two hundred thousand would suffice. The King then asked General Wang Jian the same question, but the latter said nothing less than six hundred thousand would do. The King laughed, saying General Wang was old and cowardly. Finally, he appointed Li Xin as commanding general with Meng Tian assisting, while General Wang Jian took the opportunity to claim illness and return home—a truly lamentable situation.

This exchange between ruler and ministers was spread by interested parties, immediately becoming last year’s most popular topic in Qin. The green-robed youth had been subjected to Chaofeng’s brain-drilling gossip chatter about it for a full month, forcing him to eventually move to Gaoquan Palace for quite a while. If not for Ying having an emotional breakdown and dragging him back to Luming Residence, he would have completely avoided setting foot in Xianyang Palace again.

However, to avoid awkward conversation with Wang Li, the green-robed youth brought up this topic, immediately triggering Wang Li’s lengthy complaints and grievances. The green-robed youth listened with a smile, appropriately adding his own insights and agreement at certain pauses, quickly making Wang Li feel they were kindred spirits.

“Hmph! Before General Li took command of the great army, my father conquered over ten Chu cities. This achievement was simply stolen by General Li afterward.” Wang Li clenched his right fist and swung it angrily through the air.

“I heard recently that the old general claimed illness, and General Wang Ben returned recently. I heard it’s to attack Wei?” Seeing Wang Ben mentioned, the green-robed youth immediately changed the subject. This news wasn’t a military secret among Xianyang’s upper circles. Han, Zhao, and Yan had already been destroyed, Chu had Li Xin leading troops against it, and since he hadn’t taken many soldiers, the idle forces would certainly have other arrangements. Of the remaining two countries, Qi was farthest, so the target was definitely Wei.

“It should be so. In a few days, my father will enter the palace to receive the tiger tally. This time I’ll also accompany the army to battle.” Wang Li spoke until his mouth was dry, picked up the plum blossom tea and drained it in one gulp, no longer finding this strange taste objectionable. After the cup moistened his throat, Wang Li fingered the ceramic cup and hesitated for a moment. Guessing this was the real reason the green-robed youth had specifically sought him out for conversation, he spoke honestly: “Actually… I’m still somewhat worried.”

The green-robed youth smiled faintly and held up one finger, saying slowly: “First, this is General Wang Ben’s first time leading troops independently.”

Wang Li’s expression darkened slightly, but he still nodded. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust his father, but previously he had always led troops under his grandfather’s command. Even when he had conquered over ten Chu cities before, it was because his grandfather’s army was nearby, able to provide mutual support if anything happened. This wasn’t to say his father’s military ability was lacking, but it was a psychological matter—like someone walking on a single-log bridge never feeling as secure as walking on a stone bridge. On the ever-changing battlefield, this extremely tense psychology often led to wrong judgments.

The green-robed youth needed no further explanation, knowing Wang Li understood his unspoken meaning. He held up a second finger: “Second, insufficient troops.”

Wang Li’s expression darkened further. Li Xin took two hundred thousand soldiers, which seemed like two-thirds fewer than the six hundred thousand his grandfather had demanded, but the difference between soldiers was vast. The gap between veterans, new recruits, and elite troops was more than considerable. The soldiers Li Xin took to attack Chu were all carefully selected elites. Though the soldiers under his father were all personally trained by his grandfather, they still couldn’t compare to the batch Li Xin had specifically chosen. Moreover, his grandfather had said six hundred thousand soldiers were needed to attack Chu. Although Wei was weaker than Chu, it couldn’t be easily destroyed either. Since Li Xin attacking Chu only took two hundred thousand, his father attacking Wei couldn’t exceed this number given their respective territorial ranges, and might even need to be much less. So after hesitating for a long while, Wang Li reluctantly nodded.

The green-robed youth then held up a third finger: “Third, since Qin began attacking the six states, it has never fought on two fronts simultaneously.”

Wang Li’s grip on the ceramic cup instantly tightened, his expression becoming extremely dark—clearly this was his greatest concern. But the green-robed youth didn’t pause, continuing sentence by sentence: “Vertical alliance and horizontal alliance—though the six states haven’t successfully formed vertical alliances against Qin, with three states already destroyed, Wei, Qi, and Chu might be forced by desperate circumstances to unite.

“Moreover, the lands of Han, Zhao, and Yan are not yet stable. If time drags on too long, the nobility of the three states might very likely raise troops in rebellion. This is actually the reasoning behind what General Wang Jian said—that attacking Chu requires no less than six hundred thousand men.

“And if we imagine the worst scenario, General Li’s attack on Chu might have higher defeat rates. If he seeks rescue from General Wang Ben, should he save him or not?”

One supposition after another made Wang Li’s heart sink like falling into an ice cellar, yet he had to admit that everything the green-robed youth analyzed could very possibly happen. Some analyses were even more severe than what he could imagine.
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Seeing the green-robed youth’s hand move again at this moment, Wang Li’s eyes widened immediately as he slapped the table in alarm: “There’s more?”

The green-robed youth shot him a sideways glance and reached up to pick up the water pot beside him to pour water for him.

Wang Li smiled awkwardly and took the ceramic cup, drinking a mouthful to calm his shock. The result was that the water in his mouth was so scalding he grimaced, his mood sinking even lower to rock bottom. His shoulders drooped as he pleaded: “A Luo, you didn’t call me here just to discourage me, did you? I’m going with my father this time. Looking at the situation, I might not be able to return for two or three years.”

This wasn’t an exaggeration. When King Zheng attacked Zhao, the campaign lasted a full seven to eight years on and off. In the end, it was only because his grandfather used a sowing discord strategy to eliminate Li Mu that complete success was achieved. Although Wei was weaker than Zhao, it shouldn’t be underestimated either. The more Wang Li thought about it, the more he felt his future was bleak, unconsciously reverting to his childhood nickname for the young Minister of State.

The green-robed youth smiled and said modestly: “What good strategies could I possibly have? I just have a few small ideas, but they still need more consideration. When General Wang Ben enters Xianyang Palace to receive the tiger tally, let’s meet again in front of the main hall of Xianyang Palace.” Seeing Wang Li’s face light up with joy, he cautiously added a line: “Don’t expect too much.”

Wang Li’s heart settled. This young Minister of State before him had, at the age of twelve, transferred over ten Zhao cities to Qin’s territory without deploying a single soldier. Although in these past two or three years he had remained low-key and inconspicuous while serving as tutor beside the Eldest Prince, staying completely unknown, since he had specifically called him over for a conversation, he must have things figured out.

He was just about to say a few more flattering words when he saw the green-robed youth point at a huge long lacquered box beside the low table and smile: “Junior General, this is your first time on the battlefield. This is a small token of Bi Zhi’s regard.”

Wang Li was extremely satisfied with the title “Junior General.” Although he was currently just a common soldier, like the Meng family’s three-generation tradition of generals, the Wang family now had two generations of generals, so him becoming a general was just a matter of time.

He reached out to lift the lacquered box but misjudged its weight. The first time, he actually couldn’t lift it. He had to increase his strength to hold it in his arms. With this weight and length, could it be a weapon?

As a military general, all had an indescribable obsession and fanaticism for weapons. Wang Li didn’t even have time for polite words before immediately opening the lid of the lacquered box, revealing a jet-black Ever-Victorious Halberd lying quietly within.

“This is… an Ever-Victorious Halberd!” Wang Li couldn’t wait to grasp this Ever-Victorious Halberd in his hands.

The halberd itself was a weapon combining the dagger-axe and spear, appearing as early as the Shang Dynasty. Through the long years, it had evolved into various forms of halberd heads. The Ever-Victorious Halberd was just one form of halberd. This Ever-Victorious Halberd had on one side a crescent arc blade, while on the other side were two crescent arc blades, one large and one small, shaped very much like the bronze script character for “sheng” (克). Bronze script, commonly known as inscriptions, was the bell and tripod script engraved on bronze vessels, originating from the Shang Dynasty with a long history.

The Erya states: Sheng means ke (to conquer).

Hence, the name “Ever-Victorious.”

It was said that in those years, the Ever-Victorious Halberd was very popular in the Shang army for a time because of its auspicious name. However, since that small crescent arc blade was basically useless and made it more like a burdensome trident, it was phased out through time’s winnowing.

If Wang Li hadn’t once looked through weapon catalogues in his father’s study, he wouldn’t have recognized this object.

Just this alone wasn’t enough to make Wang Li overjoyed. This Ever-Victorious Halberd had its shaft and head cast as one piece. Its weight was much heavier than the crescent halberd he usually used, but the thickness of the halberd shaft was uniform throughout—the casting materials must be different. As soon as the halberd body was in his hand, it was as if there was a natural suction force. Unlike bronze’s slipperiness, even when wielded on the battlefield, it wouldn’t easily slip from one’s grasp.

The Wang family was born with divine strength. His grandfather Wang Jian was said to have had tremendous strength in his youth, able to wield an adult’s broadsword at age eight and draw the army’s standard strong bow at age nine. The Azure Dragon Painted Halberd his father used also had extraordinary weight to make it suitable for his grip. Wang Li had always been looking for a halberd of appropriate weight. Unfortunately, halberds had fixed regulations for length and thickness. If too long or too thick, they would be cumbersome instead, better to use a lighter halberd. Though this Ever-Victorious Halberd had an ancient form, its weight and length perfectly matched his grip, scattering his initial thought of politely declining. If not for this place being filled with bamboo slips, Wang Li would have wanted to jump up and try it out.

Seeing Wang Li’s reluctant-to-let-go appearance, the arc at the green-robed youth’s lips deepened as well, as he leisurely picked up the ceramic cup before him and drank.

“Thank you.” Wang Li had never been good with words. The thousand words in his chest ultimately became just three words. He also knew what the other wanted—nothing more than wanting him to support Eldest Prince Fu Su. Only this decision wasn’t his to make for the family. His grandfather Wang Jian had repeatedly warned him not to befriend any prince. After all, the Wang family wasn’t like the Meng family, deeply rooted and extensively networked in Qin. They had no foundation for taking sides.

“I understand your concerns. The Eldest Prince doesn’t even know about this Ever-Victorious Halberd. It’s my personal gift to you, rest assured.” The green-robed youth saw through Wang Li’s worries at a glance and smiled while shaking his head. “Don’t take it today either. Tonight I’ll have someone quietly deliver it to you.”

Wang Li let out an undisguised sigh of relief, but then felt this made him seem rather irresponsible. He dejectedly lowered his head, then immediately raised his eyes with a solemn expression: “A Luo, do you remember when you once asked me whether it was better to do what one should do or what one wants to do?”

The green-robed youth blinked, retrieving from his memory something from several years ago. At that time, Fu Su’s knee was injured and he was punished with copying books and confinement. He had to decide whether to follow him or not, so he was quite moved and had asked several people this question in succession. He had already forgotten how Wang Li answered at the time.

“Only after completing what one should do can one go do what one wants to do.” Wang Li looked at the green-robed youth’s clear pupils and spoke word by word like making an oath: “A Luo, just wait for me.” (→_→Wait for him to come back and marry you?)

After a moment of being stunned, the green-robed youth smiled slightly.

“Alright. You still owe me two things. I remember.”

To avoid suspicion, Wang Li couldn’t stay too long at Gaoquan Palace. After returning the Ever-Victorious Halberd to its lacquered box and replacing it, he got up and left.

The side hall returned to silence. Sunlight streaming through the cracks of the ancient latticed window into the room made visible the dust quietly dancing in the air.

Because of Wang Li’s parting words, the green-robed youth rarely fell into a daze. Back then, Eldest Prince Fu Su hadn’t remained confused for long. Within a few days, he had finished copying the books and returned from Gaoquan Palace to the Warm Pavilion. He didn’t know how Fu Su had sorted out his feelings, only that he had said helplessly that he only had what he should do, and no what he wanted to do.

In the blink of an eye, two or three years had passed, and the green-robed youth hadn’t seen that forlorn, unwilling expression on the Eldest Prince’s face again. But not appearing didn’t mean it didn’t exist.

The tranquility of the side hall didn’t last too long before being broken by the sound of a yawn.

A youth dressed in crimson-purple robes emerged from behind the screen. His features bore some resemblance to Fu Su, but his cheeks still carried some baby fat, making his entire bearing seem much softer—clearly a pampered young master at first glance.

He was seen stretching while humming lightly: “Just do what you want to do. So pretentious.”

Hearing this, the green-robed youth laughed and scolded: “Who could be as carefree as you? Quickly help me find materials on the mountains, rivers, and geography around Wei. I remember it’s on the third bookshelf from the east.”

Ying unceremoniously picked up the ceramic cup in front of the green-robed youth and took a drink of water before skillfully pulling up his long robe and tying it at his waist to prevent the robe from being torn by bamboo slips while walking. In these two years, his A Luo sometimes stayed at Gaoquan Palace and sometimes returned to Luming Residence to accompany him, so he gradually came to Gaoquan Palace too. After all, he had nothing much to do, and he could still do jobs like transcribing or finding materials. After all, Caiwei wasn’t qualified to freely enter and exit a place involving confidential government affairs, but as a member of Qin’s royal family, he could.

However, Ying still didn’t forget to nag: “You’re really giving that Ever-Victorious Halberd to that big lug? Isn’t it from the Mute House collection? Although that Daoist is pretty unreliable, is it really okay to just give things away?”

Ying and Master had found each other disagreeable from the start—probably because… one mountain couldn’t accommodate two gluttons… the green-robed youth silently thought.

“Before Master left, he already entrusted the Mute House to me. The items inside can also be selected and brought out for use. It’s fine.” The green-robed youth pressed against his chest. Under the cover of his lapel, there was a jade ornament.

After the incident of Jing Ke’s assassination attempt on the King of Qin, King Zheng, having brushed with death, ordered construction to begin on the Mount Li mausoleum. Master left Xianyang to participate in the design. Before leaving, when he came to bid farewell, he casually handed over the Mute House to him, also saying that the jade armillary sphere in the silk pouch he had given him earlier was the key to opening the door of the Mute House.

According to Master, his sect enjoyed collecting ancient divine artifacts scattered throughout heaven and earth. After the legendary era of Yan Emperor, Yellow Emperor, Yao, Shun, and Yu passed, the spiritual energy of heaven and earth dissipated. The divine artifacts remaining in the world would have enormous effects on mortals, so they established several treasuries in various places throughout the Central Plains, sealing these divine artifacts within. Of course, divine artifacts only comprised a small portion. Many objects possessed by spirits or that had grown their own spiritual intelligence also belonged to the category needing to be sealed.

The Guangya states: Ku (treasury) means she (house). The character ya (mute) consists of kou (mouth) and ya (second), with ya also indicating the sound. Here kou refers to speaking, and ya’s original meaning is the great inner palace; she means treasury, so Mute House means the emperor’s inner treasury—referring to those treasures that could speak only within the palace walls. That those treasures could all speak shows what extraordinary treasures were collected in that inner treasury. Of course, several other treasuries were built afterward, and with the dynastic changes of Xia, Shang, Zhou, Spring and Autumn, and Warring States periods, the name Mute House gradually became known to few. It wasn’t until the blue-robed Daoist that the collection of antiques resumed, and the name was used again.

Was it really okay to casually give him something so important?

But since Master was so willful, it didn’t matter if he was a bit willful too.

The green-robed youth took out the silk pouch he carried with him. The silk pouch that had originally wrapped the jade armillary sphere was no ordinary object either. Ling was silk fabric made from pure mulberry silk, its surface presenting a layered mountain-shaped diagonal pattern, named “ling” because “when viewed it resembles the patterns of ice crystals.” Ling had plain and patterned varieties: “Weaving plain designs is called qi, while what shines like a mirror surface with flower and grass patterns is called ling.”

The silk pouch in his hand was woven from multicolored ling silk using varied twill patterns. It was said that this type of silk pouch woven according to special arrangements could not only prevent loss of items inside the pouch but could also serve as a protective amulet, protecting the wearer’s safety.

Both he and Fu Su were deep within the palace—surely they wouldn’t be unlucky enough to encounter another assassin like Jing Ke. In comparison, Wang Li fighting on the front lines was much more dangerous.

An Ever-Victorious Halberd that conquered in every battle, and a silk pouch that could ensure his life would be safe—his investment should be sufficient, right?

He hoped the returns would also satisfy him…
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Because the main army led by Wang Ben was still stationed at the Chu border, Wang Ben had only brought a small contingent of personal guards back to Xianyang to receive the tiger tally, after which he would immediately return to the army and lead the main force north to attack Wei.

This was Wang Li’s first time truly accompanying an army on campaign. Having grown up in military camps since childhood, he had long been accustomed to such harsh conditions. However, the Ever-Victorious Halberd in his hands was excessively heavy. From leaving Xianyang, passing through Hangu Pass, and rushing all the way to the army’s stationed location, he had exhausted three warhorses. So after meeting up with the main army, he simply walked forward on foot like ordinary infantry.

That Minister Gan had truly given him a difficult problem. Without a fine steed, it would be impossible to support his use of that Ever-Victorious Halberd for long campaigns.

And there was more than one difficult problem.

Wang Li unconsciously touched his left chest, where there was an even more troublesome problem. (Left chest →_→ the position closest to the heart)

However, now wasn’t yet the time when it had to be used.

The Qin army marched north, carrying the momentum from previously conquering over ten Chu cities in one fell swoop, breaking through like splitting bamboo as they attacked into Wei territory. Before winter had even passed, they could already see the city walls of the Daliang capital from afar.

At this point, the Qin army’s good fortune seemed to have run out. The Daliang capital’s city walls were extremely solid. Even though the Qin army had surrounded Daliang so tightly that not even a bird could fly out, the city had abundant grain stores. Over ten attempts at storming the city within a month had shown no results.

A subtle restlessness and unease silently transmitted through the Qin army. Although behind them, on the Chu battlefield, continuous victory reports came from Li Xin and Meng Tian’s armies, the situation with Qi was eerily quiet without any movement at all.

No one believed Qi could truly look on coldly while Wei and Chu were beaten to a pulp by the Qin army and still continue holding their forces back. Although messages from spies lurking in Qi all reported that everything was peaceful, Qi was like a massive creature lying in wait at their side. Not knowing when it would rise to attack brought immeasurable enormous pressure.

Wang Li gazed eastward, thinking that perhaps one day armies covering the sky would appear on that horizon.

Because siege warfare was the most cruel and dangerous—one careless mistake and you’d be left forever beneath those city bricks—no one dared let Wang Li rush forward as a vanguard. He could only stay frustrated in the military camp, pacing alone.

His father Wang Ben commanded troops adhering strictly to everything learned from his grandfather. The camp was set up according to the “Marching” chapter from Sun Tzu’s Art of War, choosing advantageous ground, occupying high positions facing the sun, staying as far as possible from rivers and marshes. However, Daliang’s terrain was low-lying, and just several li from the city, a great river surged past, its riverbed height even far exceeding that of Daliang’s city walls.

Wang Li stood before the military camp’s palisade, watching that rushing river water, hearing the roaring, howling water sounds in his ears, his heart filled with admiration for the river’s perilous nature. If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he would never dare believe such a strange sight existed.

The Wei River flowing past Xianyang merged with the northern river at Taolin Pass, forming this mighty great river before his eyes. He wondered if that young Minister of State, when gazing at the rolling Wei River from Gaoquan Palace, had thought of this brilliant siege strategy.

After pacing before the palisade for a long while, Wang Li finally gave up his struggle, mustered his courage, and walked toward his father’s main tent.

He stood properly outside the main tent waiting for personal guards to announce him. Only after receiving permission did he lift the tent flap and enter. Because the main tent needed to accommodate high-level military deliberations, it was quite spacious. However, this wasn’t deliberation time—only his father was present, standing with his back to him, studying a sheepskin map hanging in the tent.

“Not advancing means retreating, not being pleased means worrying, not obtaining means perishing—this is the constant of worldly people. Why aren’t you practicing martial arts?” Without waiting for his son to pay respects, Wang Ben spoke reproachfully without even turning his head. He had wanted to discipline this troublesome boy for a long time. Every day he wandered idly around the military camp. Others didn’t say anything out of respect for his face, but who knew what they were muttering in their hearts!

Wang Li secretly groaned. How could he possibly have been wandering aimlessly these past days? The brilliant strategy written by the young Minister of State was only a general plan—it absolutely couldn’t describe every situation in detail. Moreover, the other party had never come to Daliang and didn’t know the actual conditions here. So even though he knew this was an absolutely brilliant strategy, he had to observe for several days before confirming whether it was feasible.

His father, being a military general, was afraid of not understanding references when conversing with civil officials. So in his leisure time, he studied diligently, and thus liked to quote classics when speaking. Wang Li couldn’t understand his father’s roundabout speaking style as a child. Wanting to argue but unable to find a starting point, he had developed a direct speaking style, unknowingly offending many people.

Recalling his youthful experiences, Wang Li silently sighed. Of course, if he hadn’t spoken so harshly, perhaps that Minister Gan wouldn’t have been ambushed and injured at the Half-Step Hall. This regrettable incident had invisibly changed Wang Li’s personality. Whenever he felt irritable, this matter would surface in his mind. Suppressing the impulse to argue with his father, Wang Li calmly stated: “General, I have a matter to report.”

“The best military policy is to attack strategies, the next to attack alliances, the next to attack armies, and the worst to attack cities. The method of attacking cities is only when unavoidable. Attacking cities… is only when unavoidable!” Wang Ben didn’t think his son could possibly have anything serious to say. He withdrew the attention divided by Wang Li’s entrance and continued muttering to himself before the sheepskin map.

Wang Li actually understood this passage, because his father had once forced him to memorize much military strategy. This line was from the “Planning Attacks” chapter of Sun Tzu’s Art of War.

When memorizing it then, he hadn’t understood its meaning. Hearing it now and carefully considering it, he felt that Minister Gan, who had obtained over ten Zhao cities without deploying a single soldier, was truly a peerless genius.

The best military strategy was to win through planning, the next was to defeat enemies through diplomatic means, then to dispatch armies to attack and win, with attacking cities being the worst strategy. Attacking cities was the lowest approach, only used when absolutely unavoidable. His father was vexed about the current situation—the Qin army seemed to have the upper hand, but considering the surrounding circumstances, they had actually entered a predicament.

“Therefore, those skilled in warfare subdue enemy forces without battle, capture enemy cities without assault, destroy enemy states without prolonged campaigns. They must compete for all under heaven with completeness intact. Thus the army is not blunted, and advantage can be completely preserved. This is the method of planning attacks.” Wang Li softly continued reciting. The words his father had forced him to memorize by rote in the past now emerged as precious pearls. Planning attacks, planning attacks—the young Minister of State was truly a master of planning attacks.

Wang Ben rarely saw his son voluntarily recite texts. Seeing this, he turned around in surprise. Though his mood was poor, he still nodded with gratification: “I have military texts here. If you’re unwilling to practice martial arts, memorizing texts is also acceptable.”

Hearing this, Wang Li rolled his eyes and pulled out a small silk pouch from his lapel. He had originally intended to hand over the pouch together to his father, but thinking it over, he extracted the cloth inscribed with writing and handed it over, putting the empty pouch back in his lapel. Meeting his father’s puzzled gaze, Wang Li explained calmly: “Before leaving, Minister Gan gave me this brilliant strategy in a pouch.”

Wang Ben, who had been about to dismiss it, immediately unfolded the cloth in his hands upon hearing Minister Gan’s name, seriously reading the text. The more he read, the more rapid his breathing became. After reading it back and forth several times, his anger also reached its peak. Waving the cloth document, he berated Wang Li: “Why didn’t you tell me such a brilliant strategy earlier?!”

“The strategy Minister Gan wrote clearly states everything must be based on actual terrain.” Wang Li had long known his father would be furious and explained unhurriedly, “After observing the water volume these past days, only today was I certain this strategy was truly feasible.”

Wang Ben’s fury didn’t dissipate, but at least he knew his son hadn’t deliberately delayed military affairs. However, the more he thought about it, the angrier he became. He couldn’t help but grab bamboo slips from the table and strike Wang Li several times: “Fool! I told you to study but you wouldn’t. Only an idiot wouldn’t know the two words ‘spring flood’!”

Wang Li stubbornly endured several strikes, finally letting his father vent his anger. However, he still couldn’t help arguing a few lines: “I was afraid that if the strategy failed, we wouldn’t have to accept his favor. Didn’t you say not to take sides?”

“Hmph! The trap has already been set, just waiting for us to fall into it. He calculated that we’d have no choice but to use it.” Wang Ben had long thought it through. The worst result would be prolonged unsuccessful siege of Daliang while being surrounded by Qi and Chu allied forces from front and back. Now with a brilliant strategy to easily capture the city, even reducing Qin army casualties to the lowest point—this was a result beyond hoping for. As for political matters, Wang Ben said quite righteously: “Anyway, your grandfather will shoulder any problems!”

Hearing this, Wang Li felt absolute envy, jealousy, and resentment! He also wanted to say his father would shoulder any problems for him! Rather than striking him with bamboo slips!

Wang Ben had no time to consider these matters further. Those few strikes at Wang Li were punishment for the latter secretly hiding such a good strategy. If it had been earlier, fewer soldiers would have been injured in the siege, and they could have observed the river conditions earlier to prepare in advance.

However, thinking more carefully, even if Wang Li had produced the strategy earlier, the siege battle still had to be fought. Otherwise, the Wei army would suspect their true intentions and might rush out to engage them in plains warfare, causing even greater casualties. Fine, even if it made him as a father anxious and worried, it was worth these few strikes. Heaven knew how much hair he’d lost these past days!

Wang Li naturally didn’t know what those strikes were really for. Before he could complain further, Wang Ben sent him to summon the various military officers for a meeting.

Wang Ben looked at the cloth document, and while the tent was empty, decisively tore off the latter section.

Because of the prolonged unsuccessful siege of Daliang, the officers’ hearts were also restless and uneasy. Hearing General Wang summon them, they all rushed to the main tent at the fastest speed. Originally not holding much hope for an immediate solution, after viewing the cloth document, they immediately erupted in excitement.

No one would doubt this strategy could fail.

In the Central Plains, only this river before them could be called “the River,” while another that could match it was that river flowing through Chu territory. All others were waters with distinct names, like the Wei River and Luo River. This showed how vast this River was.

The more Wang Li listened, the more ashamed he felt. He really had studied too little, actually initially doubting whether the young Minister of State’s strategy could work. As everyone in the tent grew more heated in discussion, officers unable to sit still stood up and rushed outside the tent, pointing at that rushing river and discussing great matters.

Other soldiers unaware of the truth thought these officers were looking at distant Daliang, studying siege strategies.

“Now terrain is an aid to the army. Assessing enemies, planning victory, calculating dangers, distances—this is the way of a superior general. Knowing this and using it in battle ensures victory; not knowing this and using it in battle ensures defeat.” Wang Ben said with deep emotion. He had only noticed that camping required staying away from rivers but hadn’t realized this river could be utilized. The gap between him and that Minister Gan was evident. Moreover, that Minister Gan hadn’t even come here, judging this solely from some hydrological and geographical data.

“Eh? Why is there a section missing from the back of this cloth document? General, what was written there?” An officer holding the cloth document carefully discovered the irregularity. Wang Ben hadn’t said whose strategy this was, so someone began suspecting whether there was a signature at the end that was inconvenient for outsiders to see and thus deliberately torn off.

“Nothing important.” Wang Ben glared at the innocent-faced Wang Li, coughed lightly, and changed the subject, beginning to assign tasks to everyone. After all, though the strategy was decided, spring flood season hadn’t yet arrived, but preparatory work still needed to begin.

Wang Li rubbed his head, feeling his father’s blame was inexplicable. The young Minister of State had only instructed him not to let the silk pouch easily leave his person. What was there to hide that required deliberately tearing it off?
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Watching the gurgling Zhengguo Canal and the lush green farmland on both sides, Fu Su couldn’t help but sigh: “Zheng Guo originally intended to use this canal to obstruct our Great Qin’s unification of the Central Plains, yet unexpectedly it assisted instead.”

The green-robed youth riding in the same carriage put down the bamboo slips in his hands and looked where he was looking, indeed seeing spring’s warmth bringing flowers into bloom, a scene of thriving prosperity.

The Zhengguo Canal was a clumsy method thought up by Zheng Guo of Han to delay the Qin army’s eastward advance and drain Qin’s national strength. Excavating the Zhengguo Canal was a massive project that even with Qin’s power would take no less than several decades to complete. As a result, over twenty years had passed. Drawing water from the Jing River westward to flow into the Luo River eastward, the Zhengguo Canal stretching over three hundred li had already irrigated this plain for over a decade, creating more than forty thousand qing of fertile farmland, making Qin’s granaries sufficient to support the Qin army opening multiple battle fronts. Without this Zhengguo Canal, the Guanzhong Plain where Qin was located would certainly be barren and desolate, absolutely without surplus grain to provoke war.

One soldier’s monthly rations amounted to roughly eighty jin. If Qin wanted to destroy Chu, it would require at least two years of campaigning. According to old General Wang Jian’s plans, an army of six hundred thousand, plus logistical reserves—the required rations were simply incalculable. It could be said entirely that the Zhengguo Canal was the foundation stone of Qin’s unification of the plains.

“Master Zheng was truly talented.” The green-robed youth praised with considerable admiration. When Zheng Guo was constructing the Zhengguo Canal, someone exposed his intentions. King Zheng was furious and intended to behead him. However, Zheng Guo’s self-deprecating words calmed the King’s anger. Those words were quite famous, and the green-robed youth kept them in his heart, now couldn’t help but softly repeat them: “I began as a spy, but once the canal is complete, it will also benefit Qin. I have extended Han’s life by several years but built a achievement for Qin lasting ten thousand generations.”

“An achievement lasting ten thousand generations…” The smile at Fu Su’s lips deepened. As the convoy proceeded along the gurgling Zhengguo Canal, he thought of events from a month ago and couldn’t help but feel deeply moved. “Water can give life to people, but can also kill people.”

The green-robed youth knew he was referring to the flooding of Daliang a month ago.

Wang Ben diverted the river and canal water to flood Daliang city, causing countless deaths and injuries within the city. King Jia of Wei emerged from the city to surrender. Thus Wei was destroyed.

No one had imagined that this seemingly most difficult campaign against Wei would be resolved so cleanly and decisively, with Qin army casualties reduced to the lowest point. Instead, Li Xin, who before deploying troops had confidently sworn two hundred thousand soldiers could take Chu, had initially won several battles. But afterward, he was pursued for three days and three nights by Chu’s General Xiang Yan. Ultimately, two of the Qin army’s military camps were broken through, seven commandants were killed, and Li Xin fled in great defeat.

After King Zheng received the military report, he was furious and personally went to Pinyang to request old General Wang Jian to come out of retirement again. This was why they were traveling today. However, he didn’t know why King Zheng wanted to bring Eldest Prince Fu Su and him along. Perhaps to have the Eldest Prince say some soft words he couldn’t say well himself. After all, the Eldest Prince was still young and had no face to lose.

The green-robed youth withdrew his gaze from the canal water and farmland outside the carriage. These past days, because they had been busy dealing with the aftermath of the Chu campaign and preparing grain and weapons for redeployment, they hadn’t found time to discuss recent events. So he didn’t know what attitude Eldest Prince Fu Su held regarding the flooding of Daliang.

Moving his lips, the green-robed youth felt now wasn’t the time to discuss such matters. The guards around were all too close. He could only suppress his thoughts.

Following the Zhengguo Canal southward, they reached Mount Pin. Here was a palace built by Duke Li of Qin. Because it was south of Mount Pin, it was named Pinyang Palace. The prefecture and county that developed around this Pinyang Palace was thus called Pinyang.

This was old General Wang Jian’s hometown. Pinyang had been a rather barren prefecture and county several decades ago, with no rivers flowing left or right. Only when the Zhengguo Canal was constructed to this place did conditions improve considerably. Also, after Wang Jian became Supreme General, he invested funds to acquire considerable farmland for the clan. A gathering place for the Wang clan had formed in Pinyang. The local people of Pinyang County received notification early this morning of the King’s visit, so they lined up on both sides of the road to welcome him.

The convoy drove directly to the front of Wang Jian’s residence. Wang Jian led the entire family, young and old, to welcome King Zheng at the gate. After Fu Su and the green-robed youth descended from the carriage, King Zheng impatiently pulled Wang Jian toward the study to discuss matters.

The Wang family sent out Wang Jian’s clan brother to receive Fu Su, which wasn’t considered neglecting His Highness the Eldest Prince. After arranging them to rest in a side hall and serving refreshments and soup, he considerately departed. Fu Su estimated that his royal father’s humble posture before Wang Jian wasn’t suitable for others to see, even his son.

If everything went smoothly, perhaps there would be nothing for him to do. Only if things didn’t go smoothly would it be his turn to appear. However, Fu Su felt his royal father was really overthinking—old General Wang Jian was devoted to the country and naturally wouldn’t refuse.

So Fu Su ate refreshments and drank warm, sweet soup with peace of mind, not forgetting to ask his young tutor: “Where’s that fellow Wang Li? Why didn’t I see him at the gate just now? Wasn’t he brought back to Pinyang by old General Wang for training?”

“He accompanied General Wang Ben to attack Wei.” The green-robed youth explained. Wang Li, first entering the battlefield, actually had no military rank. All military merit in Qin had to be fought for on the battlefield. So it was quite normal for Fu Su not to know the whereabouts of a common soldier. The green-robed youth also felt it would be strange to specifically report it to him, so he simply never mentioned it.

Hearing this, Fu Su laughed and put down the soup bowl in his hands: “Then he doesn’t know whether to be glad or disappointed. With Daliang city’s situation, he had no way to earn military merit.”

“He said he’s already gone to join General Meng Tian stationed in Chu territory, and after old General Wang goes to war, he’ll participate in the campaign against Chu together.” The green-robed youth thought of Wang Li’s complaints in the letter about not participating in real warfare, and his face couldn’t help but show some genuine smile. The smiles he usually wore on his face had been fine-tuned countless times, like covering his face with a mask. This smile rarely carried several degrees of sincerity. Others might not distinguish it, but Fu Su, who had spent every day with him for several years, saw it at a glance. He involuntarily narrowed those hawk-like eyes inherited from King Zheng. He rubbed the edge of the soup bowl before him with his finger, drawing out his voice meaningfully to ask: “Oh? You two correspond?”

“It came together with the battle report.” The green-robed youth didn’t care much—it was just one piece of cloth. The Wang family still had this small privilege.

“Even Wang Li is certain his grandfather will come out to attack Chu. The King won’t have made today’s trip in vain?”

Fu Su raised his eyebrows slightly. He hadn’t expected his young tutor and the Wang family’s legitimate grandson actually had private correspondence. Didn’t they clash like fire and water from their first meeting?

The green-robed youth hadn’t expected his highness to focus on completely the wrong point. However, seeing no outsiders around, he wanted to probe Fu Su’s views on the strategy of flooding Daliang. He had never confessed to Fu Su that this was a strategy he offered, also because he feared being rebuked for cruel methods. But although he had thought this matter through thoroughly, he had actually been troubled by it, tossing and turning. If their political views differed, future conflicts would certainly increase, and he would be constrained in his actions. This matter was just the right touchstone to test the other’s bottom line.

Fu Su also wanted to properly ask his young tutor when he had become so close with the Wang family boy. However, before either could speak, someone came outside knocking at the door saying old General Wang requested their presence.

He actually sent for them? Hadn’t the King persuaded old General Wang? Why so quickly? Didn’t he try harder? The green-robed youth had intended to stay in the side hall waiting, but the messenger said the old general requested Minister Gan to come along as well.

The two exchanged glances and entered the main hall full of questions. Upon seeing the expressions on the faces of the ruler and minister inside the hall, they knew important matters must have been settled. The King of Qin sitting in the host seat wore a relaxed smile, having shed the dignity he bore in Xianyang Palace. He looked considerably younger than his actual age. Very few people in this world could make him lower his guard so much, and Wang Jian was one of the few.

Qin’s aged Supreme General sat in the guest seat. The Wang family were all authentic Western Qin sons, tall and robust in stature. Although Wang Jian had passed his sixtieth year, he was still vigorous in spirit with upright posture, able to don armor and enter battle at any time. Indeed, talk of retiring due to illness was just an excuse.

Fu Su respectfully paid respects to his royal father and old General Wang. Just as he straightened up, he heard King Zheng ask Wang Jian with a smile: “The General knew I was coming and said he wanted to see Minister Gan. Now that you’ve seen him, can you resolve my confusion?”

Only then did Fu Su realize he had actually benefited from his young tutor’s favor. He raised his head in surprise.

But the young Minister of State standing behind him instinctively sensed trouble. What connection did Wang Jian have with him? It was definitely that brilliant strategy in the silk pouch!

Sure enough, Wang Jian spoke calmly: “Your Majesty, Minister Gan also deserves credit for the merit of attacking Wei. That strategy of flooding Daliang was precisely what he gave to my grandson Wang Li.”

Not daring to raise his head, the young Minister of State immediately felt Fu Su’s gaze directed at him from the side, but he had no time to pay attention.

Wang Jian truly lived up to his reputation for deep cunning. Those small calculations in his heart were simply transparent before the other party. He had originally intended to have the Wang family owe him an enormous favor without anyone knowing, to be reclaimed with interest when needed. Instead, it had backfired cleverly. With one light sentence, Wang Jian laid this matter openly before the King, both eliminating future troubles and continuing to win the King’s trust.

“Oh?” The King made an ambiguous single sound, yet one couldn’t hear his pleasure or displeasure.

The young Minister of State wasn’t too worried about King Zheng being suspicious. After all, he was Fu Su’s tutor—if not thinking for Fu Su, for whom else? When King Zheng originally sent him to Fu Su’s side, wasn’t it precisely for this? What made him uneasy was Fu Su’s thoughts.

This was simply the worst situation.

If so, it would have been better to tell Fu Su about this matter early on, rather than having him learn of it from someone else’s mouth.

However, he currently had no time to attend to Fu Su’s reaction. He hurriedly responded to the King’s questions, respectfully and cautiously wording: “Just idle thoughts from reading books. I didn’t dare directly trouble General Wang Ben.”

Actually, he spoke modestly. If he had handed this strategy directly to Wang Ben at the time, the latter would certainly have scoffed at it. This final result also came about because of various power plays, with Wang Ben choosing it as the best option under helpless circumstances.

Wang Jian also knew this point. His purpose was merely to bring their private dealings to the table, performed for the King to see. He also didn’t wish to offend this young Minister of State without reason, so he smiled warmly: “Merit must be rewarded. This old man didn’t want the Minister’s painstaking efforts to be buried.”

The corners of the young Minister of State’s lips twitched twice. Wang Jian’s stated reason was too high-sounding—he really had no way to reproach it. He could only adopt a modest appearance and exchange a few courteous compliments with this old General Wang.

This old General Wang was extremely smooth. He could even deduce that after Wang Jian had made this gesture sufficiently, the next step would certainly be to sully himself to seek the King’s absolute trust.

Only after King Zheng casually issued an edict of reward did he allow the two to leave, presumably still having words that needed to be said privately with Wang Jian.
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As soon as they left the main hall, the young Minister of State felt things were going badly. The Eldest Prince was walking so fast ahead that he even needed to jog to keep up. At this point, he didn’t care about losing face anymore and directly grabbed Fu Su’s robe sleeve, explaining with difficulty: “It’s not that I didn’t want to tell you, it’s… it’s really… I just couldn’t bring myself to speak.”

Fu Su didn’t say anything, pulling back his robe corner, but his footsteps slowed considerably.

The green-robed youth followed Fu Su back to the side hall with a troubled mind, his brain deducing various possible consequences. The more he thought, the worse his expression became. Although he had previously considered leaving Fu Su to serve another enlightened lord, after these years together, he had to admit that this Eldest Prince before him was actually his best choice. This was also why he was willing to exhaust all efforts—he truly wanted to assist Fu Su in ascending to that throne.

His brows furrowed tighter and tighter when he suddenly felt a point of warmth press on his brow. The green-robed youth looked up in surprise to find Fu Su extending his finger to smooth the wrinkles between his brows, his face full of complex, indiscernible expressions.

“Shouldn’t I be the one who’s angry?” Fu Su looked at his young tutor’s rarely furrowed face, restraining the flash of amusement in his eyes, and said solemnly: “Bi Zhi, I’m grateful for everything you’ve done for me.”

Hearing these words of thanks, the green-robed youth’s expression didn’t relax but became even more grave. Was this a closing statement? Was he about to be told to pack up and leave? Or perhaps, afraid he might go to another brother, would he be directly sent somewhere else, forbidden from accessing confidential matters?

After all, no one could tolerate subordinates acting on their own authority, and moreover… moreover, it was said that when Daliang was flooded, many civilians in the city also suffered casualties. These sins would more or less be counted on his head…

“However…”

See, there was indeed a turning point. The green-robed youth’s expression had already fallen into dejection, his bright eyes dimmed considerably. He almost wanted to cover his ears and not listen.

A pair of large hands pressed on his shoulders, forcing him not to escape. He only heard Fu Su say in a grave voice, word by word: “Bi Zhi, you are not permitted to hide anything from me again when doing things. It’s not that I don’t trust you, but I’m afraid you’ll do things that would rather damage yourself to achieve success for me.”

Hearing these words, the green-robed youth was stunned. These weren’t words he could have predicted. He raised his head, meeting Fu Su’s eyes, seeing the other’s serious attitude, and couldn’t help but ask in confusion: “This… seems unrelated to this matter?”

“Fine, you want to discuss this matter, then let’s discuss this matter.” Fu Su was almost driven to laughter by his young tutor. Releasing the latter, he said: “Why didn’t you tell me? Did you think I would rebuke you for treating human lives as grass?”

The green-robed youth bit his lower lip and didn’t speak, but in his heart, he actually thought exactly this.

He had never been on a battlefield, never truly faced the cruelty of life and death in an instant. After thinking up the strategy of flooding Daliang, it was only through youthful spirit that he handed the silk pouch to Wang Li without thinking carefully.

When the battle reports from the front arrived, he couldn’t sleep well night after night, feeling his shoulders and chest pressed down by blood and human lives, making him almost unable to breathe.

“In the thirteenth year of King Zhao, Bai Qi was promoted to Zuo Geng and sent troops to Yique, attacking Han and Wei, beheading two hundred forty thousand.”

“In the twenty-ninth year of King Zhao, attacking Chu at Yan, breaking the dikes to flood the city, hundreds of thousands died.”

“In the thirty-fourth year of King Zhao, Bai Qi attacked Wei, captured Huayang, drove out Mang Mao, captured the generals of the Three Jin, and beheaded three hundred thousand. In battle with Zhao general Jia Yan, he drowned twenty thousand of his soldiers in the river.”

“In the forty-third year of King Zhao, Bai Qi attacked Han, broke Xing City, captured five cities, and beheaded fifty thousand.”

“In the forty-seventh year of King Zhao, in the Battle of Changping, four hundred thousand Zhao soldiers surrendered to Lord Wu’an… he used deception and buried them all alive… before and after, beheading and capturing four hundred fifty thousand…”

The green-robed youth blinked, not understanding why Fu Su suddenly brought up Lord Wu’an Bai Qi at this moment. But hearing Fu Su spit out cold numbers sentence by sentence, the green-robed youth also felt chilled. Bai Qi was Qin’s war god, but to the other six states, he was an existence like the god of death. Moreover, these numbers Fu Su mentioned were all incomplete statistics. The entire Warring States period spanned over two hundred years, with a total of over two million war deaths, and nearly half of them had to be attributed to Lord Wu’an Bai Qi.

Truly achievements built on piles of white bones.

Throughout dynasties, those who could secure the state and defeat enemies were all titled “Wu’an.” In the past fifty years, military generals who received this title of Lord Wu’an included first Bai Qi, then Li Mu, and later Xiang Yan—all famous generals, but Bai Qi’s reputation was still the greatest.

“No one can judge Lord Wu’an’s merits and faults. In the Battle of Changping, the Zhao army was without grain for forty-six days, and soldiers killed each other for food. They surrendered to Qin to save their lives temporarily. Lord Wu’an burying them alive was also unavoidable.” Fu Su’s tone was heavy, yet he spoke with unusual seriousness.

The green-robed youth also knew this history. He and Fu Su had even discussed this matter before, but their viewpoints today were completely opposite. The original disapproval had gradually reversed due to various subsequent investigations. One important reason was the Zhengguo Canal flowing gurglingly not far outside.

If Bai Qi hadn’t buried these four hundred thousand people alive, he couldn’t have supported so many surrendered soldiers. After all, over thirty years ago, Qin didn’t have the Zhengguo Canal yet, and grain supplies barely fed their own army. So if these four hundred thousand couldn’t be fed, could they be sent back to Zhao? After they ate their fill and rallied, would they kill their way back? Then this war would just be child’s play, so they could only be killed.

“From then on, the Zhao people deeply hated the Qin people.”

The green-robed youth also knew this matter. King Zheng happened to be born in Handan, the capital of Zhao, the year after the Battle of Changping, so his childhood was extremely miserable. His youthful experiences caused King Zheng to personally handle his former enemies when Handan was broken through. The hatred between the two states contained therein was evident.

Fu Su walked to the half-open latticed window, gazing at the green mountains and clear waters not far away. After a long silence, he slowly said: “In the eyes of Zhao people, Qin people are cruel. But Qin people feel that compared to their own sons and brothers being injured, enemy soldiers’ casualties are better.”

“I am a Qin person.”

As he spoke, he turned his head. Actually, his appearance was sixty percent similar to King Zheng, with the other forty percent tempered by his mother consort’s gentleness. Combined with his entire refined scholarly bearing, people couldn’t feel any imposing aura from him. However, when he set his face and restrained his smile, he gave people an indescribable sharp and dignified feeling.

“My benevolence is only for my subjects. If you want my benevolence, then become my subject.”

Fu Su’s voice like a morning bell echoed in his ears. The green-robed youth was shaken, dizzy and disoriented for a moment.

He followed his instinct, walked forward several steps, and knelt down directly, prostrating at the other’s feet. He picked up the hem of the other’s robe and placed it to his lips to kiss, offering his loyalty.

“As you wish, my Majesty.”

Fu Su smiled as he helped up the young tutor kneeling at his feet. The topic seemed to have gone somewhat off track, but he should have counseled his young tutor well. Tonight he wouldn’t have trouble sleeping again, would he?

This young Minister of State was a clever person, but sometimes clever people were prone to overthinking.

Fu Su personally reached out to pat the dust contaminating the other’s body, smiling and sighing: “I’m angry because I’m afraid you’ll act on your own authority and harm yourself. Even doing things beneficial to me is not acceptable.”

The green-robed youth complied on the surface but didn’t quite agree in his heart. Using chess as a metaphor, sacrificing scattered pieces to achieve key pieces was very normal. Using go as a metaphor, sacrificing some stones for a large territory was also worthwhile.

Fu Su knew these deeply rooted concepts couldn’t be changed with just a sentence or two. He could only sigh inwardly, remembering to pay more attention in the future. His mouth had already changed the subject: “Old General Wang will certainly come out to attack Chu. Are you worried about Wang Li?”

“Not worried.” The green-robed youth answered without thinking.

Fu Su narrowed his eyes somewhat jealously, envying that fellow surnamed Wang for being able to receive his young tutor’s unreserved trust. Moreover, he had no way of knowing when this deep friendship had begun to be cultivated. Even knowing the other befriended Wang Li nine out of ten times for Fu Su’s sake, he still felt inexplicably uncomfortable.

The green-robed youth didn’t notice his Eldest Prince’s emotions, still inwardly grumbling. He had given Wang Li the Ever-Victorious Halberd that conquered in every battle—Chu would certainly be defeated. Moreover, there was the protective silk pouch, ensuring his life would be safe.

Having armed him so thoroughly, what was there to worry about?
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Wang Jian rubbed his aching old waist in the carriage. He really couldn’t deny his age anymore. In the past, he could have killed his way in and out of enemy armies three times with no problem. Now he just sat in the military tent presiding over the overall situation, at most riding a warhorse to maintain formation. After a long time, he could barely bear it.

It seemed after attacking Chu, he must retire and return home. Actually, if Li Xin had sufficient ability, he wouldn’t have wanted to come out to attack Chu. Wouldn’t playing with his grandchildren at home be delightful?

Wang Ben was pacifying the Wei people in Wei territory. Once Wei was stable, he would lead troops north to attack Yan. The Wei campaign proved he could also take charge independently.

However, with two generations of one family both holding military power, their influence was even greater than Zhao’s Li Mu. This too easily incurred the ruler’s suspicion. Even though before leaving he had specifically asked the King of Qin for good farmland to care for his descendants, sullying his image, it was still far from enough. So when attacking Chu, he specifically brought Meng Wu along to divide the credit.

Just as he was pondering, he saw his grandson lift the curtain and jump onto the carriage, kneeling beside him with a stern face, skillfully massaging his aching waist with practiced movements.

Wang Jian looked at Wang Li with satisfaction. After more than a year of battlefield tempering, he was like an iron block that had been forged thousands of times, already showing the prototype of a precious sword—good material. However, ever since the battle killing Xiang Yan, his grandson had been maintaining a stern handsome face, as if someone owed him a million strings of cash. His injuries hadn’t even healed yet, but he wandered around that battlefield all day. When breaking camp to leave today, he was still reluctant.

“Li’er, is there a friend you knew whose whereabouts you can’t find after the battle?” Wang Jian speculated—perhaps a good friend died in battle and his grandson couldn’t accept it at once.

“No.” The more Wang Li thought about this matter, the more depressed he became. His hand pressure increased. Seeing his grandfather’s tolerant, encouraging gaze, he finally couldn’t help but complain aggrievedly: “Grandfather, the Ever-Victorious Halberd A Luo gave me is lost. I’m so stupid!”

Hearing this, Wang Jian almost laughed out loud. So this was what it was about. However, considering his grandson’s pitiful self-esteem, Wang Jian struggled to suppress the smile at the corners of his lips, patted Wang Li’s head, and promised: “No matter, I’ll have people find you another suitable war halberd.”

“But even if it’s exactly the same, it won’t be the one A Luo gave me.” Wang Li was extremely vexed. This battle fighting General Xiang Yan had been truly too difficult. He had also overestimated his stamina. In a moment of inattention on the battlefield, the Ever-Victorious Halberd slipped from his hands, and afterward he was injured and fainted. When he woke up again, the battle was already over. That he could be retrieved to the Qin camp in one piece was thanks to the personal guards his grandfather had placed beside him fighting to protect him. How could they have had the attention to retrieve his weapon as well?

Wang Jian stroked Wang Li’s head and said gently: “Today what you lost was merely a weapon you found handy. Remember this feeling, so tomorrow you won’t lose a person who is very important to you.”

Wang Li silently chewed over these words several times in his heart, finally nodding firmly.

A burly man gazed at the departing Qin army in the distance, hatefully clenching his fists.

“Uncle! Look! Look!” An eight or nine-year-old boy ran toward him, clutching an unknown flower in one hand and dragging a heavy weapon in the other. “I found this when digging up this flower!”

The man helplessly closed his eyes. His own father was Chu’s renowned Lord Wu’an, he himself was the famous Lord Wuxin, and even his eldest brother who died young was a fierce general. But this nephew of his liked flowers and plants. If not for their identical appearance, he would truly doubt whether he was of Xiang family blood.

When he opened his eyes again, the man raised his eyebrows in surprise. He hadn’t expected this little fellow to actually dig up something good.

This was a war halberd, jet-black throughout, with a strangely shaped halberd head that looked like a divine beast’s head with a dragon body. The man couldn’t help but bend down to take this war halberd in hand, marveling at its weight. Perhaps because it was too heavy, this war halberd had been buried in the mud, and even soldiers cleaning the battlefield hadn’t discovered it. However, with this halberd so heavy, his nephew at such a young age could actually drag it with one hand—clearly possessing tremendous strength.

“Ji, this war halberd shall be called the Tiger-Head Coiling Dragon Halberd. Keep it for when you grow up! This halberd was found on this battlefield—it must have been guided by your grandfather’s lingering heroic spirit!”

The boy looked up, seemingly understanding but not quite, not daring to say he actually didn’t want to use this heavy big thing, because his uncle’s mood didn’t look too good.

Was it because grandfather died in battle?

The boy’s concept of “grandfather” was somewhat vague. After all, since he could remember, the number of times grandfather appeared in his life could be counted on fingers. The impression left for him was probably that when grandfather held him, the armor against his face was too hard and cold.

He didn’t like it at all.

The man cast his gaze into the distance. He knew the Qin army was heading to attack Chu’s capital Shouchun, and Chu, having already lost Xiang Yan’s protection, must have become a fresh fish on the chopping board, powerless to resist.

Facing those “Qin” banners fluttering on the horizon, the man gripped the war halberd in his hand and murmured—

“Nan Gong said, ‘Though Chu be left with but three households, it will be Chu that destroys Qin.'”

“Chu will surely destroy Qin! Chu will surely destroy Qin!”

Chapter 8: Tin Danglou · 1
220 BCE, Gaoquan Palace

Caiwei carried the freshly made osmanthus fragrant cakes and red date soup as she walked through the corridors of Gaoquan Palace with graceful steps.

Already eighteen years old, she wore a frost-colored silk gauze skirt that showed off her graceful figure. Two jet-black braids hung down along her ears, and her cloud-like hair bun was adorned with moon-white flowers. Her features were strikingly beautiful. Having frequently attended Minister Gan, she had learned at least a bit of his tranquil bearing. Any guard who had seen her found it difficult to look away. However, since she was considered someone from Minister Gan’s side, no one dared rashly express their admiration.

Caiwei walked to the entrance of the side hall and knocked lightly and rhythmically. She didn’t even need to speak, because the Minister was familiar with her knocking rhythm. If Prince Ying were in the side hall, he would rush out and directly snatch the food tray from her hands. She waited quietly for a moment. No chaotic footsteps sounded from within the side hall, which meant Prince Ying hadn’t returned to Gaoquan Palace today.

“Caiwei? Come in.” A low voice came from within the side hall. Caiwei’s expression turned solemn, restraining the smile on her face. With proper decorum, she pushed open the hall doors and slowly entered.

The side hall had long since lost the disorder of several years ago. At some unknown point, Eldest Prince Fu Su had begun enjoying coming to the side hall to discuss matters with Minister Gan. The Eldest Prince, who had been pampered since childhood, naturally couldn’t tolerate being in poor surroundings. Gradually moving and adding things, over several years he had transformed the side hall bit by bit to be tidy and comfortable. Now it could even be called luxurious and refined.

King Zheng had unified the six Central Plains states last year and become the First Emperor Qin Shihuang. He ordered all weapons under heaven gathered to Xianyang, destroyed and cast into twelve bronze statues, and also relocated one hundred twenty thousand distinguished households from the six states to Xianyang. Whenever a state was conquered, he would replicate its palace buildings identically on the northern slope of Xianyang, called the Six States Palace Complex. All princes and beauties captured from the six states, along with various rare treasures, were also gathered into these palaces.

In comparison, Fu Su’s Gaoquan Palace was both simple and small. However, this location had the advantage of being closest to Xianyang Palace. Fu Su would never exchange such a good location for a remote palace. Moreover, having lived here so many years, he had long grown accustomed to it. Changing to a larger palace would mean doubling or even multiplying the people around him several times—he would never give others the opportunity to plant spies.

Although Caiwei was just a small palace maid, after years of exposure, she could more or less guess the meaning behind some of the Eldest Prince and Minister’s actions. However, adhering to the principle of speaking less and doing more, she was just a small palace maid they needed.

The side hall no longer had so many book piles. Only along the north wall stood a row of azure dragon wood bookshelves, said to have been moved from the Baiyue palace. The shelves were carved with ancient chilong patterns and emanated a refreshing fragrance that penetrated the heart, directly eliminating the need to burn incense in the side hall. The two side rooms next to the hall had also been opened up—one serving as a study to store bamboo slips, the other as Minister Gan’s living quarters. Minister Gan still had one year until his coming-of-age ceremony. Four years ago, he had moved out of Luming Residence in Xianyang Palace and completely settled in Gaoquan Palace.

Prince Ying had been contrary about this matter for a long time. However, two years ago he was also granted an extremely remote palace to reside in, which for him was basically a formality. Because distinguished families from across the land were relocated to Xianyang by the First Emperor, countless eateries from various regions, large and small, filled Xianyang city. Prince Ying had spent nearly every day these past two years outside searching for food, only returning to mooch lodging at Gaoquan Palace in the afternoon or evening.

Caiwei turned past the screen and immediately spotted her Minister bent over his desk writing rapidly, while Eldest Prince Fu Su stood in black robes before a huge sheepskin map hanging on the side of the hall, studying it carefully. Caiwei knew that was the Xianyang city defense map they’d been frequently examining lately. She quickly lowered her eyes wisely, demurely and obediently placing the food tray lightly on the low table. From her sleeve she took out the jade armillary sphere for which she had re-woven the hanging cord, then prepared to withdraw. However, Minister Gan put down his brush and raised his head toward her.

“Caiwei, thank you for the clothes you made. They fit very well.” Minister Gan was now nineteen years old, precisely at the prime of a young man’s flourishing years. His features, already quite handsome in childhood, after maturing appeared even more distinguished and elegant. A pair of smiling phoenix eyes—even just a glance from the corner of his eye—could inexplicably make one’s heart flutter. The willow-green robe he wore today, with its cuffs and lapels trimmed with lilac-colored cloud and thunder patterns, made his face appear jade-like. If he weren’t deeply secluded in Gaoquan Palace never venturing out, the men, women, young and old of Xianyang would have already gone mad for him.

Being able to make clothes for the man she liked, Caiwei didn’t know how happy she was. But she carefully hid her tender feelings deep in her heart, only stealing a glance at her Minister before deeply bowing down.

She didn’t know from when her admiration had transformed into adoration. She also knew this emotion was just flowers in a mirror, water in a moon—she could only do what she could for him. So seven or eight years ago, she entered the weaving workshop in Xianyang Palace responsible for sewing robes to study.

At that time, her Minister had asked her two questions: what one should do versus what one wants to do—which was ultimately best to choose?

She felt she was fortunate because she could choose what she wanted to do.

Caiwei didn’t even dare reply, afraid the trembling in her voice would betray her feelings. After respectfully bowing, she quietly withdrew.

Next, when she found time, what color robe should she make for her Minister? Summer was approaching, so the fabric should be changed to something thinner. It was said the storehouse had just received some shan fabric from Chu territory—she could go select some…

Watching the young maid depart gracefully and close the hall door, Fu Su finally withdrew his gaze. However, he saw his tutor had already lowered his head to continue writing, and couldn’t help teasing: “Caiwei has such deep feelings—why not accept her?” Seeing Caiwei still wore an unmarried girl’s hairstyle, Fu Su asked this.

The young Minister paused his brush and raised his head, somewhat confused by the interrupted train of thought. Though he didn’t understand why Fu Su would suddenly bring this up, he still answered seriously: “The great undertaking is not yet complete. I have no time to consider marriage.” He paused, a trace of worry between his brows. “The Eldest Prince also hasn’t married. What exactly does His Majesty mean?”

Fu Su had his capping ceremony last year and was already twenty-one this year, but still hadn’t married. The young Minister wasn’t anxious about his own marriage—after all, in the Gan family now, he was the one who made decisions, and his father didn’t dare randomly arrange a marriage for him. But Fu Su was different. Because his mother consort died young, all marriage matters had to be decided by the First Emperor. After the First Emperor unified the six states and proclaimed himself emperor, the eyes of the entire world had more or less turned to Eldest Prince Fu Su. Last year’s capping ceremony was also held with unusual grandeur.

However, the First Emperor hadn’t designated him as Crown Prince. Moreover, after crafting the renowned He Shi jade into the Imperial Seal, the remaining two pieces of jade were given—one to Fu Su, and one to young Prince Hu Hai, who was only ten this year.

This ambiguous attitude made people feel his intentions were unfathomably deep.

The high officials and nobles at court might not be able to fathom the First Emperor’s thoughts, but for Fu Su, it was crystal clear.

“Because Father Emperor believes he won’t die.” The corners of Fu Su’s lips curved into a mocking arc. “He calls himself the First Emperor, saying posterity will count in succession—Second Generation, Third Generation unto ten thousand generations, transmitted without end. But he fundamentally doesn’t want to pass this imperial throne to anyone else.”

The young Minister fell silent. Perhaps because the six states were pacified and warfare diminished, after the First Emperor had leisure, he began seeking immortals and asking about the Way, vainly hoping for eternal life.

This matter was actually understandable upon reflection—after all, no one wanted to die, especially a First Emperor who possessed the entire world.

But witnessing the brilliant and mighty First Emperor who had swept across the six directions and eight wastelands transform into an ordinary person obsessed with how to obtain longevity—this contrast was truly unacceptable.

However, death was perhaps a serious problem the young Minister at his age had never considered.

The young Minister tried imagining if he himself died. He felt the world would lack him, and perhaps his relatives and friends would feel grief, but it fundamentally wouldn’t affect other people’s lives. But the First Emperor’s life and death was a major matter—the entire world would be shaken by it. Even the newly pacified six states would fragment and fall apart again, and the entire Central Plains would rapidly reignite the fires of war.

In a certain sense, the First Emperor couldn’t die—at least not temporarily.

Before Fu Su could control the entire situation, he couldn’t die.

This process might be ten years, might be twenty years, might require even more time…

Fu Su didn’t notice his tutor’s expression but continued lightly: “Father Emperor doesn’t want me to marry, and won’t even let my brothers marry. Once there’s a next generation, the Crown Prince position must be decided. Father Emperor is still dragging it out, even using young Hu Hai to divert court and countryside attention.” Thinking of Hu Hai’s confused little face, Fu Su couldn’t help but sigh sympathetically: “Hu Hai is too pitiful.”

The young Minister furrowed those beautifully shaped long eyebrows. He and Fu Su had almost never discussed these matters, but both had more or less sensed them in their hearts.

“Father Emperor has changed. He no longer lets me access government affairs, assigning me to handle inconsequential matters like repairing Xianyang’s city walls.” Perhaps having started venting grievances, Fu Su could no longer suppress the unwillingness and anger in his heart. He smiled mockingly and patted the Xianyang city defense map before him with the back of his hand.

The young Minister also pressed his lips together, his expression utterly helpless.

Actually, if it were any other capital, people wouldn’t have such thoughts—after all, a city’s defenses were extremely important.

The problem was, Xianyang basically had no city walls.

Because of Qin’s geographical position, it was surrounded by several strategic passes and fortresses. Between Hangu Pass, Dasan Pass, Wu Pass, and Xiao Pass lay the vast eight hundred li Qin River Plain. Since Shang Yang’s reforms, when Duke Xiao of Qin moved the capital to Xianyang, it was located where the Jing and Wei Rivers met—the two rivers served as natural military barriers. When moving the capital, Duke Xiao only built palace towers. Before he could build Xianyang’s city walls, continuous warfare began.

As Qin’s territory expanded, building city walls became empty talk. So after Duke Xiao, successive Qin kings were only enthusiastic about building various palace towers standing throughout the entire Guanzhong Plain. It could be said this entire fertile land was Xianyang, using mountains and rivers’ perilous nature as city walls—truly the world’s first capital.

However, this dominance was also born of helplessness. It wasn’t that Qin didn’t want to build walls, but continuous warfare had made the state treasury extremely tight. Afterward, the Zhengguo Canal was constructed, leaving no surplus manpower or resources to build Xianyang’s city walls, until now after unifying the six states.

It was laughable to say—Xianyang, the capital of all under heaven, didn’t even have decent city walls.

“City walls are still very important.” The young Minister thought for a moment and spoke pragmatically. Previously, it was because there was no time. Once time was freed up, city walls had to be built. Otherwise, once an army broke through any one of the four passes—Hangu Pass, Dasan Pass, Wu Pass, or Xiao Pass—or even if just one pass-guarding general turned traitor, they could drive straight into Xianyang. On the flat Guanzhong Plain with no strategic positions to defend, Xianyang would become fish on their chopping block. Just thinking about it was terrifying.

How could Fu Su not know the importance of city walls? However, Father Emperor’s thoughts clearly weren’t on this. The title of Emperor for All Ages had inflated his confidence to the peak—he didn’t believe any army could reach beneath Xianyang’s walls. Moreover, how large a scope these walls should encompass and how grand the scale should be were difficult to determine.

Furthermore, Father Emperor reportedly wanted to build a massive magnificent palace complex, even having already chosen the name—Epang Palace. It was also said he wanted to build a Great Wall stretching ten thousand li in the north to defend against the Xiongnu barbarians. Also, having tasted the sweetness of building the Zhengguo Canal, to pacify Lingnan, Father Emperor next wanted to build a Magic Canal—an artificial waterway connecting the Xiang and Li Rivers to transport grain and supplies. Not to mention the constantly ongoing construction of the Mount Li mausoleum.

One major project after another—meaning basically no manpower or resources would be available now to build Xianyang’s city walls.

And such an impossible task to carry out had fallen precisely on his shoulders.

Fu Su tightly gripped the jade piece hanging from his waist, striving to calm the anger and unease in his chest. Perhaps the world-famous He Shi jade had some rare quality—ever since receiving this corner jade piece bestowed by Father Emperor from the He Shi jade, whenever his mood was poor, just rubbing it a few times would improve his emotions considerably.

After regaining his usual refined and gentle Eldest Prince demeanor, Fu Su simply stopped worrying about how to plan Xianyang’s city walls. After all, most likely they wouldn’t be built anyway. When the time came, casually drawing something approximate to gloss over would be sufficient. He lifted his robe hem and sat cross-legged before the low table, planning to push the food tray aside—at this moment he had completely no appetite.

However, the young Minister on the other side instead stood up, walked to the sheepskin map behind Fu Su, and said lightly: “If the First Emperor inquires, Your Highness can reply thus. Xianyang can be arranged according to a celestial map layout. The Purple Forbidden constellation is the Imperial Star, so Xianyang Palace north of the Wei River would be the Purple Forbidden Star. The Wei River runs through all of Xianyang like that Milky Way in the sky. Other palaces can all correspond to positions of heavenly constellations.”

Fu Su turned his head to study the Xianyang map, slowly overlapping it with the celestial map in his mind. His eyes brightened: “The Central Palace is the Celestial Pole, and its one bright star is where Taiyi constantly dwells.”

According to the celestial map, at the very center of the Purple Forbidden constellation were the Five Stars of the North Pole. The emperor’s seat was the second star, while the first star was called Crown Prince. This happened to match the distance ratio between Xianyang Palace and Gaoquan Palace, subtly establishing Fu Su’s position.

The young Minister knew Fu Su would understand at a hint, so he didn’t continue explaining. The First Emperor probably didn’t want to build Xianyang’s city walls. If Fu Su produced a conventional plan, he also wouldn’t win his favor. But the celestial map planning wasn’t his original creation. According to Chaofeng’s gossip reports, the Mount Li mausoleum inside also seemed to be designed according to a celestial map, which would certainly please the First Emperor.

Fu Su nodded. When he turned back to look at the osmanthus cakes on the low table, he had the appetite to eat a few pieces to comfort his stomach. However, seeing the jade armillary sphere with its newly woven cord also placed on the food tray—knowing this was an ornament his tutor wore daily—he picked it up and handed it over.

The young Minister naturally accepted it but unexpectedly discovered bloodstains on the jade armillary sphere: “Your Highness, your hand…”

“Oh, I carelessly injured it while practicing martial arts yesterday. It’s nothing.” Fu Su didn’t take it seriously. The wound wasn’t large and had already begun healing. If not for his emotions being somewhat out of control just now, it wouldn’t have split open.

The young Minister checked Fu Su’s hand wound somewhat worriedly, then turned to find some medicine.

However, at the moment he was about to turn, he was startled to discover the bloodstains on the jade armillary sphere had actually disappeared without a trace.

“Bi Zhi?” Seeing the young Minister maintain the same posture without moving, Fu Su asked in slight surprise.

“Nothing, I’ll get the medicine.” The young Minister deeply suppressed his doubts, acting as if nothing had happened as he hung the jade armillary sphere back around his neck.
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218 BCE, Gaoquan Palace

Wang Li had visited Gaoquan Palace many times. The guards at the palace gate already recognized him. They didn’t even require him to remove his sword from his waist, just waving their hands to let him through.

The twenty-three-year-old Wang Li no longer possessed that soaring sharp dominance. Instead, because he hadn’t been on a battlefield for the past four years, his entire being emanated a chilling gloomy aura. Sometimes he couldn’t even control himself from thinking that perhaps if the wartime chaos had lasted a bit longer, he too could have become a general like his grandfather and father, leading troops in battle at the front. Rather than being like now, reassigned back to the First Emperor’s side as a commandant, becoming an attendant from the capital.

Actually, his status had never changed since childhood—he was still a hostage.

Born at the wrong time!

Wang Li wore a gloomy expression on his handsome face, feeling the scorching summer sun overhead burning him entirely. He strode through Gaoquan Palace’s entrance hall and corridors, walking familiarly toward the side hall, not even knocking before directly pushing the door open.

Inside the side hall, several ice mirrors had been placed. A coolness mixed with the azure dragon wood’s fragrance hit him in the face, calming Wang Li’s irritable heart somewhat. He exhaled a long breath of stale air, turned back to close the hall door properly, isolating the scorching heat outside.

The side hall’s layout had changed considerably in these two years. Luxurious furniture plundered from the six states had been tastelessly placed in every corner of the side hall. Rare and exotic treasures could be seen everywhere, and even the floor was completely covered with precious silk from Chu. Wang Li stared for a long while, truly wanting to vent by leaving a large footprint, but still couldn’t overcome the concepts instilled in him since childhood. He obediently removed his military boots.

When his bare feet stepped on it, the cool silk touching his soles truly made his heart feel incomparably comfortable.

“Big guy, you’re here! Who told you to take off your shoes? Don’t they stink?” A lazy voice came from not far away. Ying wore thin cicada-wing purple shan garments, holding a book scroll and reading enthusiastically. He was lying on his side on a bamboo mat with an ice mirror beside him, containing a plate of iced fruit. From time to time, he’d reach out to grab a piece of cut peach and stuff it in his mouth.

Quite an image of enjoyment. Wang Li had long known this Prince Ying was famous throughout Xianyang for idling about. That the side hall would be arranged like this was all Ying’s doing. It was rare that Minister Gan would indulge him so. If it were him, he would have lost his temper long ago.

However, grumbling aside, with good conditions available, Wang Li wouldn’t mistreat himself. He unceremoniously walked over to sit cross-legged beside Ying, brazenly reaching into the ice mirror to grab a piece of peach and start eating. The cool, sweet fruit flesh entering his mouth extinguished even the last trace of anger in his heart. He thought indeed this Prince Ying knew how to enjoy life.

However, this also wore down one’s will too much. Wang Li viciously took another bite of the peach in his hand.

The other person in the side hall hadn’t looked up when Wang Li entered, still continuing to handle the memorials at hand. Wang Li was also habitually not disturbing him, relaxing against the armrest while eating iced fruit.

Ever since the First Emperor went to Mount Tai for the feng and shan sacrifices last year, he seemed to have become obsessed with this behavior of inspecting his own territory and was about to lead an eastern tour again. The various trivial matters involved all needed someone to handle. After the First Emperor rejected the plan to build Xianyang’s city walls, Eldest Prince Fu Su became somewhat self-destructive. Besides normally going to Xianyang Palace’s Warm Pavilion to attend court, he followed his tutor Chunyu Yue in studying Confucian thought. Anyway, he had an all-capable tutor—even if he threw all matters to the latter, he didn’t need to worry about them not being completed. Instead, they’d be handled beautifully and thoroughly.

Wang Li more or less knew the situation, so he waited extremely patiently for the young Minister to complete his task at hand. After all, calling him over certainly wouldn’t be just to let him eat a few pieces of fruit.

After he finished eating two peaches, the young Minister finished reading the memorial, used cinnabar to annotate some matters of attention imitating Fu Su’s handwriting, then finally raised his head. However, because of long-term bending over his desk, his neck was obviously stiff, and his refined features twisted slightly.

Wang Li chuckled lightly, wiped his hands, got up, and walked over, directly sitting beside him. However, afraid his hands were too cold from just touching iced fruit, he vigorously rubbed his palms back and forth. Feeling them warm, he then helped massage his neck.

“Thanks.” The young Minister’s body and expression both relaxed. Not wasting time, he asked straightforwardly: “Will you accompany the eastern tour next month?” Wang Li nodded miserably. Last year when the First Emperor performed the feng and shan sacrifices at Mount Tai, he was also among the attendants. This time he naturally couldn’t escape either. Imagine a general who could have displayed his prowess on the battlefield—yet in reality had become a guard and coachman attending at the side. This gap was simply unacceptable.

“Do you want to go north?” The young Minister observed his expression, lightly curving his lips.

Wang Li’s tiger eyes brightened but immediately dimmed again. Currently, Qin’s military operations, besides Lingnan, were northern resistance against the Xiongnu. Between these southern and northern battlefields, the Lingnan region was filled with miasma and full of marshes and dense forests. Wang Li knew he wasn’t skilled at warfare in such terrain—going would be sending himself to death. As for the northern battlefield, it was internally predetermined to be presided over by the Meng family. He fundamentally couldn’t get involved.

The Meng family differed from the Wang family. Meng Tian and Meng Yi’s grandfather Meng Ao had served through four reigns—King Zhaoxiang of Qin, King Xiaowen of Qin, King Zhuangxiang of Qin, and the First Emperor of Qin. He had successively seized over a hundred cities total from Han, Zhao, and Wei, enabling Qin to establish Sanchuan Prefecture and Dong Prefecture. He could be considered to have laid the foundation for Qin’s unification of the six states. Meng Ao was truly Qin’s pillar. Although Meng Ao’s son Meng Wu only served as vice general to his grandfather Wang Jian when attacking Chu, it was also due to Grandfather intentionally dividing credit, so the Meng family’s prominence was even greater. In recent years, the two Meng brothers Meng Tian and Meng Yi were even more remarkable—at a young age, one civil and one military, they were famous throughout court and countryside. Meng Tian was appointed Administrator because of merit in breaking Qi, and his younger brother Meng Yi also reached the rank of Minister, deeply favored by the First Emperor. When traveling outside, he rode in the same carriage as the First Emperor; when inside, he attended the First Emperor’s side, called “Loyal and Faithful.” The other generals didn’t dare compete with the Meng brothers for favor. Even the Wang family, because of his grandfather Wang Jian’s low profile, yielded three steps to the Meng family.

Thinking of that Minister Meng Yi who held real power, Wang Li couldn’t help glancing at the titular young Minister before him, and his massage pressure increased several degrees.

“Mm…” The young Minister groaned in pain, pushed away Wang Li’s hand, moved his neck, but actually felt much more comfortable.

“General Meng Wu could serve as vice general to General Wang Ben. You could also go serve as vice general to Meng Tian.”

Wang Li curled his lips. He knew the young Minister would say this. He didn’t feel being a vice general was disgraceful—after all, Meng Tian’s military achievements far exceeded his. But the Wang family of this generation only had him as a soldier. Even if his cousins had the conditions and interest, his grandfather blocked them from going. He even somewhat suspected whether his current idle position was specifically arranged by the First Emperor at his grandfather’s request.

The older one got, the more cautious and careful. His grandfather was being overly worried. With the Wang family’s current position, as long as they didn’t commit treason, how could anything go wrong?

Thinking this way, Wang Li’s thoughts became active again. He no longer considered the southern battlefield, but the Xiongnu in the north occupied a large territory. Expanding Qin’s territory was every Qin general’s dream!

The young Minister hadn’t called him over for this matter but only gave a few pointers out of concern for a friend. He blocked Wang Li’s hand reaching over to massage him again, indicating it was sufficient, and smiled lightly: “Do you still remember you owe me two things?”

“Of course I remember.” Wang Li’s expression also softened. Thinking of that embarrassing matter from years ago, he couldn’t help but show a smile. Even without turning his head, he could guess that kid Ying was definitely listening intently with perked ears. He deliberately didn’t explain clearly but reminisced nostalgically: “Nearly ten years now, right? I’ve been waiting for your orders. The silk pouch you gave me, I’ve always carried with me.”

Seeing the joke from many years ago still worked, the young Minister was in a good mood and picked up a small lacquered box from the side.

Wang Li immediately felt this scene was very similar to many years ago, except for the size of the lacquered box. His expression darkened as he said self-reproachfully: “That Ever-Victorious Halberd you gave me was lost. I’m really useless.”

“Everything follows fate. Perhaps that Ever-Victorious Halberd had no fate with you.” The young Minister didn’t take it seriously either. Treasures often had their own destinies and wouldn’t submit to others’ arrangements. He opened the lacquered box, inside which lay quietly a thin plate-like ornament.

Wang Li couldn’t help leaning closer to examine it carefully. This ornament was leaf-shaped, silver in material, with the chilong shallow relief carving in the center exquisitely detailed. But unlike ordinary ornaments, paired with cloud pattern border decorations outlined in fine lines, it had a kind of magnificent grandeur. Wang Li looked at it feeling familiar, yet also felt this piece of ornament couldn’t possibly be some woman’s accessory. When he reached out to pick it up and saw four nose buttons cast on the back, paired in twos, he immediately remembered: “This is a danglou?”

The young Minister nodded. Dang meant to block, lu meant skull. Danglou was actually an ornament attached to a horse’s head, placed at the center-upper part of the horse’s forehead, in various shapes. In the Shang and Zhou periods, this object might still have had some protective use, but in the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, it became a symbol of status and position. Only officers of a certain rank could equip their mounts with danglou.

Wang Li weighed it in his hand again, looking at the slightly bluish luster on this danglou, and raised his eyebrows to ask: “This is tin?”

“Mm, it’s a tin danglou.” The young Minister wasn’t surprised Wang Li could determine this danglou’s material.

The “Inner Biography of King Helü” in the Annals of Wu and Yue recorded that Ou Yezi forged five swords, one of which was named Zhanlu, cast from the essence of the five metals and the essence of the sun. The essence of the sun referred to extraterrestrial meteorites, while the five metals referred to “gold, silver, copper, iron, and tin.”

Tin objects were mild and smooth, not easily rusting like copper and iron, remaining new through time. Moreover, storing food in tin vessels delayed spoilage. Even flowers in tin vases didn’t easily wither. So tin vessels had been objects only nobles could use long ago. Some even believed using tin vessels could delay aging, making tin vessels fashionable for a time. However, after discovering that adding a small amount of tin when smelting copper could produce hard bronze, nearly all smelted tin was processed into bronze ingredients, making tin vessels even more precious.

Seeing Wang Li’s reluctant-to-let-go appearance, the young Minister quickly cleared his throat: “This object isn’t for you, but for the second thing I need you to do for me.”

“What is it?” Wang Li raised his head in slight surprise.

“During the tour, try to attach this object to the forehead of the First Emperor’s carriage mount.” Seeing Wang Li about to ask questions, the young Minister added: “Don’t ask why. I naturally harbor no malicious intent and won’t harm you. This object is from the Shang and Zhou periods, used to resolve difficulties and dispel calamity.”

Wang Li’s question stuck in his throat, but he rolled his eyes, knowing this young Minister had also studied Daoist arts. Instantly thinking of several possibilities in his mind, he lowered his voice to ask: “Will something go wrong on this tour?”

“The divination signs are chaotic. I also can’t determine.” The young Minister furrowed his brows tightly, then smiled bitterly: “I hope I’m just worrying unnecessarily.”

Even if done with good intentions, changing a horse’s ornament could be significant or trivial. Using that joking promise from years ago as an excuse was sufficient. Wang Li didn’t say much more, tucked the small lacquered box into his bosom, and took his leave.
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“Isn’t the Meng family’s support for Fu Su enough? You won’t even let the Wang family go?” Ying, who had been observing all along, bit into a sweet date after Wang Li left and scoffed with slurred speech: “If this continues, His Majesty will become wary of the Eldest Prince.”

Why wouldn’t Wang Jian let Wang Li serve as Meng Tian’s vice general? Wasn’t it to avoid having the Wang family actively connect with the Meng family? This was different in nature from Wang Jian letting Meng Wu serve as his vice general—who was dependent on whom couldn’t be the same! The Meng brothers’ public support for Fu Su was known throughout court and countryside. Once Wang Li went to serve as Meng Tian’s vice general, this would directly represent the Wang family’s choice.

How could the young Minister not understand these principles? However, he had observed the stars at night—the Imperial Star flickered uncertainly. He feared the First Emperor’s lifespan couldn’t last long.

Time was completely insufficient. Qin had unified the world for only four years. The nobility of the six states still harbored treacherous hearts in their respective territories. If the First Emperor died, the Central Plains would certainly fragment and collapse, with war fires rising everywhere, returning to the Warring States era.

What he could do was naturally to extend the First Emperor’s life as much as possible. But everything required dual preparation. In case the First Emperor died, Eldest Prince Fu Su’s side also needed to possess a sufficiently powerful army.

Wu—composed of the characters for dagger-axe and stop—the ultimate purpose of martial force was to stop conflict. Only through war could war be stopped. Absolute strength was what made people submit.

Just like the First Emperor.

Therefore, it wasn’t enough—completely insufficient.

The young Minister wanted to open his mouth to explain a few lines, but the originally cool jade armillary sphere at his chest suddenly warmed, making him swallow back the words at his lips.

Perhaps because it had absorbed Fu Su’s fresh blood two years ago, the jade armillary sphere seemed to have recognized its master. Whenever Fu Su came within a hundred paces of him, it would warm up.

Because Master had never returned, there was no way to inquire. The young Minister had never told anyone about this matter.

The young Minister lowered his eyes, reaching through his lapel to press against his chest. The jade armillary sphere worn close to his body warmed his skin. Even in hot summer, it was enough to bring peace of mind.

Perhaps this was why he preferred staying by Fu Su’s side.

Ying was just complaining for two lines, knowing the shrewd young Minister absolutely couldn’t fail to understand this point. Even without receiving a response, he didn’t particularly care. These years he’d been indulged to the point of extreme laziness. Seeing the handkerchief had been thrown far away earlier, he casually used the garment on his body to wipe the water droplets on his hands.

When Fu Su pushed open the hall door, what he saw was exactly this slovenly appearance of Ying. He helplessly pinched the bridge of his nose. Behind him, a child timidly poked out his head, curiously looking around inside the side hall.

The young Minister, who had originally raised a smile to welcome his return, froze the smile at the corners of his lips when he saw that child.

In the entire Xianyang Palace, the only child who could wear crimson-red robes was young Prince Hu Hai.

The young Minister also learned from Fu Su to pinch the bridge of his nose. Wasn’t his Eldest Prince causing him enough trouble? Could young Prince Hu Hai be casually picked up and brought back to the palace to play?

Hu Hai was initially quite shy, but upon discovering the ice mirror containing fresh fruit beside Ying, he cheered, kicked off his wooden clogs, and ran over barefoot with pattering steps. Seeing him as such a small person grasping the ice mirror and looking inside, Ying feared he’d fall in entirely and quickly sat up to help him fish out fruit.

“When leaving the Warm Pavilion, I saw him standing alone in a corner. He was too pitiful, so I couldn’t help bringing him back.” Fu Su knew his momentary impulse was somewhat improper, but Hu Hai truly was adorably fair as snow. When those clear eyes looked straight at him, he couldn’t even speak words of refusal.

The young Minister sighed. His Eldest Prince was just such a soft-hearted person. The corners of his lips curved in a light sneer as he said lightly: “How old is the young prince this year?”

“Only twelve, still a child…” Fu Su’s words halted.

“When I was twelve, I had already been appointed Minister of State.” The young Minister spoke calmly—he was merely stating facts. He didn’t believe Hu Hai was truly an ignorant child. Just seeing that this child could make Fu Su bring him back to Gaoquan Palace and make even Ying, who was too lazy to move, busily wait on him hand and foot, showed everything.

Fu Su narrowed his eyes, clearly taking these words to heart.

Wang Li felt a headache coming on. He knew children were rather difficult to attend to, especially the one the First Emperor most doted on—simply the most difficult child in the entire world to serve!

“I want to ride a horse, not take a carriage.” Hu Hai maintained a small serious face, giving stern instructions. Accompanying Father Emperor on tour, he had thought it would be such a pleasant journey. Instead, in reality, it was complete suffering. The roads were uneven—riding in the carriage was simply torture, jostling him until he vomited every single day. No, he really couldn’t stand it anymore. Today no matter what, he had to ride a horse.

Wang Li looked down at Hu Hai’s head and the heavy ceremonial robes and cumbersome jade ornaments on his body, thinking that if he dared let this young prince ride a horse himself, he’d probably fall off along the way. Moreover, was riding a horse so easy? With the young prince’s delicate tender skin, after riding for a day, the inside of his thighs would definitely be rubbed raw! Wang Li couldn’t help casting his gaze toward the First Emperor’s direction seeking rescue, only to be startled to discover the latter had long since boarded his carriage and leisurely set off.

Was this being too lazy to even manage his own son, directly throwing the responsibility to him? Wang Li looked around with a headache, hoping to seek rescue. But everywhere his gaze reached, everyone sped up—no one was willing to help. Just as Wang Li was about to go crazy and disregard Hu Hai’s wishes by grabbing his hand to throw him into the carriage, Hu Hai suddenly laughed.

“Wang Li, last night I saw you appear furtively before my Father Emperor’s carriage.” Hu Hai raised his face. On his fair beautiful face hung an innocent smile, but the words spat from his mouth carried cold threats.

Wang Li was so frightened he shuddered and nearly dropped the Hu Hai he was holding. Last night he had gone to the First Emperor’s carriage to change that tin danglou! He’d already coordinated with the Grand Coachman in charge of carriages and horses! He just hadn’t personally told the First Emperor! After all, such a small matter didn’t need to disturb the old man, right? Although the Son of Heaven had six carriage teams, to confuse observers, all carriages used four horses. Even the First Emperor decided by mood which carriage to ride today. He had just randomly changed the danglou of one horse among the First Emperor’s carriages. Moreover, because danglou were all silver, without careful inspection, one wouldn’t notice the tin danglou’s difference.

Just as Wang Li was pondering how to explain, Hu Hai’s crisp childish voice continued ringing in his ears: “Do you want me to tell my Father Emperor? He’s very suspicious.”

Wang Li wiped the fine sweat from his forehead, thinking this little ancestor had latched onto him. They couldn’t possibly not depart because of entanglement over this matter here. Today they definitely had to reach Yangwu County—the schedule couldn’t be delayed. Wang Li placed Hu Hai back on the ground and had the coachman in charge of carriages drive the empty carriage that originally belonged to Hu Hai to quickly follow the First Emperor’s carriage. He himself went to find a young, docile mare, helped this troublesome young prince mount it, then personally led this mare at the front.

Hearing the young prince complain he couldn’t ride a tall strong horse, Wang Li twitched the corners of his lips and lowered his head, turning a deaf ear. He didn’t feel leading a horse for the young prince was any humiliation—he just felt such a life was inevitably too boring. How could it compare to the satisfaction of sword flashes and blade shadows on the battlefield?

Wang Li secretly decided in his heart that after this tour returned to Xianyang, he must apply to garrison the borders. Even willing to be a common soldier!

The long carriage procession slowly entered Bolang Sands. People began gathering at the roadside. Officers of the Commandant had long since gone to drive the people to stop at a safe distance from the procession, sounding gongs to clear the way ahead. Wang Li led the small mare Hu Hai rode all along. The speed wasn’t fast—just maintaining position in the middle-rear of the procession. The surroundings were silent. The First Emperor’s mighty reputation and the orderly ceremonial procession made all onlooking commoners harbor awe, kneeling on the ground with heads deeply lowered.

Looking at this scene no different from usual tours, Wang Li inexplicably felt an indescribable unease. He attributed it to usually riding on horseback, looking down from above at all sides, whereas now standing on ground level with obstructed vision, he felt unable to grasp the overall situation.

Just as he was pondering whether to have someone else lead young prince Hu Hai’s horse, Wang Li heard alarmed cries from ahead. Looking up, he saw an enormous iron hammer suddenly fly up from flat ground, striking a carriage with lightning speed and precision. The four horses before the carriage neighed miserably as the carriage shattered to pieces with a thunderous sound.

The scene instantly descended into chaos. Wang Li, who had fought his way through battlefields, was only startled for a moment before recovering.

Seeing chaos all around, he couldn’t care about etiquette for the moment. He mounted the mare young prince Hu Hai was riding, galloped to the scene, and concisely and forcefully commanded the panicked soldiers to capture the criminal, clear the scene, rescue the injured, pacify the people, thoroughly investigate accomplices…

The soldiers following the First Emperor were all well-trained. It was just because this was the first time encountering such a powerful, heavy assassination that they were initially somewhat panicked. However, they also instinctively followed Wang Li’s instructions. Before long, they regained calm, rapidly controlled the scene, and captured the assassin who threw the large iron hammer. However, according to onlookers’ intelligence, there was an accomplice with him who couldn’t be found no matter how they searched.

Fortunately, there were people with higher official rank than Wang Li. They had already rolled to the front of the First Emperor’s carriage to beg forgiveness. Wang Li only needed to ensure the scene didn’t descend into further chaos. After he finished checking everything once, he discovered the clothes on young prince Hu Hai sitting before him were completely soaked with cold sweat.

“Young Prince, may this subject help you change clothes?” Wang Li felt he had truly been negligent just now. The young prince was only twelve years old—letting him directly face such a tragic scene was really inappropriate. However, in that situation, entrusting Hu Hai to others was even more worrying, so he had simply kept him along all this time.

Hu Hai’s small body trembled for a long while, as if finally finding his voice again. He asked hoarsely: “This carriage was empty.”

Wang Li was stunned, then reacted to Hu Hai’s meaning. His entire body instantly went cold.

This carriage should have been ridden by Hu Hai. If today he hadn’t made a fuss insisting on riding a horse, then the one who would have died miserably under the iron hammer would certainly have been him.

He lowered his head but because of his posture, fundamentally couldn’t see Hu Hai’s expression clearly—could only see his small hands tightly clenched, pitifully trembling. Wang Li also felt somewhat frightened. He waved over an attendant who had been waiting nearby for a long time. He remembered this person serving the young prince seemed to be called Sun Shuo.

Wang Li first dismounted, lifted the sweat-soaked Hu Hai down from the horse, instructed Sun Shuo to take him to change clothes and rest well, then walked to the side of the carriage struck by the iron hammer.

The iron hammer’s aim was formidable—the carriage had become fragments, but the coachman sitting in front had only fallen to the ground, injuring his legs and feet. However, one horse had broken its hind leg in the panic and been trampled to death by other horses.

Wang Li stood beside the corpse of that horse, standing still quietly for a long time. Only when someone came to clear the scene did he bend down to remove the twisted and deformed danglou from the horse’s forehead.

Only he alone knew—this tin danglou, he had just put on this horse last night.
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214 BCE

In midsummer, the blazing sun hung high in the sky, making the roof tiles of the palace shine and scorch.

The cicadas in the trees had all been carefully captured with spider webs by palace attendants. Gaoquan Palace was silent and soundless. Even the spring water gurgling down from the hillside had, due to the season, trickled into small streams that flowed along bamboo pipes into a newly dug small pond.

On one side of this pond, some oddly-shaped rocks had been casually placed, some already covered with moss. Lotus flowers planted in the pond quietly bloomed on the water’s surface, with jade-green lotus leaves floating on the pond, occasionally rolling off one or two crystalline dew drops with the breeze. Sometimes carp would surface for air, stirring up ripples in circles.

In the center of the pond stood an elegant pavilion. From the stone bridge at the entrance of the former side hall, one could reach the pavilion in the middle of the pond. This pavilion didn’t rise much above the pond’s surface—sitting within it was like sitting in the water’s center, surrounded by the planted lotus flowers. The pavilion was open on all four sides, only enclosed by hanging pale yellow curtains. When a breeze blew, the curtains gently swayed, and through them one could vaguely see two young men sitting inside.

The man wearing ash-colored shan garments sat on a cool jade mat, leaning against an armrest while reading bamboo slips in his hands. Across from him, the youth in dark green robes was fiddling with a small tripod in his hands, his expression focused. This small tripod was entirely blue-green, with occasional white specks or gold sand glittering within—it was actually made entirely from lapis lazuli.

“The actual field system has been implemented in all prefectures with excellent results. Even the three Baiyue prefectures want to implement it—difficult indeed.” Fu Su lightly tapped the memorial in his hand and spoke indifferently. The actual field system was a decree issued two years ago, actually called “Making the Common People Report Their Actual Fields.” Common people referred to ordinary citizens. This decree meant all landlords and farmers had to report to the court the actual number of fields they occupied at the time. The reported content was reviewed and verified, and the land’s quality uniformly assessed to estimate approximate yields, calculate tax amounts, and register them. Thereafter, land taxes were collected according to registered numbers.

After this decree was issued, Great Qin’s tax revenue had multiplied several times over. After all, everyone wanted to occupy more land, and correspondingly had to pay more taxes to the court. This was actually just land registration. As for what underhanded methods landlords used privately to seize more land, as long as it wasn’t excessive, the court would turn a blind eye.

So having tasted the benefits, the court wanted to extend this decree to the newly pacified Lingnan. Since the Magic Canal was completed two months ago, the First Emperor unified Lingnan and established Guilin Prefecture, Xiang Prefecture, and Nanhai Prefecture.

The green-robed youth also disagreed with this idea. After brief consideration, he said: “After all, it’s barbarous territory where the overall situation has just stabilized. Moreover, the three Baiyue prefectures are mostly dense forests—I fear this land isn’t primarily for farming and requires more consideration.”

Fu Su furrowed his thick eyebrows, knowing his tutor spoke the truth. Lingnan was full of barbarous tribes who didn’t even share a common language—administration was already a problem, let alone taxation. Fu Su tapped the low table before him with the bamboo slip in his hand and sighed deeply: “Superfluous effort.”

The green-robed youth had long grown accustomed to such complaints and continued fiddling with the various bottles and jars around him.

Since unifying the six states, the King of Qin who proclaimed himself First Emperor considered all lands under heaven his territory. South to Baiyue, north to the Xiongnu—all regarded as possessions in his bag. Yet just the Baiyue lands alone consumed seven years and deployed nearly one million troops in total. Plus the expenditure on building the Magic Canal and provisions for this million-strong army—when would it be recovered from impoverished Baiyue?

Baiyue and the Xiongnu weren’t the same. The Xiongnu might invade the Central Plains, but Baiyue’s barbarian tribes lacked such strength. He truly didn’t know why the First Emperor would be so obstinately opinionated.

Even in private solitude, the green-robed youth knew to be cautious with words and actions. His internal criticism of the First Emperor remained deeply hidden, not echoing his Eldest Prince’s assessment. He selected some items from the bottles and jars beside him, pouring them into the lapis lazuli tripod in succession.

“Half liang red salt, half liang sulfur, half liang borax, half liang northern ammonium chloride, one liang Puzhou copper sulfate…” Fu Su wasn’t surprised by his tutor’s indifference. Instead, he watched with interest as the other poured various medicinal materials from ceramic bottles—most of which he recognized.

“Recently started practicing pill refinement?”

“Mm.” The green-robed youth nodded. His irresponsible master had Chaofeng relay a message, dumping a whole room of books for him to read without caring whether he could understand them. Glancing up slightly, the green-robed youth noticed Fu Su’s gaze and emphasized with heavier tone: “Pill refinement is a minor path—absolutely must not be blindly believed.”

Fu Su curled his lips, knowing his tutor was hinting he shouldn’t be like his Father Emperor, obsessed with seeking immortals and asking about the Way. Fu Su didn’t believe anyone in this world could achieve eternal life. However, carefully examining the green-robed youth before him—perhaps because the other had practiced Daoist arts since childhood, cultivating body and mind—his entire person appeared several years younger than peers, straddling the boundary between youth and adolescence.

Seeing Fu Su’s obviously unconcerned expression, the green-robed youth didn’t advise further. They were still young—truly unable to understand the feelings of those halfway into the grave. But the Daoists around the First Emperor were each more fraudulent than the last. The green-robed youth had wanted to expose them several times but lacked his master’s divine abilities, so could only restrain himself.

“This lapis lazuli tripod is quite a good thing.” Fu Su, utterly bored, casually praised it.

“Not comparable to my master’s black gold tripod.” The green-robed youth also casually replied, knowing the other’s mind was wandering.

“What is this object?” Fu Su’s gaze swept over those bottles and jars, discovering a strange item. This object resembled a palm-sized bronze mirror but was concave, shaped like an inverted cone with walls so polished one could see one’s reflection. Fu Su couldn’t help sitting up straight, reaching out to hold it in his hand. The back of this object was like a bronze mirror’s top, with a coiled dragon knob at the center surrounded by carved coiled chi-dragon patterns interspersed with wind and thunder patterns.

“This object is called a Yin-Yang Sui.” The green-robed youth didn’t mock his Eldest Prince’s ignorance. In fact, such objects were now quite rare—perhaps occasionally seen among common folk, but unthinkable in the palace.

Fu Su trembled upon hearing this and raised his eyebrows to ask: “Could this be the sui for ‘obtaining bright fire from the sun’?” No wonder he didn’t know—this type of sui was rarely used nowadays. Generally, fire was obtained with wood drills or directly by striking flint. In the palace, fires were constantly maintained—how would such an object be needed?

The green-robed youth knew he referred to the line “The official in charge of fire-making uses the sui to obtain bright fire from the sun” from Zhou Records: Autumn Officials. He nodded then shook his head.

“By convention, cast at noon on the bingwu day of the fifth month, it’s called yang sui. Cast at midnight on the renzi day of the eleventh month, it’s called yin sui.” Seeing Fu Su still wore an uncomprehending expression, he further explained: “Yang sui obtains heavenly fire, while yin sui obtains moon dew.”

“So this so-called yin-yang sui is merely used both to obtain fire and to condense dew.” Fu Su leaned back against the armrest again, using his chin to point at the lapis lazuli tripod in the other’s hands and asked: “Needless to say, this fire and dew are both used in pill refinement, right?”

Hearing the disdain in Fu Su’s tone, the green-robed youth smiled helplessly. He could now confirm that due to the First Emperor’s obsession with seeking immortals and asking about the Way, Fu Su was first-rate in his rejection of Daoist arts. But this didn’t mean all pill refinement arts were deceptive techniques.

However, disbelief was far better than obsession. The green-robed youth didn’t explain, only smiled casually: “I’m merely completing the task my master assigned. I wouldn’t dare eat the pills I refine myself—how would I dare give them to others?” As he spoke, he picked up a ceramic bottle with a thin long neck—this contained moon dew stored over recent nights using the yin-yang sui.

Fu Su watched his tutor gently pour the moon dew from the ceramic bottle into the lapis lazuli tripod, movements elegant and flowing—quite pleasing to the eye. Thus Fu Su no longer criticized his tutor for engaging in idle matters. After all, pill refinement was pill refinement—it didn’t interfere with their discussions. He picked up the memorial in his hand, held a writing brush in the other, reached to dip it in the pond water beside him, then dipped it in the opened cinnabar box at hand, casually annotating opinions on the bamboo slips.

The corners of the green-robed youth’s lips twitched. That box of cinnabar didn’t seem to be for his writing but for his pill refinement… Never mind, calling for someone was also troublesome—he’d just open another box.

Since Gaoquan Palace built this pavilion, except during deep winter, they preferred discussing matters here. Surrounded by water on all four sides, reaching here required passing through the side hall and crossing that single stone bridge. The surrounding shallow pond waters couldn’t conceal anyone—most suitable for discussing confidential matters.

Since the First Emperor became obsessed with tours, he frequently went outside. The green-robed youth understood the First Emperor’s desire to see all territory belonging to him, but still didn’t understand why he could be so at ease. Never mind the endless assassination attempts by remnant nobility from the six states—even major court affairs were casually thrown to Fu Su.

Wasn’t he afraid that when he returned, even the person on the throne would have changed?

Despite harboring treasonous thoughts, the green-robed youth’s medicinal pestle steadily stirred and ground in the lapis lazuli tripod.

Perhaps from habit, sometimes even when the First Emperor was in Xianyang, he still had Fu Su organize government affairs for final submission to the First Emperor for approval. Actually, compared to the First Emperor who decided everything alone with a single word, Eldest Prince Fu Su who was good at listening to court opinions and had a gentle attitude was naturally the better choice for court ministers. In fact, the First Emperor was better suited to iron-blooded Warring States, while Fu Su was better suited to a post-war empire recuperating—this was already accepted fact among all officials.

Now the only problem was the First Emperor continuously suppressing Eldest Prince Fu Su’s marriage without relenting. Those princes below couldn’t endure and privately kept favorites—some even had children who could draw bows and shoot arrows. But while other princes could do so, it didn’t mean Eldest Prince Fu Su could.

Without an heir—truly a problem.

However, this also meant no troublesome in-laws interfering. Ambitious high ministers who couldn’t become the future emperor’s father-in-law themselves didn’t want others to gain the advantage. So throughout court and countryside, regarding Fu Su’s marriage, a strange balance had indeed formed.

Compared to others’ secret anxiety, the person involved—Eldest Prince Fu Su—had long grown accustomed to being alone. Not that he didn’t want to have a complete family and lovely children, but relative to his ideal of ascending the empire’s throne, other wishes could be postponed. Moreover, the loyal tutor kneeling beside him also hadn’t married. Since their youthful acquaintance, he had accompanied him day after day for years.

Perhaps temporarily remaining unmarried wasn’t so bad.

When Mother Consort passed away, Fu Su was still young—what he saw and heard was somewhat confused. But as years increased, some details completely incomprehensible at the time gradually became clear in his heart. Mother Consort’s death was obviously due to losing palace struggles, perhaps even the result of his Father Emperor’s connivance.

A crown prince without mother consort and maternal clan support could only depend on the emperor, becoming a puppet-like successor.

However, over these years, Fu Su had witnessed and heard much palace filth. Combined with Queen Dowager Zhao’s anecdotes, he could understand why Father Emperor hated women, never established an empress throughout his life, and rarely entered the harem.

Simple and plain wasn’t bad—the quiet, peaceful Gaoquan Palace was far better than the murky Xianyang Palace.
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Despite lounging unceremoniously against the armrest, Eldest Prince Fu Su still exuded a steady, refined temperament throughout his entire body, enough to drive all women of the Great Qin Empire mad. The sunlight streaming through the curtains into the pavilion had lost much of its aggression but remained dazzling enough to make one drowsy. His thick eyebrows slightly furrowed, Fu Su yawned, picked up the iced flower tea beside him for a light sip, and opened another scroll of bamboo slips.

“The Upper Prefecture Road, Linjin Road, Eastern Road, and Wu Pass Road among the imperial highways have all been completed. The plank roads and Western Road are almost finished.” Fu Su put down the ceramic cup in his hand and sighed: “Before Father Emperor went on tour, he explicitly stated the imperial highway from Xianyang to Jiuyuan Prefecture must be built. Once manpower is freed up, preparations will begin again.”

From the second year after Qin unified the six states, the First Emperor began constructing imperial highways centered on Xianyang leading to various Central Plains locations. These highways were laid with wooden rail tracks—carriages pulled by horses galloped upon them, with wheel tracks uniformly six feet wide—the so-called “standardized cart tracks.” These highways had auxiliary roads beside them, totaling fifty paces wide. Trees were planted every three zhang along both sides of the highways, while the central lane was the imperial road reserved for the emperor—ordinary people could not walk there.

This massive transportation network centered on Xianyang could rapidly deliver goods from all regions to Xianyang and quickly deploy Qin armies throughout the Central Plains. After each imperial highway was completed, the First Emperor would happily tour along it. Of course, he wouldn’t forget to build a highway to resist the Xiongnu.

This highway in the planning was called the Straight Road, running directly from Xianyang to Jiuyuan Prefecture, approximately eighteen hundred li in total length. This was a massive project that couldn’t quickly begin just because it was decided. Fu Su brought it up today merely to discuss with his tutor when preparations would be best.

The green-robed youth’s force grinding the medicinal paste remained uniformly powerful without pause. Hearing this, he only pondered briefly before saying: “Not only the Straight Road—the First Emperor spoke of opening mountain roads and building three passes at the Five Ridges to develop Baiyue territory. The First Emperor values Lingnan so highly, and the north is also building the Great Wall—these three passes will probably begin construction before the Straight Road.”

Fu Su furrowed his brows slightly. His Father Emperor’s emphasis on Baiyue territory truly exceeded his understanding.

But there was no choice. He wasn’t emperor yet—he could only act according to his Father Emperor’s intentions.

Fu Su touched his nose and still took up his brush to write instructions on the bamboo slips.

The pale yellow curtains occasionally swayed, and the water’s light reflected by the blazing sun shone into the pavilion. The green-robed youth squinted his eyes. His motion grinding medicinal paste paused as he carefully used the pestle to coat this small ball of medicinal paste on the inner side of the lapis lazuli tripod, smoothing it flat. Then he picked up that yin-yang sui, placed a bit of moxa wool in the central concave area, extended it outside the curtains, letting sunlight shine directly upon it.

Fu Su propped his chin with one hand, watching the yin-yang sui emit white smoke within moments, soon igniting heavenly fire to light the moxa wool. He couldn’t help but exclaim in wonder.

The green-robed youth tossed this bit of heavenly fire into the already-prepared red clay charcoal furnace, then placed the lapis lazuli tripod atop it to slowly roast with gentle fire. Holding silk cloth to wipe the yin-yang sui, the green-robed youth’s thoughts remained on the previous topic. After a long silence, he said: “Xianyang still has no city walls.”

Fu Su scoffed, knowing what his tutor worried about. Now not only were there no walls, Father Emperor even wanted to open more passes. Although opening Lingnan’s passage, looking back actually posed threats to Xianyang’s defenses.

“They’ll be built in the future.” Fu Su gritted his teeth, promising again.

The green-robed youth helplessly nodded. The future Fu Su spoke of naturally meant after his enthronement.

Fu Su smoothed the wrinkles on his robe, eyes slightly lowered, speaking as if murmuring to himself: “Just don’t know how long this future will be.” Having spoken, he looked up at the green-robed youth concentrating intently on watching the lapis lazuli tripod’s heat, sighing sincerely: “I only regret wasting you, Bi Zhi.”

This youth before him was a prodigy—appointed Minister at twelve years old. Yet because he became his tutor, more than ten years had passed equivalent to seclusion in Gaoquan Palace, vanishing from court ministers’ eyes. Fu Su knew the best repayment was releasing him to serve as an official. Previously youth was the excuse, but now he’d already had his capping ceremony five years ago, yet Fu Su still wouldn’t let go. Sometimes Fu Su considered things from the other’s perspective and felt he was too willful.

After wiping the yin-yang sui clean, the green-robed youth changed to another silk cloth to clean his hands. Hearing this, he smiled slightly: “Your Highness speaks too seriously. Bi Zhi finds it as sweet as honey.”

Actually, these weren’t polite words—he truly enjoyed this feeling of hiding behind the scenes. He had participation rights and could even express opinions on nearly every decree. What interest was being an official? Obediently writing policy essays and political proposals that decision-makers might not even see—what use was that? His current wish wasn’t revitalizing his family anymore. Instead, he somewhat understood why Wang Jian kept a low profile. Unfortunately, military generals couldn’t stay low-profile unless they didn’t plan to return to battlefields.

But strategists completely could.

Having been companions for over ten years, they naturally could distinguish which words were sincere and which were casual deflection. Fu Su’s expression didn’t relax much, only because this matter always weighed on his mind. He wanted to say more but his expression changed as he called sternly outside: “Who’s there?”

His words just fell when a youth wearing crimson-red robes lifted the curtain and charged in impetuously. This youth’s skin was white as snow, face jade-like. In red clothing, he was like a blazing flame—the originally cool pavilion seemed to suddenly rise in temperature due to his entry.

“Imperial Brother! Play liubo chess with me!” This youth barging into Gaoquan Palace with none daring to stop him was naturally the First Emperor’s most favored young prince Hu Hai. He was already sixteen this year yet still had youthful spirit, arrogant and haughty.

Behind him followed several Gaoquan Palace guards. Seeing Fu Su’s gaze cast over, they quickly lowered their heads and knelt en masse.

Fu Su pressed his slightly aching temples. This had happened more than once—he couldn’t truly punish these guards. Seeing Hu Hai’s eyes reveal innocent confusion, the displeasure in Fu Su’s heart ultimately transformed into a sigh that escaped indifferently from his lips.

Hu Hai had no learning but was first-rate at reading facial expressions. Seeing his Imperial Brother’s expression soften, he immediately lifted his robe hem and sat brazenly opposite Fu Su. His mood was quite good—he didn’t even forget to bare his teeth threateningly at the green-robed youth beside him.

The green-robed youth paid no attention, lowering his head to concentrate on manipulating the medicinal paste in the lapis lazuli tripod with his pestle.

Hu Hai stared at that lapis lazuli tripod and the bottles and jars beside it for a moment before shouting outside: “Sun Shuo! Present the liubo chess!”

Having just waved to dismiss those guards, Fu Su noticed the young attendant entering the pavilion holding a box of liubo chess looked somewhat unfamiliar. He casually asked: “This isn’t Sun Shuo, is it?” He frequently saw the original Sun Shuo—a round-faced youth with an honest appearance. But this one looked green and young—he didn’t even know if he was as old as Hu Hai. Who was attending whom?

Hu Hai froze upon hearing this, then self-righteously corrected: “He’s called Sun Shuo! Imperial Brother, you remembered wrong. Sun Shuo has always looked like this.”

Fu Su furrowed his brows, guessing the original Sun Shuo probably met an ill fate. Although there must be reasons, he ultimately didn’t want to meddle in Hu Hai’s affairs, so didn’t inquire further.

Under the bright moon, Chaofeng as usual perched delightedly on the eaves, looking down to spy on concubines’ harem struggles.

No choice—his life was just this boring.

Tsk, ever since that kid A Luo grew up, he got busy! He rarely came to the eaves to talk with it anymore! Really not cute…

Chaofeng grumbled internally, couldn’t help but mutter aloud. The sparrowhawk beside him heard and showed a helpless expression.

“Alright, don’t mind it. A Luo just grew up.” The sparrowhawk sighed, paused, but still reminded: “Besides, he’s ultimately just a human—he’ll age, sicken, and die. He can’t accompany us long.”

“Nonsense! A Luo is only how old! Still far from death!” Chaofeng yelled with heartache. “And he’s been refining pills lately, isn’t he? Maybe he can refine an elixir of immortality…” As Chaofeng spoke, it instinctively sought the green-robed youth’s figure but was shocked to discover—whether in Gaoquan Palace or Xianyang Palace, it couldn’t find him.

This shouldn’t be! Just earlier it had glimpsed A Luo going to the courtyard as usual to collect moon dew!

How did he disappear in the blink of an eye?!

Zhang Jiu had previously been just a minor attendant responsible for preparing young prince Hu Hai’s meals. Ever since Sun Shuo died miserably, he’d been casually pointed out by the young prince and promoted to personal attendant, his name also changed to Sun Shuo.

Being called by a dead person’s name truly wasn’t comfortable. Plus various other dissatisfactions—Zhang Jiu’s life was worse than death. He wasn’t incapable of attending to people, but besides that true Sun Shuo who genuinely cherished the young prince, who could attend such a willful young prince?

Moreover, he discovered that since Sun Shuo died, the young prince had become increasingly abnormal.

What normal person would order him to kidnap the Eldest Prince Fu Su’s tutor?!

Although he appeared just an ordinary, inconspicuous tutor, who in the palace didn’t know this person’s true identity? Memorials and documents flowed like water into Gaoquan Palace daily and flowed out—how many major court affairs passed through this person’s hands? Even the blind could see how important he was.

Zhang Jiu had previously heard Sun Shuo say Eldest Prince Fu Su and this Minister often lent bamboo slips to the young prince to read, yet he repaid kindness with enmity… Zhang Jiu was distracted and uneasy but still gritted his teeth to complete the task. These days he’d thoroughly investigated—this Minister every night at a fixed time went to the courtyard to place the yin sui to receive moon dew, never entrusting others.

Of course, afterward everything was arranged by Minister Zhao Gao. If not for this Minister holding the line, even giving Zhang Jiu several times the courage, he wouldn’t dare do this. Although Zhao Gao was just a minor Supervisor of Seals official, this position managed all the emperor’s seals—a critically important post that only the emperor’s absolute trusted confidant could assume. Moreover, Zhao Gao had previously offended the powerful Meng Yi yet was quietly protected by the First Emperor—not only exempted from deserved execution but even restored to original office.

So did Zhao Gao’s intentions purely represent his own? Whose intentions did they represent? Could it be the First Emperor…

Zhang Jiu was terrified the more he thought, not daring to continue. He was just a minor attendant without any right to protest—could only steel himself to watch that Minister before his eyes get knocked unconscious, silently carried out of Gaoquan Palace, brought before the Supervisor of Seals, forced to test medicine.

Yes, using exactly the excuse of testing medicine for the First Emperor.

Perhaps it was because young prince Hu Hai casually mentioned a few days ago that this Minister was actually refining pills, which reminded Supervisor Zhao Gao that the Minister’s master was also a Daoist who left medicines in the palace. The First Emperor pursued longevity but didn’t casually consume any pills. Ever since an incident where a medicine-testing attendant died suddenly, the First Emperor no longer used testing attendants but had the pill refiners personally taste them.

With that Daoist not in the palace, having his disciple the Minister taste them seemed on the surface a justifiable reason.

But in reality, this blatantly targeted this Minister for execution!

“Take him down and confine him in the Qian Character Cell.” Zhao Gao’s face hidden in shadows spoke lightly.

Naturally people went to lift the powerlessly collapsed Minister. Zhang Jiu didn’t even dare look more than once, deeply lowering his head to hide the regret and terror in his eyes.

“Before long, someone will probably come to take you out.” Zhao Gao’s voice always maintained one unchanging tone, making people very uncomfortable listening—especially in such a sinister environment, this effect was magnified several times.

These words naturally weren’t for Zhang Jiu but for that Minister Gan. Yet Zhang Jiu still couldn’t help shuddering, raising his eyes just as the Minister was carried past before him. His gaze met the Minister’s already dilated unfocused pupils, no longer containing their usual clear profundity.

Watching this young Minister depart, Zhao Gao raised his lips meaningfully.

“I hope you can survive this night.”
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Like struggling out from a quagmire, the green-robed youth struggled to regain consciousness.

His head throbbed with pain—someone must have knocked him unconscious. This familiar pain was quite like that time over ten years ago when he was ambushed by Prince Jiang Lü at the Half-Step Hall.

But what made him unable to help groaning aloud was the violent cramping pain in his abdomen, as if several small knives were simultaneously stabbing and stirring. It was also this severe pain that awakened him from unconsciousness.

The green-robed youth hesitantly opened his eyes—as expected, darkness met his gaze. For him, without any night vision ability, this was equivalent to being blind. Even on a scorching summer night, beneath him was completely cold, indicating he was lying on the ground. Without any wind blowing, nor any starlight or moonlight, he could guess he was confined in a room.

Before losing consciousness, he vaguely heard Zhao Gao order someone to confine him in the Qian Character Cell, also saying he hoped he could survive the night.

Touching his abdomen that ached from being forcibly made to swallow dozens of pills, the green-robed youth smiled bitterly several times.

He didn’t believe Zhao Gao would dare act against him privately without the First Emperor’s command, even if he was the most powerful Supervisor of Seals.

Then it was the First Emperor killing the chicken to warn the monkey.

Punishing him to warn Eldest Prince Fu Su not to become complacent, not to forget who ultimately sat on the imperial throne.

His face pale as if plunged into an ice cellar, the youth’s green robes were already soaked with cold sweat. Under fear’s shadow, the abdominal pain at this moment actually wasn’t so unbearable.

Forcing his body to sit up, groping to lean against a wall as cold as the ground, the green-robed youth began recalling all of Zhao Gao’s words, expressions, and tones after seeing him.

However, Zhao Gao had sat in shadow—his expression wasn’t very clear. Moreover, this Supervisor of Seals always spoke without tonal fluctuation, fundamentally impossible to discern his true thoughts. Only from that final sentence could he distinguish the other indeed hoped he wouldn’t die.

Didn’t want him to die here and add trouble for him?

The green-robed youth suddenly clenched his fists, bit down on his teeth, enduring a bout of severe pain. After quite a while he recovered, his entire person like just being fished from water.

He had never eaten any pills but also knew this situation wasn’t a good sign.

Master had once told him that pills refined by alchemists without proper transmission contained large amounts of highly toxic substances like cinnabar, mercury, and so on. Having been forced to swallow so many pills at once, not choking to death on the spot, the toxins would probably accumulate in his body, damaging his lifespan to some degree. Just didn’t know whether he’d directly fail to endure and die, or drag his body along for a few years.

The green-robed youth expressionlessly struggled to recall—among those pills he swallowed seemed to be an inconspicuous blue pill that even had familiar pill patterns and a subtle strange fragrance. If he remembered correctly, several years ago he had seen Master refine similar pills.

Meaning, the pills he swallowed indeed included ones his master refined?

Also true—how could someone as shrewd as the Supervisor of Seals leave evidence, saying he was made to test his master’s pills? He would certainly ensure it was factually true.

Blind trust in his master made the green-robed youth’s worried mood calm somewhat. After the pain slightly eased, he tried contacting Chaofeng and the sparrowhawk but unexpectedly discovered no response.

Perhaps he was no longer in Xianyang Palace now—Chaofeng not seeing him was possible, but the sparrowhawk couldn’t possibly not notice. Chaofeng plus the sparrowhawk equaled grasping all matters under heaven.

The green-robed youth discovered he’d still thought things too simply. He’d also been too careless—these years hadn’t seen major incidents, so he’d forgotten that person who could play tricks under two roof beasts’ noses!

Thinking back, with his current cultivation level, even if distracted by a minor attendant, he absolutely wouldn’t be so easily knocked unconscious.

Could it be… Zhao Gao was that person from years ago who couldn’t be found? Secretly saved him, killed Queen Dowager Zhao… what exactly did he want?

The green-robed youth’s thoughts were still rapidly deducing, but his body already couldn’t endure, collapsing unconscious again while leaning against the wall.

Already not knowing how many times waking from darkness then falling back into soundless darkness—almost making one unable to distinguish reality from dreams.

The green-robed youth moved his fingers, feeling the cold object in his palm, settling his heart.

Perhaps due to overconfidence, Zhao Gao hadn’t searched him, so the ornaments he habitually wore were all present. Even the yin-yang sui he’d originally intended to place in the courtyard to collect moon dew hadn’t been confiscated.

How could antiques transmitted by Master be ordinary items? The green-robed youth picked up the yin-yang sui and felt it. While he slept, it had already collected a tiny bit of moon dew. He carefully raised the yin-yang sui to his lips, cherishing this bit of moon dew to moisten his throat. Afterward, he rubbed the yin-yang sui, touched the coiled dragon knob on the back—with a “click,” a small flame leaped forth.

His eyes fixed on this insignificant firelight as if staring at his only salvation.

If he hadn’t carried this yin-yang sui, he probably wouldn’t have survived long ago.

The time he spent in this silent, soundless small dark room had long exceeded one night. The yin-yang sui in his hands would strictly follow the pattern of collecting moon dew at night and igniting heavenly fire during day. Each cycle represented one day passing. So judging by this, he had probably been confined in this small dark room for over three years.

That’s right—already over three years. Things were just this unbelievable.

During the first year, someone came to check on him every ten days. During that period, because he’d eaten too many pills, his entire person was muddled and confused, surprisingly not noticing he could still survive many days without eating.

Later, the intervals between guards checking on him grew longer and longer—once a month, recently even once every few months. The checking method was merely opening a small window through the door panel to see if he still lived.

Even if dull, the green-robed youth had to admit he certainly wasn’t normal now.

Normal people definitely couldn’t endure ten days without eating, yet he surprisingly sustained himself with this tiny bit of moon dew, enduring over three years.

This definitely related to those pills.

Not only did he not feel hunger or thirst, even his nails, hair, and beard showed no signs of growth. Moreover, he felt his body temperature also tended toward the same coldness as the walls. Even his heartbeat was so weak it was almost imperceptible.

But the green-robed youth couldn’t calmly contemplate this matter. Instead, due to long-term confinement in a dark environment, his entire spirit teetered on the edge of collapse.

Why had he been confined here over three years with no one coming to rescue him?

Couldn’t Chaofeng and the sparrowhawk contact Master? Didn’t they find his disappearance suspicious? Would Ying give up searching for him? Even Wang Li, who’d gone to the borders to oppose the Xiongnu—during these three years he should have returned to Xianyang once or twice. Not seeing him seemed normal?

And… the Eldest Prince… why hadn’t he come to take him…

Had he… reached some interest exchange with the First Emperor?

The green-robed youth didn’t want to doubt his chosen lord, but time would erode all persistence. When he lay alone in darkness—one day, ten days, one month, one year, three years… hope slowly transformed into despair.

Sometimes he doubted himself—was he still in hallucinations? In fact, hadn’t been confined this long? Were these all calculation errors by the yin-yang sui? But such doubts would each time be drowned by endless darkness.

The yin-yang sui in his hands burned with ghostly heavenly fire, so small it couldn’t even produce warmth. The sui body remained bone-chillingly cold, yet he still clutched it tightly like grasping a life-saving straw.

He forced himself not to think about those will-eroding matters. Whatever events from birth to now came to mind, he’d review them, then recite pill refinement formulas in his mind—just like the past three years, spending this day plainly, unremarkably, and torturously.

So when the jade armillary sphere at his chest warmed, the green-robed youth for a long time felt he was either having illusions or still dreaming.

He even extended his finger to touch the heavenly fire in the yin-yang sui, feeling burning pain. After quite a while, he realized this was reality.

The door sounded. He only had time to extinguish that flame before someone entered to help up his weak, powerless self, bringing him out of this dark room.

Outside still had lamps lit. Through gaps in the latticed window, one could see the night sky with bright moon and sparse stars.

The green-robed youth looked at the night scene in confusion. This completely differed from the time indicated by the yin-yang sui—it should be daytime now.

“Bi Zhi!” A warm embrace awakened him from his daze, surrounded by familiar pine fragrance—precisely the lavender scent Eldest Prince Fu Su most favored.

“Bi Zhi? You’ve suffered! I will thoroughly investigate this matter!” Examining his tutor in his arms who seemed to have changed souls, staring dully, Fu Su gritted his teeth and said in a low, angry voice. He was no longer his former self who swallowed grievances. Years ago at the Half-Step Hall, he had silently sworn to properly protect his subordinates from harm.

Even his own Father Emperor was not permitted!

After Fu Su waved his hand, the guards beside him responded thunderously. Half the people stood motionless in place, while the other half dispersed, beginning to search this estate.

The green-robed youth’s unfocused pupils gradually gained spirit, but his facial expression began showing shock and uncertainty.

Over three years’ time—Eldest Prince Fu Su was still like their last meeting, young and handsome, as if time hadn’t left any traces on his face.

Or perhaps, indeed so much time hadn’t passed…

Touching the cold yin-yang sui in his hands, the green-robed youth closed his eyes, then reopened them.

So the time he spent in this Qian Character Cell—was it real, or did he imagine it?

Looking at the pitch-black room, he narrowed his eyes.

He thought he probably knew Zhao Gao’s true identity.
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Fu Su was furious.

But he exerted his utmost effort to adjust his emotions in the fastest time possible.

At the very least, he had to control his emotions before his tutor, because the youth in his arms looked so helpless and confused.

Fu Su’s heart felt as if it had been carved into several pieces by a knife. He had been raised right under his nose, yet was still silently abducted—this was simply utter humiliation!

While his subordinates thoroughly investigated this strange estate, Fu Su carefully examined whether his tutor had any wounds. Although he’d only been missing a few hours—the sky hadn’t even brightened yet—killing someone required only an instant, let alone after these several hours had passed.

The green robe on the youth’s body showed no signs of being torn or bloodstained, only looking somewhat dirty, perhaps from lying on the ground. The wear on the elbows and back was considerable. Fu Su speculated it might have been formed by someone dragging him across the ground, because his Minister’s robes were all new clothes personally made by Caiwei, even though she had long been permanently stationed at the weaving workshop.

The green-robed youth’s face was deathly pale, his body temperature cold. Fu Su had Gu Cun immediately bring blankets to wrap the green-robed youth entirely. When Fu Su slightly released him, he noticed the yin-yang sui clutched in his hands and was startled into a daze for a moment.

Guessing his tutor must have been knocked unconscious and abducted while going to the courtyard to collect moon dew, Fu Su cursed under his breath and reached to touch the back of the green-robed youth’s head.

No swelling, no wounds either.

Fortunately. Fu Su breathed a sigh of relief. The person was mostly fine, no obvious external injuries, just somewhat mentally dazed. Although the Imperial Physician he’d brought had no use, he still called him over to examine everything. After confirming this estate was completely empty with no clues, he left with a dark expression.

The Eldest Prince’s carriage cabin was much more spacious than ordinary ones. Fu Su held the green-robed youth leaning inside, while Gu Cun also entered the cabin to help serve tea and water.

After drinking a mouthful of warm soup, the green-robed youth’s consciousness seemed to be awakened along with it. He spoke: “What time is it now?” His voice was hoarse beyond recognition. The first attempt made no sound at all—he had to repeat it before barely being understood.

Fu Su was startled and quickly passed over the soup in his hands, letting him drink more to moisten his throat. However, worried about his tutor’s safety, he hadn’t noticed what hour it was now. Gu Cun beside him timely reported: “Past the chou hour.”

The green-robed youth drank several mouthfuls of lotus seed soup, his breathing recovering somewhat, and continued asking: “What year, what month, what day?”

Fu Su and Gu Cun exchanged glances, both seeing worry and confusion in each other’s eyes. No one could have imagined the green-robed youth’s first question after rescue would be this. But Fu Su still answered: “The thirty-third year of the First Emperor, the thirteenth of the seventh month. Oh, today should be the fourteenth of the seventh month.”

The green-robed youth very slowly closed his eyes, then very slowly opened them. This blinking motion was slowed several times over—a seemingly ordinary action that, when performed by him, looked abnormally heart-wrenching to watch.

Fu Su thought he was tired and patted his arm soothingly, saying gently: “It’s all over now. Rest well first.”

The green-robed youth shook his head, struggling to sit up himself. He temporarily didn’t understand why he had clearly spent over three years alone in the Qian Character Cell, yet in reality only several hours had passed since his disappearance from Gaoquan Palace. But he had to tell Fu Su clearly who was responsible.

“It was Zhao Gao.”

When Fu Su heard these three words, his handsome face changed slightly, but his expression wasn’t overly surprised. After all, those who dared do such things could be counted on one hand. With a bit of thought he could guess—otherwise he wouldn’t have found his tutor so quickly and smoothly.

Seeing them begin discussing a more serious topic, Gu Cun consciously left the cabin. Fu Su watched through the curtain as he descended from the carriage, then moved closer to the green-robed youth and asked in a lowered voice: “Did he do anything to you?”

The green-robed youth hesitated for a moment.

But just this instant’s pause was seen by Fu Su. He gripped the youth’s shoulders, not allowing any thought of concealment.

“Nothing major. He merely used the excuse of having me test medicine for Master.” A bitter smile appeared on the green-robed youth’s pale cheeks.

Fu Su’s expression stiffened. He immediately called loudly for the Imperial Physician to come examine his pulse, afraid Zhao Gao had tampered with the pills.

The green-robed youth didn’t stop him. He was still somewhat confused at this moment. The logic he’d deduced in the Qian Character Cell was completely overturned at this instant and needed reorganization.

When they returned to Gaoquan Palace, the eastern sky had already begun showing fish-belly white. Just after dismounting, Ying, who hadn’t slept all night, rushed over, repeatedly calling “A Luo”—the scene became even more chaotic.

Because Caiwei had been taken by the weaving workshop years ago, the green-robed youth hadn’t recruited any more maids, trying to be as self-sufficient as possible in everything. After all, what he dealt with were the empire’s highest secrets—casually arranging anyone wasn’t very safe. Ying didn’t mind doing trivial matters losing his status, except this lord was even lazier—who attended whom was uncertain.

Fu Su found Ying adding to the chaos and directly had Gu Cun send the green-robed youth to his own sleeping chamber for settling, while he went to arrange people to handle some cleanup matters. This kidnapping began in moonlit night and ended before daybreak, so the disturbance wasn’t large, but falling in interested eyes might stir up huge waves.

Fu Su wasn’t afraid of these things, only this incident made him vigilant—future plans also needed revision accordingly.

He was so busy he worked until full daylight, even going to Xianyang Palace to see Father Emperor. When he returned to his sleeping chamber for a meal, it was already afternoon. He discovered his tutor also hadn’t slept, holding a scroll of bamboo slips, leaning by the latticed window quietly sunning himself.

The green-robed youth had changed into a blue-green robe, his washed long hair still not fully dry, draped behind him.

“Why haven’t you rested yet?” Fu Su pressed his brow. Having kept his nerves taut, returning to his chambers where he needn’t be on guard, he inevitably revealed some fatigue. Before entering he’d already heard attendants report his tutor hadn’t rested since returning.

The green-robed youth only smiled without answering.

He’d slept enough—naturally didn’t dare sleep again, afraid that closing his eyes, upon reopening them, he’d return to that terrifying Qian Character Cell, trapped in darkness with nowhere to call for help.

Moreover, one matter made him increasingly restless the more he thought about it—this was also the question he’d repeatedly contemplated during over three years of torment in the Qian Character Cell.

If Zhao Gao was his senior martial brother, then his motive for appearing beside the First Emperor was extremely suspicious. After the First Emperor unified the six states, his temperament greatly changed—he began seeking immortals and asking about the Way.

And after Hu Hai, not a single child was born again…

Also, why had the Imperial Star dimmed…

Additionally, that tin danglou previously given to Wang Li—for whom did it actually block calamity?

Question after question made the green-robed youth’s heart tangled as messy hemp.

“Bi Zhi, you’ve suffered.” Fu Su’s voice was hoarse, not knowing how to begin. His tutor was blocking calamity for him, yet within the recent period, he still couldn’t act rashly. Fu Su stood dejectedly, letting powerlessness surge over him. He sighed: “I’m truly useless.”

“This is the path I chose. Even if covered with thorns, barefoot, weaponless, I must fearlessly continue walking.” The green-robed youth steadied himself, the corners of his lips curving into a serene smile.

Fu Su was shocked by the determination in his words, knowing any consoling words he said now would be pale and powerless. He could only silently make a vow in his heart: he would properly remember this feeling—in the future, he definitely wouldn’t fail his minister.

“Has there been any change?” The green-robed youth also didn’t want to continue this topic, finding an excuse to diverge.

“Bi Zhi, Father Emperor plans to establish Li Si as Prime Minister.” Fu Su sat cross-legged before the bed, following his tutor’s gaze toward the pond in the courtyard. This news shouldn’t be spoken now to trouble his tutor, but having just visited Father Emperor at Xianyang Palace, his thoughts were chaotic and urgently needed to confide.

The green-robed youth had been notified by Chaofeng when he went to see Father Emperor, so hearing this wasn’t overly surprised. Chaofeng and the sparrowhawk’s intelligence reports were also indispensable weapons when he strategized. But thinking now—if he wasn’t the only person in the palace who could hear Chaofeng and the sparrowhawk’s voices, wouldn’t this weapon also be available for others’ use?

Steadying himself, the green-robed youth didn’t let his mind wander to other matters. He released the bamboo slips in his hands and said lightly: “Finally.”

Fu Su sighed. Yes, finally it came.

The process of gradually grasping the Great Qin Empire’s power was like climbing a mountain. Standing at the mountain peak was naturally his Father Emperor, and his ultimate goal was also standing at the mountain summit. Moreover, this position was extremely narrow—narrow enough for only one person to stand.

So exactly what position would he climb to before arousing the First Emperor’s vigilance, and what kind of reaction would the other make? He and his tutor had repeatedly deduced these many times.

Power division was one possibility—also the most reasonable response.

As expected, the First Emperor also did this, pushing Li Si to the Prime Minister position, equivalent to entrusting someone to manage the household. Actually, what Li Si would do wasn’t different from what Fu Su had done these years.

“He’d rather trust an outsider than trust his own son.” Fu Su laughed lowly, but his words carried indescribable bleakness.

“Because the hundred officials cannot honor Li Si as sovereign.” The green-robed youth knew Fu Su wasn’t ignorant of this reason but still spoke consolingly.

Fu Su was silent for a moment, the dejected expression on his face swept clean away, both eyes tinged with an excited flush.

“Bi Zhi, probably next year, at latest the year after, we’ll be leaving Xianyang.”

The green-robed youth tightly clenched his right fist once, then slowly released it, his face revealing a relieved smile.

Although establishing a prime minister was only an initial idea—a prime minister couldn’t be established just by saying so—but at latest next year, court power would tilt considerably toward Li Si’s side. And Fu Su obviously used this concession to make an interest exchange with the First Emperor, with the goal being control of the military.

This was also what they’d discussed before—going to the northern borders. There lay not only Qin’s bravest armies but also Meng Tian, loyal to Fu Su, and potential supporter Wang Li. It could be said that if Fu Su wanted to control military forces, that would be the ideal place.

Facts proved the First Emperor still didn’t want to delegate power to Fu Su—even having Zhao Gao privately issue warnings.

Like when climbing a mountain peak, if this path ahead had obstacles with no possibility of advancing further, then change angles, cut through thorns, continue climbing.

Fu Su’s refined handsome face was full of determined resolution to obtain his goal. Soon, very soon.

When he returned to Xianyang from Shangjun Prefecture, would be his time to ascend the throne.

And then, no one would dare act wantonly toward those beside him anymore!
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Wang Li stared at the departing Xiongnu cavalry, observing their formation. Though they appeared to flee in panic, he noticed they maintained order within the chaos. He decisively made a hand gesture backward.

Someone behind him immediately struck the bronze gong with a hammer, and the sound of retreat echoed across the battlefield.

The well-trained soldiers immediately ceased their pursuit. Even those reluctant to stop merely aimed their crossbows at the Xiongnu cavalry for a final volley of arrows.

This routine harassment by the Xiongnu occurred every few days along the border. Three years ago, Meng Tian led his troops with unstoppable momentum, dealing a devastating blow to the fierce Xiongnu in a single battle, causing their complete rout. He drove the Xiongnu far north of the great desert, over seven hundred li away, preventing them from venturing south to graze their horses. Meng Tian reclaimed all territories south of the river, establishing forty-four counties. He then began constructing watchtowers and fortresses, utilizing the terrain to build the Great Wall, stretching from Lintao all the way to Liaodong, winding over ten thousand li. Afterward, Meng Tian led his troops across the river, occupied Yangshan, and advanced northward in a winding path, expanding the territory. The Qin army now primarily stationed troops in Shangjun to intimidate the Xiongnu.

During these three years, very few Xiongnu cavalry had ventured south to their deaths, but recently they had begun stirring restlessly again.

Wang Li was now a Deputy General, considered the foremost person under Meng Tian in Shangjun. Having served on the frontier for over six years, he had long shed his youthful inexperience. His formerly blunt manner of speaking had become much more steady and composed. After all, bearing responsibility for others’ lives always forced one to become stronger.

He led this expedition for two purposes: first, to give the new recruits in camp some battlefield experience, and second, to record the surrounding terrain and investigate Xiongnu movements. Most of the cavalry behind him maintained their battle-ready formation after the retreat signal, while only a small portion dismounted to clean the battlefield. They tended to wounded Qin soldiers and horses while clearing enemy corpses. Since the Xiongnu cavalry were savage warriors who fought to the death, they found no survivors to interrogate.

Only after the Xiongnu cavalry had fled beyond sight did Wang Li relax slightly. He turned back with a smile to the person who had been protected among his personal guards throughout the battle: “A’luo, our luck was particularly bad this time. You’ve accompanied me out so many times, and this is the only time we encountered these Xiongnu dogs.”

The young man Wang Li called A’luo wore green robes under military officer armor, holding a crossbow. His hair, which he habitually wore loose and disheveled in the palace, was now properly bound in a topknot, revealing his smooth forehead and refined features, making him appear several years younger than his actual age. He rode a fierce warhorse beneath him, currently agitated by the battlefield’s bloody atmosphere, snorting restlessly.

The young man reached out to pat his horse’s mane, watching Wang Li urge his horse forward through the parting personal guards, and smiled slightly: “It would have been even better if you’d let me kill a few with my own hands.”

“Haha, speaking of which, I need to write a military report about this encounter for General Meng. A’luo, you’re experienced with this task, so you handle it,” Wang Li laughed heartily, skillfully changing the subject.

What a joke! This fellow A’luo had probably never even hurt anyone in his entire life, let alone killed! Moreover, every time he brought A’luo out, Crown Prince Fu Su would grab him and repeat his instructions countless times, insisting he must protect A’luo’s safety.

In truth, even without Fu Su’s words, Wang Li would do his utmost to protect him. He just didn’t understand why the noble Crown Prince Fu Su’s presence at the frontier was already gesture enough, yet A’luo insisted on periodically accompanying him outside the camp to sleep rough and eat sand.

However, he had to admit that A’luo had performed beyond his imagination. In the year and more since arriving at the frontier, he had quickly and seamlessly bonded with the soldiers without any barriers. The Qin state had always valued martial prowess over scholarly pursuits, and warriors typically looked down on scholars. But no one expected that His Highness the Crown Prince’s tutor could be both literary and martial, occasionally joining the soldiers’ training on a whim and holding his own in one-on-one combat. He was just too gentle in his attacks, only dodging, lacking offensive capability. Everyone unanimously agreed this was because he had never been on a real battlefield or seen blood.

But no one looked down on him for this. Instead, they all felt they should protect him well. His slender frame, pale complexion, and gentle temperament made him a special presence in the military camp, like a little lamb mixed in among wolves. Though the lamb possessed self-defense capabilities, no one had the heart to force the lamb to become a wolf.

But after being exposed to wind and sun in the military camp for over a year, why was A’luo’s skin still so good? And he seemed completely unchanged…

Wang Li touched his own rough cheeks and the stubble he hadn’t had time to trim in several days, feeling somewhat exasperated. Just as Qin had always valued martial prowess over scholarly pursuits, popular aesthetics also favored robust strength as beauty. He had originally thought A’luo’s pale skin came from spending every day cooped up in palace halls reading bamboo scrolls, but after more than a year in Shangjun, even Crown Prince Fu Su, who rarely exercised, had become much stronger with wheat-colored skin. Yet this Minister still showed no change.

“General… Wang Li, snap out of it!” The Minister being silently criticized saw his calls were useless and directly tapped Wang Li’s armor with his crossbow.

“Oh my! My little ancestor, be more careful! What if it goes off accidentally?” Wang Li broke out in cold sweat. The crossbow was standard Qin military equipment, divided into heavy and light crossbows. Heavy crossbows were used for city defense, like the repeating crossbow carts that required several people to operate simultaneously. Light crossbows were single-person operated, divided into foot-operated crossbows and handheld crossbows. The troops he led included specialized crossbow units operating foot-operated crossbows, and for self-defense, even archers carried handheld crossbows.

The arrows shot from crossbows produced sharp whistling sounds, their momentum fierce and intimidating like fury, hence the name. Light crossbows had shorter range than regular bows but tremendous power, were lightweight, quick to release, highly accurate, and possessed extreme lethality. In Xianyang, carrying them outside military camps was forbidden.

“Don’t worry, the trigger mechanism near the blade is very sturdy and won’t go off accidentally,” the young Minister smiled, casually raising his crossbow and shooting an arrow at the nearby battlefield that hadn’t been cleared yet.

The trigger was pulled, the bowstring immediately released from the hook, driving the arrow to shoot forth with great force.

The arrow used by the young Minister differed from others. After the arrowhead, the shaft was made of bone with two holes drilled above and below, producing a whistle-like sound when shot. This type of arrowhead was called a “whistling arrow,” capable of both attack and alarm. It was a newly introduced experimental item, typically used by sentries on watch or for mutual warning when operating separately.

Because the Qin army maintained perfect order and discipline, this single whistling arrow was extremely noticeable. Nearby soldiers instinctively looked up, watching the screaming arrow pass through the crowd and strike a corpse lying on the ground. Then, under everyone’s gaze, that Xiongnu corpse cried out in pain.

He was actually playing dead! Several men immediately rushed forward, prevented the man’s suicide attempt, and dragged him aside for interrogation.

The nearby soldiers stared in stunned amazement, followed by Wang Li’s angry shouts. This person had also been wounded by an arrow and fallen from his horse, but harbored a death wish, waiting for an opportunity to strike when someone approached, hoping to kill as many as possible before dying.

After this incident, without needing Wang Li’s reprimands, the battlefield cleanup crew became much more cautious.

“These idiots! Just a few years without war, and they’ve become this complacent!” Wang Li cursed angrily, but when he turned to the young Minister, his expression immediately softened. “A’luo is amazing! You could tell he was playing dead and remembered to leave him alive, not hitting a vital spot.” Despite the differences between whistling arrows and ordinary arrowheads, their terrifying lethality remained the same—they could still kill.

The young Minister’s expression grew subtly stiff, and he somewhat guiltily touched the sight of his crossbow. The previously mentioned trigger was the firing mechanism, while the sight was a mountain-shaped aiming device on the crossbow. His sight differed from others—it had been fine-tuned. So even when aiming at vital points, he always hit other areas instead.

Perhaps those soldiers were right—he was just a little lamb unstained by blood, still harboring naive fantasies even on the battlefield.

Wang Li didn’t notice the young Minister’s embarrassed expression. He had already obtained silk cloth and writing materials from his guards and handed them over.

“Don’t mind that I had you use these sound-making arrows. You’re a key protection target, after all. Speaking of these whistling arrows, we actually learned them from the Xiongnu. Legend has it they were originally created by Prince Modun for mutual warning and communication on the grasslands.”

The young Minister’s eyebrows raised slightly. Prince Modun was Chanyu Touman’s eldest legitimate son, twenty-two years old this year. If he inherited the chanyu position, he would be their Qin army’s formidable enemy for decades to come. However, this possibility wasn’t very high—the Xiongnu chanyu leaders were elected by public consensus. After Chanyu Touman, who could inherit the chanyu position remained unknown.

“But it’s almost May. The Xiongnu hold their grand sacrificial assembly at the royal court in Dragon City every May. Why are these people still running around here?” The Xiongnu held three sacrificial assemblies annually: in the first, fifth, and ninth months. The May sacrificial assembly was the grandest, as the grasslands were in their prime with abundant water and grass. Any tribe with means would gather at the royal court’s Dragon City to worship heaven, earth, ancestors, and spirits. Though called heaven worship, they also discussed national affairs and strengthened tribal bonds—equivalent to the Central Plains people’s New Year celebration.

Wang Li narrowed his tiger-like eyes and began discussing this hasty encounter with the Xiongnu: “It’s truly strange. Moreover, judging by numbers, this Xiongnu cavalry unit was too small. Their direction was wrong, they carried no portable shelters, insufficient provisions, and their resistance wasn’t fierce—they fled after a feint. It didn’t seem like a border raid.”

The young Minister listened to Wang Li’s account while transcribing his words into formal written language. This was his most frequent task beside Fu Su, and he quickly finished writing a concise summary.
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By this time, the battlefield cleanup was nearly complete. Though the Qin army’s losses weren’t great, there were new recruits among them, and casualties were inevitable in the hasty encounter. The Xiongnu liked to behead enemies on the battlefield and carry away the heads, so some dead Qin soldiers couldn’t be given proper burials and had to be buried on the spot. Familiar soldiers who witnessed such tragic scenes couldn’t hide their grief and anger, only able to collect the deceased’s clothing and personal cloth pouches, entrusting others to bring them home to establish memorial tombs. Most soldiers were illiterate and didn’t wear military tags, relying only on fellow townsmen to identify each other. If the robes and armor were too blood-stained, they could only take the personal cloth pouches. The Xiongnu corpses also had their heads severed by the Qin army to be brought back for military merit.

During Shang Yang’s reforms, it was stipulated that as long as a soldier beheaded one enemy officer, he could obtain one rank of nobility, one estate, and one servant. The more enemy officer heads killed, the higher the nobility rank obtained. Military merit had twenty levels total, commonly called the Twenty Ranks of Nobility. If a soldier beheaded two enemies on the battlefield, his parents would be immediately freed if they were prisoners, and if his wife and children were slaves, they could immediately become commoners. Should he die in battle, his achievements and noble rank could be passed to his son. Therefore, Qin soldiers fought not merely for the state, but also to change their own impoverished fate—it was the only path to wealth and honor.

This was perhaps the fundamental reason why the Qin army swept across the six states with unmatched courage.

However, this had both advantages and disadvantages. The Qin army had previously experienced incidents of soldiers scrambling for enemy heads on battlefields, even resulting in deaths among their own ranks—quite an ugly affair. Fortunately, Meng Tian maintained strict discipline, and Wang Li consistently restrained his subordinates. The current battlefield cleanup proceeded in orderly fashion, with designated personnel recording military merit attribution.

After inquiring, the young Minister noted at the end of the military report the number of Xiongnu cavalry encountered, enemies killed, and Qin army casualties. Wang Li glanced over it, thinking A’luo’s handwriting was somewhat sloppy, but given the current conditions, he couldn’t be too demanding. He paid it no mind, took out his general’s golden seal from his chest, dipped it in vermillion clay to stamp the document, and handed it to a messenger to rush back to Shangjun.

After reorganizing the troops, Wang Li ordered them to continue forward. Since the Qin army regularly patrolled this area, military outposts were established every few hundred li, each permanently garrisoning five thousand troops in the endless desert for border defense and training. Wang Li’s mission this time was to rotate some of the soldiers.

Their destination was called Wale Outpost, where the commandant had been waiting at the gate, prepared to conduct the standard rotation with the commandant in Wang Li’s force the next day. Cheers erupted throughout Wale Outpost—most importantly, Wang Li had brought abundant grain and weapons this time, and the soldiers not due for rotation had been anticipating this for too long.

After entering Wale Outpost, the cooks lit fires to prepare meals. The young Minister accompanied Wang Li to Wale Outpost once every three months and had a dedicated tent in the outpost. He rested for a while but had no appetite for the food brought by the guards. When darkness fell, Wang Li sent someone to summon him. The young Minister thought they must have extracted some information from the captured cavalry soldier. He immediately left his tent and walked toward the main tent, seeing crowds of people throughout Wale Outpost—Wang Li must have issued some orders.

Inside the main tent, only Wang Li was present. Seeing the young Minister arrive, he immediately spoke: “A’luo, I’m afraid I must trouble you to write another military report.” Though his words spoke of trouble, his tone was quite matter-of-fact. If it were just writing a military report, the chief clerk would be sufficient for the task, but Wang Li had grown accustomed to using A’luo. Moreover, since the latter had personally captured this Xiongnu cavalry soldier, Wang Li remembered to have the merit officer record military achievement for him!

“Speak,” the young Minister resignedly sat cross-legged behind the low table. Brushes, ink, and silk cloth were already prepared on the table—Wang Li’s personal guards were extremely thorough.

“This matter is truly lamentable. Chanyu Touman is indeed foolish, doting on his concubines and wanting to establish his younger son as chanyu, actually sending Prince Modun as a hostage to the Yuezhi Kingdom.” Wang Li clicked his tongue in amazement but wasn’t particularly surprised. What was so remarkable about being a hostage? Their First Emperor had also been a hostage in his time.

The young Minister could tell from Wang Li’s expression that there was more to come, so he didn’t rush to write. Instead, he poured some water and slowly ground the ink cake.

“Do you know what that Chanyu Touman did next? Some days ago, he actually launched a war against the Yuezhi Kingdom, completely disregarding his son’s life or death.” Wang Li sighed heavily. “That boy Modun’s luck is truly terrible, though for your Great Qin, it would be good if he just died in the Yuezhi Kingdom like this.”

The Xiongnu were merely a somewhat larger barbarian tribe. On this vast grassland, there were dozens or even hundreds of tribes. The chanyu position was also elective, not hereditary, so Modun’s life or death wasn’t that important. What mattered was that the Qin army could use this to incite conflicts on the grassland, then sit back and watch tigers fight.

Perhaps Chanyu Touman had similar plans—since the Qin army was stationed in Shangjun and the Xiongnu couldn’t expand southward, he turned his target to other tribes on the grassland. The life or death of a son he didn’t favor apparently wasn’t within Chanyu Touman’s consideration.

“So he escaped? The Xiongnu cavalry we encountered today were looking for him?” The young Minister guessed the outcome from Wang Li’s tone, his refined eyebrows involuntarily furrowing slightly. Having a father emperor who also didn’t value his eldest son and a beloved younger brother, Prince Modun’s similar circumstances to Crown Prince Fu Su made the young Minister somewhat distracted.

“Yes, after receiving the news, Chanyu Touman fears Modun will return to participate in the May sacrificial assembly.” Wang Li tapped the table with his finger, his voice turning cold. “Write in the military report to General Meng, explaining this matter. If we encounter him on a narrow path, we must ensure Modun never returns.”

The young Minister recalled the teams he’d seen on his way to the main tent—soldiers constantly departing to patrol the grassland even at night. So this was the reason. He nodded readily.

Though Wang Li spoke thus, he knew that finding one person in the vast grassland was extremely difficult. His nighttime deployment of troops to search the vicinity was purely due to coincidental timing, with a try-your-luck mentality. Wang Li’s thoughts were chaotic, and unable to sit still, he rose and paced back and forth in the main tent, finally stopping beside the young Minister. When he saw the characters on the silk cloth clearly, he couldn’t help asking in surprise: “Eh? A’luo, what’s wrong with your hand?”

The handwriting on the cloth was even more sloppy than what he’d written on horseback today. Wang Li remembered that over ten years ago, the young Minister’s handwriting had been neat and elegant. He still carried the brocade pouch A’luo had given him, which contained silk writings in A’luo’s hand, hence his question.

The young Minister’s hand holding the brush paused, and he smiled bitterly: “Do you think everyone is like you? I’ve been riding all day and I’m tired too, you know?”

Wang Li touched his nose embarrassedly and coughed lightly: “Then rest quickly after you finish writing.”

Having obtained valuable intelligence, the entire Wale Outpost sprang into action. When the young Minister emerged from the main tent, aside from the soldiers who had just arrived that day and were resting, most of the other soldiers had already gone out on patrol.

The young Minister’s tent was positioned rather remotely, and he walked slowly for quite a while before reaching it. He actually only needed to stay here one night—tomorrow he would return to Shangjun with Wang Li and the rotating soldiers. But with the Modun incident, Wang Li would have to stay here at least three or four days to confirm the situation before returning. Actually, rotation duties could be handled by a commandant leading the team. If not for his insistence on coming here every three months, Wang Li, as Deputy General, wouldn’t need to personally lead the troops.

Using flint to light the oil lamp in the tent, the young Minister boiled a pot of hot water for himself, then sat cross-legged at the low table and took out a palm-sized stone carving from his chest.

This was a stone carving depicting a fierce beast—a formidable big cat that seemed tiger-like but wasn’t quite a tiger, with wild, curly manes, sitting there lazily. The young Minister placed this stone carving on the table, then took out a bronze incense burner from his pack, lit the incense ball inside, and placed the burner in front of the stone carving.

Ethereal smoke rose gracefully from the openwork carvings on the incense burner lid, moving without wind, every wisp curling toward the nearby stone carving, completely enveloping the beast’s head.

Carved on this stone was a divine beast called Suanni. Legend said Suanni devoured tigers and leopards, fierce and terrifying, yet it enjoyed smoke and fire, so offerings must be prepared before making requests.

The young Minister was somewhat weary—after all, the long desert expedition was taxing for him. Moreover, ever since three years ago when Zhao Gao had forced him to take numerous pills and locked him in the Qian character room for a night, his body had become somewhat different from ordinary people.

At the time, he thought the three years spent in the Qian character room were caused by hallucinations, but after being rescued, he discovered things weren’t as he had imagined. He could eat and drink like ordinary people but no longer felt hunger or thirst. He could similarly feel fatigue but could go several days without sleep. His body temperature became ice-cold, and his nails, hair, and beard showed no signs of growth—as if time had stopped flowing for his body.

Perhaps Master’s pill truly could grant immortality!

But he didn’t believe such good fortune came without cost. If one pill could solve what the First Emperor had pursued for decades, why would Master still hide and avoid appearing? Everything in this world followed the principle of equivalent exchange—perhaps he had this opportunity, but there would surely be consequences of backlash.

Such consequences finally manifested under his anxious unease.

The young Minister rolled up his sleeves and expressionlessly looked at the horrifying purplish-blue marks on his pale arms. These marks first appeared two years ago, though perhaps they had existed earlier without his notice. When he discovered them, they were cloud-like, later becoming striped, and in the past six months, some had connected together, forming large patches that were shocking to behold.

Initially, he didn’t know what these were, thinking they might be some kind of rash, casually applying some ointment. But after arriving at the northern frontier and encountering corpses more frequently, he realized these familiar-looking bruises were actually corpse spots!

These were what commoners called blood stasis—corpse spots appeared one to two hours after death. Subsequently, the body’s muscles and joints would begin to stiffen…

The young Minister touched his own cold hands and struggled to flex his finger joints. His hands now had difficulty even holding a brush to write, though he could still manage to write with effort. Perhaps before long, he wouldn’t even be able to bend his fingers or pull the trigger of a crossbow.

A stiff smile appeared on his handsome face that would surely seem extremely strange and bone-chilling to any outsider.

Helplessly rubbing his cheeks with his hands, the young Minister’s own worry was that in some time, his body might begin to decay. Would he helplessly watch himself turn to white bones?

Even harboring hope, as more and more symptoms appeared, the young Minister had to admit that he had probably died the moment he swallowed all those pills.

That he could still walk consciously in the mortal world was probably the effect of Master’s pill. Zhao Gao’s throwing him into the mysteriously designed Qian character room was probably to observe his changes after taking the medicine. He didn’t want to argue with Zhao Gao either—the other party might be waiting for exactly that, using it to coerce him into betraying Crown Prince Fu Su.

Though his life was important, it wasn’t important enough to make him act against his beliefs and dignity.
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The young Minister pressed on the blood stasis marks on his arm, and his skin returned to its pale color, but when he released his fingers, the marks resurfaced like an incurable disease clinging to the bone.

How much longer could he continue to move among people without arousing suspicion? Even though he frequently went to the military camp, Crown Prince Fu Su must already have some vague suspicions, right?

He truly didn’t have much time left.

The young Minister clenched his hands, his handsome face full of unwillingness. He hadn’t yet seen his Crown Prince Fu Su ascend to that supreme throne…

“A… A’luo… are you there?” From the Suanni stone carving wreathed in smoke came Chaofeng’s boisterous voice. Perhaps due to the great distance, it was mixed with the sound of rushing wind.

“I’m here.” The young Minister rolled down his sleeves, covering his bruise-covered arms again. “Has anything new happened in Xianyang?”

That’s right—the young Minister came to Wale Outpost without fail every three months to accompany the troop rotations precisely because the Suanni stone carving could only communicate with Chaofeng and Yaoying from this specific location. Though Crown Prince Fu Su had temporarily left Xianyang’s political center, that didn’t mean he was abandoning control over the situation there.

While listening and committing to memory everything that had happened over these three months that Chaofeng told him, comparing it with the secret reports transmitted from Xianyang, the young Minister’s body might be stiffening, but his mind remained as sharp as ever.

Though Chaofeng was gossipy, there actually weren’t many major events worth remembering, so it quickly finished its report and began rolling around acting spoiled.

“A’luo, I miss you so much! When are you coming back? Chiwen keeps sleeping all the time, and I can only bicker with Yaoying every day. I’m so bored!”

“It should be a while longer.” The young Minister explained, sighing silently.

“Hmph, I’m really unhappy.” Chaofeng snorted coldly in anger, then pouted reluctantly. “Sigh, even Yaoying can’t see you. We can only talk with you like this every three months. If you accidentally die in the desert, we wouldn’t even know.”

“Chaofeng, can’t you say something nice?” Yaoying interjected from the side, unable to stand it.

The young Minister smiled bitterly—truly, no one could stand Chaofeng’s personality.

Yes, though Yaoying claimed to see all matters under heaven, there were places it couldn’t see. It viewed all affairs through the eyes of other ridge beasts, meaning there had to be buildings with ridge beast carvings on their roofs. In the northern frontier, buildings were extremely crude, and even tents were temporarily erected, so they weren’t within Yaoying’s field of vision.

Actually, this was easy enough to solve—they just needed to install a ridge beast on some rooftop in Shangjun. But not wanting the two ridge beasts to discover his physical abnormalities so quickly, he had been using other excuses to deflect.

However, occasionally chatting with the two ridge beasts did make his mood somewhat lighter. Sometimes, the young Minister wondered if he had chosen to be a heartless, carefree person without attachments, perhaps he wouldn’t suffer such pain and troubles.

But then, that wouldn’t be him anymore.

The incense ball in the burner quickly burned out completely, and the Suanni quieted down again. It didn’t require much smoke and fire—even if another incense ball were lit now, it couldn’t wake the Suanni.

The young Minister picked up a silk handkerchief nearby and carefully wiped the incense ash from the Suanni’s head, but after a moment, his movements froze, letting the handkerchief slip from his fingertips.

Because a sharp dagger was pressed against his neck.

“Shh… don’t make a sound.” A male voice with a strange accent suddenly sounded by his ear.

The young Minister obediently didn’t move. After over a year in the northern frontier, he had heard this kind of strange accent before.

This was the accent created by Xiongnu people’s inability to smooth their tongues when learning to speak Qin language.

In other words, a Xiongnu person had somehow entered his tent!

Judging by the voice, though it couldn’t be called vigorous, there was absolutely no pain or resentment toward him, so it shouldn’t be the prisoner he had captured with his crossbow today. It seemed Wang Li’s subordinates weren’t incompetent to that degree, though allowing a foreign tribesman to infiltrate this heavily guarded military camp wasn’t much better.

The young Minister’s mind raced as the person behind him spoke again: “I heard talking. Is there someone else in the tent?”

Feeling the blade at his neck press slightly harder, the young Minister considered that the person probably hadn’t been outside the tent very long, and at the end, Chaofeng had only been saying insignificant things with no secrets. Slightly relieved, he replied calmly and evenly: “No one. I was merely talking to myself.”

“Hmph!” How could that person believe it? But this military tent was only large enough to turn around in—whether there was anyone else was obvious at a glance.

The young Minister listened carefully to the movements behind him, then saw the person circle around to his front. Though the dagger was withdrawn, the person directly took his crossbow hanging in the tent. The loaded arrow pointed straight at him, gleaming coldly in the lamplight, making one afraid to act rashly.

But the young Minister’s gaze only flickered over the crossbow briefly, not taking this weapon that could claim his life at any moment seriously. He looked straight at this audacious Xiongnu person who dared to infiltrate the Qin camp alone.

Judging from the person’s tattered clothes, filthy face, and exhausted expression, this person must have entered the Qin camp out of desperation and likely had no accomplices. Moreover, from the way the person held the crossbow in one hand while beginning to devour the food on the low table with the other, the young Minister had more or less guessed the person’s identity.

Well, the reason the person chose his tent was probably precisely because the dinner on his table remained untouched.

During these three years, feeling no hunger or thirst in his belly, the young Minister generally no longer ate in private, and today was no exception.

Though the person wolfed down the food, the posture was naturally graceful, and the person remained fully alert, muscles tense. A pair of sharp eyes like a hawk’s never looked down at the food but kept firmly fixed on him—like a lone wolf feasting on the grassland, enjoying itself while guarding against other animals trying to steal its food.

The young Minister pondered how he could signal to alert those soldiers that the Prince Modun they wanted to find was currently sitting across from him.

The dinner the personal guards brought for the young Minister was particularly abundant. Even after eating for a while, the starved Prince Modun began to slow his eating pace. Those eyes glowing green seemed to see through the young Minister’s thoughts, and Prince Modun sneered mockingly: “Don’t play tricks. Perhaps I’ll spare your life.”

The young Minister pursed his lips—how stupid would he have to be to believe that? In the conflict between two armies, fierce as fire and water, if Modun left here alive, the first person he’d kill would be him. Moreover, since he had guessed the person’s identity as Prince Modun, he absolutely couldn’t let the person leave alive.

Quietly clenching his fist, finding it weak and powerless, he realized he needed to consider other methods. The young Minister’s face remained expressionless as he thought. He somewhat regretted choosing a military tent in a rather remote area of the camp to maintain secrecy when communicating with Chaofeng and Yaoying. Add to that, most soldiers were either resting or had left the camp—even if he risked shouting loudly, no one might notice the abnormality here.

“Prince Modun honors us with his presence—we failed to welcome you from afar. How discourteous, how discourteous.” The young Minister cupped his hands in salute, the smile on his face sincere and genuine, not at all like someone being held hostage, but rather like someone entertaining guests in his own home.

Modun wasn’t surprised to have his identity exposed, but the unusual attitude of the young man before him instead raised his guard. He quickly listened carefully to the movements around the tent, and only after confirming there was no ambush did he leisurely pick up a piece of flatbread, eating while saying: “The meal is rather simple—no wine!”

If you’re so picky, don’t eat with such relish! The young Minister’s eyebrows twitched several times. Originally he felt no hunger, but watching Prince Modun devour what should have been his dinner made him distinctly displeased. He steadied himself, organized his thoughts, and amid Prince Modun’s chewing sounds, slowly said: “Your Highness, have you considered where to go from here?”

“Naturally to return to the royal court.” Modun answered without any hesitation, clearly having already made his choice. Finishing the flatbread in his hands in a few bites, he said in his strange accent, one word at a time: “Whether fortune or misfortune, I leave it to heaven’s will.”

The young Minister was stunned, not expecting Modun to quote from the “Chu Ci”: “Whether this be fortune or misfortune; where to go and what to follow.” This Xiongnu prince not only spoke Qin language but had understanding of the various philosophical schools.

No, this wasn’t merely understanding.

The young Minister’s danger assessment of Prince Modun rose considerably. His thoughts racing, his expression unchanged, he carefully said: “Has Your Highness considered what Chanyu Touman will do to you if you return to the royal court? The grassland is vast—it’s not only Xiongnu, but also Yuezhi, Donghu, and Loufan. Why must Your Highness focus your gaze only on the royal court?” Better external than internal conflict—the young Minister was attempting to persuade him. If letting Modun leave could exchange for decades of internal strife on the grassland, then this risk was worth taking.

Who knew Modun would coldly snort without even thinking: “The Xiongnu were mine to begin with. Why should I be a stray dog? My tribe are wolves—the replacement of the head wolf is perfectly normal. Touman is already old and should have been replaced by me long ago.”

The young Minister asked in shock: “If he’s unwilling…”

“Kill him.” Modun coldly spat out two words, his facial expression perfectly normal, as if saying the weather today was quite nice. He picked up another piece of flatbread, added some pickled meat, ate a few bites, then added a sentence: “That brother of mine naturally cannot be kept either.”

Facing this Xiongnu prince who spoke calmly of patricide and fratricide without changing expression, the young Minister was momentarily shocked into silence. The moral education he received naturally placed filial piety first. Though from the Xia, Shang, Zhou, and Warring States periods, many royal families had engaged in bloody internal conflicts whose sordid affairs he had read about in history books—how could a few brief strokes compare to hearing such words directly from the person before him?

The main issue was that Modun spoke too matter-of-factly, as if the way of heaven should be thus, which beyond shocking the young Minister, made him subconsciously think of Crown Prince Fu Su, whose situation was subtly similar.

Patricide… fratricide…

No, no.

His Highness would absolutely never do such things. Even if driven to a dead end, he would absolutely never do such things.

How could human social rules be the same as beasts?

But to survive, one would kill others. Fundamentally, what difference was there between humans and animals?
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The young Minister often pondered philosophical questions about human nature. Though more intelligent than most, he was prone to overthinking. For any topic, there would be two contradictory answers. The more the young Minister thought, the more terrifying it became, and soon his face turned deathly pale, his entire person swaying unsteadily.

Prince Modun ate more than half the food on the table, then searched nearby for a clean silk cloth and wrapped the remaining flatbreads. He lifted the waterskin and drank deeply, then used some water to wipe his face. Looking at the remaining water in the skin, he hesitated, then pushed the wooden stopper back in and placed it on the table, planning to take it with him.

Then he stood up, looked at the armor hanging in the tent, pointed his crossbow at the young Minister, and snorted coldly: “Get up. Help me dress.”

This command rescued the young Minister from his intense internal struggle. He looked up blankly, just in time to see Prince Modun standing freely before him.

Qin people had always been taller and more robust than Central Plains people, and after standing, Prince Modun was even more imposing and powerful than the average Qin person. Yet the graceful muscle lines on his body didn’t make him seem overly bulky—they seemed to contain boundless strength. This young Xiongnu prince, having wiped away the dust and blood from his face, revealed his true appearance. His complexion was slightly dark, his eyebrows thick, his eye sockets deep-set with emerald green pupils, his nose bridge high, and his features extremely sharp. His cheeks still bore unhealed wounds, showing that escaping all the way from the Yuezhi Kingdom to here, he had endured unimaginable hardships and torment. He should have been the most noble existence among the Xiongnu aside from Chanyu Touman, yet now he could only survive with difficulty in the cracks. Under such adverse circumstances, he showed not a trace of dejection. Instead, his entire being was like an unsheathed blade, radiating an impossible-to-ignore sharpness after being tempered a thousand times.

Such a person, if allowed to return to the royal court, would surely bring the Xiongnu its most powerful chanyu.

The young Minister secretly clenched his fist again, though his face remained calm as still water. He stood up and obediently walked to Modun’s side, picking up the nearby armor to dress him while under the threat of the blade.

Since this was military officer armor he regularly wore, their builds differed greatly, and the binding sections needed adjustment. The young Minister’s fingers were already inflexible, making his movements even slower.

Modun watched, not realizing the green-robed youth had finger problems, thinking instead he was deliberately stalling for time. He laughed scornfully but didn’t make an issue of it. Before entering this tent, he had already surveyed the surrounding situation. He could afford to delay here for about half an hour. If not for fearing daylight would make escape difficult, he would have preferred to rest here for the night—heaven knew how long it had been since he’d had a good sleep.

His long-starved stomach, after eating, made him somewhat drowsy. After quietly yawning, Modun pinched his palm, using pain to remind himself to stay alert. He knew this was the most dangerous time—as long as he successfully escaped Wale Outpost, he could head straight for the royal court.

If not for the horse he’d stolen from the Yuezhi Kingdom dying from exhaustion, and needing to evade the Xiongnu cavalry hunting him, he wouldn’t have risked infiltrating Wale Outpost, which the Xiongnu cavalry dared not approach. Still, getting a meal was worth it. Modun had never known that hunger was a torture even harder to endure than pain.

From the corner of his eye, Modun glanced at the green-robed youth struggling with the armor before him. The dim lamplight cast soft shadows on his face. Even though they were from different peoples, Modun had to admit this youth was indeed extraordinarily handsome.

However, no matter how good his appearance, he wouldn’t survive tonight.

The young Minister acted as if he hadn’t seen the cold gleam in the other’s eyes, reorganizing his chaotic thoughts.

Someone like Modun, having set his mind on a goal, would be difficult to dissuade. Persuade him with classics and histories? He must already be well-versed in the hundred schools of thought, yet still firmly intended patricide and fratricide, proving that deep down he remained a lone wolf of the grasslands.

Though the young Minister’s heart scorned “these barbarians are truly savage,” he couldn’t help feeling a trace of envy.

If only… if only the First Emperor passed and Crown Prince ascended the throne, that would be best.

The young Minister’s expression darkened, knowing he had fallen into demonic obsession. The First Emperor possessed brilliant talent and grand strategies—a rare enlightened ruler in this world.

Perhaps because his own time was running out, he felt especially impatient.

At this moment, he somewhat understood why the First Emperor would pursue immortality by any means necessary.

The magnificent rivers and mountains of Great Qin had just been laid at his feet—how could he bear to willingly let them go to others?

No matter how much he dawdled with the armor, it was properly fastened within a quarter hour. The military officer armor was made of overlapping plates without padding, with a long body piece that looked somewhat short on Modun. With shoulder guards on both sides, Modun moved his arms, adjusted the armor’s fit, and indicated for the green-robed youth to help tie his hair.

Modun looked at him mockingly. A flash of suppressed anger crossed the green-robed youth’s eyes, but he still swallowed his pride and had him sit down, preparing to move behind him.

“This will suffice.” Modun moved the dagger in his hand, stopping the other’s action. How could he possibly leave his back completely undefended to an enemy?

The two sat facing each other. The green-robed youth straightened slightly and barely managed to tie his topknot.

Xiongnu people generally wore their hair loose. Modun moved his head uncomfortably, feeling his neck strangely cold with a chilling sensation—this drove all drowsiness away. Satisfied with this obedient captive, Modun bared his teeth and unceremoniously commanded: “Next, I need a horse.”

The young Minister’s expression only showed brief struggle before he lowered his eyes and stood, gesturing for him to follow.

Modun didn’t think the other had the ability to resist. If his character were unyielding, he would have cried out for help the instant he was taken hostage. The longer time dragged on, the more the person would surely value his life. Moreover, from the fact that he had a private tent, possessed military officer armor, and had abundant food, one could tell his status in the army wasn’t low. Yet because the tent was remote with no personal guards stationed outside, his position clearly wasn’t high enough that his disappearance would immediately attract attention. With his weak body lacking any combat ability, he was perfect for taking hostage.

Wale Outpost was now completely silent. Those who went on patrol hadn’t returned to camp, those resting had long fallen into slumber. The soldiers on alert duty within the outpost walked about with light footsteps, only whispers and the sound of wind rustling banners could be heard.

Modun, having changed into Qin army armor and wearing a Qin soldier’s topknot, wasn’t obviously distinguished by his high nose and deep-set eyes in the darkness. He looked no different from an ordinary Qin soldier. No one noticed that the crossbow he seemingly casually held was actually aimed at the youth walking before him.

With favorable timing, terrain, and circumstances, even cautious Modun felt that after twenty-two years of unfair treatment, he was finally receiving heaven’s favor. He didn’t notice the relaxed expression on the youth’s face ahead.

The young Minister truly wasn’t worried. Instead, he cheerfully led Prince Modun toward the stables at the outpost gate. Though alone in Wang Li’s army, several personal guards directly loyal to Fu Su always followed him. He had simply sent them farther away wanting to chat privately with Chaofeng and Yaoying. It hadn’t been long before he emerged from his tent with a stranger—anyone not foolish would notice the problem.

He just feared those guards couldn’t restrain themselves and would alert their target prematurely.

While pondering this, the young Minister negotiated with Modun behind him: “Your Highness said you’d spare my life—how can you guarantee it?”

Modun hadn’t actually considered this, but since the other raised it, and he hadn’t yet obtained a horse, he pretended to think seriously for a moment before speaking: “After leaving the outpost gate, once I reach an unpopulated area, I’ll let you leave.”

“I don’t believe you.” The young Minister simply stopped walking and smiled, shaking his head.

“You!” Modun was also forced to stop. Though both wore smiles, deadly intent lurked beneath. Despite his inner fury, Modun knew that if he caused a commotion here, he’d be captured within minutes, unable even to commit suicide. Suppressing his rage, Modun only thought briefly before saying gravely: “At a certain place, I’ll bind your hands and feet. I’ll ride backward on the warhorse as I leave. If you attempt to call for help, I’ll shoot this arrow.”

He raised his hand to indicate, sneering: “The arrow on your crossbow is a whistling arrow. Believe me, I don’t want to use it in the night either—its sound would be enough to expose my trail.”

The young Minister tilted his head thoughtfully, then reluctantly nodded.

Actually, he had no intention of letting Modun leave Wale Outpost at all. He had planned to confront Modun directly here—no matter how he might try to fly, escape would be difficult. Before the two reached the stables, however, an armored soldier actively approached leading a horse, his face stern as he performed a military salute: “Sir, are you leaving the outpost? The horse has been fed.”

The young Minister froze, looking aside to discover even the outpost gate had been opened in advance.

This was bad—did Wang Li know he’d been taken hostage? Was this compromise out of fear he’d be injured? How foolish!

Indignation rose in the young Minister’s heart, but what remained was an indescribable sense of being moved.

“It seems you’re far more important than I estimated.”

Modun beside him instantly understood. He swept up the still-dazed green-robed youth, vaulted onto the horse’s back in one motion, and with extraordinary horsemanship controlled the warhorse to gallop wildly out of Wale Outpost, laughing wildly: “Stay five hundred paces away, or we’ll perish together.”

Of course, in both their hearts, who was the jade and who was the stone had completely different definitions.

Chapter 10: Whistling Arrows · Part 5
The night sky over the grassland stretched vast, with a brilliant Milky Way traversing its center, studded with dazzling stars. That mysterious, profound darkness would involuntarily intoxicate anyone who gazed upon it. The more one contemplated this boundless sky and endless grassland, the more one felt one’s own insignificance.

Watching Prince Modun not far away kneeling and worshipping heaven and earth while chanting prayers, the young Minister helplessly pursed his lips. This Xiongnu prince who had taken him hostage was truly the most devout believer he had ever encountered in his life.

Perhaps because the grassland’s development lagged far behind the Central Plains, the barbarians held rather primitive understandings of natural constants like the sun and moon traversing the heavens, the four seasons alternating, life and death, wind, rain, thunder, and lightning. They didn’t understand the principle that “heaven never changes its constants, earth never alters its laws,” believing instead that everything was divinely bestowed. Thus they placed unusual importance on sacrifices—not only the three annual tribal sacrificial assemblies, but even daily worship.

Worshipping the sun at dawn, the moon at dusk, and even for trivial matters, as long as time permitted, they would give thanks to heaven’s gifts.

Initially, the young Minister held a contemptuous attitude toward such worship. His evaluation of Xiongnu sacrifices consisted of only two words: “ignorant.” For example, all wars launched by the Xiongnu actually followed traceable patterns—they even had to observe the moon the night before battle.

Truly just observing the moon, not the stars. When the moon waxed, they attacked; when it waned, they retreated. Such simple patterns, along with numerous taboos, had long been mastered by the Qin army, which was why Meng Tian drove out the Xiongnu so smoothly.

Even the First Emperor didn’t take the Xiongnu seriously. Having brought the fertile Central Plains under his control, he held little expectation for this grassland fit only for grazing. Moreover, because the grassland was too vast, lacking the resources to utterly exterminate them, after reclaiming the territories south of the river, he built the Great Wall to prevent Xiongnu cavalry from raiding southward—that sufficed.

Yet at this moment, between starry sky and grassland, the entire world felt so empty as if only the two of them remained, lonely as if forgotten by the gods. Though Modun chanted in Xiongnu language and the young Minister could only sporadically understand a few words, that wholehearted devotion flowing from every part of him couldn’t help but move him.

Deeply reverent toward heaven and earth, yet utterly fearless of life and death.

Such a person, such a people…

The young Minister pulled the wool blanket tighter around himself. Though his body could no longer feel the grassland night’s cold, an inexplicable chill arose within him.

Today was the eighth night since leaving Wale Outpost.

Modun hadn’t killed him, but instead brought him toward the chanyu’s royal court. The young Minister completely lacked understanding of grassland terrain, but could roughly judge that Modun was leading him in a winding path across the grassland.

Wang Li personally led troops in relentless pursuit behind them. During one skirmish, he could even clearly see Wang Li’s worried expression, yet Modun still relied on his familiarity with grassland terrain to shake off the pursuing troops once again.

Their horses now numbered four. Only one was the horse Modun had seized from Wale Outpost; the other three were wild horses he had lassoed and tamed on the grassland. Modun and he alternated riding to escape Qin army pursuit. Along the way they passed many grassland tribes, and even complete strangers treated Modun well. So they never lacked food or clothing throughout their journey, and Modun even traded the captured wild horses for provisions and garments.

The young Minister hadn’t stopped thinking of escape, but with his body unable to defeat even a child, let alone this grassland lone wolf Modun.

Continuing like this would only mean Wang Li penetrating deeper alone. For three days now, the young Minister had worried about Wang Li’s safety. He had long guessed Modun’s intentions—nothing more than bringing him along as a death-immunity card, keeping the Qin army trailing at a distance. Even Xiongnu cavalry intent on killing him would only flee at the sight of Qin army banners.

Ridiculous! What did Prince Modun need to pray to heaven for? He should be thanking the Qin army! This was clearly freeloading on free protection all the way to the royal court!

The more the young Minister thought about it, the more displeased he became, only able to curse his own useless body again. He extended his arm from the blanket, rolling up his sleeve, and by moonlight and starlight examined the gradually expanding corpse spots on his arm, involuntarily furrowing his brow.

Over there, Modun finished his worship and rose to walk toward his captive.

To be precise, Modun had already tacitly accepted this person as his slave. He ate little, drank less, didn’t feel the grassland night’s cold, neither cried nor made trouble, and didn’t resist—truly the best hostage.

“Han Xin, you’re really not eating?” Modun spoke in his accented Qin language, picking up some pickled mutton nearby.

The young Minister still wasn’t quite accustomed to the fake name he’d casually given, taking a moment to react before shaking his head. He didn’t want to give Modun his real name—if the other didn’t know, fine, but if he did, escape would become even more impossible.

“Eat quickly!” Modun still used his dagger to slice off a small piece of mutton and toss it over.

The young Minister looked helplessly at the small piece of mutton in his hand, still carrying sand and dirt. After struggling briefly, he still used his hand to wipe away the filth and tore it into small pieces, slowly stuffing them into his mouth.

He could barely taste the flavor anymore, only able to judge from the chewing sensation that this mutton had been pickled too long—it was too tough.

The two finished dinner in complete silence. Unlike previous days when he used words to provoke debate, Modun bent his head using his dagger to carve and craft something.

From eight days of interaction, the young Minister already knew this Prince Modun was so dexterous he didn’t seem like a prince at all, but rather a craftsman doing manual work. His ideas were also wildly imaginative—no wonder he could create strange arrows like whistling arrows.

Without Modun’s sensitive ears and terrifyingly thorough understanding of the grassland, the young Minister could still tell tonight’s Modun was unusual. After restraining himself repeatedly, he still couldn’t help speaking.

“Release me. Go by yourself.”

Modun’s hands froze, coldly spitting out a few words: “You are my slave.”

The young Minister knew Modun was reluctant to kill him, not only because of the Qin army pursuing closely behind, but also because over these eight days he had appropriately displayed his talents. Not so outstandingly that the other would capture him to the royal court at any cost, but enough that Modun wouldn’t eliminate him for the sake of hearing him expound on classics and histories. Otherwise, in this vast grassland, Modun alone could escape from the Yuezhi Kingdom—there was no reason he couldn’t shake off the Qin army unfamiliar with the terrain.

But this couldn’t continue. Seeing the time for the May sacrificial assembly approaching, if he continued bringing him along, Modun definitely wouldn’t make it back to the royal court in time. So the young Minister spoke up—by his judgment, Modun had probably already steeled his heart to kill this burden.

Seeing Modun about to deflect with excuses, the young Minister calmly said in Xiongnu language: “Actually, I can speak some Xiongnu.”

Modun’s expression immediately became awkward—didn’t that mean the other had heard everything he just prayed and confessed? Before he could make excuses, his slave smiled slightly and fluently recited: “Born of heaven and earth, placed by sun and moon…”

“Sleep!” Modun abruptly interrupted, roughly grabbing the other wool blanket nearby and rolling his slave into his embrace, not forgetting to complain: “Why are you so cold? If not for me taking care of you, you’d probably be dead already.”

Confined by two arms like iron hoops, the young Minister sighed helplessly. His body temperature had long been much colder than normal people’s. These days they had always rested like this, precisely because Modun feared he’d slip away while he slept deeply. Moreover, pillowing directly on the earth, if there were horse hooves in the distance, they could hear them well in advance.

Actually, he couldn’t really understand Xiongnu language either, just simply using his powerful memory to repeat the other’s words. But understanding sporadic words, combined with Modun’s unusual emotions tonight, made it simple to analyze his thoughts. Listening to the gradually steady breathing beside him, a bitter smile appeared on the young Minister’s face. He hadn’t stopped thinking of killing the other while he slept, but after several such attempts, he discovered that no matter how deeply Modun seemed to sleep, the slightest movement would wake him the next instant, without exception.

Though he didn’t need rest, physical fatigue still existed. The young Minister gazed at the brilliant starry sky, back against the solid earth, and his anxious heart unexpectedly calmed quickly. Rarely, his mind went completely blank, no longer thinking of his predicament, and he slowly closed his eyes.

When the young Minister opened his eyes again, he discovered himself bound to a long pole, one end deeply inserted into the ground. No matter how he struggled, it didn’t budge at all. His mouth was also gagged with cloth, and night was deep—the darkest moment before dawn.

He could vaguely see directly ahead a figure fiddling with something, occasionally hearing the sound of bowstring adjustments.

“Awake?” Modun’s voice came, somewhat unclear in the wind.

“Han Xin, I cannot bring you back to the royal court, nor can I bring myself to kill you.

“So, I’ll leave it to heaven to decide.

“This is a simple mechanism I made. Half a quarter-hour remains until sunrise. When the first ray of sunlight rises, this stone will drop to the ground, this crossbow will automatically pull the trigger, and this whistling arrow will pierce through your chest.

“I hope before dawn, the Qin army finds this place.

“This is a bone whistling arrow made from a wolf’s jawbone—its sound is finest, suitable for seeing you off.

“May the dragon god protect you.”

Having finished speaking decisively, Modun led four horses and turned to leave without looking back.

Life and death, to him, were merely choices of left or right. Xiongnu people never feared life and death, whether others’ or their own.

And with this exceptional slave, Modun decided to conduct an interesting experiment.

He knew this slave’s identity must be quite extraordinary—otherwise the pursuing Qin troops wouldn’t chase relentlessly, with pursuers even increasing in number. By his calculation, around daybreak, those Qin troops should reach this vicinity.

So he truly anticipated the scene when that bone whistling arrow sounded, the Qin army heard and came seeking, only to find a corpse.

Even just imagining it, Modun felt blood boiling, wishing he could stay on scene to witness it personally.

The first ray of sunlight finally projected from the horizon. Modun excitedly narrowed his eyes, spurring his horse to gallop across the boundless grassland.

A shrill whistling sound came from behind him, like the horn of divine spirits descending to this place.

The jade disc at his chest grew faintly warm, warming his cold body, as if a corpse that had already died was returning to the mortal world because of this bit of warmth.

“Bi Zhi… Bi Zhi!”

The young Minister weakly opened his eyes, just in time to see Fu Su’s anxious face. He had never seen His Highness so disheveled—in just a few days unseen, he’d lost considerable weight, his topknot somewhat messy, dark circles under his eyes, several dirty marks on his face. He hadn’t imagined that for him, Crown Prince Fu Su could penetrate deep into the grassland, clearly rushing directly from Shangjun upon receiving the military report of his incident.

“A’luo! You’re actually injured!” Wang Li beside him jumped anxiously, loudly calling personal guards to summon the military physician, then repeatedly ordering troops to pursue Prince Modun who obviously hadn’t gone far.

“It’s nothing, just a scrape on my arm.” The young Minister came to his senses, examining his body. He had now been rescued from the pole by Fu Su. Fortunately, Modun had used his crossbow with the adjusted sight—he only needed to calculate the range slightly and shift his body to avoid vital areas.

Also fortunate that during these days Modun feared the bone whistling arrow’s sound would expose their trail and never used it, thus not discovering this problem.

Fu Su examined his tutor’s body thoroughly, and finding no blood elsewhere, finally relaxed his expression without concealment. While helping the other stand, he ordered: “Wang Li, don’t pursue a desperate enemy.”

“But we’re about to catch him!” Wang Li protested unwillingly. Deep down he also knew that without A’luo as a burden, Modun on the grassland was like a dragon entering the vast sea—they’d never find a trace of him again. Moreover, with Crown Prince Fu Su personally present in his army, they had already taken enormous risk. If they encountered Xiongnu cavalry, the consequences would be unthinkable.

“He’s merely an unvalued Xiongnu prince. Capturing him would be best, but if we let him return, the Xiongnu will surely produce internal strife over succession of the next chanyu, with no time to look southward.” Fu Su said calmly, though the hand gripping his tutor’s wrist unconsciously tightened, applying force. “Moreover, we took this opportunity to map all the routes we traveled—quite a bountiful harvest.”

“One day, I will raze the Xiongnu royal court.”

The sun finally rose above the horizon. Crown Prince Fu Su in full military dress seemed bathed entirely in golden light. His training in the army had long shed his former refined and cultured mask, finally revealing some forceful dominance.

The young Minister stared transfixed at the monarch he had chosen, lips moving but saying nothing.

This was his light, so he would be his shadow.

Sunlight cannot illuminate every corner of the earth. What his light cannot do, then let him as shadow complete it in his stead.

Chapter 11: Weaver’s Needle · Part 1
210 BC, Shangjun

Wang Li clutched the ceramic cup in his hand, holding his breath and focusing intently on the green-robed youth across the low table, trying to discern some clues from his pale face.

What the green-robed youth had written on the silk cloth in his hand was a family letter sent to Shangjun along with grain supplies from Xianyang. In over two years at Shangjun, this was the first time Wang Li had seen A’luo receive a family letter, though that boy Ying wrote a pile of verbose messages every month. So after receiving this silk letter from the chief clerk, he personally delivered it to the youth.

“Well? What happened?” The youth’s handsome face was truly calm without ripples, and Wang Li couldn’t help but begin wildly speculating. Had A’luo’s family arranged a marriage, summoning him back to wed? He knew his own father had pulled such a stunt once—he’d delayed and delayed, and when he finally couldn’t avoid it anymore, returned to Pinyang for the occasion. The result? The girl despised that he’d be stationed at the border year-round and directly broke off the engagement, marrying another. A perfectly good family friendship ended with them never speaking again, and his father no longer dared arbitrarily arrange marriages for him. After all, with younger brothers to continue the family line, why should he waste time on unrelated people?

Of course, it might also be because none of his close friends were married. Crown Prince Fu Su remained alone, A’luo also hadn’t married—naturally he wasn’t in a hurry either.

The green-robed youth placed the silk letter on the table, his eyebrows slightly furrowed, his slender, elegant fingers lightly pressing the table surface. He sighed: “My father is gravely ill. He’s summoning me back to Xianyang.”

Wang Li froze, put down his ceramic cup, immediately stood, and strode out of the military tent.

The green-robed youth listened as Wang Li stood at the entrance, arranging personnel to escort him back to Xianyang, instructing personal guards to prepare food, clothing, and supplies for the journey, even thoughtfully adding some furs and other frontier specialties to bring back as gifts for his family and Ying. The numerous arrangements were meticulous and properly handled. A warm arc appeared at the corners of the green-robed youth’s mouth. He picked up the bronze pot nearby and filled the now-empty ceramic cup Wang Li had left on the table with water.

Yet even with such a simple action, his arm trembled, spilling water outside.

Pressing his lips together in frustration, the green-robed youth set down the bronze pot. He had just wiped the water from the table with a cloth when Wang Li finished assigning tasks and re-entered the tent.

“A’luo, don’t worry. The King of Yiyang will be fine.” Wang Li happened to see the youth’s dejected expression with pursed lips and immediately offered clumsy comfort, at a loss. But even he felt his words were dry and dull—naturally tongue-tied, he seemed to lack any gift for eloquence.

“Mm.” The green-robed youth responded softly.

Judging from his father’s handwriting on the silk letter—the brushwork powerful and neat, the sentences smooth and flowing—it was clearly written when his thoughts were clear and his body healthy. So his father’s health must be fine. Then why summon him back to Xianyang now? There must be another reason.

For a moment, the green-robed youth also wondered if his father was using this trick to force him back to Xianyang to marry, but he immediately dismissed this notion. Since he turned twelve, he had been the actual decision-maker in the household. His father wouldn’t act arbitrarily over his head.

He didn’t know what matter prevented his father from stating it plainly in the letter.

After pondering for a long while, the green-robed youth finally decided to take this opportunity to return to Xianyang. His long-planned matter required him to be in Xianyang anyway. Ever since last year when he’d been inadvertently captured by Prince Modun at Wale Outpost, Fu Su had forbidden him from leaving Shangjun with Wang Li. Nearly a year had passed since he’d communicated with Chaofeng and Yaoying. The situation in Xianyang was gradually giving him a feeling of losing control.

“A Li.” The green-robed youth raised his head, his habitually smiling expression becoming rarely serious.

“Here.” Seeing him thus, Wang Li straightened his back.

“Do you still remember you owe me a favor?” The green-robed youth’s tone was grave.

“I remember.” Wang Li nodded, becoming even more solemn. Having known A’luo for many years, to invoke their childhood promise for a request—Wang Li had already decided that no matter what the other asked, however difficult, he would ensure it was completed.

“This trip to Xianyang, I don’t know when I’ll return.” The green-robed youth’s gaze flickered, and his hands hidden beneath the table slowly clenched into fists. With his current body, perhaps once he went, he would never return. He paused, organized his emotions, then slowly said: “While I’m gone, I entrust His Highness’s safety to you.”

Hearing this, Wang Li was stunned for a moment, then his tense body relaxed. After picking up the ceramic cup and draining it, he breathed a sigh of relief: “That’s my profession. A’luo, you always worry too much. Don’t worry.”

“While I’m gone, I entrust His Highness’s safety to you.” The green-robed youth insistently repeated what he’d just said, his tone increasingly heavy.

Wang Li’s smile froze on his face. Was he overthinking? He felt A’luo’s emphasis was on the first half of the sentence, as if… as if he would be gone for a very long time.

But he was probably overthinking it, right?

Wang Li scratched his hair, sat up straight again, and replied seriously: “Leave it to me.”

“I’m counting on you.” The green-robed youth smiled broadly. “After I pack, I’ll go bid farewell to His Highness.”

“Mm, I’ll go supervise those rascals. I’ll see you off in a bit.” Wang Li jumped up to check on the personal guards’ preparations.

The green-robed youth sat dazed for a long time, finally extending his hands from beneath the table. Expressionless, he looked at the wounds in his palms punctured by his nails—some flesh had been torn open, thick blood slowly flowing out, emitting an unbearable stench of decay.

Xianyang, Weaving Chamber

At the northwest palace wall of Xianyang Palace stood a specially designed palace hall—the imperial silk weaving workshop, called the Weaving Chamber.

The Weaving Chamber had windows on all four walls, much larger and higher than ordinary windows, so the hall’s lighting was excellent. On sunny days, sunlight streamed through the windows, illuminating the entire chamber. The silk and cloth fabrics on the frames before all the weaving maids appeared fresh and brilliant, and newcomers to the chamber would feel their spirits lift.

But this was merely appearance.

Because the chamber held many silk products, and these fragile, precious textiles were extremely fire-sensitive—even the most delicate silks would scorch and curl if merely grazed by lamplight—they didn’t need to work once darkness fell. But likewise, they couldn’t light braziers for warmth in winter.

In the bitter cold of the ninth week of winter, the Weaving Chamber’s four walls of windows stood wide open, cold wind passing straight through. No matter how warmly dressed, hands doing fine needlework and embroidery couldn’t wear thick gloves.

Many weaving maids’ hands had chilblains that recurred every winter. Fingers originally slender as scallions became ugly and coarse through day after day, year after year of toil.

Moreover, being unable to work at night meant they had to work harder during the day.

Most weaving maids were palace slaves—when noble families committed crimes, they were often sent to the Weaving Chamber. So though the work was arduous, it was still considered among the most respectable positions in the palace aside from serving nobles. Because the chamber held many exiled noble ladies, and weaving maids were generally under twenty years old, young and beautiful, the average appearance was much higher than elsewhere. Many eunuch guards liked to wander nearby when they had nothing else to do.

Perhaps hearing of these improprieties, the Imperial Storehouse Director under the Lesser Treasury ordered the Weaving Chamber sealed years ago—unauthorized persons forbidden entry—bringing considerable peace to the place.

Few beyond the weaving maids in the chamber knew that in recent years, the harem’s clothing repairs had been moved to other halls. This Weaving Chamber had become one serving only the First Emperor alone.

More precisely, serving only one robe for the First Emperor.

Caiwei tucked her hands into her sleeves, standing in the Weaving Chamber, looking up at the black deep robe hanging on the clothes rack.

No patterns or embroidery, the style most ordinary and straight-cut. Its sleeves were loose, the upper and lower widths similar, the hem relatively short, exposing both feet. Moreover, the lower front revealed the dangling right inner lapel—the construction appeared crude, the style flat, lacking beauty. Yet it conserved fabric and was simple and convenient to make.

It looked like nothing more than an ordinary deep robe, yet had taken them a full three years.

Though it appeared ordinary, commoners had no right to wear black. But if not stated explicitly, no one would believe this was tailored for the First Emperor.

Caiwei was no longer the little palace maid who could only secretly shed tears when troubles arose. Now twenty-nine years old, she was considered quite elderly in the palace, at the matron generation. Having entered the Weaving Chamber at eleven, she’d now spent eighteen years here, becoming the chamber’s undisputed head seamstress.

In the Weaving Chamber, what wore out most wasn’t actually the hands, but the eyes. Though they didn’t work nights, the accumulated years of constant labor meant weaving maids’ vision blurred before age twenty, their efficiency declining, forcing transfer to other halls.

Caiwei had obtained a pill from her Minister, so she hadn’t developed eye disease. Her eyes remained clear, which was why she’d become the chamber’s head seamstress ten years ago.

Head seamstress meant sitting in the first seat at the chamber’s head, managing all chamber affairs, with no one permitted to question. So though everyone initially thought abandoning their work to specially make an ordinary deep robe was utterly absurd, upon handling it they discovered this fabric was extraordinary—apparently made from ancient black gold and black jade thread, difficult to pierce with ordinary needles, let alone cut and sew.

They’d used the sharpest Sword of the King of Yue to cut the fabric into the simplest pattern pieces, but the sewing troubled them for months.

Fortunately, they obtained a special Weaver’s Needle from the Director of Seals and Tallies. The needle was two inches long, forged from unknown material, fine as hair, yet able to arduously pierce through this black fabric.

Because only one Weaver’s Needle was available, after the chamber was sealed, only two weaving maids took turns sewing each day. This deep robe’s lengthy production also had this reason.

Caiwei knew somewhat more than ordinary weaving maids. She knew this unremarkable-looking black fabric was actually taken from the Black Standard.

The Qin imperial family’s ancestors could be traced to Da Fei, fifth-generation descendant of the Yellow Emperor. Da Fei once assisted Yu the Great in controlling floods. When Emperor Shun rewarded Yu, he also gave Da Fei a black standard and bestowed the surname Ying.

This Black Standard given by Emperor Shun was the fundamental reason why the Qin dynasty revered black.

But no one imagined the First Emperor would set his heart on this enormous Black Standard, actually wanting to cut it into a robe to wear.
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Caiwei suppressed the tumultuous thoughts in her eyes, put away the Weaver’s Needle on the table, and instructed the weaving maids around her to close all the chamber’s open windows and lock the doors before leaving.

The First Emperor had not yet returned from his eastern tour, and the Director of Seals and Tallies accompanied him. This standard deep robe could only hang here, waiting for the First Emperor’s imperial carriage to return before presenting it.

As head seamstress, Caiwei bore great responsibility, so in the Weaving Chamber’s storage room, a small space held bedding where she sometimes slept directly to keep night watch.

After confirming no one was present, Caiwei closed the door. The windowless storage room became pitch dark. She unveiled the night-luminous pearl covered with black cloth on the table, and a green luminescence glowed forth.

Caiwei lifted the wooden board beneath the bedding and took out a nearly completed black deep robe hidden there. In style, it was identical to the standard robe in the Weaving Chamber. But upon touching it, one could tell this standard robe was pieced together from fabric scraps—only the sewing technique was so superb that to the naked eye, one couldn’t see the seams joining the fabric pieces.

Caiwei looked at this standard robe with satisfaction. As head seamstress, the Weaver’s Needle naturally fell to her keeping at night. Using the scraps from cutting the Black Standard, she had actually managed to create another standard robe.

She had long known the Black Standard’s benefits. She’d wrapped two long pieces of Black Standard fabric inside her sleeves, frequently placing her hands within. Her stubborn chilblains that wouldn’t heal for years were thus miraculously cured, and her hands recovered their delicate fairness—truly incredibly miraculous.

Recalling the purple marks she’d once inadvertently glimpsed on the Minister’s wrist—though she didn’t know what ailment it was, as long as he had this standard robe, it would be completely no problem!

Her Minister naturally deserved this standard robe.

This was also the finest robe she could make for him.

Gone to the northern frontier for over two years—she wondered if the Minister was well in all things…

Under the night-luminous pearl’s cold, clear radiance, Caiwei held the standard robe in a daze for a moment, then rallied her spirits, took out the Weaver’s Needle, and slowly sewed.

Shangjun

Wang Li led his team waiting at the military camp entrance. The personal guards moved quickly—shortly after orders were given, they’d swiftly collected supplies and assembled. Each guard accompanying the Minister back to Xianyang had, besides the warhorse beneath them, another horse for rotation. Wang Li checked twice, satisfied to find no oversights—they could depart anytime.

However, he figured after A’luo finished packing and bid farewell to His Highness, it would take at least another hour, so he planned to let these guards rest in place.

But with a glance up, he saw the young Minister riding a horse slowly emerging from the military camp.

Wang Li blinked, his face showing obvious surprise.

“What?” The young Minister controlled his warhorse to stop before Wang Li, truly unable to pretend he didn’t see his expression.

“Oh, nothing. I thought you and His Highness would chat for a while at least.” Shouldn’t he clearly explain Xianyang affairs? They hadn’t returned in over two years. But thinking again, Wang Li felt he’d overthought it—A’luo’s father was gravely ill, so naturally he’d be anxious to rush back.

The young Minister looked down at his hand gripping the reins. How could he not want to say more to His Highness? With his body’s condition, after returning to Xianyang, he might no longer be able to hold on.

This parting was farewell forever.

Yet he could say nothing.

How perceptive was His Highness? Even one more word, one more glance might make him notice.

But it was fine. He’d written everything he wanted to say and needed to entrust into silk letters, secretly writing these past days. He hadn’t realized he was such a talkative person—he’d deduced all possible events after His Highness ascended the throne, already writing twenty years ahead.

After returning to Xianyang, if he had time, he’d continue writing. His Highness would surely live to an age greater than the First Emperor’s current years.

The more he thought, the more unwilling he felt… The one who should accompany His Highness should be him…

Wang Li turned his horse, moving closer to the young Minister’s side, sniffing: “Eh? A’luo, why did you use incense? This scent is a bit strange…”

The young Minister’s wrist trembled imperceptibly. He pulled the reins, spurring his horse to widen the distance between them slightly.

Wang Li wanted to say more, but from the corner of his eye glimpsed another horse charging from the military camp—Crown Prince Fu Su.

I knew such a short time definitely wasn’t enough! Wang Li touched his nose, tactfully leading the guards away to form ranks at a distance.

The young Minister performed salutations to His Highness from horseback. He controlled his facial expression—not a trace of abnormality could show, or the other would detect something wrong.

Fu Su stopped his warhorse, drew something from his chest, and handed it over: “I forgot to give you this earlier. Going to Xianyang, not at my side—prioritize safety above all.”

The young Minister took it and looked down—this was a bamboo travel pass.

When envoys traveled, they carried passes to show credibility, so travel passes served as proof of passage. The so-called bamboo travel pass wasn’t actually carved from bamboo, but cast in bronze, shaped like a split bamboo section with several rows of gold-inlaid inscriptions. When five bamboo travel passes encircled together, they could form a complete bamboo cylinder. Ordinary bamboo travel passes were divided into water and land passes—possessing them meant tax-free travel throughout Qin territories by water or land. But the one Fu Su gave him held different significance—presenting this pass, all post stations and checkpoints would treat the bearer with the highest regard, even granting the right to knock at city gates after nightfall closure.

This was for his consideration, fearing his eagerness to return home would cause delays on the road.

The young Minister clutched the bamboo pass in his hand, saying with difficulty: “Many thanks, Your Highness.”

“As it should be—fortunately I remembered.” Fu Su smiled with relief, patted his tutor’s shoulder, urging: “Go quickly… at least… see the King of Yiyang one last time…” Fu Su didn’t think his words heartless. The King of Yiyang was the most low-key existence in Xianyang. His son had accompanied him to the frontier for over two years without returning once. Since matters had reached the point of sending a letter, then he was truly gravely ill beyond cure. He also deliberately spoke more severely—otherwise, harboring too much hope then facing cruel reality might be unacceptable.

Indeed, seeing his tutor’s face pale several shades, Fu Su squeezed the bony, thin body beneath his palm and frowned. How had this boy made himself so emaciated? He truly felt uneasy letting him return to Xianyang alone. But his identity was sensitive—before his father emperor issued an edict, he absolutely couldn’t step foot in Xianyang, or he definitely would have accompanied his tutor back.

One last time…

The young Minister lowered his eyes. His distraught expression readjusted after a moment. He tucked the bamboo pass safely in his chest and earnestly bid farewell to His Highness: “Your Highness, this subject departs.”

“Mm, take good care.” Perhaps because the other’s tone was too solemn, Fu Su paused in a daze before nodding in response.

The young Minister looked at him deeply once, then pulled the reins, turned, and urged his horse away.

Fu Su felt that glance contained countless indescribable complex emotions. He wanted to reach out and stop the other to ask clearly, yet felt he was just overthinking.

Hesitating thus, unable to explain his inner unease, he simply stood in place, watching his tutor spur his horse toward that troop through the billowing yellow sand until they merged with the horizon and could no longer be seen.

Xianyang, Shengping Alley, Gan Residence

Caiwei pulled her thin shirt closer, standing at the Gan residence entrance, raising her hand to touch the ancient tin door knocker. After hesitating for a long while, she finally knocked on the door.

Steadying herself, while waiting, Caiwei had time to look around. About ten years ago, she’d accompanied the Minister back to the Gan residence once to fetch old clothes. At that time, Shengping Alley was mostly filled with peddlers and menial laborers—quite a marketplace atmosphere. Now it appeared even more prosperous, but the area around the Gan residence had emptied out. Though the Gan residence remained consistently low-key, it had regained some of the former glory of prominent families with bells and cauldrons.

Before long, the door creaked open. Caiwei immediately turned, carefully hiding her inner nervousness while conjuring her gentlest smile.

But before she could introduce herself, the elderly gatekeeper, after a start, already asked joyfully: “Could this be Miss Caiwei? Come to see our young master?”

“You… still remember me?” Caiwei was astonished.

“Remember, remember.” The gatekeeper quickly opened the door wider, pulling Caiwei inside. Having served as the Gan family gatekeeper for most of his life, visitors to the residence aside from the young master’s twelfth year could be counted on one hand. This Miss Caiwei had been personally brought home by the young master back then. Though merely a small palace maid, she left a deep impression.

Look—the young master had just returned to Xianyang, and Miss Caiwei already came visiting.

The gatekeeper glanced at the double ring drooping bun on Caiwei’s head indicating she remained unmarried, his smile growing increasingly attentive. He led Caiwei around the spirit screen wall to rest in the side hall first, while he himself hastened in two steps to notify the inner courtyard.

When Caiwei last came to the Gan residence, her Minister had led her straight to the rear courtyard without stopping in the front hall. So standing in the side hall, Caiwei examined the furnishings with interest. Having spent so many years in Xianyang Palace and frequently lingering at Gaoquan Palace, Caiwei had seen countless rare treasures. Moreover, having become head seamstress of the Weaving Chamber and handled innumerable precious fabrics, her vision and taste equaled those of noble ladies from prominent families.

Strictly speaking, the Gan residence side hall’s furnishings, aside from some heavy, solemn bronze vessels, consisted entirely of scrolls of bamboo texts. She’d heard that after General Gan Mao’s defection, the Gan residence had endured prolonged hardship. Though later producing a peerless genius, because the First Emperor arranged for him to serve as Crown Prince Fu Su’s tutor, the family had remained obscure until now.

The entire courtyard also appeared somewhat aged, but clearly someone maintained it—even the green bricks gleamed spotlessly clean without dust. The entire Gan residence gave the feeling of those bronze vessels covered in verdigris—though buried deep in earth, their bearing diminished not one bit. Whenever they saw daylight again, they compelled reverence.

Caiwei didn’t wait long. Perhaps because the Gan residence wasn’t large, the gatekeeper quickly returned panting, directly leading her to the rear courtyard. Caiwei felt no embarrassment, cheerfully following.

Actually, female guests like her should properly be received by the lady of the house. But the Minister’s mother had passed away many years ago, and the King of Yiyang hadn’t remarried. Because of Gan Mao’s affairs back then, the Gan family had exhausted their wealth. Aside from the legitimate King of Yiyang still remaining at the Gan residence, other branch families had long since separated and left. The Gan residence’s members were truly simple beyond measure—there was no lady of the house.

Passing through courtyards deep with vegetation, they reached a courtyard entrance. The gatekeeper proceeded no further, smiling as he said he’d already notified the young master, who could enter directly.
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After thanking him, Caiwei crossed the small courtyard with no leisure to observe the scenery, her heartbeat accelerating as she ascended the steps. Standing at the doorway, she took several deep breaths, straightened her clothing, smoothed her temples, then knocked twice before pushing the door open.

The heavy scent that assaulted her made Caiwei pause involuntarily. She remembered her Minister preferred light fragrances. Moreover, the windows inside weren’t open—in the sweltering summer, such unventilated rooms burning such intense incense, several spices mixed together without any refinement, could already be called choking.

Not only that, thick curtains hung before all the windows in the room, not a ray of light penetrating. Only a bronze goose-foot lamp in the room’s corner burned with dim firelight. By this faint illumination, she could vaguely see thick silk letters piled on the low table, with an indistinct figure sitting behind them.

“…Minister?” Caiwei called hesitantly, not expecting such conditions inside. One foot still outside the door, she remained ready to flee at the first sign of trouble.

“Caiwei? Long time no see.” The young Minister’s languid, hoarse voice sounded from the darkness. “How rude of me—I’ve been keeping reversed hours since returning to Xianyang, didn’t realize dawn had arrived.”

“Why is no one attending you?” Caiwei relaxed, immediately entering the room. At a glance she could tell the Minister had definitely pulled another all-nighter. Both heartbroken and indignant, she strode to the window intending to lift the curtains and open windows to air out the smell.

“Don’t—too glaring.” Seeing this, the young Minister immediately stopped her.

“Fine, only halfway.” Caiwei also knew her Minister’s eyes couldn’t see in darkness—sudden brightness would harm his eyes—so she only pulled the curtains halfway open and opened one window panel.

Sunlight poured into the quiet chamber. The fresh earthy scent after rain considerably improved Caiwei’s mood. Turning to sweep a glance at her Minister whose form remained hidden in shadow, she snorted softly: “I thought the Minister would definitely be attending the sick at home. Seems the King of Yiyang’s illness is no great matter.”

Word that the King of Yiyang was gravely ill, that Minister Gan who’d been stationed at the frontier with Crown Prince Fu Su was returning to Xianyang to attend the sick—someone knowing Caiwei had formerly been Minister Gan’s maid specially notified her to curry favor.

The Gan residence had no managing lady of the house. The only young master had early entered Gaoquan Palace to serve as Fu Su’s tutor, rarely returning home. The consistently low-key Gan residence that closed its doors to visitors had little social connections in Xianyang—like a seamless egg, giving those wanting connections no way to approach. Over time they could only maintain distance.

So even when news spread of the King of Yiyang’s grave illness, no guests came calling. Instead, upon learning Minister Gan had returned to Xianyang, families had already prepared funeral gifts, just waiting for when mourning banners would hang at the Gan residence entrance.

Actually, Caiwei had come prepared to console the Minister. But from the gatekeeper’s attitude after she entered, and the servants she encountered along the way, all with peaceful expressions and calm bearing—absolutely not what should appear when the family head was critically ill and death imminent. Yet the Minister remained alone, not attending the King of Yiyang’s sickbed—clearly there was another story.

However, that she could so easily discern this also showed the Minister didn’t consider her an outsider. Secret delight bloomed in Caiwei’s heart.

“What attending the sick—the old man is full of vigor.” The young Minister sighed heavily, his tone carrying inexorable helplessness. “He finally couldn’t bear it anymore and is forcing me to marry.”

Caiwei’s heart jumped, but she immediately controlled her facial expression. Walking into the emotion-concealing darkness, she placed the bundle she carried on the table, teasing: “Which noble lady has the King of Yiyang taken a fancy to? Making the Minister so dejected and resistant?”

Caiwei admired the young Minister before her, had silently admired him since her awakening at age eleven.

From initially hearing of the Minister’s deeds with worshipful admiration, to unconsciously following his affairs, to carefully serving at his side—the more she encountered him, the less she could restrain her adoration. Until she discovered herself involuntarily overstepping and the Minister showed no response, she could only tactfully retreat to the Weaving Chamber, maintaining distance.

She didn’t want to displease the Minister, much less lose even the qualification to approach him.

The Weaving Chamber truly was a place to calm the heart. In the mending of every stitch and thread, she entrusted her feelings there. What she sought wasn’t much—that the Minister could wear clothing she’d sewn sufficed.

Her girlish self had still harbored delusions and fantasies about the Minister, so she lowered her posture to the dust, unable to extricate herself from gazing up at his form.

In the passage of years, precisely because she’d discarded unrealistic romantic thoughts, her attitude toward the Minister became entirely different—one could call it relaxed and natural.

Of course, this was merely appearance.

Caiwei knelt on the mat, lowered her head to arrange her scattered skirt hem, then raised her head again to look at her Minister across from her.

Though his complexion seemed acceptable, how had he grown thinner again? Life at the northern frontier appeared quite harsh—it seemed that standard robe would need more alterations. But perhaps not necessary—once his health improved, he’d gain some weight.

Just the light was rather dim, she couldn’t see the Minister’s complexion clearly. It wasn’t appropriate to have him roll up his sleeves either, so she couldn’t check the bruises on his arms.

“His Highness hasn’t yet married—how could I possibly wed?” The young Minister said in a relaxed tone. “I haven’t returned home in over two years. My father simply wanted to see me.”

Caiwei knew the truth couldn’t be so simple, but she was merely a weaving maid who didn’t care about national affairs. As long as the Minister lived well, that sufficed. She pushed the bundle on the table forward, raising a smile: “These are several garments Caiwei made for the Minister. One isn’t finished yet—it can be delivered in some days.”

“Many thanks. You’re so thoughtful to still remember me.” The young Minister thanked her sincerely. He could see the dark circles under Caiwei’s eyes, shaking his head disapprovingly: “I have sufficient clothing. The Weaving Chamber’s tasks are onerous—you must also pay more attention to rest.”

Caiwei’s pretty face flushed slightly as she hastily changed the subject.

Though Qin dynasty customs were open, a lone man and woman shouldn’t remain together too long. After asking a few questions about the Minister’s recent situation, she reluctantly took her leave.

The standard robe hidden in the storehouse lacked one final piece. Walking out of the Gan residence, Caiwei touched the two fabric pieces in her sleeve and the Weaver’s Needle pinned to them. These two pieces happened to fill the gap, but recently she’d need to sew day and night. Who knew whether after the First Emperor returned to Xianyang and received the completed standard robe, he’d immediately reclaim the Weaver’s Needle.

Listening to Caiwei’s footsteps gradually fade, the young Minister in the room opened the bundle on the table.

Inside were several summer garments—from thin robes, short coats, Han robes, collar shirts, and skirts to matching headbands, caps, belts, and so on. All the garments were sewn from various shades of green fabric he favored, matched with various fine embroidered patterns—neither too ostentatious yet carrying understated luxury.

The head seamstress of the Weaving Chamber’s skill had few equals under heaven. The fine stitching showed how much heart she’d poured in—each piece could be called exquisite.

What a pity, for one dying like him to wear them was too wasteful.

A trace of regret appeared on the young Minister’s handsome face. Having just re-tied the bundle intending to put it away, the door was unceremoniously slapped open. The young Minister pressed his forehead, once again regretting coming home. Had he known his father was fine, he should have returned to Gaoquan Palace.

“Son, you just let her leave like that?” The King of Yiyang, rumored outside to be bedridden and perhaps soon departing for the western paradise, was currently bellowing at his unfilial son with vigorous energy, his beard bristling.

“Father…” The young Minister didn’t need to pretend to sound weak as he called softly. “You know this isn’t a good time.”

“This old man doesn’t care about good times or bad times! Neighbor Old Wang already has a great-grandson reported! He’s a year younger than me! But I don’t even have a grandson’s shadow yet! Tell me, so many girls want to marry you—in all these years, you couldn’t pick even one?” The King of Yiyang wore a three-part long beard. After his wife’s death, he’d become obsessed with cultivation—when not speaking, he presented a sage-like immortal appearance. But his cultivation, as he said himself, was worldly cultivation. His usual hobby was wandering the marketplace. Anyway, changing into commoner’s clothes, no one knew who he was.

The young Minister closed his eyes, unsure whether “Neighbor Old Wang” referred to the family selling shoes or the one selling soup.

“Father, where are all these girls wanting to marry me?”

Xianyang’s situation remained unclear. Plenty wanted to befriend him, but not necessarily to form marriage alliances with the Gan family. After all, marriage was about uniting two surnames—realistically speaking, a community of interests.

In earlier years, many families wanted to form connections considering Crown Prince Fu Su, but his father hadn’t approved of many. After all, Fu Su was then unmarried, and high officials, nobles, princes, and ministers with eligible daughters all targeted Fu Su and the various princes—how could they favor a mere tutor?

Time casually dragged on, and somehow reached the present.

“This old man doesn’t care who you marry—as long as she’s a girl! If you want to marry someone you like, that’s fine too—this old man doesn’t emphasize family status. Look, this Caiwei who came today is quite good! Though somewhat older, she has the advantage of not having many troublesome relatives, and you two even grew up together…” The King of Yiyang deployed the unreasonable pestering learned from the marketplace, nagging earnestly. His son rarely stayed home, giving him few such opportunities.

The young Minister frowned. With his body in this state, how could he possibly take a wife? He naturally saw Caiwei’s affection, but she was a good girl. He’d hinted refusal at the first opportunity, and she’d retreated to a safe distance—he couldn’t say more.

In earlier years he had no intention of marrying. Later he avoided thinking about it, even considering that if circumstances allowed, he could use marriage as a bargaining chip for beneficial exchange. After that, he no longer had the qualification to discuss this matter—only to treat it with indifference.

But he couldn’t explain this reason directly to his father. If he couldn’t win the argument, couldn’t he run? The young Minister helplessly curved his lips: “Father, since you’re well, I’ll return to Gaoquan Palace tomorrow.”

The King of Yiyang froze, hastily stopping him: “Your master sent word for you to return to Xianyang and instructed me not to let you run around—only to keep you home.”

Master sent word? The young Minister wasn’t alarmed but delighted. Had Master predicted some heavenly secret? Was Xianyang’s sky finally about to change?

But the First Emperor still hadn’t returned from his eastern tour, and Fu Su was stationed at the frontier. If something happened, Fu Su couldn’t return to Xianyang in time… No, with Meng Tian and Wang Li at his side, among ten thousand Qin troops, he remained safest.

Instead, with him currently in Xianyang, he could make preliminary arrangements for His Highness.

Thinking thus, the young Minister disregarded his father’s presence, used scissors to trim the overly long lamp wick to brighten the oil lamp, then picked up his brush to write and draw on silk letters.

Seeing this, the King of Yiyang helplessly shook his head. No helping it—though he managed everything in the Gan residence, he couldn’t control his son since age twelve! Otherwise he’d have long forced this stinking brat to marry.

Forget it, forget it. Better have the kitchen make more food for this stinking brat. Heard he barely ate anything all day yesterday.
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When the young Minister focused on something, he rarely cared about his surroundings, not even noticing when his father left. Only when servants brought food did he pick up the damp cloth from the tray to wipe his face.

Rushing from Shangjun to Xianyang overnight, his body had reached its limit. His complexion was truly terrible—anyone seeing him would think he was the one in the Gan residence who should have mourning banners hung. To deceive his father, he had servants buy rouge, applying some to his face when needed. Fortunately so, otherwise that meticulous girl Caiwei would certainly have noticed something.

The wounds in his palms had begun to rot. To cover the strange smell, he burned large amounts of incense in his room.

He truly didn’t have much time left…

With his master’s hint, the young Minister wasn’t so insistent on returning to Gaoquan Palace. For covert actions, the low-key Gan residence was more suitable.

Burning another segment of incense for the Suanni stone carving, he learned about conditions everywhere from Chaofeng and Yaoying. After confirming no abnormalities, the young Minister decided to strike first.

“A’luo, don’t do anything foolish.” Chaofeng had long discerned something wrong with the young Minister’s body from various clues, anxious as if on fire, wishing it could take his place.

But it was merely a ridge beast crouching on roof eaves. Aside from surveying all under heaven, it could do nothing. Even moving a fraction was impossible.

“This realm should have long belonged to His Highness.” The young Minister examined the intelligence he’d gathered these days, his expression grave.

“A’luo, the First Emperor is an emperor for the ages, gathering heaven and earth’s fortune into one body. If you forcibly alter heavenly mandate, who knows what heavenly punishment the Dao will bring down.” Yaoying advised worriedly.

“The First Emperor had people excavate Mount Fang, letting the Huai River flood Jinling to drain dragon energy, and renamed Jinling as Moling.” The young Minister said in a flat tone. “What he did—wasn’t that forcibly altering heavenly mandate? Why can’t I?”

“How can the First Emperor and you be the same?” Chaofeng spoke rashly in its anger.

The young Minister’s gaze darkened, but he still said calmly: “The First Emperor is no longer the First Emperor of yesteryear.”

“Why say this?” Yaoying pressed. They looked down daily at all worldly affairs, but the First Emperor’s surroundings seemed enveloped in white mist. Even they couldn’t see through it, just as with several places in the palace. But the First Emperor had gathered treasures from six states in Xianyang—having some treasure concealing his tracks wasn’t surprising.

“The First Emperor’s condition should be the same as mine now.” The young Minister opened his palm, letting the rotting wound display in candlelight. He knew both ridge beasts could see him.

Chaofeng and Yaoying both fell silent. Though accustomed to witnessing life and death, they’d never seen a person clearly still alive, still able to speak and communicate coherently, yet whose body had already begun to rot.

“The First Emperor must also have taken pills to develop my current condition.” The young Minister analyzed calmly. “Heavy incense always surrounds the First Emperor—perhaps personal preference, but possibly to mask the smell of decay.

“After unifying the six states, the First Emperor’s temperament changed drastically. Perhaps ascending to high position made him a solitary man, or perhaps anger at failing to achieve immortality yet falling into predicament.

“Years ago, I once glimpsed the imperial star flickering uncertainly. But though the First Emperor was assassinated then, he wasn’t truly in danger. Perhaps my astronomical observation was mistaken, or perhaps the imperial star’s fate was already difficult to predict.”

“These are all your guesses, insufficient as proof.” Yaoying disagreed, feeling the young Minister’s excessive stress was causing confused thinking.

The young Minister continued calmly: “After Hu Hai, the First Emperor hasn’t had a single child born in over twenty years, yet before Hu Hai he had over fifty children. Of course, perhaps he lost all interest in romantic affairs, or perhaps his spirit was willing but flesh weak.”

This time Chaofeng and Yaoying had no response. They naturally could spy on the First Emperor’s harem, but such privacy held no interest for them.

“Perhaps… the First Emperor cultivates and nurtures health…” Chaofeng weakly rebutted.

“The First Emperor won’t let His Highness marry, nor allows other sons to marry. Perhaps he doesn’t value heirs, or perhaps wanting immortality, he’s unwilling to yield the emperor’s position. Even to his own sons.” The young Minister’s voice held no warmth, as cold as his body.

Both ridge beasts fell completely silent. That the First Emperor wouldn’t let his sons marry and have children, even his most beloved young prince Hu Hai remaining unwed—many had suspected this doubt. This explanation indeed made sense.

“Whether guess or truth, let us investigate.” A smile curved the young Minister’s lips. “Assuming the Qian character room accelerated the pills’ medicinal properties I ingested—one night there equaled three years, then three more years after emerging. Yet the First Emperor’s body is much better than mine, showing something supports his body.

“Perhaps the First Emperor carries that treasure with him, but there’s also some chance it’s in Xianyang Palace, given the dragon energy here.” The young Minister lacked much confidence, but he had little time left. While the First Emperor wasn’t in Xianyang, he could still make small moves—otherwise he wouldn’t dare act rashly at all.

Both ridge beasts didn’t respond for a time. After a long while, Chaofeng hesitantly said: “Actually… even if the First Emperor remains on the throne forever, it doesn’t matter.” They sat on roof eaves, watching the great chaos after Western Zhou—Spring and Autumn plus Warring States lasting fully five hundred years. The Central Plains aflame with war, people unable to make a living. Even brief peaceful periods would quickly be torn open by iron hooves and sharp blades, revealing false tranquility.

Perhaps these five hundred years were merely an eye-blink for Chiwen who loved sleeping, but for many commoners it meant lives of endless suffering. Common people’s average lifespan barely reached thirty—meaning many died at the young Minister’s age or younger.

They’d witnessed all human joys and sorrows. Though unrelated to themselves, they still didn’t wish civilization on this land destroyed and burned repeatedly by war.

Just as they could never understand human emotions and desires, couldn’t comprehend human craving and pursuit of power, they likewise couldn’t understand why humans enjoyed killing each other.

But Chaofeng thought perhaps for the first time it understood what reluctance meant.

It wanted A’luo to live longer, not waste limited life seeking power’s bubble for others.

“Let the First Emperor continue as emperor. A’luo, there’s nothing wrong with that.” Chaofeng’s voice grew louder, more self-righteous.

“The First Emperor has this qualification and can continue. Others submit to him. Fu Su… perhaps he simply lacks this luck and fortune.”

The emperor’s throne was one, but the realm had countless millions. Fu Su was already one step from that throne, yet crossing this step was difficult as ascending to heaven.

“Yes, A’luo, think carefully how to survive—that’s most important.” Yaoying also earnestly advised. “The First Emperor appeared out of nowhere, unified the six states in ten years, ruling the realm as emperor for merely eleven years yet already governing splendidly. He truly deserves the title First Emperor.”

The young Minister also felt somewhat headachy. The two ridge beasts had helped him greatly since childhood, but their judgments mostly diverged. After all, ridge beasts weren’t human—he couldn’t explain human society’s laws to them. In youth he’d still been interested in debating with them. Growing up, he discovered their mutual problem was like summer insects unable to comprehend ice—communication was impossible.

He couldn’t understand ridge beasts’ loneliness surveying all from on high. Ridge beasts couldn’t understand why humans tirelessly schemed and plotted.

Normally, he’d change topics and move on. But this time was different—he needed to convince these ridge beasts, or he wouldn’t learn from them which place in Xianyang Palace had problems.

The young Minister pinched his nose bridge, explaining in terms ridge beasts could understand: “The First Emperor advocates ruling by Legalism. Legalism can unify the realm, but after unification comes governance. Governing the state must use Confucianism—people need peaceful lives, not harsh legal restrictions.”

“Speak human language…” Chaofeng straightforwardly admitted some confusion.

“Fine. The nation needs rest and recuperation. Earlier years indeed required authoritarian rule for stability, but these eleven years, the First Emperor successively built the Great Wall, highways, Lingqu Canal, and Epang Palace plus numerous palaces, and the Mount Li mausoleum. These massive projects aren’t bad per se, but should be built gradually over at least fifty years… Like a person facing a table of delicious food who can only eat a small portion, yet forces himself to finish everything. What happens to this person?” The young Minister tried using examples Chaofeng could understand.

“Oh, he’ll vomit it out.” Chaofeng pondered, its tone rarely becoming somewhat profound.

“Like building houses—without firm foundations, building upward grows increasingly precarious.” The young Minister sighed. This was also why he and Fu Su had grown increasingly restless these years.

“The First Emperor wanted to govern Qin well, but eager for quick success, instead stirred popular resentment. The First Emperor showed mercy, letting six states’ nobility keep dignity, even granting them retirement in various places. But these nobles refuse to give up, secretly stirring restlessly.”

“I can understand the First Emperor.”

“Wanting to depict all the valleys in his heart on the Central Plains during his lifetime.”

“Time is running short…”

“The deeper the understanding, the more I comprehend his mentality.”

Because his current situation was similar.

The young Minister slowly murmured, the last sentence dissolving at his lips. He stared blankly at stacks of character-filled silk letters on and around the table, his handsome face written full of unwillingness.

“Or perhaps, though I took pills after the First Emperor, the Qian character room lengthened my time. Comparing my body’s condition, perhaps the First Emperor will soon ascend to heaven.” The young Minister analyzed, more convincing himself than the ridge beasts.

“A’luo, what’s your plan?” Yaoying couldn’t help being moved. After all, in ridge beast concepts, who became emperor didn’t matter. Moreover, compared to the First Emperor who was like a stranger, A’luo was their friend.

The young Minister had long known this would be the result, showing no surprise, instead answering more seriously: “Setting aside whether the First Emperor can truly achieve immortality. The best outcome would actually be the First Emperor abdicating to become Grand Emperor.”

“Grand Emperor? The title the First Emperor bestowed on his father King Zhuangxiang of Qin? But King Zhuangxiang already died!” Chaofeng asked, puzzled.

“Well, accurately speaking, similar to King Wuling of Zhao abdicating to his son King Huiwen, then calling himself ‘Lord Father.’ But he still controlled military affairs while domestic political and economic matters were entirely King Huiwen’s responsibility. This let King Wuling focus on external wars without worries.” The young Minister explained.

“But King Wuling was ultimately besieged by his son, starving to death in Shaqiu Palace.” Yaoying merely stated facts, but its tone was somewhat ominous. “I witnessed the entire process back then. Believe me, that scene was absolutely unpleasant.”

“Oh! I remember!” How could Chaofeng forget such grand gossip, immediately exclaiming excitedly: “I remember King Wuling had two sons, the elder ten years older than the younger. He first designated the elder as crown prince, then because he favored the younger, abolished the elder’s position. After later abdicating to the younger, campaigning with the elder, he felt the elder suited him better… Such torment—finally the younger directly imprisoned him in Shaqiu Palace to starve. Three months later they opened the palace gate, that scene… tsk… Though I can’t see, Yaoying’s description lets me imagine…”

King Wuling of Zhao could be called an extremely legendary monarch during Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods. He initiated Hu clothing and cavalry archery, drove away Linhu, absorbed Loufan, dominated the northern grasslands. Even more impressive, he interfered in other states’ internal affairs—both King Zhao of Qin and King Zhao of Yan were personally installed by him, showing his dominance.

He was extremely wise in state affairs but relatively confused in family matters.

But a monarch’s family affairs were a state’s political affairs. King Wuling’s lifetime mistakes regarding succession directly caused his tragic end, dying young with ambitions unfulfilled.

Perhaps if he hadn’t abdicated midway to his younger son, the realm’s name would have changed to Zhao decades ago.

The young Minister knew this comparison wasn’t appropriate, but having mentioned Zhao, he suddenly remembered a key point he’d always forgotten.

Assuming the First Emperor’s body had long had problems, those around him couldn’t fail to notice.

The one who used the Qian character room to coerce him into testing medicine was precisely Zhao Gao. A Zhao person who knew sorcery and could wield magical treasures—if he hadn’t guessed wrong, Zhao Gao should be his master’s scorned eldest disciple, his senior martial brother.

Then what did Zhao Gao seek? Following the First Emperor, surely not simply for wealth and glory…

The young Minister had no leisure to ponder past matters, directly grasping the Suanni stone carving to press: “Yaoying, please help me see if His Highness is normal?”

When separating from Wang Li upon returning to Xianyang, he’d instructed him to add ridge beasts atop Shangjun’s highest government building after returning. This way at least while away from Shangjun, he could have Yaoying observe Fu Su’s situation anytime.

“All normal. They’re deliberating. Recently Xiongnu’s internal situation is somewhat unstable—they’re considering whether to deploy troops for pressure.” Yaoying quickly answered. Shangjun was a place it hadn’t seen before, even the scenery quite different, so it often lingered there.

“Good that nothing’s wrong.” The young Minister relaxed.

“Well, reportedly Prince Modun returned to the royal court and clashed with his father Chanyu Touman’s favored younger son. The succession problem grows increasingly contentious.” Yaoying sighed deeply. “Seems wherever, having many sons is problematic.”

The young Minister temporarily set his mind at ease, writing worries on silk letters. He’d discovered that since emerging from the Qian character room, even his memory had declined considerably.

This delay, the incense wood burned out completely. The Suanni stone carving, satiated with incense offerings, left the room peaceful again. Another period remained until the next communication, and his body couldn’t possibly support running to Xianyang Palace roof eaves.

The young Minister suddenly felt inexplicable heart palpitations. Covering his chest and frowning, enduring for a long while, uneasy emotions spread like weeds.

What happened again?

Or was his heart about to rot too?

The young Minister’s hands trembled as he unfolded new silk cloth, lifting his brush to record everything requiring action item by item.

His time was truly running out.

Over following days, the Gan residence’s back and side doors inconspicuously admitted many merchants. According to neighbors, the King of Yiyang’s illness had improved—the Gan residence was preparing to renovate the estate.

Chapter 11: Weaver’s Needle · Part 5
Caiwei struggled arduously to sew with the Weaver’s Needle. The standard robe she’d privately made had reached its final stage, and she’d locked herself in the storehouse for an unknown length of time.

Because the fabric pieces originally sewn into her sleeves had been patched onto the standard robe, her hands that once had been covered with chilblains became swollen and painful again. Perhaps the accumulated illness from many years suddenly erupted—she actually developed winter chilblains in blazing summer. Moreover, because of the hot weather, that numb itching became increasingly unbearable.

In this condition, Caiwei still had to sew the standard robe—truly forcing the impossible. Yet she persisted with endurance beyond ordinary imagination. Not knowing when the First Emperor would return to Xianyang, fearing the Weaver’s Needle would be reclaimed, she had to finish before then.

Because the task at the Weaving Chamber was complete, daily guard watches sufficed, so Caiwei rarely had a period of free time, perfectly allowing her to close herself in the storehouse to rush-make the standard robe.

Even rushing, even with inconvenient hands, Caiwei didn’t work carelessly. The stitching remained as fine and dense as usual.

The night-luminous pearl still emitted its dim glow. Caiwei finally sewed the last stitch, carefully examining the entire robe’s seams, discovering her skill was indeed exquisite. Even touching by hand, one could hardly find the needle-thread gaps at the seams.

Though this standard robe was pieced together from fabric scraps, in terms of craftsmanship, this one surpassed the standard robe hanging in the Weaving Chamber considerably. After all, that one made for the First Emperor was sewn by many weaving maids in rotation. Though they’d paid special attention, the stitch density still showed subtle differences. This one Caiwei completed alone with all her heart and effort—naturally it was different.

Caiwei placed her hands inside the standard robe, clearly experiencing a cooling sensation sliding over them. The numb itching and swelling eased considerably.

Indeed this standard robe was effective! Caiwei was overjoyed, fondly stroking the standard robe, feeling the chilblains on her hands gradually improving. Yet she still resolutely withdrew her hands and devoutly folded the standard robe, then carefully wrapped it with fabric.

The storehouse door was knocked at this moment. Caiwei responded, only realizing her voice had become hoarse from not drinking water for so long.

The door creaked open, brilliant sunlight from outside pouring in. Caiwei, accustomed to dim light, squinted before realizing dawn had long since broken.

“Head Seamstress, the Director of Seals and Tallies has returned.” The Weaving Chamber’s rules had all been reorganized by Caiwei with extreme strictness. The weaving maid outside reported, not daring to step half a foot into the storehouse without permission.

The storehouse remained quiet for a long while. Caiwei tidied her appearance slightly before appearing before the weaving maid. Her complexion appeared somewhat pale from prolonged desk work, but she still looked spirited. She handed the weaving maid a cloth bundle, solemnly instructing: “Deliver this to the young master of the Gan residence. Say it’s clothing Caiwei sent him, and he must wear it.”

Actually, she should have personally delivered it, but the Director of Seals and Tallies’ return proved the First Emperor had also returned to Xianyang. She had to personally present the standard robe in the Weaving Chamber, likely unable to leave the palace for several days. Moreover, if something went wrong and this standard robe was left behind and discovered by chance, then it couldn’t be delivered to her Minister.

So even hurriedly, she had to ensure this standard robe was sent out the first moment after completion. As soon as Minister Gan wore it, he could experience her feelings. Even if he set it aside carelessly, she could inform him during her next visit. Her Minister would definitely treat the clothes she sent him well—this she could confirm.

Because of Caiwei’s accumulated authority, this weaving maid asked nothing and directly complied, receiving the bundle. Weaving maids who’d stayed at the chamber knew the Head Seamstress had formerly been Minister Gan’s maid. Occasionally making him clothing was common—some even secretly gossiped about ambiguity between them.

Caiwei watched this weaving maid turn past the palace wall and leave her sight before checking the Weaver’s Needle pinned in her sleeve, then walked toward the Weaving Chamber.

Fortunately, she’d completed the standard robe before returning the Weaver’s Needle. Caiwei felt a heavy burden suddenly lifted from her shoulders, refreshed and invigorated. Even her face, which rarely smiled, showed relaxed delight.

The guards stationed outside the Weaving Chamber almost widened their eyes seeing her. Caiwei was actually quite beautiful, but maintaining authority by constantly keeping a stern face discounted even the loveliest features. Now summer sunlight illuminated her face. Even without cosmetics, she radiated moving spirit—like a tightly closed flower bud finally blooming with dazzling beauty.

Caiwei walked up the Weaving Chamber steps without sideways glances, pushing open the hall doors.

Because the place hadn’t been used for days, all the Weaving Chamber’s windows were closed, making the light much dimmer than outside. After adapting for a while, Caiwei saw the situation inside clearly. That standard robe still hung on the clothes rack in the chamber’s center, but beside the rack stood a rather tall man, head bowed examining the deep robe on the rack.

He wore a five-colored fish-scale silk deep robe with a military crown on his head. The military crown had green silk cord with double tails standing left and right, the crown cloud soaring skyward—originally the crown worn by the famous King Wuling of Zhao. Still dressing so ostentatiously in Xianyang Palace, this person was precisely the greatly favored person beside the First Emperor—Director of Seals and Tallies Zhao Gao.

“Greetings to the Director of Seals and Tallies.” Caiwei closed the Weaving Chamber’s great doors, curtseying low. “The Weaving Chamber lives up to the First Emperor’s expectations. The deep robe is complete.”

Zhao Gao didn’t turn back, only extending one hand toward Caiwei, crooking his finger, slowly saying: “Weaver’s Needle.”

This wasn’t a question but a brief command. While secretly rejoicing that the standard robe she’d secretly rushed to make was complete, Caiwei drew the Weaver’s Needle from her sleeve, respectfully walked several steps, and placed it in his palm.

“Good. You have done exceedingly well.” Zhao Gao nodded very satisfied, casually placing the Weaver’s Needle on the loom beside him. Then he unfastened the jade belt hook at his waist, slowly removing the five-colored fish-scale silk deep robe from his body.

Caiwei was dumbstruck, countless possibilities flashing through her mind, yet unable even to cry out for help.

Because she knew that no matter what Zhao Gao did to her, she could only endure it gritting her teeth. She had no way to resist.

No one would come save her.

In the dim Weaving Chamber, she couldn’t even see his face clearly, only seeing those eyes radiating bewitching brilliance, emanating compelling presence that nearly suffocated her.

However, after a moment, Caiwei knew she’d overthought. Zhao Gao had absolutely no interest in her. After removing the five-colored fish-scale silk deep robe, he took down the black standard robe from the rack and calmly wore it.

Caiwei gasped. She realized this reality was actually more cruel than her guess. Her lips trembling, the doubt in her heart circled several times at her lips but couldn’t emerge at all.

As if discovering her unease, Zhao Gao said flatly in the darkness: “The First Emperor has passed. This thing is better kept by me.” While speaking, he finished donning the standard robe, then picked up the Weaver’s Needle from the loom, casually flicking his wrist.

Caiwei only felt pain between her brows. Instinctively reaching to touch her forehead, she only felt a sharp object. The sensation was familiar—half a beat late, she realized what pierced her brow center was actually the Weaver’s Needle she’d held every night for these years.

Collapsing powerlessly to the ground, Caiwei realized her consciousness was gradually departing. She desperately widened her eyes, watching Zhao Gao put his own five-colored fish-scale silk deep robe over the standard robe, fastening the jade belt hook. He looked exactly the same as when he’d entered the Weaving Chamber.

So the First Emperor had already passed away.

Otherwise the Director of Seals and Tallies couldn’t possibly have such audacity.

Who knows whose hands the throne of Great Qin would ultimately fall into…

Hopefully Crown Prince Fu Su’s, so her Minister would have a bright future…

Her Minister would be fine.

Fortunately, the standard robe she’d made had already been sent out. She hoped it would be smoothly delivered into his hands…

Thinking with relief, Caiwei slowly exhaled her last breath and gradually closed her eyes.

Chapter 12: Jade Disc · Part 1
Fu Su looked at the fresh blood in his palm, momentarily unable to comprehend what had happened.

Unbearable pain rapidly swept through his entire body from his chest, bringing an indescribable aura of despair.

He was going to die.

This thought flashed through Fu Su’s mind—completely unacceptable.

They said many people saw their entire lives flash before them before death, but Fu Su’s mind was completely blank.

How could he die? After years of painstaking effort, the outcome he anticipated was certainly not dying in a foreign land!

He couldn’t die… he still had unfinished matters… someone was waiting for him to return to Xianyang…

Fury and unwillingness swept away all thoughts. Before Fu Su’s eyes flashed his father emperor’s stern face, his tutor’s expectant and trusting gaze…

In the end, he would fail them…

Against his will, consciousness gradually withdrew from that pierced body.

Pain instantly vanished, yet brought no relief from finally being freed.

Fu Su knew he was already dead.

He’d considered life and death. He thought he would die on the emperor’s throne—after governing the nation perfectly and arranging successors, closing his eyes without regrets on the soft dragon bed.

He never imagined dying so suddenly. Yesterday he’d still been discussing with Meng Tian, Wang Li, and others how to deal with the Xiongnu. Today he received his father emperor’s posthumous edict commanding him to commit suicide and be buried with the emperor.

He’d also considered his father emperor’s death. He thought his father would one day die of old age in Xianyang Palace, with civil and military officials kneeling outside the hall in farewell, heaven sending heavy rain in mourning.

He never imagined his father would die on the road during an eastern tour, issuing him such a harsh posthumous edict.

“Crown Prince Fu Su—repeatedly unable to expand territory and establish merit, wasting many soldiers, repeatedly submitting memorials with blunt speech slandering, day and night resentful at not being recalled to become Crown Prince, without an inch of achievement, ashamed to be Great Qin’s Crown Prince… ordered to commit suicide and be buried with the emperor…”

The shrill voice of the eunuch delivering the edict seemed to faintly echo in his ears. Fu Su’s first reaction was disbelief, but the other was prepared—delivering the edict with only Meng Tian and him present, even Wang Li excluded outside the tent. When he and General Meng Tian wanted to lead troops back to Xianyang to clarify matters, just as he stood up, he was pierced through the chest by a sudden blade.

He vaguely seemed to hear Meng Tian’s roar, yet Fu Su didn’t worry about the latter’s safety.

After all, Meng Tian commanded hundreds of thousands of northern frontier troops. No matter who inherited the throne, during initially unstable succession, they couldn’t casually replace commanders at the front. Only the Meng family would likely decline from now on. With bad luck, the powerful Meng brothers might become history.

Conversely, Wang Li, because he superficially wasn’t too close to Fu Su, would be valued by whoever inherited the throne.

But his tutor definitely couldn’t preserve his life.

Truly… such unwillingness…

Actually, regardless of who inherited the throne, even if Fu Su didn’t know the truth, he could somewhat guess.

Hu Hai accompanied the First Emperor on the eastern tour. As the only son attending at his side, manipulating the posthumous edict was simply too easy. He just never imagined Hu Hai truly so bold—not only coveting the throne but mercilessly having him executed in Shangjun.

His tutor had warned him years ago to guard against Hu Hai, but he hadn’t paid attention.

Having that boy Hu Hai sit on this throne—did he even consider whether he was qualified…

Fu Su thought hazily, finding himself truly ridiculous. After death, still thinking about these things—even if he understood everything thoroughly, it served no purpose.

When a person dies it’s like a lamp extinguishing—all thoughts turn to ash.

But why was he still wandering the mortal world? Clearly, hadn’t he already died?

Fu Su looked down at his semi-transparent body. Not far away was his corpse with chest pierced through. Previously only seeing his blurred self through bronze mirrors, this was the first time examining himself from such a perspective.

Both familiar and strange—himself.

Moreover, a self whose eyes would never open again.

Inside the military tent was complete chaos. Fu Su stood there as if isolated from the world.

No one could see his existence.

When a person is about to die, the seven mortal souls scatter first, then the three ethereal souls depart.

His current condition—was his soul yet undispersed?

Was it because his obsession was too strong that he hadn’t entered reincarnation?

Fury gradually receded like tide from his mind, exchanged for doubts and concerns lingering in his heart.

Fu Su could already calmly watch Wang Li take charge of the situation, swiftly suppressing small-scale unrest. He didn’t execute Meng Tian according to the supposed First Emperor’s posthumous edict, but despite the eunuch messenger’s protests, merely placed General Meng Tian under house arrest while Wang Li himself assumed military authority.

Truly worthy of the person his tutor favored.

This sentence suddenly emerged in Fu Su’s heart. One emperor, one set of ministers. If he had ascended the throne as planned, though the Meng brothers would be valued as before, actual control should have been his tutor and Wang Li. One civil, one military—they would certainly lead Great Qin toward glory.

But this fantasy’s premise was him still being alive.

If only time could flow backward—then he wouldn’t have lost vigilance upon his father emperor’s summons, leading to assassination.

A mourning hall was quickly erected. Fu Su watched helplessly as his corpse was placed in a fine nanmu coffin, yet lacked courage to step forward.

He closed his eyes. What he most wanted to know now was whether his father emperor had truly passed away.

When he reopened his eyes, the scenery around him suddenly changed.

Fu Su looked around, discovering he was already inside Xianyang Palace’s warm hall. Thousands of li passed instantaneously between eye blinks. In this moment Fu Su truly recognized the reality of his death.

The warm hall usually piled with bamboo scrolls was today crowded with people. Prime Minister Li Si, head covered in sweat, was doing his utmost to pacify clamoring officials.

Fu Su knew regarding the false posthumous edict, Li Si must have played a very important role. But matters had reached this point, long irreversible. Too lazy to bother for now, he directly passed through the wall, heading straight for his father emperor’s bedchamber.

The soul state was a magical experience for him. His body moved with intent, passing through walls. No one could see his existence.

No wind brushing his cheeks, no feeling of summer heat. The dead seemed like shells stripped of bodies, simultaneously taking away some joys and sorrows belonging only to the living.

Fu Su walked increasingly slowly, his facial expression growing increasingly indifferent.

Many palace servants were inside and outside his father emperor’s bedchamber, changing furnishings and objects. Fu Su scanned once, not seeing the person he wanted to see, then turned and left.

He wandered around Xianyang Palace, discovering palace servants’ expressions showed more relief. The First Emperor governed by law, even stricter with palace rules. Now the First Emperor had passed, invisible burdens on palace servants’ shoulders seemed lifted—some servants even began lazily slacking off.

But generally speaking, aside from mourning banners hanging everywhere in Xianyang Palace, it was basically no different from the past. Since Duke Xiao of Qin who built Xianyang Palace, it had welcomed and seen off six Qin monarchs. Even with changing times, it remained unaffected.

Fu Su ultimately stood suspended above Xianyang Palace, looking down at this undulating palace complex that slowly turned blood red under sunset’s reflection, then completely dark.

Until the last ray of sunlight disappeared beyond the horizon, the entire earth fell into darkness. The distant Xianyang City’s myriad household lights gradually brightened. Xianyang Palace also lit palace lamps everywhere—a scene of brilliant illumination.

Fu Su felt his soul power slowly becoming diluted, knowing his time lingering in the mortal world wasn’t long.

He abandoned the idea of seeking Hu Hai, because he knew in his current state, even finding Hu Hai, he could do nothing.

Hatred? He felt if his father emperor had spirit after death, he’d probably seek Hu Hai first for reckoning.

Fu Su took one last look at brightly lit Xianyang Palace, heading toward Gaoquan Palace without lingering attachment.

Not here, not here either…

Not in the side halls either…

Fu Su, originally calm, slowly grew anxious again. Restless, he traversed the entire Gaoquan Palace at fastest speed.

The entire Gaoquan Palace was gloomy and eerie, only a few lonely oil lamps burning—all old servants who’d served him in the palace. Many young palace servants had long since disappeared—unknown whether they left themselves or were taken away.

Gaoquan Palace wasn’t large. He didn’t spend much time but didn’t find the person he sought.

Where exactly…

Fu Su was desperately anxious, only now knowing what he most couldn’t let go of wasn’t the Great Qin Empire, nor so-called family, but the tutor who’d accompanied him over ten years.

Wanting to become emperor was because he believed himself the most qualified and capable among the princes—naturally accepting without yielding. But he didn’t actually pursue power and position—all like playing chess, where the opponent made one move, he had to respond with one.

Perhaps he simply wasn’t suited to be emperor, otherwise he wouldn’t be forced to such straits.

But his young tutor was truly a talent of the realm. From initially resisting becoming his subordinate to finally unwavering support, enduring over ten years of hardship—yet he’d repaid him with a future without light.

His tutor—hadn’t already been completely eliminated by Hu Hai and others while he still didn’t know, right?

Fu Su thought wildly, mentally and physically exhausted, suddenly remembering his tutor returned to Xianyang because his father was gravely ill.

He’d never been to the Gan residence, only vaguely remembering it was in Shengping Alley.

He first flashed to the Commandant’s Office controlling Xianyang’s security and city defense, checked the Xianyang City map, found Shengping Alley’s approximate location, and the next moment appeared before the Gan residence entrance.

Two torches for illumination flickered in wind at the residence entrance. Inside appeared entirely normal. Fu Su only cursorily observed before impatiently passing through the wall.

The Gan residence was even smaller than Gaoquan Palace. Fu Su quickly found his worried tutor in a darkened chamber. The young Minister was sitting before a brazier, head bowed reading something by firelight.

His tutor was still alive.

Fu Su breathed a huge sigh of relief, involuntarily reaching out to pat the other’s shoulder, wanting to confirm he was well.

Just then the young Minister seemed to sense something, raising his head to look around. Finding nothing, he showed obvious disappointment.

Fu Su’s delighted expression froze on his face, once again realizing they were now separated by yin and yang.

The young Minister covered his chest, unwilling to give up, scanning the room several circles. He even rose and went outside to ask servants if visitors had called. After receiving negative answers, he returned dejectedly, head hanging.

Fu Su felt nothing amiss. First time at the Gan residence, he looked around curiously at his tutor’s living quarters.

Well, bamboo scrolls everywhere as usual. Though silk letters were more numerous than at Gaoquan Palace.

But why was a brazier lit indoors in this heat?

Fu Su moved closer to check, discovering besides charcoal fire in the brazier, there were also ashes—something being burned.

His gaze fell on silk letters piled nearby. Neatly written policy essays came into view.

Indescribable shock when seeing these policy essays. Moreover, seeing fresh ink and familiar handwriting, Fu Su knew his tutor had written these recently.

Before Fu Su could understand why his tutor did this, the young Minister had already knelt again beside the brazier, picking up the topmost silk letter, unfolding it to read.

Fu Su happened to see the opening earlier, immediately leaning over to continue reading along with his tutor’s hands. The more he read, the more shocked he became. What the silk letter described was actually the land reclamation system! Memorialize land reclamation at frontier defenses, garrison guards attending to both cultivation and defense, solving problems of transporting military provisions over long distances with difficult transportation through self-reliance, while stabilizing frontier defenses that over time would become military strongholds. Forces could be deployed anytime during defense, also pacifying refugees. The land reclamation system could initially implement two types: military reclamation and civilian reclamation. Soldiers could reclaim land between drills, while farmers could take up arms during agricultural off-seasons. The state only needed to issue some cattle, farm tools, and seeds.

Fu Su was shocked. This was completely a field he’d never considered or encountered. If he became emperor and implemented this, it wouldn’t only solve enormous military expenses but ease Qin farmers’ heavy taxes, plus allow Qin armies to radiate throughout the Central Plains without worrying about logistical supply shortages!

At this moment, Fu Su truly realized what his original intention for wanting to become emperor actually was.

Not because he was born Crown Prince.

Not because of his father emperor’s or ministers’ expectations.

Nor craving the taste of power.

He wanted to faithfully implement everything his tutor conceived on the empire’s territory, wanted to build their empire, wanted to see how far they could go.

Just as Fu Su was uncontrollably fantasizing, his tutor threw the silk letter in his hands into the brazier without attachment.

Fu Su instinctively reached out wanting to retrieve the letter, but it passed through his semi-transparent fingers, accurately falling into the brazier, quickly engulfed and consumed by flames.

“Bi Zhi!” Fu Su called out in shock and heartbreak. But aside from himself, no one could hear his voice. He could only watch shocked and furious as that extremely precious silk letter turned to ash in the brazier.

At this time, the young Minister picked up another silk letter.

Only now did Fu Su think—what he’d seen earlier in the brazier should be silk letter ashes!

His tutor was actually burning these silk letters that could be called national policy!

The young Minister expressionlessly burned silk letters one by one. Fu Su in soul state tried stopping him, even shouting angrily, but all had no effect. The young Minister remained unmoved, burning nearby silk letters.

Fu Su finally lowered his head dejectedly, sitting cross-legged beside his tutor, eyes wide trying to stuff as many policy essays as possible into his brain during gaps in the letter burning.

But the other burned sheet after sheet. However slowly, it was faster than Fu Su could read. So many policies Fu Su only glimpsed openings before being mercilessly tossed into the brazier, making him increasingly curious, increasingly angry.

Why burn such painstaking work so utterly without attachment?!

Why couldn’t he stop it?!

Why had he… died so simply…

“These were written for you, but unfortunately, I never imagined you wouldn’t even have a chance to see them…” The young Minister’s somber voice sounded in the room, carrying suppressed grief. “But it’s fine. I’ll burn them for you to see.”

Fu Su froze, only now realizing these silk letters were written for him, and his tutor now burning them was also for him. Fu Su nearly laughed in anger, blocking the other’s hand: “Stop burning! I can see them now!”

But his words and actions had no effect. The young Minister maintained his silk-letter-burning motion and frequency without any change.

Right—even if he could see now, it couldn’t change the fact of his death.

Fu Su collapsed sitting on the ground, feeling powerless pain for the first time since death.

He felt even though he was gone, no one cared.

But only now did he deeply feel he had truly died.

He could no longer express his feelings. No one could listen at all.

He could do nothing.

Could only sit here watching his tutor burn his painstaking work sheet by sheet.

Chapter 12: Jade Disc · Part 2
As silk letters burned in the brazier, perhaps because the atmosphere was too oppressive, the young Minister touched his chest collar and couldn’t help murmuring to himself.

“So it was wrong from the start. I shouldn’t have left Shangjun, left your side. Otherwise Hu Hai and the others couldn’t have achieved their wishes so easily.”

Fu Su felt somewhat moved listening, yet raised his eyebrows the next moment. His death had only occurred this very day. Not even mourning banners had been hung at Gaoquan Palace yet—those servants merely fled seeking advantage and avoiding harm upon seeing the young prince Hu Hai succeeded. How could his tutor know the news so quickly? There must be some special method of transmitting information.

“This realm, handed to that boy Hu Hai, likely won’t even last five years.”

On this point Fu Su completely agreed. Hu Hai wasn’t incompetent—he’d been ruined by his father emperor’s upbringing. Temperamental, pampered, and never receiving proper imperial education, court politics would certainly be controlled by Li Si and Zhao Gao.

“Li Si and Zhao Gao seek different things. Sooner or later conflicts and disputes will arise.”

Right. Li Si hadn’t completely lost his nature, but Zhao Gao used any means necessary. However much Li Si craved power, ultimately he still aimed to build a powerful Qin dynasty. But Zhao Gao’s goals were unclear, his intentions impossible to fathom.

“When these two fight, Zhao Gao will certainly laugh last. And Hu Hai, taught by him personally, even less his match.”

Yes, this Qin dynasty would likely perish by the second generation. Though Zhao Gao also bore the Ying surname—if he held power, perhaps the realm needn’t change surnames…

Even though Fu Su couldn’t speak out, their thoughts still synchronized as usual when discussing affairs. Fu Su simply stopped caring about the burned silk letters. After all, his tutor had written them all—even burned, they remained in his mind, just unknown who would benefit next.

Fu Su sighed, reluctantly touching the silk letters around the brazier.

“Zhao Gao’s wolfish ambitions will likely be exposed soon.” The young Minister continued muttering softly.

But Fu Su froze in place, because he suddenly realized that even if his tutor’s talents were so stunning, if the one in power was a fool who didn’t appreciate them, like pearls covered in dust, they’d be completely useless.

“I estimate soon someone will come deal with me…” The young Minister spoke calmly about his own fate, not caring at all.

Run quickly!

Fu Su stood up, trying desperately to attract the other’s attention. But he could only disturb the smoke above the brazier, unable to make further warnings.

Perhaps because smoke lingered long in the room without dispersing, the young Minister covered his chest coughing violently.

Fu Su, having done wrong, guiltily quieted down again. But the next second he saw the young Minister pull out a silk letter to cover his mouth—large patches of blood stained it, shocking to behold.

“Bi Zhi! Bi Zhi! What’s wrong with you?” Fu Su was shocked. Only now did he notice his tutor’s terrible complexion—even reflected in the brazier’s warm firelight, still pale as snow. Moreover, his form was so emaciated only bones remained—truly skin and bones.

After a long while, the heart-rending coughing finally ceased. Only the crackling of burning silk letters in the brazier and the young Minister’s bellows-like breathing could be heard in the room.

The young Minister seemed accustomed to such situations. One hand covering his chest, he calmly wiped blood from his lips with the silk letter in his other hand, then casually destroyed evidence by tossing it into the brazier.

“Your Highness, have you returned again? Otherwise why does this jade disc keep warming…”

Fu Su didn’t understand this sentence. He’d also seen the jade disc at his tutor’s chest but never heard of such effects.

Seeing his tutor begin burning silk letters sheet by sheet again, Fu Su paced the room somewhat troubled. Then he discovered in a dark corner, there actually seemed to be a vague figure. When he curiously looked over, he discovered a woman lying there!

Calling her a woman wasn’t quite accurate. Precisely speaking, she should be a female ghost.

In the half day since death, this was Fu Su’s first time seeing his kind. Immediately curious, he approached, discovering beneath this woman was actually a black garment. The woman wore light-colored palace dress, face down—momentarily unable to distinguish who she was.

Just as Fu Su was about to examine her, footsteps sounded outside. Fu Su thought it was a Gan residence servant, but the person didn’t knock at all, unceremoniously pulling open the door with a “whoosh.”

“A’luo, hurry and prepare to leave with me!” The newcomer rushed in frantically, only to be choked coughing by the smoky room. But he still insisted on walking several steps, rushing to the young Minister’s side, grabbing his wrist.

Fu Su glanced at the arrival—it was Ying, long unseen.

“I’m not leaving.” The young Minister said flatly, his words carrying unshakeable determination.

“Not leaving won’t do!” Ying stamped his feet hatefully. “You think Hu Hai and Zhao Gao will spare your life? The Tiger Guard troops are heading to your residence. Come with me quickly!”

“If I go with you, you won’t be held accountable?” The young Minister raised his head, giving Ying a reassuring smile. “Moreover, the Tiger Guards aren’t only going to the Gan residence—they’re visiting many ministers’ homes.”

“Eh? How do you know?” Ying froze upon hearing this.

“I have my information channels.” The young Minister’s hand touched the Suanni stone carving beside him. The incense burner next to the carving still emitted ethereal smoke.

Perhaps because the young Minister’s confident composure calmed anxious Ying considerably, he quickly opened all the room’s windows. After ventilation, he walked back dejectedly sighing: “A’luo, why would the First Emperor pass the throne to that boy Hu Hai? Do you think Fu Su will directly rebel at Shangjun?”

Fu Su blinked. News from Shangjun indeed hadn’t reached Xianyang so quickly. Xianyang City still didn’t know he was dead.

So Xianyang Palace was in such chaos? Gaoquan Palace so desolately empty? All thinking he’d raise troops in rebellion?

The young Minister remained silent, still burning silk letters in his hands.

“A’luo, I think you should still come with me, hide for a while.” Ying anxiously pulled the young Minister’s sleeve, trying to persuade him. “If Fu Su rebels, Hu Hai will probably target you first, or take you hostage…”

But Fu Su knew his tutor would never agree, having already learned of his death.

Why had he been so unguarded toward his father emperor’s envoys… letting all their preparations over ten years come to naught…

Here Fu Su fell into boundless self-blame, while Ying was persuaded back by the young Minister. Ying didn’t want to leave like this, but Tiger Guards were already knocking at the front courtyard. To avoid suspicion, he could only depart.

The Tiger Guards were the Qin army’s elite force—clad in heavy armor, guarding the palace, only accepting direct commands from the emperor. So aside from the palace, Tiger Guards could use their badges to enter any Xianyang City residence without needing the owner’s consent.

Just after calling servants to lead Ying out the Gan residence’s back door, Tiger Guards had already entered directly through the main gate, quickly rushing into the small courtyard. The young Minister straightened his clothing and walked out, just encountering the Tiger Guard soldier delivering the edict.

Fu Su listened from inside—the other was summoning ministers to assemble and go to Mount Li for the First Emperor’s funeral.

After the young Minister inquired about the time, the Tiger Guard soldier said they must leave immediately. Even the bedridden King of Yiyang couldn’t decline—all must go. The young Minister said he’d return to his room to change into formal robes, finally permitted to re-enter.

Fu Su felt something suspicious, but the journey to Mount Li was distant—rushing out at deep night wasn’t particularly strange. Earlier wandering Xianyang Palace, Fu Su had also heard others say his father emperor’s remains had rotted during prolonged transport in hot weather—even a cart of abalone couldn’t mask the stench.

Thinking thus, rushing the funeral made sense.

After entering, the young Minister first looked down at his green robes. All his clothing was green—naturally inappropriate colors for funerals. Servants outside had already delivered white mourning garments—plain robe, plain skirt, plain cap all made of raw hemp cloth.

As the young Minister changed robes, Fu Su discovered the female ghost lying in the corner had actually opened her eyes and stood up.

Perhaps having been dead too long, her spirit so weak it was semi-transparent, unable to speak. But enough for Fu Su to recognize at a glance—this female ghost was actually his tutor’s maid Caiwei!

What happened? How did Caiwei die? Wasn’t she assigned to the Weaving Chamber, even becoming head seamstress?

Caiwei now also recognized Fu Su. First shocked, she looked left and right, then discovering the other could see her, hastily pointed to the black garment beneath her, expression anxious.

Unable to speak at all?

Though without verbal communication, Fu Su understood her meaning—wanting his tutor to wear this black garment.

Fu Su knew Caiwei was most loyal to his tutor. Especially persisting until now after death, this black garment must have great significance. But the problem was Fu Su’s condition wasn’t much better than Caiwei’s now. How could he notify his tutor?

His gaze circled the room, Fu Su fixed his eyes on the brazier.

The young Minister’s hands preparing to dress froze there, because he saw the brazier’s curling smoke actually defying natural law, gathering into a thin line, drifting gracefully toward some corner of the room.

Though Ying had opened windows earlier, this couldn’t cause such a situation. Having witnessed many extraordinary people and events over the years, the young Minister took it in stride, following the smoke to where it pointed.

There quietly lay a black deep robe.

The young Minister bent to pick it up, only then remembering this was delivered by a weaving maid—the deep robe Caiwei had previously mentioned, saying he must wear it.

His normally numb hands actually felt a trace of coolness. The young Minister thought it an illusion.

Great Qin revered black. Black clothing was originally a color only the imperial family could wear, but if worn inside unnoticed, it would be fine.

The young Minister only hesitated an instant before following Caiwei’s intention, donning this black deep robe properly, then covering it with white mourning garments outside.

Fu Su watched his tutor finish wearing that black deep robe. Caiwei’s face showed a relieved smile, her form slowly dispersing into air.

Was this because lingering concerns were completed, allowing true rest?

Fu Su sighed, because he still had many concerns, yet now contemplated whether to let them go.

He was already dead.

He watched his tutor place all silk letters in the brazier. Only after seeing them all ignite did he push the door open.

Footsteps outside quickly departed. Fu Su didn’t follow. He had little interest in his father emperor’s funeral.

He just stood there, staring at those silk letters in the brazier slowly consumed by flames, finally burning to a pile of ash.

Meanwhile, the young Minister stepping outside the Gan residence paused, touching the cooling jade disc at his chest. His usually calm face showed uncertain surprise, looking back toward his small courtyard.

Why did the jade disc cool upon leaving the Gan residence? Could Fu Su have just been in his room?

How was this possible?

“Minister Gan, please proceed quickly.” The Tiger Guard soldier behind gave the young Minister no more time to hesitate, gripping his sword hilt meaningfully, his words carrying undeniable threat.

The young Minister looked at his aged father beside him, could only press his lips together and continue stepping forward.

Modern Era – Mute House

The Boss touched the jade disc worn beneath the crimson dragon robe at his chest, startling awake from memories.

Throughout these two thousand plus years, he’d continuously asked himself—if he’d turned back regardless of everything then, could he have preserved Fu Su’s soul?

But this was merely speculation, because he’d completely not known then that after the jade disc recognized its master by blood, it recognized not the flesh but the soul.

One thought’s difference—close yet worlds apart.

The Boss picked up the teacup beside him, discovering the tea had cooled, and put it down again.

The sun declined westward, lanterns just being lit.

The Boss’s form hadn’t moved for a long while, until the two Changxin Palace Lamps at Mute House’s entrance automatically brightened their burning flames.

He stood up, walked to the carved window, opening only a crack barely enough to expose one eye.

Through the gap, he fixedly watched a young man carrying a lunch box, walking over with an exhausted expression. The other wore casual clothes, but the white coat crumpled in his backpack still showed slightly. The Boss had long since inquired—this person worked as intern doctor at the nearby hospital.

Only after seeing off this young doctor from his sight did the Boss slowly close the carved window, lingering to touch the jade disc beneath his chest clothing that had momentarily warmed then cooled again.

His body had long since died, ice-cold beyond compare.

If not for wearing the crimson dragon robe Caiwei had sewn for him, he would have long turned to dust.

Everyone he knew—friends and family—had all died, yet he still lived.

Like a walking corpse.

He kept this jade disc placed closest to his heart. Throughout the long years, tirelessly searching for Fu Su’s reincarnation.

Because only when he found the other would the jade disc warm, bit by bit conducting this warmth from his heart throughout his entire body.

Only then did he feel he was still alive.

Unfortunately, each reincarnation lasted only a brief few years.

This time, he hoped it could last longer…

Qin Lost Its Deer
210 BC

Shangjun

The military tent was solemn throughout. Wang Li knelt on one knee before a coffin, his resolute handsome face covered with self-recrimination and hatred.

A’luo had entrusted him with only one matter, and he’d failed to accomplish it.

But who could have imagined the First Emperor would issue a posthumous edict to Crown Prince Fu Su, ordering him to commit suicide?!

Yes, Wang Li standing outside the tent at that time had completely not seen the situation inside, yet heard the little eunuch’s shrill voice proclaiming that edict. Afterward came General Meng Tian’s roar. When he rushed inside the tent, he saw Crown Prince Fu Su covered in blood, a bronze sword stained with blood drops falling from his hands to the ground.

“Crown Prince Fu Su has obeyed the edict and committed suicide. Bury him on the spot.” The edict-proclaiming eunuch said coldly and sharply, expressionless. After glancing at Wang Li rushing into the tent, he turned to Meng Tian, furious with rage splitting his eyes, sternly proclaiming: “The First Emperor also left a posthumous command—Crown Prince had not an inch of achievement, General Tian failed to correct him, knew of his schemes. Both are granted death, with troops assigned to Deputy General Wang Li.”

Wang Li initially didn’t understand what the other meant. He urgently called for military physicians, crouching beside Fu Su’s side, struggling to resuscitate him, but the body beneath his palms was already ice-cold—even immortals couldn’t save him.

When he raised his head again, he discovered the military tent presented a confrontational situation between two sides. The edict-proclaiming envoys pressed aggressively, while General Meng Tian was protected behind by personal guards who’d rushed into the tent—both sides on the verge of erupting.

Perhaps seeing Wang Li recover his wits, the little eunuch repeated the posthumous edict just spoken, even spreading the decree before everyone, letting them verify handwriting and seals.

Though Wang Li never stepped into the political whirlpool, he understood the suspicious aspects. Overtly he couldn’t break with the envoys, nor could he lead troops in rebellion. If Prince Fu Su hadn’t died, he could still consider this—now he didn’t even have a proper justification.

These thoughts flashing instantly through his mind, Wang Li announced flatly: “Someone, escort General Meng back to his tent.”

“Deputy General Wang!” The little eunuch who’d been certain Wang Li would obey the edict to kill Meng Tian cried out in shock.

“Please address me as General Wang.” Wang Li said in an even colder voice. Having fought with real blades on battlefields, once he became serious, few could withstand his presence.

The little eunuch was indeed shocked by the killing intent in his words. Moreover, the armor on the other still bore Fu Su’s fresh blood, evil aura soaring skyward—immediately frightened speechless.

Meng Tian left the military tent with iron-blue face, not worrying for his own safety. Wang Li was someone he’d personally promoted—he would certainly do his utmost to protect him. Only that Crown Prince Fu Su was assassinated when caught off guard—henceforth Qin’s national fortune hung by a thread.

The subsequent collection of remains, reorganization of military affairs and various miscellaneous matters weren’t worth mentioning. After Wang Li’s self-recrimination, what worried him was the young Minister who’d returned to Xianyang.

Hu Hai treated his own brother Fu Su thus—how much more a Minister without any real power…

The other had truly calculated well, entrusting him with Shangjun’s several hundred thousand troops, making him unable to willfully abandon responsibilities to return to Xianyang to save him…

“General, it’s time to see off His Highness.” A personal guard reminded softly.

Wang Li stood up, face like still water.

Xianyang

Ying stood at the street corner of Shengping Alley, watching A’luo and the King of Yiyang surrounded by Tiger Guards, leaving the long street.

Those Tiger Guards spoke of invitation, but it looked more like escorting prisoners.

However, Tiger Guards who only obeyed the emperor’s commands had always walked sideways through Xianyang City. Ying stood in the night wind pondering for a long while, feeling he’d probably overthought.

Since even all officials were summoned to hold funerals for the First Emperor, then Ying as imperial family should also go. The palace allocated to him was remote and long uninhabited—he’d long since privately built a residence in Xianyang City, but because of his low-key style and常居 at Gaoquan Palace, the Tiger Guards should be unable to find him.

Ying had no feelings for the First Emperor, nor any desire to attend the funeral. Moreover, now Hu Hai ascended the throne with Zhao Gao wielding power—he should still have much to do. Only after waiting for this Tiger Guard team to depart did Ying emerge from his hiding place at the street corner, head lowered walking toward his own residence.

This night was destined to be sleepless.

Xiapi

The Yi River flowed quietly through deep night. On the bridge spanning the Yi River, a young man was raising his head to look at the brilliant starry sky.

This man had a thin form, shoulders draped with a spotless white robe. He was much thinner than ordinary people, his cheekbones protruding from thinness, making his features even more distinct. His face was handsome and refined, but this couldn’t withstand his dishevelment. His long hair, too lazy to manage, was only loosely tied behind his head. Unshaven stubble still showed on his cheeks, giving an unkempt feeling, yet those sharp eyes couldn’t be ignored.

No one knew this man had once attempted to assassinate Qin Shihuang at Bolangsha. Though missing with one strike, he’d escaped intact.

This man gazed at the starry sky. After a long while, he sighed faintly.

“The stars are in chaos. The chaotic age will restart again…”

Kuaiji

The burly man who’d drilled all day walked indoors, casually placing the tiger-head coiled dragon halberd in his hands on the weapon rack. He’d picked up this tiger-head coiled dragon halberd on the battlefield in his youth—using it felt extremely comfortable, so he’d never left it behind.

However, comparatively, he still cared more about the flowers and plants beside the bed.

After appreciating them with lowered head for a while, the burly man picked up the nearby watering can, carefully watering while gently nagging: “Drink more water and sprout early!”

Dragon City Royal Court

Prince Modun, having successfully escaped back to the royal court, was personally carving snow-white wolf bone. On the table before him, dozens of completed bone whistling arrows were neatly arranged.

Whenever he made a bone whistling arrow, he couldn’t help recalling that little soldier he’d toyed with on the grassland.

Seemed to be called… something like Han Xin…

Didn’t know if he’d died in the end or not.

A few sparse cuts trimmed the bone hole edges. Prince Modun absent-mindedly played with the just-completed bone whistling arrow, saying in blood-permeating cold tones: “Henceforth, wherever this prince’s bone whistling arrows shoot, you all must shoot your arrows in unison!”

“Yes!” The personal guards in the tent responded in low, orderly voices.

Xianyang

Hu Hai stood before the bronze mirror, arms outstretched, allowing attendants to dress him piece by piece in imperial robes.

Inner garments and trousers, silk single robes, black upper garments and crimson lower garments,襭夹… Because his ascension was too hasty, the Weaving Chamber hadn’t prepared appropriate robes for him. Reportedly, if the head seamstress of the Weaving Chamber were present, she could alter ready-made imperial robes to fit him in one night. Unfortunately, that head seamstress had reportedly died of sudden illness. The Weaving Chamber was still rushing to make his robes.

So he could only use his father king’s robes as emergency measures. After donning the outermost imperial robe, it appeared even more oversized and ill-fitting. The figure in the bronze mirror carried a somewhat comical air—like a child secretly wearing adult’s clothing.

Just like the throne he’d stolen.

Hu Hai still felt somewhat dazed. Had he so easily ascended the emperor’s throne?

The attendant named Sun Shuo for who knows which number turned before Hu Hai, fastening his inner deep robe belt, then smoothing the clothing’s folds, finally wrapping the embroidered rolling cloud pattern ceremonial belt.

The nearby small attendant’s tray also held the Reaching Heaven Crown and the five-colored sash only emperors could wear—yellow base, white plumes, blue-crimson edges, five colors, four hundred tassels… Also the First Emperor’s personal sword, the seven-chi-long Tai’e Sword.

This was Hu Hai’s first time wearing so many things on his body. Initially rather novel, being tormented until now left only annoyance and exhaustion.

“This suffices.” Hu Hai glanced at the bronze water clock in the corner, impatiently urging. He also had to go to Mount Li for his father king’s funeral—time was running out.

The attendants hastened their speed, but they were all serving an emperor in robes for the first time. Such rushing instead made them more flustered.

“No need. You need not go.” A man wearing five-colored fish-scale silk deep robes walked in leisurely. His voice held no fluctuation, sounding seemingly harmless, but attendants around Hu Hai long knew his cruelty. The small attendant holding the tray couldn’t help trembling, the ornaments and accessories clanging incessantly.

“You all temporarily withdraw.” This person instructed flatly. When his last word finished, only he and Hu Hai remained in the room.

Hu Hai’s complexion was somewhat gloomy. Though he was honored as emperor, people around him had already willfully obeyed others’ commands and left before he spoke.

For the first time, he began feeling that being this emperor wasn’t as fun as he’d imagined.

Perhaps… when his eldest brother returned from Shangjun, he’d just return it to him. After all, his eldest brother had always indulged his willfulness…

Hu Hai’s mind turned chaotically with such thoughts, yet his mouth asked: “Why need I not go to Mount Li for Father King’s funeral?”

Zhao Gao raised a smile laden with deep meaning, looking toward the sky outside the window already beginning to pale, slowly saying: “Because those going to the funeral today must send the First Emperor to the Yellow Springs.”

Hu Hai was shocked pale-faced, momentarily speechless.

Afterword – Final Volume
Another volume of “Mute House” is complete! Celebrating~~

This time differs from the main “Mute House” series—I wrote a prequel to “Mute House,” named “Zero.” Mm, quite good, satisfying my OCD for orderly book titles…

Speaking of orderliness, I originally wanted to finish the “Mute House” prequel in one volume, but… I clearly underestimated my own writing enthusiasm… Once I start digging plot holes, I can’t stop…

So “Mute House Zero” isn’t just one volume… Next comes the Han Dynasty volume, though I haven’t decided on that volume’s title yet—leaving it blank for now.

Those who’ve finished reading “Mute House Zero” should all know this prequel tells the Boss’s previous story. For students curious about this period, I hope you enjoyed it.

Though I wrote it happily, the process was truly extremely painful…

This was my first attempt at having twelve consecutive “Mute House” stories progress continuously on a single timeline. Though I’ve written many long-form stories of hundreds of thousands of characters, the “Mute House” story itself differs from other stories—after all, it’s constructed upon real history.

So while writing, I researched numerous materials and considered many aspects.

For example, when I first wrote Chapter One of the main “Mute House” series about the fish-pattern mirror, I never intended to write dialogue in classical Chinese. Because awkward classical Chinese would hinder smooth reading, but I still accepted my editor’s suggestion then, changing pronouns like “you” and “I” to “thou” and “I,” which added some ancient flavor but made the writing somewhat incongruous.

Therefore in “Mute House Zero,” I tried to avoid such forms of address, only using them when the context fit. For smooth writing flow, everyone should just accept that ancient people conversed thus—otherwise I truly couldn’t write…

There’s also the idiom problem. Almost every time I used a phrase, whenever I thought of it, I’d check that idiom’s origin—whether it had already appeared in Qin dynasty context. If not, I’d strive to replace it with other words that had appeared. But I later discovered this was simply too restrictive. If everyone read through like this, they’d surely think my entire text was full of typos.

For example, the word “partner”—ancient soldiers formed groups of ten called “fire” units, sharing cooking fires, hence companions were called “fire companions,” so I could only use “fire companion.” Oh, if researched more carefully, this term only appeared during Yuan-Wei times, not existing at all in Qin dynasty.

Not just words—objects too.

But I finally felt relieved. I’m writing a novel, not a textbook or history book. The ultimate purpose is making my story engaging with smooth, comfortable prose. So if everyone sees words or objects in the text that shouldn’t appear in Qin times, please be understanding.

Speaking of research, I’ll ramble a bit about this round’s discoveries—history books contain many self-contradictory places.

For example, King Jia of Wei—the “Records of the Grand Historian” says he didn’t die. But the “Comprehensive Mirror in Aid of Governance” writes he was killed. This point troubled me greatly.

Perhaps someone will ask, what does this person’s death or survival matter? After all, whether or not he was killed then, he’s already dead now.

But this involves many issues. For instance, the previous states Qin destroyed—Han, Zhao, even later Yan, Qi, Chu—all five states’ kings were captured after national destruction. Not one person was killed, so why are records about King Jia of Wei unclear, even contradicting each other in historical materials?

[Historical quotes comparing Records of the Grand Historian vs. Comprehensive Mirror in Aid of Governance regarding King Jia’s fate]

Whether King Jia of Wei surrendered or was killed is a question. Perhaps because the “Records of the Grand Historian” didn’t record where he was enfeoffed, Sima Guang let his imagination run wild, directly writing “killed him.”

Moreover, in the above “Comprehensive Mirror” passage, the “three months” translation—some materials say it means flooding Daliang City for three months. This theoretically should be impossible. From the “Comprehensive Mirror’s” overall writing style, this only represents the third month, which by lunar calendar calculation is precisely spring flood season.

Otherwise, a random example: [Twenty-fifth year, fifth month, the realm greatly feasted.] “Feast” refers to drinking wine, anciently meaning when the state had celebrations, specially granting subjects gatherings to drink. So by the previous translation method, the king granted everyone five months of drinking… Is this scientific?

However, one seemingly can’t blame the great Sima Guang. Regarding Xiang Yan’s death, the “Records of the Grand Historian” has two different accounts—

[Historical quotes showing contradictory accounts of Xiang Yan’s death]

See, whether Xiang Yan was captured or killed, or captured then committed suicide… history books are truly difficult puzzles to unravel.

Besides how people died, there are also many contradictory recorded issues. I’ll give another example.

The Records of the Grand Historian says Li Xin participated in capturing King Xi of Yan and breaking Qi, but in “Comprehensive Mirror in Aid of Governance,” these two military campaigns had nothing to do with Li Xin—only saying he participated in the initial attack on Yan.

[More historical quote comparisons]

Right, this history period in history books is just these brief passages, even just one sentence. But in the history written in “Comprehensive Mirror,” Li Xin’s name never appeared at all.

Here one can actually see clues—Sima Guang writing “Comprehensive Mirror” perhaps thought after Li Xin’s defeat, he wouldn’t be valued by the Qin King. But judging from between the lines of various historical materials I researched, King Zheng of Qin absolutely wouldn’t be like this.

Even Zheng Guo who admitted being a spy, the Qin King could value him—how much more a commanding general? One general is hard to find; victory and defeat are common military matters.

Using Li Xin’s example, one can actually prove King Jia of Wei was probably captured, only why he ultimately wasn’t settled in commanderies by the Qin King—there might have been various accidents.

So history books are truly products of continuous reprocessing. History is written by victors—this saying I’ve always firmly believed.

Incidentally, regarding Xianyang city walls research.

Xianyang truly had no city walls. In an anecdote about Hu Hai mentioned in “Records of the Grand Historian – Biographies of Jesters,” “wanting to lacquer its city” probably referred to the Great Wall or palace walls.

When Liu Bang attacked the Guanzhong region, he also made Qin generals at Wuguan defect. After entering Guanzhong, there were no large-scale siege warfare records, only plain encounter battles. Well, if settings allow, I’ll write about specific circumstances in the next “Mute House Zero.”

Besides these two history books, I researched various other materials. For example, when writing about Yellow River hydrological data, I consulted the “Commentary on the Water Classic.” Must complain that anciently the Yellow River wasn’t called Yellow River, just “River,” and the Yangtze wasn’t called Yangtze but just “River.” Writing this made me so awkward…

Also, to write about the Boss’s alchemy, I read various alchemical texts… The more I read, the more fascinated I became—haha! Actually quite fun, all writing about many strange and bizarre recipes with detailed alchemy techniques… Of course, feeling like actually making them would be making poison…

Speaking of which, while researching I discovered an interesting fact.

[Quote about standardization under Qin Shihuang]

Let me discuss “unifying cart axles.” Originally I thought so-called unified cart axles just meant building highways with regulated wheel spacing distances that couldn’t exceed standards.

As it turns out, so-called highways were actually tracks—railways laid with timber.

Seeing this, everyone’s probably shocked, right? Railways… and remains were discovered. In Nanyang, Henan’s mountain area, discovered in recent years.

“Through carbon-14 dating, this track section is Qin dynasty remains from 2200+ years ago. The principle is no different from modern railways, even double-tracked, not pulled by steam locomotives but by horsepower. Experts all marvel that 2200 years ago our ancient country already had such advanced transportation facilities. This will be a more astonishing discovery than the Terracotta Warriors.”

“Current railways aren’t cast iron but rolled steel rails. Qin Shihuang’s ‘rail roads’ of course weren’t cast iron either, but laid with timber. The timber making tracks was hard-textured, undergone anti-rot treatment, still intact today. However, sleepers have rotted badly, obviously not undergone anti-rot treatment, material quality inferior to tracks, but one can still see their general appearance.”

“Using tracks, friction greatly reduced, so horses could also pull much cargo at once. Experts think this the most economical method of using horsepower, or an extremely efficient method. Recognized speed should be at least 600 kilometers day and night, some think 700 kilometers. This is nearly double the speed of 800-li express delivery. No wonder Qin Shihuang could effectively manage the vast empire without enfeoffment, and frequently mobilized hundreds of thousands in large-scale operations, plus went out constantly year after year. Countless eastern tours—just calculating times recorded in history books shows his touring round-trip speed was quite fast.”

The above quotes some news reports—those interested can search for detailed content, particularly amazing.

From this, inferring so-called “unifying cart axles” should be because track spacing was fixed, so all cart wheel distances must conform to national standards to travel on highways.

No wonder they’re called “highways” rather than ordinary roads.

The more I understand Qin dynasty history, the more I feel the great Qin Shihuang was a time traveler… Okay, my imagination’s running wild again…

I read even more reference books about astrology, divination, clothing, jade, jewelry and such—not mentioning them now.

If opportunities arise later, I’ll organize them and perhaps publish a historical commentary reference book related to “Mute House”—all historical knowledge behind stories written in “Mute House,” all particularly interesting. Due to length issues, all couldn’t be manifested in the main text.

In short, another “Mute House” volume complete! Always feeling this plot hole keeps getting bigger… Still so much I want to write… Going to face the wall a while…

I solemnly thank Mr. Zou Hui, boss of Zhongnan Angel, Editor-in-Chief Deng Li, and literary editors like Green Cat for their efforts, plus art editor sisters’ support. The manga adaptation of “Mute House Zero” must also greatly thank Editor-in-Chief Liang Jie’s strong support.

Of course, special thanks to Xiao Bo—”Mute House” has now been open exactly five years, from illustrations to art books to manga, our cooperation keeps improving. The manga version of “Mute House Zero” has also begun serialization in “Shen Man.” Let’s continue working hard together.

Finally, many thanks to reader friends’ support—”Mute House’s” growth is inseparable from your attention. If you like this story, like this shop, like the Boss, then please continue anticipating!

“Mute House”—one volume, twelve stories, one story per month, one volume per year… Really? Since last year’s delayed publication of “Mute House · Four,” my rhythm was disrupted, so I wrote “Mute House · Zero” first. “Mute House · Five” will probably only be published in 2016… That’s still fast… I’ll work hard!
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